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			To Zach and Hannah who make my world magical.

		


		
			Prologue

			In 1978, four Britons in the Afghanistan warzone attacked an MI6 team aiding the mujahedeen, or anti-Soviet Afghan people. Captured and convicted of treason, they were hanged. At least, that was the official record.

			What really happened… 

			Four cornered lycanthrope brothers agreed via blood oath to assist the English monarch in fighting inhuman terrorists. But they were tricked. After providing their blood, a witch invoked a blood curse to bind them into service to the Crown. 

			By this blood you are bound to the monarch of England to support and defend the nation and its people against preternatural enemies, to protect the innocent, and to serve for all the days you live.

			By exploiting their abilities as the strongest of the paranormal creatures of the world, Britain solved a burgeoning paranormal worldwide threat. The queen also achieved leverage over MI6 and other nations, who now needed her for help to contain otherworldly terrors. 

			The brothers still serve against their will as the only line of defense against the nightmarish monsters that seek to terrorize, subjugate, and decimate humankind.

			They are the ultimate weapon. 

			The ultimate secret. 

			They are the Crown’s wolves.

		


		
			Chapter One

			She had no clue how she ended up in a car, with a low-tech cell phone on her lap, a Zippo lighter in her hand, and a printed map with directions to a club located in the heart of Berlin.

			She silenced the phone’s on-the-minute countdown timer. 00:21:58. 

			A hasty parking attempt up the street from the club, SigNone, proved she sucked at parallel parking. But, if forced to endure another few minutes surrounded by the stench of moldy fabric and some ill-defined spoiled food in this POS Renault, she’d puke. 

			The tight black pants and calf-high buckle boots didn’t allow for a graceful exit from the small car. Why was she wearing pants this inflexible? The door’s molded plastic held as she heaved herself onto the high curve and upright, but no one nearby noticed her stumble to gain her footing in the high-heeled boots. Not in the pitch-black, cold night. The head-to-toe Goth outfit evoked zero memory.

			Despite the thirty-nine minutes that had gone by since she’d woken up, her mind remained a void. 

			She couldn’t remember anything about her past.

			As in not one freaking thing. Not who she was, how old she was, nor her name.

			She ground her teeth as she studied texted instructions from “Unknown.” 

			Get him to leave SigNone’s subbasement before the counter hits zero or kiss your memory goodbye.

			She didn’t want to follow cryptic orders from an asshole threatening her. But she couldn’t take the chance her memories really might be gone forever if she didn’t. When she woke up earlier that evening, the mysterious texter had sent her an internet link to a conspiracy site. The page discussed Blackout, a new drug developed by the US military that could induce amnesia. The site said the drug had been leaked onto the streets, and it hinted that only a special antidote could restore memories. Had she been given Blackout?

			Scrutiny of “his” picture on the phone one more time answered no questions. She didn’t need to see the headshot again, which had been sent by her anonymous texter. She’d memorized every detail of the striking man—early thirties with longish dark hair contrasted by the stubble shadow along his pale cheeks. He glowered as if he was about to shit-kick someone. Nothing about him triggered a memory other than the fact she’d stared at the image so many times in the past half hour-plus that he seemed familiar. This man might have the antidote she needed.

			Her breaths came in short gasps as she tried to remember if he should be familiar. Nothing. She needed to recall something about herself—family, friends, favorite music, her name…something. Her head suddenly pulsated, as if someone was screwing a bolt through her eye socket and into her brain. She flung out a hand to catch herself against the side of the car, held her stomach, and bowed her head against the crushing pain. 

			What about her age? No idea, but in the reflection of the car’s rearview mirror, she’d looked to be in her late twenties. 

			God, even her own face was unfamiliar. 

			Married or single? No ring, but she couldn’t rely on that as an indicator. Someone could’ve stolen her jewelry. 

			Did she smoke, given she had a lighter? There’d been no cigarettes in the car. If a smoker, she’d be craving one about now, which she wasn’t.

			She traced the plain block, uppercase letters tattooed on the inside of her left wrist with her index finger: ROMAN. 

			What did it mean? 

			She wanted to know something about herself. Pressing a few fingers into her eyeballs didn’t ease the pain pulsating inside her head. I have to do what the phone says, or I’ll never remember.

			If she found out who did this to her, who forced amnesia on her, she’d kill him…or her. Could she kill a person? Crap, her head hurt again.

			Catalog what you DO know. 

			She didn’t despise the black outfit, although she gave the form-fitting bustier’s plastic boning an angry tug where it dug into her ribcage. Whatever underwear she wore—felt like a thong—rode up her ass. No, she wasn’t going to pluck her butt in public. Apparently, she wasn’t that kind of girl. But after she handled the task her texter had sent—getting this guy out of the subbasement and into SigNone’s main lounge, which would hopefully resurrect her memories—she’d find a restroom and give her underwear a solid realignment pull or remove it altogether.

			She wrapped her arms around herself. Must be at least low thirties out here. Whoever designed her post-apocalyptic Goth getup forgot to include a stylish leather jacket. 

			Time to find this man, who hopefully had answers and the antidote. Her boots clicked on the concrete sidewalk at the fastest pace possible. Her stride couldn’t get much wider before the leather pants crimped her butt. The arches of her feet ached inside the boots as she neared the club. 

			The way her skin crawled at the thought of entering a club called SigNone made her suspect this wasn’t her normal scene. Maybe the name of the club was a clue. Probably not. The man she needed to find was in there. That was as deep as the name went.

			No signs advertised the establishment. The only indication it existed was the low rumble of music and the two-wide line of thirty or so leather-clad people outside a battered metal door. 

			A pair of bearded, muscular men in black tactical gear manned the entry, each armed with a Taser. The one on the left, with six facial piercings, had a knife in his pants pocket. He balanced his weight on his right leg. Left must have an injury. She guessed his knee. Her brain peppered her with a full list of each bouncer’s strengths and weaknesses and ideal hit points.

			Where had that come from? 

			The phone buzzed its next countdown alert against her chest where she’d stuffed it into her top. No time to wait in line. She had to skip to the front. 

			She strode to the bouncers and directly eyed both men. “Meine leute sind drinnen.” My people are inside. Clear German, without a hint of uncertainty.

			I know German?

			Both men gawked at her chest, which overflowed from the too-small top that pushed an obscene amount of white cleavage into view. No question she didn’t worship the sun or that she was stacked. They leered at her, fixated on her breasts, which made her want to deck both of them hard enough to break noses. 

			Do not punch either of them. Smile.

			One bouncer smirked. The other opened the door and waved her through.

			Focus on the positive, not the fact your boobs got you in. Language skills. Useful talent. What other languages could she speak? Nothing else popped into her head. English must be her first language since her thoughts came in it.

			Deep bass tones pulsated between the brick walls inside the renovated factory-turned-club. The cavernous interior housed an enormous crush of bodies writhing to the massive sound system. Laser lights flashed colors in sync with the beat.

			She pressed through people to the railing overlooking the primary dance floor. Once more, she peeked at the picture on the phone before clicking it off. In the strobe lights’ flashes, the dark screen of her phone showed her reflection: a woman with long, curly, dark hair and pale skin. She tugged a curl into her line of vision. Auburn. Natural color or dyed? 

			How could she not recognize herself or know if she dyed her hair? She pushed her brain to spill details. Come on. Remember. What hair products do I use?

			The area behind her eyes throbbed again. She gripped the rail to catch herself when the world wobbled. A tumble over and onto the dance floor wasn’t the kind of attention she wanted.

			The urge to push her brain to remember what it couldn’t was tough to stop. She forced a few deep breaths and ceased trying to see her past.

			The world went blurry. Air thickened as if inhaling smoke. I remember everything since I woke up. That’s something. 

			The phone dinged and then buzzed twice.

			New text from Unknown. 

			If he tries to kill you, Nova, flick open the lighter twice and give it to him. 

			What?

			She examined the silver Zippo lighter embossed with a leafy pattern. The metal piece didn’t look like a get-out-of-jail-free card. 

			If she failed to find this man, she’d be a historical blank for the rest of her life, but when she found him, he might kill her? Great. This keeps getting worse.

			Hold on…

			My name is Nova. 

			She released a huge breath. Tears welled up behind her eyelids. It was such a small scrap of information she’d probably taken for granted at one point. But now, it was a lifeline—her first clue as to who she was. 

			The phone dinged a countdown reminder. No time for a self-indulgent breakdown.

			00:15:27. She shoved the phone back into her top and clung to wisps of hope that the man in the photo would give her answers without a life-or-death showdown. She better not be a pawn in some twisted sociopath’s game. Pawns often died. 

			No sign of him on the dance floor, although people were packed in tight enough to make finding anyone difficult. He didn’t look like the dancing type based on his picture. He looked like a person who loomed in dark corners until he saw something he wanted. And then…

			Someone pressed in behind her and put a hand on her butt. 

			The smell of cigarette smoke and cheap cologne burned her nose. She spun. 

			Her interloper’s dark, dilated eyes dropped to her neckline. “Looking for some fun?”

			Not with you. She grabbed the hand headed for her breast. With her other hand, she fisted one of his nuts. “Remove your hand from my ass and back the fuck off, or I’ll squeeze until it pops.” 

			Images bombarded her brain, momentary and rapid. A body crumpled on the dance floor. Pulsating lights. Screams. Bleeding…so much blood. The vision starred cheap-cologne guy at this club. Her gut said, strongly, that this was a peek into the future. At his death. For a second, she almost felt sorry for him, but then again, he hadn’t removed his hand from her ass yet. 

			He could be forcing her to see this… Which meant she believed people could have precognition or magic. Impossible. 

			“What are you doing to me?” She crushed his testicle harder. “How are you making me see this?”

			A squeak emerged from him. “See what?”

			Maybe she was insane and imagining him dying in a gruesome way, but it seemed so real. “Tell me!”

			The offending palm came off her butt, and he raised his hands. “Crazy bitch.”

			She released him. He scurried off stiffly.

			The phone buzzed. 

			00:09:55.

			No new text.

			She skirted a grinding couple and a waiter with a drinks tray on the way down the stairs. A gated off area, which restricted access to somewhere farther downward, stood on the far side of the dance floor. Did the stairway behind the gate lead to the subbasement? She moved in that direction. 

			A graceful woman in a skintight dark dress and platinum blonde hair almost collided with her at the top of the stairs. 

			Nova smiled wide and said in German, “Going down?”

			“Na sicher.” Of course. The woman’s accent came out thick, as if the words escaped from her nose rather than her mouth. “You?” she asked with an edge of haughty.

			Nova nodded but frowned. She leaned in close. “There’s a bit of something on your chin. Want me to get it off?”

			“Yes.” Ms. Platinum whirled to face away from the entrance, her cheeks flushing pink.

			Nova leaned in and wiped imaginary smudge off the woman’s chin. Fast, efficient. Another smile thrown in. Instant bonding moment. Perfect.

			In the brief instant of skin-to-skin connection, Nova got a flash of a man lunging at this woman, serrated knife in hand. She heard no sound but could see the woman’s mouth open as if screaming before she fell to the floor, bleeding.

			Oh, God. Another death image. This had nothing to do with the cheap-cologne guy. Not at the club. Not tonight. But within seven years, if her strong, intuitive feelings told the truth. 

			Nova’s chest tightened. Did this lady know she’d visualized her death? How was this possible? Most important of all, was it real? Would it actually happen that way? 

			Ms. Platinum blushed and sagged as if relieved. “Vielen dank. Are you okay? You look pale.” 

			“Yes,” she forced out. No, she wasn’t bloody well okay. She was following orders from someone she didn’t know, someone who might’ve given her some sort of top-secret military drug to steal her memories. And, she got flashes of people dying when she touched them. 

			The woman waved for her to follow past the guards through the door at the top and again at the bottom of the stairs. The moment the second set of double doors closed behind them, the noise from the club upstairs faded to a distant throb of the bass. 

			Ms. Platinum whispered, “Who’re you here with?”

			Nova scanned the dim, sparsely populated room and roamed over the four felt-top gambling tables until she found him. 

			Target acquired.

			Whoa. The mini phone picture didn’t do him justice. He might be attractive, like…tongue-lolling-on-the-floor hot with his huge shoulders, thick chest, and his deep scowl, but above that, the man oozed power and unpredictability. His dominating presence was wrapped up in a heavy black leather jacket, tailored to fit his big frame. The concept he might attack her outright both intimidated and excited her.

			What did that say about her? Was she an adrenaline junkie or some sort of masochist? 

			She waited for her memory to return like the reveal at the end of a magic act.

			Nothing. Not one single iota of a memory popped into her mind. 

			Damn it.

			Maybe he needed to speak for her brain to jumpstart? Perhaps he truly had the antidote.

			“Him?” the lady asked, bringing her out of her daze. “He’s broody. I’ve never seen him accept a woman, but it looks as if one is making a play for him tonight.” She nodded at a stunning redhead hovering behind him.

			“We’ll see who wins then, won’t we?” She followed her temporary companion into the gaming area, past the muscled ogres securing the entrance to the room. The guards nodded to the lady and barely glanced at her.

			Her target kept his full concentration on the five poker players surrounding him. A scattering of onlookers watched, including several conspicuous bodyguards and elegant women. An eerie quiet surrounded the table. 

			She gave the model-perfect redhead hovering behind her guy a smile with a tinge of threat. The woman backed up a step with her hand against her throat and rushed away. 

			Guess she excelled at throwing a scary face.

			She had maybe seven minutes, probably less, to inspire this stranger to leave with her. 

			His concentration didn’t deviate from the game. The stakes were raised, and all the players put an obscene amount of cash, not chips, into the pot. 

			Her heart pounded. End this game. Look at me!

			Maybe she was here to save him from whatever would kill the cheap-cologne guy upstairs, if the vision was of the future and that future was tonight. If a shooting was about to happen upstairs, she preferred to be far away from here when it kicked off. 

			All of this strategizing meant she believed the awful images.

			Her stomach clenched when her cell phone vibrated against her breast, most likely another tick tock reminder. Got it.

			His gaze slid sideways and scanned around the table, as he glared through unruly, dark hair that fell over his face. The instant his crystal blue eyes met hers, they sucked all thought right out of her head as if draining a tank dry.

			Awareness raced down her spine and through her limbs, tingling all the way to her toes. Details of him sharpened into fine focus. She saw the faint wrinkle lines next to his eyes and the dampening of sweat on his upper lip.

			His posture stiffened for an instant before he returned focus to his cards and competition. Did that mean he recognized her? Her pulse hammered inside her ears. 

			Get him out of here. 

			But how?

			A player called for a show of cards. Every person around the table flipped to show their hands, ending with the man seated across from her target, who revealed a winning royal flush. 

			The winner claimed his pot with a fair amount of drama and accolades. Gathering up her nerves, she moved to stand next to her target, draped her arm across his wide muscular shoulders, and leaned in to whisper close to his ear with the small silver hoop. She spoke low enough that those closest couldn’t overhear. “We must leave. Now.”

			Simple. Direct. 

			It didn’t have a hint of sexual suggestion, but it also didn’t give any clue of intent. He might not like that.

			If it didn’t get him moving, she’d somehow have to drag him out of this building. 

			She stared for a few extra heartbeats at the way his dark shirt clung to his pecs, outlining every muscle. Seems she was a sucker for muscles. And tattoos. Dark, complex tattooed lines and shapes peeked out of the top of his shirt, along with the right amount of sprinkled chest hair. She wondered if the designs stretched across one shoulder or both or maybe it simply traveled south… His lower belly was as sculpted as his upper chest.

			Incredibly sexy.

			His brows rose. 

			Caught staring. Her face scorched.

			His piercing, light blue gaze trapped her in place, shooting a shiver down her spine. From just his frank expression, he communicated he wasn’t someone to fuck around. What you saw is what you got. Oddly, she liked that he might be like that.

			Maybe she should switch tactics and appeal to his hero instinct.

			Nope. He qualified as the antihero who’d be more likely to shove a knife in her gut.

			Best to go with a straight shooter approach.

			She lowered her voice and spoke directly into his ear again. “You’ve got to get out of here.”

			Now she needed to convince him she wasn’t crazy, and to do what she’d asked.

			He regarded the low dip of her top as if her breasts were a part of his decision. That pissed her off. But she forced another “nice” smile and whispered, “It’s important.”

			She still had no clue of his decision. 

			He slid his hand around her waist and dragged her onto his lap. His skin had touched her arm. Yet, she didn’t get any death vision about him. What a relief, even if she didn’t understand why not. Thank God it didn’t happen with everyone.

			She felt dwarfed next to him. The heat from his solid thighs distracted her. The smell of bourbon and something all him made her light-headed. Pheromones, her brain supplied. Whatever it was ignited awareness of everything about him—his strength, his ruggedness, and the potential for pleasure.

			Out loud, he said, “Such a filthy mouth for one so exquisite.” 

			That voice—although not familiar, with its low bass, smoker-quality raspiness and British accent—resonated deep in her gut. 

			She was pretty sure “we must leave” and “it’s important” didn’t qualify as filthy. This was all show for those around the table. Why?

			He drew her tight to him and laughed as if she entertained him. 

			Her stomach twisted, caught between the urge to pull him out of here before their countdown hit zero, and the instinct to play along. 

			The phone vibrated another tick-tock warning against her chest. If he didn’t start heading for an exit soon, she’d haul him upstairs.

			She threw her arms around his neck, the soft dark hair at the back tickling her hand, and on the pretense of kissing him, whispered, “I will drag your ass out of here if you don’t start moving.”

			He gave her a wicked once-over and announced to the table, “I’m out.”

			The slick man she gauged to be of European origins seated across the table, the pot winner, assessed her with a dark, soulless glare. He cocked his head. A small smile teased his lips. 

			A bitter tang saturated her mouth. She’d cut out the asshole’s throat if he tried to touch her. Could she do that? A mental image of a blade she knew to be the “right” blade filled her mind. She knew how to do far more than balls strangulation, it seemed. Put badass offensive moves on her list of skills.

			The grip around her waist tightened, forcing her attention. 

			He lifted her off his lap and rose. Tall and broad, he towered over her at what she guessed was at least six-foot-four, even though she wasn’t a shrimp, estimating herself close to five-ten. The picture on her phone hadn’t prepared her for the sheer power of him. 

			He locked her hand in a crushing grip, far from a light, suggestive hold. As they wove through the subbasement crowd, he never let go or eased up. 

			At the top of the stairs, back on the loud dance floor, he yanked her into a dark corner free of bodies and spun her, one hand still gripping hers and the other suddenly holding a knife tight against her neck. “How’d you find me? Are you bait to lure me out and kill me?”

			The brief flare of hope that he might recognize her and help her fill in her memory gaps fizzled when he twisted the knife. The brutality in his eyes said death came easy to him. She’d be but another number on his hit list.

			He pressed tight against her but didn’t hurt her. “No one knows I still exist.”

			He could kill her. Right here. Right now. But something made him hesitate.

			Him holding back meant he wasn’t a soulless assassin.

			She wriggled her hand free of his hold. “Let me get something out of my pocket. I swear, it’s not a weapon.” 

			He didn’t give her permission, nor did he remove the knife. Once she retrieved the lighter, she flicked the flame on and off twice, as “Unknown” had instructed.

			The knife disappeared, but he pressed a hand into her chest to mash her against the wall. The grip wasn’t crushing. Yet, it contained her. In a hiss of breath, he asked, “Where’d you get that?”

			“I did what I was told. Now, do whatever you’re supposed to do to allow me to remember my past.”

			“What?” His face scrunched up. An errant bit of unruly hair fell across his forehead and tickled the point at the top of his sculpted nose. Cameras must love his symmetry and angles.

			“You know me, right? You know who I am? Is Nova actually my name? Have we met before? Please, I need to remember.”

			“I don’t know you,” he said. 

			He didn’t know her? He had to. Her phone vibrated against her racing heart, likely another countdown warning.

			Task accomplished. She’d gotten him out of the subbasement. Did she need to get him out of the club for the miraculous recovery of her memories? 

			“Why was it important I leave downstairs?” he asked.

			“I don’t know.” She wanted to text back “Unknown” to report her success, but, “Unknown” probably wouldn’t respond. She’d replied to the texts the moment she woke up and never got anything back. “I think we have to get out of the club. Something might be about to happen.” 

			His head whipped to the side to search the dance floor. “I have business to attend to. You’re going to stay put until I finish. If you don’t—”

			“If your knife comes out again, I’ll shove it in your heart,” she interrupted. 

			“I like a good fight.” He leaned in. The air bristled with energy. His bourbon breath saturated her nose. “I don’t lose.”

			She stared into his bottomless blue eyes, feeling breathless and tingling all over. But not in the least intimidated.

			Hoarsely, he said, “I’m also very good at hunting once I have the scent of the one I need to catch.”

			“If I ran, it’d be a challenging hunt for you.” 

			His gaze dropped to focus on her lips. Her mouth went dry, like a desert. Was he going to kiss her? She wasn’t opposed. 

			Nerves tightened her stomach as she envisioned her mother turning in her grave at the thought of such a violation of etiquette as an illicit kiss in public. Violation of etiquette? Was this a memory? Hot damn. How was it wrong to kiss this exceptional man? Right on the heels of that revelation came a buttload of stubbornness to do exactly whatever the hell she wanted. 

			She remembered her mother, not by an image, but with the idea of propriety. This deep-set sense of decorum seemed antiquated, not something belonging to the twenty-first century. 

			She’d remembered something! This man might actually be the key to her past without the need for a chemical antidote. Maybe this is why she had to find him and get him out…to get him alone.

			If a kiss could open her mind to remembering, then she was all in. Hell, memory crisis aside, she wanted to feel the power of him against her. Lips…his tongue—both were a tempting start. Should she initiate this kiss or let him? She waited. 

			Nothing happened.

			He didn’t move. 

			“You should be frightened of me,” he whispered, a noise she shouldn’t have been able to hear over the pulse-pounding music but did.

			“I’m not.” 

			His large frame and broad shoulders invaded her space, his forearm grazing hers as he leaned in. “Are you sure?”

			She leaned a bit closer to him, reveling in the way the heat of his body warmed her to the core. “I could kick your ass before you took your next breath.”

			His lips twitched upward. “You hold onto that optimism.”

			That smile. Devastating.

			“I think you’re the one who’s a little bit scared.” Her heart beat wildly against her rib cage. “Are you absolutely sure we don’t know each other? That we haven’t met before?”

			He frowned, his brows drawing inward to the point a small wrinkle formed on his forehead. She couldn’t tell if it was the confusion of someone who knew her and wondered at her asking, or a stranger trying to convey a no. She’d have to get him alone and clarify. Guess she’d be joining him outside of the club.

			“Why do I feel compelled to touch you?” She traced his lips with her index finger. “Makes zero sense when you just threatened to kill me. But I can’t stop. You’re…mesmerizing.” 

			His mouth fell open and breath whooshed out. The small bit of ink peeking out above his dark T-shirt fascinated her. 

			She dropped her hand to feel the heat of his skin along its pattern, tempted to peel the shirt lower to see more of the tattoo. 

			His chest heaved, lips parted, and eyes widened. No more cool control. This was the look of an undomesticated male in the grip of a desire. The look promised he’d take everything she allowed. And give back in kind. 

			She could envision it vividly. His muscular frame taking charge, demanding so much, but giving with every demand. She could practically feel his teeth scraping across her skin.

			Her hearing intensified until she detected each aroused breath from him, a remarkable feat given the pounding bass of the music around them. Her vision became super sharp to the point she could see the dust specks on the edges of the molding. 

			How the hell could she pick out individual dust particles? Her breathing sawed in and out of her chest, and she could feel her heartbeat in her temples. The room tilted wildly, or maybe she had—

			“Easy, tesoro,” he murmured, sliding out of the easy British accent into something that sounded almost Italian. “Look at me.”

			He shook her when she ignored him.

			“Snap out of it,” he growled. “I’m going to lose control if you… You can’t do this here.” 

			Tesoro. Treasure. An Italian endearment? Maybe he was Italian, even though he had spoken with a British accent. Didn’t make sense.

			She spoke Italian, too. Interesting to know.

			She could see each individual eyelash along his lids down to its pore. Her teeth ached to nibble on his skin.

			“What’s happening?” she asked.

			“Focus on me.” He bracketed her chin to force her to look up at him. “Breathe in. Breathe out. Calm down.” 

			The freak-out receded. “Are you going to kiss me or kill me?”

			“If I wanted you dead, we wouldn’t be talking.” He placed his large hand on her cheek and gently stroked her skin with his thumb. “Non mi spingere.” Don’t push me.

			“You like being pushed.” She wasn’t joking. She also had no clue why she could understand Italian. 

			“Who are you? And where did you get that lighter?” 

			“You know me, right?” She readied herself for the big reveal.

			“I already said, no.”

			A definitive no? He didn’t know her? All this—finding him, getting him out of the subbasement and risking her life—for nothing? “You have to know something. I think my name is Nova, but that could be false. I was supposed to get you out of the subbasement.”

			“I don’t understand,” he said. “Why are you here?”

			“I can’t remember anything. Not who I am. Nothing. You’re supposed to know.”

			He shook his head. His brows drew together.

			“I have amnesia,” she said in Italian, and held up her wrist to show off the tattoo. “Maybe you know what this means.”

			“Roman?” His face paled. He grabbed her wrist to run a finger over the blue letters inked into her skin. “That’s my name.”

		


		
			Chapter Two

			Pop. Pop. Pop.

			Gunfire.

			He pulled her close, up against a wall as frightened people rushed around them. “We’re going to figure this out. But I can’t leave until I get what I came for. You better hope you’re not a distraction to keep me away from it. If so, and I find out you’re against me, I’ll kill you.”

			“Why is your name on my wrist?” Nova asked, grinding her molars in frustration at the lack of answers he provided. She pushed against him for space, not that he budged.

			“Did you hear what I said?” He was so close that each word, each breath, tickled her cheek.

			“Your threats don’t scare me.”

			He said into her ear, “How did you know how to find me?”

			“I was told to do this…to be here, but I don’t know who sent me.”

			“You were blackmailed into finding me?”

			“Yes…no. My head.” She closed her eyelids against the pain.

			“We’re going to sort this, but later. Do exactly as I say. If you don’t—”

			“Enough with the threats. I’m not going anywhere.”

			He grabbed her hand and led her against the flow of terrified people who stomped their feet and elbowed and shoved her sides. He didn’t lose his hold on her.

			More gunfire. More screams. More bodies pushing. 

			He seemed undaunted. 

			If she were an ordinary person, the shooting would panic her like all these other people, but a sense of detached calm descended. Her brain argued the gunshots came from near the bar, not directed at her. The fight involved a mixture of guns, knives, and fists. 

			“Who’s your target?” she asked.

			“Man in the back corner with the skull neck tattoo who’s trapped behind the bar. You stay here. Don’t move.” He maneuvered her next to the DJ stage. “If you leave, I’ll find you.”

			“If I leave, I’ll disappear.” She glared a hard-ass threat right back at him. “I came here to find you and regain my memory. I’m not about to ditch you.” 

			His nostrils flared. “Stay.”

			He whirled and stalked into the fray toward his target without an ounce of fear.

			Two men attacked him. He dodged a knife and slammed a fist into one hostile, which threw the guy into a column. The second guy managed to land a solid punch into his face only to be met with an equally forceful throw to land on top of his compatriot. Three more attacked him.

			Roman fought well. Trained. Great confidence. Yet, it almost seemed as if he were restrained and not applying his full strength.

			Skull Throat watched Roman with laser focus. He rotated something odd between his fingers. Looked like a vial. A strange sensation slid over her—a combination of resignation over what she had to do and intuitive knowledge that the vial held something no one in this club could handle, especially her. 

			She concentrated on all involved in the fight to sort out motivations and intents. Some of this she’d seen in the vision of cheap-cologne guy. Oh my God, she knew what the man in front of her was going to do. She needed to make her move…

			Now.

			Thighs pumping, she sprinted into the action. As expected, a lithe man turned with his serrated knife, intent on her. As his knife entered its striking arc, she went into a slide, bracing for a nasty impact as her side landed on something sharp, probably broken glass. She took out his legs with her momentum. Up in a second, she stomped his wrist with the heel of her boot, hitting the nerves so his hand involuntarily opened. She relieved him of the knife and jabbed it deep into his chest. 

			Roman was still on his feet, fighting to get closer to Skull Throat. Blood coated his knuckles—unknown if it was his or others’ blood—but he was pissed off and fully engaged with a dagger in each fist while sporting a scary beast expression. He seemed bigger, stronger and somehow more intimidating than he had seconds ago.

			Her eye caught on a shooter aiming for him. As things went into slow-motion, the shooter pulled his trigger. 

			Nova jumped in front to take the bullet’s impact, to protect Roman.

			He threw both of his blades at the shooter and screamed something as she went down.

			The gunshot had hit her mid-bicep. Indirect. Not too bad. Her arm didn’t hurt yet, at least not as much as the cut on her side. She must’ve been in this type of situation before to be so freaking chill about all of it. With a detached ease, she refocused on Skull Throat.

			The vial. Skull Throat was about to open it. She found Roman’s gaze. He was closer but wouldn’t make it in time.

			“Catch it,” she said. Although quiet, she knew he heard her.

			She threw the knife still in her fist, hitting Skull Throat mid-neck. He dropped the vial and grabbed his throat. 

			Roman caught the small glass tube before it hit the floor. In a smooth turn, he scooped her up and carried her through the frenzied crowd, running for the stairs. Not a shoulder toss, but in his arms against his chest. “He’s going to explode. Hold on—”

			Crack. Boom!

			Everything blanked as her ears rang. 

			Roman still had her, but they weren’t standing. Her back ached where it supported all her weight and his at an odd angle, her spine pressed into a step.

			“Didn’t you hear me say no?” With a groan, he stood, picking her up. “Never assassinate a wannabe warlock who’s holding an alchemist stone.”

			“A what?” Must’ve been her imagination. He meant warlord. And she hadn’t seen the man holding anything else. “I got the vial for you.”

			“That guy held the stone in his other hand.” Jostling through the crowd, he muttered, “I’ll never hear the end of this. Amateur move to blow him up with this many witnesses.” 

			“He was going to open the vial.” She clung to his neck as he carried her through panicked people, her face mere inches from his. If she leaned forward just a bit, she could brush her lips across his jawline, which was roughened by scruff. His skin radiated an almost impossible heat. 

			“If you’d have given me half a minute, I’d have mesmerized him. You know, voice coercion? He was a human dabbling in magic, not full warlock.”

			“What?” She pushed off his chest to crane away and see his face. “That’s not possible unless you’re a Jedi.”

			He pulled her back into him to avoid a collision with two screaming women, still threading his way toward the exit. “Jedis are impossible…no, I’ll change that to improbable. The past few decades have proven to me the things you’d think impossible can actually exist. Did you forget how to use your voice to coerce humans into compliance?”

			“That’s…magic? You believe magic exists?”

			“Of course magic exists. Our kind distrusts it, though. In fact, the Council forbids its use. But I need it from time to time.”

			She didn’t really follow what he just said.

			Moments later, they were outside with throngs of people. Sirens screeched around them. Flashing emergency vehicle lights sent red pulses into the dark night and added to the chaos. He didn’t put her down when they reached the street but kept moving fast. 

			She didn’t fight. Wounds aside, she wanted more from him—to find out all he knew about her. And magic. 

			And, truth be told, she didn’t want to stop touching him. Or being this close to the heavenly smell of him.

			A tall, elegant, but ripped man in a gray tailored suit over a black button-down shirt without a tie sauntered toward them, his clothing at odds with the leather-clad crowd. His thick brown hair had been secured at his nape against smooth, olive skin.

			Roman set her on her feet, wiped blood off his knuckles onto his dark pants, and moved in front of her, whispering, “Don’t speak. This is one of those things humans consider impossible that actually exist.” 

			She was human, as was he, right?

			The new man leveled his dark hazel gaze on them. In a thick Spanish accent, he asked, “You got what you sought, I hope, and found an evening friend, perhaps, as a bonus?” He sniffed the air. “She’s a bit battle-damaged, though. And…” He crinkled his nose, and his eyebrows rose. “I smell the perfume of charcoaled warlock on both of you. Getting sloppy, aren’t you, Roman?”

			Warlock?

			Roman craned around to give her a silent told-you-so in regard to blowing up the man he’d called a warlock. Just when she’d thought her night couldn’t get more bizarre. 

			“I didn’t know he’d explode.” She held up her hands.

			“Working with amateurs these days? Or is she just a hookup?” the man asked as he tried to peek around Roman.

			Roman stiffened but didn’t react. “What’s your game, Antonio?”

			From what she could see of Antonio, everything about the man was smooth, from his casual, sensual Latin charm to his skin, which didn’t have a single blemish or wrinkle. He had an allure to him that demanded she stare. Something about him didn’t seem human. 

			Not human? Impossible. But Roman said this is one of those impossible things that exist. Antonio’s skin radiated the perfection of a youth in his late twenties. His expression, not so much. The eyes—ancient and hard—wandered to her neck and lingered.

			“My evening has certainly gotten a lot more interesting.” With a smile, Antonio reached around Roman as if to take her hand. 

			Gut instinct urged her to flee.

			Roman mirrored Antonio’s sideways movement, his body preventing the tanned hand from getting close to her. “She’s not your concern.” 

			“She smells like one of your people. Yours, perhaps?” Antonio put his hands behind his back. He tilted his head to better see around Roman and spoke to her in precise, almost careful English, although heavily accented. “He has a complete lack of social graces. You are too good for him.” He examined her as if she was an interesting animal he’d never seen before. “You are exquisite. It’s been a long time since I’ve met one like you, but…” He sighed dramatically and looked into the chaos of people. “I, too, have business to attend to tonight and can’t delay.”

			Something about his intonation of “one like you” sent her internal alarm to maximum danger alert.

			Roman said, “You should’ve died in Sudan. What you do is unethical.”

			“Have you proof of what you accuse me?” Antonio leered, flashing canines that were longer and somewhat sharper than a normal person’s. He addressed her, “See what I mean? Complete lack of graces.”

			“If I had evidence of you using other species to do your bidding for something illegal or evil, you’d have been dead decades ago,” Roman said. This whole conversation was flying right over her head. 

			“You can’t kill unless the monarch commands it. You and I have more in common than you think.” He smirked and deliberately raised his dark eyebrows. “Until next time.” 

			“We have nothing in common, and we’re on opposite sides.”

			Antonio stepped past them and headed down the sidewalk into the commotion.

			“Are you okay to walk?” Roman asked her in that rumbly voice, once the Spaniard had melted into the crowd. “We’ve got a block and a half to my car. Then, we’re going to talk about the lighter.”

			The guy who could be the alpha male poster child was giving her respect by not tossing her over a shoulder and running? Damn, if she didn’t appreciate him for it. 

			“I can make it.” Her side hurt like a motherfucker, and the bullet wound had started to throb, but she’d walk on her own or pass out trying.

			Wrinkles creased his forehead as if he sensed her pain. “We have to move fast.”

			He took her elbow, the one opposite the bullet wound, to propel her up the street. No sidewalk in this part of the city. Each step jarred her body. Less than a block later, she stumbled, dizzy.

			He caught her and lowered his voice to a soothing tone. “I’m going to pick you up, and you’re going to be okay with it.”

			“Did you just try your Jedi mind trick again? Because it failed.”

			“My master will be disappointed. As a padawan, I can’t even do basics.” A small smile tweaked the corners of his lips.

			Hello, sense of humor. 

			“I’m still picking you up. We have to move faster.” He glanced behind them before he approached to lift her. 

			She smashed her molars together and swallowed all noise when he touched her side. 

			To his credit, he didn’t go Tarzan, but gently scooped her up and held her against his chest again. It was more intimate, protective. Not the move of a man who planned to drag her into a dark corner and murder her.

			Minutes later, inside a dilapidated parking garage, he deposited her into the passenger seat of a black sports car. “Are you going to pass out?”

			“The last thing I’m going to do is faint while in a car with a guy who kills for trinkets at techno clubs.”

			He knelt next to her, not touching. “Trinkets? You mean the vial? That’s cute. Nova, that’s your name, right?”

			She nodded. Then shrugged. “I don’t really know.”

			“Nova, can you make it fifteen more minutes until I get us away from here? Then we’ll deal with your gunshot wound and the others, if needed.”

			The legitimate concern in his face warmed her, knowing he meant it. She wasn’t alone, at least for now. But he wasn’t asking it as a question. It was more a command she wait.

			He stood and leaned into the car over her. His gaze landed on her chest, which at his angle gave him an eyeful. He swallowed hard before his dilated eyes snapped back to hers. 

			“Good view?” she asked.

			His cheeks flushed. Gruffly, he said, “There’s a first aid kit in the black duffle on the back seat if you need it.”

			“Where are we going?”

			He hadn’t heard—or pretended not to—as he jogged around the car. Before she clicked her seat belt into place, which hurt—oh, Jesus, the movement to pull it across her shoulder almost made her black out—he had the car in reverse. 

			“Is someone following?” she asked after several sharp turns that seemed unnecessary.

			“Doesn’t look like it.” He examined the rearview. “Antonio Dulanto and his people are tricky. We have to move fast.”

			She should get the duffle bag with the medical supplies for a quick patch up. A test turn…the miniscule motion caused the ribbing from the bustier to ground into the wound on her side. Nope. She’d rather bleed out than get a bandage. 

			She asked, “What city is this?”

			He did a double take. “Berlin.”

			“Just confirming.” She massaged her forehead against the pain behind her eyes. “What’s the date?”

			“December 4th.”

			Once out of the city, he pulled the car onto a side road in a small neighborhood with barren trees and freshly plowed snow, and parked.

			He cocked his head, which threw a lock of dark brown hair across his arched brow, and stared at her, unmoving. Light blue eyes watched with an unnerving almost predatory absorption. In that moment, he changed. He’d already been big. So big everywhere, but now he ultra-filled the space, wild and raw. A warning flashed in her brain: danger.

			“You’re staring,” she rasped out in an effort distract him, and get him to take the threat down a notch. A part of her recognized she should be frightened, but his new aura kicked up her fascination with him. What did that say about her?

			“You’ve got to remember something about yourself,” he said. “Maybe a reason that you were told to find me and get me out of the club?” 

			“Subbasement. I was ordered to get you out of the subbasement only, not the club. I don’t know who I am or where I’m from or anything about myself.” Her brain whirled, pushing and pushing, but came up with a blank. Remember…come on. Pain slashed through her skull. She gripped her head and swallowed hard. Her stomach threatened an explosion.

			“Easy, Nova.” His hand was on her back, rubbing circles, but the moment she turned to look his way, he moved away fast.

			She blinked and swallowed hard, finding her hands resting on the glove box. “Why were you… What happened?”

			“You almost passed out.” 

			“My head…” She shielded her eyes against the streetlight above the car. “When I try to remember, it hurts.”

			His fingers reached for her.

			She ducked away.

			He held up his large hands, palms flat to her. “I swear I wasn’t going to hurt you.” 

			“How do I know you’re telling the truth? A few minutes ago, you were somehow less threatening. Now you’re different. Supercharged?”

			“I dropped my glamour, which keeps people from jumping straight to peeing themselves in flight-mode terror. You put up one most of the time, too, or aren’t you aware?”

			“Glamour? Like something vampires do to compel people to do their bidding?” He didn’t seem as certifiably crazy as that sounded. “I think you’ve watched one too many episodes of True Blood.”

			He just smirked. “You want me to look at your head and see if you have an injury or not?”

			She nodded.

			This time when his broad fingers reached into her hair, she didn’t duck away. He probed around the sensitized skin of her skull, which didn’t hurt. He removed her hands away from shielding against the light to examine her eyes. “No obvious trauma, but your eyes are dilated, which is why the light bothers you. I think you were drugged.”

			“I thought so. Maybe when it wears off, I’ll remember?”

			“Maybe.” That didn’t sound reassuring.

			“When I woke up, I was given information on a drug called Blackout. You think it could be that?”

			“Never heard of it.”

			“Word online says it’s some sort of new military-grade amnesia drug, and there might be an antidote.”

			“Who gave you that information?” With a single finger, he touched her jaw, tracing its edge with a fine tremor in his digit. “Was it the person who drugged you and sent you to the club?”

			She stopped breathing, hypnotized by the slow-moving touch. Lips parted and mouth parched, she barely managed a small nod in reply. No words came to her as she envisioned him easing the throbbing that pulsated between her legs for him. 

			“The website is probably bogus.” His finger trekked down her neck toward— He fisted his hand and pulled it away. He tugged in a rough breath. “Where’d you get the lighter?”

			“I woke up with it.”

			“You flicked it twice. How did you know to do that?”

			She pressed her fingers against her eyelids, which did a bit to alleviate the renewed head pain when she thought of the lighter. “The message said if you tried to kill me to flick it twice.”

			“A message? It said twice?” His eyebrows rose. His face seemed to lose color.

			“Twice.” She patted the cell phone in her top. “It said to get you out of the subbasement before the timer hit zero, or I’d never remember anything. Maybe I didn’t get my memories back because I didn’t get you out in time. I suspect they wanted you to leave the club before all that chaos broke out, which means either someone saw into the future—impossible—or someone initiated the whole thing.”

			She pulled the phone out of her top and caught his gaze lingering on the bustier. Her eyebrows shot up.

			He looked away.

			Last text message from Unknown. 

			You were too slow. 

			Did that mean she was stuck with amnesia? Her stomach twisted, threatening a vomit. A few good swallows got it back under control.

			“Let me see the message.” He examined the texts and returned the phone. “Give me the lighter.”

			She handed it over.

			“You need to leave,” he said as he tucked the lighter into a pocket. “You got me out and returned the lighter. You did what you were told. You and me… Just go. You need to get far away from me.”

			“Seriously? You’re going to dump me in the middle of nowhere on the outskirts of Berlin, without a coat in the snow, while I’m bleeding from a bullet would that I got saving your life?” 

			“You’ll heal. Might already be healed.”

			“That’s absurd.”

			“Nova, you have to remember what you are, which is why you have to go. Please, we can’t…you can’t… You have to get out of the car and leave.” When she didn’t move, he said, “Get. Out.”

			He pointed out the window on her side and dramatically unlocked the doors.

			“No.” Nova crossed her arms. “I woke up a little over an hour ago remembering nothing. I was dressed in this awful leather outfit with a wedgie from hell that won’t let up. And these ridiculous heeled boots… Have you ever tried to walk on heels this high on ice? My feet are at a freaking forty-five degree angle to the floor. Then I’m told my only hope of remembering something…anything is to extract some unknown guy—you—but you might kill me if I don’t flick a lighter the right way.” She held up her arm and rotated to flash the tattoo of his name in front of his face. “I’m not getting out because your name is tattooed on my fucking arm. That means I stay with you.” 

			The corners of his lips twitched and eventually broke into a smile. “A wedgie from hell?”

			“Apparently, panty lines are taboo in these pants.” She rotated to face him, which she discovered didn’t hurt. Puzzled, she lifted her shirt a little and probed her side. Not as painful. Not a significant wound anymore. Just remnant blood. How was this possible? “Why do you think I’d be healed by now? No one heals that fast. Voice coercion, magic, super speed healing… I don’t understand.” And what had he meant by “what you are”? 

			He compressed his lips. “You have to remember at least this. It’s basic biology.”

			“I recall things like how to drive. I remember languages and how to fight, but I can’t remember anything specific about me, other than a vague and very small memory of my mother. No one heals instantly. You’re delusional.”

			“I don’t know what to do with you.” He closed his eyes and massaged his eyelids. She could’ve sworn he muttered, “Lord, help me.” Louder, he said, “I can’t help you.”

			“Someone thinks you can.”

			“I’m not a fucking babysitter. I can’t take you where I’m going. No one is supposed to know about me.”

			“Someone does.” Softly, she added, “I don’t have anywhere to go. Do you really want me to leave?”

			His shoulders deflated and eyelids dropped closed on a long sigh. “This was so not a part of today’s agenda. Hell, this year’s agenda.”

			“If I don’t leave, are you going to kill me to make sure I don’t remember you?”

			“I can’t erase your memory of me,” he grouched. “Voice coercion doesn’t work on our kind or Antonio’s.” His eyebrows squished together. “But if I was going to kill you, Nova, I would’ve already done it.”

			“What aren’t you saying about me? Special healing, this voice thing…” She gripped her head against another wave of pain. “What am I?”

			She tried to slow her breathing. Her heart seemed to be doing revolutions inside her chest. Who am I? She grabbed his hand. “You have to know me. I have to seem familiar to you in some way.”

			“Trust me, I’d never forget you if we’d met before. Females of our kind are so rare they’re almost extinct. You have to remember the witch war last century? The other side targeted females? Smart of them, but left us in trouble.” He slumped back against his seat and gave a defeated sigh. “It’s why I’m supposed to protect you until you get back to your people. That’s an old rule. Dammit.” 

			“Are you a spy? MI6 or Russia or something? Does that imply I’m a spy, too? Or are we some sort of military genetic experiment with kicked-up abilities?”

			He was quiet for a moment, pinning her down with his piercing stare. “No. We’re so much worse.” 

		


		
			Chapter Three

			“So, you’re a bad guy?” Nova asked.

			Roman’s hometown was the world of the wacky, deranged, messed up, and insane. But an amnesic, drop-dead gorgeous lycan with his name permanently inked into her pale skin?

			His name.

			A woman who flicked his dead brother’s lighter? Twice. Like Shane had always done when stressed. Shane got atomized by a bomb while holding that lighter several years ago. 

			Call him spooked.

			To the point he felt conflicting needs to run far and fast from her and at the same time wrap her up tight in protection so she’d never leave.

			But the feeling when she’d been pressed against him, the softness of her hair floating over his skin, the perfection of how her small hand had fit into his… Little surprised or terrified him, but her effect on him did.

			A bad guy? He smothered a smile at the naiveté of the question. “Do you wish I was your heroic rescuer? That’s cute.”

			“You didn’t do any rescuing. That part was all me.”

			“I’m no one’s hero. Most label me an abomination. It’s my lot in life. I do scary things beyond what you could even imagine. It’s why you’re best off if you get out of the car. Go your own way.” 

			“You do scary things? Like pick up a girl and murder her on the side of the road?”

			“Are you frightened?”

			“I’m terrified,” she said sarcastically without a hint of fear. “You lumped us together earlier when you said ‘our kind,’ so I assume I also do bad things.”

			“You killed that guy in the club.”

			“You mean the one who planned to shoot you in the heart?”

			“I’m not saying I feel bad for him. Just pointing out murder’s not exactly a heroine move.”

			“So I’m a bad girl? You like that, don’t you?” She stared out the window, her lips compressed against a smile. “I like it.”

			Holy shit, she was incredible. 

			He dealt with the deadliest of preternatural creatures on a daily basis. His curse to the Crown required he hunt down and destroy paranormal threats bent on power, greed, or world domination. 

			But he’d never encountered someone like her.

			He wasn’t allowed personal attachments—at least his handler didn’t permit them. Gerard, their human liaison to the monarch, wanted him and his brothers to remain cursed, single, and focused. But one or two nights with a woman? No problem. The guy wasn’t all bad. Their sixty-one-year-old human handler had managed them since the inception of the curse forty-six years ago, supervising the logistics and the minutiae of their missions to handle paranormal terrorists. Beyond the job, Gerard shared the monarch’s view of them as monsters that deserved to suffer simply for being born lycanthrope.

			If Gerard or the newly crowned king, Francis, found out about Nova, they’d find some twisted reason to force Roman to kill her. Because she wasn’t human and because she knew who he was, she would be seen as an unacceptable distraction. Honestly, he was distracted. And would remain sidetracked for however long she was in his life. Because on the surface, at least, she was everything he hadn’t known he admired in a woman, and he felt compelled to help her, protect her…and damn it, he wanted her. He had no wish to take part in the whole lycan mating with one of their kind for the long-term bullshit, but dabbling for a while might work.

			Why was he even doing these mental gyrations? He’d known her for what? An hour? Damn the upcoming full moon and its sexual pull on their kind. Not all myths about werewolves or lycans were untrue. They all experienced the drive to mate when the moon was full. However, lycans technically were incapable of shifting into a dog or wolf, as ridiculous lore might suggest. They could transform into dangerous superhuman predators six times faster and stronger than any person.

