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Jolie Benoit left her old life behind to become an agent of the Underlight. Training under Sergeant Wesley Haukon, she’s honing her combat skills, all the while coping with the intense sexual attraction she feels for Hauk. She keeps their friendship casual, but when his high school sweetheart transfers into their division, Jolie finds herself grappling with jealousy.
 

The Underlight gave Hauk a purpose, but he can’t escape his past completely. The physical and emotional scars from the fire that killed seven fellow Army Rangers will mark him forever. Jolie sends his protective instincts into overdrive, but he’s convinced he’ll never be worthy of her love.
 

Hauk is determined to keep Jolie from harm. But when the Order of Ananke ambushes them with a new weapon that neutralizes Hauk, making him vulnerable, it’s Jolie who must tap into her hidden strengths to rescue him—or risk losing him forever…
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Dear Reader,
 

This February, we decided that we would do something a little different for the month that usually celebrates Valentine’s Day. Not everything always needs to be hearts and roses—sometimes it can be swords, mayhem and spaceships as well—so we’re using this month to not only debut new science fiction and fantasy authors and series, but also to reintroduce some returning authors in these genres. And, of course, since we’re a publisher of variety, we have even more genres on offer this month.
 

Debut author Steve Vera brings us Drynn, book one in his Last of the Shardyn urban fantasy trilogy. The heroes of two worlds reluctantly join forces to fight the Lord of the Underworld. Joining Steve in the urban fantasy category is David Bridger, returning with his sequel to Quarter
Square. Golden
Triangle is the story of a golden man, werewolf bikers and two nemeses.
 

How
Beauty
Saved
the
Beast is the second book in Jax Garren’s continuing science fiction romance trilogy, and the sexual tension is ramping up! A burlesque dancer and a scarred soldier defend a colony of anarchists as friends and fellow agents, but when a new weapon threatens to rip them apart, sparks fly as the dancer must take the lead in a fight for the soldier’s life. Don’t miss the trilogy’s conclusion in May.
 

Returning authors Stacy Gail, Inez Kelley, Shona Husk and Christopher Beats all deliver their respective book twos this month, all in four different genres. Donferet miss paranormal romance Savage
Angel, fantasy romance Time
Dancer, Western fantasy romance Dark
Secrets and steampunk mystery Vacant
Graves.
 

Also in February, author Shawna Thomas launches her newest fantasy series with Journey
of
Awakening. Trained from birth for one purpose, Sara must reunite three ancient stones to restore balance to the land, but one of the stone keepers has other plans.
 

Longing for a heroine who’s not your typical heroine? Have an interest in a unique fairy tale retelling? Tia Nevitt delivers both in her latest Accidental Enchantments offering, The
Magic
Mirror
and
the
Seventh
Dwarf, a Snow
White retelling where the seventh dwarf is a young woman who walks into adventure with a runaway princess, a prince cursed by a magic mirror, and a romance of her own.
 

Last, but definitely not least, are our February offerings for those of you who want to read outside of science fiction, fantasy and paranormal. Mystery author Monique Domovitch joins Carina Press with Getting
Skinny, the first in her Chef Landry Mystery series. Charlie Cochrane delivers another heart-wrenching tale of love in male/male historical Promises
Made
Under
Fire. And cool Southern belle Althea Grant’s subdued life as an art gallery owner burns out of control when a seductive bad-boy metal sculptor pushes her to explore her deepest, most thrilling desires in Platinum, Jeffe Kennedy’s newest BDSM erotic romance book.
 

We’re pleased to introduce debut author Darcy Daniel with her contemporary romance Playing
the
Part. Famous actress Anthea Cane meets her match when she encounters an enigmatic blind farmer…but has she also met the man of her dreams?
 

And despite my claim that not everything has to be hearts and roses, I’m still a die-hard romantic, so I hope all of you discover an amazing happily ever after this Valentine’s Day, whether between the pages of a Carina Press book or channel surfing on the couch next to you.
 

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

Happy reading!
 

~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press
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Chapter One
 

Jolie Benoit tapped a nervous fist against the steering wheel of her Nissan GT-R coupe as she squinted through the gloaming at the abandoned slaughterhouse. “They’ve been gone too long.” She turned to Travis, the other newbie on the field team, for confirmation. “Fifteen minutes is too long, isn’t it? They were supposed to be back in five.”

He looked up from the laptop, where he was using their wait time to work on his latest news article. “Don’t ask me—I’m the team bard.”

“Bard? You’ve been playing way too much D&D.”

Travis snorted as he calmly went back to his computer.

Jolie studied his profile. “Hauk brought you along to make sure I stayed in the car, didn’t he?” She couldn’t decide if she was asking him or simply announcing a fact. In a job that was supposed to be an in-and-out easy affair, Travis’s presence seemed superfluous, but she wouldn’t put it past the drill sergeant to sic a babysitter on her.

“Maybe it’s taking longer than anticipated to find the documents. It’s a big place,” was Travis’s only comment.

“Or maybe something went wrong.” Jolie tapped her head back against the seat. “I am not sit-in-the-car-and-wait girl. This job sucks.” She grabbed the door handle. “I’m going in.”

Travis put a restraining hand on her arm. Jolie could’ve easily broken his hold, but she paused anyway for him to say, “Hauk will have my head if I let you do something stupid. So keep my head attached to my body. Stay in the car.” Yup. Travis was her babysitter. Great.

“He’ll have to go through me to get to your head, I promise.” Jolie opened the door. “Besides, we’re anarchists. If he expects me to stick to the plan he dictated, he’s an idiot.”

Travis snorted a laugh and let her out of the car. “Tell him I put up a good fight. Hey, and Jolie?”

She looked back at him.

“Be careful.”

“I will.” She dropped her car fob in the front seat. “Keep the engine running, and drive away if you’re about to get caught.” She patted the roof. “I want my car in one piece.”

Jolie bumped the door shut with her hip and headed for the abattoir. It had been shut down just last year when the business moved further out of town.

Further out of town, harder for inspectors to reach. But The Underlight had gotten a tip that records were still kept in the offices—records that would prove the slaughterhouse had been falsifying injury reports to OSHA. It was no secret that slaughterhouses did it all the time, but catching them was the trick. And that was where The Underlight came in. The secret society’s work to expose corporate corruption wasn’t exactly legal, but in Jolie’s eyes, it was necessary. She’d been introduced to their ranks two months ago and had immediately signed up for field work. Hauk, also known as ex-Staff Sergeant Wesley Haukon, formerly of the Army Rangers, had given her basic training in defensive tactics, weapons and being generally sneaky. She wasn’t great in a fight yet, but she was strong and fast, and she’d gotten good at avoiding danger.

Quietly as she could, Jolie made her way up to the building. Though only abandoned for a year, the roads were already breaking up into grass and the exterior of the fortress-looking structure was redecorated in neon graffiti a good eight feet into the air. Hauk and Brayden, The Underlight’s computer expert, had intended to go to the foreman’s office on the second floor, where it overlooked what had been the killing floor.

Jolie stifled a shudder. Not just animals, but people had lost their lives here in a fast-paced push to keep the conveyor belts moving. And this factory hadn’t been shut down to build a place with safer machinery. No, the owners had wanted more space and faster equipment, which meant even more accidents. When the tip had come in that damning evidence could be found in the old foreman’s office, Hauk had immediately agreed to take the job.

Jolie had volunteered to help. There’d been a fight, but The Overprotective One had finally agreed to let her drive. She had strict instructions to stay in the car, but they were ten minutes late exiting the building. Hauk and his overprotectiveness could go stuff it. She hadn’t joined The Underlight to sit in a car.

She cautiously approached the side of the building. Just around the corner was a truck-sized hole in the brick that the company had cut out to remove equipment. Hauk and Brayden had entered through it.

Everything seemed quiet. The hole gaped open into a darkness where thousands (millions?) of creatures had died. Somewhere past that maw a six-foot-seven, highly trained military genius and his hacker buddy had run into trouble. And she was going to follow them. Maybe that was stupid.

She strained her ears for noise. Were those footsteps? She took a deep breath, hoping Hauk and Brayden were on their way out. Just in case, she kneeled down, lowering her profile like Hauk had taught her before peeking inside.

The floor was bare until the twisting chute—the cattle’s last walk—took up an entrance to the left. An Escher-like mix of platforms and hanging walkways filled the two-story space at irregular intervals. Through it all meandered a conveyor belt full of silver hooks that gleamed above her in the dying sue hthe dyinlight.

Jolie stifled another shudder.

Maybe she’d eat a salad tonight.

The footsteps grew louder. She wrenched her attention from those creepy hooks to scan the floor. Strangers trampled down the stairwell from the foreman’s office where Hauk and Brayden were supposed to be. But even from here she could see the office was dark inside.

Dammit. Where were they? Had those men caught them? Were they in hiding?

This was a non-entrance if she didn’t want to be spotted, but just on the other side of the gap was a fire escape. She could get up to the roof and drop down one of the ceiling’s many vent holes. Jolie’s specialty at the burlesque was aerial dancing. Her favorite was a lyra, a hoop suspended from the ceiling, but she was adept at dancing on a rope or a trapeze or silks. The idea of grabbing on to those hooks gave her the heebie-jeebies, but she wouldn’t have any problem navigating from the track they dangled from. From there she could make it to the foreman’s office unseen and start her search for what had gone wrong.

* * *
 

The plan had gone shitty wrong. Hauk slammed a fist into the door of the freezer unit, where he and Brayden had been stored. Luckily, like everything else in this gods-forsaken place, it was off. But that didn’t change the fact that they were trapped.

Worse, if he knew Jolie Benoit, she was getting itchy feet about now and would be finding her way into the building soon…if she hadn’t already. He knew he shouldn’t have let her come. The girl had no fear, even when fear was well warranted.

It was supposed to have been an easy mission: break into an abandoned building, retrieve a couple of buried folders and get out. Maybe a guard or two at most. But it was like a fucking convention of those damn Hands of Atropos out there, all armed with plenty of guns and zero brainpower to think for themselves.

Literally. Atropos were marked by a tattoo that magically destroyed their free will, making them the world’s best pawns in a worldwide chess match. Now, The Austin Underlight’s knight and bishop were stuck in a freezer, and the redheaded queen was probably dangling from the rafters.

Or at least, he damn well hoped Jolie was in the rafters, as he had absolutely no hope she’d stayed in the car like he’d wanted her to. But he’d repeatedly told her to get her ass in the air if she was ever in a bad situation. People don’t tend to look up for trouble, and she was every bit as graceful in the sky as she was on the ground.

Graceful and stubborn and brave and gorgeous, with green eyes that made his heart beat like a machine gun. And if those Hands of Atropos hurt her, he’d rip their fucking heads off.

“Uh…Hauk?” Brayden’s voice was strangely high. “We have a problem.”

Hauk growled, “Ya think?”

But Brayden was pointing at something specific under a pile of scrap metal in the corner.

Hauk strode across the room to find wires attached to some electronic doohickey and… “C-4. Fuck.” They’d been set up. This whole tip had been a scam. “Oh…fuck. Do you know how to…” He waved his hand at it.

“Uh, no. Hacking computers and disarming bombs is not the same thing. You?”

He shook his head. “No.”

The door handle rattled. Hauk sprang for it, readofffor it,y to break the legs of the first person in so they could get the hell out. The door opened a crack. “Hauk?”

Jolie. He didn’t know whether to be more pissed or relieved. “We’re here.”

“The door is chained shut.”

“Of course it is. There’s a bomb in here. We’ve got four minutes. Can you find a hammer?”

“Hammer…wait, I saw a Coke can.”

What the fuck? “What are you doing? Hit the lock with a hammer or a pipe. Then get the hell out of here.” But she was already gone.

And returned two seconds later. “Do you still have a knife?”

He pulled one from his ankle holster and stuck it, handle-first, through the crack.

Before he could ask what she was doing, she asked, “You have weapons, and they still got you in there?”

The incredulity in her voice was flattering but didn’t change that yes, despite packing enough weaponry to take on a platoon, he’d gotten his ass locked in a freezer. “Ambush. Six Atropos with rifles and distance. Can’t fight a guy I can’t reach.”

“Pain-dar didn’t go off?”

His laugh sounded more like a groan. He usually had an uncannily accurate sixth sense about impending violence. Someone had nicknamed it his “pain-dar” and the moniker had stuck.

Brayden answered, “We’ve discovered a flaw in the pain-dar. Their intention today was to herd us, not shoot us. We marched nicely into the freezer with no violence whatsoever and nary a tingle in Hauk’s nethers.”

“It’s in my neck, not my nethers, and I wasn’t nice. But yeah, no need to shoot us when they’ve got a strategically planted bomb. Which brings me to the vital question, and I do mean vital…what are you doing?”

“Popping the lock.” Five seconds later, the chain rattled down and the door opened. Jolie stood in the frame with a strip of metal the size of her little finger.

He sucked in a breath. Saving his ass, she looked even hotter than her normal excessively hot. Black clingy fabric covered her from feet to neck, showing off those rocking curves. Her red curls were swept back into a ponytail. Her smile glowed as she looked him and Brayden up and down, way too proud of herself.

He shook his head and strode out the door. He’d never hear the end of how she saved his ass on her first mission. “I’ll ask later what you did with a soda can. And remind me to kill you for disobeying orders.” He really meant another word that started with “ki” and ended with a double letter, but that wasn’t going to happen. F.R.I.E.N.D.S. Go friends.

His friend winked. He stifled a groan.

They turned toward the stairs, and she waved a lighter-sized gadget as they ran. “I checked the foreman’s office first and found—”

Somebody came around the corner. Hauk shoved Jolie down, and a bullet slammed into the wall right where her head had been.

“Hold that thought.” Hauk launched at the attacker.

Nobody laid a finger on his friend.

* * *
 

It was fun to watch Hauk fight. He was a behemoth of a man with scars striping and pockmarking most of his body—he’d been in a fire in Afghanistan that had dnt>n that estroyed more than three-quarters of his skin—and had reclaimed his damaged exterior with tribal tattoos and metal piercings. Despite all the badass punk, he had the grace of a dancer when he tangoed with an opponent, all lethal choreography and a performer’s flare.

Hauk slammed the gunner to the ground and somehow ended on his feet with a machine gun in his hands. More Hands of Atropos came dashing around the corner, only to be mowed down by Hauk’s new toy.

“Go! Go!” he yelled in his booming Army voice. Jolie had seen it cow people—it had cowed her at first. But after two months of training with him, she’d come to a new conclusion.

Macho-Hauk was kinda cute.

But with a bomb and villains flitting about like hornets, she obeyed Hauk’s command. The stairs were crowded, so she jumped for the nearest hook. Coming up had been a pain in the ass; her weight made the hook swing away from the one above it. But the same condition meant coming down was a simple matter of swinging from one to the next, like monkey bars on a child’s playground or some Tarzan of Sinclair’s Jungle. She glanced once over her shoulder to see Brayden shake his head vehemently.

Brooking no argument, Hauk picked up the comparatively little guy and strapped him on like a backpack. Brayden clung tight as Hauk jumped.

Back on the ground, Jolie raced for the hole in the wall and out. Hauk put Brayden down and the two of them were just steps behind. About a football field from the compound, Hauk yelled to hit the turf. Jolie dropped and rolled. Brayden dove into a drainage ditch.

She should’ve done the same. But a heavy weight landed on her, pinning her down. Jolie had a moment to register that Hauk had dived on top of her before the bomb went off.

The factory exploded, sending brick and shrapnel careening around them. Jolie reflexively buried her head beneath her arms.

Not that she needed to. A body far larger than her own covered her from head to foot.

Heat seared around her as a second boom resounded through the desolate field. And Hauk held her down, protecting her until silence filled the yard.

Hauk was still.

Was he okay? She struggled around until she faced him.

He was breathing. Shuddering, he pulled away from her, and those pretty blue eyes—the only pretty thing about him, but dang, they were something else—searched her frantically.

“Are you hurt?” he asked at the same time as she asked, “Are you okay?”

His agile fingers, which rarely reached for anyone, searched her body as she patted down his back for new injuries. The contact felt surprisingly nice, a relief, almost. The man had already gone through a firestorm in Afghanistan, and here, knowing exactly what horrible damage a fire could do, he’d put his body between her and an explosion.

Unnerved, she smacked his shoulder. “Dumbass! You watch out for yourself. You don’t need to get burned again.”

His features crunched up in exasperation. “You don’t need to get burned at all.” He looked up. “Brayden?”

“Yo!” he called. “Atropos have cleared out. I’m headed for the car.”

Hauk took a deep breath as his body weight relaxed onto her and the fingers poking at her became a thumb gently stroking her cheek.

A gloved thumb. The notion flitted through her mind that she might like him to take his gloves off and touch her skin with his own.

She shook her head. The physically wrecked drill sergeant? No way. They were friends. Or something. And danger always led to weird lusty thoughts. Or so she’d heard.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked her again.

Ignoring her reactions to their closeness, she shifted beneath him, stretching her legs and throwing her shoulders back. Other than a rock poking into her side and the gravel stuck to her cheek, she was fine. Could’ve been a lot worse. “I’m good. You?”

“I’m fine.” But suddenly he didn’t look fine. He looked covetous as raw hunger, the likes of which she hadn’t seen since they’d first met, darkened his eyes.

Again came the gut flutter and the desire to remove those damn gloves. Oh yeah, and the memory of a kiss that had changed her definition of kissing.

Hauk had been so professional with her the last two months, so focused on training her to be an asset to The Underlight. Between her classes at The University of Texas, his day job as a metalworker and her nights at the burlesque, they’d barely had time to hang out anywhere but the training room.

But now, after near-daily contact of the most professional sort, the searing gaze he lavished on her brought a blush to her cheeks.

Danger led to weird lusty thoughts. For both of them. But it was a terrible idea to act on fleeting feelings of the moment.

* * *
 

Jolie had almost died. Multiple times. She could’ve been shot. She could’ve been blown up by a bomb. She could’ve been burned by fire or shredded by shrapnel. And there wasn’t a damn thing he could’ve done about any of it. In the Army he’d sent kids into battle, knowing each time that some of them weren’t coming back. It had hurt his soul every time. But not like this. Not this gut-deep sense that the world would be broken if he couldn’t bring her home safely.

These last two months, he’d trained Jolie as hard as any of his men because if she was determined to walk into danger, that was the best thing he could do to keep her alive. He’d expected to be nervous the first time he saw her in action. He hadn’t expected to be just this side of losing his mind.

But the danger was over. The Hands of Atropos had fled, the remains of the slaughterhouse smoldering in silence. Jolie was hot and soft underneath him, her freckled cheeks stained with a blush as her hands dug into his back, pulling him tight against her. And all that terror channeled itself into something else entirely.

He’d been so good. For two months he’d done his best to keep her comfortable, to train her like a professional and not like some randy kid using sparring matches as an excuse to get physical with the hot girl.

But right now he didn’t have professional in him. He wanted to stroke every part of her smooth skin and make sure it was okay, to press so close to her that they were one creature, one life force, because then he’d know she was alive and he was alive and the world was a place where life went on despite danger.

“There’s a ditch right there,” she said. “You should have gone for the ditch.”

He blinked, trying to focus on what she was saying. “What?”

“You told me I should go for a ditch. You didn’t go for the dego for itch. What kind of bad example are you?” She said it with a smile, like she was joking, trying to make light of everything.

He frowned. “I didn’t go for the ditch because you were out here in the open for every hook in the factory to spear as they came hurtling out.”

She tried to shrug, which was hard for her to do with him weighing down on her. “Well, that would serve me right, wouldn’t it? I mean, I was the one who didn’t go for the ditch. You shouldn’t have to get speared and roasted for it.”

Was she kidding? She seemed serious. What he should’ve done was not let her come on this stupid mission in the first place.

“There you go again, looking at me like I’ve lost my mind. But I’m right. You shouldn’t have to protect me when I do something idiotic.” She pushed his shoulders, signaling that she wanted to get up.

He should let her go, but her new line of idiocy just made him want to hold her tighter, potentially while shaking sense into her. He settled for keeping her pinned until she made some simple agreements on the rules of sane behavior. “Look, you always get behind me, understand? If there’s danger somewhere, you put me between it and you. And if you can’t do that, I’ll do it for you.”

She frowned, her smooth skin creasing in displeasure. “Why?”

“Because that’s my job,” he ground out.

She actually rolled her eyes at him. “Whatever. Your job is to protect the interests of The Underlight. Not me. I’m responsible for myself.”

Terror-turned-lust was now evolving into anger. He knew what was happening but couldn’t seem to stop his voice from rising nearly to a shout. “You are not responsible for yourself if you can’t find a stupid fucking ditch three feet away from where you landed.” He stabbed a finger to their right. “Or a man-sized pile of rubble right there. Or a group of trees right fucking there.”

She shrugged obstinately. “Newbie mistake.”

“Cherries get their heads blown off for newbie mistakes.” And the world would not be the same if her head were not happily attached to her body.

“Well,” she huffed, “I thank you for your help, but I promise to find the fucking ditch or the fucking rubble or the fucking trees next time, so your self-sacrificial assistance won’t be fucking necessary.” Her voice rose with each word until she was yelling right back at him. Her eyes sparked with emotion, her breaths came in heaving puffs and her hands, which had been shoving, had somehow switched to tugging at his jacket.

That was it. He was shutting her mouth up with his own. He plowed his fingers into her hair, the way he’d wanted to every damn day for two months, and wrapped his hand around the back of her head. Her fists on his lapels pulled tighter in response, as if urging him on. It was the only signal he needed to lean in and—

“Ahem, Hauk? Jolie?” Brayden’s normally pleasant but currently nails-on-chalkboard-awful voice grated. “I hate to interrupt, but it’s colder than a snowman’s ass out here, and Travis and I would like to get home. You two can fight in the car, provided neither of you are driving.”

Hauk shot him a death look, but Brayden the timid blew a white puff of unconcerned breath into air that didn’t feel the least bit cold. Jolie wriggled, trying to get free, and reluctantly he rolled off of her, landing his ass owning hison chains that had blasted right next to them.

Dead fucking next to them. Two feet to the right, and one of them would’ve died.

“I’m driving my car,” she said, completely oblivious as she hopped to her feet. “I’m the
driver. That’s my job.” She shot Hauk a narrow-lidded glare as if he’d tried to stomp on her puppy then jogged off toward the car.

Hauk scrubbed a hand across his face—his scarred face—and growled, “Brayden…”

Brayden had the nerve to laugh. “You were about to kiss her in front of a burned-out abattoir with me and Travis watching. You’ll thank me later when you’ve calmed down. You’ll get a better chance, I promise.” He turned and followed Jolie.

Hauk lay on his back and breathed, trying to get his raging emotions back under control. Brayden was wrong. He wouldn’t get a better opportunity. He was fucking ugly, and Jolie was glorious. The fact that she let him touch her at all—in the training room as they practiced fighting, which was about as impersonal as touching got—was a miracle in and of itself. Getting her to contemplate a kiss under other-than-momentous circumstances was not a long shot. It was an impossibility. Which meant he was probably a rat bastard for taking advantage of momentous circumstances.

Tonight was a fail all around.

With that cheery thought, he pushed his ass back up to standing and contemplated an hour-long car ride back to Austin with Jolie driving. The night just got better and better. He jogged to the car and slid into the front seat. From the backseat, Brayden and Travis watched them with undisguised fascination. Great.

Jolie stared ahead as he slammed the door, but her hands trembled on the steering wheel. She was royally pissed. Was he supposed to apologize? What for? If he knew, he’d probably do it. Girl drove him fucking crazy that way.

She turned to him, eyes fiery, jaw held carefully still, and said, “Thank you for protecting me. I appreciate it.”

His mouth was already open for a retort. He closed it. Opened it again and said, “Thank you for breaking us out of the freezer. I appreciate it.” Seeing as he and Brayden would be dead right now if she hadn’t.

Her eyes widened in surprise and her jaw relaxed. “No problem. I like driving, but I’m not wait-in-the-car girl.” At her command, the little car zipped forward. His heart gave an answering leap.

Of course she wasn’t wait-in-the-car girl; it was one of the things he admired about her. He was going to have to get used to seeing her in danger, even though the thought dried his mouth and filled his stomach with anvils. He forced himself to nod then forced his voice to say, “Okay.”

With another look of surprise, she resettled into her seat more comfortably. “Cool.”

He was sure glad somebody was happy with this turn of events, because this was going to drive him nuts. “Training room tomorrow.” It wasn’t a question. There was still so much she needed to know.

“Looking forward to it.”

He tried to relax into the seat of the fanciest car he’d ever been in. Jolie always had the best and most beautiful of everything. One more example of how he didn’t fit into her life.

She grinned and a little blush blotted her freckles. “Maybe we can practice finding a ditch so you don’t lf you donhave to land on top of me next time.”

Just what he needed, no reason to touch her at all. He grunted a response and shut his eyes, but he could still feel her like an electric generator sparking next to him. He wasn’t ready for her hand to land on his knee. Eyes suddenly wide, he jumped, and the seatbelt snapped him back into place.