			“There’s something worse than a spy?” she asked. “Am I an assassin for hire? Or a mercenary? I’ve got these skills. I instantly know other people’s weaknesses and strengths.”

			He pulled a rough hand through his hair and cast his gaze upward as if an angel of God would swoop down to solve her identity crisis.

			He should get on the road again to avoid noticing how well she wore leather with her “wedgie from hell”—kill him now, but that was hilarious. Her wearing leather didn’t advertise for dirty sex in a corner like it would in many in techno clubs. The kind of sex his brother, Flynn, couldn’t resist, which is one of the reasons they kept Roman as the front man when in public with humans, and Flynn in the background managing logistics and tech. 

			“Why is your name on me?” She rubbed the stylized tattoo as if doing so might erase it. No such luck. “Why is this happening to me?”

			He massaged his wrist. Odd coincidence that he had his own wrist tattoo. His intricate, bracelet-like sigil symbolized his curse. 

			“I don’t know why you have that tattoo,” he said. “Coincidence?” An asteroid hitting them in this car carried a higher probability. He brushed his thumb across his eyebrow.

			“Your deductive reasoning skills are simply breathtaking.”

			She was a fucking smart-ass.

			Another thing he liked about her. 

			He also liked her authoritative, take-no-bullshit attitude. Nova had fine, angled features, and dark, curly auburn hair, and lean, long limbs which he now knew from being up close and touching were toned. Her lips were pink, not because she applied gloss but because they came that way.

			Remember… Someone used her to try to get him out of the subbasement before the shitshow started. Had they wanted him present for the showdown? Or maybe have her there to distract him enough he’d forget about getting the vial? That same someone had known his deceased brother’s bizarre habit of flicking the lighter two clicks by two clicks when stressed. That person knew him seeing the lighter would stop him in his tracks—and stop him from hurting her. 

			Not that he would’ve actually hurt her. Threaten, sure, in order to drive her away. Because she incited in him something instant and stupid, something mindless that he wouldn’t allow. Couldn’t allow. Hell, he’d almost kissed her, of all idiocies. He had to protect her, even from himself. 

			No one should’ve known why he was there—to get the vial. No one should have known him at all. To the rest of the world, he was a ghost. None gave him credit when he saved their lives. No accolades, no thank you’s. Which brought him back around to who knew enough about him to put that tattoo on her and send those texts? This whole thing with Nova could be an honest, though disturbing, attempt to get him out of harm’s way. He bet it heralded something far less altruistic.

			The dated pager in his jacket buzzed. He whipped it out. And stared at the message.

			Meet at home in 24. 

			He thought, Now? You’ve got to be kidding. 

			He didn’t have a personal smartphone or any sort of electronics that could be monitored or tracked. Occasionally, he used burner phones. Pagers were old-school enough that ones like this couldn’t be tracked. It was his one connection to the people who pulled his strings.

			“What’s wrong?” she asked.

			He didn’t answer as he pushed open the door and pressed the short-range earbud in his ear, even though he didn’t need to touch it for it to be active. It broadcast everything audible around him. Softly, he said, “I got recalled for a meeting. Did you, Flynn?”

			He paced to the trunk of the car. Did his handler know about Nova? Had they been caught together on camera?

			Shit.

			“No,” said his brother, Flynn, who wasn’t too far away, likely on the way to the airport. “Is she in the car with—”

			“This is about the new royal throwing around his weight,” he interrupted. “We’re going to England. Actually, only I’m going in. No choice.” 

			“She is in the car,” Flynn said. He’d been on the roof of the building across from the club, sniper rifle at the ready. Of course he’d seen Roman leave with Nova. “We need to discuss the importance of following a plan. I can’t believe you blew him up. It was a simple retrieve.”

			“I got the vial.”

			“Who cares about the vial when you picked up a passenger who’s not supposed to know we exist? Why is there a woman in the fucking car with you?”

			“It’s complicated,” he muttered. “But I got it.”

			“I saw on surveillance she took a bullet for you and pulled some moves that looked bloody hot for someone in tight leather. I bet it’s as complicated as your balls in a twist.”

			He whispered, “She’s one of us. It’s a female with amnesia who doesn’t know what she is or who she is. There’s more we’ll talk about later.” 

			“Jesus, a lycan? I think I have the cameras controlled, but if she got caught… You think that’s why you’re getting called in by yourself?”

			“I don’t know. I have to go in,” he intoned without emotion and massaged his tattooed wrist. If one of them disobeyed an order, they’d all be punished, and possibly killed. Maybe not a death sentence for resisting an in-person meeting with the newly crowned king, but the curse would start hurting all of them. They’d tested it in the past. He wouldn’t be the one to bring harm to his brothers. 

			“You have to go in,” Flynn repeated. “She’s lycan?” He blew out a long whistle. “The last time I got close to a non-mated female, I almost got my nuts sliced off. Man, it was worth it. I’ll bet she smells amazing.” 

			“This isn’t about sex.”

			“Sure it’s not,” Flynn said sarcastically. “She’s hot as all bloody hell, and she’s one of us.” He paused. “You think she’s a spy? What’s she doing targeting you to help her?”

			Roman switched to Gaelic, which he and his brothers used when they didn’t want anyone around listening in. Over their long lives, they’d picked up multiple languages. The dead ones, like Gaelic and Latin, turned out to be the most useful. “I don’t know who she is. Neither does she. But this has something to do with Shane.” 

			“He’s dead and gone. How can this be about him?”

			He quickly explained the Zippo lighter connection. 

			“Is she…did she mate him?” Flynn responded.

			Denial roared through Roman’s brain, dark and deadly.

			“It’s been almost two years,” Flynn said. “Why would she appear now? Makes no sense. We would’ve known about her if she belonged to him, wouldn’t we? He spent very little time apart from us. He didn’t have time to go find someone like her and build a relationship in secret. Gerard would have known, and if Gerard had known, we would.”

			Roman got back in the car and faced her. In English, he asked, “Did you know Shane?”

			“Who’s Shane? I can’t remember my own name? Why would I remember anyone else’s?”

			“Are you a spy?” 

			She shrugged. “I don’t know. An hour ago, I didn’t know I could speak German and Italian or that I could fight.”

			In his ear, Flynn asked, “She’s got to know what she is. She has to understand why you want to get her naked. Don’t bother denying it.”

			He pressed his ear, turned his head away from her to duck it low, and snapped in Gaelic, “Unlike you, I don’t want to screw anything female that crosses my path.”

			“That’s unfair,” Flynn shot back.

			“Belfast.”

			A pause. “Okay, that girl had phenomenal tits, and I was bored waiting in the hotel for you to get your ass in gear.”

			“I almost lost my arm because you missed my signal.” 

			“I said I was sorry. It’s been eight months since Belfast.”

			Roman froze and met her startled gaze as a small smile played at the edges of her lips. Shit, could Nova speak Gaelic? His face and neck heated.

			He turned away from her again to whisper, “I’ll meet you at the plane. I think she understands us.” 

			Silence came from Flynn’s end. Roman gripped the steering wheel tight with both hands and asked out loud in Gaelic while staring through the windshield, “Do you understand me?”

			Her smile. Devastating and stunning… 

			Although she’d caught him trying to be secretive, the Flynn blowjob conversation didn’t embarrass him…not too much. Her smile hit him straight in the gut and stole his breath for a whole other reason. A reason that meant trouble for him. He’d forgotten what this felt like since it’d been decades, maybe a half century since he experienced anything this immediate with any woman. He tried to label it—temptation, lure, magnetism. He wasn’t a monk. He had sex. Regularly. But his partners didn’t get anything from him beyond mutual physical release. He didn’t let them. None did whatever the hell this was.

			Lycans, in general, didn’t do insta-love or any of that fated mate crap in literature, but there sure was insta-attraction. He’d experienced it once before with a human woman, before the curse, but she’d turned out to have the fidelity of an alley cat, so it hadn’t lasted. His mother’s words flitted through his head, “Instant chemistry leads to scorching sex. Everyone needs to find that at least once. It’ll blow your mind.” With affection, he silently cursed his mom’s candidness. 

			Pull it together. She’s hurt. She’s alone and clinging to me as the only person she knows. This is about figuring out who she is and getting her out of my life.

			She had to belong to someone, maybe not mated but at least a family. Lycan society functioned on old rules, like a female wasn’t to be touched or even looked upon unless it was sanctioned by her family. They decided whether she could be out in the public eye or hidden away at home. Most kept their women hidden under heavy guard since there were so few females left. She could also be mated to someone else. His dead brother, perhaps. No, that made no sense. Shane had been out of his mind, possessed by a demon for a long time before he died in a bomb explosion. 

			The ruling body of lycan society, the Lycan Council, had decreed long ago that all unmated, unprotected females who were spotted out in the world were to be reported immediately. Thank God, he didn’t feel an ounce of obligation to that aging group of chauvinistic assholes or their stupid rules. The Crown’s rules, on the other hand… 

			Don’t forget you have no choice but to leave her. Help her and leave her.

			He sighed and dropped his head. “Nova, please, get out of the car. You go your way, and I’ll go mine. Run and run far. Disappear where no one can find you. I’m not someone you should be around or trust.” 

			When she didn’t reply, he looked up into her remarkable blue-green eyes. In an agonized whisper, he said, “Go. Please.”

			“You’re supposed to help me, remember?” She tugged her lower lip between her teeth. 

			“I never agreed to help you. I don’t know you.” He fixated on her mouth. The indentation of her upper lip looked soft. A single taste before she left would be so good.

			“I jumped in front of a bullet to save you,” she said. “That’s got to count for something.”

			“I’m not ungrateful, even if you did cause the wannabe warlock to explode, which complicated everything.” 

			Her eyes narrowed.

			Jesus, she was hot when she got angry. Just watching her, he was getting harder, something he couldn’t afford right now.

			When she made no move to leave, he pulled the car back onto the road and sped toward the small, private airport.

			“I’m not sure I like you.” She drummed her fingers on the door. 

			“You shouldn’t.” You like me. He’d caught her checking him out not once or twice, but three or four times since they got in the car.

			“Who’s on the other end of that ear communicator?”

			“My brother.”

			“Are you a spy? You were using a British accent, but now it’s more muddled. Are you MI6?”

			“Something like that.” Accents came easy to him since he’d lived all over the world over the centuries. England certainly wasn’t a place he’d ever call home. His base accent had become more a blend of Spanish and Italian. Who knew anymore? He focused on the road’s icy curves while pushing the car to speed three times the limit toward the airport. 

			“Who do you work for?” she asked.

			“I’m… It’s classified.” 

			She wrapped her hair around her hand, lifted it, and stretched her neck slowly to the left.

			What was that on her skin? A raised set of interlocked triangles marked the back of her neck. The pagan symbol represented old magic, something most of his kind distrusted and feared. The Lycan Council forbade their kind to practice that kind of magic and strongly discouraged the use of any other kind except for glamour, a rule put in place after last century’s witch war. That asinine and brutal conflict left too many dead on both sides and a simmering distrust between species. Whatever she’d done to get those marks hadn’t been legal. Roman dabbled in some magic, not the kind on her skin, not elemental magic for which the caster drew upon elemental power and shaped it for a desired result. He did lower-spell witchy magic with spells, runes, scrying, an occasional potion…things like that. The Council didn’t concern him. He hadn’t considered himself under Council rule since the moment his curse took effect. 

			Flynn chatted about time frames in his ear. Quietly, he said, “Flynn, we’re going to Austria first.”

			“The mage?” Flynn asked. “He didn’t like it the last time we showed up without an appointment. Remember he tried to execute you with some sort of magical hand blast thing?”

			“Then get an appointment.”

			He pressed his ear and said low, “There’s much more at play here than anticipated. He’s our next stop before I return.” 

			“Is she coming with us, or are you doing tears and goodbyes at the airport?” Flynn asked.

			“We’re all going.”

			“I’m not flying the plane while you get it on in the bathroom. Now, a three-way I could get into that. I’d—”

			“What the actual hell?” he roared. “No. Just no.” He met Nova’s gaze for a moment and shook his head to indicate the outburst wasn’t at her.

			“Fine, she’s yours,” Flynn replied in a pissy tone. “I get it. But if you don’t make a move for her, no promises from me not to try.”

			“Don’t.” Fighting over a woman was definitely new.

			“What was that about?” she asked after a few minutes of silence.

			“My brother never matured beyond sixteen. Ignore him when you meet him.” 

			In his ear, Flynn said, “I’ll get you for that.”

			“We’re going to Austria?” She tried to smile, but the upturn of her lips didn’t look happy this time.

			“There’s someone there who might be able to help you remember.”

			She assessed him for a moment. “But?”

			“Fifty-fifty chance he kills us on sight.” 

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Roman led the way through the side door into the dark, rented hangar housing his airplane. The smell of jet fuel, oil, and hydraulic fluid assaulted him. The scent an aircraft emitted, either standing idle or after streaking across the skies, resonated deep in his soul. His Cessna was the one quintessentially perfect thing in his life. It was his, not the property of the U.K. Bought and paid for from investments made long before the curse.

			Flynn hadn’t arrived yet.

			Warning flashed through his brain. The faintest disturbance of energy. The slightest whoosh of air. 

			On instinct, he pulled Nova to the left against the cold metal wall, covering her body with his own. A bullet hit near his ear, puncturing the steel. He pressed the button for the hangar’s automatic door to open and ducked both of them behind a shelving unit. Ambient light from the streetlamps outside slowly filled the space. 

			If anyone messed with his plane, he’d kill them. No one could get on the plane until either he or his brothers lifted the protective wards on it. So, he wasn’t worried about anyone stealing it or taking the magical talismans he kept on board. But they could damage the outside.

			On a growl, his true lycanthrope form emerged. He dropped the glamour he usually used to appear wholly human. He didn’t become a movie werewolf covered in hair with a popping of bones, nor did he shift to an animal. As far as he knew, werewolves in those forms didn’t exist. His change happened at will and was more an enhancement of his muscles, something closer to Wolverine from X-Men when he got angry or Michael from Underworld without the vampire part. His teeth grew longer and sharper, his eyes glittered preternaturally bright, and his nails grew into sharp claws. If desired, he could leap from one side of the hangar to the other in the blink of an eye.

			“Wow,” Nova whispered, touching his mouth where his elongated canines were more prominent. No revulsion reflected in her expression. No fear.

			He didn’t have time to marvel at her reaction. With heightened senses, he recognized the odor of their attacker. Roman called out, his voice now deeper and resonating, “Cooper? We established rules last month about this sort of thing. The rule is you stay away from me.” Roman leaned in and whispered to Nova, “It’s the A.W.L.”

			“The what?” 

			He kept his voice low. “Anti-Werewolf League. They’re a well-funded international group of humans that have been hunting our kind since the early 1900s, although they’re not very good at it. Cooper is one of their lower ranking members. Moving up in the ranks requires a documented kill or two, which he hasn’t made yet.”

			“You’re a…” Her breath hitched, and she touched her throat. “No. But your teeth and body… You didn’t turn into a wolf, though.” 

			“Turning into an animal is fiction. Also, we’re lycanthrope, not werewolf. This is what we turn into. The A.W.L’s name is stupid. And wrong.”

			She reeled back, palms against the shelving unit behind her as if she were using it to remain upright. “Oh my God.” 

			“I didn’t hit you yet, did I?” Cooper shouted back.

			“Is this a training exercise again?” Roman called out as he scanned the hangar. Nova pointed to the nose of the plane, which was where he, too, detected Cooper. 

			Cooper yelled, “If you’re dead, then I guess it was an effective exercise.”

			“You’re saying our truce is off, and we’re back to trying to kill each other?” At the sound of Nova’s gasp, he leaned over and whispered to her, “You’re going to be okay. I won’t let him hurt you.”

			“Maybe I can help.” She smiled, showing her own elongated canines, which for a female were smaller than a male’s, but no less dangerous. He didn’t think she was aware she’d done a partial shift to her primal form. He could count on one hand how many females he’d seen like this in his entire life—one. His mother. 

			Everything about her kicked up in potency, including the intoxicating scent unique to her. Breathing in the luscious smell made him dizzy, tipsy even. It activated primitive urges—protection, aggression, and mating. He imagined knocking Cooper out and taking Nova against the wall. Mere moments is all it’d take to be deep inside her, hearing her scream in pleasure.

			She’s injured and amnesic, so that’s a definite no. 

			His protective instinct ramped up. This was beyond dangerous with a human nearby. If Cooper hurt her, even accidentally—which was more the kid’s speed—Roman might lose his mind. He liked Cooper’s gumption and didn’t want to hurt him.

			“Stay here. This is decent cover if you don’t move,” he rasped, low. “We don’t know what you’re capable of. It’s not worth risking it.”

			“I can fight. I’ve got skills.” 

			Her fearlessness made him smile. With a small touch to her cheek, he whispered, “I respect your skills, tesoro, but you’ve done enough for one night.”

			He scooted to the nose of the plane at top speed, pinning Cooper by the chest against the metal side of the hangar. 

			“Who’s your friend? Looks like a she. A curvy, sexy she in leather,” Cooper said in an American accent. He stared in Nova’s direction, undaunted by the fact Roman held his chest in a vise. He seemed confident Roman wouldn’t hurt him, acting as if he was unaffected by him without glamour and in his primal form. How annoying. 

			Worse, Roman battled the urge to rip Cooper apart for noticing Nova.

			“Roman’s got a girlfriend,” Cooper goaded in a sing-song voice.

			“We don’t do girlfriends. If you know anything about us, you know to never mess with our females.” His voice was a rough growl. 

			Cooper’s face paled. Beads of sweat appeared on his forehead. That’s more like it. That’s the fear I deserve. Cooper smelled like he hadn’t showered in a few days. The partially grown beard might be an indicator of how long.

			Roman said, “I refuse to repeat this conversation about you laying off all of this bullshit. This is your last warning. Next time, I’ll kill you.”

			“You said that the last three or four times. Why don’t you just do it? You got some sort of no-human-killing rule? Or are you only allowed to murder people if the Crown says so?”

			He’d used his persuasive tone two months ago to ask how Cooper knew who he was and who he worked for. Cooper had quickly confessed he’d received an anonymous tip. “Did you figure out who’s feeding you information about me?”

			Cooper shook his head. “I’m here to warn you. Someone close to you wants you dead.”

			“What makes you say that?”

			The small, scruffy man did as much of a shrug as he could manage while caught in Roman’s grip. “Who knows about you? Who could say exactly where you are right now or that finding your plane is the best way to find you, even if they didn’t know exactly where you’d be in Berlin?”

			Very few people.

			“You’re one of the good ones, Cooper. This is too dangerous for you. Go back to New York and return to being a cop.” Roman released him and squeezed his shoulder. He lowered his voice to the soothing, mesmerizing tone he used to do voice coercion. “Forget about the woman with me. Go to sleep. Wake up in an hour, and go home.” 

			Cooper conked out like a robot whose batteries had been removed. Roman resumed his glamour, picked him up, and moved him well out of the plane’s way.

			“Can we review the stuff about an Anti-Werewolf League again?” she asked.

			“I didn’t tell you it was safe to be over here.” He shook Cooper gently by the arm, confirming that he slept. “Let’s get on the plane.”

			Moments later, once they were on board, a car drove into the hangar. Flynn jogged up the loading stairs, pulling them closed behind them. He had the wavy blonde hair of a movie star, but up close an angular, antihero mug. 

			Flynn tossed a backpack with his laptop into a seat, rotated his ball cap to his favorite backward position, and pulled a lollipop out of his mouth. He could never be their face man, which was why Roman got stuck interfacing with humans or non-human entities on most of their missions. Sure, Flynn was pretty enough, even with his few facial piercings and obsession with arm tattoos. But he made questionable fashion choices. And his general laissez faire attitude might get him a lot of action from women, but it didn’t work in most situations dealing with dangerous, dark, otherworldly creatures.

			He held out his hand to Nova. “I’m Flynn. And you’d be…?”

			She stared at his offered hand but didn’t shake or reply. “You are his brother?”

			“I’m the fun one.” Flynn retracted his hand but looked undaunted. “Why’d you interfere? The fact that you waltzed into the middle of our mission today and mucked it up seems colossally weird.”

			“Interfere with what, specifically?” She frowned at Roman.

			Roman resisted an eye roll. “She doesn’t know any more about us than we know about her. She has no clue we saved the world from Strumous Malum by getting this vial.” He removed the vial from his inside coat pocket and held it up.

			Flynn lowered his voice to speak conspiratorially to her. “I would’ve given a million Euros to be a fly on the wall to see how you got Roman to take you with him. Did you kiss him? Slip him some tongue? Him bringing anyone onto his sacred plane is way out of character. Him kissing you or even interested in you as a woman for more than two minutes…” He did a mind-blown mime with his hands.

			“How’s the gunshot wound?” Roman asked.

			“I’m good.” There was vulnerability in her stare and a shaky edge to her tone. She lifted her arm to show a small entry point at the back that was almost sealed. “Went all the way through. And my side?” She pushed the bustier aside to expose a tapered waist above the waistband of…

			Not looking. 

			Oh, he looked. And couldn’t look away.

			Holy shit. The barest hint of lace underwear at the top of her waistband.

			Her skin was marred by a jagged, mostly healed laceration. In human terms, it would mean over a week of healing. By the morning, it’d be no more than a small scar. 

			She palpated the edges of the wound. “So, I’m like you…werewolf—no, lycan? Am I some sort of science experiment?”

			He became utterly still, giving her a chance to see he wasn’t lying when he said this. “You’re not human. You have to remember this. I don’t know how one of us could ever believe otherwise, even if we lost our memory. Maybe if someone hypnotized you into believing yourself human, I could buy you not remembering. Knowing what you are is as basic as knowing how to walk. We are lycanthropes. Lycans.”

			No one said anything for several long moments of silence. Even Flynn seemed to have stopped breathing from wherever he stood behind them. Flynn was probably looking at her again. Why did that make him want to punch his brother, whom he trusted with his life?

			Skepticism laced her tone. “Can I change into a dog or something?”

			“No. That’s a human urban myth. We do change to become stronger when necessary, like I did in the hangar. In our feral form, we can do many superhuman things, but it’s not an ugly creature covered in hair like in the movies. You almost did the shift at the club. You started the change again in the hangar. It’s why I distracted you both times. You can’t do that in public.” 

			“You’re lycan, too, Flynn?” she asked. “Does that mean you both got bitten at the same time?”

			“What?” Flynn shot a shocked glance at Roman. “Bitten? What the actual fuck?”

			“Chill. She’s got no clue,” Roman said in a calm tone.

			“Of course I’m lycan.” At her skeptical eyebrow raise, Flynn groaned theatrically and rolled his eyes. “It’s genetic, not something like in the movies where a bite will turn you. I was born this way. My parents were 100 percent lycan, as were theirs. And yours. It’s a different species than humans.”

			She asked, “Why do I believe so strongly I’m a person, that I’m human?”

			Roman shrugged

			“Superspeed healing?” She touched her side.

			“The older we get, the more rapidly we heal. That speed means you must be at least fifty, maybe older.”

			“How old are you?”

			“A lot older.”

			“You think I’m fifty? I look maybe early twenties.” She nibbled her lower lip. “How long do you…we live?”

			Roman shrugged. “Centuries. I don’t know any that died of natural causes.”

			“What about that spooky guy named Antonio? Is he like us?”

			Both Roman and Flynn exchanged glances. 

			“You didn’t know what he was?” Flynn asked.

			Roman said, “He’s a vampire, not exactly a friend of our species.” They had yet to pin down if Antonio was involved with the dealer who peddled black magic artifacts like the vial. But every time they found something deadly like it, he lurked about.

			“Maybe that’s why I didn’t like him. Probably good I didn’t act on one of the five ways I envisioned he could die.”

			Shit, he was staring at her.

			“Yeah, probably smart,” he muttered.

			Flynn said, “Nova, I ran your image through the MI6, Interpol, FSB, and CIA facial recognition software. Nothing came up. Even Roman and I have hits here and there, and we’re ghosts in society. How’s it possible you have nothing in any image library?”

			“If I remembered a single freaking thing, then I’d answer that. I’d venture to guess whoever did this to me erased me.”

			“Let’s go to Austria and try to figure out who you are,” Roman said, peeking out the small window to the side of the plane where he’d left Cooper. The human was gone. How was that possible? He should’ve been asleep for at least an hour with his voice coercion.

			“I thought you weren’t a babysitter.” She gave him a double eyebrow raise.

			“I might’ve changed my mind.” He didn’t have time to sort out the human, but worried he was losing his touch with the ability to convince humans to do his bidding using his voice.

			“Really? You’re going to help me?”

			“Yes. I swear I’ll help you try to find answers.” He paused. “And then we’re going to go our separate ways.” 

		


		
			Chapter Five

			Roman drummed his fingers against the armrest of the Unfallkrankenhaus Nordost emergency room waiting area chair. The sound of the beats on the plastic thudded above the chaos of humans at their worst. The dull, green walls and smell of chemical cleanser in the hospital waiting room made him want to crawl out of his skin.

			Nova still had no memory. Which brought them here. To the pit of health care and the cranky mage who moonlighted here.

			Thinking about Dom didn’t help settle him. The mage might have patience learned over hundreds of years, but he was moody and preferred to act on the offense when he felt threatened. His attacks hurt. A lot. 

			Roman had to be calm to protect Nova.

			The burner phone Flynn provided for this visit to the hospital vibrated with an incoming text.

			Flynn: Nothing in the digital lycan archives about a female named Nova. None reported missing. Used Russian and American facial recognition again—still nothing there. But I found her in one place. It’s bad. 

			Roman: What kind of bad?

			Flynn: Gerard’s computer and MI6. There’s a video. Looks a lot like her. He knows about her, possibly that you have her with you.

			Shit.

			For an instant, he considered murdering Gerard to keep her safe. 

			The curse burned a path up his arm from the tattoo straight to his chest. Can’t breathe. 

			“You okay?” Nova leaned toward him from the seat next to his. She put a hand on his back when he bowed forward against the vise clamping down on his lungs. “Is this a panic attack? I don’t like this place, either. Listen, we can leave.”

			I won’t kill him. I swear, he thought to the curse. I know Gerard’s off-limits. Now back off so I can deal with the mage without getting us killed. 

			Talking to the curse like it was a sentient being didn’t help. Intuitively, he recognized giving magic an identity made it more powerful. But he viewed the curse as a parasite, one he would one day exterminate.

			The pain spiked. He gulped in air. 

			Nova continued to rub circles on his back. She murmured something he could barely hear. It rhymed. “By Earth and air, fire, and water, so shall you hear my call. Peaceful and calm protects us from all.”

			At her words, his back warmed and tingled. Everything in his head flatlined out into a relaxed tranquility. She spun magic? 

			Now he didn’t know if he’d made the curse back off or if whatever spell she conjured had done it.

			He craned away from her touch. “Do you know what you’re doing?”

			“You looked a little green and were falling apart. Is this too emasculating? A macho guy like you can’t handle a backrub in public?”

			“I’m not ungrateful, but what was the poem about?”

			Her eyebrows drew together. “I don’t know. It just came to me. Did it help?”

			He shrugged, still skeptical.

			“Why’d you have a panic attack? You don’t like hospitals or something?” Her hand was back on him, this time softly squeezing his forearm. The warmth of her fingers burned him through his light jacket. Residual magic. That she, apparently, had no clue she wielded.

			“It has nothing to do with this place,” he grumbled.

			“The text, then? What’d Flynn find out that was so bad?”

			He swallowed against the dryness of his mouth. His pulse picked up and muscles tightened. “We’re here to figure out what’s going on. Maybe get your memories back.”

			Trust reflected in her eyes. He didn’t deserve her faith in him. Trust also entailed an understanding he’d protect her, which he couldn’t promise. 

			Gut instinct urged he keep her close. Someone marked her with his name for a reason. Until that reason became clear—which he hoped to find out here—he’d keep her secret. He’d protect her against everyone, even Gerard. His wrist smarted.

			I didn’t say I’d go after Gerard. Simply saying I’d keep her safe. 

			Guess that meant he wasn’t dumping her with his brother to take off for his meeting in England. Aside from the fact Flynn would make a terrible babysitter since he was so easily manipulated or distracted by women and technology, Roman couldn’t stand the thought of her relying on Flynn. He wanted to be the one to figure this out for her, to protect her, and be the one she trusted. 

			Roman shot to a stand. The itch to ditch the smell of forced sanitization, death, and crisis burned at him. “Want anything to drink? I’m going to grab a soda or something out of the machine.”

			Nova evaluated the vending machines. “I don’t think I like soda.”

			He strolled to the snack and soda machines in the corner. Nothing inside interested him. He turned and watched her. She seemed anxious, although she tried to hide it. He was glad he’d taken the time to find a clothing store open late so they both could change. The jeans and sweatshirt somehow made her sexier than last night’s leather outfit with her boobs spilling out.

			He resumed the seat next to her.

			“This seems very…” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Human.”

			“Dom is an emergency doctor.”

			“How’s he going to help me?”

			“He moonlights here for kicks. Not sure why. Maybe boredom in his old age.”

			“You’re going with me, right? I can’t go do whatever’s going to happen by myself?” She grabbed his hand and squeezed, her eyes wide.

			He wished to ease the desperation in her voice. “I’ll stay with you.”

			He texted Flynn: Did Dom say he’d be here when you called?

			Flynn: Yes.

			He texted back: Did he say 4 a.m. or p.m.? I’m still waiting…

			Flynn: a.m. I can call again.

			Roman: Don’t. He might get grumpy. 

			Roman wondered if Nova might prefer his brother’s brazenness over him. 

			What was this idiotic insecurity? He hadn’t experienced this complexity of jealousy in ages. 

			… 

			Nova twisted her hands together while Roman texted. Roman being off-kilter about something amped up her anxiety. Since she’d found him, she’d relied on the certainty of his strength and confidence. Although most of the plane ride here he’d been brusque, unfriendly, even surly to the point of annoyed about everything, he remained resolute on his plan to help her. He just kept himself walled off and remote. 

			Right now, he stared at her. His face had gone stoic. On purpose. Wheels were turning hard inside his head. But he wasn’t giving anything away. Had he figured something out about her past? Something bad?

			“You sure you’re okay?” she asked.

			He worked his jaw back and forth, a muscle ticking on rapid fire. She picked up vulnerability in his eyes as if he wanted to say something but thought he shouldn’t. She found herself holding her breath, waiting for him to speak. Whatever was coming was important. Critical.

			Her gut said this wasn’t about her identity crisis. It was personal.

			She needed something from him to help her understand the breakdown she just witnessed.

			He opened his mouth. “Nova, I—”

			A gray-haired, dark-skinned female nurse in pink scrubs cleared her throat in front of them. In a thick accent, she asked him, “Are you Roman?”

			He nodded.

			“Follow me, please.” The nurse turned and waved for them to follow.

			Nova considered the value of bolting for the front door. 

			“We’ll get through this,” he whispered. He held her elbow in support.

			She glanced up but didn’t yank her arm away. Instead, she removed her arm from his hand and interlaced her fingers with his. 

			He stared at their locked hands, not moving to follow the nurse, and he didn’t remove his from hers when he did take the first step. For an instant, he met her eyes before looking away to pursue the nurse.

			Even with her emotions a tangled mess, she memorized each turn through the maze of nondescript hallways and took stock of every human they encountered.

			They ended up in a carpeted office with little personalization other than a picture of a family. Was that an image of Dom in the white-striped button-down and pressed black slacks? Strangely disappointing if the thin man with the scraggly, graying facial hair in the picture might be a powerful mage. 

			“He’ll be here in a few minutes. He’s finishing up some notes on an emergency procedure.” 

			The nurse met Roman’s gaze for a brief instant before dropping her gaze. Nova smelled the nurse’s fear, not that she understood how she recognized that the odors that she processed equaled fright. The nurse might know what they were or at least suspect Roman wasn’t human. Some cultures are more sensitive to awareness of us than others.

			Where had that observation come from? It was in a man’s voice inside her head. A memory.

			“He wanted me to get a blood sample for testing.” The nurse stopped wringing her hands to pull on latex gloves. She removed needles and blood tubes from her pocket and waved at a metal chair. 

			“You okay with a blood draw?” Roman asked Nova.

			Nope. But, of course, she lied and mentally pulled on her big girl panties. If he thought this was the way it had to be done for her to find her memories, then so be it. She nodded and sat in the designated chair.

			“Do you prefer your right or left arm?” the nurse asked in a businesslike tone.

			“I…” She stared at the bin of needles on a shelf, her heart racing and lungs not inflating normally. After a finger swipe across Roman’s name on her left wrist, she said, “Right one.” She examined the crease of her arm where the vessels coursed close to the surface. “I don’t know if I’ve had blood taken before or if I bruise.” But I don’t think I like it.

			The nurse put on the tourniquet and tapped over the vein of her right arm. Sweat gathered on Nova’s forehead. Her focus dropped from Roman to the approaching needle. A moment before the point hit her skin, her eyes flew back to his. She couldn’t do this. A noise of protest worked its way up her throat.

			Her left hand fisted and started shaking.

			When the nurse stuck her vein, she flinched, which made the stick hurt worse. Suddenly, he was next to her. Startled, she glanced up, expecting support but what she found…

			Lips pulled back and teeth bared, Roman growled low in the back of his throat. Her fear did this to him? He was about to go full werewolf—no lycan…whatever it was he became when he fought. He wasn’t supposed to do it in public, right?

			The nurse gasped and jumped, tugging the needle, but didn’t lose the vessel, which was a tribute to her skill. 

			Nova tried to smother a small whimper at the pressure on her arm to avoid aggravating Roman further. 

			“You’re hurting her.” It came out of him in a harsh rasp. His protectiveness reassured her but did little to diminish the escalating alarm over the needle in her vein. 

			Even though she felt desperate to be free of the needle, relief spread inside her to know she wasn’t alone in this. She wanted to tell him she could handle it, but the longer that needle remained in her arm, the more she thought she might not be able to get through it.

			“I’m just doing my job.” The nurse’s voice quivered.

			“Finish it.” His nostrils flared as he gazed death at the nurse as if working through every way he could annihilate her.

			With her free hand, the one with his name on her wrist, Nova grabbed his. Her eyelids squeezed shut. She wasn’t sure if she sought comfort for herself or him.

			Tension radiated through his muscles, even his hand, to a point she picked up a fine tremor. Did this nurse realize this dangerous creature barely held himself in check? That her life was in danger?

			The nurse changed to the second blood tube. Upon inserting the new tube, the needle moved again. It hurt. It burned. Nova tried not to move, not to breathe for fear of setting off Roman. 

			“That’s it,” Roman rasped out. “Stop.”

			“I’m good.” But Nova’s voice wavered.

			“Done.” The nurse removed the needle and put some folded gauze over the injection site, but not before she saw it bubble with a blood droplet. After applying pressure for a few seconds, she slapped a bandage over the small hole, then skirted out of the room as if she sensed her peril.

			Nova looked up and froze.

			He stared transfixed at the bandage. “I shouldn’t have allowed you to bleed without a fight.” He touched over the bandage. “It’s sacrilege to betray our kind like that. To not protect you against…that.”

			“You almost ripping the nurse apart seconds ago was over some sort of species righteousness?”

			His gaze flicked away from hers. Yeah, it’d been about her specifically. Didn’t that just make her want to grin and hug him? He liked her.

			Nova put her hand over his. “I think you scared her.”

			“You think?” he said sarcastically. “I made the whole process worse.”

			“I realized I don’t like needles.” 

			“Neither do I.” He paced the room. “I also hate human hospitals. The smell of sanitized death makes me nuts.”

			“Something we have in common,” she muttered. She attempted a smile, but it didn’t quite work.

			They waited in silence. Time slowed as he alternated between pacing and sitting.

			“I thought we agreed you and I wouldn’t do this anymore,” boomed a voice from the doorway. 

			“It’s been a while.” Roman stood but didn’t approach the man filling the entryway. 

			This was not the person in the photo, and most certainly not human. He wasn’t as muscular as Roman, but he was still tall and wide with an aura of authority. Raised tattoos covered his neck and the left side of his face with geometric marks that instinctually she recognized as those that only came about from working powerful magic. Scars from what looked like knife wounds decorated the arms exposed by the short-sleeved green scrubs. Yet, between the clean-cut hair and facial angles, he came off almost elegant.

			“Roman sucks at introductions. I’m Domini Tavlin, but you can call me Dom. I assume you’re Nova?” He didn’t offer his hand to shake.

			She nodded.

			Dom addressed Roman, saying, “Flynn told me little more than she has no memory. If all you two needed was a chemical screening, then your people could’ve done this.”

			“True, but it’s complicated.” Roman said to Nova, “Show him the back of your neck.”

			“My neck? Why?” She crossed her arms.

			“He may have answers.” 

			“Based on the back of my neck?” 

			“Yes.”

			All right, she’d trust him on this. She turned to face away from Dom and lifted her hair out of the way.

			“Ah.” She whirled around in time to catch Dom’s scowl, which contradicted the confidence in his tone. “Did you know you have those marks?”

			“What marks?” Her fingers rushed to palpate the back of her head and down her neck, tracing over raised marks that were similar to Dom’s—concentric triangles. Chills skittered through her shoulders.

			“Those are dangerous for a lycan to have. I don’t think I’ve ever seen them on one of your kind before. Have you, Roman?”

			Roman shook his head.

			Dom crossed his arms, appearing lost in thought for a moment. “She awoke hours ago with amnesia and received texted instructions to find you?”

			“Don’t read my mind,” Roman said. “It’s rude.”

			Dom got close to Nova but didn’t touch her. His demeanor changed to be almost tender. “Have any memories surfaced?”

			“None.” She backed a step away from him. Something about the fascination in his dark eyes surpassed sexual interest, even curiosity, and raised her warning flags. She wasn’t about to admit bits and pieces of memory had trickled in. He wanted to read what was in her mind, but if Roman didn’t want him inside his own head, she wasn’t so sure she trusted this guy to muck around in hers. Dom was going to have to ask first, and they needed to set ground rules for a mental scan.

			“Do you remember everything that has occurred since you woke up?” Dom asked while shining a penlight into each of her eyes.

			“Would I remember if I forgot?” She watched him as closely as he watched her. They played at casual conversation while he invisibly tested her. She wasn’t sure what he was doing, but she detected intrusions. Get out of my mind, she thought to him. As much as she wanted the key to her past, she wasn’t sure this guy was the one she wanted to unlock it.

			Dom’s eyes widened. “Maybe you’d remember. Maybe not. If Roman hasn’t needed to rewind and get you caught up over and over, then we can hope you won’t have short-term memory loss. But sometimes those with it can remember a day or two before they rewind.” He clicked off the penlight. “Any dizziness or nausea?”

			“Some.”

			“She thought herself human when she woke up. I think she still does,” Roman said. “How’s it possible to erase the memory of what species you are?”

			Dom didn’t reply as he pulled on a pair of latex gloves. “You okay, Nova, if I touch your head to look for injuries?” He didn’t wait for her permission to examine her head. As he fanned through her hair, he asked, “Any head pain?”

			“Only when I try to remember.”

			“There’s no bruising or evidence of trauma.” He lifted her wrist and took her pulse, which her gut said was a con. Because he appeared fixated on the tattoo of Roman’s name. Then there was another intrusion, like a little push inside her mind. Really not liking this guy. Without permission, the bastard was reading her, as in using his own mental powers to deep read everything he could off her past, future, and destiny. How do I know he’s doing this?

			She yanked her hand out of his hold and glared. 

			Dom stepped back and cocked his head, staring at her. “It’s too soon to know anything on a standard toxicology blood screening. I’ll email you the results. But this reeks of PKC-zeta.”

			“What’s that?” she asked. “Is it the drug call Blackout?”

			“Yes. It’s an experimental drug out of a lab in Valencia. Fascinating work. Most of the initial studies have been on rats, but there are several militaries around the world playing with it.”

			“Will I get my memory back?” 

			“Probably not if someone used it on you.” Dom pulled off the gloves and dropped them in a trash bin.

			“Isn’t there an antidote?”

			“No. It’s permanent, as far as I know. It wouldn’t make you forget you’re lycan, though. That would’ve required something like hypnosis before you had the drug injected.”

			“How does this work for you to figure out what happened to her memories? Like who she is?” Roman asked. “We need to find her people.”

			Although she wanted to know something about her past, she didn’t want the information stolen from her. She wanted to play a firm part in the remembering aspect. Seemed as if Roman was excited to get her issue solved, perhaps to get her out of his life as fast as possible.

			“There are flickers in her mind,” Dom said evasively.

			“Did you see my past? Do you know who I am?” she asked.

			“Perhaps.” Dom glanced Roman’s way for no more than a few seconds, but she caught the gist that he didn’t know anything.

			She asked, “Are you like Roman? You have some sort of aura or something about you I can’t put my finger on. You’re pretty enough to be non-human, even if you’re dangerous.”

			“Pretty?” Humor crinkled the corners of his eyes. “I’m not lycan. I’m mage. I don’t have hundreds of archaic rules of conduct I must live by. I can do whatever the hell I want.” After a short pause, Dom asked softly, “How do you know I’m dangerous?” 

			She touched the base of her neck, and her eyebrows squished together. “When I look at people, my brain gives me a rundown on the person’s strengths and weaknesses, and catalogs all the best attack points. It warns me that you…it says to be careful.”

			“You have combat training.” Dom frowned. “That’s not taught to lycan females. It’s not allowed. In fact, your people barely let their females see daylight. They’re so paranoid you’ll be killed or kidnapped. It means you’re unique in more ways than one. You’re a puzzle.”

			“What exactly is a mage? Are you some sort of sorcerer?” She crossed her arms.

			“Not sorcery.” Dom waved at a chair for her to sit.

			“There is magic, though.” She took a seat in front of him, not breaking eye contact. She had marks like him. Did that mean she had his same kind of magic? 

			“There is. Do you remember its source?” He leaned forward, kept his gloves on, but took her wrist again. 

			“I remember nothing.” She massaged her forehead.

			“Will you let me help you find out what you remember of magic? We’ll get to your past in a bit.”

			She appreciated him finally asking, and nodded.

			“Close your eyes, Nova.” She closed them for a moment, but totally peeked. With circular movement of his arms, a ring of light formed between Dom’s hands, which he slowly expanded outward. “Keep your eyes closed. You feel it, don’t you?”

			“I feel energy.” With her finger outstretched and eyelids closed tight, she touched the edge of the energy and drew a triangle inside his circle.” Small peek again. Wow. The lines she traced in the air appeared in a different-colored light.

			“Tell me, kis druida, of your multja.” Dom’s voice had lowered an octave and came out mesmerizing and soft. The circle of light with the triangle Nova had added rotated to lower over her head and surround her.

			Her eyes drifted closed as if induced into a dream. Words came, but she wasn’t sure what they meant. “She was born with the Understanding of our world, Otherworld, and the harmonies of nature. But he didn’t like that. She gave him two children, but his hate forced him to push me beneath the ice.”

			What? Someone tried to kill me?

			Her eyelids snapped open. Within an instant, the light disappeared.

			“What was that? What’s a multja?” Roman asked.

			Dom flashed annoyance Roman’s way. “Past life.” He waved a hand over her wrist. A multitude of orange and yellow sigils lit up her skin. Dom sucked in a breath. “Oh.”

			“What did that mean?” She watched Dom with rapt attention. “Why is my arm lighting up?”

			“It says you practiced magic in this life. If you can remember any of it, you can be powerful. It’s why you have the marks on your neck.” He stared at her forearm while the illuminated marks disappeared. Dom seemed distracted, almost as if surprised. 

			She grabbed Dom’s gloved hand to draw his attention. “What did all that mean?”

			But the mage smiled like one would at a child, patronizing. “You felt it, kis druida. The magic.”

			She dropped his hand. Her forehead crinkled. “Yes. It was breathtaking.”

			A new smile touched Dom’s lips, something she suspected didn’t happen often. He drew her to stand. “Come. Let us find out your last memory.”

			“We do it here,” Roman ordered. “Don’t you dare.”

			Dom wove his arms, grabbed her hand. In a blink, she felt herself compressed on all sides and sucked into an energy wave. 

			“Don’t take her somewhere else,” Roman roared. “Stay.”

			“Roman!” she screamed, reaching for him. She watched him in the distance as if looking through a small window. 

			“Damn it.” Roman slammed his hands down on the desk.

		


		
			Chapter Six

			The air was stale. Not as fresh as she’d expect when standing in the middle of a field. The trees swayed. Yet, her hair didn’t move. “This isn’t real.” 

			“No. It’s a suspended dimension, one of your choosing.” Dom scanned their surroundings, uncertainty flashing in his gaze. “Does this seem familiar to you?”

			“Where’s Roman?” She whirled around. 

			“Do you have any powers? Something beyond lycan? Something you discovered since you woke up?” 

			At least her gut had been correct not to trust Dom. He’d gotten her away from Roman to find this out. Whatever else he wanted from her that required Roman’s absence, he wouldn’t get.

			“Bring him here.” She crossed her arms. An almost imperceptible vulnerability passed across his face. Or maybe it was recognition. “Do you know me? As in, did you know who I am but didn’t want to say anything in front of Roman?”

			“Your powers?” he repeated.

			“You do know me.”

			“You and I have never met.”

			“Is this why you didn’t touch my bare skin?” She cocked her head and watched the emotion in Dom’s gaze. “Does it scare you to know I can see your death if I touch you?” The balance of power shifted. “You are scared of your own death? Interesting.” 

			As a side note, she wondered why she still hadn’t seen Roman’s death. Maybe the ability didn’t work on lycans. Or, Roman didn’t die?

			“Death doesn’t frighten me. I’ll die when it’s time for me to die. It’s not time.” He crossed his arms. “I don’t want someone else knowing how it might happen.”

			With a hand outstretched toward him in threat to touch him, she ordered, “Bring Roman here.”

			“Not yet. Can you do anything else?”

			“Like what?”

			“Your marks indicate your magic is fine-tuned. This isn’t Wiccan magic or dark arts. This is elemental magic. My type of power. You shouldn’t be capable of this unless someone in your line was a mage. That’s…” He added on a whisper, “Unheard of.”

			“Why? Is there some sort of no-interspecies-baby rule in lycan society?”

			“Yes. Plus, they despise magic, especially elemental magic. Distrust it. So you and any magical relatives would’ve been isolated. You would’ve been hidden from others. Maybe that’s why you erased your memory—you were hunted and want to forget the magic? Create a blank slate, in essence, to be more normal in lycan society.”

			She almost caught his forearm before he yanked it away. “Bring Roman here.”

			With wave of Dom’s hand, Roman appeared. His bangs were wet with sweat, and he spun around, blinking.

			“What happened?” Roman glanced between them.

			“You’re lucky, Nova, that whoever directed you to that particular lycan chose wisely.” Dom crossed his arms and maintained his distance from her.

			“Why am I lucky?” She maintained a facade of confidence.

			“Honor is branded into that one’s soul, which guarantees he’ll step up to protect you, even if he is not supposed to. Even if he’s not his own person and cursed to serve a human for the rest of his life, he’ll resist if he’s ordered to hurt you. All lycan females are guarded by the males, but that’s not what drives him.” A look passed between the two guys, one she couldn’t interpret.

			“What drives you?” she asked Roman.

			He averted his gaze and didn’t answer.

			“Guess I’m lucky, then.” She stared at the raised marks on Dom’s face, wondering if the ones she could feel but not see on the back of her neck were similar white circles. Had it hurt to get the marks? Perhaps they were drawn on like a tattoo.

			Dom said, “Of all lycans, Roman would be one of a slim minority who’d be…” He rocked his head from side-to-side as if searching for the right word. “Uh, shall we say, morally ambiguous when it comes to magic. At least, what the Lycan Council considers moral.”

			“Why?”

			“I’m not morally ambiguous,” Roman interrupted. “I have faith in God. Hell, I’ve met and worked with one of his angels.” He touched a tree near him, seeming confused about how he could be here when the surroundings didn’t seem to know he was actually here.

			“Faith and morality are two entirely different things. Most lycans despise magic and witches, except for the glamour that keeps your identities a secret from humans. Long ago, lycans waged war with witches. Neither won, but neither lost. The lycans’ hate and distrust for magic persists. Except with him.” Dom nodded toward Roman.

			“I’m not equivocal on magic. I hunt those who abuse it.”

			“Yet, you use it yourself when needed, which is worthy of execution by the Council. They’re narrow-minded male twits who don’t tolerate what they can’t understand or control. Too bad they don’t follow the lead of the oldest of your species even if it’s a she, right Roman?”

			Roman scowled at him.

			“No one is supposed to know she survived, isn’t that right, Roman? I’ll keep it a secret.”

			“Stop reading me,” Roman ordered. “You’ll leave her alone.” 

			Roman had a girlfriend or partner? You know nothing about him and haven’t known him long enough to feel this disappointed he might not be free. Hell, she was possessive. He could be married for all she knew. 

			Dom said, “You use magic. Don’t lie. You read runes, right? Tarot cards? The scrying glass? What about the beads of Circe meant for protection that are around your right wrist, the one opposite your curse mark?”

			“I face off with creatures who… I use these talismans to stay alive. To ultimately protect humans. The Council looks the other way because of the curse.”

			“They look the other way because they need someone competent to deal with the creatures you’re sent to wrangle back under control.” Dom’s startling pale blue gaze met hers again. “Honor, again. Did he tell you what he does? Who he’s bound to serve for all eternity?”

			“Not her business,” Roman said. “She has no reason to know.”

			“It’ll be her business soon enough.” Dom turned to her, his expression closed, but engrossed in his study of her. His eyelids dropped to half-mast, and he perused her lips. His inspection dropped down her body. “Discovering your last memory has a price.”

			“No.” Roman stepped between the two of them. “It’s not worth it, if it has anything to do with you touching her.” 

			“It’s not your decision.” Dom lips pressed together slightly as his eyebrows drew inward. “It’s hers. I’m not sure I want to try this either, but…” Insecurity verging on fear passed through his gaze. “My gut tells me you have to figure this out, Nova. It’s important not only for you, but for all of us.”

			“What are you suggesting be done?” Roman asked.

			“The most powerful magic for my kind is attraction…sexual. Me pushing into your mind looks like it’s not going to get us anywhere, given your stubbornness to fight it. If we generate a huge boost of magic, then I might be able to get a single glimpse into your past.”

			“How do we do that?” She put her hand on Roman’s forearm and tried to push him out of her way, but he didn’t budge. She peered around him. “You’re not suggesting…”

			“Not sex. Hell no.” Dom shook his head. “As attractive as you are, that’s a firm no for me. I’m sorry, but my interests are engaged elsewhere.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Not sure this is going to work. Not sure I can do this. We can try a kiss. For it to succeed and generate the necessary magic, it’s going to have to be real. That’s the tough part. Not a peck of the lips but an earnest, heartfelt, tongue-grinding kiss.” He stepped around Roman to make eye contact with her, and looked pained as he whispered, “The kind that makes you want to fuck and be fucked.”

			Roman’s face tightened. His body went rigid. Why did she feel as if it’d be cheating if she kissed Dom? She didn’t have a declared relationship with Roman and didn’t remember anyone else from her pre-amnesia life. Roman might be a hands-down winner for having the full package if in a contest against Dom or Flynn, in her opinion, but Dom was handsome in a dark, devilish kind of way.

			“Aren’t you concerned I’m not the only one who will be paying a price?” She wasn’t sure she wanted to know about Dom’s death. Her hand still rested on Roman’s bare skin. Why didn’t she see Roman’s death?

			“I’ve decided I’m willing to pay up. Are you?”

			“What are you two talking about?” asked Roman.

			“Are you on the good guy side or bad?” she asked the mage.

			Dom smiled a radiant spread of his mouth that showed white teeth. “Good, bad, gray, white? Nothing is black and white. Lines are drawn by those who need control. Roman aligns himself with demons one day and angels the next. Is he good or bad? Right or wrong?” Dom shrugged. “Who’s the judge? He protects humans from all things magical and not human, but what do the inhumans think of that? They’d think him the enemy much of the time. I don’t think humans deserve his protection. Sure, they’re the weakest of the upper-level species. Perhaps, they’re superior for cursing Roman and his brothers into being their protectors. I do agree it’s important to defend the innocent whether that be human or…” He waved at her. “Non-human. You must rely on your gut and draw your own morality lines.”

			“Roman has honor. You…” She walked a circle around Dom, tracing a finger near his shoulder as she did so. A kiss might allow him to see something about her. He tensed under her touch, his body so taut, she suspected he considered fleeing. He feared her knowledge of his death. That was power. More than that, he didn’t want to try this, either. It was written all over his scowl. Somehow, that made her fear him and their attempting this a little less.

			Once she returned to his front, she said, “Have you known many women who have powers like me?”

			Dom shook his head. “I know no lycans with your capabilities.”

			“I’m not sure if I want to try this,” she said. 

			“Me either. It’s the price of knowledge. There are no other options.”

			She pursed her lips and stared at his. Nope. Didn’t want her lips on his. “One kiss and you’ll read my last memory that might be left in my chemically erased mind?”

			“Elemental magic…our magic runs on energy. To find out a purposefully erased memory will require a lot of power.” Dom nodded in Roman’s direction. “Perhaps, if you channel him while kissing me, it’ll work. And I’ll channel…someone else.”

			“What? Roman?” Her face flamed hot. “We’re not like that.”

			Dom’s eyebrows shot upward, skepticism all over his face.

			“I don’t see the price as worth it.” She glared at him. “I’m not convinced you’d even be a passable kisser.”

			“I can deliver,” Dom said.

			Eww.

			Roman grabbed her hand to drag her a few yards away from Dom. Maybe he sensed she was about to pantomime a vomit, which would probably irritate Dom further.

			He said low, “This is your best chance of finding out what happened. Let’s find your people.”

			“You want me to kiss him?”

			“Fuck no. But it might get you answers. I’d be more upset if he didn’t look like he was about to vomit every time he looks at your lips.”

			She squinted at him. “You just want me out of your life as fast as possible.”

			He drew back. “Jesus, Nova, it’s the only way I know how to help you.” He tugged a hand through his hair. “You’re not safe around me. I’m cursed. I have no choice but to follow orders to fight inhuman evils on a weekly basis. It’s a bloody miracle I’m not dead yet. You can’t be near those creatures. If my handler gets wind of you, he’d… Maybe you were sent to me so I could get you to Dom?”

			She nibbled on her lip. “I don’t know if I can drum up enough interest in him to get through this without gagging. Might be a mutual gag fest.” She peeked around Roman and shuddered. Her stomach twisted and hurt. “Nope. Can’t do it. Suggestions?”

			Roman cupped her chin to force eye contact. “Why would he suggest you channel me?”

			Because I WANT to kiss you.

			Hot, cold. On, off. She couldn’t get a handle on what Roman thought of her. One minute he was protective and staring as if he wanted to rip her clothes off. The next he was grumpy and cold-shouldering her. 

			She studied Roman’s lips. Their sculpted softness tempted her. She wanted to rub her hand against the scruff of his jaw, to feel the prickle against her palm while he gave her a taste of what a kiss should be like. 

			She blinked and gathered her nerves to make eye contact. But remained silent.

			“Why?” he rasped out.

			“Because…Roman…all right, I’ll do it, but I have a price, too.” She swayed toward him and put her hand on his chest. Solid. Immobile. Her fingers curled into the fabric of his shirt.

			“Why do I need to pay something for you to get your memories back?”

			Hoarsely, she said, “Promise me…swear to me that before you ditch me, you’ll erase the memory of this. You’ll kiss me. Like you mean it.”

			He wrapped her hair that she’d secured into a ponytail around his hand and craned her head back. Oh my God, he was coming in to kiss her. A shudder passed through her. Please. Do it.

			He didn’t make contact but whispered, “I’ll make you forget.”

			She wasn’t sure if he meant he’d use magic or something else entirely. The certainty he’d annihilate the memory completely made her drunk with desire to have it. “I have to do this.” 

			“I know,” he said unevenly as he released her hair.

			She sauntered back to Dom. With a lean into him, she touched her lips to his. A flash of an image of him in a brilliantly lit room with a brunette woman who lunged and sliced his neck. He probably didn’t want to know this.

			Then she realized Dom had frozen. She arched a few millimeters away and whispered, “Whatever I saw remains secret. To do a believable kiss requires participation.”

			Her fingers cupped the back of his head as her lips returned to his. Then she kissed him, but imagined Roman. Dom’s dick pressed tight against her, but even that didn’t make it a fuckable kiss. She fully channeled every ounce of desperation to be with Roman with a fantasy of being hard against the wall, his chest pressing into hers.

			“Enough.” Dom thrust her away from him. Face ashen, he blinked rapidly for a few moments before wiping a hand across his forehead to remove sweat.

			Desire is power, a male voice echoed inside her head. A memory from her past of someone? A male who desires you will do anything for a taste. Anything. Because of what you are.

			That could refer to either the lycan or the magic, or both.

			Dom put his hand on her forehead and closed his eyes. “Your last memory…your only memory. You wanted this, the amnesia. More than anything in your life, you wanted to forget. Remembering was dangerous. Still is dangerous. You warned yourself not to try to remember. There’s a feel of hypnosis, which might be why you can’t remember your species. I wonder if you did both hypnosis and the drug to ensure you forgot your past? Only, hypnosis is unpredictable, and as a side effect of forgetting your past, you forgot you’re lycan.”

			Dom flipped a hand, and they were back in the medical office.

			Roman looked like he was about to pop a vessel in his forehead. He panted like a wild animal with his mouth open and canines on display.

			“You don’t want to fight me, lycan. She doesn’t want me. I don’t want her. The power of that was her channeling you and me channeling someone else. It had nothing to do with anything between the two of us. I swear to all gods of the universe that neither she nor I will ever do that again.” Dom took a step away from her and addressed Roman. “You’re the fucked one. Not me.” 

			“Do you want to know what I saw of you?” she asked Dom. 

			“Perhaps someday. Not today.” He sobered and said to her, “Your magic will work when you need it most. Someday when you figure out what’s going on, you’ll require training to re-learn everything. Just remember the lengths you went to in order to forget. We’re done.” In a blink, he was gone.

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			Roman set his tactical go-bag on the old metal desk in the middle of the repository that acted as the brothers’ headquarters. Rusty scratches covered the entire gray-painted desktop. The place reeked of the mold from decades of underground occupation mixed with something minty, which was Gerard’s failed attempt at deodorizing. 

			Confiscated relics from the past four centuries littered the room’s tables, shelves, and a few glass cabinets. A locked bulletproof, tempered glass case housed objects like the cursed Burnholm amulet, which he and his brothers lifted off a demon-possessed woman in Stockholm forty years ago. Also in the case was a Curmsun disc—a pure gold Viking relic, which would inflict upon any who touched it a one-way ticket to hell. He squinted at the cabinet, not seeing the disc through the glass door. Blood pounded in his ears while he shifted around in front of the case and angled to see if it fell to the bottom. Where the hell was it?

			He removed the protective wards on the case and unlocked it to put the newly recovered vial inside. An inspection of all shelves and corners found no disc. 

			A hasty search of nearby tables that housed a jumble of jars stuffed with oddities such as a mummified foot, jeweled viper fangs, and a box of silver bullets yielded nothing. He rifled through dusty shelves and looked in the file cabinets. Not there.

			Only he, his brothers, Gerard, and the king had access to this room. Of all items to mess with, the disc wasn’t one. It had taken months to track down and contain the first time. 

			The witch who cast their blood curse was the king’s second or third cousin. Maybe she’d been granted access down here and had been pilfering things? He hadn’t seen her since that fateful day decades ago, certainly never down here.

			No one touched the relics. If he could, he’d destroy every one of these terrifying items, but no one on the planet knew how. Therefore, they remained here, locked away far beneath London.

			A printed page sat on the desk. R and F, it started. He skimmed to the sign off, confirming it was from his brother, Ky. Gerard must’ve typed up the transcript of Ky’s phone call. 

			OFF TO ANKARA. RIYADH ISN’T THE ONLY DEAD-END CASE. CLOSE ONE. 

			Roman folded and tucked the message in his front pants pocket. When they had messages that were okay for public consumption, they called them in from a public phone. All refused non-burner cell phones out of concern that they might be tracked. Ky, their second-youngest brother, had been sent on a separate mission to Turkey. Which was odd, since normally they stayed together, with Gerard’s blessing—all the better to protect each other. 

			“Close one” didn’t imply a narrow escape. It was their code that meant the note was deceiving. He didn’t want anyone other than his brothers to know he wasn’t off to Ankara. Roman had to puzzle out where in the world Ky went and why the secrecy.

			He sent a quick email on the computer in the office to Flynn, asking him to move south and track Ky. They’d meet up tomorrow.

			Weaponry from all ages and nationalities covered the far wall in a haphazard display, all of it functional, not museum quality. A hundred or more ammo boxes sat stacked against the opposite wall. Roman snagged two cases of 9 mms and tossed them in his bag. 

			He opened the refrigerator and drew out a vial of moon-madness serum, the concoction that kept lycan males from going bonkers with drive for sex when a full moon rose in the sky. With the event forty-eight hours away, he needed his boost. The drug usually lasted three months, but as he got older, its effectiveness seemed to be lessening. He unwrapped a new syringe with an attached needle from its plastic, drew up 2 ccs of the golden solution, and injected it into his thigh. Well worth the burn to avoid losing his mind, especially around Nova.

			Females experienced the same insanity during the full moon, according to his mother. No way to know if Nova had injected herself before she became amnesic. No reason to chance it. He threw the rest of the vial and a new syringe into his bag in case Nova had problems.

			Leaving the bag, he climbed up one level to the meeting room. The fireplace blasted his face with heat and saturated his nostrils with the stench of natural gas. He sat in one of the three stuffed chairs near the fire. The heat wasn’t for him, but for their soon-to-arrive guest. 

			He rolled the Turkish tobacco he’d picked up a few weeks ago and lit up, puffing slowly. Ah, such good stuff. 

			He flicked his brother’s silver lighter on and off a few times before lighting the note at a corner and tossing it into the gas fire. Shane, his brother who died, had bought this lighter when they chased a witch across Asia three years ago. 

			“All they had was this shite lighter and no hand rolls,” Shane had said before taking a swig straight out of a six-liter vodka bottle, which he finished within the hour. Shane had tossed down a pack of Marlboros from the Bangkok corner store. He’d despised the American rubbish. Each cig burned too fast and was weak. His click click to strike the lighter eventually became a tell that he was under stress. 

			Back then, Shane had been desperate for anything to stupefy his mind. His drive to dull himself went way beyond what all of them experienced on a day-to-day basis. Each of his three brothers would do anything to erase the memories and deaden the guilt, which attacked them in quiet moments. Humans and non-humans died because of what they did and sometimes from what they didn’t do. He, Flynn, and Ky had thought their little brother was recovering after a nasty demon possession. How wrong they’d been. Shane had been irritable and angry since the failed exorcism to rid him of the demon, but he’d progressed to insomnia and delusions right up until he martyred himself. For them. 

			Death was a way out of the curse to the Crown, a way Roman considered for himself on an almost daily basis. But if one of them didn’t die in the line of duty, if they committed obvious suicide, then the monarch—well, the new king’s recently deceased mother—had promised to kill all of his remaining brothers. It was likely a bluff, but none of them would risk testing her over it. At least, none of them had personal families who’d be in peril as well.

			Long ago, he’d dreamed of a family. After decades cursed, he let the fantasy go.

			The drive to fight evil and those harnessing its powers was in his soul, not something generated by the blood curse. Being told what to do by some dickhead human and having no choice but to follow orders? That he had a problem with. Especially in the ugly moments when the lines between black and white blurred. Not every non-human who threatened England needed to die. Sometimes a being got possessed or misdirected and might warrant a second chance, not that the monarch or Gerard cared. These humans viewed anything non-human as the enemy, even him and his brothers. More than once he’d prayed for God to be on his side when faced with creatures from hell and found himself out of his depth. An angel showed up. Twice. God listened. That had to mean Roman was doing something right. 

			He’d asked the angel how to get rid of his curse but received no answer. Not even a clue. All he got was a cryptic smile, which he interpreted as an indication of far more shit in his future before he figured a way to end it.

			He said a quick rosary and kissed the pendant around his neck, an ancient Byzantine protective talisman he wore at all times. Although constructed from lapis lazuli blue stone, the pendant had lost its luster long ago. 

			The door scraped against the floor as it opened, which hurt his ears. King Francis, the new monarch since the queen died three months ago, strode to the chair across from him. It was Roman’s first time meeting him, since he usually sent orders through Gerard. His receding blond hair looked as if he’d walked through a windstorm, but his dull gray suit was perfectly turned-out. He reeked of cigarettes and the hormonal odor of conceit. 

			The king’s phone dinged—amazing to get reception this far underground, but now that cells worked on wifi, getting a signal down here wasn’t an issue. The king scrolled through an incoming set of images and chuckled. He glanced up with a smile—a politician’s smile, animated with a delight designed to seduce cameras and win favor with people who’d be discarded later.

			Behind the king stood Gerard in his skinny jeans and an untucked flannel shirt, an odd outfit that made him look like a yuppie dad about to do a juice cleanse. He refused suits and hated uniforms, but he wasn’t a family man and ate meat three times a day. Hidden beneath the hideous shirt was a sculpted bulk Gerard worked hours a day to maintain. His physical fitness obsession was his way to cope with his inhuman charges, as if being in shape might make him a match for them, as unrealistic as that might be. His short hair had completely grayed out over the past few years. Deep creases covered his face. 

			“Gerard.” Roman nodded in his direction.

			As usual, when Gerard entered, it felt as if everything in the room quieted, not because he was unfriendly, but because he took everything in. He seemed to be constantly analyzing. Never one prone to casual banter, Gerard was tough to read. Roman could rarely figure out what was going on inside the human’s mind. Gerard excelled at secrets, which worked well for his job as their handler and mission support. They had put their life in the hands of his intelligence many times over the past four decades since their induction. Hell, that made it sound like a fraternity. Since they’d been tricked by the witch and cursed to serve the Crown for eternity. None of them had been given a choice about enrolling. Gerard hadn’t been given a choice either and wasn’t thrilled to be reassigned from MI6 to handler duty. But he was a man who, like Roman and his brothers, believed deep down in duty and in fighting evil.

			“Which of them are you?” the king asked.

			The one you recalled. Roman stared in silence for long enough that King Francis dropped his gaze and shifted on his seat, but he wasn’t frightened by lycans like most humans. He came off acclimated, whereas most humans had a flight instinct when Roman didn’t use a glamour to fully mask himself. He didn’t drop eye contact from the thirty-six-year-old who’d inherited the crown after living life under the microscope of the media. The man had a perfect wife, an adorable toddler, a second child on the way, and made frequent trips around the world to play hero to the oppressed. All of it beautiful rubbish the media ate up. The world wasn’t beautiful, not a quarter mile beneath King’s Road and below the Underground. Here was where the war against the unknown was fought. This one-hundred-ninety pounds of smirk and smarm in a three-thousand-dollar suit had his royal hand on the trigger of a secret preternatural weapon—them—without any hint of compassion.

			“Sit,” the king ordered Gerard, who complied immediately by taking the third chair. The royal smirked this time, a patronizing version of his earlier smile. His smugness warned this was going to be much worse than expected. 

			Roman waited. The bullcrap would rain down within minutes. It’d be a long list of justifications and reasons he had to do whatever absurdity caused them to recall him.

			Finally, the king said, “You’re Roman, aren’t you? The leader?”

			“You’re Francis. The newly crowned monarch.” The smug asshole better be glad he’d been the one recalled and not Ky, who would’ve flipped off the king and walked out when subjected to this much disrespect, no matter how much the curse punished insubordination.

			“It’s ‘Your Majesty’ to you. Turn into a dog. I want to see it.” He waved his hand, leaned forward in the cushy seat, and stared as if about to watch a circus act.

			“A dog? Clearly you skipped the briefing on what we are.” He pinned Gerard with a double eyebrow raise, but the man gave nothing away in his expression. “We’re not shapeshifters. We don’t turn into animals.” He would never change into his primal form on command like a pet monkey.

			“Then why do they call you wolves?”

			Roman took a deep drag on the tobacco and blew out the smoke, watching it until it dissipated. Gerard didn’t reveal an ounce of emotion, not even a smile at the king’s naïveté. He’d be a good poker player. 

			Patience. That seemed to be all Gerard communicated. 

			He needed to find that kind of tolerance. “Your mother labeled us the Crown’s Wolves. She, like many people, thought that lycanthropes and werewolves are the same thing, but they’re not. Werewolves are technically fiction. Lycanthropes don’t turn into any type of canid—when we change, we just get bigger and stronger. In fact, I have yet to run into a person who can turn into an animal, and, believe me, I’ve seen a lot of strangeness in this world. There are witches who can cast spells and transform a person into an animal or object temporarily, but most spells make a person think he’s a dog rather than turning him into one. Even our name, lycanthrope, is a misnomer, since its root word is Greek for ‘wolfman.’ The idea came from a confused juvenile lycan who thought himself a human that turned into a wolf, when it really wasn’t the case. Then they labeled it a psychological derangement, which later came to be called Werewolf Syndrome.”

			“You’re just people with some sort of mental problem?”

			“If I said yes, would you release all of us from the curse?” He blew another large smoke exhale before he glared, allowing more of his glamour to wear off. This allowed his inner predator vibe to radiate. He still looked the same externally, since he wasn’t transforming to primal form, but he exuded the aura of something humans innately feared.

			“No.” Francis’s eyes widened, and his hands shook. He cleared his throat. “There are three of you active. Where’s the missing one? Records show there are supposed to be four of you in my army. Was the fourth one executed when he disobeyed?”

			“Wouldn’t that be in your records, too?” Roman squinted at Gerard. “Did you tell him anything?”

			Gerard shrugged. “He was in a hurry and not interested in anything I had to say.”

			“Where the hell is he?” The king hit the sides of his chair like a spoiled child.

			“Let’s get a few facts straight. We are not your army. We don’t go into battles and fight. We don’t fight humans or hurt innocents. That is part of the contract. Your mother might’ve forced us into this subjugation, but we’re not your soldiers. We locate and eliminate inhuman terrorists. And the things that go bump in the night, which no human can handle.”

			“Did the curse kill the one of you when he went rogue?”

			“My youngest brother died to keep your country safe. He wasn’t a traitor. He did every fucking thing your predecessor asked of him, and in exchange, he got possessed by a demon who drove him out of his mind, even after we exorcised it. And suicided himself to eliminate something horrifying.”

			“That sounds like bullshit.”

			Roman leaned forward and lowered his voice to a growl. “Never smear the memory of my brother. He gave his life so you could live your pampered, miserable existence.” He couldn’t hurt or touch the monarch, but nothing about the curse forced him to be nice.

			For a split-second, the young ruler paused as if considering the words. He crossed his arms. “He failed his mission and died?”

			“We never fail.” 

			“Where are the other two? The living ones?”

			“You only called one of us to come in.”

			“Gerard? Explain,” the king demanded.

			“You only need this one.”

			Roman hated being objectified like he was a thing without feelings to be used.

			“Fine. Gerard has information on a woman I want you to take care of.” 

			“Does this girl threaten you or someone in your family?”

			“Just do the job.” The king rose.

			“Why not ask MI6 to take care of it? We don’t hunt humans.” He didn’t know for sure it was Nova, but…okay, his gut knew it was her. Did the king know Nova was a lycan? “We’re not assassins.”

			“You’re supposed to follow orders. That’s how this works, right? Bound for all the days you walk the earth or something like that?”

			“That’s not how it works. We fight non-human threats.” Roman rubbed his wrist as he met Gerard’s gaze, who for the first time looked a smidge apologetic. 

			He was done with this curse. Hated it and the monarchs.

			He despised being ordered around by assholes like this at will. And he’d come to loathe chasing down supernatural threats. Was he good at it? Yes. That didn’t make him like it.

			The issue he’d realized over time was not all tasks were delineated in clear right and wrong. Too many years. So much death. Too many brushes with unknown evils. It weighed heavily on all of them. 

			“Gerard can fill you in,” the king said.

			“What did she do to you? Why is she a threat to you or your family?” 

			The king’s gaze dropped to the gas fire, the first sign of insecurity over his order since he’d entered. 

			“I don’t have to explain myself to you.” 

			The ring on his right hand. It had the FenCor seal. Ballsy of him to wear it so openly. FenCor was an international consortium of business magnates and heads of state who accumulated power. They often masterminded international conflicts in ways that benefitted their business interests, be they oil or water or natural gas or land. Their members were brutal and greedy—the worst examples of humanity. Roman tried to steer clear of them, but looked like he couldn’t. He wasn’t sure how deep the king was in this. Maybe he was entry level and unaware of the depth of the organization’s corruption.

			FenCor owned the monarch, and probably many more in the government. Did FenCor know about Roman and his brothers? 

			Roman said, “I was working on something more important, an actual threat to the country before you called me in. I can’t believe you recalled me to hunt down one lone woman. This is a waste of my time.”

			Gerard said, “We suspect she might go after His Majesty next.”

			“Why?”

			The monarch’s eyes flickered toward Gerard and back to the fire. 

			Roman dropped his voice to mesmerizing. “Tell me what’s really going on. Is this about FenCor?”

			“Of course not.” Liar. The king wouldn’t look at him.

			Using voice persuasion hadn’t worked. He almost smacked his forehead over his stupidity. The curse made the monarch immune to lycan voice coercion. “Uh-huh. FenCor is a human business and not mine. If it doesn’t fuck with me, then I won’t fuck with it. But let me make myself clear in this. I don’t answer to them. If this is about that group, then I highly suggest you ask them to use one of their contractors to take care of your problem. They don’t want to mess with me or any of my brothers. I sure as hell hope they’re not going to try harnessing any of the extreme supernatural terrors we work to contain. Those are terrifying powers they can’t control. No one other than gods can control them.”

			“There are no such thing as gods,” the king scoffed.

			Roman laughed. “Tell that to the archangel that helped me fight a demon a few months ago.”

			The king’s eye roll communicated he thought that total bullshit. “I’m ordering you to take care of her. She’s a threat to me.”

			A direct order he couldn’t countermand. Please, let it not be Nova. If it was, he needed to convince these two she wasn’t a threat. Or was she? Patience. See what information they have.

			Roman said, “You’re supposed to send me out to stop a voodoo priestess from calling forth Satan’s demons to enslave humanity, or to keep a mad scientist from making test-tube babies between vampires and goblins. Did I volunteer to do that kind of wacked shit? No. Your mother forced us into it. Based on the curse, which is the only thing keeping me here, I’m not obliged to kill a non-hostile non-human, or a human.”

			The monarch shot to his feet. “She’s a threat. You will execute her.”

			Roman rose. “I haven’t heard a single solid reason why she poses a risk to you.”

			“She’s the kind of problem you’re here to take care of.” Gerard’s tone came out diplomatic and his eyes pleading Roman to behave himself.

			“Find her and eliminate her.” The king stalked out with Gerard hot on his heels. 

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			“What do you know about the target?” 

			Roman paced into Gerard’s office two levels up. His nose reeled at the stench of coffee mixed with a lemon-scented air freshener plug-in.

			Gerard handed him a file.

			One glance at the manila folder and his heart shredded his rib cage. 

			Roman flipped open the manila folder. 

			Nova’s black-and-white headshot sat there on the page. 

			Fuck, fuck, fuckity…fuck. He wouldn’t kill her. Couldn’t.

			Fire burned up his arm from the curse band like a blowtorch on his skin. He froze to avoid any outward display of pain to Gerard.

			He had no choice but to follow orders. The curse wouldn’t allow otherwise in the end. He’d tried to fight it before, which had been painful for days until he proved to the Crown that the target was innocent and had the order rescinded.

			He had to prove she was innocent and not a threat to the king. Only in doing so did he have a chance to get them to rescind the order.

			He promised to erase the mage’s kiss and hadn’t done so yet. That was a promise he would fulfill.

			At least he didn’t have to hunt her down. He’d left her in his flat in London with strict instructions she remain indoors. Flynn had headed south via train to track Ky.

			He and his brothers had figured out how to maneuver between the lines in the past, but this wasn’t a vague request. Kill the threat—the woman in the picture. Kill Nova.

			He flipped through the documents in the folder. One hit after another linked to her or an alias thought to be her. Oddly, none of the victims were from this country. Each person she assassinated had been a part of FenCor. 

			He flipped between the two pages in the folder. She’d taken out eight higher-ups in the group. He agreed they didn’t deserve the power they’d probably stolen. He didn’t care that she’d done these things. This was human business, not his. 

			But to end Nova’s life over this? 

			Felt wrong. She didn’t threaten the world or humans in general. More so now because she didn’t remember she’d done any of these things.

			He didn’t want to. The tattoo around his wrist singed his flesh. To hide the pain, he clamped his mouth shut and bit the inside of his lip, drawing blood. 

			Wait a moment. Did they know who she was? Did they have the information he sought about her? The double-sided sheets of paper in the folder provided a picture and some basic identification items anyone could get from looking at her photo. Known contacts: none. Known location: unknown. Nothing about her being a lycan. There still might be a gray line to move between since they thought her human.

			No name. But there was an alias: Kaitlyn Sutton.

			That was bogus. Nova wasn’t a Kaitlyn.

			Gerard didn’t show interest in the contents of the file. Whose idea was chasing down this target? Gerard’s or the king’s?

			Gerard shrugged. “I think someone’s using her, or maybe she worked alone to target higher-ups in FenCor. Could’ve been a power move inside of the organization itself, to make way for someone rising in the ranks. Anyone messing with that group has an agenda.”

			“How do you know she’s the one that did these hits?” FenCor’s involvement might explain why her picture hadn’t showed up on the government facial recognition programs. If this was an inside job, they’d want to keep their personal assassin secret. That is until she escaped them, and now they wanted the loose end eliminated.

			“There’s more.” Gerard queued up a video on his laptop computer—possibly the video that Flynn found, which he should’ve watched. “Look.”

			A grainy black-and-white video showed a woman of Nova’s build executing a man point-blank with a gun, one of the men in the file. Roman never saw her face on screen. In his gut, he knew it was her.

			What if he said she had amnesia and didn’t remember? That she wasn’t whoever that was anymore? They’d been able to get the monarch to rescind an order to kill a non-human once before. Although a tough sell, the new king’s mother had let the being live. It wouldn’t work this time. The king and Gerard had their minds made up, which meant nothing Roman said would matter.

			“Hard to be sure who’s in that video.” Roman flicked a hand dismissively at the screen. “Could be doctored.”

			“Maybe.” Gerard compressed his lips and sighed. “It’s a trivial job, I know. One lone contract killer isn’t going to take down the world. But I say you find her. Do what the monarch asks and make him happy. He already put out a private contract on her, but after a week, it’s not panning out. Based on research, I think she’s lycan.”

			“What kind of research? No female of our kind travels alone. Where are her guards? Who’s her family? Aside from that, no female would ever be given assassin training and sent on missions. That’s against Council rules.”

			“She left DNA at the scene of one of the crimes.”

			“That seems careless for a pro. And how would you know it was her DNA?” She had on gloves, and her hair was up in the video. This was getting weirder by the second. If she had been hired to assassinate high-up members of FenCor, regardless of agenda, anyone who could get close to those highly protected men would never leave DNA at the scene of the crime, which means she was framed. That didn’t mean she hadn’t killed them, but someone wanted her dead. Maybe to cover someone else’s tracks? 

			“I had our lab analyze DNA samples from one of the bodies. There was definitely a female lycan at the scene.”

			What lab could know that? Had Gerard set up a secret facility to analyze non-human species?

			“Where was she last seen?” He watched Gerard closely to determine if he knew he already had her.

			“Her last hit was a month ago. Nothing since then anywhere. I figure you can network your people to find her.” No indication he suspected Roman already found her, or that she’d found him. 

			Deep sigh of relief.

			“Take a phone so I can update you on any new information.” Gerard slid one across the desk.

			He shook his head. He hated the thought of being monitored at all times and of someone knowing his exact location. “I’ll see what Flynn and I can come up with.”

			“Check in, as usual. Every 48 hours. Oh, and try not to be careless. Blowing up your target in Berlin? Come on, Roman. That’s amateur hour.” 

			“I retrieved the vial. It’s in the vault downstairs. That’s what matters.”

			“I cleaned up all evidence of you having been there. Looks like Flynn took care of internal video feeds, but externally, I had one and I saw…”

			Roman’s heart rate escalated. If she was in the images, he could kill Gerard. Right here. Right now. Somehow, that was easier than thinking about Nova’s death. It’d be messy, but he could. He wasn’t sworn not to. Shit, he was in big trouble over this girl if he was considering killing the one person who might be on their side. But, really, were any humans fully on their side?

			His breath caught when the curse stopped his lungs. Can’t breathe. 

			Fine, I won’t kill him. The pressure eased. He took shallow breaths. 

			Gerard hadn’t noticed while he pulled up a new video and pointed at the screen. “That Latin vampire was lurking about while you were inside the club. Why?” 

			The relief whirring through him soured his stomach. He hadn’t seen their interaction afterward? Good job, Flynn, with external cameras. “Not sure what business he had.”

			“I don’t trust him. Figure out what he’s up to.”

			“We’ve been trying to figure him out for a long time. He isn’t exactly open about his reasons for anything. For all we know, he owns FenCor.” He pivoted but paused at the door, remembering the missing item from the case in their sanctuary. “Was anything removed from the repository?” 

			“I cleaned it.” Gerard fiddled with the two ballpoint pens on his desk.

			Look at me. 

			Gerard turned to his computer. He was evading. Had the king requested the disc? That seemed weird for a new monarch. If Ky was here, he would know whether this was simply Gerard assuming their discussion was over, or him actually evading. Although paranoid that everything was a conspiracy theory, Ky could read people’s intentions.

			The disc was not on Roman’s priority to-do list for this week. But if it got free into the world, they’d be forced to hunt it down. Again. It’d been a pain in the ass the first time, but they trapped the person bespelled by it before. Protecting the relics wasn’t supposed to be his job. Yet, he felt responsible and didn’t want to let the problem rest. It hinted at larger security issues around the relics.

			Table it. For now.

			He needed to figure out what was going on, especially why these guys were desperate to see Nova dead.

			Time to find out more about who Nova might be from the lycan who knew everyone.

			… 

			At the Highhorn Pub, Roman slid a pint of beer across the worn table and sat. The pub was dark and hot. Rock music blared so loud from the tinny sound system that everyone spoke in booming tones, increasing the background din. His shoes stuck to the floor, and based on the stench, it was probably spilled beer.

			The aristocratic lycan across the table caught the pint and drank. His blond hair, uncharacteristically shaggy, hung out the back of his ball cap. The full beard in combination with wrinkled clothes made him look homeless, not a billionaire land baron with houses in Kensington and Surrey, and a firm place at the table on the Lycan Council. Colin was one of few lycans he’d grown up with who knew he still existed.

			Colin’s focus darted out the window. At eight o’clock, the moon was rising. Not yet a full globe, but her gibbous state teased an almost-there. Colin took a deep gulp of beer and visibly relaxed. The guy’s characteristic haze of mellowness descended. It obscured the sharp intelligence and acute observant being beneath. Roman wasn’t fooled. 

			“You feel the call of the full moon already even though she’s two days away?” Roman sipped the pint and was reminded why he wasn’t a big fan of beer. Give him hard liquor any day over this.

			“Since I saw you last, it’s been worse.” Colin stared into the glass as if it held answers. “I hate asking my mother to lock me up like a juvie, but going it on my own doesn’t end well. Wish I didn’t have an anaphylactic reaction to the suppression serum.” Colin slouched and threw his legs wide. “Why’re you here, vecchia?” Old one.

			“You calling me old, my friend, is cute. I need information. I also need what we talk about to remain between us.”

			“Of course you need something. Doesn’t mean I’ll give it to you.” Colin was the species’ designated records keeper. He guarded eons of family history, locked away in a secret location. He didn’t often consult what was written, not with his photographic memory. “What do you want to know?”

			“Is there a missing female? Maybe recent. Maybe not.” Roman tented his hands on the table.

			“This is the Crown’s business?”

			Roman traced his finger once around the rim of his cup. “I found one. She’s in a lot more trouble than she thinks.”

			“Then ask her who she belong to.”

			“She can’t remember. Amnesia. Total blank. What do you know?” 

			Colin stared at his hands. “A lot of us have disappeared in the past few years, all assumed dead.” He lowered his voice. “There’s something weird going on. I think someone is either hunting us more effectively than the A.W.L. or kidnapping us for something. A few family heads have contacted me, searching for their missing people. Happened three times this year. Two were females who’d been under serious lockdown when they went missing. For one to disappear suggests someone was able to infiltrate those households, likely a lycan.”

			“There’s a betrayer in our midst?” Roman frowned. “Why haven’t I heard about this?”

			“It’s not like any of them want it public knowledge.” He took a swig of beer. “Maybe you want to write me in on one of your adventures. You’d save me the stress of the quarterly European gathering in a few days where I have to doll up so one of the two or three available females there might find me to be a suitable mate.” 

			Roman had despised those events. The men in suits and the women in corseted gowns all doing polite dancing with as little touching as possible while family heads discussed power matings. 

			Colin said, “You have no idea how lucky you are to be able to avoid that nightmare. The posturing, the testosterone… It’s revolting, more so since not a single one of those females can actually choose who they find attractive. It’s all about males and power alliances. Mark my words, those females are far more cunning than the pawns we make them out to be. So, one of them being abducted is disturbing on multiple levels. Someone is stealing our ability to reproduce and taking the shrewdest of our kind.” He waved his cup dismissively. “Maybe you found one of the lost ones. Tell me about her. I’ll let you know if she’s one someone’s looking for.”

			“She’s not that old. Maybe fifty. She’s got magic marks on her neck.”

			Colin eyebrows drew low at the comment about marks. “Is she pureblood or part human or part something else?”

			“Not a mix.”

			Colin emptied his pint and stared. “A missing female with magic marks. She’s not one I was contacted about as missing.” 

			Roman’s heart raced. He knew something. 

			They stared at each other in silence for a few moments.

			“I want to help her find her people.” He placed a small box on the table. 

			With eyebrows up in question at his offering, Roman opened the box for a second to flash the two white pills inside. He slid the box between them.

			“I’m not saying I know who she is.” Colin fingered the lid of the box and slid it his way. “Are those what I think they are? Are they genuine?”

			“I bought it off a witch in Indonesia who had access to the last of the Papaver flavo plant before it was wiped from the planet by the Council. One will knock you out for twenty-four hours. You might wake up with a hangover, but it’ll keep you from getting shot or arrested for doing something stupid on the full moon night. There’s enough in there for two full moons.” The pills were black market. Rare. The Council eradicated them two decades ago since the last thing it wanted was a drug on the open market that could be hidden in food or drink and knock lycans out at random.

			“You gonna finish that?” Colin nodded at Roman’s pint.

			Roman shook his head.

			Colin put his hand over the box to hide it from view. “Damn shame to waste good brew.” Colin grabbed the glass and drained it. He scratched his hair under his tatty Sheffield Football Club cap. “There was a family from Scotland who dabbled in magical things. Both their daughters disappeared years ago.” He shut his eyes as if trying to remember. “They never contacted me, but I heard rumors from someone else because the girls’ parents were caught by the Council for using magic. I think they were executed and their children were never found.” 

			“Give me a last name.”

			“Kinley.” Colin opened the box for one last look at the pills before thrusting it into his jacket pocket. “I also have an address.”

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			Nova bit into a chocolate cookie, its gooey center coating her tongue. She groaned in bliss. She rounded the street corner back to the flat where Roman had dropped her off over five hours ago. Since he obviously spent no time at the second floor two-room flat, she’d found little more than a single tin of old crackers and some ancient tea in the cabinets. Turned out she despised tea, especially the herbal green stuff she found. But she had discovered a wad of cash and a key to the front door in one of the drawers. 

			Roman told her not to go outside until he returned, which she interpreted as more of a suggestion than an order. A few hours later, afraid her stomach was going to start digesting itself, she ventured out to find food. A half hour in the small store around the corner that sold essentials and she emerged with a slew of food to sample.

			A hand banded around her chest. Her grocery bag hit the ground. A large man—human based on the stench of sweat and recently consumed curry—pulled her tight to his thick chest. He plunged a needle into her thigh. She shrieked at its burn.

			On instinct, she threw her head back, connecting with her would-be abductor’s nose. Crack. 

			He released. She whirled, swiped her bag off the ground and sprinted. Not leaving the food.

			The world blurred a few yards from the front door to the apartment building.

			No, no, no. Get inside. 

			Her knees wobbled and hit the ground. 

			… 

			Darkness. Nova couldn’t move her hands or legs. A small plastic band locked her wrists together, a zip tie. A few solid tugs at the restraints did little more than dig the ties into her skin. Her prison jerked, the movement flinging her across the empty metal floor of what she assumed to be a small truck. The driver was partitioned away by windowless metal. 

			Roman would be furious with her when he found out she’d been abducted. Hell, he’d be mad she left to begin with.

			The world teetered as she sat up, bracing herself against the side when the truck jerked again. Mr. Badass in the front seat may have expected her to be out another eight or more hours from the tranquilizer, but surprise surprise. Lycan metabolism must give her super drug-processing ability in addition to super healing. Guess this meant she believed Roman about her non-human status. And her abductor didn’t know what she was.

			She wiggled her hands against the ties. You have to shift.

			Shift? Freedom required she turn into whatever it meant to be lycan.

			If she didn’t do this, she’d die. Deep in her gut, she wanted to survive. She wanted to see Roman again. He still owed her a kiss to erase the icky feeling of Dom’s lips on hers. How screwed up was that?

			Shift. Now. 

			Something wild rose to the forefront of her brain. Senses sharpened and muscles expanded. The muscles of her legs and arms felt larger, stronger. Her vision in the pitch dark became sharp, using the light from the few holes in the metal shell to see everything. 

			She easily broke apart the tie around her wrists and the one around her ankles. 

			A feel of her head informed her it was about the same size, but her teeth were longer. She wanted a mirror.

			More than that, she wanted revenge on Mr. Badass driver. Anger thrummed in her veins, more potent than when in human form. Lead by pure undiluted rage, she kicked open the back door as if it were plastic wrap. Bright light blinded her momentarily. It’d been midday when she’d been darted. The sun was low on the horizon. She scaled the roof of the truck to the passenger side without fear. After she gave it a yank, the door flew off its hinges and glided into the middle of the dark highway. In a flash, she slid into the passenger seat and punched the driver before he got a shot off from the Sig aimed at her head. She wrenched his arm upward. The shot pierced the roof. Its noise brutalized her sensitive ears.

			The car lurched as it bounced against the containment wall on a curve, throwing her off him. He shot again. She shifted position instantly, but the bullet grazed her left arm. She punched him again, this time harder. Kidnapper was no longer moving. The vehicle whirled out of control. She stared in horror out the windshield. 

			This was going to hurt.

			The truck hit the concrete containment wall dead-on, throwing both her and the unsecured driver through the windshield, over the wall. She rolled down the steep embankment, bouncing off rocks and ping-ponging against trees until ending on a muddy shelf overlooking a wooded ravine.

			The vehicle sat wedged hundreds of feet above her between two trees. For endless moments, she watched it, expecting the trees to give and the truck to crash down on top of her. Nothing shifted. 

			In the silent aftermath, her breaths echoed in her ears. Aches resonated from places she’d never considered could hurt. She gripped both sides of her pounding head and lowered her forehead to her knees as she felt herself transform back to her normal state. 

			She should be dead. No one survived climbing the top of a moving vehicle and then going through a windshield down a cliff. Unless she wasn’t human. I’m not human.

			Blood came away on her hands when she touched her face. Her arm still bled where the bullet hit. A quick examination found an entry and exit wound through her biceps, not a graze as she’d thought but a direct through-and-through hit. Another bullet wound. Another lucky shot.

			This one hurt far worse when looking at the small holes oozing blood than it had moments ago. What hurt more was her index finger, which had turned a dark shade of purple red, likely broken or dislocated.

			Anger-driven revenge had been a bad option. Lesson learned.

			Jumping out of the back of the vehicle would’ve been the smart move, although she suspected the driver would’ve hunted her again. Round two would’ve been guaranteed to be more difficult for her to escape alive unless she had Roman on her side. Would he fight for her? She suspected he’d gone to meet the ones who gave him orders, not that he would say anything about where he headed. 

			She cradled her head in her hands again as tears flowed. Broken and hurting, maybe this was her sign she should give up. 

			Somehow, deep in her gut, she knew no one existed to miss her. No one waited for her. No one other than assassins searched for her. 

			There was Roman, but she represented a burden he’d been saddled with. Some sort of ingrained species honor drove him to help her and watch over her. Sure, there might be a hint of attraction—okay, a shitload of chemistry—but he’d probably be relieved if she lay down and died right here or disappeared from his life. 

			She stared up at the sky where a gray haze in the distance heralded an approaching storm. Given the freezing air, it’d be ice or snow.

			Why is this happening to me?

			The idea of a god listening reassured her. She whispered, “Where do I go? What’s the right choice?”

			Her arm tingled. She wiped mud off her wrist to expose the tattoo. Roman. 

			Why was this inked into her skin? She touched the tattoo as if it might activate some long dormant memory. Nerves built up in her stomach, as if this time, something was going to happen. She squeezed her eyes shut, waiting.

			Nothing surfaced in her mind other than memories of him.

			I won’t give up. Even though I might fail, I won’t give in until I figure out who took my memory.

			“All right,” she said out loud, nodding. “Not yet.”

			Sirens sounded in the distance. Move.

			She managed a wobbly, painful stand using a spiky tree. 

			“Well, shit.” Her jeans and sweatshirt were torn and bloody. Not only did she have no clue where she was, but she also needed new clothes. An onlooker would think she’d visited a war zone. Not exactly the best appearance when she wanted to avoid attention.

			Moving hurt. But she clawed her way up the incline before the emergency vehicles arrived, not easy with a damaged index finger. She rested at the top in the shadows of several trees with her hands on her knees, a few hundred yards from the accident site. A sprinkling of rain tickled her face. The flashing lights spiked her adrenaline and pushed her into motion. A fast, limping walk away from the crash scene was the best she could manage. A road sign advertised a fuel station about a half-mile away. Time to commit a few small crimes and steal some clothes.

			… 

			Nova gripped Roman’s flat key tight in her fist as she entered the flat. If he wasn’t back, she could return it to the hallway table and pretend she hadn’t left. As if that wasn’t the stupidest plan ever. Explaining away her injuries…yep, idiotic idea.

			Silent darkness greeted her. 

			A smart girl wouldn’t have returned. With no memory other than Roman, though, she didn’t have a clue where to run. She was stuck with the inhuman super spy whose name was tattooed on her wrist, despite the fact he didn’t want her around.

			As well, the cell phone, her lifeline to the only past she remembered, had remained in this room, since she hadn’t taken it to the corner store. She refused to leave without it. Perhaps, she could snag the phone and go. She flipped on the light.

			Someone stepped out of the dark bedroom like a lethal shadow.

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			On instinct Nova attacked, attempting to clock him in the face and kick his shin, but he dodged. He slammed her against the wall and ripped off the black headscarf she’d found in the back of her stolen car—oddly fortuitous find. Great way to mask the damage to her face, but didn’t hide the blood that had seeped through her stolen clothes.

			He caught her jaw, his fingers biting into her skin as he wrenched her head around.

			“Where have you been?” Roman snapped. Hostility radiated from him, a palpable force that seared her skin. 

			Words wouldn’t come. Her thoughts froze.

			“What happened to you?” Hoarsely, he whispered, “Where were you?”

			She rasped out, “I went to get food. You were gone for hours and, in case you hadn’t noticed, there’s nothing here to eat. I hadn’t eaten in over a day, maybe longer.”

			“You were missing for six hours.” His voice came out a purr of soft menace, as if he distrusted everything about her. His big hand covered her jaw from ear to ear.