She didn’t seem to notice, her fingers lingering on his knee. “Lemme know if I can do anything for Catrina’s event tomorrow. I know you’ll be there in case of trouble. I’m performing just after the halfway mark, but the rest of the time I’m yours if you need me.” She grinned, patted his leg twice and removed her hand back to the gear shift. “Use me as you will.”

He wished. He opened his mouth to crack a joke, like he sometimes did the rare times they saw each other out of training, but she blushed yet again (Jolie never blushed…what was up with that?) and added, “In defense of The Underlight, I mean.”

As if she had to state the obvious.

“Aww,” he said, putting enough humor in his tone that she wouldn’t take him as dead seriously as he meant it. “And here you got my hopes, among other things, up.”

She laughed in surprise then shot him a smirk that did nothing to ease the cramped quarters inside his trousers. “Usually I’m the one to cause an explosion, not stop a poor man from going off. But if you ask nicely, next time I’ll let you blow.”

Any shot at a smart comeback or rational thought was lost to the picture of a fire-cracking detonation with Jolie underneath him. The image made his head spin and body ache. They harassed each other, sure, but she didn’t normally taunt him so baldly with what he couldn’t have. “Hell, woman,” he grumbled.

“There was a first time?” Brayden piped up from the back.

Her eyes shot to the review mirror like she’d forgotten they were back there. She bit her lip, chagrined. “Sorry. My mouth got away from me.”

Hauk dragged his eyes off of her to stare out the window at dead plants and a snowless, muck-brown winter. The cold air would do him some good. “She’s referring to the bomb, numb nut.” The words were a lie. She was referring to the first time they’d met with a thin barrier of fabric between them. He’d never told Brayden, or anyone else, that particularly fond memory.

Almost under her breath Jolie added, “You have a terrible tendency to bring out the naughty girl in me, Wesley dearest.”

He had once. If only he still could now that she’d seen his face.






 



Chapter Two
 

Sweaty bodies, heavy breathing, one man, one woman…and for two months, Hauk and Jolie had somehow kept their near-daily workouts from being awkward. Jolie had been consistently impressed with how easy Hauk was to work with. He might tease her or toss her one of his devious smiles when they ran into each other grabbing snacks in The Underlight kitchen or listening to one of the jam sessions that broke out every weekend in the common room. But in the training room, he was all business. He never got closer than he had to, never gave her a smile that was anything but friendly, never even winked at an inappropriate moment.

A moment like now, when he had an arm between her thighs and his hand gripping the base of her ass to demonstrate the proper hold for a shoulder wheel throw.

It wasn’t an impromptu lesson change after yesterday’s post-explosion moment of strangeness. No, Hauk had promised two days ago to teach her this because she’d asked him to show her something flashy amidst the oh-so-practical jabs and blocks and break-holds that made up most of their workouts. Two days ago they’d comfortably manhandled each other as they sparred, and she’d not given a second thought to where Hauk’s hands were or might be in the future. Hell, Jolie had studied ballet from the ages of four to seventeen, and pas
de
deux, partner dancing, had been her favorite class. She was used to having men’s hands all over her person in impersonal ways.

But today she couldn’t seem to keep her mind on technique. Hauk had been one short breath from kissing her. And in the heat of the moment she’d been…excited by it.

“Make sure your center of gravity is secure under me or you’re going to collapse. Lift from the legs. Like this.” He tugged her arm, and she emitted a startled yelp when she found herself draped across his shoulders and up in the air. He tilted to the side and she was upside down, her face two inches from his ass.

And a very nice ass it was. She’d admired it before, in a nice-sculpture-at-the-museum sort of way. Never in a hey-look-I’m-in-bitable-range sort of way.

Apparently danger-induced, weird, lusty thoughts didn’t go away so quickly. At least for her. Hauk seemed almost insultingly fine, tossing her about like a sack of something unsexy.

“Of course, at this point,” he continued with maddening calm, “you’d drop the opponent on the ground, not hang on to him.”

As a war veteran, though, he was likely used to dealing with danger-induced, weird, lusty thoughts. He’d probably had danger-induced sex. Back before the burn scars.

Hauk the Drill Sergeant, all smooth-skinned and naked and having sex. The image made her heart pick up speed. He knew how to give a girl a rocking good time; she had personal experience of that. It was one of many reasons why her quip yesterday had crossed the line.

He put her back on the ground, and she concentrated to keep her knees steady. Memories trembled through her of how they’d first met on either side of the thin curtain of her changing station at the burlesque. How his mouth was firm and fingers teasing as they brought her to the most incredible orgasm of her life. All he’d asked for in return was a kiss.

“Ready to try it?” he asked.

She fluttered her lashes in confusion before she got her head screwed on straight. “You mean the shoulder wheel throw. Right.”

He cocked his head in confusion. “Uh, yeah. The shoulder wheel throw. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” Grumbling at herself, she squatted down and stuck her hand between his knees.

“You’re going to want as high a grip as you can get,” he said. “It’ll help with stability.” He huffed a rueful sound that was almost a laugh. “Especially on that side, as you’re about to grab metal.”

In addition to the horrific scarring, Hauk’s left leg had been amputated halfway between his knee and hip. The crazy-genius scientists at The Underlight had attached a high-functioning replacement that allowed him to do pretty much everything he’d done before, but it was metal instead of the usual skin-toned prosthetic. She hadn’t seen the whole leg, just the tin-colored foot at the bottom with its articulated toesiziculates, but she imagined some Terminator-looking thing sprouting from his thigh. The thigh she was about to grab. Usually she was good about reaching for his right side.

“Oh. Sorry.”

“I don’t care,” he said softly. “But the metal’s not too comfortable to hold.”

She wasn’t about to embarrass him by switching legs, so she shifted her grip up. Way up. Nowhere she hadn’t been before, at least on his other leg. She dug her shoulder into his abdomen, just like he’d showed her, and hooked her arm around his thigh, trying to strike a nice balance between metal and man-parts.

“Go slow now,” he warned. “I know you’re strong, but I’m heavy compared to you. Keep your weight back, core tight and use your legs, not your arms.”

“Yes, I know.” He reminded her of his weight and her positioning every time, as if she hadn’t spent most of her life doing either ballet, which required leg strength, or aerial dancing, which required arm strength. And both of them required a solid core. She knew how to keep her back aligned and engage her abs. Besides, her brain was going to melt if she spent much more time hanging out between his thighs. She grabbed his arm, tightened her core and shifted her weight as she stood.

It was his turn to yelp—in a manly sort of way, she’d grant—when he flopped onto his back on her other side. She smiled down at him, arms crossed.

He blinked up at her from the mat. “Nice job.”

“Thanks. I think I got that one down.”

“Yeah. I would say so. And after you throw your opponent you…”

This was how every move ended. “I run like hell.”

“Good.” He hopped up.

“Can I kick him in the head first?”

“No. You probably won’t hurt him, and unless you do it right you might break a toe. Skulls are tough. Just run.”

“Yes, sir.” She faked a salute.

He snorted, like he always did when she mimicked Army procedure. Then he paused, brow furrowed.

She stared at the floor, wanting to commit the move to memory, but instead replayed how firm his thigh muscles felt when she’d dug her fingers into them.

“Are you okay?” he asked. “You’ve been kinda out of it today. Did yesterday, I mean, are you upset about anything? It’s okay to talk about it.”

They were having share time? They didn’t do share time. They did throw-each-other-around time, and then she went to class and he went to spark up his welding torch. Even without deep conversations, though, Hauk was dependable, funny and the best friend she’d made since moving to Austin last summer. Scratching a temporary itch would screw that up. Discussing yesterday’s weirdness was trying a new trick with no mat as far as she was concerned—an unnecessary risk.

She looked up at him warily. “What about yesterday?”

He put his hands up, non-threatening. “It was intense. Way more than it should have been. We walked into an ambush. It’s normal to—”

“To what?” Nearly make out among the remains of a bomb blast? So he’d done that before? How many times?

And why did that thought make her irritable?

“—to have lingering thoughts about what almost happenednt>ost hap.”

Oh shit, he did want to talk about nearly kissing. She waved her own hands in front of her, backing up. “No. It’s no big deal. We don’t need to go into it.”

He frowned. “It is a big deal. We almost died.”

“Yeah. And so that—that’s what happened. No big. I’m not confused.”

He studied her for a moment, still frowning, but gave a reluctant nod. “Okay. You don’t have to talk about it with me. But I am a war veteran. I’ve been there. I know we were in a fight before at Ananke’s Temple, but exploding chains didn’t land two feet from your head then. It’s normal to feel unsettled.”

She leaned back on her heels. “Wait. You think I’m in shock because I nearly died?”

His hands shot back up. “I’m not accusing you of anything. I just want you to know it’s perfectly normal to feel shaken up. I’m not trying to pry, either, but if you want somebody to talk to about it…”

Jolie reviewed the conversation in her head and breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh.”

“What did you think I meant?”

Good question to ignore. “Thank you for your concern, but I’m okay with what happened yesterday.” The bombs and guns part, anyway. What did that say about her? “To be honest, that didn’t scare me nearly as badly as what happened two months ago.”

“In the temple?” He tensed. “Did something happen after I blacked out? Something you didn’t tell me about?”

Uh, maybe. Two months ago he’d helped her rescue her niece from a cult. The whole thing had been a cluster-fuck from start to finish—magic and secret societies and Pagan temples. Not that Pagan was bad; Hauk was Pagan (or Heathen, as he liked to remind everybody as he tugged on the silver Thor’s hammer he wore on a leather strap around his neck). But The Order of Ananke, the group behind her niece’s kidnapping as well as the brain-dead Atropos guys from the slaughterhouse, was full-on creepy-movie Pagan, not normal, happy-person Pagan. They’d used magic to try to turn Hauk into one of their brainless Hands of Atropos.

Jolie had woken him up with a kiss.

She might have neglected to mention the kissing part.

But that event wasn’t what she was referring to. “No, not in the Temple. I mean, that was whacked out for sure, but I was referring to getting attacked backstage at the show.”

“Ah,” he said, a sound so full of meaning, and she knew he, too, was thinking about exactly how well you could get to know a girl from the other side of thin fabric.

She shot him a saucy smile, the kind he never gave to her in the training room.

His façade cracked a little, just enough for a hint of proud male to show through. But it quickly broke. “I’m sorry I didn’t stay longer. See them. Stop them.”

“Not your fault, so don’t beat yourself up.” She rubbed his shoulder and headed for the bench and her water bottle. “Besides, you got to me before they did any permanent damage.”

The cold water felt good and tasted better. They’d already been at it for nearly an hour; it was their usual time for packing up. As if reading her mind, Hauk stowed the pads they’d used for sparring before coming to the bench to gulp down his own water. She watched his patterned skin slide up anat  slide d down his throat with the motion of swallowing. Even the most mundane movements were interesting when Hauk did them.

“I got hurt then, you know. They gave me a concussion. That’s the only time I’ve been hurt. But I don’t think that’s what scared me.”

She didn’t know why she was telling him this. But he put his water down, wiped his mouth with the scarred back of his hand and focused on her with his steady gaze. They didn’t talk much, but when they did, Hauk was a good listener, good at making a person feel like her words were important to him.

Maybe that’s why she told him, “Yesterday at the ambush and two months ago at the Temple, that was dangerous, sure. But I felt like I had choices, like there were things I could do. The other time, when those three guys came at me, I was backed into a corner.” She shuddered. “I can’t stand feeling helpless.” Hauk’s eyes were now full of understanding and maybe sympathy. She turned away, embarrassed. “Not that you’d know what helpless felt like.”

“Hey,” he said, demanding her attention.

Lips pursed tight, she faced him again.

“You think I don’t know what helpless feels like?” He tapped the ruined skin of his cheek. “Think again.” He pointed toward a corner. “Show me what happened.”

Her eyes widened. He wanted to re-create the attack? She wasn’t sure about that. But she also didn’t want to look like a chicken in front of him, so with a thudding pulse she marched to the corner. Hauk followed. She really didn’t want to do this. What else could she think about instead of that night? She needed a different story to concentrate on to get her through whatever Psych 101 Hauk was experimenting with.

Stupid boy. That’s what she got for sharing.

“What actually happened the night you were burned?” She blurted it out, not thinking how inappropriate the question was.

He paused.

“Oh, damn, Hauk, I’m sorry. That’s not—”

“I don’t remember,” he said.

“What do you mean, you don’t remember?” She positioned herself in the corner, just like she’d been the night she’d done nothing but scream for somebody to save her like some helpless princess.

Hauk stood tall in front of her instead of crouching into ready position. Apparently he was willing to tell her more. Think
about
Hauk’s
story, not
what
happened. “I remember the fight I had with my guys that afternoon. I remember being alone in the CHU before the fire. One of them came back, and then it’s a jumble of hospitals, helicopter rides and morphine dreams until I woke up in BAMC.”

Jolie already knew there had been eight men in the fire that had consumed the CHU—containerized housing unit—they slept in. Hauk was the only survivor. He’d been blamed, court-martialed while he was still in the burn unit at Brooke Army Medical Center and sentenced to life in prison for arson and first-degree murder. He’d escaped the hospital and joined The Underlight. Most of The Underlight’s members led regular lives outside the organization, like Jolie did. But some, like Brayden, lived in The Austin Underlight’s secret headquarters, off grid and out of the system. Hauk had moved in mostly because he believed in the mission, but also because being a fugitive left him few options.

Jolie had never doubted he’d been wrongly accused.

She also hadn’t known he’d had a fight with the men of his squad just hours before the incident. “A fight over what?”

His eyes wandered away from hers. “Over…things they’d gotten involved in.”

The dark shift in his tone caught her attention. “Illegal things? Like, bad illegal, not like smoking a little weed or whatever? What were they doing?”

His eyes dulled in sadness as he said, “It’s not that I don’t trust your discretion, but they were friends. Or they had been at one time. I keep my mouth shut and they died heroes. I’d rather their memory stay that way.”

She bobbed her head in acceptance. Keeping silent in honor of their memory was an action she could respect. But this was a new twist to his story. Hauk had caught his squad, the guys under his command, engaged in something malicious. They’d fought about it. Then the place they slept in burned to the ground. “You had a motive,” she said then added quickly, “Not that that’s your reason for staying silent. I didn’t mean that.”

He hesitated. Nodded.

“And you don’t remember anything? You told me your blackouts didn’t start until two years after that, until after you were out of the hospital.” When Hauk got really upset during a fight, he would sometimes mentally check out and turn into a crazed whirlwind of destruction. She’d seen him twice now, both times when someone had threatened her. Hauk had ripped his way through adversaries like a tank, and one of those times he’d dismantled a van with his bare hands to get to her. In that state he was out of control. Totally capable of killing seven men who’d done dishonorable things and then had the stupidity to pick a fight with him over it.

Hauk shook his head, but she could see the doubt in his eyes. “It’s medically common for a blackout to happen during traumatic events, like burning eighty-two percent of your skin off. It’s not necessarily one of those blackouts.” The inexplicable ones. “I didn’t have one of those until two years later.”

“Did you have a reason to have one of those in the two years you were in the hospital?”

He clenched his jaw. “No.”

Jolie took a deep breath as she digested that. Magic and secret societies and Pagan temples and dark secrets and hidden pasts. Hauk was being uncomfortably honest in front of her. She could nut up and do the same thing.

She pointed to the floor in front of her. “Asshat was standing there, and Dickhead was there. The leader was behind them. Asshat reached for me. I started screaming.”

Hauk took his own deep breath and stood where Asshat had been. “Do you believe me when I say that if you can get past me, you could get past them?”

Jolie couldn’t help the little smile that wormed its way back onto her face. “Considering that you killed them singlehandedly? Along with five other guys? Yeah. I believe it.”

Hauk relaxed at her smile. “Okay, then. Let’s see you get out.”

She poked him in the chest. “Don’t make it easy on me.”

“I won’t.”

They negotiated a place across the floor. If she got there under her own power, she “escaped.” If she got there under his power, she didn’t.

Hauk kept his word; getting past him was a nigh impossible pain in the ass. The first three times he came at her, she was handily tossed over his shoulder and carried away. Each time he brought her back to her starting location, set her down, made her state what went wrong and then came at her from a different direction.

The fourth time she threw her hands up, stopping his approach. “I can’t get past you. You’re bigger than me.”

He shrugged. “So what?”

“So what?” She yanked out her rubber band, which was barely containing her curls, and smashed her hair back up into a messy bun. “You’ll always catch me. You take up half the corner. If you get ahold of me, I can’t get out.”

He frowned. “What have I been teaching you these past eight weeks? It’s not about strength. It’s about leverage. You’re just as fast as me. You’re smarter than me. You may not have the training or the bulk, but that’s not as big a detriment as most people let it be. You’re not trying to beat me in a fair fight—you’re trying to get away. You can do that.”

“But—”

“No buts. I win a lot of fights because my opponent looks at my size and decides that’s the only possible outcome. And you know what? As soon as they decide that, they’re right. Don’t lose because you’ve convinced yourself you can’t win. There’s too much at stake.”

She took a deep breath and relaxed back into ready stance like he’d taught her. “I’m not smarter than you.”

He snorted. “All right, Miss Working-on-her-PhD. Big, lumbering, barely-graduated-from-high-school is coming for ya.” Sixty seconds later, he set her back down again in the corner. “Don’t give up.”

Jolie tried to stay loose and ready to move. It wasn’t like Hauk would hurt her. But the situation itself made her tense up with fear.

This time he surprised her with a smirk as he stepped closer. “Aw…look at the helpless little birdie with the pretty red feathers. You scared, little bird?”

Her back stiffened. Hauk never taunted her.

He was trying to make her mad.

“Pretty little bird in a safe little cage. Doesn’t know how to take care of herself.”

Okay, he was making her mad. He swiped for her and she dodged. He reached for her again, but instead of her arm he grabbed for her hip and yanked her up against him.

“I’ll take good care of you.”

She reached for his face with her nails.

He caught her hand. “Ooh, not a bird, eh? Got ourselves a kitten. Kitten with cute little claws.” He pulled her forward. Instead of carrying, he was going to drag her to the end place.

She was really fucking tired of losing, and he was being a dick. She relaxed completely, like she was faint. He’d been ready for her to pull away, but not for her to drop, and she easily slid down his body. He already held one wrist. She pivoted until her foot was between his and grabbed him around the thigh with no thought but winning.

His character broke. “Wait. Jolie. You just learned—” She lifted him. “Oh, fuck.”

He landed on his back with a gasp of air.

She twisted her wrist from his grip and ran to the win spot. “Made it!” >.

Hauk laughed, still lying on the ground with his knees in the air. He had a nice laugh, light and easy, and she found herself smiling again.

She strolled cautiously toward him. “You didn’t let me win, did you?”

“No. I wasn’t expecting that.” He grinned up at her from the ground.

She stepped over his torso and stared down at him. “You were kind of a dick.”

He curled up until he was leaning on his elbows, a move that tightened his abs. “Anger works better than fear to get you out of a bad situation.”

His T-shirt wasn’t quite tight enough to see the way his muscles pleasantly rippled up the front of him, but she’d seen him once with his shirt off, and she remembered. Tribal-stylized vines climbed asymmetrically up his torso, thicker on the left side, where the skin was the most damaged. His chest was a patchwork of different skin tones and landscaped with scars like shallow canyons. The texture would be interesting to touch.

She’d touched his face before while he was asleep. The rest of his body was odd, but at least the scars had faded to skin tones. His face, though, that was the really different part of him. She’d researched burning on the internet. Melted cartilage was irreparable. His nose was nearly gone. One ear was missing; the other was half gone. He’d pierced an industrial across the top where the shell should be and three spikes into the remaining edge. He had no hair at all and marked where his eyebrows should be with four curved barbells on each side. He had no tattoos on his face, but his skull had her favorite one, a phoenix rising from a fire at the top of his spine, her colorful wings encircling his head and her beak touching his forehead, right where a priest would place a blessing. It was an incredible piece of art, and must have hurt like a mother to have been done entirely on bone like that.

Although, from what she’d read about burns and burn recovery, Hauk probably had a different definition of “pain” than most people.

His grin faded. He’d told her when they first met that she could ask whatever she wanted about his scars, that he preferred open discussion to people keeping their mouths politely shut. And here she was studying him, all closed-mouthed. The wariness that had slowly receded over their two months together came back, and his eyes darted for his hoodie. About a month ago, he’d taken it off for the first time, showing her his arms. It had been a big move.

She didn’t want the relationship to go backward, so she dropped down to sit on his stomach and asked the first question that came to mind. “How many tours did you do?”

That surprised the wariness from him. “Three.”

Her jaw dropped. “Three? Weren’t you only in the Army for six years?”

He shrugged. “You can volunteer to deploy.”

“Why would you do that? You didn’t like—I mean, war isn’t fun or—I mean…” And crap, her mouth was getting the better of her.

He sat up, dumping her ass on the ground between his legs. With one hand he steadied her, watching her movements, probably so he didn’t have to meet her eyes. “No, war is not fun. I wasn’t having a grand old time, so yay, send me back. But they’re going to send somebody. Who should it have been? Some guy with a wife and kids? Or me?”

“Nobody is disposable.”

He tried to sshee triedmirk at her, as if he could argue with that.

“No, Hauk. I’m serious. You’re not disposable. You said something like that yesterday, and it’s bullshit.”

He still looked ready to argue.

She crossed her arms and scowled. “You’re not disposable to
me. And I’m a rich brat who thinks the world is her oyster, so you need to give up this idea that you have to sacrifice yourself for everybody else, because if something happened to you I’d be…” She did her best impression of her mother, glaring down her nose with a voice full of contempt. “I’d be put out.”

His eyes softened even if his lips didn’t, and it suddenly dawned on her how close they were. Her legs bent over his thighs and bracketed his torso. His hands had inched forward until his back was straight. If she straightened her own back and tipped her head up, they’d be right where they were yesterday, an inch away from a kiss.

And had she just said something about putting out?

“Training over for the day?” he asked, his voice husky as his eyes darkened with that same lusty fervor they’d held yesterday.

Why would he ask that?

Wait a minute.

Was it possible he’d been behaving himself, not because he wasn’t interested in her but because he wouldn’t hit on her while they were training? He’d been in the Army. They probably had strict rules about that sort of thing, and he was exactly the kind of guy who would follow them to ensure the women he worked with felt safe.

So if he was making a distinction between training time and not training time, was he asking for permission to quit being so professional?

Jolie made a gargled noise in eloquent answer to his question. She usually wasn’t struck dumb by men hitting on her—between her bank account, her cup size and her dad’s Rolodex, she’d been fending off overly aggressive suitors since she was in her teens. But all the physical hustling and bad one-liners from social-climbing hopefuls were not the same thing as a nice guy asking for…whatever it was Hauk was asking for.

On the other hand, it was possible that, just like her, he had an emotional hangover from yesterday and this meant nothing. At which point she should back away before they did something they’d regret.

But she took too long making a decision. With conviction, Hauk stated, “Aw, hell. Training’s over.” His fingers slid beneath her chin and tipped her face up.

The heat from yesterday came back with unrequited vengeance, filling her insides and shoving out rational thought. Like yesterday, she found herself drawn to his need, found an answering, if inexplicable, need inside herself. She straightened her back, bringing her lips next to his. “Training’s over,” she repeated as her arms slid around his neck.

For just a moment his breath was warm on her lips as he hesitated above her. Her heart skipped a beat as she remembered their last kiss two months ago—not the one he didn’t know about, but the first one, when she was spent from his lovemaking. A kiss so full of heat and longing, despite the barrier between them, that she’d never felt anything like it before. She’d dreamed about that kiss with soft thoughts for all the possibilities it had promised. The dream was terrifying. And exhilarating.

And about to come true.

The first real touch of his mouth blew the faath blew tntasy away with a reality that was so much sweeter.






 



Chapter Three
 

Jolie hit his system like a drug, a sudden and dizzying shot that killed his pain and made the world a dreamy place. His first instinct was to drag her to the floor and wrap them together as tight as she’d let him, losing himself in her softness and the achingly beautiful sound of her moans.

But he restrained himself. Her lips were soft enough, fascinating enough to keep him happy for hours. Jolie wasn’t some quick hook-up. Touching her wasn’t some itch that just needed scratching. She was the real thing. She needed to know that. He needed to treat her like that. They had time to learn each other right.

He touched his tongue to her lips, and she opened them, letting him in deeper. She sighed against his mouth, and he pressed harder, tasting the earthy sweetness of the coffee they shared each morning. Her hands brushed his back. He released her chin, but not the kiss, and pulled the band from her hair so he could thread his fingers through her curls. Her fingers dug into him.

He hadn’t done this in five years, not since before the accident, and the sensations were nearly fresh as they’d been back at thirteen, when a kiss was still the pinnacle of romantic achievement.