			“I went around the corner to the shop. On the way back, someone drugged me—stabbed me in the thigh with a needle—tied me up, and shoved me in the back of a truck.” 

			His grip lessened until he stepped back, although didn’t release his hold on her while he examined the damage on her face. “What does the other guy look like?” 

			“Dead.” Her hand drifted to her face before she realized. She crossed her arms, but pain ricocheted up the shot one. She tried to hide her wince as she uncrossed her arms but suspected he hadn’t missed it. “Being kidnapped apparently makes me go a little nuts. I changed into…whatever we are. It was…I didn’t know I could do the things I did.”

			His tone smoothed out and went almost melodic. “Are you telling me the truth?”

			“What’s up with the weird tone? Are you trying to use some sort of magical persuasion on me again?” She pushed at him to get free, but he didn’t let go. “That’s the second or third time you’ve tried to force me to answer a question.”

			He glared at her in the darkness. “Why should I believe you were kidnapped?”

			“I’m telling the truth. Why would I come back if I lied about this?” 

			“I don’t know what’s truth anymore.” It came out soft, almost frustrated. Louder, he said, “I instructed you not to leave the flat. There were protective wards on the place.” His piercing blue eyes penetrated her as if he could look inside and read all her fears. 

			“You didn’t say anything about protective wards,” she murmured. “I was hungry. But like a good dog, I came back.”

			“For all I know, you were out meeting someone.” He waved at her face. “And doing something you shouldn’t have been.”

			“Who would I meet? If I was doing something bad like you’re implying, why would I return looking like this? I don’t know who I am or what I am. I don’t, well didn’t, know I could change like that.” She threw up her arms. “If I knew anyone on this continent…hell, anyone on the planet other than you, that mage, and your irritating brother, I’d find them if for nothing other than to get away from you and all the accusations. I’d do just about anything for a decent meal and sleep.” She cradled her arm and rolled up the sleeve. “I’m sick of being shot.”

			“Did you learn anything before you killed this guy?”

			She blinked at him. And blinked again. “Excuse me for not taking time to interrogate him before he shot me and drove us off a cliff.” She stepped close to him and waved her hand in front of her face. “This is what it looks like when you go through a windshield and bounce down a cliff. But Mr. Kidnapper couldn’t pull the car over to finish our disagreement in a civilized manner. No. The gun came out, and then the vehicle spun out of control.”

			Roman didn’t reveal an iota of emotion.

			“I should be dead. But I’m not human, am I?” She swiped a tear of frustration off her face. “Whatever I am makes me stronger, faster, and scary as hell when fighting. I changed, scaled the top of a moving truck, and fought a guy shooting a gun at me.” She ran her hand across her face to wipe away the tears. “I’m a mess. The mud in that ravine got in all the cracks, even my underwear. But the injuries are already almost gone, and somehow, I know all this will heal. Based on you being all pissy, I assume your meeting didn’t go well.”

			“It took an unanticipated turn.” His tone was odd as he continued to stare at her.

			“What exactly do you do that involves secrecy and the Crown?”

			“I can’t tell you.” Something about how he looked at her was different. Her skin tingled like it had before she’d shifted. Survival instinct flared.

			“Did they order you to…kill me?” It came out of her on a fatigued exhale. Her shoulders drooped.

			His face remained remote as if trying to wall off emotion. He neither confirmed nor denied, which might as well have been a screaming affirmative. 

			“Shit.” She dropped her chin. 

			He said nothing, so she looked up. He stared intently at her, making her almost shrink in place under the gaze of those thunderous eyes.

			“Is this when you tell me to leave again?” she asked.

			“Would you go?”

			“If they ordered you to kill me, wouldn’t you be forced to come after me? To hunt me down? So, what’s the point in me running unless you like the hunt?”

			He pushed his hand through his dark hair and stepped away from her. Frustration oozed from him. Seeing him start to lose some of his composure made him less threatening. He wasn’t the robot assassin. She wanted to run her fingers through his thick hair and down his scruff-roughened chiseled jawline to soothe him. Would her touch, if done in comfort, affect him the way she suspected his touch would destroy her? 

			From the way he simply stared at her, she guessed yes.

			The silence was killing her. “What’s going on here?”

			“No fucking idea.” He muttered something under his breath that she couldn’t make out.

			He stepped toward her and slid a finger under her chin to tilt her face upward. Their eyes met and held. “I’m sorry someone hurt you. That you had to fight for your life and went through a windshield.” In a whisper, he added, “I should’ve been there.”

			The grit in his voice, the despair, as if he’d let her down, packed one hell of a punch.

			What was she supposed to do with that?

			Oh dear…God. His hold on her face, how his thumb gently stroked over the skin on her jaw…

			How he moved in so she could feel the hard surfaces of his body, the concrete chest and abs…

			All of it swirled together, turning her mind to mush, which was bad when she needed to remain alert. Death…her death was on the line. But she was about to make a very bad decision to let him do whatever the hell he wanted after that declaration.

			“I made a promise to erase Dom’s kiss. To make you forget. I never go back on my promises.”

			Like his promise to help her get answers?

			He didn’t lower his head, but stood there, hesitant. “You’re too hurt right now.” 

			“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” She slid her good hand up his shoulders and neck. His muscles twitched under her touch, and his chest rose and fell more rapidly. Feeling how much just her hand on him affected him encouraged her to continue. Cradling the back of his head, she pressed her body into his. As she pulled him toward her mouth, his incredible size and power registered but didn’t intimidate. Didn’t scare her. 

			Her mouth touched his. Warmth on warmth. Once… Twice… Three times. His lips were a lot softer than they appeared. The roughness of his facial scruff scratched her skin. 

			He did nothing in return. She couldn’t force him to act. 

			She began to pull away, but one of his hands spanned the back of her neck, keeping her in place. Then his lips moved over hers, at first tentative with the lightest touch as if he expected hell and damnation to rain down. Then he pressed in for a real kiss, pulling her tight to him until every possible part of his hard body made contact with hers.

			Wow. Oh wow. She forgot about all external pain. Electricity shot through her. This was a kiss.

			He moved his hands to either side of her face. Her heart swelled from how much the move made her feel cherished. This wasn’t the move of a spy-assassin-killer about to ram a knife in her gut. His mouth returned to hers and moved down her neck to her shoulder to lick over one of her wounds. “Your beautiful skin this damaged makes me furious. If that asshole wasn’t dead, I’d rip him to shreds.” 

			Chills skirted along her skin.

			She sifted her fingers through his roguish hair, raking her nails over his scalp and digging in. Her body bowed toward him.

			He grabbed his left arm to cradle it into his body, putting a wedge between them. On a sharp hiss, he rolled away from her to have his back against the wall. His breaths came in short, choppy gasps. She could’ve sworn he cursed under his breath.

			“What’s wrong?” she asked. Intuitively, she felt something dark trying to influence him. She scrutinized the tattooed band around his wrist, unclear how it worked. “Who exactly are you cursed to serve and why would they care about me?”

			He held up his hand to stop her approach. “Need…gimme a sec.” Two short inhales. “Don’t come close.”

			“What’s going on?”

			“I’m now under orders to kill you.” He groaned and stared heavenward. “Fuck.”

			“The curse…it’s punishing you?” She stared, fixated on the tattooed band around the wrist on the arm he held. “Are you going to attack me now that you made good on your promise?”

			He dropped his head and tugged in three short breaths while rolling his head back and forth. 

			Yet, she didn’t move. Her body readied with tension to fight.

			He wheezed out, “No. Not now. Promised…swore to help you. Want to keep you safe.” He sucked in a sharp breath and bucked forward.

			“How does it work? Is there anything I can do to help?”

			“No.” He shook his head. “I’ll be fine.”

			She opened her mouth to speak but bit back the accusation he wasn’t fine. 

			Danger flashed over and over in her mind. Her muscles tightened as she strained to be attentive to his every breath, every move. Yet, he remained in place.

			“I’m good. Swear,” he said, eyes closed. 

			“Okay,” she said sarcastically. “I’m going to sit down over there on the sofa. Because I went through a windshield, and I haven’t slept in a long time. And you don’t look like you have it entirely under control.” 

			She collapsed on the sofa in front of the TV, slumping until she could rest her head against its back. Fatigue hounded her to close her eyes. 

			He’d been ordered to kill her. Stay awake. Watch him.

			Buuut…this was Roman. Who just kissed her. Who had promised to help her. He wasn’t a person who went back on promises.

			In the small amount of time she’d spent with him, she realized Dom was right. Honor dictated his life. He promised to help her and he’d live up to it. How much would the curse punish him for doing so, though, since it was at odds with his orders? She watched him out of her peripheral vision. When he sat stiffly on the other side of the sofa in silence, she lolled her head to stare at him. Strain paled the crinkles around his eyes. His gaze turned to meet hers.

			“I’m sorry; it’s my fault the curse is hurting you,” she said.

			“This isn’t your fault. There’s a lot going on that you’re somehow wrapped up in, but I haven’t figured it all out yet. What I do know is none of this is your doing.” His pupils dilated as his gaze dropped to her lips, likely replaying their kiss in his head just like she was.

			Inappropriately, humor bubbled out of her. “Kill order aside, you think I’m hot. It’s okay to admit it. Guys like you who are into clandestine bullshit like girls who can hold their own. I’m an irresistible badass. I got your number.” She reached over to put her hand over his. His entire body tensed. “I think you’re hot as hell, too. What did I do in my past that makes it necessary for me to die?”

			He continued to stare at her without responding, but he rotated his wrist to interlace his fingers with hers. 

			“I’d like some sort of explanation,” she said. “I’d like to understand something about my life. Like how someone found me here and why he tried to abduct me. Why didn’t he simply kill me? Was he transporting me for some reason? Do I know something important?” The memory loss headache blossomed. 

			Roman’s stoic mask fell, and his brows dropped low. He leaned close to trace the scabbed glass cuts on her face with his index finger. “I like that you’re a fighter and killed the asshole. Do these hurt?”

			“Not so much anymore.” She liked that he liked that about her. “You’ve got to knock it off. Stop looking at me like that, or I’ll kiss you again.”

			He rotated her wrist and touched the tattoo of his name in a gentle, respectful way that sent shivers up her arm. “I like that this is here.”

			She reached out and traced the wrinkles at the corner of his right eye. “Who are you, Roman? Why is someone as powerful as you curse-bound to humans? Who are you cursed to serve?”

			His eyes darkened. 

			“Does me touching you hurt? I’ll stop.” She pulled her hand out of his clasp and fingers away from his eye.

			“I’m…okay.” It came out shaky. “My brothers and I were tricked about forty years ago and cursed into serving the reigning monarch of England. I must do his or her bidding for eternity. We’re required to fight inhuman threats to humanity.”

			“You were forced into the curse?”

			“It wasn’t by choice. Initially we agreed helping the monarch sounded reasonable, but then a witch twisted our vow of assistance to curse bound us to the Crown.”

			“That sucks. Bet you hate being told what to do by some entitled snob.” She clasped her hands tightly together to avoid tracing the ridges of his forearm muscles. She wanted to feel their strength beneath her fingertips and follow the inked lines representing light or sunrays up the forearm closest to her. Looked like two small feet clad in armor poked out from the sleeve of his T-shirt, perhaps a person kneeling. 

			His lips twitched into a tentative smile. “The king asked that I kill you. Actually, there wasn’t any asking. He ordered I do it without asking questions, even though he thinks you’re human, which violates our accord, since I only eliminate Britain’s inhuman threats. My handler knows you’re lycan. So that means the order holds. You seem to have assassinated a few people, and the king feels he’s next on your list.”

			“Maybe I was a super spy, too, or an assassin. I do have these kickass fighting skills. But I couldn’t even tell you what your king looks like. There’s nothing in my head about him one way or another.” She shrugged. 

			“Dom said you have no memory. He’s never wrong. The fact he likes you means you have a purpose in this world. But I…” He buried his head in his hands. “If I disobey…if we disobey, the curse hurts me. It might kill me.” He held up his hand that had a tattoo band. “I often wonder if I cut off my arm at the wrist, under the tattoo that witch put on me, if I’d be free.”

			“Wouldn’t recommend that. Curses don’t work that way.” She froze, eyes wide. “Wow, I just remembered that. I feel pretty sure it’ll burn a new band into your skin above your hacked-off nub.”

			“Bad imagery. No limb hacking. Got it.”

			His humor had her almost smiling. “Have you tried to get the curse lifted?”

			“Uh, yeah.” He gave her a wide-eyed silent “of course.” He said, “You think we haven’t tried everything and consulted with everyone? The king has got a solid hand on my choke chain.”

			Unable to resist, she leaned in and lifted the edge of his short sleeve to see the tattooed image. A kneeling angel. But not a normal angel. Battle armor covered the figure’s body to the point its head and face were hidden by a Medieval-looking metal helmet. Its wings lifted upward to Roman’s shoulder. She traced the long sword gripped in the angel’s right hand and a small pendant in its left hand. “This is incredible work. The detail is almost impossibly perfect.”

			That pendant looked the same as the one he wore…

			She reached for the two that hung on strong chains around his neck, knowing this was a bit of an overstep on her part, but she had to know. She’d seen them briefly while on the plane when he bent over to pick something up. His breath caught when her hand slid across the warm skin of his chest. A quick glance up for his permission found his eyelids had dropped to half-mast and his mouth parted. 

			“It’s okay,” he said. “You can look.”

			A bronze pendant had the image of an angel; perhaps the one in the tattoo. The other had the same symbol as that on the pendant the angel held in its left hand, a circle in the center of a stylized star. To its right were flames, but to the left of the circle was water. She released the pendants, muttering, “Sorry. Had to know.”

			He glanced down at the ink on his arm and back to her, tipping his head to the side. “Not everyone can see that tattoo. None pick up that he’s holding my hexenspiegel, which protects me from spells.”

			“It’s kind of hard to miss the tattoo since it takes up most of your upper arm.” Her finger tingled when she touched the image again, sensing its energy. Unlike the curse band, this energy was positive, almost comforting…protective. She whispered, “It’s not a normal tattoo, aside from the fact that not everyone can see it.”

			“It’s not.”

			“Is it somehow magical? Not like the curse, but different?”

			“I didn’t choose to have it inked on me.” He ran a pointer finger across the angel’s face. “After the first time I worked with one of God’s angels, it appeared.” 

			“A guardian angel chose you?” Wonder suffused her voice. “Why can’t everyone see the tattoo?”

			“I’m not entirely sure since it’s only been there about two years. Those who intend to harm me can’t see it.”

			“A guardian angel…incredible. What’s a hexenspiegel? I feel like I should know but I can’t…” She dropped her gaze. “Remember.”

			He twisted the star pendant. “They reflect away evil energy or omens and can send the negative energy back to the sender. Simple version is they protect me against spells.”

			“It didn’t protect you against the curse?”

			“The curse happened before I was smart enough to wear one all the time. I’m also pretty sure it wouldn’t have been powerful enough to protect against this particular curse.”

			“Why do you think all of this happening?” 

			He stared at her as if looking into her soul then reached up and moved his thumb across her cheek. “I don’t know. We need to understand more about you to figure this out. For starters, who trained you? The fighting skills you have aren’t typical for a female of our species. Most are closeted under heavy guard and coddled. There aren’t very many of you left, which makes the entire species paranoid of extinction if they don’t impose lockdown at all times. According to the Council, it’s blasphemy to consider training you to fight. I don’t agree with them. It’s machismo horseshit on their part, at least from my perspective.”

			“So I’m an anomaly?”

			“On many levels. Magic. Fighting skills. Being alone without your family. I suspect your family probably isn’t plugged in to the Council or regular lycan society.” 

			“For whatever I did in the past, do you think I deserve to die? That I might revert to that?”

			He sucked in a startled breath. His body bowed over and he massaged his wrist while gritting out, “No. Fuck, I hate this curse.” He threw his head back and stared at the ceiling. As if talking to some deity in the heavens, he said, “She can see the tattoo. That’s got to mean something.”

			His suffering tore at her with desperation to help him. She could tell this was a guy who’d grit and bear most pain without any outward sign. So this had to be serious hurt.

			“What’s it doing to you?” she asked. 

			He rubbed his wrist harder and breathed short choppy breaths. His dark hair fell over his brow.

			She said, “When you go against your orders the curse punishes you?” 

			Roman’s eyelids squeezed shut as he gulped as if he couldn’t breathe. Between gasps, he said, “Have to do what the Crown orders.”

			Maybe talking would distract him from the pain. She moved toward him on instinct to comfort him but stopped before she touched him. What if her touch hurt him worse? “Can I do anything?”

			He shook his head and clasped his trembling hands together. He bowed his head and breathed shallowly. “It’s their way of controlling me. If I don’t do what they order…”

			“I’m sorry. Would it help if I left?”

			“I’d be forced to chase you.”

			“I don’t know what to do.” She hated this for him.

			“Are you going to kill the king?”

			“I don’t have any terrorist or assassination plans right now that I know of. Maybe the old me was evil. You tell me. Did you find out something?”

			He shook his head. Color returned to his face. “Nothing solid yet.”

			They sat in silence while his breathing slowly improved.

			She waved at the TV. “You mind if I watch the news? To see if the wreck made headlines?”

			“Sure.” He said it tentatively, as if not sure what to expect next.

			She flipped on the TV. They watched various news channels in silence. Nothing about her as an international wanted person. “Why do you think someone tried to kidnap me?”

			“Might’ve been a contract killer the king hired.”

			A contract killer? That meant there’d be more. Not good.

			She fidgeted, too aware of him next to her. “I can feel you staring at me.” She didn’t look his way.

			“Did you really go through the windshield?”

			“I don’t recommend it. The bastard also shot me in the arm. The one opposite yesterday.” She clasped her hands in her lap to hold them steady and hide their tremble. A side-glance confirmed he still stared.

			“Let me see.” He leaned toward her.

			“The bullet went through. I’m 100 percent sure it’ll heal like the one before.” She rolled up her sleeve to show that wound entirely gone. “Guess I was aiming for symmetrical scars, but doesn’t look like I scar. It doesn’t hurt very much anymore.” She waved him off. Nervous about his closeness, she wanted space. She needed to think. “You okay if I shower? I promise not to bolt through the window.” She stared at the bathroom. “I want the blood off.”

			“Go.” His facial expression didn’t deviate from its closed glower. He had to be fighting his own demons like regretting the kiss and denying the order to kill her. 

			Nova stood in front of the vanity mirror in the bathroom, shaking. Bile rose in her throat as she stared at the monstrous image of herself. Her face looked more like a badly done cross-stitch project than someone real. 

			She pressed her fingers into her eyes, stemming the flow of tears. She wasn’t going to do this. No falling apart. She was alive. Anyone else, anyone human, would’ve died. She should be grateful for the miracle given to her. The damage would heal—faster than a human, maybe by morning. Incredible. 

			These tears weren’t entirely about the damage. She fought back the terror of being alone, and of remembering nothing. At this point, the chance of spontaneous return of memory was zero percent. Utterly alone, with no chance to recall anyone or anything of importance.

			Roman barely counted as someone she could rely on, since he had his own agenda. He had to remain a means to an end for her, a way to find herself again. So what if she liked him? Okay, like-liked him. And she trusted him. He either had to kill her, die trying when she bested him or he let her win, or the curse would hurt him, maybe kill him.

			She knew he’d choose the last option. 

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			Staring at herself until the mirror fogged up felt like something she’d done before, and that freaked her out far more than the scrapes and cuts. More so if she was some sort of international assassin who did bad things. 

			Who was she?

			After the shower, she styled her wet hair into a chaotic bun and wrapped herself in a terrycloth bathrobe from a hook in the bathroom. The blood-soaked clothes were her only option if she wanted to wear something other than the bathrobe. 

			When she emerged in the robe, showered, and dried, he still sat on the sofa watching TV. His gaze flickered to her for an instant before returning to the screen.

			She settled in beside him, careful to keep a few feet between them. Within minutes, she started zoning out. So tired.

			She jerked awake, finding herself snuggled up to him with her head against his hard, warm chest. 

			His big hand lay across her hip. Time ticked by as she breathed him in. A masculine mixture of soap and the essence of him filled her up. She memorized the scent—all Roman.

			One of her hands lay on his lap. So close…

			She imagined Roman naked. Her hand on his erection, stroking him up and down as he sat here. His abdominal muscles flexing with her touch. Him in her mouth as she teased and tormented him…

			Roman flipping their positions. The feel of his scruff along her inner thighs, scraping and burning her skin.

			Enough.

			This throbbing sensation had to stop before it eclipsed everything, and she lost control and threw herself at him.

			The TV still flickered news images.

			She didn’t want to talk or even make eye contact. It’d break the spell. She wanted this time right here, knowing it might be the only chance she got to feel him this close, free of all the external factors that pushed on them.

			When it became obvious he knew she no longer slept, she glanced up.

			His hand jerked off her hip.

			“Sorry,” she muttered, pushing up off his solid chest. She stood and moved to a window, opening the curtain to allow early morning light to spill inside. Down in the gated garden below, a woman wearing a ball cap with a ponytail hanging out the back prowled the area. The way she slowly swept the small garden gave her true intent away. Assassin. 

			Again, how would she know? She trusted her gut.

			How had they tracked her here? 

			Without warning, Roman crowded in behind her and shut the curtains. “This place isn’t safe anymore.”

			“Did you worry I’d run from you instead of return?”

			“It wouldn’t have surprised me, but I like a good chase.”

			She was tempted to move in closer. A few minutes ago, she’d been lying on his chest, the impossible warmth of his skin under her hands. She wanted him. Badly. And unless she was secretly terrible at reading people, he wanted her right back. She could almost see arcs of electricity radiating between them. She couldn’t breathe. 

			All of a sudden, he shuttered his eyes, paled, and sucked in a breath. “Get away. It wants me to hurt you. It’s pushing me hard.” He wheezed and stumbled away to fall against the kitchen counter. “Fuck you, I won’t do it.” He shook his head.

			That wasn’t him talking to her, but to it…the curse. It was punishing him again.

			On instinct, she wrapped her hand around his tattooed wrist. A rhyme came to her head that she whispered, “Ease the punishment forsooth, until he can discern the truth.”

			He yanked his wrist away. “How did you do that? It’s gone. The pain…” 

			“I don’t know,” she said. “The words just came into my head.”

			“It’s not possible. The curse is magic.”

			“Dom seemed to believe I have a bit of magic in me. Who knows? Maybe the way to fight magic is with magic?” 

			“Can you keep doing it, though? I don’t know when the compulsion to kill you will override my will.” He backed away from her.

			“You said yourself you’d only follow me. There’s no point in me running.” She nodded at the window. “I’m going to get information from her. I want to know how she knows I’m here. Maybe she knows more about who I am.” 

			He’d moved close. The planes of his chest pressed into her shoulder as he peeked through a crack in the curtain. His heat beckoned, and his presence comforted her.

			“That’s futile,” he said. “Whomever they’re chasing is a shadow. Even it if was you, it isn’t who you are now unless your amnesia is an act.”

			She whispered, “I wish it was. I’d give anything to know myself. Do I have a husband or someone else? I think I like men.” She gave a wry laugh. Understatement of the century. “Yes, pretty sure that’s true, at least I liked our kiss, and I have fantasies of us. But maybe I like women, too. I don’t know. Do I like coffee? Who are my parents? Do I like my hair up?” She chanced a glance over her shoulder. He wasn’t looking at her. “You think I was a spy or something? If so, who did I work for?”

			His eyes flickered down to hers. “I have a lead we should explore that might give us some answers before we leave England, maybe find your family. But I still think you should go your own way. I don’t know if I… I might hurt you. I might be half asleep and do it.” His voice grew hoarse. “I don’t want to. I’d rather die than hurt you.” He held his breath and massaged his wrist.

			“I believe in you.” She stepped forward and hugged him, pressing herself firmly against him and sighing in relief. Her body relaxed. 

			Messed up. She was sure this was some complicated psychological syndrome, falling for the person who was supposed to try to kill her.

			His hand slid around her waist. “I like your hair down, but with it up…” He leaned in and pressed his nose to her neck, the touch gentle and respectful. This wasn’t the touch of a male who wanted in his heart to murder her. He felt safe. He always felt safe. 

			Her eyelids drifted closed on a soft, “Oh.”

			Abruptly, he stopped and stepped away from her. “I shouldn’t have done that. I shouldn’t have kissed you, either. I have no right.” His face turned stormy with surprise and then regret as he touched a pendant beneath his shirt. 

			He was turned on. Very turned on.

			The unmated female cannot have physical contact without permission from their guardian. Males have lost limbs or their life for so little.

			A male had said that to her long ago. Her father? She pushed to grasp the wisps of the memory and see the speaker, but it was gone.

			“This is wrong. I’m not just talking on a species level, but about the fact I am not my own person. I can’t have…attachments,” he said. He turned around, rearranged himself and stalked to the kitchen sink to splash water on his face. Finding no hand towel or a paper towel, he wiped off with a sleeve. “We can’t… This, whatever it may be, is over.” 

			Nova wanted the right to choose when and if she was with a male, whether it be with or without the bonds of matrimony, and whether it be a human or with a lycan. Ancient society rules be damned. Guilt assailed her from years of tradition and protocol crammed down her throat by her mother who’d died so long ago—how to look at a male, how to address him, the dos and don’ts of conduct. 

			Her mother? She couldn’t remember what she looked like but recalled her essence. 

			“We haven’t done anything wrong,” she said. “Doing it gave me some flashbacks about our species’ protocol.” She touched his arm. All his muscles tensed as if he would pull away. “There’s no one here to give permission. There’s only me. I decide what’s acceptable.”

			“For you but not me. I am bound by society rules to a large extent and to my curse.”

			He yanked his arm away from her and stepped back. “How do I know you’re not exploiting weakness in me?”

			… 

			Great. All Roman could do was stare at her and imagine what she’d look like naked on the kitchen counter. He dropped his head to cut off her hurt expression. She wouldn’t like knowing she wore her emotions so obviously in her eyes. The mental lockdown he put on their fantasy foray into all kinds of naked was so complete that he felt like he’d been whacked in the head.

			He’d never lost his focus like this.

			He recognized his emotions were all over the place…as well as completely out of control. He needed space between them, or he was liable to lift her onto this counter and give them the release they both ached for. He couldn’t dwell on the thought.

			His wrist burned its reminder of who owned him and who made decisions about his life, but since she’d cast her spell, it didn’t hurt as much. Didn’t that make him more attracted to her? If she could ease some of the pain of his life…

			When he’d thought the agony his curse inflicted could get no worse as he fought the dictate to hurt her, she’d made it go away. He couldn’t stop wondering how she’d done it. Could it be repeated on a larger scale and made to hold for longer? It might offer escape. 

			He didn’t want to be a Crown’s wolf any longer. Because he questioned orders. Because he hated the authority over him. And most of all, he was exhausted and skeptical.

			He was a disaster, thinking deep thoughts for this woman he’d known a little over twenty-four hours and barely kissed once.

			Bloody hell, this hurt…

			Nova’s cell phone rang. She reached for it, looked at the number and showed him. “You know the number?”

			“It’s Flynn. I’ll get it,” he said. He answered, “Yes?” 

			“Where are you?” Flynn asked.

			“London.”

			“Still? You should be out of there. Meeting over and you gone. I’m halfway south. Antonio is following you. This is bad. I don’t know what he intends or how he’s tracking you. Makes me wonder if he did the same to you that we did to him…put a tracker in your watch. Dump it. Dump anything that could emit a signal. Why’d you get recalled?”

			“The target got affirmed.” They had to be cagey in case someone listened in, which was likely, even with all of their precautions.

			“Are you tracking her?” 

			“Yes. Seems in her previous life she assassinated a few people. He put a contract out on her.” He reached for Nova’s hand and took it in his.

			“Leave. You bringing any company south?”

			Roman remained silent.

			Flynn continued, “Scan everything for a tracking chip.”

			“I’ll check. We’ll dump stuff. They could track the plane.”

			“True,” said Flynn. “But we check before we leave each time for any sort of newly installed devices.”

			“I’ve got a lead that might help figure her situation.” 

			“The tone of your voice is interesting. I like interesting. Makes you unpredictable and that’s more like the old Roman, the one who gave a crap about life and hot females.”

			“Well, she is that.”

			“At least you admit you noticed.” Flynn sighed. “If killing has to be done, I might be able to do it for you. I’m not sure, though. I’m not as good at it as you, and I like her. Well, not like you like-like her. You know what, I’ll see you at the dock and be curious to see if you turn up alone. Any word on Ky?”

			Flynn obviously hadn’t found anything either in his search. “Not on my end. He hasn’t check in for five days, which means something’s wrong.” He hung up, every muscle in his neck and jaw tense with worry over his brother.

			“What did he say?” she asked. 

			“I was followed, which makes leaving important. Antonio is nearby.”

			“The vampire from Berlin?”

			“Put all your electronics and anything metal on the counter. We’re leaving them. They’re tracking something on one of us.” He put down his watch.

			She laid down the cell phone, watch, and earrings. “I don’t have anything else that I had on in Germany.” 

			He pulled an iPad out of a drawer in the kitchen and opened an app. After moving the iPad over her body to scan, he announced, “You’re not transmitting.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“You don’t have an implanted chip on you that’s transmitting a signal.”

			“Guess that’s good. Weird and unnerving that it’s possible, but okay. You’re leaving the iPad?” 

			He clicked open an app that had a pirate-style picture of a skull and crossbones. “I’m wiping its memory.” He glanced up to find her cringing. “It’s just a thing. It’s replaceable and not important. I’m not a fan of technology, anyway.”

			He dropped her phone and stomped on it with his heel. No small feat to destroy the little unit, but he managed it.

			The demolished plastic and metal pieces felt like he’d shattered her only link to her old life.

			He said, “It doesn’t have answers. We can’t run risks when Antonio is involved. What if he’s the one who gave the phone to you to begin with? That twisted bastard might play a game like that.”

			“I get it. But I say if you think he knows more, let’s capture him and torture the truth out of him.” 

			“I like the thought, but he’s too dangerous for that.”

			She touched her face as if self-conscious. “Should I wear the scarf again?”

			“Yes.” He grabbed his duffle bag off the floor near the sofa and met her at the door after she’d changed. 

			They slipped out the back of the apartment building and caught a cab. 

			“Where are we going?”

			“North. To get answers.”

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			Nova slept through the entire ninety-minute flight to Inverness and all but the last few minutes of the two-hour car ride over small country roads. Roman moved the blanket that had slipped down back over her. With each hour of sleep, her skin healed. The remarkable healing capacity of their species never ceased to astound him. 

			He believed her amnesia, although it made no sense she’d been sent to seek him out. Whoever sent her had to realize there was a high chance he’d be ordered to eliminate her—given her past and the fact that the royals didn’t want anyone hanging around the Crown’s wolves for too long. A good assassin would disappear and be gone forever, not return to him after committing another murder. Guess he believed her when she said she’d been abducted. 

			How many men had she slept with before she lost her memory? He liked the idea of her not remembering anyone but him. Okay, that was a random and dangerous line of thinking.

			But she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, and if he was completely honest, he wanted one night with her, kill order or not. Maybe it was the effects of the full moon, coming soon. 

			By the time the sun sat high in the sky, he pulled up to a gated road far south of Inverness. He fingered the address he’d jotted down on a torn piece of paper and double-checked one more time that he’d punched it into the rental car’s navigation system correctly.

			The gate wasn’t much more than a rickety wooden barrier surrounded by an overgrowth of vines. No lock. Looked as if his car could drive through it. 

			Her eyelids fluttered open, and she gave him the most brilliant smile. It was as if seeing him lit up her world. No one had ever looked at him like that. He found his lips twitching to return the smile. 

			“We’re here?” She glanced out the window. Her hand ran up his arm. “Thanks for driving.”

			She couldn’t touch him like this. Its effect rippled up his arm and down his abdomen, straight to his dick. He had to keep this under control. No losing focus.

			She frowned and lifted her hand off him. “Am I making you nervous? I swear I promise not to tear off your clothes. I might want to. I might have imagined it.” She rolled her eyes heavenward. “I dreamed of you naked and the moon high in the sky. It was a delicious dream. The things you did on the beach… I don’t think I’ve ever had such a vivid dream. Or maybe I have. I can see you’re thinking sand would be a problem, but don’t worry there was a towel. Damn, I’m babbling. This feels more me, though.” She compressed her lips and twitched them back and forth. 

			Really freaking adorable.

			She said, “Not good to talk about hot sex on a beach in the moonlight? Got it. I’ll try to navigate platonic waters. But…” She bit her lip and scanned down his body. “There’s this thing between us—pheromones or something. Whatever it is, I’ve experienced it since I first saw you. Maybe we’re just two people starved for sex, or maybe I’m alone in the sexual deprivation department.”

			He was dying. Literally dying.

			“Moon madness,” he muttered.

			“What? I didn’t catch that. We had our little kiss moment. It was…” She did a mind-blown hand sign next to her temples similar to Flynn’s on the plane. “Pretty sure I felt the mega-boner pressing into my thigh, which means you felt it, too.”

			Mega-boner?

			He dragged a hand over his face as his gaze dipped to her chest. The sweater and jeans he’d found for her at a store on the way to the airport earlier were functional but unworthy of her. He hadn’t forgotten what she looked like in the club outfit.

			“Moon madness,” he repeated. He swallowed hard. Based on the way her eyes widened with realization, he must’ve conveyed exactly how much attraction there was from his end. So much it scared him. “I have to be stronger than this.”

			“What’s moon madness? Please tell me it’s not a cliché werewolf thing about the moon and sex.”

			“Pretty much.”

			“You’re kidding.” Her smile faded. “You’re not kidding. When’s the next full moon?”

			“Tomorrow night.”

			“You’re saying none of what we feel is real? We just want to bone so hard it hurts because of the moon phase? Roman, tell me it’s more. That’s just…disappointing.”

			The way she said his name sent chills down his spine. “I take a serum to suppress it.”

			Her eyebrows popped upward. “Well, it’s not working well for you.”

			“What happened in my flat was nothing compared to moon madness.”

			“You just blamed it on moon madness. Now you’re not blaming it on the moon? Admit there’s something here that’s real. Do we feel like this because we’re the same species? Do all of us just want to have sex all the time with each other?”

			Dying again. Softly, he said, “I’ve never spent much time with someone like you, so I’m not sure.”

			“You admit there’s something between us, something more than an order from your king.”

			“I didn’t say that. He’s also not my king.”

			“Sure sounded like you did.” She was all geared up to fight, but with her flushed cheeks, she wanted him to kiss her and push this until they were naked. Oh man, did he want that, too. 

			Nope. Control.

			He shook his head and crossed his arms in front of his chest, more to keep himself from reaching for her than being upset.

			Her lips snapped shut, but she seemed to struggle against smiling.

			“Uh-huh.” She burst out laughing. “You like me. You want to kiss me. And…” She waggled her eyebrows and glanced at the back seat meaningfully.

			He double blinked. 

			Who was this sassy girl? This wasn’t the exhausted confused person from yesterday. 

			That image she just planted tortured his mind.

			She laughed again. 

			Too close. No room in this car. Stifled. 

			Sweat trickled down his back, tickling his spine.

			He needed fresh air. Anything to clear his head and get away from the temptation of both of them in the back seat.

			“Stay here,” he ordered as he hopped out to inspect the gate. The compulsion to leave the area pushed strong. Of course, any home belonging to magicals would have wards. Removing from his pocket the small metal Domitianus coin, a relic from Roman Empire endowed by a seventeenth-century witch that could show the nature of a cast spell. He held it up and looked through the hole rounded into its center.

			“What are we doing here?” she asked behind him. “You doing that is beyond bizarre. Why’re you staring through what looks like a really old coin at a shabby gate?”

			He glowered at her. “I said stay in the car. It’s not safe out here.”

			“Why? Are there dangerous spirits that’ll jump out of the fields to slice my throat?” She marched right up to him, not the least intimidated. “The attitude is cute, but it’s not getting that gate open.” She waved her hands at him. “Open it and then we can drive up to the house. Hope they don’t have an attack dog. There is that humongous Danger. Keep Out. sign right there.” She pointed to the right.

			“I highly doubt anyone’s at home. I don’t smell dogs. Do you? We can’t get through this without removing the protective spells.”

			“The coin helps?” She trailed off as she stared at the wooden fence. “I feel cold and… Why do I want to leave? Whatever this is really doesn’t want us here. Well, tough. If this is the key to my past, then it can shove it.” 

			Boldly, she touched the gate.

			“No,” he ordered. “Back away.”

			She rattled it hard, but it didn’t open. “I don’t— Oh, no.” Gripping her head, she dropped to her knees with a moan. 

			Roman lunged forward, careful not to move too close to the gate, and tugged her a few feet backward. “You okay?”

			After a few more seconds, she removed her hands from her face. “Well, it didn’t make me miraculously remember. Just hurt. Like a bad headache.”

			“Maybe you should stay in the car.” Like I told you. 

			She cocked her head and stared at the gate for a moment before managing to get herself upright without help. Obviously, she was still shaken by the protective ward on the gate. “What happens to you once we get the gate open and go through? What happens when we face what’s up the road at the house?”

			He didn’t like the possible answers to her question. Worst-case scenarios pinged around inside his head.

			She put her hands on her hips. “What if the people living here are my family and they’re home?” She stared at him as if trying to gauge his expression, which he worked hard to keep stoic. “Are you going to drop me off and go find some hole to hide in until the curse kills you?”

			He’d considered this.

			It was the worst-case scenario.

			She asked, “Had it occurred to you whoever wiped my memory wanted this? Wanted us right here, right now. That whoever it is wants you to wipe me out? Or maybe the plan is to end up with you dead?” 

			“I’ve considered many angles on this. I swear on my soul what I said before holds.” He gritted his teeth against the renewed agony the curse sent through his body, not just limited to his arm and chest this time.

			“Damn it. It’s hurting you again.” 

			Burning pulsations surged up the nerves of his arm the longer they stood here. Shaking consumed his entire upper body as he fought against the intensity of the agony.

			She stepped into him, her body pressed against his while muttering words he couldn’t hear over the escalating pain. 

			He cradled his numb arm. I can’t do it. Won’t do it. His body lit up like someone set him on fire. 

			And then it all abated like the tide on a beach going out with a slow ebb. 

			Nova stood back. She chewed on her lip and stared at him for endless moments. “Better?”

			Yes. It was. The agony had receded to a faint electric feeling across his skin. He nodded. “Thanks.”

			She took a step toward the gate and wavered. He caught her.

			“I’m good. That took a bit out of me. I want to know what’s on the other side of the gate. My gut is telling me something about this gate, but I’m not sure what.” She touched the post that held the gate’s hinges. “There’s writing there. It says: Who comes so late to Candle Gate?”

			He listened to her repeat the phrase over and over while he looked at the complex spells through the coin again. Lace-like patterns of light wove around the gate and the trees immediately surrounding them. These were intricate. He needed a witch or mage to undo these. Slim chance Dom would do a house call. As well, no way he’d pay Dom’s price. Maybe for Nova… Dom might make an exception, not that he had a way to contact him out here in the middle of nowhere. They’d have to drive back to town, which was thirty minutes, and use a payphone.

			“I know this from somewhere. Like a song. I remember songs, which is so bizarre.” She rubbed her forehead, muttering the phrase a few times and then singing them. “Hurts…but I can almost remember. It’s right there.” She groaned and fell to her knees gripping her head. “Remember. Come on. Don’t let me down.”

			She held up a hand when he stepped close. A brisk breeze whipped around them, worming its icy bite through clothing. She shivered. Then her whole body progressed to shaking. “I can do this. It’s…it’s right there.”

			“We’ll find another way in. Maybe we can approach by water.” He couldn’t see the house from here to gauge how far it was from the nearby bay. The driveway looked to go on for a while and wound into hills.

			For long minutes, she sang the Candle Gate phrase on rapid repeat while her entire body trembled. Suddenly, she stopped and stood. In a clear tone, she sang, “Who comes so late to Candle Gate? Who comes so late, by raining bent and roaring spate? Who knocks so late at Candle Gate? Who knocks so low, yet will not wait?”

			She collapsed to a sit.

			When he bent to check on her, the gate unclicked and swung open on its own with an eerie squeak.

			He moved forward to step through the gate.

			“Stop!” she ordered reaching for his leg but missing. “That’s not all.” She looked at the fence and sang, “Who rides in state from Candle Gate? Who rides in state, by rainy bent and roaring spate? Who rides so slow, yet will not wait? Nor bide at all for love or hate?”

			Roman held up his coin. All the wards were gone. “You did it. Spell is gone.” 

			In silence, they stared at each other.

			“Guess I’ve been here before. I’m a little freaked out,” she whispered. Questions about her pretending amnesia resurfaced, but the frank shock on her face seemed too genuine to be faked. “Who is supposed to live here? Who are these people that they’d put some sort of magical lock on this gate?”

			“This estate is owned by an old lycan family by the surname Kinley. They practiced some sort of magic. All I could find out is that both parents were executed by the Council for practicing magic, and their daughters disappeared many years ago.”

			She moistened her lips and swallowed several times. She stared up the drive. “You think?” She cleared her throat. “You think they might be my family? That I’m one of the girls or their mother, if she managed to escape?”

			He hadn’t considered she could be the girls’ mother. That meant there might be a male out there with a legitimate claim to her. His mind rejected the notion.

			She stumbled to the car door and wretched it open to slide into the passenger seat. “To the house we go.”

			… 

			The dirt road screamed to be repaired. Its pothole-rich, washboard pattern rattled her teeth as he drove. It wound for over a quarter mile up a hilly, mostly woodland area until arriving at a circular drive in front of a horseshoe-shaped house constructed of classic harled white stone.

			After he parked, he ordered, “Wait.” 

			He held up the coin again. Then he did something with a crystal on a chain that came from one of his pockets. “It’s clear of more spells, at least ones that are detectable. Watch out for other things.”

			“Other things?”

			“Who knows what people like this use to guard their property? Gnomes, fairies, or maybe a nasty goblin.”

			“Those are real?”

			“Yes. Let’s pray it’s not a goblin.”

			Together, they walked up the stone path, which was overgrown with weeds. He knocked. She was tempted to move closer to him.

			No answer.

			He knocked again.

			She fidgeted. “No one’s home.”

			“Seems that way.” He tried the knob without success, then scooted to the window beside the door, cupped his hands around his eyes and looked inside. “No movement. I don’t hear or smell anyone, not that it means much when dealing with magic.”

			She touched the front doorknob. It turned. “Not locked.”

			“I just tried it.” His lips compressed into a thin line. “The house likes you.”

			“Maybe you didn’t try hard enough.”

			“Maybe.” Skepticism tinged the word.

			The air inside smelled stale. 

			“Stay,” he commanded as he marched through several rooms. When he returned to the entryway, he announced, “No food in the pantry or refrigerator. House isn’t occupied and hasn’t been for a long time.”

			Something about the place comforted her, as if she felt safe here. 

			He stiffened and froze. His eyes darted around, but he didn’t move a muscle. In a hushed voice, he said, “It’s alive.”

			“What is?”

			“The house. It is its own entity. You hear the air moving through the upper floors?”

			She shook her head. “I’m not getting a bad feeling. Maybe it’s haunted?”

			“Ghosts have a different presence. This is the entire place. It’s almost breathing.”

			“I’m going to do a cursory walk around and see if anything jogs a memory.” She abandoned him in the foyer.

			The kitchen was quaint, but serviceable. All furniture looked dated, as in circa 1800s. As she walked into a main dining room the chandelier quivered. She jolted backward, smacking into Roman, who wrapped his arms around her.

			Sweet. Really sweet. It also confirmed she’d made the right choice to trust him.

			The chandelier rocked back and forth, rattled, and something fell out onto the table. Wind whistled through the room, and then all movement stopped.

			He still hadn’t let go of her. She stared up at him. 

			He said, “I’d like to get out of here before we get on the house’s bad side. I think it wants you to have whatever fell on the table.”

			She swallowed hard. “Looks like a car key.”

			The key was plain silver with no symbol. 

			He took the keychain and rotated it to view the small insignia that looked like a sideways L, or like an open duck beak. “That’s a Valliante symbol. It’s a Spanish car company that makes exclusive super cars and nothing else.” He lit up with almost giddy excitement. “Please, let there be one in the garage.”

			“And the key?”

			He shrugged a no-idea.

			An exhaustive search of the modified barn found no vehicles, and there were no other buildings on the property.

			“Maybe it’s a clue. Where in Spain do they make this car?”

			“Barcelona.”

			A chill spread from her neck outward through her shoulders. “If this is my family’s house, why would they leave this?”

			“Maybe you left it.” He passed his thumb over the keychain insignia.

			“Guess I’m going to Barcelona.”

			“I’ll take you, but first we stop in Italy tomorrow night. Right now, we’re going to eat and sleep for a bit somewhere safe.” He held up his hands. “Sleep separately.” He rubbed his forehead as he led back to the car.

			“Italy?” she prompted.

			His jaw hardened, and he pressed his lips together. “Dinner with my mother. It’s mandatory on full moon nights.” At her questioning look, he said, “It’s so we don’t go sex crazy and end up doing something stupid. She makes sure if suppression serum fails that we’re locked up or drugged up until the sun rises, and the threat is over.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			A poke to her forehead woke Nova. 

			“Wakey, wakey.”

			She squinted up at the finger hovering over her face for an instant before survival instinct kicked her into high drive. She sprang forward to attack the man standing above her. Her head throbbed with the rapid movement, but her drive to protect herself superseded pain. No weapon handy. That left her with a direct attack. 

			After a solid hand-to-chin thrust, she threw her body at the man to catch him by surprise and knock him off balance. He grunted but didn’t fall over. He also didn’t back up. He tried to say something, but she kicked to land a foot into his stomach. However, he turned such that she caught his side. When she managed to get to her knees, he caught her arms and locked them together behind her back, then threw himself on top of her. Outweighed and trapped, she stilled, her head finally clearing from sleep.

			“It’s Roman. Do you remember who I am?” he asked. “Roman. The one whose name is on your wrist.”

			Shit.

			She’d attacked. Roman. Bad move.

			“Get off me.” Can’t breathe. She sucked to draw in air, but the miniscule amount of oxygen tugged inward wasn’t enough.

			He didn’t budge. “Tell me you haven’t done a rewind and lost your memory.”

			“You surprised me.” She wiggled for some breathing space, which he didn’t give.

			“Prove to me you remember who I am and who you are.” His face was so close to hers, she could feel the heat of each breath that came out of him.

			“Excuse me for having some PTSD from being abducted.” She sucked in her cheeks and glared. “I overreacted. I’m sorry, but you surprised me.”

			He blinked. “Did you think I would kill you in your sleep?”

			Now he was pissed because his honor was offended.

			She shook her head. “No. You promised. I believe you.” 

			“Helping you figure out who the hell you are is a real pain in the ass.” His gaze dipped to her lips, which were in line with his. His eyes went opaque, glazed. She sensed a desperation in him.

			Her breath caught, and her pulse pounded in her ears. When he made no move, she said, “If you’re not taking us to that level, get off me. I can’t handle getting hot and worked up with no relief in sight.”

			“Are you going to try to attack me again?”

			“You poked me in the face.”

			“Worked to wake you up.” A smile tilted up his mouth, which transformed him. It made him devastatingly handsome and almost playful. If she weren’t careful, she’d fall for him like this. “Note to self: Nova isn’t a morning person.”

			“What’s so funny?” she asked, entirely unsure what the smile meant other than it was distracting. He didn’t have to be so good-looking or sexy. And he didn’t have to have that look on his face, the one that said he was a predator who’d be delighted to eat her. In a good way. The way that would have her screaming pleasure.

			“You.”

			“What about me?”

			He pushed up and off her. His clean-shaven face and fresh-looking dark T-shirt made his eyes look an even more brilliant blue. “Few people catch me by surprise, but you? I have no clue what to expect next. You chin jabbed me. I mean, damn.” 

			“Didn’t do a good enough job. If you were actually a contract killer, I’d be dead. Because my jab sucked. I need to work on my attack strategy.”

			“If I were an assassin, you’d be dead. I wouldn’t wake you up. I’d kill you while asleep. It’s easier.”