She scooted closer, pressing her body against his, conforming her curves against him as she breathed in little gasps—exactly the way he wanted her to, the way he’d dreamed she might. And yet it was almost too much.

Too much touch, too much feeling, too much change so suddenly. His breath picked up.

He jerked back.

Jolie fell forward. Embarrassed, he caught her. Her eyelids were lust-heavy, her lips pink and wet from his kiss. She looked up at him through her cinnamon-colored lashes, and the fear struck him that she’d see his face and regret her actions. But one corner of her mouth tilted up in a crazy grin. “Everything okay?” she asked in shuddering syllables.

“Oh yeah,” he lied. He wanted to kiss her again, that was for sure. He’d get his head screwed back on right, and everything would be okay. It was a weird momentary thing; his first real kiss since the accident—and with a girl he wanted worse than anyone he’d ever met. Of course he’d reacted.

Too much.

He should ask her on a date, anyway. Making out in the training room—well, it was awesome, but it also wasn’t very gentlemanly of him. He’d take her to do…something. He’d figure out a plan where he wouldn’t have to show his face in public and then he could kiss her again, proper-like.

It’d be nice if he could take her out in public.

He reached back for his hoodie.

She frowned at him. Was he upsetting her? Wait, did it look like he was blowing her off? He should ask her out before she got the wrong idea.

As he shoved his hands into the sleeves of his jacket, he tried to think of fun things they could do. He’d never asked out such a rich, cultured woman. She’d traveled all around the world and had all the comforts money could buy. No sweat impressing her, right?

Her frown was getting bigger. He would think up specifics later. Now he just had to ask her out so she’d know how badly he was interested in her. “Jolie—”

The training room izedoor opened. He yanked his hoodie into place as Jolie hopped up and backed away. Two months ago she didn’t mind if people mistakenly thought they were dating. Now that he was trying to ask her out, she suddenly did? Why?

Brayden poked his head in, followed by Travis, who worked as a valet at Jolie’s fancy condo. He was a journalist working with The Underlight and had a keen interest in Jolie himself. Hauk liked him well enough, except for that last part.

“Hey, you two got a moment?” Travis asked.

Both men strutted in wearing manic grins. News.

“Sure,” Jolie said with a smooth smile, as if nothing had just happened.

Hauk felt like big things had just happened. She’d acted like she felt it, too, when he was kissing her.

She was a really good actress.

Hopefully this Jolie, the cool and unaffected one, was the role, and the hot, yielding girl who’d been so soft in his arms was the real one. Please gods, may he not have fucked this up.

Brayden shook black hair from his eyes. Normally his best friend’s exotic good looks didn’t irritate Hauk, but as the strands fell back into perfect place against smooth skin the color of aged bronze, he found himself holding back a sneer.

“We got somebody who wants to see you,” Brayden said, oblivious.

“Who?” Jolie asked. Between a stunning figure, and being the wealthy daughter of a media czar, people—particularly men—were always begging for her attention.

“Sorry, Red Hots. It’s not you this time.”

Jolie cracked a smile at the nickname. But if the visitor wasn’t here for her…

“Somebody wants to see me?” As far as Hauk was aware, everyone looking for him wanted to put him in prison. But he was pretty sure a breach of The Underlight’s security by the police or military wouldn’t put that dorky-ass grin on Brayden’s face. “Who is it?”

Travis answered, “New transfer from the Cincinnati Underlight going to work for the DA’s office here in Austin. Says she knows you.”

Hauk was from Cincinnati, but his trucker dad and secretary mom hadn’t been hanging out with any lawyers, that was for sure. “A lawyer is looking for me? Tell him sorry, but my trial ended a while ago.”

Brayden snorted. “No, Travis is telling it wrong. She’s—”

A chunk of ice stirred in Hauk’s gut. “She?” Travis had said that the first time, but it hadn’t sunk in. There was only one female attorney Hauk had a history with. A history that had been over and done well before she’d moved to the East Coast for her JD.

“Yeah, she, this calm and prim lawyer-type, was drinking her tea and telling the Austin Thing all about her duties in the Cincy chapter. Then somebody mentioned your name and she started squawking like a crazed chicken. Prof Echelson thought she was choking to death and nearly started the Heimlich. Finally she calmed down enough to say something about going to senior prom with you at Western Hills High.”

The stir turned to a weight that might sink him.

“Your high school sweetie just transferred into The Austin Underlight.”

* * *
 

Jolie barely kept a rabid glare frt bid glaom spearing every damn male in the room. Just what she needed. Mid-kiss, Hauk had jerked away from her like he suddenly realized she carried a deadly disease and threw all his clothes back on…just in time for some old girlfriend to show up?

Not
okay.

“Ashley’s here?” Hauk asked softly.

She was going to vomit from the reverence in his tone. She was still shaking from their kiss. The one she’d just about lost herself in while he couldn’t backpedal out of it fast enough. No freakin’ way. She was a great kisser. Did he not notice what a damn fine kisser she was? Stupid
boy.

“Is she outside? Now?” Reverence was shifting to terror.

“Yeah. She wants to see you. We thought we’d, you know—” Brayden hesitated just a bit, “—warn you first.”

Hauk nodded, lifted those metal eyebrows, tugged his hoodie tighter around his face. Oh, God. This Ashley chick hadn’t seen him since the fire.

“She, uh, she knows, right?” Brayden asked. “’Cause we, uh, we didn’t bring it up.”

Hauk barely nodded. “She knows.” But that didn’t seem to comfort him much.

If Ashley knew about something that had happened to Hauk six years after high school, that meant they were more than prom dates. And he was scared shitless to see her again. This wasn’t potential rejection by a stranger. This was potential rejection by somebody who meant a lot to him—or had at one time, anyway.

Well, crap. Was she supposed to go comfort the guy who’d just ejected himself from her arms? So he could greet his old girlfriend? Hell, no. That was not her job.

But Hauk shot her a panicked look, turning to her—not Brayden, not Travis—for support. She shut her eyes, trying to block sympathy from intruding on her anger.

Didn’t work. She could still see him, looking at her for help. Hauk never asked for help, and he’d helped her plenty. She felt herself relenting. He acted like his scars didn’t bother him, but Jolie knew better. This was his nightmare. If she walked out right now, she’d be deserting him to face his worst fear by himself when five minutes ago he’d helped her face one of hers.

She scrubbed a hand across her face and took the two steps back to where he was now standing. “Is she a reasonably decent human?” she asked.

“Ashley? Well, yeah. She’s…last I heard, she was working for the DA’s office back in our old neighborhood in Cincinnati.” His face lit up with a touch of pride. Jolie was really going to puke. “She graduated from Yale Law and went back home to fight for a bunch of blue collars who can’t pay her what she’s worth.”

Of course she did. She probably fed orphans in her spare time and saved puppies from abuse by neighborhood rapscallions. Jolie was going to hate her. But she gave Hauk an encouraging smile. “Then it’s going to be fine. Smile. You have really nice eyes when you smile.” She bumped shoulders with him, and he gave her a little version of that grin.

The one that was probably killer back when Saint Ashley knew him.

“Thanks.” He nodded at Brayden. “Let her…” He couldn’t finish the sentence.

Saint Ashley had better be nice, or Jolie would poke her eyes out.

A moment later, a little blonde thing walked shyly into the room. Hauk’s ex-girlfriend was petite and delicate-boned, with soft gray eyes. Her face was pretty enough, if nothing special, but she had uncommonly fabulous hair flowing past her waist with a smooth thickness that was rare on a blonde. Her natural look was elfin, but her fashion choices overly conscious, as if she’d stepped out of a fairy tale into a knockoff version of Jackie O’s wardrobe. Ashley’s pencil skirt and sweater were upscale but not couture, her shoes conservative and her opal jewelry an odd but interesting choice that worked on her.

“Wesley?” she asked. Nobody called Hauk by his first name anymore.

Jolie put a hand on Hauk’s back to steady him, and together they watched Ashley see him for the first time. Her eyes opened in shock and her jaw trembled.

Hauk stiffened. Jolie pressed harder, leaned a little closer.

Ashley managed a sad smile. “Wesley. Oh, God.” She shook as she walked across the room, her low heels digging into the mats with each precarious step.

Jolie never felt heavy, she’d been a ballerina for crying out loud, but the way the waif-like Ashley moved made her feel large and inelegant. Particularly here in the training room, with her muscular shoulders and sweaty curls clumping to her forehead and the back of her neck. The feeling was ridiculous, because of all the petty, self-centered traits Jolie knew she had, she also knew she was damn pretty. Nobody should make her feel ugly.

Ashley opened her arms, and Hauk reached down to pick her up in a hug.

Saint Ashley’s beatific expression finally broke as she looked over Hauk’s shoulder. Pain and horror at what had happened, at the difference that she alone in this room knew, filled her face. She caught Jolie’s eyes, shook her head and mouthed, “Oh my God.”

Double
crap. Saint Ashley was going to try to be friends.

At least the girl would put that façade of acceptance back on before Hauk could see her face again. Ashley may have grown up in the same blue-collar part of Cincinnati, Ohio, that Hauk was from, but she’d gotten herself out and was sticking her toes into Jolie’s home world of manicured expressions and easy lies. Most of the time Jolie hated the pretenses of society, but sometimes—like right now—those white lies like, “Everything’s fine,” and, “It doesn’t bother me,” were needed.

Hauk’s looks didn’t bother Jolie anymore.

But everything wasn’t fine.

“I should probably get to the stage to help Catrina set up,” she said and marched for the door, trying desperately to keep her faux calm plastered in place.

“Oh, Jolie!” Hauk called.

She stopped, wishing he had words that would make the last five minutes go away like they’d never happened. Some magic phrase that would make her and Hauk normal friends again, with no awkwardness or disappointed hopes. But that wasn’t possible.

Hauk had put Ashley down, and her smile was back firmly in place, almost as if it was natural. Good
girl.

Hauk parted his lips as if he wanted to say something then glanced around the room at all the people and changed his mind. “I’ll see you at the benefit,” he told her instead.

“Yeah. I perform at six.” Please
be
there. “After that I’m up for guard duty. Just lemme know where you need me.”

“Okay.” He shot her a big old grin over the head of Ashley, who, for the love of Pete, was probably a full foot and a half shorter than him. God, he would practically have to do a toe-touch to kiss her.

Ugh, she did not need to think about that.

“We’ll be there,” he said.

Wait, “we”? As in “me and Ashley”? Oh, fuck
me.

Jolie couldn’t get out the door fast enough.






 



Chapter Four
 

“Giving them some alone time?” Jolie couldn’t help snarking at Brayden and Travis as they followed her out.

Brayden shot her a stupid smile. “Got a problem with that?”

“Of course not.” But she sped forward, ready to be away from the scene and away from anybody who knew her well enough to see just how unsettled she was.

But the boys kept up with her. “Actually,” Brayden said, “I promised Catrina I’d help with setup, too. So I’m on my way to the electric company. You taking the tunnels or driving?”

“I have a trunk-load of costumes. I’m driving.” She stopped, and Travis nearly ran into her. “Why? You asking to bum a ride?”

Brayden’s smile turned mock innocent as his big brown eyes opened hopefully. It was a variant of the highly successful pretty-please face she’d watched him give at least a dozen people—men and women; gender wasn’t a standard Brayden used to pick his dates. But this was the first time he’d turned that look on her.

In fact, nobody in The Underlight hit on her. Ever. Which was nice, but also…unusual. As the daughter of an Ananke bigwig, she wasn’t the most popular Associate of the Underlight. Some people still didn’t trust her, which could explain the general lack of flirting. But Brayden had gotten over her unfortunate family connections long ago. So was she one of the few reasonably attractive people who didn’t appeal to him?

Or did he have a different reason for not hitting on her? Like his best friend?

Jolie shook her head. If Brayden was keeping his seductive smile to himself for fear of hurting Hauk, he was wasting the little restraint he possessed. Besides, wasn’t it a guy thing to actively pursue the girls your friends were interested in? Maybe Hauk’s indifference made her seem less desirable in some twisted male logic.

Not that Hauk’s lack of romantic interest concerned her. It wasn’t like she’d courted it. It was just awkward because of that kiss.

That lovely, toe-curling, spine-arching, brain-scrambling kiss.

“So, yeah. Can we get a ride?” Brayden prompted as they exited the stadium complex on The University of Texas campus into the chilly light of a February morning. The Underlight was under the university, and the citizens of The Underlight used facilities at the mega-campus as an extension of their headquarters, easily blending in with the more than fifty thousand students and nearly twenty-five thousand faculty and staff.

Jolie, as a doctoral candidate in the School of Liberal Arts, used them legitimately.