			“Valid point unless you like your victim to struggle.” She sighed and rubbed her eyes. “Why do you think that contact killer didn’t outright kill me? Bugs the hell out of me. Makes no sense.”

			Everything about him stilled. He dragged both hands over his face. “There’s something bigger than us going on. Someone wiped your memories before they sent you to me, which means whatever was in there must have been so important it had to disappear. Why didn’t they put a bullet in your brain? Why keep you alive? This whole thing is a mystery mind-fuck that’s making me nuts.”

			She whispered, “I’m glad you’re here. Sorry I attacked you.”

			“I swear to you again, although this is going to hurt me, I won’t…I’m going to prove to them you’re not a threat. It’s a way out.” He gritted his teeth. Even though he was seated, his body wobbled as if about to fall over. “Fuck, it hurts.”

			“What’s wrong? It’s doing it again to you, isn’t it? You want me to try—”

			“No,” he interrupted. “I’ll get a grip on it.”

			“I want to help. This is my fault.”

			He held up his hand to keep her away as he stood and stumbled a few feet away. “It’s not your fault. That’s a part of why I despise all of this. Why I hate…” He held up his wrist and glared at it. “This. Don’t help me, Nova. Repeated magic will have a price. I don’t want you to pay for what’s my issue.”

			“Maybe, but at least you’ll be in less pain now. Let me try.”

			“I’m okay right now.”

			“You’re not. I’m sorry I hit you. I made it worse.”

			He sifted a hand through his hair and dropped his head. The agony in his huge, tense body called to her. 

			She moved her legs to dangle over the edge of the bed. “Roman, let me help you. Stop being so freaking stubborn.”

			“I’m not used to people wanting to help me. This is all new. I’m not unappreciative. It’s just I’ve never let anyone into my life like this. I don’t take people with me on my missions or involve myself with anyone else. I deceived my handler and the king to keep you safe. I’m disregarding a direct order. Because…” He shifted to look over his shoulder at her. “You matter to me. I don’t know how it’s possible in less than two days, but you do.”

			“It’s just because I’m female and lycan, right?”

			He cursed and threw a hand against the wall, taking short breaths. She hated watching him like this. Guilt and impotency swamped her. How could she help him? 

			“Perhaps, at first, but it’s not that simple. You’re mouthy, unpredictable, and a witchy badass who gets magic in a way I never will. You’re unique, and you matter. I’ll handle the pain. I swear we’re going to figure this out.” 

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			“What’s your mother like?” Nova speed-walked to keep up with Roman. Milan’s ancient stone architecture intrigued her, not that she remembered if she’d ever seen it before. Mattered not. She didn’t have time for art and buildings. 

			“Wait a second. Would you please slow down?” She dodged three women consulting a map, which caused her to end up farther behind him. The jaw dropped on the one woman while she stared at Roman. She said something in English about Italian men being hot. 

			Roman paused to allow Nova to catch up, grabbed her hand in a non-romantic keep-up gesture, and resumed his brutal pace. 

			“Smaller stores are closed today. Got to be something in the Quadrilatero d’Oro,” he muttered.

			She grabbed his arm, tugging him to a halt. “Why are we shopping?”

			He waved at the jeans, I-love-Milan T-shirt, and the beaded jacket he’d found for her at a tourist trap near the airport. His once-over was far from disparaging, lingering on her chest before dipping downward. His voice came out hoarse. “There’s nothing wrong with your outfit, but I thought you’d prefer to meet my mother for a formal Sunday dinner in a dress.”

			“Shopping sounds smart.” Her hand drifted to her face. “I shouldn’t meet anyone looking like this.”

			“I can barely tell. The bruising is almost gone. A bit of makeup…” He scanned her face, slightly wincing, before he took off again. He sucked as a liar. 

			She struggled once more to keep up. “Can’t you dump me somewhere and pick me up after this dinner?”

			He glanced around and said as if he hadn’t heard her, “We’ll go to the Galleria Vittorio Emanuele. It’s closer.”

			Minutes later beneath a high, vaulted glass ceiling, she was surrounded by designer shops—Prada, Versace, Dolce, Valentino. He shuttled her into a coffee shop. The moment the door closed after they entered, her eyes drifted closed as she breathed in the rich smells of coffee and pastry. When she realized he wasn’t yanking her to move and that she’d probably spent a moment too long smelling, she met his gaze, face hot. 

			He smiled. The upward shift of his lips widened until white teeth showed his genuine amusement. The tips of his sharp canines peeked out.

			“What?” She shrugged. No one else in the shop stared at her, and there were a lot of people milling about. “Am I embarrassing you?”

			“No. People rarely stop to appreciate the aroma. Of course, it couldn’t be more perfect when one is starving.” He inhaled deeply, obviously enjoying the smell, too. His smile broadened.

			She grinned. “Never shop hungry.”

			“Cappuccino?”

			“Espresso keeps me awake for days. Latte is fine.” She placed a hand on her chest, wide-eyed. “I remembered something. I don’t do espresso.” 

			His eyes crinkled at the corners with his slight smile.

			“I don’t do espresso!” She gave him an impromptu hug. 

			“Now people are looking,” he whispered.

			“Oh.” She fast-perused the bakery display. “A croissant might be nice, too. Thanks.” 

			He nodded and waved her to a free table. Several women stared at Roman as he moved to the counter to order, not that he noticed. He moved through people as if they didn’t interest him. He knew where they were, but she’d noticed he avoided direct interaction and contact unless necessary. Such a contradiction for someone who spent his life protecting humans from things that would consume their nightmares. She wondered if it wasn’t just about avoidance of people, but life in general. Perhaps, he survived by focusing on duty and didn’t actually live life. She was glad she made him notice the smell.

			He returned to the table with a pile of pastries and two coffees.

			“Hungry?” she asked.

			“Let’s figure out what you like.” He waved at the pastries. How thoughtful.

			She picked up a small biscuit cookie to nibble but shook her head. “Too crunchy.”

			“Try the scone,” he recommended.

			One bite. “Nope. No scones. Maybe I’m not a pastry person.”

			“I’m taking notes over here.” He almost spit out his sip of coffee from laughter when she had to empty her mouth into a small napkin after biting into a cheesy sweet concoction.

			“Sorry.” Her face went hot. “I’ll stick with croissants. What about you? What do you like?”

			He shrugged. “I’m not picky.”

			“Is it bad to be picky? Does it mean I’m high maintenance?”

			“Maybe you’re not into sweets.”

			“If I dribbled chocolate all over you, I’d lick it off and like it.” She slapped a hand over her mouth. “Did I just say that out loud? Forget I said that.”

			“No undoing that. It’s stuck in here.” He tapped his head. “Moon madness.”

			“It’s mid-morning. There’s no moon in the sky.”

			He peeked out the window. “Maybe not a full moon, but there’s one in the sky. This insanity is our bodies cranking up for the main event later today.”

			His eyes traveled down her body and back up; he wet his lips with his tongue.

			Her mind flashed back to the moment his lips were on hers, the way his fingers had dug into her, the desperation flowing from his fingertips. Things were about to get a lot more interesting as the day wore on.

			In silence, they ate for a while.

			She leaned back and stared at him. “You may have to answer to someone, but you like what you do most of the time. Why do you do it? Save humans against things that go bump in the night?”

			“I’m cursed to follow orders.”

			“Sure, you’re forced into some things, but that only goes so far.”

			He wiped a few crumbs off the table. “Perhaps so. It’s a good cause. Most of the time. Occasionally, the missions we’re ordered on are based on erroneous information.”

			She reached out and put her hand over his. “I might be as bad as they made me out. I don’t remember. I appreciate you trying to help me figure it out, but if I start to show an inclination toward evil or world domination, do your job.”

			He rotated his hand to hold hers and stared at their connection. “The fact you considered it means you’re not someone I should kill.”

			“We don’t know.” She removed her hand from his. “Tell me something about yourself. What pastry do you like? Are you a scones person?”

			He shook his head. “I’m not into a lot of sweets, but I’ve realized I like chocolate.”

			… 

			The third Dolcé gown was perfect. The black tube dress with draped mesh sleeves conveyed the perfect blend of glam chic and modesty. 

			The sales lady handed her matching shoes. She exited the dressing room to find Roman reclining on a stiff-looking red leather sofa. The dress made her feel like a newly birthed fairy princess afflicted with a serious case of insecurity. He’d been surfing online on the new cell phone he’d gotten at the airport while parked on the courtesy sofa during the past two dress options.

			“Does it work?” She spun.

			His appreciative visual perusal was enough of a yes. 

			She turned over the price tag and cringed. 

			Roman put his hand over hers. She jumped, startled to find him to be so close.

			“I’ve got it. Who cares what it costs? Looks like it was made for you.” 

			“We…I don’t need to be this extravagant.” 

			“I already bought it when you asked for matching shoes. Besides, you’ll be relieved once you meet my mother.”

			“What? How’d you know I liked it?”

			“The clerk said it fit.” He held up a hand. “It’s done. I don’t have time to run from store to store.” He froze and tilted his head.

			“What?”

			“Someone followed us.”

			“How do you know?”

			“Something bad is going to happen. It’s…” He gripped his arm over the angel tattoo with the opposite hand. “I…” He stiffened and cocked his head. “It’s a grenade. I heard the click.”

			“That seems extreme. What are you—”

			He tossed her over his shoulder and ran for the back of the store. Constrained in the dress and in shock, it took her too long to react. She heard it before felt it. 

			Boom.

			He jumped through the back door, tucking her into him. A blast took them airborne like they’d been hit unexpectedly by a huge ocean wave. They were tossed into the wall of the building across the alley. He never lost his hold on her, somehow rolling her into him, using his body to shield her from all impacts.

			A high-pitched ringing lingered inside her ears.

			With his head in his hands and big body still arched over hers, he moaned, but it sounded far away. Bits of dusty debris covered him. A few cuts and scrapes dotted his face, neck and hands.

			Oh, God. Was he okay? 

			“Are you hurt?” Her voice sounded distant to her. She ran her hands over his head and face and then arms, finding only small abrasions. But on his backside his jacket and shirt were shredded where debris had torn him up. “Your back. It’s—”

			He said something, but she couldn’t hear yet, the ringing reverberating in her skull. She shook her head. 

			“A mess, but it’ll heal,” he boomed. He massaged his head.

			He sounded like this wasn’t new, that this happened all the time. No one should be almost blown up on a regular basis. That was most definitely not normal. Not okay.

			“What was that? What exploded?” She could hear her own voice through the ringing, which probably meant she was shouting.

			“Pretty sure it was a grenade.”

			“What did you say?” She pointed at her ears. When he spoke again she focused on his lips, putting the sounds she detected together with the movement.

			“Doesn’t matter. Something to ensure we didn’t survive.” 

			“Those poor people. They didn’t deserve—”

			“It’s unacceptable collateral damage, but whoever did this didn’t care. Hold on…” He ran into the smoldering building and returned in the blink of an eye. Superspeed move. “There aren’t survivors. We can’t do anything for them.” He knelt next to her. “Stay here behind this car. If anyone approaches you that isn’t me, fight.” He tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “Your hearing will go back to normal in a few minutes. If you were human, it might take a few days, but—” 

			“Where are you going?”

			“To find the assassin.”

			She gripped his biceps, not wanting to let him out of her sight. “I can—”

			“Stay. Don’t move. I’m faster without you. I’ll be back.” In a blink, he was gone, her hands clutching only air.

			She drew her knees up and rested her chin on top of them. For endless minutes, she waited. The killers weren’t going to stop coming after her until she died—or at least until the king said she was dead or rescinded the contract. Would they want to see her body after she was dead to prove her gone?

			Sirens sounded in the distance. She couldn’t be here when the police arrived. 

			Her butt hurt as much as her head when she moved, but she peeked around the car. No one nearby, but she could see flashing lights

			This car… Could she hotwire a car? She peeked through the window of the mid-90s white Peugeot. Sensation prickled the back of her neck and gathered in her lower back. It wasn’t so much warning as conviction. She removed the key from her bra, the best place to store important items when not carrying a purse.

			Sensation zipped through her ear. The annoying ringing stopped—thank goodness for lycan healing. As she rounded the car, she muttered an incantation that came into her head.

			“My goal lies beyond the teeming main, 

			voyaging well beyond the abounding sea;

			fear will not steal my strength,

			I need the key of Glen Bolcain.”

			She shoved the key into the driver’s side door. The lock didn’t budge.

			Then what was that incantation about?

			Knocking out the glass seemed reasonable, but using a naked elbow would hurt, and she liked these new shoes too much to sacrifice one of them.

			Roman appeared on the passenger side and shoved his leather-protected elbow through the glass. He brushed glass out of the seat and leaned over to unlock the driver’s side.

			“Can you hotwire a car?” he asked. “That’s Flynn’s specialty, not mine.

			“I don’t know.” She stared at the car and nothing came to her.

			“Sirens are getting closer,” he prompted.

			“I don’t know what to do with wires and shit.” She muttered the incantation again and shoved the key into the ignition. It turned. The engine rolled over once, sputtered and stopped. That was the car’s fault, not the spell. She pumped the gas pedal and turned the ignition switch again; the car sputtered to life.

			“How’d you do that?” he asked.

			“It’s the key of Bolcain.” She pointed at the key in the ignition before she shoved the car in gear and zipped out of the alley between arriving emergency vehicles.

			“Of course it is,” he said sarcastically. “What the hell is that?”

			“No clue, but it just turned on the car. The info on how to make it work kind of bubbled up inside my head. I figured I’d go with it.” She dodged emergency vehicles headed up the street and turned quickly to drive away from them. “Did you get whoever tossed the grenade?”

			“Yes.” 

			When he said no more, she asked, “And?”

			“He’s dead.”

			She stopped at a red light and waited for him to clarify. “Did you kill him?”

			“No. He was dead in his car up the street from the stores. Shot in the head.”

			“Then, how do you know he threw the explosive at us?” This kept getting weirder and weirder.

			“He had three more grenades in a bag next to him.”

			“Who shot him?”

			“No clue. No one else was around other than a few curious onlookers.” Roman pointed at the green light.

			She hit the gas. “Does that mean there’s someone else on our team? I’m confused.”

			“Me too. I don’t like it. I meant it when I told Flynn there’s a lot more going on than the king simply putting a contract out on you and asking me to eliminate you. Drive to the airport.” He rattled off turn by turn directions. 

			She broke their several-minute silence by reaching out to touch his forearm. “Do you need help for your back? We can find an ER or something.” 

			“I’ll shower at the plane before we get picked up tonight. Looks like your dress is still in decent shape. I tried to protect you from damaging it.”

			She took his hand and squeezed. “Thank you for not leaving me there.”

			He ducked away from her gaze.

			“You could’ve run without me. If I’d died, the curse would stop hurting you.”

			He didn’t look her way but stared out the side window and massaged his tattooed wrist. “I won’t do that. I won’t abandon you.”

			“I swear the same to you. I won’t leave you unless you truly want me to go. I won’t hurt you, not willingly.”

			He squeezed her hand back. “Thank you, tesoro.”

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			As the sun dropped in the sky, they walked to the end of a dilapidated dock free of people with a few small powerboats tied in. Roman adjusted the lapels of his dark suit. He wished he could ease the awkwardness between him and Nova, but he couldn’t. He’d never brought anyone to Sunday dinners. None of the brothers had.

			Aside from that, he couldn’t keep his eyes off her. He swallowed. Her hair, pulled into a quick up-do, drew his attention to the long angle of her neck and the raised tattoos. There was a new, raised, pink mark on her neck, small and geometric.

			Magic comes at a price.

			It’s why Dom was covered in marks. The more powerful the magic, the more likely to develop a mark, or something worse. Perhaps her spell to help him caused it? Or the one to activate the car key?

			Her thick hair fought to escape its pins in the breeze, a few strands brushing over the new mark. The dress she’d picked out with its lacy sleeves by some miracle didn’t look like she’d survived a bomb in it.

			The shower to remove residual dust and the smells of explosive off him helped, but his mother would pick up the scent.

			“You doing okay? You seem…I don’t know, tense,” she said.

			“These dinners can be unpredictable.” 

			Nova acted so casual, as if she wasn’t short-circuiting his brain with the way the dress hugged her ass. Did she know what she did to him? Her sidling up to stand close, smelling all fresh, made his jaw clench. Did she really have no clue how un-fucking-believably sexy she was? 

			“Stop staring at me. I look hot. I get it. You staring opens that whole can of worms about you lusting but not acting on it.” She watched the horizon where the sun almost kissed the water in its descent. 

			Shoes against the wooden boardwalk echoed behind them

			She turned abruptly, her body sliding against his arm and thigh. The smallest touch sent fire through his veins and made his teeth grit to hold back a groan. He didn’t need to look to know who arrived. He’d known the second their new arrival parked his rental car.

			But he did look. Impeccable white shirt and black suit, Flynn’s eyes darted between them, settling on Roman with a double eyebrow raise. 

			“This ought to be interesting,” Flynn said to him. He gave her an appreciative once-over. “Nice dress, Nova.”

			His gut churned. Guilt about Nova ate through him. No way could he sit through dinner with his disturbingly perceptive mother and his brothers without them knowing how much he was in a bind over her. How much he wanted to keep her safe, the king’s order be damned. A burning sensation, as if someone ran a blowtorch on his skin, started in his wrist and channeled up his arm. I get that you want me to kill her. That I was ordered to do it. But he refused to commit to it. He inhaled deeply and cleared his mind, blocking out the pain and all thought, focusing on the horizon. Air in. Air out. 

			The scorch receded but didn’t entirely disappear, reminding him not to forget his orders. The curse detected his conflict. Not for the first time, he wondered if it could actually kill him if he disobeyed. 

			“You brought her.” Flynn’s statement carried a huge subtext, starting with Nova shouldn’t be here.

			“Safest option.”

			“For who? Her or you?”

			He shrugged but didn’t deviate from his necessary fixation on the water. The red hues of the sky, the gulls floating on the breeze, and the white froth of the choppy waves…beautiful.

			“So, the bomb? Was that you guys?” Flynn asked.

			“An assassination attempt. Guess they escalated from kidnap to kill order,” Roman said. He’d filled in Flynn earlier via web video about the kidnap attempt on Nova.

			“You get the guy?”

			“Someone else did.” Roman met his brother’s concerned scrutiny.

			Flynn frowned. “You see who else was there?”

			Roman shook his head.

			“This keeps getting weirder. And we still can’t find Ky.” Flynn consulted his watch. “They’ll be here any minute.”

			Flynn practically vibrated with open anxiety verging on dread. None of them missed this once-a-month family date. Ever.

			They always spent the full moon in the safety of one of their mother’s bunkers. 

			Flynn whipped out his phone and started texting. “Maybe it’s time to involve Gerard. He might be able to figure out where the hell Ky is.”

			“Does Gerard know this burner phone’s number?” Roman snagged the phone and held it up.

			Flynn nodded.

			Roman crunched it beneath his feet. “No mistakes. We can’t be traced, especially not by him right now. I don’t trust him.” He picked up the dead device and chucked it into the sea. 

			Gerard might allow them this once a month night to “disappear,” but he’d want to keep tabs on them and track them however he could. He knew the battle they fought on full moon nights was personal. They let Gerard think they disappeared to some private hole in the ground on these nights. But no one, especially the Crown and Gerard, knew his mother was still alive. He and his brothers worked hard to keep her existence under wraps. Mom had many houses and bunkers around the world, so they went to the one closest to wherever their most recent mission had taken them. They made certain to erase their tracks.

			Flynn said, “I wish Ky were here. She’s going to freak out when he doesn’t show. We all know she loves him best.”

			“I thought I was her favorite,” Roman said.

			Flynn rolled his eyes.

			A burgundy-colored powerboat slid into the dock, driven by two male lycans in dark tactical clothes. They grinned, regarding Nova like tomcats around a cat in heat. 

			She laced her fingers with Roman’s, moved in close to his side and whispered, “Why do I feel like I’m on the menu?”

			“Knock it off.” Roman growled to the guys.

			They bowed their heads in submission.

			One ordered, “Get below.”

			The three of them headed inside and huddled into the small, contained middle section behind the steering wheel. Roman settled Nova on top of him to keep her from touching Flynn. If even the tip of one of her fingers contacted Flynn, he’d know. Then he’d rip his brother’s head off for it. 

			Wow. This feeling was new, and he wasn’t sure he liked it. He had no clue how to deal with it.

			Moon madness. That luminous full moon was less than an hour from starting its rise. The second it started, this fantasy of touching her smooth legs, spreading them and… 

			No.

			Sex between them would have to be a one-night thing. He didn’t want that. Not with Nova. And they didn’t have a future.

			He took deep breaths and counted to twenty to calm his racing heart. 

			Her butt wiggled against his crotch.

			He bit back a groan. Was she trying to kill him?

			She either wore a thong or nothing. Those were the only two options based on the feel he just got. He sensed the curve of each cheek of her ass as it brushed against him. 

			She asked, “Do you guys always get picked up to meet your mother via henchmen on a powerboat?” 

			“Not always,” Roman said hoarsely once his brain processed the question on a few seconds’ delay. “She moves around a lot.”

			“Secretive comes with the genes, huh?” She darted her eyes back and forth between the two of them. “Does she work for the king, too?”

			“No,” they both said at once.

			She squeezed his hand, which sent pulsations up his arm. Was she unaffected by sitting on top of him? Did she not feel this insane drive to get naked?

			“How many of you brothers are there?” she asked.

			“Four. Well, three.” He glanced at Flynn. The pain in his brother’s gaze smacked him in the gut. “Shane, our youngest brother, is dead.”

			“I’m so sorry,” she whispered.

			“That lighter…the one you had…it was his,” Flynn said hoarsely. “We thought it lost along with him.”

			The boat’s hum permeated the heavy silence that had descended.

			She broke the silence. “I assume Ky is the brother who’s missing tonight. Is it typical for you guys to go off on your own or work as a team?” 

			“Ky going off isn’t normal. We work together,” Roman said. “Flynn does technical logistics like surveillance and computer shit. Ky handles weapons, especially guns. I do the specialized magic when needed and play front man when we interact with humans. We all employ magic to some degree. Shane used to…” He couldn’t finish.

			Flynn added softly, “Shane was the glue. He kept us in line ethically and emotionally. Always cracking a joke at the right time or calling us on curse words… Man, he was funny about cussing. He was the captain of the language police. He lived by a code of integrity that was sometimes annoying as hell. Kept us remembering that. He never shied away from honoring others for their accomplishments or sacrifices. It’s never been the same without… Fuck, I miss him.”

			“Yeah.” Emotion choked up Roman. He lifted his pendant of the archangel Zadkiel and kissed it, saying a silent prayer for his brother’s soul.

			Nova said, “I hope Ky is okay.”

			The boat stopped. He wondered if they’d eat dinner on the yacht or submarine tonight. That was a good direction of thought. It distracted him from her.

			Knock. Knock.

			He pushed out of the small quarters. As he helped Nova stand in her spiky heels, he got a flash of a view up her firm calves. 

			Flynn stood and hit his shoulder against Roman’s with a suppressed grin. “It’s a bad night to be juiced up like you are. You’re falling for the target.”

			Too late. “She’s not a target. We’re going to prove to them she’s innocent.”

			“You think they care? Seems like someone has a hard-on to kill her.”

			Roman watched Nova, who hadn’t heard but was leaning over to look at something in the water, which outlined her perfect ass. Jesus, she had to be doing this on purpose. He might spontaneously go up in flames before they even met his mother.

			Flynn chuckled and hit him with his shoulder again before he left the boat first.

			Catching up to Nova, Roman helped her through the entryway onto the yacht. “It’s going to be okay,” he whispered.

			She smiled at him and didn’t look the least bit worried, which scared the hell out of him.

			The yacht—sleek, modern, and uber expensive—housed a buttload of staff, a combination of her personal mercenaries and domestics. Each worshipped his mother. Of course, any who turned on her didn’t live long. Although it looked like a luxury boat, it was a fully equipped battle station complete with anti-missile defense and ballistic command center that monitored hacked channels of governments and some private mercenary groups around the world. 

			His mother came topside to greet them. Her white-blonde hair styled in a bob made her look closer to thirty than the many hundreds of years old she was. She came off conservative in her white A-line dress, but she’d probably found the strappy, ultra-high-heel red shoes on a shelf labeled “Pure Sex,” which shattered the image. 

			With arms wide, she engulfed Roman in a hug and kissed him on each cheek. She said, “How I missed you, darling.” Then she embraced Flynn. “And you, love. Is that a new eyebrow piercing?” She glanced around. “Where the hell’s Ky?”

			“We don’t know.” Flynn adjusted his suit jacket and shirt as if they chafed. “We’ll figure it out tomorrow.”

			“I know you’ll find him. It’s bloody unacceptable to lose another one of you to that despicable curse.” She compressed her lips into a thin line. “Yet, you’ve brought me a visitor?” She looked between the two of them. “Roman, you could have spared a moment to send me a message you’d found a girl.”

			“She’s not…we’re not…” Roman trailed off.

			His mother’s eyebrows slowly rose. 

			Too perceptive. This was about to get embarrassing.

			“I’m Evie.” His mother held out her hand to Nova. “It’s short for Evangeline, but if you attempt to use my whole name, I’ll kill you.” All of this was delivered in a pleasant, would-you-like-some-tea tone. 

			Nova shook her hand with a smile. “Nova. I don’t think it’s short for anything.” 

			Evie tapped her lip. “You look familiar.”

			Nova’s face lit up. “You know me? I can’t—”

			“That’s it,” Evie interrupted. “A contract offer is circulating for you.”

			Roman yanked her behind him and glared at his mother. He wasn’t sure if he could take her down if she attacked, but he’d try. 

			“Jesus, Roman. Stand down. She’s with you, love. She’s safe from me. I didn’t know she was one of us when the job came through. Besides, they didn’t offer enough to pique my interest.” Evie waved her hand dismissively. “I can see this will be a complicated story, one not for public consumption. Inside.” She spun and led them into the main cabin.

			“Nova has amnesia,” Roman rushed to say as he entered. 

			Flynn said, “Roman was ordered to kill her by King Douche, who was the one that put out the contract on her. But we can’t find anything on who she is or where she’s from.”

			“Balls.” Evie burst into laughter. “So of course Roman got himself in a twist and brought her to dinner for me to sort out. We need drinks. Hard liquor.” She snapped her fingers. Staff carrying trays with brown liquor in short glasses and filled champagne flutes appeared as they were ushered into a formal dining room with its table already set.

			Evie hooked Nova’s arm, handed her champagne, and dragged her away from Roman. “What do you remember?”

			Roman tensed, watching his mother’s every move.

			“Nothing,” Nova said. “According to Roman, I was some sort of killer for hire and took out a few people.”

			“You were an assassin?” His mom drawled out the question. She broke out into a Cheshire cat grin.

			“No,” Roman called across the room. Why she’d bothered moving away when she knew he could hear her whisper at five times that distance was beyond him. “Get the thought out of your head, Mom.”

			“Posh, love, I work alone.” Evie waved at him. Then muttered, “Most of the time.” She pulled Nova tighter to her into a small hug and released her. 

			“You work?” Nova asked, taking in the yacht’s expensive interior.

			“Do I look like I need money?” She waved at her opulent surroundings. “Their father left me well-off when he got himself killed during one of his do-gooder schemes. The poor love didn’t remember the one truism of our existence: never trust humans, especially the rich ones.”

			Roman scratched his cheek, unsure where this was going.

			Evie shrugged. “I get a bit restless sometimes. It’s a long life to drift along alone and bored.” 

			“Restless?” Flynn snickered before he swallowed his entire glass of liquor.

			“I take a contract here and there.” Evie picked the cheese knife up off its board and waved it around. “Keeps me entertained to rid the world of a bit of its filth. The boys don’t care.”

			“You’re a hit man?” Nova asked. “Er, I mean hit woman?”

			“I prefer to be called an assassin or hired gun. I know most in the business and don’t recall another lycan female as competition. Few of our kind have escaped being locked up by males in the name of protection.” She lowered her voice to be conspiratorial with Nova. “More like they’re scared shitless of our mental strength, so they confine us young to keep us as naive as possible. No one’s locking me up ever again. Been there and done that. Fortunately, my husband was a rather enlightened sort, and my boys wouldn’t dare. If anyone else tries…well, I’ve discovered that knowing all manner of ways to kill tends to keep people from getting any ideas about confining me against my will.”

			“You don’t know me, then?” Nova’s lips pressed into a grimace.

			“We’ve never met. Tell me how you ended up with these lads,” she said, gesturing with her chin toward her sons.

			“I woke up in a car with a text telling me to get Roman out of a club before the cell phone’s countdown timer went off.”

			“My name is tattooed on her wrist.” Roman moved in closer, since listening in from across the room was a pain in the ass. Plus, they were next to the bar. 

			Evie grabbed Nova’s arm and examined the ink. “It’s nice work.”

			Roman poured himself another Scotch while she relayed her version of events up until they left Berlin, leaving out the vampire. Which was good. Last thing he wanted was another discussion about Antonio. There’d been too many dinners where they tried to tease out the vampire’s motives for lurking nearby during many of their missions. He never interfered, but they’d round a corner and there he’d be. They’d once concluded he might incite some of the non-humans to attempt the insane world domination plans they enacted.

			“What did that to your face?” Evie asked.

			Nova skimmed her fingers over a few of the almost-gone lesions. “I went through a windshield after someone tried to abduct me from Roman’s flat in London.”

			“Well, you can hardly tell, and from the looks of things, they’ll be gone by tomorrow. I hope the other guy’s dead?”

			Nova nodded.

			A small bell dinged.

			“Hold on, honey,” Evie said. “Boat’s about to take off. We don’t stay still for long.” After a small lurch and hum of motors, Evie ordered, “Sit. Let’s eat.” 

			A place had already been added at the large dining table for Nova. The moment they found their seats, more staff appeared and deftly set food on the shellacked wood table, which was anchored onto the floor to prevent movement.

			After several silent minutes while they dug into the gourmet meal of beef, his mother said, “Have you found out anything about her or why she was sent to you, Roman?”

			Both he and Flynn shook their heads.

			Flynn downed his entire glass of wine and held it out for a refill. This had nothing to do with their conversation right now and everything to do with getting drunk at the full moon rising. Passing out was one way to survive the night. 

			“Who did she supposedly kill that was serious enough to warrant you being sent after her?” Evie asked.

			“FenCor execs.”

			Evie whistled. “That’s a death wish. Sorry, sweetie,” she said to Nova. “Never get into business with that group. I almost did once on a job. The second I realized who funded it, I withdrew.”

			Roman said, “We found what might have been her family’s home, but it was abandoned. Someone left a clue for us, though.”

			Evie shook her head, chuckling. “You have to assume everything about this circumstance is a clue, dear boy. Let’s start with her name. Nova. Do you think that’s your real name, dear?”

			Nova shrugged.

			“What name was in the information packet the king or Gerard gave you, Roman, when he asked you to kill her?”

			“Not Nova. A few other aliases.”

			“Let’s assume, then, the name means something. In Latin, nova means new. Does it mean a new name, a rebirth, a new life? Then, there’s the fact she was sent to you by someone unknown. Why you in particular, Roman? Why not Flynn or Ky? What do you have that’s special that someone would send her to you?”

			“Magic,” he muttered.

			“What was that? Speak up, son.” His mother set her cup down more forcefully than necessary. Water sloshed over the edge. “No one knows you lads exist or what you do. How did someone find out? Beyond that, how did someone find out you have a fascination with magic?”

			Nerves tensed his body as she echoed his concerns. “I’m not fascinated with magic. I must understand it to fight the mega-shits I’m sent to execute.” 

			His mother glared.

			No one moved for several seconds.

			“Freaks me the hell out that she was sent to you,” Evie finally said. “It should freak out all three of you, too. It screams colossal set-up. But why? Who’s setting who up? What’s the endgame here? Is it as simple as someone wanted you to save her? Or do they want Nova dead? But if that’s so, why wipe her memory and not kill her outright? Is it someone on the inside, someone in the small circle that knows about you? Then, there’s FenCor…them involved is bad news.”

			Roman cleared his throat and pushed a few peas around on his plate without making eye contact with anyone. “She’s got elemental magic powers confirmed by Dom.”

			His mother’s lack of instant reply caused him to glanced up.

			Evie’s cheeks had flashed pink, which was unusual. She rarely showed that kind of instant emotion. She pretended interest in the bread basket. “You involved the mage?”

			Now his mother was being evasive and not meeting anyone’s gaze. Hell, he hoped she wasn’t having one of her flings with that being. He didn’t care if she had liaisons, but Dom seemed too abrasive for her. Too beyond her control.

			“He thinks her amnesia was chemically induced and is probably irreversible.”

			“Someone wiped your mind with no chance to go back? You got sent to Roman?” Roman started to speak, but she held up her hand. “This might go way beyond magic. Maybe it has to do with someone messing around with the kind of paranormal insanity that you boys contend with on a weekly basis. Maybe it’s something else entirely.”

			“You’re not helping,” Roman muttered and swirled the glass of red wine that had been set in front of him, not in the least interested in drinking it. Instead, he downed the Scotch.

			“What is this clue at the house?”

			“A key.” Nova took it out and slid it across the table.

			Evie held her hand over it but paused before touching it. She pushed it around with her knife to avoid contact. “That thing has some wicked juju coming off it.”

			“You can tell it’s magical?” Nova asked.

			“Can’t you?”

			Nova’s eyes met Roman’s. “Yes.”

			He’d actually have been interested in her explanation of how the hell she magically turned on a car using that key. Or how she inherently knew certain magic.

			Roman said, “It’s got the symbol for a car maker on it, but there wasn’t a Valliante vehicle at the house. There weren’t any cars. I figured we have to go to Spain where they’re made to find out more.”

			Evie said, “Could be the brand mark, but given it’s infused with some sort of magic, let me point out that’s also the symbol in elder Futhark Runes for Kenaz.”

			“It went through my mind, but seemed too esoteric,” Roman said.

			“What are you talking about?” Nova asked.

			Evie said, “The Kenaz symbolizes energy and transformation. Maybe it’s not about its meaning, but it’s just a name?”

			“You’re into magic, too?” Nova asked.

			Evie clasped her hands on the table. “I’m not interested in using it.” She pushed the key around with her knife and then flicked it back toward Nova. “Can anyone link what we know: amnesia, Roman, Nova, Kenaz, and FenCor? How do they fit together?”

			“Do you have a phone with internet?” Flynn asked.

			Evie signaled to a man at the door, who handed him a cell phone.

			Flynn typed. “I’ll be damned. You’re genius. One of the original scientists published on the development of the amnesia drug Dom mentioned, PKC-zeta also called Blackout, was Peter Kenaz. He’s retired, living in Denmark.”

			“There you go. Talk to Peter Kenaz. Forget Spain.” Evie smiled, but it fell. “What else? There’s more?”

			Roman swallowed. He didn’t want to do this because Shane’s death hurt his mom more than anyone else. “There’s more.”

			No one moved.

			“Well? Spit it out.” Evie held up her hands.

			“Nova woke up with this in her hand.” Roman put Shane’s lighter on the table. 

			His mother blanched. “That looks like…” She put a hand to the throat. Then grabbed the piece to inspect the bottom where she’d find the S that Shane had scratched into the metal with his blade. “You boys swore you saw my baby, my little heart, die. You said he died in an explosion.”

			Roman nodded. “Atomized. We found nothing. No lighter. No remnants.”

			“Then how the hell did she get Shane’s lighter? You think he’s alive?”

			Roman said, “Someone sure wants us to think so.”

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			“How could Shane live and not be bound to the curse?” Evie asked. “It’s a magical bond that you have to obey. It’d draw you back to the home base when they called all of you in, even him.”

			Roman said, “It’s his lighter, and it’s not fire damaged. Maybe he gave it to someone before he blew himself up.”

			Evie wrapped Roman’s hand around it. “Swear to me no matter what the Crown orders you to do, we will find out if Shane is alive.”

			“You don’t have to ask. But…” Roman dropped his head. “I promise I’ll find out who gave this to her. If he’s alive, he may have figured out how to get free of the curse.”

			The bond these men shared with their mother warmed Nova from the inside. They were quirky and elegant, yet dangerous and devoted to each other. Deep inside, she wanted this kind of family. A kind that if she got into jam, she wouldn’t be alone. She could see how much they were hurting without Shane, but their shared grief hadn’t broken their bond. 

			“You don’t seem hungry, Nova,” Evie announced. “Want to do something more fun while the boys stay here and eat?”

			“What are you planning?” Roman asked, low.

			She put her hands on her hips as she stood. “Have I ever gone back on my word to you?”

			He shook his head.

			“She’s safe with me. I swear. However, I think she could hold her own.” Evie winked at her. “Come, Nova, let’s do some girl stuff.” She waved for Nova to follow her.

			Roman stood.

			Evie’s eyes narrowed in a silent order. He planted his butt back in the chair. Nova bit her lip to suppress a giggle.

			She followed Evie down two levels of narrow windy staircases to a room that was half library and half TV room. She’d immediately liked Evie, who came off both elegant and self-reliant, yet take-no-prisoners.

			“This is a beautiful boat. Or is it a yacht? Everything is so in place and perfect here,” Nova said.

			“If you were Coast Guard, it’d seem the perfect luxury.” She angled a book from the gigantic shelving unit on the wall, and an entire bookcase moved away to reveal a wall of weapons. “Tell me which you prefer if we were going to shoot something at 700 yards.”

			Wow. Her brain peppered her with information on each weapon. Nova scanned the various handguns, knives, and rifles. “The PSR and LRP-07 are nice if you want to hit a raccoon at a thousand yards. But for me…” She removed a black rifle from its rack and rotated it in the light to view the miniature writing on the side. “The TRG 22AI is perfection. And this one shoots 6.5 Creedmoor, which is far more accurate than the 308.” She looked through the scope. “Nice.”

			Evie’s approving grin sent tingles down her spine.

			Nova muttered, “Can’t remember my own name, but apparently info on guns and bullets still rattles around up there.”

			“Keep the rifle out.” Evie picked up a box of ammo. “Let me see what you can do with her.”

			They moved topside, and both sprawled stomach-down on the bow of the boat. Each picked out what the other should shoot on a nearby uninhabited island for a half hour. As proud as she was of the fact she didn’t miss once she sighted in her target, it kind of freaked her out. How had she learned sniper skills?

			To distract herself, she asked, “Are you involved with that mage?”

			“Wha…what?” Evie sputtered. Wow, she really was terrible at hiding her feelings. 

			“Uh, that’s a yes. I’ll grant you he’s hot in his own dark, smoldering, and highly disturbing way. Is he nice to you?”

			“Are you volunteering to beat him up for me?” Evie’s cheeks flushed, and she grinned broadly.

			Oh, hell no. She didn’t want to get within a few thousand miles of Dom again.

			“He’s scared of me. And, just so you know, he kissed me. It had nothing, I mean absolutely nothing, to do with us interested in each other. Far from it. Him and me is a definite no. It was done to power a spell.”

			Evie rolled her eyes. “He kissed you? Might need to have words with him about it.” The lack of ire in her tone indicated she was secure enough in whatever relationship she had with the mage not to get too bent out of shape. “You like Roman, don’t you?”

			Her chest tightened. “Roman is far different than Dom. He’s principled and loyal, even if his curse is demanding he execute me.” She switched on the safety of the rifle she’d been holding and pushed it away from her. “He has to. The king ordered him to do it, and he can’t say no.”

			Evie did the same with her weapon and sat up. Nova followed suit. “He’s got honor etched into his soul and integrity rammed up his ass. And a curse that tries to force him to do things, which sometimes put that honor and integrity at odds. But he didn’t kill you the moment he met you, did he?” Evie’s smile sent chills through her. “I think I know why he hesitated. It has nothing to do with honor or integrity or caring about that you’re innocent. Have you kissed him yet?”

			“Jesus.” Nova covered her face as her cheeks scorched at the mere memory of their kiss. “He’s your freaking son. This is so awkward.”

			“You haven’t?” She threw her hands in the air, clearly exasperated. “I have no idea where the boy gets his moralistic stubbornness. The fireworks between you two are a bloody miracle. Bet it hit him over the head and made his brain go stupid the moment you entered his sphere. Mark my words, Nova. This thing that the two of you feel is a gift you’d better grab ahold of before regret bites you in the ass. You know how rare it is between two of our kind to have the opportunity to feel the connection you found with Roman? To be able to do something about it and not be forced into a mating you don’t want?” She shook her head. “Rarer than a supernova.” She chuckled at her own joke.

			“He doesn’t want me.”

			“Bull-fucking-shit. He can’t keep his eyes off you. He would’ve protected you against me to the death. He would’ve died to keep you safe against his own mother.” She picked up her rifle and stood, focusing on the horizon. “I would’ve won, of course.”

			Again, Nova mimicked her movements, rising up next to her, rifle in hand. “Don’t be so sure. I’m ten times better than him and could easily kick your ass.”

			“Ha!” She laughed loud. “You’re a keeper.” Her voice lowered. “A little push and I think he’d walk on the wild side for you.”

			Evie had to be kidding. But she kind of wanted to walk on that wild side with Roman. 

			“Are you trying to set me up with him? Maybe get some grandkids out of the deal?”

			Evie paused for a moment, her wry expression turning thoughtful, and a little sad. “I’m trying to see my son be joyful about something again. Ever since he got cursed, what he’s forced to fight slowly sucks more and more of his soul out of him. I don’t know if you’ve gotten to see what he faces off against, but let me tell you, they’re upper-echelon scary. He rarely smiles or laughs anymore. He never cracks a joke. Ever since Shane…he’s gotten darker over the years. Roman is headed somewhere self-destructive. Focus on his missions keeps him sane, I think. But then, apparently, you came along.” She aimed and shot a bit of bark off a tree. “I haven’t seen him this alive and plugged into life in a long time. I’ve explored every option known to reverse that stupid curse binding him to those fuckers, but nothing works.”

			Her throat went dry as she remembered her spell had halted the curse’s effect, even if momentarily. “It’s a bad idea wrapped in futility for us to get involved.”

			“Life’s short, Nova. One day you’re playing target practice and the next…” Evie shot. Another bit of bark exploded into bits. “You’re gone.”

			… 

			“Where’s Nova?” Roman asked his mother as he leaned against the railing, blocking her path.

			“Target practice. Didn’t want to burst her bubble of fun, so I told her to keep going. She’s a good sniper.” She held up a finger. “Let me rephrase that. She’s a trained sniper. As in her skills go way beyond a parent who showed their daughter how to handle a weapon. She’s got military or mercenary training, which raises many questions. How did someone as young as she is—and a lycan woman, too—end up with those abilities? Why would someone with her capabilities do trivial work like assassinate FenCor execs? Strikes me someone was pulling her strings, which meant someone had leverage over her.”

			He glanced toward the front of the boat—not that he could see Nova, but he wanted confirmation she was okay.

			“You like her,” Evie accused softly in a tone he recognized as one indicating a life lesson on its way. 

			He wasn’t doing this with his mother.

			Time for a subject change. “Dom? Couldn’t you have chosen anyone else?” he asked.

			His mom put a dramatic hand over her heart. Then she straightened, and her eyebrows rose as she smirked. “I like men who think they’re indomitable. I knocked Dom to his knees and wrapped him around my finger until he ended up in so many knots, he doesn’t think he can survive without me. It’s fun. Makes for some insane sex.”

			“Eww. Just ew. You and Dom? I can’t.” He pressed his fingers into his eyeballs in a failed attempt to shove the imagery out of his brain. “He’s too old for you.”

			“We weren’t talking about me, love. We’re talking about you.” 

			“The king ordered I kill her.” Why did saying it out loud hurt more than the curse that burned his body in punishment over his conflicted goals?

			Evie laid a hand on his back, rubbing it in slow, comforting circles. “You hesitated. You rarely waver once given orders. Your brothers have had issues following through in the past, but not you. You’re my dependable soldier. You step in when they can’t finish a job.”

			He gripped the railing, hard. “To save them from the curse hurting them…killing them.”

			“It’s why they defer to you as leader. They know you have more backbone to do the disgusting bits. It’s why your handler calls only you in to relay orders most of the time.”

			“That’s not true. Sometimes they recall all of us.” Mostly me. I hate it.

			“They trust you to follow through. You live by your word. Your honor, which I’m proud as hell of you for having, goes far beyond the curse. But this time, why haven’t you done it?”

			He pivoted toward her. “I saw her execute one of the FenCor execs on a recording. She’s not innocent.”

			“Isn’t she, though, if she doesn’t remember she did it?” His mom touched his arm. “Roman, you have a special gift to read people and their core intents. Your gut tells you the worth of a person in moments. Has it ever been wrong? Even at times when you thought it might be wrong?”

			“No.”

			“What did you read off her when she found you?”

			“She’s one of us.” She’s exquisite and sexy as fuck and full of life. And, I never wanted anyone the way I want her. 

			“The reason you didn’t follow an order is because she’s one of us?” His mother’s eyebrows scrunched inward. “Didn’t you take out a lycan last year? A DiMarco brother who messed with an ancient Egyptian artifact, lost his mind, and went on a killing spree?”

			Roman swallowed and leaned back against the rail to focus on the stars overhead. “I question the order because she’s…Nova.”

			Evie tilted her head and let out a heavy sigh. “Answer the fucking question, Roman. Why do you question the command, now that you’ve seen she wasn’t innocent, when you rarely disobey? I know the curse is hurting you and Flynn. He hides it, but he’s in a lot of pain being around her, too.”

			“Uh…” He fiddled with the edge of the railing with his fingers.

			“Look at me, Roman. Be honest with me and with yourself.” 

			Her sharp tone forced him to make eye contact, which he couldn’t maintain for more than a moment. He sucked in his cheeks, unwilling to vocalize his reasons. 

			“What stopped you from killing her the second you got the official order then and every hour since? The curse has to be damaging you for delaying. You must be in a world of hurt, and for what?”

			He gripped the railing tight. “When I first met her, when she found me at that club, I was shocked, but up-close with her in front of me…” He released the rail to wipe a hand down his face. “She seemed genuine. I’ve never wanted to protect something more in my life.” He lowered his voice to a raspy whisper. “She stole my ability to think.”

			“Did she do some sort of magic to enthrall you?”

			With a headshake, he raised his gaze to hers. “Not traditional magic. I wear four protective talismans at all times to ward off all manner of magic.” But her magic had worked to stop the curse despite the talismans. That scared the hell out of him, but in his gut, he suspected she knew as much about her magic as he did, which amounted to nothing. “Maybe it’s some sort of intra-species thing. Something about her drives me to safeguard her in a way I’ve never experienced. I’ve really never been around another lycan female other than you, but I assume my need to keep her safe is some sort of species preservation thing.”

			She huffed out a frustrated snort. “Do you see Flynn falling all over himself to be with her? Or protect her?”

			“He likes her, too. He’d protect her.”

			“There’s a lot to like about her. But Flynn wouldn’t die for her, not like you would. He’s also not burning from the inside out to be naked with her with the full moon on the rise tonight. The serum works for him. It usually works for you.” Her voice gentled. “Flynn realizes she doesn’t want him. He knows she’s not his to have. With the one person with whom you share this kind of chemistry, it doesn’t matter what suppression serum you take. Nature will win in the end.”

			“She doesn’t have her people. It’s not right to…” He blew out a shaky breath and looked at the sky again. “I can’t want her. I can’t take liberties. It’s too complicated, and it’s wrong, curse aside.”

			“I have no clue where you became such a stickler for rules, especially when I know you think the Lycan Council are a bunch of dimwitted nitwads. It sure as hell didn’t come from me or your father.” She drew him into a hug. “Roman, you are her people now. We are her people. As one of her people, I say it’s okay to want her so long as you respect her needs. There’s nothing about your curse that says you can’t have a slice of happiness when it falls into your path.”

			His mother’s soft smile communicated she’d accepted Nova as one of them. Sure, she might try to involve Nova in a scheme or two in the future, which he’d never allow. Hell, if his mother angled to have Nova involved, he’d likely find out about it afterward. 

			She opened her mouth to speak but paused as if to collect her thoughts before continuing. “Take happiness where you can, but realistically, you can’t make her your life partner. That’s going to hurt. You’re good at spouting bullshit about walking life alone, but we are genetically programmed to want a soulmate at our side. Deep down, you want her to be that person for you, but you have to be smart about this. Any long-term attachment so long as you’re bound to the Crown is stupid. If she became your mate, every evil asshole you go after will use her as leverage. It’ll double your workload and stress level, despite her ability to handle herself.”

			He swallowed hard. Tightness settled in his stomach. “I’m not giving in to some sort of hormonal madness. I’m sure as hell not considering any sort of long-term.”

			“Why is that? Hmm? It isn’t the curse making you say that.” She compressed her lips against a smile.

			Her words drew him back. Maybe it wasn’t threats against her that worried him. Maybe it was him. He was afraid of the risk. Of having her and losing her. Life was full of losses. That he knew firsthand.

			“Good luck being rational tonight,” his mother shot over her shoulder as she walked off.

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Nova entered the cabin Evie said she’d been assigned, her body still tingling from the excitement of target practice. Seems they were to stay on the yacht overnight and get dropped back in Milan in the morning. 

			Roman sat on the far side of the sprawling king-size bed that dominated the room, head bowed with his back to her and feet on the floor. The mahogany wood paneled walls were adorned with gold furnishings. The bed had several huge gold throw pillows and quilted covers that advertised silky comfort. She glanced upward at the skylight that showed stars high in the sky and the luminous full moon. Something about the moon sent a shiver of longing through her. She craved…what? 

			Her focus settled on Roman. Him.

			Get out of here.

			“I must have the wrong room.” She turned to exit.

			“No. This is the right one. There are only so many sleeping quarters on the boat. We were put in here on purpose. She wants us to give in to the moon’s lure.”

			She turned back toward him, geared up for a fight, but noticed he avoided eye contact. He flexed his fingers a few times and then rubbed the back of his neck.

			“Are you okay, Roman?”

			He dragged his hand through his hair. “I’m going. Don’t know why I’m still in here. I’ll sleep on a sofa or something somewhere else. Anywhere not in here.”

			As he got close, he arched his body to avoid touching her while he scooted around her to the door.

			“Beyond your mother playing matchmaker, what’s wrong?” She caught his arm. 

			He froze, blinking at where her hand was on him.

			Her chest tightened. Breaths came in short pants. Her stomach fluttered, and she flashed hot everywhere.

			“Let me go,” he said low and gravely. “I can’t… Tonight’s moon…” His turn to stare at the moon through the skylight. “I’m so on edge, I can barely handle anything. You have to feel its pull. We can’t be close tonight. It’s dangerous.” His eyes met hers for the first time since she entered. The sheer intensity of desire in their depths sent a shiver of pleasure straight to her core. “I take suppression serum, which has helped stop the moon madness in the past, but it’s not working.” His eyelids fell to half-mast and his breathing harshened. “I can’t protect you from me tonight. I’m trying to do what’s right. Let me leave.”

			“Okay, leave.” She released his arm and turned away.

			He didn’t move. 

			Hoarsely, she whispered, “Go. If that’s what you want.”

			He dropped his head. Barely audible, he said, “It’s not what I want. It’s what’s right.”

			“For who? The people who order you around? Some lycan society you don’t owe allegiance? Or are you afraid you’ll find something here you can’t handle?”

			“The curse is eating me from the inside to follow orders. I don’t want to hurt you.” His face lost all color as he doubled over and gasped as if struggling to breathe. He wheezed and massaged his chest. He muttered, “I won’t, not tonight. Go to hell.”

			Somehow, he pulled further into himself and trembled. 

			On instinct, she wrapped her fingers around his tattooed wrist and said, “Ease the punishment for tonight so this warrior may feel love’s light.”

			She repeated it twice more while rubbing along the tattoo. Her head whirled with vertigo from the energy depletion, but she was more than willing to donate to give him a break from the pain.

			He whooshed out a long exhale. He took a few deep breaths. “The burn is gone. Thank you.” He tipped his head back for a moment and closed his eyes. “That’s the third or fourth time—”

			“Now you can make the decision if you stay or go not based on here.” She touched the curse tattoo. “But with what’s in here.” Nova patted his chest.

			“I can’t handle it if something happens to you,” he whispered.

			“Then be sure when it does that you have no regrets over this. That you walk out of here with a clear conscience that us denying ourselves this one night is the right thing. I respect your choice.”

			He leaned in over her. So close he almost touched her. “This is more complicated than the curse and my orders.”

			Yet, his thumb ran over her lips, and he lowered his forehead to hers. On a ragged breath he said, “If I leave, I’ll have regrets.”

			“I want this.” She wanted him at least once, especially since she’d been forced on the express train to certain death. “Do you want me?” 

			“More than anyone I’ve ever wanted in my entire life.” 

			Her heart thumped so loud, she couldn’t hear anything else. When her brain finally cleared of the fog to make sense of his answer, she said, “Kiss me.”

			He tilted her head upward to align her mouth with his, and paused, took a deep breath as if soaking up the moment before he touched his lips to hers. It was a light kiss that rapidly progressed into something that melted her. Her hands tangled with the short strands of his hair as she tried to dig in deeper and glue her body to his. Just when she felt she couldn’t get any closer, Roman pulled away to take a deep breath.

			His eyes were heavy. “Are you sure you want this? I can still leave. Maybe I should go.”

			“I have a feeling you made your decision by being here when I arrived.”

			He stared at her lips for endless moments.

			Stay. Please.

			Still he stared.

			I’m dying.

			One of his hands slid to the back of her neck and tangled in her hair to hold her in place, but his lips paused before they touched hers. “Tonight. You and I can’t have more. Only tonight.”

			He brought his lips to hers and turned his head to take the kiss deeper. Shockwaves radiated through her limbs, making her feel as if she were floating. She gripped him tight, terrified she’d fall down if she let go of him. 

			His mouth kissed a path down her neck. He slid the strap of the gown out of the path of his mouth and bit her shoulder, not hard enough to damage skin but enough to leave tooth impressions and maybe bruise. The pain activated something deep that came upward from her gut and emerged as a growl.

			“That’s it, Nova, show me the full you. I need you feral.”

			Everything came into finer focus around her—the noises around them, her sense of smell and her eyesight. The scent of him—his deodorant mixed with the unique aroma of him—made her lightheaded.

			He caught her face between both hands. With a finger, he traced her cheekbones, nose, and lips. “You’re exquisite. More beautiful than anything I’ve ever seen. But remember, no promises. No tomorrow.”

			She smoothed hair off his forehead. “I’ll be lucky if I live through tomorrow. We don’t know anything about me or who I might be attached to. I can’t…” Her fingers roamed the planes of his face, memorizing each contour. “There can’t be anyone else in my life. If there is, it’s not like this. All I want is you.”

			“I’d give you everything if I could, but I can’t. I have no control of my own life.” He rested his nose against hers.

			“Have you ever thought that’s why I was thrust into your life? To enable you a few moments of escape?”

			“There is no way out. I’ve gone to every corner of the planet to find one. I’ve consulted with all types of magical entities. I even asked one of God’s angels to help, which was pointless. The only way out is death or if the monarch releases me from duty, which will never happen. We’re too powerful a weapon for them to let us go.”

			She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him tight. “I’m glad you have your brothers in this and your mother. So glad you’re not alone in the nightmare. How did you end up this way?”

			“We were tricked by a witch. My father died trying to find a way to free us. I’m…we’re…” His voice cracked. “I’m the reason he’s dead.”

			She cupped his face. “You’d do the same if your sons were trapped. He loved you that much. He made a choice that was his, not yours.”

			“It almost killed mom when he didn’t come back. They weren’t perfect together. Far from it. There were some epic fights over the years. But they did love each other.”

			“I’m glad what this curse forces you to do didn’t kill you, too.”

			“I seem to excel at winning and healing. Walking into death of my own making I won’t do. If I die from this, it’ll be the curse that kills me, but I’ll fight the fucker to the end.”

			She touched over his chest, tracing the ridges and valleys of his muscles. “Kiss me. I know we haven’t known each other very long, but I want to do this. Do you?”

			His lips touched hers briefly. “Yes.”

			She dug her fingers into his arms when he returned to her mouth. His tongue tested along the seam of her lips, soft and suggestive. He drew her closer so no space separated them. A gasp escaped her, which he took advantage of to tease his tongue against hers. 

			Before she could blink, her dress was unzipped, and both of them wore only underwear. She wanted to glance down to see everything of him, but it was next to impossible when his tongue thrust into her mouth and he claimed her, lifting her in one smooth motion and carrying her to the bed. She tried to keep up, but it was hard when she fought to stay coherent with every ramped-up sensation hitting her each time he touched her. She gave up trying to control and compartmentalize. Instead, she lost herself in the command and strength of his body. Each movement of his mouth, his hands, and his body as it touched hers shot fireworks through her so intense, she thought she’d pass out.

			“Are you trembling for me?” he whispered when he finally released her mouth.

			She nodded.

			“I’m going to lift my aura and go full feral. Don’t be scared. I swear, tonight I won’t hurt you.” 

			She raised up on her knees, balancing on one hand to hook her opposite hand around his neck and pull him in to her lips. “Show me the real you. The one I had a glimpse of at the airport hangar.”

			Everything about him became stronger, more angular, and dangerous. His canines seemed larger. She traced them with a finger. Pressure began to build inside her that demanded immediate relief, but from the way he stared at her, he wasn’t going to give it to her right away.

			“Roman,” she said as he kissed down her neck to her collarbone. He paused, and she watched his eyes drop to her breasts and her nipples that were so hard. He lowered his head, barely grazing one nipple with the tip of his tongue. The sensation was too much. Her hips shot up toward his as a hiss escaped her.

			“Do you think you’ve done this before?” he asked. 

			“I don’t know. Nothing seems familiar, but maybe it’s because you’re…we’re both lycan? It seems like I know what’s going to happen and what to do, and yet I don’t.”

			“I’ll go slow. But if you’ve never done this, it might hurt. I don’t want that for you.” 

			“No stopping.”

			“All right.” He swirled a tongue around her nipple and touched one of his sharp teeth to the point. The slight strike ricocheted like an electric surge inside her veins and streaked all over her body, sending shockwaves deep into her bones and every muscle. 

			“Oh, wow,” she said when he took her nipple deep into his mouth, his sharp teeth scraping the sensitive nub. “I can feel it all the way to my toes. Is it always like this between our kind?”

			“Being with another lycan… This is a first for me, too. I don’t know.” He swiveled his hips, bringing him in line with her core.

			His penis felt huge, but she couldn’t see. She wanted to.

			“Ahh…” She wanted to touch him everywhere, but he commanded her, somehow keeping her still without forcing her while the orgasm built between her legs. Tears blurred her view when he rolled against her pelvis to pelvis once more.

			Pulling up, he stared down where their bodies touched, separated by microns of fabric. She was granted a view of his defined abs and the planes of muscles everywhere. She could see the sweat on his skin and the flush on his face. The bulge of him rubbed against her, and it was too much.

			“I’m going to come,” she said.

			“I want to hear it.”

			He moved faster between her legs. His hips flew so fast, rubbing against her to the point her core numbed. Sensation coiled in her spine, pressure building. Her vision blurred. She gripped his forearms and bit her lower lip. Everything spiked, shooting her chest high, and her legs tightened around Roman’s hips.

			“Yes. Oh, God. Yes,” she screamed.

			He grunted something incoherent as he buried his head in the tangle of her hair and shoulder and came. His hips that had been pumping stilled as a guttural groan escaped him.

			“Fuck,” he drawled out, breathing heavy. 

			His back felt sweaty and so hot. When he lifted away from her body, there was pleasure on his face, but also strain.

			He said, “That’s a first for me. I’ve never…not without being inside a woman.”

			“I’d say it was first for me, but then again, everything about this is new.”

			He rubbed his thumb over her lips. “There’s more. A lot more.” 

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			She dragged his mouth to hers, marveling at how gentle he could be when she could feel his body vibrating with need. With a push, she got him on his back. Muscles rippled as he shifted around. Tattoos wrapped his chest and upper arms, all symbols and no pictures. Tracing the images, she wondered what they meant.

			“You like what you see?” he asked.

			“I wouldn’t be in bed with you if I didn’t.”

			He chuckled.

			The noise was like a breath of fresh air. So unlike him. So beautiful.

			She couldn’t help but smile in return. “Why are we talking?” 

			She straddled his hips, cradling his bulge between her legs.

			Laughter. True laughter erupted from him. His hand glided along her waist up her rib cage until he pulled her closer for a kiss. His hand slipped under the string of her thong to pull it out of the way so he could rub the long hard ridge of him against her bare skin. 

			His hands floated toward her breasts to gently caress the outside edge of each globe. On one breast, he gently applied friction to a nipple. Her head fell back as she gasped.

			He said, “You’re so beautiful, Nova.”

			She sensed hesitancy in his tone, unsure of its source.

			She stiffened, sat up, and got off him to slide out of her thong. She straddled his thighs again and took his face in her hands to make eye contact and hover above him. “If you want to stop, I’ll die, but I can handle it. Do you want to stop?”

			Eyes searching hers, he didn’t move at first. He just stared at her as she waited breathlessly for him to make a decision.

			His eyes closed and head tilted to one side.

			Say yes. Please.

			“I don’t want to hurt you,” he whispered. The light press of his nose against her cheek caused her to inhale sharply. His lips kissed along her jaw to her neck. He rolled her to her back. Slowly, almost leisurely, he took his time kissing, his mouth moving with hers. He reached down to slide off his briefs. The lower half of his body moved against her, playing near her entrance but not giving her what she wanted.

			A rock of his hips shot sensation through her, causing her legs to fall wider to gather all the pleasure he might give while not giving her enough.

			His tongue swept into her mouth as he possessively gripped her jaw with his hand, angling so his tongue could dive deeper in sync with his length sliding along her core.

			She moaned into his mouth and reached to get more.

			… 

			Perfect.

			She was so perfect.

			Before she could question what he was doing, Roman kissed his way down her abdomen to her inner thighs. He brought her legs up and over his shoulders. 

			Her head fell back on the mattress. “Shit, you’re going to torture me, aren’t you?”

			He didn’t answer. He concentrated on teasing and alternating between his tongue and kisses up her thigh. He wanted to hear her come again. With his light kisses as he neared her core, her pelvis tilted up. Her breasts rose and fell rapidly.

			When he touched his lips to the area above her core, she gasped and bucked upward. “I’m not going to survive this. Oh, God, Roman.”

			He slid his hand up her belly to touch a breast and took a nipple between his fingers. As he pressed his tongue against her, he drew hard on her nipple.

			“Oh fuck…” Her back arched off the bed.

			He twisted her nipple, loving that he could be slightly rough with her, and it seemed to turn her on. And she’s all mine.

			Dangerous thought. Not going there.

			He rolled his tongue over her while keeping pressure on her nipple. Her legs spread wide and then squeezed his head. Based on the gasps and moans from her, she was lost to the impending orgasm.

			“Oh my freaking God. Don’t stop. Right there. This is so good.” She thrashed against him.

			Instead of finishing her, he pulled away. 

			“No…no, no, no. Not yet. I need this. Roman, please.”

			“I want to be inside you.” He poised at her entrance. 

			“You worried about birth control? I have no clue if I’m on anything. It’d be a miracle for me to live long enough to…” 

			He stopped her with a kiss. “You’re going to live. Miracles are real. But you can’t get pregnant tonight. For lycans it only happens when you go into heat, which you’re not.”

			She smiled softly. “Feels like you’re saying you want a baby someday.”

			“Already said I wanted everything I’ve never wanted before. But I don’t have a condom. Flynn does, but there’s no way I’m asking him.” 

			“Sounds like we don’t think we need to stress about a condom unless…are there diseases? Again, I don’t know.”

			“No diseases.” He leaned forward and brought his mouth to hers once more. “I’m sorry if this is your first time.” He slowly rocked inside her. No resistance. Although relieved he wouldn’t hurt her, this was still a first for her. He’d make it the best first possible for both of them.

			After several slow rocks, he was almost halfway there. She nibbled on her lower lip.

			“Doing okay?” He took her hands in his and linked fingers. He whispered, “There’s more.”

			“More?” She nodded. “Yes, please.”

			He thrust all the way in, knowing she could handle it.

			“Wow.” Her voice was heavy with emotion. “Give me a sec.” Then her eyes fluttered open, and she smiled up at him. She pinched his nipple hard.

			He groaned, swearing he could feel it all the way down to his balls. “What was that for?”

			“You liked it.”

			He grunted.

			“Give me the more part of this. Show me the real Roman.”

			And that was his undoing.

			He gripped her ass and pulsed into her. “You feel so amazing, but I’m trying to avoid…there’s biting.”

			“This is so good. But do it. Whatever it is. Do it. I want everything.”

			He pumped harder, his stomach bottoming out as pleasure began to erupt around him. Instinct rose strong and fierce as he felt his teeth throb and tingle. Not doing it. 

			Doing it. “Nova, tresoro, I’m going to—”

			A feral scream erupted from her as she began to contract around him.

			With her core clenching, he lost the ability to control, to think, to be rational. He arched over her and bit into her shoulder as his orgasm ripped through him.

			Mind-shattering pleasure shattered him.

			He hovered over her, motionless. Had it ever been this good? When he met her blissed out gaze, he had his answer.

			No.

			It would never be like this with anyone else

			The moment she kissed him softly, he confirmed the deadly thought rattling around in his head since the moment he met her. Not only was he completely infatuated with her, but also he knew for certain he’d never be the same without her.

			He’d do anything to protect her. Highest on that list was never doing this again. Her magic, although strong, already waned. He could feel the curse gearing up to push him into compliance. He couldn’t allow them anything more than this one moment. No love. No bonding. This was the only option. To keep her safe.

			He gently kissed her and then pushed up and off the bed. Rapidly, he dressed, shoving the compulsion to follow the monarch’s orders into the back of his mind.

			“You’re leaving?” Her eyebrows pinched together with a pained expression. “Now?”

			“Sorry,” he managed to rasp out. “Curse…hurts.” His throat felt thick as he stared at her from the door, and his vision blurred as he stared at everything he wished he could have but wasn’t in the cards for him. 

			His breath caught as a pulverizing burn shot up his arm to his stomach with the reverberation of “do it” echoing inside his head. 

			I won’t hurt her.

			He pushed off the doorframe and stumbled out of the room to find Flynn and beg he be locked up for the night. Somewhere…anywhere he couldn’t escape to get to her.

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Copenhagen in December was cold as bitter hell during an ice age. At least in December, the sun was up at midday, which helped. Roman yanked his coat collar up to ward off the chill coming off the water. Snow swirled in the air around them as he strode next to Nova toward the modern apartment building in which Peter Kenaz resided. After a lengthy discussion this morning of how to travel with minimum exposure risk for Nova, all concluded his plane remained the safest bet. The flight plan could be tracked. The plane’s movement monitored, but Flynn could control more public cameras—on buildings, traffic lights, and stores—if he used the plane as a base of operations. 

			They told Gerard they were chasing their target as an excuse for the deviation to Denmark. The rental car Flynn arranged through a dummy account couldn’t be traced.

			Roman’s stomach was a mass of hard knots. Last night had been a beginning and an end. He couldn’t dwell on regrets over what-ifs. His life wasn’t his own. The only option for him was to complete a mission one way or another. Doing so this time involved finding the truth. He’d convince them she was innocent and then get her far away from him, out of his life and somewhere safe from all of this.

			He didn’t know if he could handle when they arrived at the endgame, especially if it pushed him to finish the job, whether that meant execute her or let her go free when he proved her innocent. The familiar burn of the curse powered up his arm, but its bite stung more than ever before.

			“I’m glad Evie lent me this outfit. I love the coat.” Nova snuggled into the furry hood of the downy jacket. Her face peeked out as if making sure he’d heard her. Adorable.

			He tried to smile and reassure her, but his brain wobbled from vertigo to the point he had to throw out a hand to grab the streetlamp they passed. The icy cold of the metal hurt his hand through his thin gloves.

			He tried to think through the pain but could taste blood in his mouth. Yet, he didn’t know if it was blood from him biting something or simply ruptured blood vessels. A quick check found no self-induced bite of his own tongue or lip. Vessels might be exploding elsewhere inside him as part of the curse’s punishment. Sure, he’d heal, but would it be fast enough? The damage the curse slowly inflicted would slow him, especially if he bled internally. His system needed time to regenerate blood cells. 

			“What’s going on?” she asked.

			“Nothing. Let’s get this over with.”

			“I can try to use magic again if you—”

			“Leave it,” he said. “I’m handling it.”

			She pressed her lips into a fine line but didn’t push further.

			Time ticked slowly in a haze until they were face-to-face with Peter Kenaz. He barely remembered entering the apartment building. Peter’s entire face flushed and then lost color as he stood in the doorway. 

			That was a clear yes on Peter recognizing Nova. Without a word, he opened the door and waved them inside. The minimalist decor had no clutter and lacked personality.

			He and Nova sat on his sofa as, in clipped English, Peter said, “You said you would be back. I didn’t think it would be this soon. Nor did you say you’d bring company when you returned.”

			They each sat across from him on separate modern stuffed chairs. Roman’s chair lacked comfort to the point its angular edges dug into his thighs. Sitting was better than moving, though. It kept the vertigo at bay.

			“Do you know me?” Nova threw back her hood.

			“You paid me a lot to hold onto this flash drive and give it to you when you showed up. Said it might be months, maybe a year before you came back.” Peter held out a small red flash drive, which she took. He tented his hands in front of his face. “You seem different than the person who was here before. Less… I’m trying to put my finger on it. Less detached from life.”

			“Did I tell you I planned to use PKC-zeta on myself?”

			“No.” Peter’s mouth slackened. “It’s still experimental in that we don’t know how to calibrate the dose. Too much and it’ll wipe… How much do you remember since you took it?”

			“I can’t remember a single thing about myself. Do you know anything about me?”

			Peter stood abruptly and looked around as if expecting ghosts to attack him from the walls. “I want you to leave. Don’t come back. I fulfilled my part of the deal. I can’t help you.”

			“Are you sure you remember nothing?” Nova stood.

			“Please, leave,” he said, although didn’t raise his voice. Instead, his face remained tight and pale. “Anyone who’d purposefully use that drug and leave themselves a zip drive knows something that will get me killed for being associated.

			Smart man.

			Nova held out her hand. Peter took it to shake with her. She jerked away and backed up a step as if he’d given her an electric shock. She stared at her hand.

			Roman asked in his smooth tone, calling forth the voice to force compliance, “Tell me exactly what she said to you when here last time.”

			Peter’s shoulders visibly relaxed. “You said you would return and to give you the flash drive. Then you left.”

			“Did she pay you?”

			“I think so,” Peter said. “Yes. There’s money in my account. But I can’t remember.”

			Shit. She must’ve voice-coerced him into forgetting the last time she was here. At least, in her last life, she remembered how to do this skill inherent to their species. This was a dead-end, but at least they had the flash drive. He said, “Forget we were here, Peter. Forget us entirely.”

			Roman took Nova’s arm, led her up and out of the apartment. “Pull up your hood and keep your face down.”

			“Why didn’t you ask him more?” 

			“You wiped his memories. Let’s go see if we can open the drive.” 

			“How do I go about wiping a person’s memories?” she asked.

			“We don’t have time to discuss this right now.” He stumbled against the side of the apartment building’s entryway, lightheaded.

			She caught his arm. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

			“It’s nothing.”

			“You have to tell me what’s going on. Otherwise I can’t help you.”

			“Let’s get out of here.” 

			… 

			An hour later, on the plane, Flynn put the flash drive into the side of a laptop, one he said wasn’t his main computer but a backup. He muttered something about not screwing up his good computer. 

			“It’s not emitting any signals. But the drive is encrypted with a password.” Flynn asked, “You wouldn’t by any chance remember the password, would you?”

			“Try Nova or amnesia,” she said, distractedly. Roman rested a few seats away, head tossed back, faking sleep. Whatever he hid, she bet had to do with him not following orders to kill her. Her gut said whatever was going on inside him couldn’t continue forever. The curse was going to kill him. Seemed they had a new clock ticking down their time to figure things out. 

			Flynn shook his head. He made a few more attempts and cursed. “Suggestions?”

			“Try Roman,” she said.

			“I’ll be damned. We’re in.” A moment later, he announced, “There’s one file. An mp4.”

			“Let me see,” Roman said as he rose and settled next to her. Her thigh tingled where it touched his, and his warmth soothed her. She wanted to touch him everywhere to assess his level of damage. Maybe she should be reassured she couldn’t see his future death. When she’d touched Peter, she’d seen him in a hospital, tubes going into his body. He’d been frail and failing until he died.

			Why couldn’t she see Roman’s death or Flynn’s? Or Evie’s, for that matter. Did they not die? Maybe she couldn’t read lycans.

			Roman said, “Play the file.”

			Nova watched herself appear on screen. Surreal to see someone who looked exactly like her and to accept it was herself. She had her hair secured into a tight ponytail and wore a black turtleneck with no jewelry. 

			The Nova on screen said, “Listen closely. You get one chance to hear this. At this point, I know you want answers, but I can only say so much for fear someone might find your flash drive before you. Peter knows nothing more. Forget him. He was a means to an end. To the one who helped get you here, thank you. I know it’s been confusing, but you were chosen because of who you are. The fact you’re here means I chose wisely. All of you must to stick together. Did I do the things they say? Probably. Did I want to? No. They made me. I don’t remember doing them. Nova, it’s important you don’t try to remember your past. It’s imperative your mind remain blank. I can imagine how scary that is. The world needs for you to not remember. I took the drug on purpose. It was a last resort…the only way. I need for you to be okay with not getting your memory back and starting a new life. But you must figure out why I had to erase my memories…our past. The lives of many depend on it. How you find out is to figure out what happened to the one of you who’s missing. And, Nova…” She leaned forward. Her forehead crinkled. “Gloves help. Can’t say it’s the most useful of talents, but sometimes it is.” She paused for a few seconds of silence. “This file will self-destruct as soon as it’s done playing.”

			The screen wobbled and a male voice mumbled, “Turning it off now.”

			All three of them sat in silence until Roman said, “Play it again.”

			“It won’t play.” Flynn pulled the laptop close and typed rapidly. “It’s corrupted. The file’s gone. I can’t get it back.” He typed wildly. “Damn it.”

			Roman leaned back and released a frustrated sigh. He covered his face with a palm and then ran the hand over across his forehead slowly. 

			“She’s talking about Ky, isn’t she? The one who’s missing?” Flynn said. “Or maybe it’s Shane because how would she know when she recorded this that Ky would go missing unless she knew where he was going and what he was doing? Or someone helping her had precognition…like… Like Shane got sometimes.”

			“Who recorded it?” Roman asked. “That wasn’t Ky’s voice. I think it might’ve been…”

			“It’s simply inconceivable.” Flynn’s voice cracked on the last word. “It can’t be.”

			“Who was on the other side of the camera? Do you think I had someone in my life?” After a swallow and tug of air to inflate her lungs, she clasped Roman’s hand so hard, her knuckles turned white. “Do you think…could there be someone I was involved with?”

			Roman let go of her hand to lean forward with his elbows on his knees and cradled his head. He thrust both hands into his hair. “I don’t know.” He released his hair and stared around her to look at Flynn. “How could she have Shane’s lighter? It’s simply not possible unless…” His voice cracked. “He survived. That sounded like him.” Roman reached across her lap and gripped his brother’s forearm. “If that was Shane for real, then he escaped it. He’s free of it. If he was alive and not free of it, he’d have had to return when all of us last got recalled a few months ago.”

			She might belong to someone else. To Roman’s own brother, Shane. Had she been unfaithful to someone to whom she’d made promises? Self-loathing settled into a dull thudding inside her head. There couldn’t be a lycan who wasn’t Roman that she’d loved to the depths of her soul. She’d remember him. 

			She didn’t love Roman. This was lust. 

			Oh no, she might love him. 

			Impossible. She trusted him, yes. And, what happened in bed blew her mind.

			This was about great sex, chemistry, and a modified version of Stockholm syndrome. Right?

			She swallowed bile rising in her throat. There couldn’t be someone else she had a relationship with. That she would’ve told herself in a video. If she was going to erase her memories, she’d have been sure there was no one who would remember her that remained important in her life.

			Then who filmed the video?

			She panted through head pain and pushed to remember. Come on. Something had to flicker in there. Was there someone else? She massaged her temples as pain crackled through her skull. She shouldn’t be pushing, but she wanted to remember at least this. To know if she’d had someone. 

			Tightness compressed her chest. She replayed the male voice behind the camera in her head over and over. Nothing about the baritone triggered a memory or even a visceral reaction. Instead, all she thought of was last night with Roman, the two of them taking each other to highs until neither of them could move from being so blissed out. The way he kept looking at her as if he wished for so much more than he could give her was burned into her mind. 

			Nothing from the past came to her. And it never would.

			Say it—that you’re never going to remember.

			I can’t.

			I’m too much of a coward to face a future without knowing what happened before. 

			In the video, she’d told herself not to try to remember. To be okay with not remembering. Wouldn’t that have been the moment to reveal she had someone or a family? But if she was trying to forget her past, someone who knew her intimately would be able to fill in the blanks and run the risk of pushing her to remember. 

			Meeting that someone who might’ve been special to her before she erased her mind terrified her, and not because she might remember him. Because she might like him more than Roman.

			The world needs for you not to remember.

			She wasn’t the kind of person to accept failure, even if there was little she could do to resurrect the memories that had been deleted.

			“There might be a way out?” Flynn took a few shaky breaths. His words snapped her out of her identity crisis. He said, “I’d do anything to be free, Roman. Any. Fucking. Thing.” He glanced heavenward and then at Roman. “You said this was so much bigger than her. That she was important. I questioned you, but damn it, you’ve never been wrong. I’m a believer in your weird as shit, dead-on correct gut feelings.”

			“What did she mean by gloves?” Roman’s eyes narrowed as they settled on her. “Care to clear that one up, Nova?”

			Her stomach clenched. She balled her hands into fists and relaxed them. Gloves help. They might stop the death visions. The images were real. Kind of a freaky power to see some people’s death. The visions didn’t seem that useful. 

			She stared at her hands. Did all lycans have special abilities like this? Maybe it wouldn’t faze these two to know. They dealt with the occult every day.

			“Nova!” Roman raised his voice. “Gloves?”

			She swallowed, met his stare for an instant before looking away.

			He caught her chin and forced eye contact. “What aren’t you telling me?”

			They stared at each other in silence, measuring the depth of their connection and if that connection forced each of them not to lie to the other about basic truths.

			“I, um…have an ability that didn’t get erased with my memories.” She cleared her throat and looked away.

			“What kind of ability?” Roman asked.

			“When I touch people, I see how they die.”

			“What?” both Roman and Flynn said.

			“It scared Dom, but I saw his death and that of every human I’ve touched. Oddly, it doesn’t happen with either of you or your mother. I think it might not work on lycans.”

			“You haven’t seen my death?” Roman asked.

			She shook her head. “Maybe it means you don’t die?”

			“That’s optimistic, but unlikely. Everything dies. Except gods, although they might also have a defined lifespan. Who knows?”

			“That’s a creepy skill,” Flynn muttered.

			“No kidding,” she muttered back. “Not sure how useful it is, like I told myself in the video. Also not sure if what I see is set-in-stone truth or could be changed.”

			Roman dropped his head, “We have to find Ky. He’s a part of all this, somehow.”

			Flynn said, “I called Gerard from a payphone while you two were doing your thing. He seemed more concerned about us finding Nova and killing her than finding Ky. Legit, he’s worried about the King’s life. Can’t fault him for that. It’s his job.”

			“That’s our current mission. Of course he’s going to be more focused on that.” Roman blew out an agitated breath. “What do we do to find Ky?”

			“You didn’t let me finish.” Flynn snorted out an exasperated sigh. “Gerard gave me an address that Ky left in a message last night. It’s in Brussels. I already checked in all of our safe houses across Europe and Africa for Ky. He definitely wasn’t responding to the one in Brussels, nor did I get any trigger he’d entered the apartment we keep there. So, if he was in Brussels…if he really is there, then he wasn’t staying at the safe house.”

			“If he called Gerard, why wouldn’t he have left a message for us yesterday when we were with Mom?”

			“I don’t know. Gerard said he authenticated it.”

			“Then we go to Brussels and find answers. But we be careful. Could be a trap.” Roman wiped his nose, coming away with blood. With a curse, he clapped his hand over his nose and shuffled to the hatch. By the time he pulled the rotatory door handle and activated the folding stairs, blood covered his hand and dribbled down his arm. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			Roman didn’t remember the trek to the hangar’s small restroom nor obtaining a wad of stiff brown paper towels to press to his nose.

			Sitting on the cold concrete floor of a questionably clean, unheated restroom wasn’t how he wanted to meet his maker. So long as he remained still and kept his mind blank, the pain from the curse’s punishment faded. His strength waned as did his ability to focus on keeping his mind blank. Nova’s image popped into his head.

			Shit.

			The pain ramped back up. The world shifted and tilted around him, even though he was certain he hadn’t moved. He had to be bleeding out internally, weakening from blood loss. His inherent rapid healing ability couldn’t compete with hundreds of vessels exploding at once.

			“Helluva time to take a nap,” Flynn announced from the doorway. He knelt near Roman’s feet, swallowed several times, and compressed his lips. “I’m going to have to take a look…to see how bad it is.”

			The miniscule movement of his head in Flynn’s direction sent the whole world into a dizzying shift. 

			Flynn lifted Roman’s upper lip and then peeked under his T-shirt. “You’re bruising everywhere. It means this is going on inside, too. I know how to counteract a lot of magical insanity, but not this. I don’t know if the curse will actually kill us, but sure looks like it might if we disobey.” 

			Flynn dialed on a cell phone. Speaking into the phone but not moving away Roman heard him say, “It’s an emergency.” Pause. “Don’t give me attitude, not when you and my mother…yeah, that’s what I thought. It sure as shit gives me leverage. Want me to talk to her about it? You don’t want to be on her bad side.” Flynn darted a glance Roman’s way. “The problem is none of us has ever fought an order from the Crown for this long, especially not Roman. After three days, it’s making him bleed internally. The order? To kill Nova.” More pausing on Flynn’s part. “I know we can’t do it and that she’s part of something bigger, but we might have to.” Flynn’s breath caught. He cradled the phone between his ear and neck to use his hand to massage his opposite wrist over the blood curse mark. The curse was punishing him, too. “I’m calling you for options on what the hell do we do? Roman’s probably within a half hour of dying from internal bleeding. I might not be far behind him.” Silence for at least thirty seconds from Flynn’s end. He grunted once. “That’ll work? Okay, I get it. I know it’s a shot in the dark.” He hung up.

			Roman slumped further down the wall, unable to sit upright.

			“You hang on, Roman,” Flynn ordered before he walked out. What seemed a long while later, but was probably no more than a minute, he returned with Nova.

			Flynn said, “You two should sit side by side and look at each other. Roman, you tell her you’re going to kill her. Nova, you tell him it’s okay.”

			“It won’t work,” Nova said. “It’s not like you can lie to it, and it’ll believe him. Because if we both meant it, he’d already have done it. Is that what Dom suggested?”

			“No, he suggested some crazy stuff about you doing what you know you have to do, whatever that means. You have to do it big, he said. I assume it means magic. Honestly, I’m not into it. Magic is too unpredictable. I figure if we can convince the curse that we’re all on the same page—”

			“How long does he think that’ll buy us this time?” Nova interrupted. Her attitude was no-nonsense. Somehow, it eased Roman. Flynn might be tough. His brother excelled at fighting and technology. He could finish a job, but he wasn’t great at making life-or-death spontaneous decisions.

			“A day. Maybe two. He didn’t know,” Flynn said. “In so many words, he said we’re fucked and will either have to die or do what we’ve been ordered. It’s how this curse works. We can’t simply decide to say no. We’re not in charge of our own choices.”

			Nova put her hands on her hips. “I’m not bound by it. Curses are powerful, but the witch casting is limited in how wide a scope the curse can take on the victim, particularly if she didn’t get the victim to agree to the conditions.” Her breath caught as she realized what she’d just said. “I remembered something. Holy freaking shit. I remembered. That was amazing. How can I remember this random magic stuff but nothing about myself?”

			Flynn asked, “Does that—”

			She held up a hand to stop Flynn. “Let me try to remember more. It’s in my head somewhere, but I can’t get to it. Damn it.” She slammed her hand against the wall in frustration but yanked it back to massage one hand with the other. “Ouch. That hurt. Did you or any of your brothers agree to the curse? Did anyone utter a single word of consent?”

			“No.” Flynn fiddled with the line of rings up the side of his left ear. “Can you do something soon? He looks worse than he did a few minutes ago.”

			Nova grabbed more paper towels and wiped off Roman’s nose. Her warm fingers traced his face lightly. 

			They stared at each other for the longest time. Somehow, he understood her thoughts. Maybe it was the vulnerable look in her eyes. There was but one notable topic: One of them was going to have to die. Which one?

			He wanted to touch her face. To reassure her he was okay with him dying so long as she got to live. But he was too weak to lift his hand.

			“S’okay,” he managed to get out.

			Her sad smile was so full of compassion. “It’s not okay. It’s truly not. You dying doesn’t resolve anything. Then it’ll be Flynn next, if he doesn’t try to kill me, and then your other brother will die.” She gripped his chin tight between her fingers and squeezed until it hurt. “I need you to be the stubborn, infuriating, sexy-as-fuck asshole I met in Berlin. Tell the curse it can’t have you. You belong to me.”

			He belonged to her? She thought him sexy? Damn if everything inside didn’t fill with warmth. He may be misinterpreting this floaty, tingly sensation when it was actually him on the path to death. So be it. 

			She rose.

			No, don’t leave. I don’t want to die alone. 

			She scanned the Spartan room, muttering, “So little to work with.” 

			After saturating a wad of paper towels with water, she straddled his legs to sit on his lap. As she squeezed out droplets of water onto his face, she intoned, “Troubles be gone. Washed away. Leave Roman free of punishment for several days.”

			She repeated it four times. With each iteration, she splashed more droplets of water on him. Upon completion of the fourth recitation, she used the wet paper to clean his face. 

			He still felt weak, but he tensed to move in order to see if he was better. She put a restraining hand on his chest. “We’re not done.”

			She lifted his wrist and wiped the blood-soaked, wet paper towels around the curse tattoo. “You’ve sent Roman strife and caused him years of pain. I reflect it back on you to feel every moment of its stain.”

			Wind whipped through the room, around them, and tunneled outside.

			A wicked smile lit her face. “Take that, bitch.”

			Eyes wide, in a hushed tone Flynn asked, “What did you do?” 

			She collapsed with her back against the cold wall beside him.“I put a stay on his punishment for now to buy us a bit more time. It won’t be much. Hopefully, it’ll be long enough to get to the bottom of this and maybe find your brother.”

			“No, I mean the last bit you did with the wind.” Flynn looked around as if expected another mysterious wind gust but remained in place.

			“I punished the stupid witch who cast this to begin with.” She met Flynn’s double eyebrow raise. “What? I never said I was a nice magical person. If someone messes with the people I care about, I’ll mess right back.” She gasped and grabbed her left forearm. She rolled up her sleeve and a triangular raised tattoo now marked it. The sigil of powerful magic.

			As if exhausted she lolled her head back to support it against the wall with eyes shut.

			“You revenge casting must be why the Council forbids lycans from practicing hard-core magic. Guaranteed, if I had the kind of power you do, there’s a 100 percent chance I’d abuse it.” Flynn’s mouth split into a small smile, but then he sobered. “How are you, Roman?”

			She caressed Roman’s cheek, leaned in, and kissed him gently on the lips. “You’re welcome. I hope your regenerative ability kicks in soon so you can fly us out of here.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Nova tugged her car seat belt into a more comfortable position over her shoulder as Roman drove through the flurrying snow to the east side of Brussels. No stars in the darkening sky at dusk, which came early in December here. 

			He said, “You should’ve stayed at the plane, Nova.”

			Maybe she should’ve. Vertigo hit her at random since she her big spell cast. When standing, the ground constantly shifted as if on a stopping elevator car. Sitting was good. But she refused to miss this. “We’re not going to argue about it again. I want to see if anything here triggers a memory. Also, I make good backup. You’re weak and Flynn…well, he’s Flynn.” She watched Roman’s reaction out of the corner of her eye. His rugged face remained stoic, his gaze concentrated, and his body on full alert. 

			“I’m right here,” Flynn said from the back seat. “I am his back up. You here means we have to look after you.”

			She rotated to give him a squinty glare.

			Flynn threw up his hands. “All right. You can probably handle yourself.”

			They’d flown into a private airstrip miles outside of Belgium. The flight had been quiet despite Nova’s desire to quiz Roman on his status every few minutes. She hadn’t asked. Because he was alive and no longer leaked blood from his nose. Upon landing, Flynn announced there were no rental cars possible. Then he disappeared for a half hour and returned with this sedan that smelled of cigarettes and cinnamon air freshener. No one asked questions, but they’d driven with the windows cracked for miles. Until her nose and toes turned into Popsicles. She hadn’t complained but did roll up her window. The car still reeked of stale smoke.

			Flynn said, “Brussels is an interesting city.” Was he trying to lighten the mood? “Did you know many famous comics were drawn by artists who’re from here, like Smurfs?”

			“You’re kidding, right?” Roman said. “Smurfs? Not exactly a page turner.”

			“They made just as much as the Watchmen stuff you read.”

			“That’s bullcrap.”

			“The Smurf movie alone grossed…537 million dollars.” Flynn clicked through a few screens on his laptop while Roman drove. “Watchmen only made 185 on its movie.”

			“You’re going to side with blue elf-like creatures that live in a village with one girl over history-altering superheroes?” Roman elicited a quick, disgusted snort. “Why don’t you do something useful like look up architectural plans for this address we’re about to visit?”

			“Already did that. Come on, give me a little credit. The place is a shoe factory renovated into an office building. Based on the website, there are at least fifteen companies with offices there. Looks good on paper. But I watched midday surveillance camera footage, and there’s not enough movement into or out of the building for it to be a real place with that many businesses.”

			“It’s a front.” Roman sucked air through his teeth.

			“Left at this light, and it’s on the right.” Flynn leaned between the seats as if desperate for a first look. “God, I hope Ky is here. I don’t understand why he’d be out in the middle of nowhere in an abandoned building.”

			Roman parked outside the brick building. “Before we go inside…” He removed a pistol from the inside pocket of his heavy coat and handed it to her. Next, he gave her a burner phone. “We have no idea what we’ll find in there.”

			“Thanks.” She chambered a round and stored the weapon inside her coat. The home screen on the phone opened without a password. Basic, with only a few apps.

			“Let’s go see why Ky led us here.” He moved around the car to open her door before Flynn even had his computer in his backpack. Roman held out his hand for her. She took it without hesitation. On her feet, the ground shifted as her brain wobbled. She stumbled into him.

			His brow furrowed. “Is this from you putting a stay on the curse?”

			“I’m fine.”

			Inside, the building was stone cold, which confirmed it as unoccupied. The walls were brick and recently painted white, as were the hallways that led to various office spaces. What could be seen through the glass of each door was modern office furniture and a distinct lack of clutter. There weren’t even pens or sticky notes at the reception desks. 

			“What does your gut say?” Flynn asked Roman.

			“Down. We go downstairs.”

			“There’s an elevator,” Flynn pointed.

			“I don’t think so,” Roman muttered. “Death boxes.”

			Nova shrugged to Flynn and followed him to the stairs. 

			Flynn said, “If he says no on the elevator, you have to believe there’s a reason.”

			As they descended, the cold increased, but it went beyond actual temperature. It was a visceral sensation. Stabbing pain hit her stomach and left her numb. She rubbed at her wrists and up her arms, ineffectual at alleviating their ache.

			“Anyone else feeling this?” she asked.

			Roman paused on the stairs and held up his hand to signal for all of them to stop. He examined the entire space through the coin with a hole in the center. Then announced, “It’s not a spell.”

			A sense she needed to retreat hit her. Leave. “This isn’t right. Feels like a trap.”

			“I get that, too,” Flynn said.

			“Felt it since we entered the building,” Roman said. “But I have to see what’s at the bottom. I feel it in my soul. I don’t think whatever is down there is in itself casting magic. I think…” Roman jogged down to the lowest subbasement floor exit and pushed through. Automatic hallway lighting lit up a row of doors all the way down. Each door had a small metal number tacked in place. 

			Looked like a secret prison, but it smelled like a hospital. The walls were spotless and painted a sickly green. A human might be fooled into thinking it sterile. Nova could smell the truth beneath the disinfectant in the air. There was sweat, piss, puke, and blood—the aroma of torture. Beyond that was a smell of starvation, the smell a body emits when it begins to digest itself—ketosis. How she recognized that, she didn’t want to dwell upon. 

			She followed the boys, peeking through the first window into a clean, closet-like room with a single bed, a sink, and a toilet. Silver chains with manacles were fixed to the walls. From the depths of somewhere in her mind came the certainty the chains allowed enough leeway to make it to the toilet and sink, but not the door. 

			That meant she might’ve been in one of these or something similar. Chills slithered through her shoulders.

			Hoarsely, she said, “They’re cells. I think I’ve been housed in one like this before.”

			A flash hit her brain with an image of a cell splattered with blood from one end to the other. So much pain. Was the image from her past or someone else’s?

			She fell to her knees, holding her head.

			Roman touched her back. “Can you make it out of here? You want me to carry you?”

			Flynn opened one of the doors and stuck his head inside. “Beyond the stench I detect…lycan? Why the hell would it smell like one of our kind was in here?”

			“Maybe it was Ky.” Roman sniffed. “Not Ky, but it was lycan. More than one.”

			“If he got free, where is he?”

			Roman snapped upright. “This is a death trap. Someone lured us here. We have to get out. Go!” 

			He helped her to her stand and lifted to carry her to the stairwell. A few seconds after they entered, an explosive detonated behind them, throwing all of them against the far wall. 

			“Up!” Roman ordered as he caught her arm and lifted her to her upright.

			Ears ringing, she stumbled up the stairs in front of him. Three turns and up to Level One; the door was locked. No re-entry allowed, at least it said so on the sign. He rammed the door several times, but it didn’t budge. “Up!”

			Flynn leaned over. “Smoke coming upward. We have to get out of here.”

			Roman led up to the next level and shook the door. He rammed it, which did nothing. “It’s reinforced. It won’t budge. This isn’t a normal door. I should be able to push it off its hinge. This is designed to keep someone like us inside.” 

			“Let me try.” Flynn rammed all his weight into the door several times.

			Roman pivoted to peek over the edge of the rails and dramatically sniffed. “That’s not smoke. That’s gas.”

			Nova coughed. Her lungs burned as if she’d inhaled fiberglass. Each movement of air stung. Her eyes watered and vision blurred.

			Flynn rattled the door, pushing again with all his strength. He fell to his knees coughing. “Gas…shouldn’t affect…us.”

			“Death trap.” Roman threw out a hand to steady himself against the wall and succumbed to coughing. He slid to his knees.

			Nova’s world began hazing in and out as her lungs refused to work. She took Roman’s hand as a lifeline.

			The door flew open. 

			“This way,” a male voice ordered.

			None of them moved.

			“Oh, for crying out loud.” The guy lifted Flynn as if he were weightless, then threw him through the door and did likewise to Roman. He lifted her and carried her through, placing her down gently. “Get up, boys.”

			Roman coughed and sucked in air, yet managed a shaky stand. He bent at the waist and coughed spasmodically. A quick eye swipe and he held out a hand to help her up. Once standing, she propped herself against the wall and tried to see their rescuer but couldn’t through the steady tears blurring her vision. A few good wipes helped, even if the world remained hazy.

			Was this Ky? 

			His voice sounded familiar, somewhat Spanish accented, which sent her heart racing even faster. He might know her.

			Roman moved faster than a blink. He pinned their rescuer by his neck against the wall and growled low, menacing, “What the fuck are you doing here, Antonio? Is this your doing?”