She shoved her arms into the pocket whs of her track suit, trying to stem a chill she feared came from more than the winter wind. “Yeah, come on. I’m in the garage.”

There was something in her pocket. A flash drive.

She pulled it out and handed it to Brayden, happy to change the subject. “I forgot to give this to you yesterday, what with the bomb and all. I checked the foreman’s office for you two first and pulled it out of a computer.”

Brayden turned it over, checking for markings Jolie already knew weren’t there. She’d checked it over last night. “From the slaughterhouse?” he asked.

“Yeah. It was stuck in a laptop somebody had open. I couldn’t easily carry the computer, but I figured, why not grab the drive? There’s probably nothing useful on it, what with the whole thing being a setup and all.”

Brayden turned to Travis. “Got your netbook with you?”

“Of course.” He patted his messenger’s bag. “Want to open it during a break?”

Brayden snorted. “Yeah. If Catrina gives us one.” He waved a hand dismissively. “Knowing those idiots at Atropos, it’s probably just porn.”

Travis laughed, and the boys shared a glance.

“We could find some time for a break,” Brayden added.

“Ah, boys.” Jolie sighed in mock disappointment as they reached her car.

“Shotgun,” Travis called.

Brayden spun around. “Where?”

Travis pulled up the passenger seat and pointed. “It means I get the front seat.”

“Oh.” Dropping back onto his heels, Brayden turned to Jolie. “Is that for real? Or is he pulling another fast one on the native Underlighter?”

That brought a smile back to her face. Most branches of The Underlight disdained normal technology, like cars, as unhealthy for the planet. Brayden had grown up in the slightly more liberal Seattle Underlight, where computers were still a welcome part of life—unlike Austin, where you had to go above ground to get any form of normal technology. But every now and then his sheltered upbringing showed through.

Like when Travis made up some crazy shit about what “topsiders” did and tried to pass it off on him.

But this time Jolie admitted, “It’s real. Don’t ask me why we say that.”

Brayden nodded as he climbed into the back. “I’ll remember that one. The ways of you topsiders are mysterious unto me.”

* * *
 

Jolie blew feathers out of her sightline and glued glittery purple lashes over her right eye. “She’s like a midget compared to him. No, that’s rude. Like a leprechaun.”

Catrina, the manager of the Pussy Will-Oh! Burlesque, nodded sagely and applied glue to the second lash for her.

Jolie took it with a huff and bent back to the mirror. “Wait ’til you see them together. It’s ridiculous. How did they even dance at prom? Did she wear stilts? So sure, Hauk’s taller than me, but at least he can reach my shoulders without doing a full squat.” Lashes finished, she started applying lipstick.

“So your height makes you a better girlfriend for him?”

The lipstick tube slipped, smearing scarlet all over Jolie’s flco Jolieront teeth. “Fuck.” She grabbed a tissue and rubbed it off. “No. I’m not saying that. I’m saying…other than being a munchkin, she’s perfect for him. I mean, they’re both so good. Like, self-sacrificing and nauseatingly good. And she went to Yale.”

Catrina finger-combed her smooth black bob with infuriating calmness. “Didn’t you go to Princeton?”

Lipstick fixed, Jolie stood to check over her costume in one of the full-length mirrors scattered around the chaotic dressing room, where the ten members of Pussy Will-Oh! readied for their number. Usually the camaraderie of her troupe hyped up for a show put her in high spirits, but today it wasn’t working.

She fingered the purple and black crystals decorating her bodysuit. From a distance they seemed glamorous. “Princeton is my mother’s alma mater, and the Benoits give an annual donation of no small means. I’m pretty sure as long as I graduated from high school, I would’ve gotten in.” She flicked off a loose purple crystal at her hip. The dress may look glamorous, but the shine was manufactured. Its beauty wasn’t worth much. “Saint Ashley’s from crap-hood Cincy. She got into Yale on her own merits. And she’s a lawyer who does all this pro bono work. You should’ve seen Hauk—he was in awe as he raved to me about her. You could tell she’s the kind of girl he dreams about.”

Catrina looked over Jolie’s shoulder with an appraising eye and smiled, as if satisfied with the skin-tight costume and its sheer panels that revealed more than they hid. “You know, you’re most men’s dream girl yourself, sweetie. What is it they all call you? Red Hots? That’s not a bad nickname.”

Jolie pulled the rubber band from her hair, letting her curls fall around her shoulders. “More like wet dream. A man’s brain doesn’t have to like you for his dick to want you. Even with nice guys. They can’t help it. But it’s not the same thing.”

Catrina turned Jolie around. Jolie was just above average in height, but Catrina, a biological male, was quite a bit taller, even without the four-inch heels she currently sported. So Jolie had to look up to meet her boss’s eyes as Catrina frowned down. “All right, sunshine, what’s up? Normally you take everything in stride like nobody’s business. What happened?”

Jolie shrugged. “Nothing.”

“Bullshit.”

“I’m being irrationally hormonal.”

“You’re more even-keeled than I am, despite my lack of estrogen.”

Jolie shuffled from foot to foot and finally sighed, letting her shoulders drop. “It’s really stupid. I’m being vain. Hauk doesn’t want me, and it pissed me off. It’s not even like I want him. We’re just friends. So that’s all. I’m being a vain bitch and I deserve to be miserable.”

Catrina raised a perfectly manicured eyebrow. “What on earth makes you think Hauk doesn’t want you?”

In a rare surge of embarrassment, Jolie averted her eyes. “We, uh, sort of made out in one of the training rooms at Memorial Stadium. And he ended it pretty decisively.”

When Jolie looked back she was surprised to find Catrina grinning merrily. “Try smooching him again and see what happens. I’d wager my day job you can win him over.”

“The spoiled, irrational daughter of one of Hauk’s mortal enemies is not going to ‘win him over.’ Get him in bed, maybe, which he’d later regret. More than that? No.”

“I doubt he’d regret it. And do you usually have a problem with relationship-less sex?”

Jolie hesitated. “In theory? No.” In reality, despite her attempts to be more open-minded, she preferred the comfort of a stable relationship.

“So you’re opposed to sleeping with Hauk because of his scars? Too gruesome?”

“No. They don’t bother me. Not anymore, anyway.”

“Well, then.” Catrina shrugged. “A nice guy like Hauk deserves a little TLC. If you liked the kiss—and as you ‘made out,’ as opposed to aborting after first contact, I’ll assume that’s the case—then friends with benefits sounds like a perfect arrangement all around.”

“He aborted.”

Catrina hummed something noncommittal then glanced up at a clock. “Almost showtime. Is Little Miss Ashley out there?”

Jolie grimaced. “Yeah.”

“Good. Hauk and I have spoken some about where he came from. Sounds like quite the staid little neighborhood. Put on a good show. I bet it’ll get Ashley’s knickers in a twist. And even if it doesn’t, Hauk will be watching. I bet he’d like it if you danced for him.”

With a smile for the thought of Ashley’s granny panties in a knot, Jolie shook her head. “I can’t dance for Hauk. If I’m not sure what I want, I shouldn’t think like that. It’s toying with him.” Or it would be if he gave a crap. He did come to all her shows to cheer her on. Had she subconsciously thought he cared? Was that where the disappointment was coming from?

Catrina tapped her long nails against the sequined fabric of her emcee’s gown. “Are you saying you should be certain of your feelings before you go
there with Hauk because he’s had enough pain and you don’t want to be the cause of more if it doesn’t work out?”

“He has had enough pain.”

“Giving someone a chance isn’t toying with them. How can anyone ‘be sure’ before they, well…” Catrina’s face lit up in a salacious smile. “Take a test drive? If it doesn’t work out, it doesn’t work out. Hauk’s a big boy. He can handle it. But if nobody’s willing to give him a chance for fear of hurting him, he will spend the rest of his life alone. And that would be unfair. My advice? You do the man no favors by protecting his heart.”

Jolie frowned. She hadn’t thought about it from that perspective before, and it made a surprising amount of sense. But she shook her head anyway. “You’re not listening. Neither of us is interested in the other one.”

Catrina leaned down until they were eye to eye. “Then why are we having this conversation, hmm?”

Jolie opened her mouth, but had no good answer for that.

Catrina pointed toward the stage. “Get your ass out there and dance like you mean it. I’m hosting this rally. My troupe better be the best damn act of the night.” She turned to the other company members scattered around the dressing room finishing their last touches of makeup and raised her voice. “Showtime, ladies and Bret! Pop a pasty!” She threw an arm around Jolie’s hip and winked. “Make the munchkin squirm.”

* * *
 

“A-are you sure we’re safe up here?”

Hauk grinned as he hel thed as hped Ashley settle onto a ledge overhanging the old electric company floor. “We’re safe as rain.”

“Rain falls.”

He laughed as he took a seat next to his ex and dangled a boot over the edge. It was surreal to be with her again, especially now after so much had changed. He wouldn’t have figured Ash for The Underlight type; their methods could be a bit more underhanded than she used to approve of. But for whatever reasons she’d signed up, it was good to see her again. “We’re fine. Trust me. I watch all their shows from up here.”

Catrina and the Pussy Will-Oh! troupe had redone the cement-and pipe-filled space in green, gold and purple tinsel for the Mardi Gras Pride Rally, which featured acts from some of the best dancers and musicians around the state. The crowd below was packed and seemed to be having a great time. Thus far no trouble had stirred and Jolie was on next, so Hauk had decided to climb up to his usual out-of-the-crowd spot to watch. Up here he could still scan for trouble, no one could see him and they had a great view of the stage.

It would be a lot easier to maneuver, however, if Ash wasn’t so determined to keep her knees together, her heels on and her hose from catching on anything. He’d thought her meticulousness was cute when he was seventeen, but now it made him miss Jolie, who never worried about things like that, just blazed forward into any situation. That boldness was one of the things he appreciated about her.

He still needed to find that woman. He’d planned to ask her out before the show, but she hadn’t come by to talk shop like she’d said she would. Likely Catrina had kept her running around.

After her performance, then. And if she didn’t come out, well, he’d go find her. The memory of this morning’s kiss had kept a spring in his step all day, and he didn’t want to waste time before getting another one.

“You’re grinning again,” Ashley said with a nudge of her knee.

He could feel the grin get bigger, but he gave a non-committal shrug. In the past he’d have spilled his guts to her. All through growing up, Ash had been the one person he could tell anything to. Despite her more conservative bent, or maybe because of it, she’d reveled vicariously in his troublemaking ways.

But things weren’t the same now; of course they weren’t. They were shy around each other. Back in the day they couldn’t be near each other without touching, and he used to harass her about everything, from her tiny feet to her perfectly ironed shirts. But time had taken that ease away.

Or his accident had. He didn’t resemble her friend, or her ex, anymore. Deceptive as they may be, appearances made a difference to everyone.

“So your friend is a dancer? What kind?” Ashley asked.

He smiled and was rewarded with a shy smile back before her gaze slid away from his face. But this time her eyes found his again quickly. Progress. He wouldn’t ruin the moment by mentioning it.

“Jolie’s trained as a ballerina. She was so good the Houston Ballet wanted her to audition, but her family wouldn’t hear of it.” Jolie was one of the most physically competent women he’d ever met. Training her in self-defense had been a pleasure, and not just because he liked her company. He loved to watch her move, to see the way her brain grasped a concept and her body executed it. He hoped she never needed to use any of the defense techniques he’d taught her (likely a vain hope, he knew), but it made him feel better knowing she was more than competent at gettiad ent at ng out of harm’s way.

And he couldn’t help thinking if she could move like that in a sparring match, she must have some damn fine moves in other places that he’d sure like to experience.

Catrina came onstage to announce Pussy Will-Oh!, and Ashley joined in the applause.

“I love the ballet,” she said.

Hauk nearly choked on a laugh. “Oh, she doesn’t do ballet anymore.”

“What does she do?”

The spotlight hit an aerial hammock, pale purple nylon folded in half and hanging from the ceiling. Currently the hammock stretched around the perfect curves of a reclining body. Hauk couldn’t see her face, just shadows and hints of a form cocooned in lavender, but it was Jolie.

He had damn fond memories of those curves pressed into fabric.

“Is that her?” Ashley asked.

“Mm-hm.”

Jolie kicked straight up, and the shadows highlighted her long leg and spiked heel. His whole body stiffened in desire.

“Is this one of those modern dance things? I haven’t seen much of that.”

Jolie moved. The hammock responded to every motion, hugging her body as she slowly twisted in the air.

“But I’m happy to give it a try,” Ashley continued.

“They’re a burlesque troupe,” Hauk muttered.

“Burlesque? Isn’t that…strippers?”