			The vampire’s teeth were out, and his eyes almost glowed in the light. “I’m saving your inept ass. If I wanted you dead, I would’ve left you in the stairwell. Get off me, or I’ll lose it, kill all three of you, or leave you here to die.” 

			She blinked, swiped across her face, and blinked again. The vampire? Antonio? He wasn’t in a suit this time, but dark tactical clothes. Wasn’t he an enemy?

			No one moved.

			“Why should I trust you?” Roman asked.

			“Nothing is as it seems.” Antonio pushed Roman off as if the lycan’s strength meant nothing. 

			Roman moved as if to reengage, his chest still heaving with ragged breaths as he recovered from the gas. 

			Antonio hissed. “One more step toward me, and I’ll attack. I’m not interested in finding out which of us can kill the other. Since you can’t breathe, I’m pretty sure I’ll win. Stand down.”

			They stared at each other for several endless seconds. 

			Antonio waved for them to follow him. “Let’s get out of this building before the second detonators explode. That gas was intended to stop you. The next explosion is meant to end you and hide your remains. We have to move.” Antonio sprinted up the hall into an office. 

			All three of them stared after him, none moving.

			“So…he’s not a bad guy?” Nova asked.

			“Hell if I know. I still don’t trust him,” Flynn said.

			“Me either.” Roman made the first move to follow him. “We have to get out of here.”

			Antonio strode to the back of the office where he yanked open the window and jumped onto the fire escape. Another detonation exploded before they reached the bottom of the rickety metal ladder, throwing them over a story to the ground.

			“Get up,” Antonio hissed. He tugged her to her feet and then Roman. 

			Flynn managed to stand on his own. 

			“They’re watching the other side of the building. We have to make that tree line in the next thirty seconds, or they’ll know we have her with us.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			What was the vampire doing here?

			Roman’s lungs objected to their workload as he jogged behind Antonio through a wooded lot up a street and into another wooded lot. He took Nova’s hand to help her keep up. She panted with a wheeze on each exhale. He hated that her lungs must burn every bit as much as his did. Every few yards, he glanced behind them. No one followed. Yet.

			That gas…tear gas didn’t affect them. The fact that someone had found a gas that did freaked him out on several levels. First, they’d been set up. Second, someone knew what they were and how to weaken them. Third, if not for Antonio, they’d be dead. Now he owed the vampire. His enemy.

			Antonio held up his hand as they came to the edge of the wooded lot. They halted to watch a dark sedan cruise by. 

			Antonio whispered, “This modern age sucks. Satellites, cameras…everyone’s watching. It’s a bloody miracle neither of our species has been outed.”

			For centuries, their species had warred. Eventually, they signed a shaky truce in order to keep their existence secret from humans. But the hate persisted. The distrust ran deep.

			Roman couldn’t conjure any logical reason for the vampire to risk his life for theirs.

			“You had to have followed us. Why go to all this trouble to save us?” Roman asked. “This seems out of character.”

			Antonio rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m with the Alliance. We’ve been observing you boys for a long time. I often admire your work. Sometimes, you get sloppy. Like the other night at the club. Or today. Your intuition had to be telling you before you even went inside it was a bad idea.”

			Roman met Nova’s gaze when he referred to the club.

			Nova shrugged and pointed at him in a silent, don’t say a word. A snort-laugh almost escaped him, which would’ve been a highly inappropriate noise for this situation. But the world had gone crazy. They followed their archenemy, who had saved them, after almost dying in what should’ve been a simple meet-up with Ky.

			“What’s the Alliance?” Flynn asked the exact question pinging inside Roman’s head. “And what they are you talking about as watching?”

			He knew a lot about non-human creatures, but he’d never heard of an Alliance. 

			“Quiet.” Antonio darted across the street and behind a house to cut through the yard. They zigzagged in this fashion for at least a half mile. A black van stopped in front of them. Antonio opened the sliding side door and hopped in. “You coming? Guarantee if you go back for your car or to your plane, they’ll do something to unequivocally eliminate you, like a missile.”

			Once they’d climbed inside, sitting on bench seats that faced each other, the van moved onward. No one spoke. Nova sat next to Roman, their thighs touching. He wanted to ask if she was doing okay. He sure as hell didn’t feel okay.

			Worry met him when he glanced down at her. She squeezed his hand in silent affirmation she would survive. Afterward, she didn’t let go.

			“Not even a thank you from any of you?” Antonio finally asked after endless silent minutes.

			Roman and Flynn remained quiet. He was proud of his brother for not breaking. Flynn wasn’t historically good at keeping his mouth closed in this kind of situation, especially when they needed answers. Flynn usually went bullheaded, full-force assault to get information.

			Eventually, the vampire would talk. He was the kind of person who enjoyed a good monologue.

			The vampire gave an exasperated sigh. “The Alliance is an organization that includes representatives from many different species,” he said. “We protect the world from other inhuman beings who have gone rogue. Our mission is to keep non-humans secret from humans. Sort of what you guys have been doing for the past few decades. But we do it by choice. And…” He clasped his hands. “You might be a little bit better at it than many of us are.”

			Flynn crossed his arms. He didn’t even smirk at the compliment, which meant he was freaked out. “You lurk because you’re in awe of our skills? Right,” he said sarcastically. “I don’t buy it.”

			“Who is the they you think watched us?” Roman asked.

			“The ones who owned the building and tried to kill you.”

			“And they are?” Roman held up his hands.

			“I don’t know.”

			“Then why are you following us? How do we know this isn’t some sort of elaborate setup?” 

			“I almost got blown up myself.”

			“But you didn’t,” Roman said. “Why were you there?”

			“My assignment is to protect you from whoever they are.”

			“Who gave you this assignment?” At this point, Roman wanted to strangle him for not answering anything directly.

			“The leader of the Alliance. There’s some precognitive ability involved. We know you guys are important.”

			Roman signed in frustration. Typical of a vampire to answer but not. Annoying species.

			Nova asked, “That place…what was it?”

			“I hoped you could fill me in. You were led here. FenCor is desperate to eliminate you, Nova. If you dig deep, you’ll discover they own this building through one of their bogus shell corporations. There are contracts circulating for you on every circuit. You popped up on Interpol today, and even the CIA and MI6 are hunting you. Since the new King of England is a member of FenCor, I bet he asked Roman and Flynn to kill you as well.” He turned to Roman. “The fact you’re still alive means what?” Antonio leaned forward to look around Flynn and make eye contact with Roman.

			“I’ve got amnesia,” Nova said. “Self-inflicted. I have no answers. Roman and Flynn are helping me try to figure out my past before they make a decision on killing me, not that we’ve gotten anywhere in filling in the gaps in my head. What was that place?”

			Antonio sat straighter. “This isn’t the first of such facilities we have encountered. Obviously, they moved the inmates before you arrived. By my guess, I’d say they abandoned this place weeks ago. They never house humans or other species in them, only lycans.”

			“That’s what Ky must’ve discovered,” Flynn muttered.

			Roman knocked his foot against Flynn’s. Not the vampire’s business what Ky had been up to. “Why are they torturing lycans at these facilities?”

			“I think something evil is going on.” He fisted his hands and relaxed them. “It’s a theory. I have no proof. They never leave evidence behind. They wipe everything from all cameras and other monitoring devices in a ten-mile radius whenever they move inmates or they set fires to destroy the places. We can’t find the facilities until they’ve left.”

			Roman held up both hands in a “well, what?” gesture.

			“I think it’s a breeding facility.” Antonio didn’t expound.

			“Breeding lycans for…?” Roman kept his voice even, while inside he’d gone cold and his stomach twisted.

			“You think England is the only country that wants its own private lycan warriors? Imagine a group of trained lycan soldiers forced to work for a country or a person rich enough to afford them, but he or she wasn’t limited by a curse to hunt only non-humans? They could target anyone.” 

			“No…that’s…not possible…” Flynn shook his head back-and-forth in a slow sweep of denial. 

			Antonio said, “Lycans are physically stronger than any of the other non-humans. If I were to consider which non-human was easiest to mentally manipulate…to brainwash, I’d chose a lycan. One who’s not a Lanzo brother, that is. But, then again, you guys aren’t exactly all lycan anymore. Roman, you’re like half witch with all the magic you use. Ky has got the superpower to be able to kill almost anything. And Flynn…okay, I don’t know if you have anything non-lycan going on other than being a sugar-addicted doofus.”

			“Hey,” Flynn said.

			Roman elbowed Flynn to get him to shut up. He swallowed several times and glanced at Nova, the pieces of the puzzle falling into place. She was a trained assassin. Had she been forced to assassinate those FenCor executives? Somehow without remembering? 

			Had she been forced to breed? 

			Something awful welled up inside him. His gut twisted. Bile rose. Sweat broke out at the thought of some male forcing himself on her.

			As if she sensed his rising emotion, she linked her hand with his and held tight. “Could children survive without others of their kind?”

			To envision young lycans not allowed to grow up guided by the rules of their species, which although antiquated and often annoying, had purpose, was horrifying. He carefully enunciated, “That is a horror that cannot be allowed. Is this happening with species other than lycans?”

			“We know almost nothing, but it’s possible. If I was to run a non-human brainwashing facility, I’d try all types, if I knew about their existence. We have to assume they are well aware of all of us. Vampires, witches, warlocks, mage, demons…” Antonio drummed his fingers on the seat for a moment. “Your curse is interesting. I don’t think the witch who cast it actually wanted to do it. If she had, she wouldn’t have put all those stipulations on it. To only eliminate non-humans. To protect the innocent.”

			Roman’s shoulders tensed. “How do you know the specifics of our curse?”

			“You weren’t exactly quiet when you asked other witches across the world about it.”

			“I wiped their memories.”

			“That doesn’t always work on their species. I found one who remembered.” He interlaced his fingers and rested his hands in his lap, a deceptively relaxed posture. This creature was incredibly dangerous.

			“Why did you save us? What’s this about?” Roman felt weighed down as if anticipating the answer was going to be something he didn’t want to hear, something new he’d have to deal with.

			“I’ve watched you and your brothers a long time.” Antonio rose and moved to sit across from Roman. He crossed his legs with his ankle over his knee. “You don’t do this simply to follow orders. You’re too good at how you carry out your tasks. I’ve concluded if you were to break free of your bond to the Crown, you would be compelled to continue. On your own terms.”

			“If freed, I’m going to disappear from the world. We’ve done enough for humans.” Roman crossed his arms. “If I never again face off with an insane magical super shit with a hard-on to kill me, I’ll be happy.”

			Antonio chuckled. Fucking chuckled. “A Christian angel helped you last year. You. Not your brothers.”

			“We were against some top-level demons out for world domination. I asked for help from the best source, and he came through.”

			Antonio shook his head, smiling. “I’ve lived a lot longer than you. Believe me when I say, no one I know has ever been able to recruit an angel’s help, no less get a minute of their attention. No one else has God’s ear. Angels exist for humans, not us. They sneer at our kind and consider us abominations. Based on my sources, the angel not only helped you but he also liked you. I think if needed, you could call him again.”

			Roman could almost feel the angel tattoo on his shoulder burn, not that it was possible. But…who knew why it had appeared after his first meeting with the angel? “Is that what this is about? You want me to call the angel to help you with something? Fair warning, he was cranky and evasive. Actually, he’s sort of like you. So, maybe you two would hit it off.” Roman relaxed against the side of the van, although he remained tense. 

			“I’m merely pointing out that your purpose in this life isn’t to disappear into some hole and forget the world. You’re an authentic protector. A defender of the innocent. That, Roman, is why I helped you. The three of you think you’re alone in this fight, but you’re not. You’re sent on these bloody errands by people who have no concept of what you face and, yet, you do it. You save all of us—yes, even my people—from these evils, some of whom even we at the Alliance wouldn’t know how to deal with. How do you know what to do?”

			“Research.” Roman shrugged, not into revealing real secrets. “Everything you need to know is in books.” Sort of. 

			“You fight for a greater good. There are many who would come to your aid if you asked, including the Alliance.”

			“Would you?” Roman watched Antonio closely, not detecting any sign of deception.

			“I’m here, aren’t I?”

			“You never seemed the altruistic type.” 

			“Do you know how to end the curse?” Flynn asked, breaking his silence. He’d been studying Antonio, and given he was good at figuring out beings meant he had a fairly high suspicion that the vampire had the answer.

			Antonio blinked. And blinked again. He compressed his lips. 

			“Did Shane get free?” Roman rasped out, more desperate to know if his brother escaped than if he could get free of the curse himself. To know Shane hadn’t died in the explosion and might’ve survived to live a real life. That he could make personal choices and have things—like all he wished for with Nova—while no longer bound to the monarch made him…damn, that was hope, something he hadn’t felt in a long time. There was also a huge slab of jealousy. And anger. If Shane lived, why hadn’t he made contact?

			The van slowed. Antonio rotated his head to look toward the front of the vehicle. “I’m afraid our time together is at an end.”

			Roman felt lightheaded. Spots appeared in the periphery of his vision. He could barely whisper out, “Did Shane send you to follow us? Is he part of your Alliance?”

			Chills tingled down Roman’s arms. He fought the urge to attack the vampire and force an answer. 

			The vampire wouldn’t look at him. He avoided. “You face a difficult decision, Roman. You’ve been ordered to kill her. One of you must die. I see no possible way the monarch will let you out of this, not with FenCor pulling his strings.”

			“We’ve gotten them to change their minds before with proof of innocence.”

			“Even if you have ironclad proof she doesn’t deserve death, they may make you do it. The monarch is neck-deep in FenCor, who I think owns these facilities. They want her dead because I think she came out of one of them. You must choose who loses. I suggest you let it be her who dies.” He didn’t even look toward Nova. No hint of sorrow.

			The van door slid open. Eerily, no one stood outside, holding it open.

			“Get out,” Antonio directed. “Take the car parked on the street. It’s untraceable. It’s yours.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			“The vampire told us nothing, except he’s not exactly against us,” Flynn said.

			“Typical vampire equivocation. Now we have a new lead to chase down in figuring out something called the Alliance.” Roman stared into the dark night from the passenger seat.

			“You two need to work out who’s living and who’s dying. This ends now. The curse is pushing me to end you, Nova, which I can’t…” Flynn hissed and shuttered his eyes. “I have to leave. If one of us is going to do it, it has to be Roman because you and him…” Flynn parked the car in front of a hotel at the northern Belgian border. He didn’t look at either of them as he kept the car idling, waiting for them to exit. “If you’re the survivor, Roman, I’ll see you in London for our recall. Tomorrow at noon. Tickets will be at the train station for you for tomorrow at six-ish in the morning under your standard alias for travel. Four hours to London.”

			“Flynn…” Roman squeezed his brother’s shoulder before he opened his door. For an instant their eyes met, Flynn’s filled with misery. 

			“I know you’ll do what’s right,” Flynn said hoarsely. “But I don’t want…” He dropped his head. “I don’t know if Ky and I can do this without you.”

			What’s right? 

			Protect Nova.

			Roman stared out the windshield into the black night at the Belgian border hotel. It was middle grade. Not five stars, but not a shit hole in the wall. He said, “Fight hard. Fight right.”

			“Fight to the end.” Flynn’s voice shook as he finished the mantra the brothers came up with years ago. He lifted his fist.

			Roman bumped fists and got out of the car.

			“Thank you, Flynn.” Nova leaned through the seats from the back and kissed him on the cheek before she got out. Roman strained to hear but could’ve sworn she said, “He’s going to be okay.” 

			Roman took her hand and marched up through the hotel’s lobby. The two of them looked more like college students who’d lived in hostels for several weeks rather than patrons of this type of establishment. Eleven at night wasn’t exactly standard check-in. At least the lobby was empty. Time to turn on the lycan charm. At the reception desk, he smiled and lowered his voice to address the solitary manager. “We need a room for two for the night.”

			The slender, well-manicured man in a blue suit manning the desk reeked of aftershave. He nodded. “Of course, sir. Will you require anything else?”

			“Have a meal for two sent up of the chef’s choice from the restaurant next door. Leave the food outside but knock once.” Roman widened his smile but kept it in check not to show off teeth. 

			“How will you be paying for this?” The manager’s fingers hovered over the computer keyboard.

			Smoothly, he said, “We’re the contest winners. Everything’s free for one night. Isn’t that right?”

			“Of course. I forgot.” He made a few dramatic clicks. Paper came out of the printer nearby.

			Nova’s face gleamed with fascination. She too lowered her voice and said, “Thank you. You’ve been so helpful this evening. Can you make sure we’re not disturbed?”

			The manager’s face glazed over and lower jaw hung open. He leaned on the counter and stared at her, spellbound.

			Roman whispered, “Too much.” 

			“May we have our key?” Nova asked.

			The manager didn’t break his fixation on her as he handed them a keycard.

			“Room number?” Roman asked.

			The manager rattled off a number and goofy smiled at Nova.

			“Forget about us.” 

			She blew him a kiss as they walked off.

			The manager stumbled but caught himself before face-planting into the marble countertop. He frowned, glanced around as if confused, and resumed absorption in his computer.

			Inside the elevator, Nova hooked her arm through his. “That was amazing. Do you do that all the time? Does it work on everyone?”

			“Primarily humans. Some non-humans are susceptible. Depends on how strong their minds are.” Her enthusiasm prompted a smile from him. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been that excited about anything as normal as mesmerizing a human into doing what he needed or into forgetting. “You might’ve overdone it. I’ll be surprised if he remembers the food.”

			“But it was amazing. Besides, you’re the one who told him to forget us.”

			“True.”

			The standard room came with one queen-size bed. 

			Nova pursed her lips and walked around the small space. “You’d think for the contest winners, he could’ve done better than this. Where’s our champagne? Where’s the fruit basket? Where’s the whirlpool tub?”

			A snort-laugh escaped him.

			“We both need a shower. Why don’t you go first?” she said. “I’ll watch some TV and see if we made the news.” She was already on the bed clicking through channels.

			… 

			When Nova finished her shower and exited the bathroom wrapped in a towel, she could tell by the tense line of Roman’s body he’d started fighting his orders again. He turned away from her to put down the miniature green bottle of liquor he’d drained. 

			She wanted to reach out and soothe his hurts again. To make sure he wasn’t bleeding out again. But he didn’t seem like he’d entirely found control yet. Entering a death battle prompted by his kill order might break her heart. She didn’t want to hurt him any more than he already suffered. She wasn’t sure she could use magic to force the curse into the background again. Last time, in the bathroom, when he was bleeding out, zapped her. In her gut, she knew that had been the outer limit of her ability.

			He smoothed his hands down the sides of his face. “I wish I could put you somewhere safe until all this blows over. It eats at me that I can’t.”

			She sat on the edge of the bed and crossed her legs. 

			“I might be in love with you, too,” she said. Probably insane to open herself up to hurt.

			He half-turned his head to glance at her. His lips twitched up into a smile. “You’re dangerous.”

			“Maybe so. We’re going to have to talk about it…the plan. We have to answer the question of who gets to be the one, but let’s put it off until the morning.” 

			His brows drew down.

			More than ever, she wanted to erase his pain. She reached out and took his hand. Her chest ached as his finger absently rubbed the top of her hand. Even though they’d only known each other for such a short time, there was so much here. They needed more time together. Too bad it wasn’t possible.

			She ran the finger of her opposite hand along his blood curse tattoo and whispered, “I promise it’s going to be okay.”

			He turned and sat beside her and gently put his arm around her shoulders to pull her into him. “It will.”

			The weight in those words told her he thought he got to be the martyr here, but he didn’t. He just hadn’t figured that out yet. Not that she planned to inform him of it tonight. 

			Alertness rolled inside her, sparking her body to life. With a hand on his cheek, she turned his head to face hers and softly lay a kiss on his lips. “I know all the reasons we shouldn’t, but we’re at that moment again when I point out life can end in a heartbeat. It’s going to end. There’s only this moment. And I want you. All of you.”

			He stiffened and slightly shook his head. Something close to panic lit his eyes. “It’ll make everything more difficult. Complicated.”

			She giggled. “Roman, we’re already complicated as hell. I like you. You like me. Yet we have to make a big decision…tomorrow. For us, there truly is nothing beyond tomorrow.”

			“Last night was no strings.” His jaw tightened. He was trying to wall himself off.

			She shifted to straddle his lap and moved her mouth against his with a sigh of relief. His lips were firm and tasted of liquor. “We’ve had strings holding us together since the moment you decided not to slice my throat at the club.”

			He emitted a low growl and slipped his hand behind her neck to hold her in place and deepen the kiss.

			She clutched his neck as they kissed over and over like her life depended on it because in this moment, it did. The thought of him dying and her living beyond his death scared her probably as much as it did him.

			She whimpered as he palmed her breast through the towel. Maybe she should’ve made it harder for him by not being so easily naked, but in an instant, the towel was gone and his clothes off. Good Lord, he was a masterpiece. Every line of his muscles made her mouth water. And those strong thighs and everything further south. Yep, perfect everywhere.

			“You’re so beautiful.” From the emotion in his voice, he meant it. There was appreciation and hunger.

			“No, you are.” She trailed her fingers across his shoulders.

			He flashed a wicked grin and kissed a path across her breasts, taking time with each peak as she arched into his touch. He moved down her body, stroking the curve of her waist and moving his mouth to her hips and thighs.

			A moment later, he was between her thighs, his fingers parting her for his tongue.

			Her fingers clutched the comforter as his mouth drove her higher and higher. She struggled to breathe. Right as she was on the verge of claiming the high he’d driven her to, he’d back down and let her catch her breath. He did it three times.

			“Please,” she begged and rocked her hips as she rode the knife-sharp pleasure, the tension almost unbearable.

			“Please, what? You want something?” His tongue swirled again.

			She whimpered. “Let me come!”

			Holding her stare, he sucked and used his fingers to probe and catapult her into a brain-numbing orgasm. She screamed. What came out, she didn’t know. Maybe his name. Maybe a deity, but it unleashed the tension he’d created.

			When the fog receded, she realized he wasn’t continuing. He sat on the edge of the bed. She was going to have to get tough with him. He needed this, the connection, as much as she did. He didn’t get to run from this.

			She sat up and rotated to straddle his lap like before, but not taking him inside her. As she kissed along his shoulder and up his neck, she used her sharp teeth to nibble his ear lobe. 

			“I need the real Roman, the one who’s going to take me hard against the wall.” 

			He groaned as she kissed and nipped down his neck. She teased his shoulder with her mouth allowing her teeth to tickle his skin.

			A raw moan shot out of him.

			“If you take me hard, I’ll do it. I’ll bite you. Right here.” She pressed her mouth gently against his skin. “I need you inside me, giving me everything you’re hiding inside you. All of it. I want the agony and the pleasure.”

			With a hand on her jaw, he pulled her mouth off his shoulder and angled her head for a kiss. He lifted her and walked to the wall. She locked her ankles around his back. 

			“All of you,” she whispered.

			Everything about him sharpened and strengthened as he became the real him. His muscles seemed to grow and pulsate with power. 

			With a powerful stroke, he entered her. God, she’d forgotten how big he was. Everything felt stretched. Nerves fired, and the heat built. He pulsated into her over and over, so deep. So raw and filled with intensity. As the sensations built to the pinnacle, the orgasm exploded through her. She cried out and bit him hard. 

			His body jerked, and it triggered his own release.

			She didn’t remember getting back to the bed, but he held her. 

			She held him back. I’m so sorry, Roman. So sorry for what’s to come.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			“Wake up.” 

			Groggy, Roman pushed to his elbows. He hadn’t realized he’d slept. For hours last night, he’d watched her sleep, options sifting through his head with no new answers. 

			Fully dressed, she sat on the side of the bed gently shaking him. “You have a little over an hour to catch your train.”

			“Nova, I’m not—”

			“Yes, you are,” she interrupted. “You’ll be on the train.”

			He sat up and scrubbed a hand through his hair to smooth its craziness. “We didn’t talk about this.”

			She handed him clothes. On autopilot, he put them on.

			“It’s arranged,” she said. “There’s no going back on what’s planned. No alternative.”

			“What did you plan?” His stomach tightened.

			She stood several feet away. “Cooper will be here in about an hour.”

			“Cooper? As in the Anti-Werewolf League, Cooper?” 

			“Yes. He was told I’m an evil lycan that needed killing. Me. He’s going to kill me.”

			“How did you call Cooper?” he interrupted. “Where’d you get his number?”

			“Don’t freak out. Please, sit down so you can soak this in and remember how this is going to go.” 

			He raised his voice. “How the hell did you call him? Have you been lying to me and playing some other shit behind my back? Do you remember things all of a sudden?” 

			“Nothing’s changed in my head. I wish it had.” She pressed on his chest. “Sit. And listen.”

			He collapsed to perch on the edge of the bed and rasped out, “What have you done?”

			“It’s got to be me. We’ve always known that. I called your mother. She contacted Cooper because she knows people who knew people who could find him. She let him believe I was a lycan who needed to die. That you and Flynn have been hunting me. That by doing this he’d be helping you. Cooper needs to prove himself to his organization. He’s going to text you when he’s here and send you a link to watch it live.” 

			He took the phone she pushed into his hands, dazed. “No.” He shook his head. “No.”

			She put a finger over his mouth. “I’ll be sedated. Self-induced. Cooper has to bring along a more experienced lycan killer just in case he can’t do it. You’re going to tell your king or handler or whoever needs to see this for confirmation that I escaped but the A.W.L. caught me. That you told them I needed to die. At twelve-fifteen, when you’re with them and have them watching the live online feed, he’s going to do it.”

			He shook his head.

			“Roman, the vampire is right. It has to be me. Look at me.”

			He lifted his head.

			“I have to die. I’m not like you. I don’t have a purpose in this world. I’m dangerous. So much so that my former self said I can’t be allowed to remember. Whatever’s in my head might cause me to go after your king—”

			“He’s not my king,” he interrupted.

			“It might cause me to do other things I don’t want to and can’t control. We don’t know.”

			“Exactly. We don’t know.”

			“You and me…something happened that is tearing me up inside. Something I don’t think my former self anticipated.” She put her hand over his chest. “I’ll be in here. Always. You’ll get off this bed and go to London. You’ll live to fulfill your purpose. I know you’re close to finding a way out of the curse.”

			He blinked. 

			“Do this for me.” She knelt in front of him and took his hands in hers. “Please.”

			His hands shook as he pulled one out of her hold and rested it against her cheek, memorizing the silky texture of her skin and the beautiful angles of her face. The air seized up in his lungs as his heart raced. “I was dying on the inside before I met you.” He brought her palm to his mouth where he pressed a kiss. “I didn’t know I could feel like this or have a reason to exist other than for that which I’m forced to do. If I lose you, I’ll have nothing.”

			“That’s not true.” She gripped his hand tight between both of hers and sat next to him. 

			“I need you like I need air, Nova.” He kissed her knuckles. 

			She swiped her free hand across her eyes to clear the tears. “This hurts so much.”

			He reached out to cup her face once more, letting his thumb pass over her soft skin. “You were meant for me.” He placed one soft kiss on her lips. “I love you. I’ll always love you.”

			“No, you were meant for me.” She hugged him tight. “Watching this is going to hurt. I couldn’t imagine if I had to see you be murdered. But you will survive. You have to. You’re going to hold on to hope. You will grab it tight and not let go. They can steal everything else, but they can’t take that from you. Even on the darkest night, the sun will rise the next day. There is a way to get you free. Somehow, you’ll figure out how to wrangle it out of Antonio.” She rose and kissed him once on the lips. “Then you can learn how to live again.” 

			“Nova…” He dropped his head. “I can’t do this.”

			She gripped his chin tight to force eye contact. “Swear to me that you won’t retaliate against Cooper or your mother for helping me with my decision. Swear it.”

			Promising this to her was him agreeing to her death. “I’m not going to watch you die. You’re the one who’s going to go, and Cooper can kill me.”

			The curse’s internal punishment returned. He steeled himself against the pain. He wasn’t letting her do this.

			“Roman, this is our only option. Deep inside, you know I’m right. If you don’t do it this way, Flynn will die when the curse pushes him to hunt me. Ky will die. Your brother, Shane, who might not be dead and may or may not be free of the curse, will die. Or maybe he won’t because he doesn’t know me and might be happy to take me out. Then we’re both dead and no one wins.”

			Breath whooshed out of him. “Fuck.”

			“Your mother couldn’t handle losing all of you. We have no other option. It has to be me. Swear to accept that I’m going to die. This is real. It’s not a trick or magic. It’s going to be ugly. If you feel like I do, it’s going to hurt so much. This is my choice. Don’t take my choice away from me. Let me have dignity in my end.”

			His mind was too clouded between pain from fighting the curse’s will and shock she’d chosen death for herself to respond.

			He swallowed hard and looked upward. “This is wrong. I won’t accept this.”

			Pain from the curse channeled through his body again, deep, hard, and unforgiving. It stole his ability to move his chest. He leaned over wheezing and wiped blood from his nose.

			Her burner phone dinged. “It has to be me. I’m not going to watch you bleed until you’re dead.”

			External pain burned his arm. He jerked away to see she’d injected him with something. She whispered, “I’m so sorry.” 

			“What’d you do?”

			“I love you. I knew you’d never accept me doing this, so I got something from your mother.” Tears poured down her face, which blurred in and out of focus. “I love you.”

			“Nova…”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Roman blinked, his mind hazy. Someone shook him.

			Flynn said, “Come on, mate. We have to get off the train.”

			“Were you in on this…her plan?” His words sounded slurred to him. 

			“No. Mom called me to say you needed help getting off the train. What’d Nova do?”

			“She drugged me. I need to get back to her.”

			“There’s no time. Our meeting with the monarch is in twenty minutes.”

			Him being in London and accepting her death was murder. Pure and simple.

			He gasped as pain lacerated his chest but accepted it. He deserved it. Shit, his nose was bleeding again. He wiped it with his sleeve.

			“We’ll have to hope we have time to clean you up.”

			A blur of time later, they stood in Gerard’s office. Gerard asked, “Where is she? Did you take care of her already?”

			The king fidgeted behind him and scrolled through screens on his cell phone as if none of this mattered to him. Nova’s life was nothing to him but an annoyance.

			Fury poured through him. He slammed his fist down on the desk. “I’m not doing this.” 

			Flynn caught his arm on the second descent. “Chill. You’re not doing anything.”

			“I’m done with all of it,” he roared. “Fucking hate it all. The orders, the bullshit, the intolerance…” He swiped a hand across Gerard’s desk sending papers and files flying. “I’m done being cursed to work for narcissistic assholes.”

			Flynn caught his hand on its next descent. He pushed him backward until they were against the wall. In Gaelic he said, “Stop it.”

			He whispered, “I can’t watch whatever’s coming. It’s murder.”

			So low that Gerard couldn’t overhead Flynn said, “What’s murder? I was told she drugged you and put you on the train. Nova ran. She’s gone. The worst is we might be forced to hunt her down.” His phone dinged. “What’s this? From Cooper?”

			“What the hell is going on?” Gerard asked.

			Flynn cleared his throat. “She escaped us, Gerard. We weren’t sure where she went, but I just got this text from someone in the Anti-Werewolf League who knows about us. They—”

			Flynn released Roman to stare at his phone. His forehead furrowed. He plugged his phone into Gerard’s computer so it could transmit the live image on the screen.

			Roman held his breath as an image came up on the screen.

			Gerard and the king breathed behind him, emitting the odors of excitement and sweat. They both stared at the fifty-inch screen. If both humans weren’t protected by the blood curse, he’d annihilate them without guilt. For forcing him to watch the love of his life die. 

			The image of Nova, her arms tied behind her in an office chair, came into view. The binding was a joke for one of their kind. 

			Her head moved as if tracking Cooper in a way that suggested heavy sedation. Her voice came out slurred. “If he hadn’t drugged me, I’d kill you.”

			Roman hid the tremors that started in his hands and spread up his arms. Flynn would notice.

			“Tell me why this isn’t one of you doing this instead of whoever that guy might be?” the king asked.

			“She escaped us before we got called in,” Flynn said again, gaze transfixed on the screen. He asked Roman in Gaelic, “What’s going on? That’s Cooper and another person from the A.W.L.”

			“Why didn’t you guys kill her on sight?” Gerard asked.

			Roman forced a breath. His heart pounding shredded his ribs. He felt broken, already grieving for Nova. Gerard and the monarch could not learn about the depths of his feelings for her. “I followed your orders. She drugged me and got away.”

			“You failed.” The king waved at the screen. “She’s alive.”

			“Looks like not for long,” Flynn said.

			Roman opened his mouth, but no sound came out. His throat burned. His eyes felt like someone ground sand into them. 

			Cooper stood back, and a lanky human hovered in front of Nova, grinning.

			“Who are those guys?” the monarch asked.

			Flynn spoke up, “Members of the A.W.L. They’re good at killing lycans.”

			Liar. Cooper postured, but he’d never actually hurt anyone in his life. This would be his first kill. A part of Roman hoped he couldn’t do it. The other part knew if he failed, the other guy would do it.

			Thunder pounded inside his head. 

			He was nothing without her.

			Air barely moved through his chest as he stared at the phone on the edge of the desk, next to the computer. He grabbed it and texted Cooper.

			Stop this.

			On screen, Cooper aimed a gun with a suppressor at her.

			Nova slurred out, “You executing me does nothing. Hope survives.”

			Roman felt her words were meant for him, not Cooper. But she was sedated. Maybe she talked gibberish.

			Cooper dropped his gun arm. He met the gaze of the other guy. “I’m not sure how…if I can.”

			“For fuck’s sake.” The other guy grabbed the gun and shot four successive times into her chest. Her body jolted with the impact of each bullet. Blood spread in small circular holes, saturating the cream-colored shirt she’d worn earlier. He watched helplessly as the human approached, knife in hand, and slit her throat. Not a small slice but a deep score of her neck. That would’ve separated tendons. Blood poured from the wound, soaking the shirt. Hours ago, her clothes had been pristine.

			No coming back from that.

			They watched her gurgle gasp, and then stop breathing. Her eyes dilated as she stilled. 

			“Check her pulse,” the other guy ordered Cooper.

			On screen, Cooper cringed as he reached as if to check the pulse in her neck, but stopped. Instead, he lifted her wrist and held his fingers against the pulse point for several long seconds. He shook his head. He stuck his face in front of the camera. “She’s dead.”

			Moments later, the feed ended.

			His mind numb, Roman fought against the howl rising in his throat. Shock spread through him. He was going to crumble any second. He sought to catch Flynn’s gaze, seeking strength and help, but Flynn still stared at the dark screen, equally shattered.

			“Do you accept it’s done?” Flynn asked in a voice far steadier than the horror reflecting in his gaze. 

			Pale and affected by the brutality they’d watched, the king nodded. “It’s done. She’s dead and the threat eliminated. What did she mean by saying hope survives?”

			“She was drugged out of her mind. Who knows?” Flynn replied tightly. “Maybe she hopes to return as a ghost and haunt us.”

			“I don’t believe in ghosts. Glad she’s dead,” the king said as he exited the office. “Glad all that’s done.”

			A gurgling noise rose from Roman’s throat.

			Flynn clapped a hand on his shoulder before Roman charged the monarch. 

			“Gerard, I’m sure there’s some new shitfest you want us to send us to clean up somewhere else in the world, but give us… We’re going downstairs to weapon up.” Flynn hip nudged Roman to move toward the door. 

			Roman stumbled and then shuffled to the exit.

			The moment the door of Gerard’s office closed, Flynn slapped a hand over Roman’s mouth. “Not a peep. Not here. Keep it in. They don’t get to see you this way.”

			Flynn used Roman’s wrist to lead him down a level to the refectory. He shut and locked the door, punched a code into the keypad on the wall. “The cameras are off.”

			A raw, torn cry of utter and absolute anguish ripped from Roman’s throat. He dropped to his knees. Shaking set in until he lay on the floor, curled in on himself. Tears ran down his face unchecked. He was afraid they might never stop.

			Flynn rolled him and lifted him upright in order to drape a blanket around him. 

			“I loved her,” he said hoarsely. “Fucking loved her. She’s gone. I killed her.”

			“This wasn’t your fault. Don’t even go there and mess up your head.”

			“I should’ve tried harder to stop it. It’s abso-fucking-lutely my fault.”

			“I’m sorry. So sorry. This life has to stop. Them forcing us to do these things…” Flynn worked the blanket tight around him, although it did nothing to ward off the chill settling inside him.

			“Hurts,” he whispered.

			“Please don’t leave me alone to figure out how to get free of this curse. I can’t do what you do. I can’t do this without you and Ky. You must choose life, Roman. They can’t have any more of us.” Flynn wrapped his arms around him and held tight. And didn’t let go.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Twenty-eight days. Life had become an endless torture session. Each day, Roman forced himself through the motions necessary for survival, but time dragged. 

			He locked gazes with the ghost in front of him in the brief instant its orange orb-eyes became visible. Within seconds, it went to vaporous form again. 

			The ghost was the third vicious preternatural being he’d been ordered to dispatch from the world in the past ten days. He marveled at how fast Gerard could find paranormal creatures that’d gone bad enough they couldn’t wait a few days before being confronted. To get through the missions forced on him, he dulled himself with anything and everything—smoking, drinking, and…okay, the “amnesia” potion bought off a black-market witch had been a huge mistake. He’d turned green for three days. Literally. Green skin accompanied by incessant green puking and the green shits. Which made travel in public impossible and not just because he looked like Kermit the Frog, but also Flynn uncontrollably laughed to the point of tears whenever he looked at him.

			Never trust a witch. Sage advice from his father that he forgot in his desperation to smother his memories. 

			He took a swig from the three-quarters-finished Smirnoff bottle in his coat pocket.

			Anger boiled in his stomach, adding to the pressure in his head as the ghost hovered in front of him. Why was this demented asshole that had tortured scores of humans to their death allowed the gift of a second life?

			His Nova?

			Dead and gone.

			Why couldn’t memories bring Nova back? They felt strong enough to lure her spirit from wherever it landed. The concept of life after death as nothing but a void shattered him. She’d simply ceased to exist, gone into the nothingness, because of him. There had to be an afterlife. Case in point: the ghost in front of him.

			The reality of death was it left the living to deal with its consequence. For him, that meant to suffer shame over his inability to protect those he should’ve. Nova. Ky. Shane.

			He’d searched the hotel where she’d been executed, finding nothing. He’d camped out for three days in the room. Not a trace of her existence remained. He’d tried every trick he’d learned over the years to conjure her afterlife spirit without success.

			Mind on what’s going on here. She’s gone. You’re here.

			His temper buzzed as he dodged the scythe wielded by the phantasm. Roman wobbled, almost doing a header into a massive stone support column. The being couldn’t get any more generic with weapon choice or venue. From upstairs in the church’s main chamber, the sound of the choir in the midst of a devotional song during mid-morning Sunday service filled the air of the crypt. 

			His goal was to keep the apparition downstairs. If the hundred or more humans attending upstairs got a gander of this thing, the incident would require time-consuming, personalized memory wipes. They’d had to do similar before, visiting home-to-home until all in attendance of a horrendous event had their memories adjusted. He lacked patience for that sort of tedious and exhausting business right now.

			The ghost wouldn’t attack the mass upstairs, but it would lure one or two people to him. More victims to fuel its thirst for death.

			He knew too well what he needed to do to destroy the being, but he paused and took another swallow of vodka. The scythe arched dangerously close to his head. If he stayed still, on its next swipe, it would hit its target and likely remove his head from his body. Then his pain would end.

			God, he missed her. Every night. Every day. Every fucking second.

			The scythe was coming in again. He slammed his eyelids closed, desperate to be free. 

			Instead of a swift death into nothing, he flew airborne. Another body landed hard on top of him. 

			“Can’t breathe,” Roman wheezed out. “Get off.”

			“What the actual fuck, Roman?” Flynn asked above him.

			“Get off me. Why’re you here?” It came out slurred to his ears. He hadn’t had that much to drink…or had he? Maybe it was the fact he hadn’t eaten anything in… He remembered a few Jaffa Cakes yesterday. An empty stomach would make alcohol ten times as potent in spite of his rapid metabolism. 

			Who cares? He excavated the Smirnoff and unscrewed it.

			Flynn swiped it from him. “You’ve had enough.”

			“Gimme that.” He reached for it but slipped and landed on his knees.

			Flynn held it high. “Shit.” He dodged the incoming scythe swipe. 

			Roman grabbed Flynn and dove with both of them behind a stone column.

			Roman said, “You’re s’posed to stay outside. Do visibility…invisibility…whatever. You keep us out of human sight. Cameras and shit.”

			“My Spidey senses tingled with warning you were going to do something epically stupid.” Flynn pushed him away when he reached for the bottle again. “You reek. I can’t believe you’re trying to do this while drunk. This is going too far.” Flynn dragged him into the shadows and gripped the front of his shirt to pull him upright. With a furious shake, he gritted out, “Do your job. Get rid of that thing before it realizes it’s in a crypt surrounded by dead things it can turn into zombies to make this… Aw, crap.”

			The phantasm chanted in a melodic language he didn’t understand. It waved its translucent arms at the crypts around them. Stone shuddered.

			“It just got a clue,” Flynn said.

			“You gave it the idea by saying it out loud. Seriously, how long have you been doing this?” Roman waved to show off the ensuing chaos. “It hadn’t thought about it until you gave it the idea.”

			“This is why I stay outside,” Flynn muttered. “It’s about to get nasty in here.”

			Marble tomb coverings shook in several locations. Cracking noises echoed around them as a few skeletal remains emerged covered in tatters of ancient clothing.

			Flynn said, “This should’ve ended twenty minutes ago. If I knew the spells, I’d have sent this thing back to the underworld, but they don’t work right for me. Now World War Z is kicking off.”

			“You can do it. This is good practice for you. Cast the freeze spell. Take its weapon and send it back where it belongs. Here.” He removed a cloth pouch full of dust necessary for the spell.

			Flynn’s eyes bugged wide, and he waved his hands. “No, no, no. I can’t remember the spell. I’ll mess it up.”

			“You’ve heard me do this a zillion times. No better time to give it a whirl than right now. I suggest doing it fast before the corpses really wake up.” He recited the spell. “Go. You got this.”

			Flynn took the bag and tiptoed toward the ghost. 

			Roman sighed. Flynn had to move faster and do this with confidence, or it would never work. “The spell. Now.”

			Two corpses jumped on Flynn. He dropped the bag, whirled around, and dislodged the skeletons.

			“Someday.” Roman sighed and batted away an animated skeleton. He swiped the bag off the ground. The bend-down to get the bag sent the world into a mind-numbing spin with no center of gravity. He caught himself on the slippery stone column and hugged it until the whirling settled. He held up a hand when Flynn moved his way. “I’m good.”

			Ten animated corpses moved in various states of crawls and hobbles between them and the ghost. All jumped at them at once with scores more emerging like ants from a disturbed mound. Both of them fought with a knife in each hand. Flynn did good. But Roman’s half-drunk swipes lacked finesse.

			As awkward and ungainly as the corpses seemed, three scratched Roman in a matter of seconds with wicked swipes down his arms. The pain didn’t register. He remained frustrated by his inability to focus and get the job done. 

			He double blinked as more zombified corpses headed his way. Move before they get close. A few steps and he stumbled backward against the stone column again. He put the bag of dust in a pocket.

			Do this.

			With a knife in each fist, he took two deep breaths, which did exactly jack shit to clear his head. He charged the four skeletons lumbering his way. As he clumsily took them apart, a fifth charged, went to its knees… He saw the hit coming in, but his body wouldn’t move out the way. Felt like a bag of rocks straight to his nuts. Pain leveled him to his knees. One skeleton jumped on his back and tried to break his neck. Roman surged upward and backward, ramming the creature on his back into the wall over and over until the skeleton dislodged. More skeletons charged, swarming him. 

			From nowhere, a tall figure dressed in black from head to toe moved faster than he could blink, eliminating the zombie corpses all over him. The guy in black didn’t just disarticulate them but turned them to dust with the touch of his curved copper-color sword.

			“Who the hell’s that guy?” Roman asked when Flynn moved in to stand back-to-back and fight.

			“I don’t think it’s human, but who cares? It’s keeping those things off us.” Flynn pushed him forward. “Move.” 

			Weaving his way back to the ghost was like being on a merry-go-round of dizziness and trying to gauge the right moment to step off. Two animated corpses grabbed his ankles, tripping him to the ground because no way gravity wasn’t getting all of him. Flynn fought behind him, keeping what he could away.

			The ghost emitted some sort of noise he assumed to be a laugh. Didn’t that just piss him off?

			With his knife, he sliced off the hands of the corpses holding him down and got to his feet, skeleton hands still clasped around his ankles. In his peripheral vision, he saw the guy in black whipping around the room in a circle around him to keep the things clear of him. He wondered if it was Antonio dressed in black. Didn’t smell like him, but his nose was overwhelmed by the smell of decaying zombies.

			He shuffled back toward the ghost. Once within distance of it, he steadied himself and threw the dust of a crushed phylactery, a Greek protective amulet, at the creature. While it sputtered and acted as if the powder burned its head, Roman intoned, 

			“Goddess and Hekate save help me now

			To see the truth here not yet found, 

			For underneath the fog of immateriality lies truth.

			Let that which is insubstantial be as in life,

			And by the power that is three

			So as I will it, so mote it be.”

			The ghost flickered from vaporous form to solid. Roman hobbled forward—because a graceful lunge was out of the question—to wrangle the scythe from its hands. When it came free the weapon’s unanticipated weight caused him to slip around on the floor like a newbie ice skater until he regained his balance. By the grace of a miracle, he managed to swing the scythe in the general direction of the phantasm’s head. Swing number two decapitated it.

			It returned to vaporous form and dissipated. The scythe in his hands also disappeared.

			All animated corpses turned to dust.

			“Is it gone?” Flynn ducked to avoid shadows as he scanned around, suspicious. He held his knife ready.

			The person in black froze.

			“Nobody move.” Roman held up a hand, demanding silence. He was one-hundred percent sure the ghost was gone, but no one showed up unsolicited to help them. No one knew about them. He planned to find out who’d crashed their show. And why. 

			He removed a white crystal on a chain from his pocket and let it rock back and forth over the area the ghost vanished. He moved steadily closer to the person in black. Palming the crystal as it completed its pendulum swing, he put a hand to the chest of the interloper and pressed backward until he was against the wall.

			“Who are you?” he demanded.

			The man threw his hood back and let his robes fall to the floor. For an instant he was Cooper. Then, he was enveloped in a brilliant white light that streaked his hair, which had suddenly morphed into a thick ponytail. He straightened out of Cooper’s habitual slouch, growing taller, then broader. And something—make that two somethings—sprouted from his back. Two wings unfolded in a dazzling shimmer of silver, fanning out spectacularly behind him. His Black Panther T-shirt and faded jeans remained, oddly enough. 

			Roman shuffled backward, tripping over his own feet to land in a sprawl on the floor. “Zadkiel?”

			Flynn snapped his mouth closed. It took him a moment to be able to form actual words. “You’re real? Roman said you helped him last year, but I thought he just snorted some magic dust or something and hallucinated.”

			Blue eyes with a violent fire pinned Roman as the angel tucked a few strands of long dark hair that had escaped its binding at his neck. In a clipped Spanish accent, he said, “You guys have the most bizarre job.” He scanned the mess of corpses on the floor. “Those things were horrible, by the way. The smell alone in here…” He pinched his nose. 

			Flynn said, “Chasing and destroying evil assholes is hard.”

			In his most perfect Tom Hanks impersonation voice, no trace of an accent, Zadkiel said, “It’s supposed to be hard. If it wasn’t hard, everyone would do it. The hard…is what makes it great.”

			Roman compressed his lips against a smile, the first semi-mirth he’d experienced in weeks. If there was one thing about the infamous Archangel of Mercy and Surrender with his unannounced appearances, he was distinctly…uncool. His love of Avengers T-shirts and the odd movie star impressions were usually not considered trademarks of a timeless agent for God. When he did the impersonations, what made it hilarious wasn’t an angel quoting A League of Their Own; it was the fact he couldn’t stop looking to see if Roman enjoyed his impression, and then he couldn’t stop smiling when he saw that he was. 