Hauk peeled his eyes off of Jolie long enough to glance at Ashley. She sounded a little panicked. Maybe he would’ve thought that was scandalous, too, back in the day. But they were adults now, and a little skin wasn’t a shocking thing.

His focus riveted back to Jolie, as he was determined not to miss a moment of her skin. “They do some of that. But it’s more than just stripping. They’re good. The troupe has a contortionist and a couple acrobats. Jolie does aerial dancing, and she’s teaching some of the others. All of them are professionally trained dancers.”

“So why do they take off their clothes if they have real talent?”

He shrugged, unable to help a grin. “Why not?”

Other dancers had entered with chairs, and the dance picked up speed as the audience cheered. Jolie gathered the fabric with her hands. Arching her back, she inverted so she hung under the hammock instead of inside it, showing off that amazing athleticism and those perfectly defined shoulders as she got the hammock spinning faster and faster.

In his periphery he could see Ashley’s blond hair shaking next to him. “It’s just not something I thought you’d be into.”

Hauk didn’t know how to take that, so he stayed quiet and watched the show.

After a long moment, she asked, “Is she your…girlfriend?”

There was a note in her voice that he couldn’t place. It almost sounded wistful, and he turned to study her more closely. “No. We’re just friends.”

She nodded, her expression still inscrutable.

“But I’m hoping she will be one day.”

Ashley faced him squarely as her expression morphed into concern. “I heard someone say she was Reginald Benoit’s daughJolit’s ter. You’re okay with that?”

Jolie’s father could be considered one of the most powerful men in the world. His company, Benoit Media, owned television stations, newspapers, websites and a movie studio, giving him a reach that spanned the globe. Jolie didn’t just come from money. She came from a type of wealth and power Hauk couldn’t fathom.

Reginald Benoit was also a high-ranking member of The Order of Ananke. Jolie hadn’t known that about her father—she hadn’t known Ananke even existed—until two months ago.

Hauk shrugged and turned back to the dance. “Person can’t help where they come from, only what they do with it. When given the choice, Jolie joined us.” He had no doubts about where her loyalties lay.

But sometimes he did have other doubts.

Ashley continued on relentlessly, “She may want to be with The Underlight, but if her father controls her money…”

“Nah, she inherited from her grandfather. He was a film director. Her money is her own.”

“Ah. So she’s wealthy in her own right?”

That was one of those other doubts. “Yeah.” Hauk barely had two nickels to rub together, never really had. Not that he needed much money living in The Underlight. And he didn’t think Jolie could give a rat’s ass about his non-existent bank account, but…

“You know, the super-rich, like the Benoits, they grow up differently than us. They see things differently, have different expectations.” Ashley blew out a rueful breath, a painful story in the sound. “I ran into that all the time going to school on the East Coast. They can’t help it. It’s just the way they’re raised.”

“Jolie’s not like that. She’s not a snob.” He didn’t mean for the words to come out harsh, but his voice was knife-sharp.

“Okay,” Ashley said, hands in the air. “Not my business. I just don’t want to see you get hurt.” She smiled softly and reached a tentative hand to his shoulder. Her soft-pink painted nails squeezed in a comforting gesture, and he started to relax. Ash was just being overprotective, same thing he’d be for her. Unfortunately she wasn’t done. “If you think the daughter of Reginald Benoit will be happy cleaning toilets in The Underlight, I believe you.”

“Cleaning…” Oh, fuck. Hauk tried to focus on the show as his shoulders clenched.

Jolie soared above the stage wrapped in silk and smiling at an adoring audience, lighter than air and high as the penthouse condo she lived in.

Down in The Underlight, everyone shared duties like cleaning the common rooms, and there were no maids to help with private quarters. Hauk had never known anything different than scrubbing his own floors and fixing his own plumbing.

Jolie, however, had moved from a mansion to a sorority house to a penthouse, all with daily maid service. When something broke, she called somebody to fix it. She was a good cook, but somebody else did her grocery shopping. She’d never known anything else. Hauk didn’t blame her; most people would do the same thing, given the option. But it would make transitioning to The Underlight hard for her.

And between his face and his fugitive status, he couldn’t live anywhere else.

He gripped the edge of the cement as Jolie lowered to the ground to finish her number with a bow. Those green eyes lifted to the ledgs s to thee, where she knew he watched every show. She couldn’t see him with the lights, but as usual she winked at him, and affection pulled his hopes from the battlefield of doubt.

Thinking about her move to The Underlight was jumping ahead too many steps when he hadn’t even secured a first date with her. Life was complicated enough without worrying over a future that hadn’t happened and wasn’t all that likely, even if he could get that date.

Ashley bumped shoulders with him as she applauded, as if to smooth things over. Her friendliness had grown with every hour they’d spent together, and he didn’t want to bust the fragile return to their old camaraderie. She wasn’t trying to upset him.

“Gay rights rallies, drag queen emcees and burlesque dancing. Not quite the cacti and cowboys I pictured moving to Texas.” She sounded bemused, but she smiled, as if trying to accept it all.

“That’s Austin for you. Keepin’ it weird.”

Her smile grew, and he caught the first hint of shared history in the expression. It wasn’t just the difference between Austin and home that Ashley seemed determined to accept. Every time she looked at him, he could see the comparison in her eyes between what he’d been and what he was now. She was the first person, other than his parents in the hospital, who’d seen him both ways. It was a strange invasion. But she took his elbow and squeezed, tossed her blond hair and smiled up at him with that open grin she’d given so readily when they were kids.

Unlike him, she was just the same as he remembered, from the yards of hair to the opals in her ears, the ones he’d given her for her sixteenth birthday. And the necklace he’d given her a year later after they’d both lost their virginity on her pink-quilted bed.

It dawned on him that she’d worn them to say his scars made no difference to her. Even if that wasn’t true, it was nice of her to try. It was good to have some connection to a past he’d been completely cut off from since the trial.

“What’s that guy doing?” Ashley asked as she pointed stage right.

Hauk flipped his attention back to the stage in time to see a man from the crowd leverage himself up onto it. The rally raised funds in support of gay marriage. They’d known interference was a possibility.

“I’ll be back,” he told her as he hopped up and jogged toward the narrow walkway that hugged the wall, spanning the crowd from above.

“Freaks!” the haranguing started. “The Lord judges you for what you do.”

Hauk clenched his jaw. He’d nearly gotten himself burned up fighting for freedom from religious law in a foreign country; it disgusted him to come home to assholes trying to institute it here. He adjusted his hoodie to better hide his face and started down a ladder near the stage. He stopped at the sound of Jolie’s voice.

“Excuse me,” she said.

Hauk looked over his shoulder to see her tapping the guy on his arm. The guy turned, and Jolie hooked a foot around his ankle. In a textbook-perfect maneuver, he went down on his ass. The crowd cheered, Jolie bowed again, and security hopped up onto the stage to escort him away.

Hauk grinned and looped an arm through the ladder so he could join in the applause. He was so asking that girl out.

He’d take her for a ride on his motorcycle, out in the hill country somewhere. They’d do like a picnic or something. Jolie would li">un together, enough in common, enough heat between them. He swung the rest of the way down the ladder with a whistle on his lips and hope in his heart.






 



Chapter Five
 

Jolie high-fived a backstage tech on her way into the wings. She should find Hauk and see if he wanted her patrolling for anybody more sinister than a jerk with a loud voice. But first, to the dressing room and into something less see-through and sparkly.

“Well, look who’s learned a few new tricks since last I saw her,” a smooth voice said, and Jolie turned to see Paul Gellar, lead singer of Spork, the next act, waiting by the greenroom door with his arms open.

She smiled and took the offered hug. “Thanks for playing tonight. The crowd means a lot to Catrina, and I’m sure Spork brought a large chunk of it in.”

The band was a local favorite, and Jolie was certain they were poised on the edge of big things. She’d put in a couple calls to friends of hers in the media industry while they were on tour over the past month. Her contacts had reported back that they’d been impressed.

“Catrina?” Paul asked. “Your boss? I didn’t come here for her, gorgeous. What’s been going on with you? Long time, no see.”

Jolie hesitated as Paul flashed her one of his killer grins. He’d always been a charmer. He may not have Hauk’s six-pack abs, but with his thick black hair and hazel eyes that crinkled when he smiled, Paul was still an exceptionally beautiful man. Last summer they’d hooked up at a show of his and dated off and on for a while. But she’d wanted more on, and he’d wanted the freedom to chase groupies, and in the busyness of life she’d let the relationship fade.

Come to think of it, she’d let it fade around the time she met Hauk. Which was, of course, when life got so busy—because she’d joined The Underlight. She hadn’t been on a date, any date, since then. Maybe it was time she got back in the game.

But in answer to Paul’s question about her whereabouts, she casually stretched her wrists and rocked back on her heels. “Eh, school, dancing. I’ve been taking a self-defense class.”

“I can tell. Well, we’re back in town for the next six weeks. Here’s hoping you can fit me into your busy schedule sometime soon.” He winked and gave her a squeeze.

Maybe she should fit him into her schedule. They had a good time together, and she had fond memories of Paul’s kissing skills. Now that she’d had the time and distance she needed to accept his unwillingness to commit, it didn’t have to be a problem. They’d be fun and casual, exactly what they both needed right now.

Relationship-less sex, as Catrina had advocated, but with somebody who wouldn’t drop her on the gym floor and put his clothes back on after one kiss.

Before she could give an answer, one of his bandmates called for Paul to hit the stage.

Paul leaned intimately close. “Listen to the set. I have a surprise for you. Kiss for good luck?”

“Sure.” She reached up to give him a kiss on the cheek, but Paul turned and what she’d intended as a chaste peck turned into a liplock.

Paul pressed her against him the way he used to when they were dating aursnd worked his mouth like he thought they still were. But their connection was off. It wasn’t a bad kiss, but the fireworks she’d thought so intense just a couple of months ago weren’t the sparkling thing she remembered. And compared to this morning? Meh.

Hell
on
a
stick. How dare Hauk let his…his divine tongue ruin her on other men and then drop her on the floor.

Paul broke the lackluster embrace all smiles, as if he didn’t consider it a hugely disappointing experience, and gave her another wink before jogging out onto the stage to riotous applause. She watched him go, frustrated with what wasn’t there. Things with him could be so easy now that she wasn’t emotionally attached to him. Maybe she wasn’t trying hard enough. Maybe if she just kissed him a few more times…

She turned back toward the dressing room. She had to change and find that stupid drill sergeant and somehow not give him a piece of her mind.

But he was already there standing in the doorway, still as a statue.

What had he seen? Oh, but his stillness told her all she needed to know. A spike of guilt shot through her, unaccustomed and unnecessary. She didn’t owe Hauk anything; he’d pulled back from her. Besides, he’d been doing God knew what with Ashley all morning. She forced a smile onto her face, instead of the grimace she wanted to give, and asked, “Did you see my takedown? I did it just like you said, and it worked.”

At her words, he shook himself and stepped out of the doorway. “I saw. Nice job. You did it perfectly.”

Normal conversation. Good. Her smile turned a little more natural. “I had a good teacher.” She took a step forward, and Paul’s guitar wailed in the background, a tense note to match her insides. She had to ask Hauk the most important question, the one she shouldn’t have to worry about, except they’d screwed everything up with their stupidity this morning. “We still on for Monday like usual?” Ugh, it sounded so obvious that she was referring to the kissing incident. “I mean, if you and Ashley have plans…”

A horrible thought struck her. What if he wanted Ashley to train with them? Ashley was joining The Austin Underlight, after all.

It took all her mother’s ice-queen training to keep the disgust off her face. Maybe it made practical sense to work with both of them at once, but for two months now that had been her Hauk time. And not to be a jerk or anything, but she and Hauk were trained athletes. Would Ashley realistically be able to keep up with them?

Oh God, if the girl was like a marathon runner or some kung fu master on top of everything else, Jolie might need to kill her for the good of humanity.

“Nah, of course we’re still on.” He took another step toward her and a little smile broke through his hesitation. “’Sides, Ashley will be at work Monday morning. That whole eight to six thing lawyers do. Or whatever it is.”

Did that mean if Ashley weren’t at work, things would be different? That he would cancel their session or let her join in?

I
sound
like
a
dog
with
a
chew
toy. Let
it
go.

Nothing was changing. It didn’t matter why. She and Hauk were going to ignoree tng to i this morning, exactly as she’d hoped for in a best-case scenario. When the world was a good place, it was often best not to question why. She gave a real smile and stepped to a companionable distance. “So, what’s on the agenda for tonight? Do I have an assignment, Sarge?”

He laughed. “Sarn’t.”

“Huh?”