			Zadkiel held out his hand to help Roman stand. Once Roman was on his feet, the angel said, “You need to sober up.”

			“I’ll get right on that,” he said sarcastically. “I’m thinking I’ve done about enough in my life. About time it ended.”

			“I don’t fight stinky corpses for just anyone,” Zadkiel said. 

			“I appreciate your help. Flynn was about to have his ass handed to him.”

			“Hey, I was holding my own just fine.” Flynn kicked a corpse near him. “It was you who gave up and forced me to step in.”

			Heat flushed through his body as he ground out to Zadkiel, “You killed Nova. It was you. How could you? She was innocent.”

			“Was she? Are any of you truly innocent? Not sure that’s a valid argument. It’s not why you’re angry and falling apart.”

			He rushed Zadkiel. The angel caught him with a single palm to his chest and pushed until he pinned Roman against a stone column. 

			The angel leaned in close to rasp out, “Being drunk and perched on the pity pot, isn’t you. You’re so much more important than you think in the grand scheme of things. Yes, you, Roman.”

			“I don’t want to do it without…” He added on a barely audible whisper, “Without her.”

			“This isn’t a choice. I’m sorry. You have skills that are necessary to do a job no one else can. I’d venture to guess this type of chaos is par for the course, but…” He worked his jaw back and forth. “How many people would’ve known to use that spell?”

			“Humans? None. Witches? Maybe a few. I’m pretty sure that phantasm was a witch’s conjuring mistake. Flynn knew the spell. He just needs more practice so he doesn’t freeze up.”

			“I don’t want to be responsible for spell casting and the hands-on weird-ass magic stuff,” Flynn said.

			“Get off me.”

			Zadkiel took a step backward.

			“I didn’t ask for these skills or to be able to inherently know spells or for any of this.” Roman glared at him. “Are you…were you Cooper all this time?”

			He nodded. “Figured it was an easy way to look in on what you guys were up to and see the ones who were after you.” The angel sheathed his knife. “It was her choice. There was no other way.” 

			Roman gulped air, feeling like a spear had pierced his chest. 

			“Your abilities were given to you for a reason.”

			“By God? Your god.” It was hard not to hate Zadkiel, but he had been following Nova’s wishes—and the wishes of a higher power. The thought didn’t make it hurt any less. “I’m really not sure how I feel about a deity forcing me into this.”

			“There’s no such thing as free will for any of us. There are simply gradations of control you have over your life.”

			“Well, that’s a ringing endorsement to keep going in this hell. You think one of those gradations was that I could’ve decided for Nova not to die? Instead, I could’ve been the one to go?”

			Zadkiel dropped his head and shook it. “She was slated to die. I’m sorry. You and she connecting…that was unexpected. Pull yourself together and go back to doing what you do. Do it the right way, not drunk. I’d almost figured out who was selling you out to the A.W.L. and who set you up to die at that place in Belgium, but I had to get out after that Nova thing. Kind of blew my cover when that other guy…I might’ve punished him.”

			Roman huffed. The other guy getting disciplined wasn’t enough. It didn’t heal the hole in his chest.

			“You have to figure out who’s breeding lycans, and if there are other countries that have already acquired their own personal lycan soldiers. This has to be done while you still work for the ones you’re cursed to answer to.” 

			“The king is a self-centered jerk.” He hissed and rubbed the burn around his wrist. Then held it up as if talking into it like a phone. “He is, so piss off.” He glanced up to find Zadkiel’s eyebrows drawn inward. “So I talk to it like it’s a parasite? It is. You like us because we make your job easier, but I’m done with this. Even the drive to do it because it’s the right thing isn’t enough anymore.”

			“She died so you could live. She recognized your significance in the world. Now you honor her memory by turning into this disaster who’s going to get himself killed?”

			“If I have no free will, and the higher-ups have plans for me, then apparently I’m not going to die no matter what I do. Am I able to die?”

			“You’re a real pain sometimes.” Zadkiel pinched his nose. “Keep behaving like this, and I think they might decide you’re not worth keeping around.” In a blink, the angel disappeared.

			Roman whirled around. “I hate it when he does that.”

			“We have to get out of here before the service upstairs lets out.” He waved around him. “Do we have to clean up?”

			“Screw it. They can assume grave robbers happened or something.”

			When Roman didn’t move to leave, Flynn hauled him up the stairs and out the side door.

			“Let me go. I’m going to find a pub. Drink until I can’t remember.”

			Flynn stepped in front of him. “Not tonight. We’re going to Mykonos for our full-moon pickup. In…” He rotated his watch. “Eight hours. One of those hours will include a shower for you. I think it’ll be me doing the flying today, which is scary as hell.”

			“I’m not going tonight.”

			“Like hell you’re not. You can take a knockout pill or drink yourself into oblivion at Mom’s place because you have to survive full moon night alone. I’m not leaving you here to find some new level of insanity. Last time you got desperate, you turned yourself green.”

			“I thought we weren’t going to speak about that ever again.”

			Flynn barked out a laugh that degenerated into a deep belly guffaw. Roman’s lips twitched upward. 

			Flynn wiped at his eyes. “You totally went Wicked Witch of the West green. I’m never letting you forget. I got pictures that I can’t wait to show Ky.”

			“You wouldn’t dare.”

			“I just wish I’d succeeded in getting you to sing ‘Defying Gravity.’” Flynn doubled over laughing.

			Roman glared. “I don’t do musicals.”

			Flynn’s humor dissolved. 

			Roman sighed and slumped against the side of the church. “I don’t want to do this anymore, Flynn. I’m tired of killing things like that ghost because someone else says I have to.”

			“Not arguing against the fact we’re due for a solid vacation. But, do you believe that ghost in there should’ve been left to live and torture more people?”

			He dropped his chin and shook his head.

			“There is no one else to get this done. I need your head in the game. At least until we don’t have to answer to His Royal Assness. Are you paying attention to me?” Flynn slammed his fist against the wall outside the cathedral’s side door. “This is Shane’s job to do the pep talks and get us back on the ethical straight and narrow. But he’s not here. He’s probably gone for real and that vampire’s playing us. There’s only the two of us right now. Ky is counting on us to figure out where he is. If you continue this self-destructive path, then I’m as good as dead. And so is Ky. You get that don’t you?” He scrubbed his face. “I don’t know half the stuff you do when it comes to actually practicing magic. The spells just come to you. You often know what to do like it’s some sort of superpower.”

			True. Often the solution to deal with a tricky fiend flitted into his brain, which was freaky, even though he constantly studied authentic spell books and books about ancient creatures. That didn’t mean his brothers were helpless, though. “You never wanted to learn. All you need to know is in books. Why do you think I read all the time? For fun?” He released a sarcastic laugh. “I’ve got ten spell books on the plane. They’re a bit advanced, but you could start there.”

			“I can’t memorize stupid rhymes and shit. I’m good at tech and keeping us invisible. I’m good at logistics and can break into almost anywhere. But the real stuff…the stuff needed to stay alive and face off these things, isn’t my strength. I tried it. Remember? Twenty years ago?”

			“You’re going to have to learn. I’ll teach you.” For a moment, he was tempted to trashcan dive for the rest of the Smirnoff. “The alcohol will be worn off by the time we get to the plane. I’ll be good to fly.” 

			He passed out for the entire ride to the private airport, waking as they pulled near the plane. Roman leveraged himself up the narrow stairs to the plane, glad to find his buzz gone. Flynn already had his laptop open and was in a video call with Gerard for the required check-in post mission completion.

			Roman slumped into the seat next to Flynn.

			“You look terrible,” Gerard said. “Were you drinking again?”

			Roman shrugged. “Got the job done. Why should you care how I do it?”

			Gerard’s brow wrinkled, and he pinched the skin at his throat. “I’ve known you a long time, Roman. This isn’t you. You’re the one who keeps it together when hell and damnation rains down. What’s going on?”

			Flynn compressed his lips.

			Gerard sighed. “You’ve been spiraling since you finished the lycan mission. What is it about her that got to you?”

			Flynn leaned in front of the screen. “You’re seriously asking? You required Roman to execute one of our kind who we weren’t convinced was guilty. She wasn’t dangerous to humans. Sure, she was wily and able to dodge us a while, but doing all that—killing someone likely innocent—fractured his soul. You don’t come back from that kind of shit.”

			How he loved his little brother.

			“Stop sending us on these stupid jobs,” Roman said. “We need some time to go find Ky. He’s never gone longer than two days without making contact. It’s been almost five weeks. I need to know if he might be…” Roman threw his head back against the headrest and smacked it twice against the leather.

			In a tone gentler than his normal one, Gerard said, “I wish I could let you go find him. But there’s more to be done. It’s like someone found the doorway to hell and slammed it wide open. But maybe you two should take a break for a few days. Recharge. Go get laid or something to burn off steam.”

			He glared at the screen, nausea rolling his stomach at the thought of touching anyone other than Nova. 

			He was so getting drunk at the other end of this plane ride.

			“There’s this report of a demon in Brussels,” Gerard said. “Actually, it’s where you guys were the other day.”

			“No.” Roman slammed closed the laptop.

			“You know that won’t stop him,” Flynn said. “He’ll still email it to me. We still have to deal with it.”

			“Not tonight.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			When Roman made it to the first level entertainment room in his mother’s compound on the Greek island, he didn’t bother to check which bottles he snagged from the bar. On the second level, he realized in his right hand was a Bacardi and the left was a… Sambuca?

			He might be desperate, but that Italian anise-flavored shit was nasty.

			Didn’t matter. The moon would start its ascent in an hour, which meant he needed to be six shades of comatose in the next thirty minutes. A third bottle of something might be necessary to get the deed done. Or he could take a knockout pill, like the one he’d given Colin. He’d snagged one and put it in his pocket before leaving the plane.

			Helicopter blades pounded outside, vibrating the walls. Evie had arrived. Odd for her to be late, but that was her business. 

			He wasn’t up to participating in the formality of a “family” dinner, not with Ky absent and the shadow of Nova’s death hanging over him. Him in residence and passed out was best for everyone.

			After the climb to the third-level room usually designated to him, he collapsed onto the bed. He propped himself up for long enough to unscrew the Bacardi and chug half of it. 

			Flynn pleading with him today flashed through his brain. He had to figure out how to function. For his brother. And in order to get done what needed doing. Flynn was right. They needed to work out how to end the curse.

			Tomorrow, he’d do better. Not today. 

			Tonight, full moon night, he’d sleep in a self-induced dreamless state. He guzzled the other half of the Bacardi, caring little for its sweetness, but desperate for its effect. By the time he dropped the empty bottle on the floor and consumed half of the Sambuca, his emotions bottomed out into a serene flatness that eased the pain.

			He rotated the small white pill between his fingers. Taking it might knock him out six hours or thirty-six. No consistency in its effect on any of them, and each time they took it, its effects were different. Being incapacitated and his body vulnerable terrified him. It’s why he didn’t take them often.

			He put the pill in his mouth and washed it down with another fourth of the Sambuca.

			… 

			The knock on the door was so quiet, he thought he’d imagined it. He blinked at the ceiling, registering the light coming from outside. It was a new day, maybe the next day or a few days?

			The knock came again louder.

			“Go away,” he barked out as he struggled to read his watch. Four p.m. He pressed a few buttons trying to get the date to come up. 

			Two days?

			The door opened, and in stepped Flynn. After clearing his throat, he said, “I know you took a pill and you’ve been out a while, but this is the second phone call in the past few hours. I can’t put him off any longer.”

			“Tell Gerard no. I can’t today.”

			Flynn held up a small cell phone. “That angel is on the phone. He said it’s an emergency. No one should have this burner phone’s number. He says his boss gave it to him. His boss being God.”

			“Are you kidding?” He shifted to sit upright against the headboard.

			Flynn put the phone to his ear. “He thinks I’m kidding. Uh-huh. Agreed.” He held out the phone. “Here.”

			Roman took the phone but didn’t answer right away. He shuttered his eyelids and counted to a slow three before he answered. “Zadkiel?”

			“Do you have the Nepherites khopesh on you?” Roman recognized the burnished voice in clipped English as that of Zadkiel.

			“Not on me personally, but it’s accessible.” He kept a storehouse of magical weapons like it on his plane, but never worried his plane would be raided. He placed powerful protective spells on it.

			“I need you to bring it and yourself to Brussels ASAP. Since I can’t touch the weapon, I’m going to need you to dispatch this one.”

			The Egyptian khopesh sword had been imbued with ancient magic such that it was the only of its kind in existence, the only universal demon slayer. Or angel slayer. Low-level demons could be sent back to their holes by waving a few of the right talismans and intoning the right words. A mid-level demon might require a bit of force to send back but could be returned to its hell. Need of the khopesh and a call from Zadkiel meant whatever creature he was facing was top-tier evil.

			He held his forehead. “I’m not in good enough shape to deal with something like that today.”

			“Get off your drunk, sedated butt and get here. My strength to keep it occupied is waning. It’s already killed at least twenty, maybe more. How long until you’re here?”

			He groaned and calculated in his head. “Six to seven hours, give or take.”

			“I’ll text you the address.” The call ended.

			Roman dropped the phone on the bed and held his pounding head. 

			“So?” Flynn asked.

			“I need ibuprofen. Those knockout pills are the devil.”

			“Aside from that?”

			“We have to go back to Brussels tonight. It’s probably the same demon Gerard wanted us to deal with.”

			“First, you need a shower and a meal. You sure we can’t hold off until tomorrow afternoon?”

			“When one of God’s archangels requests you show up, you do it.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Roman was ready to fight by the time he jogged silently beside the angel and Flynn down a narrow street in Brussels. No alcohol in his system this time. Two blocks later, a screech rose up that was not high enough to be female, but the low and ragged cry reflected a human male in the throes of a violent death.

			The call hit him on a fundamental level. Protection of the innocent wasn’t only his sworn duty, but it’d been ingrained in his soul for as long as he could remember. It was both a burden and a calling.

			As he broke into a sprint, he caught the angel grinning. This time his dark hair was streaked with blond as if he did a home-kit highlighting. He wore an Iron Man T-shirt and tight jeans. The jeans were really tight, as in almost inappropriate. How could he move without wrenching the junk? Also, why was he grinning when someone suffered? He’d never understand this creature. He cornered around a boxy house onto a side street. Familiar scents hit his nostrils—demon and human blood. Demons smelled like the unique aroma of barbequed compost.

			Bolting forward, he threw the demon away from the human, not that it would do anything to save the life that was now draining blood from a zillion scratched and pierced holes onto the ground. He wondered if the angel could do a miracle, or even if the guy was worthy of one.

			Apparently, the human wasn’t. The angel made no move to approach the human.

			Where he’d touched the demon, his hands burned like he’d put a palm down on a hot stove. He outed one of his daggers and nailed the demon in the chest as it charged him. Just as he was about to pull the khopesh sword from the scabbard beneath his coat at his back, which was awkward as hell to carry around—uncomfortable handle size and bulky unbalanced blade—the demon nailed him in the chest with three talons and sent him sailing into the house across the street.

			He forced himself to breathe through the pain scorching his chest.

			The scent of charbroiled decay kicked up a notch, which meant the demon had called in some friends. Not unexpected. As he got himself upright and untangled from Christmas lights, a mini demon army of six attacked Flynn and…Nova?

			He stumbled backward, his head reeling and no longer in the fight. “What the bloody hell? You’re dead. How are you here?”

			What was she doing here? 

			Where was that bloody angel? He did this. The question was how. Did he resurrect her from the dead? Did that make her not the same person?

			Zadkiel was gone.

			He’d ditched them?

			He blinked. And stumbled in her direction.

			She was fighting off demons with a knife, dressed in a black outfit that blended with shadows. This wasn’t a hallucination.

			The demon on Nova’s back plunged its knife deep into her side. To her credit, she didn’t make a noise, but the sight scrambled his mind.

			His brain shifted into high rage. He screamed and charged. Forget locating the one in charge, which was the logical and most effective approach to stop the minion army. Kill the leader and the underlings would run. He didn’t register her fighting back or knocking the little demon to the ground.

			Had to protect Nova.

			This time, demon sword in hand, he ran for her. By the time he reached her, she already had the mini-demon off her back and was chanting something above it that froze the being. 

			She stepped away with a smile and waved at him to get on doing his thing with the sword. 

			Too much emotion swirled inside his head. He wobbled. Flynn moved to help him but he held up a staying hand. “You died.”

			“I did.”

			“But you’re here.” Spots flashed in his vision. Don’t. Pass. Out.

			“Yes. I’m here, but apparently you’d prefer if I was dead?” Her eyes narrowed.

			“No. That’s not what I said. You died. I saw him execute you.” He unsheathed the khopesh to attack a demon headed their way. “Did Zadkiel do this?”

			He sliced the demon with the sword, which turned it to dust. He was going to kill the angel next time he saw him. He’d clearly lost his mind to bring her back only to involve her in this.

			“Cooper changed into the angel. He did something to me to prevent me from dying, but I’ve been asleep until now. He brought me here. I did die. I haven’t gotten any explanations beyond that.”

			Two new demons approached him with daggers flying. With a wail of fury, he destroyed both. Zeroing in on the source, the head super shit, he charged, sword in hand. 

			Someone yelled behind him, but he couldn’t hear—didn’t want to hear. He was on autopilot and wanted this thing gone. He wanted Nova safe.

			He had to do it…to save her. And the others.

			… 

			“Roman, can you hear me?”

			Someone was shaking him. He woke up in a void of being unable to see. He couldn’t feel his legs.

			The voice. It was hers. He wasn’t dead. Guess that was good. And bonus: she was still here.

			“Can you do anything with all that? He’s bleeding all over the place?” someone said, maybe Flynn.

			“We have to get him off the street,” came another male voice. “There.”

			His body was jostled, maybe carried. When he next opened his eyes, he stared up into a cavernous ceiling and an electric chandelier far too ornate and gigantic to be in a house other than that of an ostentatious king. This had to be a church. He intoned the rosary.

			Everything came back in a flash. Him attacking the senior demon. The demon struck with talons and then a knife. Then the fucker bit him. He’d kicked his foot into the demon’s stomach to dislodge the demon from his shoulder. He’d gone to slice it, and it smashed his arm. Then he remembered nothing.

			There weren’t any spells or tricks to stop a demon like that, other than the khopesh sword. Since it was dead, either Zadkiel or someone else completed the job.

			Were those bagpipes? This had to be a dream. Bagpipes in Belgium?

			With a groan, he pushed himself upright to search for the source of the music.

			“Whoa,” Flynn said. “Stay still until the angel can do something.”

			“What’s that music?”

			Zadkiel’s handsome face popped into his line of vision, replacing Flynn’s. “You shouldn’t be awake.”

			“That bad, huh?”

			“Worse. What were you thinking? You don’t go solo insane on a demon like that.”

			He fell back to a prone position. “I think the bite is the worst of it. If I turn into a demon or zombie, kill me.”

			“The last thing I want to see is a zombified Roman,” the angel said. He took something out of his pocket that looked like a hand-rolled cigarette. It smelled herbal, but not cannabis or tobacco. He crushed the material between his hands and sprinkled it over the bite.

			Roman hissed when it felt like acid burning his skin.

			In his low rumble, Zadkiel said, “Give it a few minutes. The sting will go away.”

			“What was that?” he gritted through clenched teeth.

			“Something you can only get in the upper world.”

			“What happened? How’d it die?”

			The angel ducked his head and looked sideways. “Turns out you’re not the only one who can wield that blade. I had a hunch Nova would be useful, which is why I invited her. Well, part of the reason.”

			“Invited her? She was dead. What’d you do?” He felt his grip on consciousness sliding.

			“I pulled a few strings. Made a call for you. You know, things friends do when a friend is going to die unless something changes?”

			“Thank you. I don’t think I can ever repay you.” He gripped the angel’s hand tight. “Where is she?”

			“I’m here.” 

			He couldn’t see her, but he felt her small hand take his and squeeze. He focused on the warmth of her touch rather than the sizzling going on where the demon bit him.

			She said, “Stay still for him to…you’re bleeding all over the place. I didn’t make it back to life only to have you exit it. Hang on.”

			“This is going to hurt more than the powder.” The angel’s hands began to glow. When the glow touched his body, it felt as if someone lit him on fire.

			He tried not to cry out, but the raw scream crawled its way up his throat until he passed out again.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Roman knelt in the front row of the Catholic church, which wasn’t an old building but a newer construction in the heart of Brussels. The early light of dawn cast a rainbow through the stained-glass windows. The room was drafty and smelled of wood cleanser. A few humans moved behind him, each wrapped in their own purposes. No one made eye contact.

			He’d completed several rosaries, not that it helped answer his questions or focus his mind. His body might be entirely healed, which was a miracle, but his head was a mess. Nova remained in a side room with Flynn, waiting. Actually, he’d ordered Flynn not to let her bolt. As in he’d lay down some serious pain if she left. 

			Before he departed Brussels, he needed to thank the deity that sent him help and brought her back. And see if he could find some answers within himself. Maybe at least figure out how to convince Nova to stay. He didn’t think he could handle her gone again. Yet, her staying meant he had to get a grip on how to let her fight while figuring out how to keep her hidden.

			Too bad he couldn’t consult the angel, but he was long gone.

			How did he proceed, knowing the woman he loved was alive, but couldn’t be with him for legit reasons? Like being ordered to kill her again or being used as leverage by an enemy or the king. How did he continue chasing supernatural threats when he’d prefer to chase her?

			“I could use a little guidance,” he whispered. 

			A man knelt next to him. Too close. He glared.

			And fell to his side away from him. “Zadkiel?”

			“You still look rough. The unshaved thing mixed with pseudo-alcoholism isn’t a good look on you. At least you’re not green.”

			The archangel dressed in everyday human jeans, heavy overcoat, and short cut blond hair this time raised his eyebrows. A small smirk twisted his lips.

			“Flynn did not tell you about that, did he?”

			Zadkiel compressed his lips against smiling. “You know better than to buy something off the black market and use it.”

			“I’ll get him back for this,” he muttered. Louder, he said, “I thought you left. You did your thing. That means you poof out, and I don’t see you until you need help again, or you decide to help me. Although, I’m not sure you needed any help to begin with.” He righted himself and whispered, “Thanks for putting me back together and fixing my outfit. I like this jacket.” Roman resumed his kneel next to the angel and smoothed out his jacket.

			“Tonight wasn’t about the demon. You guys would’ve gotten to that. This was about you. Turns out I haven’t done my thing yet.”

			“What do you mean?” Roman didn’t know where the angel was going with this.

			“Like I said before, I made a call. Informed my boss you weren’t grounded enough in this world to continue to do what needed to be done. For the past few years, you lost a lot of yourself. Too much. You started to drift. Nova became a reason to exist and a way to rebuild your soul. Seems He liked that.”

			“Your god wants me to be with Nova?”

			“You need to grab ahold of this gift and don’t let go. Don’t fight what was given to you.” Zadkiel’s gaze didn’t deviate from its stare at the pulpit.

			“Okay, I didn’t fight it the first time. I was ordered to hunt her down and kill her. One of us had to die, and she organized it to be her. Now she has to stay away from me or risk being exposed to those that pull my strings.”

			The angel chuckled. “Why do you think He chose her? There are others of your kind in the world who could’ve been your match.” When Roman said nothing, the angel sighed. “She can wield powerful elemental magic on top of being lycan.” The angel’s eyebrows rose as if Roman should get it.

			“Wait. So, now it was all some sort of elaborate test? That doesn’t resolve the issue that she has to be dead in the eyes of those who hold my leash.”

			“Are you dense? She can will herself invisible. If she doesn’t want anyone to see her, then no one will. Maybe she doesn’t remember she can do that, but if she asks the annoying mage for some training, then she can relearn it. The girl is also a decent fighter. It’s handy to have someone with those kind of skills on your team. She can help you and hold her own if you can get over yourself to let her fight. Face it, she’s perfect for you.” He clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Love’s a bitch. Believe me, I know.”

			“Thanks,” he whispered.

			“You and I aren’t that different, Roman.” He lowered his voice. “We’re both tethered to a master that sends us on difficult tasks at whim. There’s purpose to our missions, but it can be tedious to always be at the mercy of another’s orders.”

			He nodded gravely. “Who is your God? Is he Zeus or someone different? I can’t quite align how he fits into everything.”

			“Is it a he? Or it is a she? It’s more an it, but historically called He. God, Allah, Zeus, Odin, Ahura Mazda, Marduk… They’re all members of the same species. Their power lies in the belief of their supporters. Honestly, I’m too tired for a philosophical debate.”

			“That helps me understand why I can call upon other gods, especially the Greek ones. That they’re all valid in their own right. I do have a question for you before you go. Not sure you can answer or if you need to leave now that you did your thing.”

			“About what?”

			“What do you know about Antonio’s Alliance group?”

			He cast a glance upward. “They’re legit in idea, but they…” He pursed his lips. “They’ve got funding and enough non-human recruits, but they lack experience and balls.”

			“I was skeptical Antonio would risk getting his pearly hands as bloody as is sometimes necessary to destroy most evil creatures, especially the demons and nastier of the witches.” He shook his head and chuckled. “He’s jealous that I know you.”

			“That’s cute. I’ve never been a huge fan of vampires.” Zadkiel examined his hands. “Not saying he’s evil. It’s the blood drinking that gets to me.”

			“I’m not sure if I should ask them for help with a little problem I have. Many of the dangerous items that I’ve lifted off supernaturals over the past few decades, the items that can’t be destroyed, are housed beneath London. I thought them safe, but I discovered one is missing recently. It’s a bad one that I really don’t want to have to track down again, although looks like we have no choice. It means none of the items are safe there.”

			“Move them.”

			“Any suggestions as to where? You think this Alliance offers a safe place?”

			Zadkiel shook his head. “There are too many variables at the Alliance. They lack solid vetting of its members. High risk you’ll be chasing paranormal idiots who try to use one of the magical items. Bad scenario. Build your own safe place. Tell no one but your family.”

			“That was my gut instinct. I’ll go with it.” He cocked his head and stared long and hard at the angel. “You doing okay? You seem off.”

			The angel sighed and smiled softly. “No one but you ever asks. Humans are either in the middle of their own personal crisis and need me to guide them out, or they want something from me. Other angels really couldn’t care less about each other.”

			“You didn’t answer.”

			“It’s been a tough few weeks,” he said cryptically.

			“If you need help with something, let me know. No scores on who owes who. Friends.” He held out his hand.

			The angel shook it. “That means a lot, Roman. I appreciate it. Someday, I might take you up on the offer. Go take control of your life.” He rose and sauntered up the aisle. As he reached the back of the church, he disappeared. 

		


		
			Chapter Thirty

			“What’d you and the angel talk about?” Flynn shouted from the rear of the plane as Roman settled into the cockpit.

			“Let’s get home, and we’ll talk about it.”

			Nova’s gut twisted into all kinds of tangles as she sat next to him in the copilot seat, but didn’t buckle in. The tense line of Roman’s jaw as he focused out the windshield and shoulder blades tenting the back of his shirt where he leaned forward ever so slightly suggested…maybe he didn’t want her up here? 

			Her heart ached for him. He’d lost weight, and the rough beard on his jaw gave him and unsettled appearance. She hurt for him being so alone and lost before he found her and then again after she died. He needed someone who appreciated him for who he was. No, he had that in his family. He needed someone to show him how to feel happiness. 

			His demons might have eaten him alive, but he was trying to find a way to break free of them and keep himself whole. She could see it so plainly and how much he needed her to help him get free. She wanted to stick around and hold his hand when he wasn’t seeing clearly. He needed her to protect him, like today.

			But she worried about the damage she could do to him by remaining at his side. Like right now.

			A few fast blinks helped keep the tears from falling. She wanted to hug him and never let go. She didn’t want to see him so lost and broken.

			She said, “We have to talk about it. I didn’t have a choice. I had to force you to let me be the one who died.”

			Roman took her hand and kissed the top of her knuckles. “Stop crying. Please. I missed you. A lot. I did some things I’m not proud of after you died.” He dropped his head. “You have no idea what it was like to watch them murder you. I lost my way.”

			“I have an idea. I just witnessed you almost die. I have plenty of idea what you felt. Roman, whatever is here is real. We get a second chance. A real chance. I think we need to take it even though there are issues. Before, everything happened so fast.”

			“I can’t watch you do that again. Electing to die to keep me alive…” He swung his head back and forth. “I won’t survive.”

			“You understand why it had to go that way, don’t you? The curse would’ve killed you unless you fulfilled your mission. I’m sorry I took the decision away from you, but you were going to die. Do you feel the curse eating at you to attack me now that I’m back?”

			He shook his head.

			She yelled out of the cockpit, “Flynn, do you have the curse pushing you to kill me?”

			“No.”

			“I had to die.” She tightened her grip on Roman’s lower jaw to force eye contact. “My death was about more than whatever fledgling feelings we had brewing. I did it to save you. To keep you in this world. That angel saving you, liking you, means I made the right choice.”

			Death might equal freedom from the curse. Would the angel or an angel bring each of them back after they died? That seemed farfetched. Too much of a gamble. His gut said that wasn’t the right answer to get free of the curse.

			She sucked in an uneven breath. “I should go. We should go our separate ways before you take off. I won’t risk hurting you…being the reason you die. We might’ve had something, but it’s not like you bonded with me or anything. You’ll get over it. Right?”

			He recoiled. “What?”

			She slumped in on herself. “It’s okay if it’s over between us. For us to move on. It has to be.”

			“Over? It’s not fucking okay. Zadkiel brought you back by begging his god to do so for a reason. For me…us. I am bonded with you!”

			Momentarily stunned, she stared up at him. “Really? God brought me back?”

			“I’m still working through you not being dead in my head. I’m trying to figure out how to handle you alive and us together and all of it in a way to keep you safe.”

			She wiped her bleary eyes. “I wish I could stay with you. But my head tells me I need to keep away. I don’t want to be the reason the curse gets angry and you die. If Gerard or your king find out I’m not dead and order you to actually come after me again… I can’t watch you bleed out. You should let me go my own way. Maybe we can work independently to find out more about your brother and communicate through Evie?”

			“No.” Roman looked her way. He swallowed hard. His tone evened out. “I’ll go after you. I’ll disobey orders for the rest of my life to go after you.”

			“Oh.” Warmth spread through her. “Did the angel say us together was okay?”

			“Ultimately, he isn’t a part of this decision, but he did. Do you want to be with me? Cursed and fighting inhuman creatures aside, if my life was regular and calm, would you choose us?”

			“Yes.”

			“We’re going to work things out.” Louder, he yelled back, “Flynn, call Mom and ask her if we can have a do-over of family night. Actually, a breakfast. A true family sit-down. Food, talking, the whole thing. With you there.”

			“Sure,” Flynn yelled back. 

			Something more was going on, and she hated not knowing what. “Does this have to do with what you talked to the angel about?”

			He waited to hear from Flynn.

			Flynn said, “Mom’s good. She’s still in Greece. Seemed surprised, but she’ll wait there.”

			She released a shaky breath. “What’s this about?”

			“We’re all going to back to Greece. You too. Try to get some sleep since you did just get resurrected. We’ll be there soon.”

			She came out of her doze as the plane landed in Greece. 

			“Gerard’s on the line. Wants to talk about the demon thing. He doesn’t know we already did the job,” Flynn announced as the plane taxied toward the private hangar he kept here. His mom liked her island, so they met here a few times a year. 

			“You better have us muted.” Roman unbuckled. To her he whispered, “Stay here. Don’t make a peep.”

			She watched from the cockpit.

			A man she assumed to be Gerard said, “We have to talk about this demon. He’s destroying—”

			“Already done,” Roman said. “It’s gone.”

			“You did it?”

			Roman blinked. He remained silent a few seconds. “An archangel phoned me. Said he wanted to deal with it now. All three of us worked together.”

			“An angel? Like one of God’s angels?”

			“We’ve worked together before, remember?” Roman asked. “He’s kind of scary even if he is an angel. But the demon was third level. Dangerous. It’s gone.”

			“Angels are real?”

			Why did everyone always ask this? “Yes. Why is it so hard to believe when we have demons and witches and ghosts? Why can’t you believe angels who work for God exist?”

			“I’m just shocked they wanted to work with you.”

			“Why? Because we’re monsters? We’re not human? All we’ve done for decades is protect your people. So, why is it so inconceivable an archangel would want to work with us?”

			“Of course. That’s…” Gerard cleared his throat. “Good job. I have other news. I had a team do a full sweep of the renovated factory you invaded in Belgium. Sure looked like a secret detention facility. We didn’t find much that wasn’t burned, but we did find something. I’m not sure if it’s important.”

			Nova wanted to see. 

			Roman shot her a warning glare.

			Gerard said, “This was tucked into an air vent in one of the cells. It’s a miracle it survived. Most of the contents are unreadable from fire damage, but here’s an image of the cover.”

			… 

			Roman’s lungs seized and refused to work as he stared at the image. Impossible.

			A little red notebook with a single symbol on it came on screen. It had two stylized letters: G S.

			An uncontrollable shudder swept through him. 

			Galen Sigge.

			Roman caught Flynn’s gaze. Neither said anything.

			“You know what that means?” Gerard asked.

			A hard thudding resonated inside his head from his escalating heartrate.

			“Nope. No clue,” Flynn said. “Ring any bells to you, Roman?”

			Roman shook his head. “Must be random. Meaningless.”

			“Okay. Too bad. Looks like it’s our only lead. We’ll see if we can get prints off it, but it’s unlikely.” 

			Roman said, “We’re going to take those two days off you offered. We might look for Ky. Or we might sit on a beach. After that, we’ll check in.” Roman closed the laptop.

			He leaned forward and held his head in his hands. “This is so much worse than we thought.”

			“What did they find?” Nova asked.

			“That…those letters…can’t be…right? It’s some sort of diabolical coincidence,” Flynn whispered. “He’s dead.”

			“What are you talking about?” Nova raised her voice.

			“Gerard’s team found a notebook with the initials of Galen Sigge on the cover. Aka Mad Sigge.” Roman released his head. 

			Flynn shook his head back and forth in a slow sweep. “We destroyed the Swedish warlock in 1979. He was straight up out of his mind.”

			“Not crazy in the sense of insanity,” Roman said to Nova. “More zealous. He worked with countless Nazis in the forties to perfect his techniques. We obviously weren’t careful enough to destroy all his notes. We only destroyed the source.” He rubbed his eyes. “We messed up. This is our fault.”

			“We have to tell Gerard.” Flynn’s eyebrows folded inward. 

			“Can we trust him?”

			“I don’t know anymore. Him throwing the notebook our way came off disingenuous somehow.”

			“He’s been on our side since the beginning, but there’s a problem in the reliquary. A big one. Items are missing.”

			“I didn’t notice anything gone when we were there the day Nova… We were distracted last time we were there.”

			“The Viking Curmsun disc wasn’t there. I saw a few smaller items that were also gone, but I didn’t do a full inventory. Ky wouldn’t have touched that disc or taken it with him. Someone got through the protections on the box to take it.”

			“That disc was…” Flynn puffed out his cheeks and blew out air. “Shit. It took us and both Ky and Shane to get it last time off the crazed human. Why didn’t you tell me it’s gone?”

			“I was preoccupied. Didn’t know what to make of it. I’m still not sure. There are few people allowed into that space. Gerard has no reason to touch it and knows not to. Why anyone would want to handle any of those objects is beyond me, but the fact it’s been removed means none of them are safe. We have to find somewhere else for them.”

			“Where?”

			“I asked Zadkiel. He said we should build our own facility. This is what we have to talk to Mom about. We need to move fast and get those items out of there. If we don’t, we’ll be spending the next twenty years going after them again. I’m thinking we can do a spell to make it seem like the items are still there when they’re not.”

			“Or we do holograms.” Flynn shook his heads. “That’s stupid. Too easy to realize it’s fake, but then again we only need to deceive for a short period of time. At least long enough to get the items to safety. A spell sounds better.”

			“It’ll be a temporary fix to buy us time to move them. Once they’re all gone, we can tell Gerard we moved them. There’s nothing about the curse that says we have to leave them in London. We are bound to protect the innocent, and this is the only way.”

			“There are too many pieces that don’t fit. Nova, the disc, Ky’s mission, Shane’s lighter…” 

			Flynn said, “We need Ky back to figure this out. He’s good at solving puzzles. I’ll bet he hid the notebook for us to find.”

			“Maybe.”

			Nova asked, “What does the notebook and this Sigge person have to do with me?”

			“It answers the question why you couldn’t allow yourself to remember.” Roman let out a long sigh. He held out his hand to take hers in his. “They’re using Sigge’s brainwashing techniques to program super soldiers. He specialized in using hypnosis to train soldiers. He used trigger words that become embedded into the subconscious to get soldiers to follow a command.”

			“Like The Manchurian Candidate and Winter Soldier?”

			“Something like that.”

			“In the video when I said I didn’t remember doing the things that I’d done, maybe that’s why? I was programmed in my brain to obey orders and didn’t know what I was doing. That’s why I had to erase my brain, I guess. I needed to make sure no one could say the trigger words to make me…do things.” Chills shimmered down her arms. “What if they’re still in there? What if someone who recognizes me says them?”

			“We have to be careful. Not that we know the trigger words or that I’m worried about us, but I worry someone near me might know them and use you. The person who knows those words is probably behind alerting the A.W.L. I bet it’s someone associated with FenCor.”

			“I thought you said I assassinated several of their top people. Why would they go after their own?”

			Roman shrugged. “I don’t know. A power play, perhaps.”

			“I’m concerned about your brother not showing up yet.” She chewed on the inside of her cheek. “They must’ve captured him. If that was a legit breeding facility and they took him, could they force him to have sex? To father a child?”

			“You’re asking me this after full moon night? I’ve wanted you since the moment I saw you in the club, and that was while I am on the suppression serum and then I still wanted you even after I was ordered to take you out. If I was off serum and someone put me in a cell with you with the full moon in the sky? There’s not a force on the planet that would keep us from getting naked.”

			“They might’ve lured him in on purpose,” Flynn said. “Maybe they want his child.”

			“If he’s anything like you two, it’d be an incredible child.” She didn’t release Roman’s hand as she sat next to him. “We have to stop them. This is terrifying, not just on a species level or for your brother, but also to think of them raising lycan kids and brainwashing them from the time they’re little. That’s horrific.”

			“We’ll stop it. We always do.” He wrapped an arm around her to pull her close and kiss her forehead. “You were brave to erase your memories in order to stop them. You put all this into play. You knew to find me and my brothers. Somehow you knew we are the right ones to stop this.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-one

			Nova stood at the side of the breakfast table wringing her hands. “I can’t do this, Roman. I’m putting you at too much risk. I’ve got to leave. I can’t be here with your family who have all been so kind to me.” She looked to Evie and then to Flynn who opened his mouth to speak, but paused and then said nothing. She waved at them. “See? They agree.”

			“Sit. Eat with us.” He reached out and took her hand in his. His eyes trained on hers, he rubbed his thumb over her knuckles. “I’m sorry for anything I said that might’ve been hurtful.” He shook his head. “So fucking sorry. I know why you died. We all do. It was the right move even if it destroyed me. I won’t lie that if that happens for real a second time, I’m not going to make it.”

			Flynn said, “Roman—”

			“I’m stating the fact so everyone understands how important she is to me.” His focus returned to her. “It’s also not okay for you to try to disappear out of the misguided notion it’ll keep me safe from the curse. That’s what this is about.” 

			“I will not be the reason that curse punishes you again,” she said as she sat. Her heart pounded so fast she felt like she might have a heart attack. 

			Roman loaded her plate with fruits and a pastries and put it in front of her. “Eat. You’re special, Nova. Not just to me. Not just because you can use magic, but because you helped me find my way out of the darkness that was pulling me under. I don’t know how I lucked into you being the one put into my life, but you being here was intentional on several levels.” 

			“What do you mean?” she asked.

			“The angel didn’t show up to recruit us to help with the demon. That was an excuse to get us together. He could’ve nixed that asshole in about two seconds on his own. He was there to fix me…us. God sent you to me.”

			“God? As in the Christian God?”

			He nodded.

			“Do you think God put me in that car and sent the texts?”

			Roman’s face scrunched up. “No. I think you were headed my way, and he decided to push us to have a deeper connection.” After a pause, he continued, “I’ve lost a lot in my life—friends, my father, and Shane. Now possibly Ky. There’s only so much anyone can take. When I had you and lost you…that was the tipping point. Flynn and I are blood cursed to answer to a selfish monarch and our human handler. The things we’ve dealt with for decades eroded all optimism and drew me into a dark place. But then you appeared and gave me purpose. You helped me remember goodness. I have nothing to give you in return other than my pledge to be true to you and protect you. To love you.”

			“Roman—” 

			“I’ve never done a relationship,” he interrupted her. “I’m afraid it’ll all fall apart between us even if we try to make a go of it. It seems almost too good to be true, but I don’t want to sabotage it before it gets a chance. We have to give ourselves this chance. That’s all I’m trying to say.”

			“But the risk? One screw up and me on camera…they’ll send you after me again. This time they’ll make you kill me in front of them.”

			“The angel says your magic can make you invisible to the cameras and whomever you don’t want to be seen by.”

			“Damned useful skill,” Flynn said. “If you can teach it to me, that’d be cool.”

			Roman frowned at him. “If you don’t remember how to do it, Nova, then Dom can show you. He’s a grumpy asshole, but I’ll make him, or Mom will.”

			Evie busied herself with cutting fruit. “I can make him train you.”

			Tears slipped over the edge. “The angel said we could be together?”

			“It was his sole purpose for forcing us out last night. Not the stupid demon, which we could’ve dealt with tomorrow or the next day. His purpose was us. Seems that I have some sort of higher purpose for God. Probably in order to protect his sheep. Looks like even if I get free of one master, there’s another waiting to pull my strings.”

			“Sounds a lot better to say you’re a warrior for God, though.” Nova managed a small smile.

			“Wow,” Evie whispered. “My son’s a warrior for God.”

			“We’re supposed to work together. As in you with me, and my brothers, and all of us ridding the world of inhuman terrorists. I think we’re supposed to hold each other together.” He wiped away a few of her tears. “Please don’t cry.”

			But it didn’t work. More tears fell, and the consuming pressure in her chest built more, pressuring her lungs to the point she felt lightheaded. “I’m sorry. They won’t stop.”

			Reaching out, she pressed her hand to his cheek. “I love you, Roman. I’m hopelessly in love with you and nothing is going to change that.”

			Flynn groaned and rolled his eyes. He waved at them. “Just go get a room. Make the sap fest stop.”

			Evie kicked him under the table. “I like it.”

			“Oww.” Flynn massaged his leg.

			Roman shot him a dirty glare.

			Flynn said, “She’s a fellow warrior for God. I get that. Why can’t God undo this curse if you’re so important?”

			“I think us figuring it out is a part of the plan.” He took Nova’s hand. “You’re a part of our family now.”

			Evie burst into laughter. “Don’t be so dense, love. She was a part of it the moment you brought her on the boat.”

			… 

			Nova entered a bedroom with…what was he? Her partner? Her soulmate? He was her everything.

			Nova looked Roman in the eyes—his beautiful, dangerous, haunted eyes—and saw misery and devotion. She forced her brain to slow down and figure out what was going on. She was supposed to be here. Then, why this new misery? 

			With a deep breath, she let the internal voice speak to her. He spent his time battling and absorbing evil to save everyone. He kept his brothers together. He was trapped in a curse by those who couldn’t learn she survived. Beyond all that, he worried about losing her and them before they even had anything together. That was a hell of a lot of anxiety to take on.

			“You don’t need to take everything on at once tonight, Roman.” She smiled softly. “Let’s simply be here in the same place, neither of us with a kill order over our heads. There’s a lot outside the door to weigh you down. Leave it outside. How about we always leave it outside the door whenever it’s the two of us?”

			“You lost your life and everything to end up here. How can you know here is the right place for you?”

			“I may not remember what I was, but I know who I am, and what I want. By forgetting, I gained my freedom and found something I’m sure I would’ve never found otherwise.” She put a hand to his cheek. “You. A family who’s okay with what I am and who I am. I am okay not remembering…never remembering. I’ll live life starting now.”

			Roman blinked. 

			“I know you’re scared,” she said. “You can’t control the world and keep everything perfect for me. I can’t do it for you. But I can hold my own. I’m not scared of the evil bits. I don’t want you to withhold parts of yourself from me because you think it’ll keep me safe, or I won’t like what’s inside you. I want all of you. Every single bit of you. I need a partner who isn’t afraid to love me with everything in him and give me all of him.”

			Roman opened his mouth and closed it. He rubbed his hands over his face. “I’m not going to tell you you’re right.”

			“But I am. You’re going to have to get used to that.”

			His eyes softened as he chuckled. He leaned in to kiss her. Gentle. Tender. “You resurrect dreams I gave up. This feels like a bubble that’ll pop, and I’ll lose everything…you.”

			“I’m here. For however long we have, I want to love you. I want you to let me love you.” She put her hand on his chest. “It’ll ease the pain in here if you tell yourself it’s okay to be happy.”

			“Tell me this is real, Nova.”

			“It’s real. I’m yours. Now, tell me you have chocolate syrup around here so we can enact that fantasy of licking it off you.”

			“Jesus Christ, I’m lucky.” His lips crashed down on hers.

			Pure joy was the only way to describe what slid through her. Even though there was so much ahead to maneuver through, if they did it together, they’d be stronger. They were each other’s everything. And nothing was going to change that.

		


		
			Epilogue

			Dom scanned the chart for his next patient for less than ten seconds before entering the exam room. Human medicine had started to bore him. Time for a change. Perhaps, he could go back into ER medicine or even paramedics. Or maybe something different.

			First, he saw the insanely high red stilettos. Not expected for a seventy-two-year-old human male. The long legs and curvy figure in a short white dress…

			“I forget how sexy you are in green scrubs. A few microns of fabric between the air and skin.” Evie ran her finger from his cheek, down his neck to his chest and circled his nipple, which strained for her touch. She traced a few of the marks on his arms. “I can’t ever get enough of your marks.”

			His brain flashed a warning at the same time it decided it didn’t want more commentary on why he shouldn’t let her seduce him. Dropping his mouth to hers, he gave her what she wanted. She groaned in submission. He took advantage of the parting of her lips, licking inside her, penetrating her with his tongue. He deliberately brought her into contact with his lower body, his arousal straining.

			Evie pushed against his shoulders and he reluctantly eased back. “First, love, I need a favor.”

			Of course she did. She wouldn’t come to him because she wanted him. He’d hoped, but then he wouldn’t want her so hard if she didn’t have an agenda and wasn’t as dangerous as a viper.

			She leaned in and kissed his neck, then nipped his skin with her sharp teeth. He hissed. 

			“Just one small thing,” she purred.

			“I’ll train Nova,” he managed to get out between his rapid breaths.

			“That’s a kind offer that she’ll accept, but I need something else.”

			He cupped her breast through her clothes, his thumb finding her nipple. As he stroked the tip her head fell back.

			“Let’s play first and do business second,” he said hoarsely.

			She pulled at his ass to roll her pelvis against his. Victory. She was losing herself to the desire. He wasn’t going to give her a chance to think.

			But she stepped away. “First, do this for me. It’s simple. I need you to find my son.”

			“Ky is still missing?”

			“Yes, but not that one, at least not today. We’ll get to him…later. I need you to find Shane.”

			“He’s dead.”

			“Then this should be simple to confirm. Shadow walk me to see if he exists in this world.”

			He leaned in to place kisses up her neck to her ear. “I’ll need something of his.”

			She removed a silver Zippo lighter from her handbag.

			He pulled Evie into him. One touch to the item and a focus on its owner…

			The two of them hovered as shadows near a male, a lycan who worked to load ammo into cartridges. The lycan glanced up. His eyebrows drew together as he tilted his head.

			“Using Dom to find me, Mom? I shouldn’t have underestimated you.” Shane’s crystal blue eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled. His blond hair was long, but not unkempt. “Now is not the time to find me. You can reassure the boys there’s a way out of the curse. But not yet. I’m sorry, but they must stay in play. They must think me gone for now. Don’t cheat and have Dom do the work for them. Finding Ky is only the beginning for all of us.”

			[image: ] 
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