“We usually shorten Sergeant to Sarn’t, not Sarge.”

“Oh, interesting. I’ll remember that. Sarn’t.” His laugh was so nice, their stance so relaxed, she leaned in and bumped his shoulder.

He smiled down at her as Spork’s first number wound to a close. But then the tension crept back onto his face. “About this morning…” he started then took a deep breath.

Oh, fuck
no. But earlier she’d jumped to the wrong conclusion about something he wanted to talk about. This time she decided to ask first. “What about this morning?”

Hauk paused as he took another deep breath, while on stage Paul spouted some cheese about dedicating the next song to the most beautiful woman he’d ever met. Jolie glanced in his direction, wondering if this was what Paul had wanted her to hear. She hoped not. Bad timing.

Hauk followed her gaze and cleared his throat.

“’Cause I’m fine with this morning.” Jolie rushed through the words, trying not to stumble on them. “I understand, and I’m cool with it. We’re good.”

Oh, what a huge-ass lie. She stifled a cringe. Sometimes she was more Benoit than she liked to admit, pretending everything was fine and dandy when she was all knotted up inside.

“Cool with…” He drifted off as Paul’s lyrics reached them loud and clear about waking up next to a girl with red hair and rose petals tattooed on her hips. Hauk’s gaze drifted down to where Jolie’s costume cut away to clearly show red and white petals drifting across her abdomen and down her left hip, out of sight.

Awkward. Totally
and
utterly… “You know,” Jolie muttered, “we dancers talk about our private lives onstage too, but nobody knows what the hell we’re saying. Dance is nice that way.”

“Uh-huh,” Hauk commented.

God, she had no reason to feel bad. She and Paul hadn’t been together in months. And it wasn’t like Hauk was a virgin. There was no way on earth his tongue could do the things his tongue could do if he didn’t have some serious practice. She was fine with that. Granted, it had been more than five years ago for him. But still, she shouldn’t feel crappy because she’d had sex with somebody else before they’d even met.

But the way the light just died in his eyes, the way he shut down a little more with every confession spilling from Paul’s lips, it made her feel like shit. And just a minute ago things had been going so well. How did she fix this? She wouldn’t apologize when she hadn’t done anything wrong. But she should say something. “Hauk?”

“Yeah?” His gaze held no condemnation.

She couldn’t think of a thing to say, though.

He cleared his throat again. “It’s a good song.” He cracked a sad little smile. “If I ever met a girl worthy of songs, it’d be you.”

His sincerity touched her. “Thank you.”



He clearly wanted to say more, but the words weren’t coming.
The side door opened, and Ashley burst in, frantically waving her hands at them. With a sigh of relief, Hauk switched to all business and strode after her into the hallway. Jolie followed.

“Wesley, your friends. Brayden and Travis. Somebody came after them. I saw it from the, uh, the balcony. I got here as fast as I could.”

Hauk took off running; apparently he knew where they were. Jolie ran after him, calling a sincere thanks back to Saint Ashley. She and Hauk wove their way through the crowd, him creating space with his bulk and her following in his wake.

* * *
 

Catrina had warned Brayden and Travis not to steal good seats from paying attendants, so they’d been at the back of the crowd. Hauk ran that way, plowing through the audience with Jolie at his heels, and kept his head down to avoid scaring the crowd with his face. His height and the breadth of his shoulders got people out of their way just fine.

He’d totally wussed out a minute ago, but he couldn’t bring himself to ask Jolie out while another guy played a song for her. She’d never mentioned Paul while they were working out, and he’d almost forgotten about the pretty-boy musician Jolie had been so head-over-heels for when Hauk had first met her. Apparently they were still a thing, as evidenced by that kiss.

He’d seen all of it. She’d reached for his cheek. Paul had turned, making it more than a friendly gesture. Hauk had repeated that reassurance ad nauseam to shore up his defenses against a tsunami of frustrated jealousy.

Jolie hadn’t backed away, though. As soon as she’d settled into Paul’s kiss, Hauk had almost walked out. Train-wreck syndrome had held his feet, though, until he found himself analyzing the embrace, like it could tell him things he desperately wanted to know. Was she still as enchanted with the singer as she had been last time Hauk had seen them together? Had Paul gotten his head screwed on straight enough to offer Jolie the exclusive relationship she wanted? Most importantly, which one of them did she like kissing more?

He probably didn’t want to know the answer to that.

There was no way Paul had offered her a relationship. If Paul had been treating Jolie right, Hauk was under no illusions regarding how his own advance this morning would’ve gone. Paul was the kind of good-looking, artsy, feel-my-emo-pain douchebag girls swooned for.

But Jolie had kissed Hauk back. He still had a shot. Good-looking he may not be, but he knew how to treat a woman right. He’d make sure she never regretted giving him a chance.

Or he would as soon as they’d rescued Travis and Brayden.

They reached the back of the crowd, and he turned a corner toward the side exit—the way he’d go if he was trying to haul somebody out against their will. Sure enough, he could hear yelling in the distance. He picked up speed, sprinting down the hallway as Jolie kept pace with him, and they rounded a corner.

Travis futilely whaled on the back of a burly guy who had a choke hold on Brayden.

Hauk stepped up, grabbed the dude’s shirt and tossed him backward. Brayden took a gasping breath.

The attacker straightened up. Hauk yanked his hoodie back to show off his scarred face, stood up to his full height and waved two fingers, daring the guy to fight back. One l te back. ook, and the guy took off running toward backstage.

“Flash drive,” Brayden choked out, rubbing his throat. “He took the—”

Jolie lifted an eyebrow. “Not porn, I take it?”

“Porn?” Hauk asked. “What are you talking about?”

“We haven’t checked yet,” Travis said as he pulled something stuck in Brayden’s thigh.

Jolie was watching the attacker and didn’t notice. “Must be something interesting on it.” She sprinted after him.

“Jolie!” Too late. There went that boldness again, this time running off into danger. Fan-fucking-tastic. Oh, and Travis was holding a syringe. “Did he drug Brayden?” Brayden needed help. But Hauk couldn’t let Jolie chase down a Hand of Atropos by herself. He had to go after her. “Dammit all. Get him to The Underlight. Have LaRoche figure out what was in that needle.”

“Got it,” Travis said as he slid an arm under Brayden’s shoulders.

Hauk chased after Jolie, wondering what the hell a flash drive of pornography had to do with anything. The back of his neck tingled with anticipated violence—apparently his pain-dar was going to help this time. He let it guide him to the right door and bolted through into a room of stage lights and electronics.

Jolie was there, the attacker right in front of her. She grabbed the guy’s jacket, and he spun on her, fist raised.

Hauk grabbed that fist and twisted it around the man’s back. With a cry of pain, the guy went down on his knees.

“Where’s the flash drive?” Hauk asked as he put pressure on the arm.

“Right pocket,” the guy ground out.

Hauk nodded at Jolie, who fished it out.

She gave him a wink. “Thanks! Now what do we do with him?”

“Depends on his next answer.” He didn’t let up on the pressure. “What’d you dope Brayden with?”

Jolie’s eyes widened, but she kept her mouth shut.

The guy puffed up with bravado as he said, “You won’t do anything to me. We’ve studied you. You don’t hurt people who surrender. Consider this my white flag.”

“Studied me, eh?” Hauk slammed the guy’s head into the floor. “Tell me what you drugged my friend with or you’ll get to study a new side of my personality. The one that gets a bit unreasonable when people I care about are jerked around by some asshole.” He twisted the guy’s arm a little harder and got down near his face. “Interesting thing to note about being burned near to death—it re-centers your definition of pain.”

The guy lost all bravado and paled. “I don’t know what it was. I was just told to give it to whoever had the drive, unless it was you. Then I was supposed to pick somebody else.”

Another slam. “Why?”

“I don’t know!”

The door opened, and Jolie yelled, “Hey!”

Hauk cuffed the guy across the temple, knocking him out, but four more Hands of Atropos had entered. One had Jolie by the wrist.

“Lookee what we found, boys,” the guy murmured.

She stomped on his foot.

He sled e="-1">apped her hard enough to spin her head back, and she dropped the flash drive. It clattered across the ground as she rubbed her free hand across her red cheek, startled and suddenly unsure.

The bully shot her a skeevy grin, and “unsure” changed to the same fear she’d worn this morning when Hauk had told her to get in the corner.

That vulnerability on her face did him in. He threw himself at the combatants, his vision going red as rage took over.

* * *
 

Jolie’s face stung, but more than that she was frozen by the sadistic glee in her attacker’s expression. He liked causing her pain.

Growling, Hauk flung himself forward, his normal controlled efficiency lost to a battle-wild as one of his eyes lightened to a blinded gray.

Jolie’s jaw dropped in surprise and a little bit of fear. Hauk was gone. The beast was in. She hadn’t seen this in two months.

Raged out, Hauk was both terrifying and glorious. Every muscular inch of him seemed alert and deadly as he lunged with inhuman speed. His breath came in short, heaving gasps so the whole of him seemed to expand and contract. The scars darkened, accentuating each ridge and pockmark until he looked more demon than man.

She’d seen him like this for the first time as he took on a biker gang. Jolie had thought she was hallucinating some hellish tableau. But it was very real. And it was Hauk.

He reached her attacker and grabbed the wrist of the hand holding her.

With a wet crack, it snapped. The man screamed as he fell to the ground.

Hauk spun himself between Jolie and the crowd, her one-man army against any number of foes. She had no doubt she was safe from the Hands of Atropos. There was still some niggling fear, though, that she may not be completely safe from him.

One of the Atropos waved a wand-like thing at him.

Magic? Ananke could do all kinds of unknown magical weirdness. That little staff of wood and crystal could do anything. Hauk had told her they didn’t give those tricks to their foot soldiers. It appeared they’d changed their minds.

Hauk yanked the wand away. His fist closed, crushing the wood.

Yellow energy engulfed him like sparks shimmering off his skin, and he howled as he collapsed. His eyes faded to their normal blue, his breathing slowing as the rage ended as suddenly as it had begun.

Everyone froze and stared at Hauk as he twitched on the ground at Jolie’s feet. Worry sliced through her. What had they done to him?

“It worked,” one of the guys said, his voice full of surprise.

Hauk struggled to sit up and failed. His pained grunts underscored the moans from the one with the broken wrist.

The remaining men turned to Jolie with confident smiles.

Her mouth went dry as her muscles quivered, her usual grace turning awkward in fear. “Don’t lose, don’t lose, don’t lose,” she murmured. But no matter how much Hauk had told her to think positive thoughts, she couldn’t protect Hauk and fight three men at once. She glanced frantically about for a weapon of some type.

Five flashpots were lined up, ready for use. An upcoming act was getting one less fire effect. She grabbed a pot and dropped the ignition pedal to the ground.

The men lunged. She stomped the pedal.

Fire and purple smoke flew out the end.

The men dove for cover as the room filled with purple haze.

She tossed the pot, grabbed Hauk’s shoulder and pulled. He fumbled up to his knees, and they crawled out of the smoke-filled room.

Outside, Hauk pushed himself to a crouch. He seemed to be recovering, thank the powers that be. She guided him out to the loading dock, where performers gathered between acts to shoot the shit and smoke, giving her and Hauk the safety of numbers. Catrina had put a couple of Goodwill couches around a space heater so people could ward off the mild Texas chill.

Jolie led Hauk to a red pleather monstrosity and made him lie down.

The occupants of the other couch took one look at him and cleared out.

Jolie pursed her lips, frustrated at the insult, but Hauk didn’t seem to notice.

“I’m okay,” he murmured, rubbing his forehead as he pushed himself up to sitting.

“You’re okay? Really? What the hell was that?” Usually he raged until a fight was over and he’d gotten everyone to safety, and then he passed out for eight to ten hours of super-healing sleep. Last time she’d watched him heal a bullet wound overnight. Right now, blood still trickled from a small wound, where he’d nicked himself in the fall.

“No idea,” he answered.

“Are you sick?”

“I’m fine.”

He didn’t look fine. He was bracing his head in his hands and his elbows on his lap like he might throw up, but if he was going to be macho stupid about it—or if he just didn’t want to share with her—she’d let it go. “They got the drive back. Should I—”

“No,” he said decisively.

“But—”

He opened his hand, and there it was. “I picked it up off the ground. Figured I could do something useful while I was lying on my ass. What’s on it that’s so damn important?”

“I have no idea. I found it in the abattoir. Figured if they wanted it back badly enough to come get it, it might be worth having, so I chased him.” She wrinkled her nose. “I didn’t realize there would be more of them.” She sat down next to Hauk. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

He narrowed his eyes at her.

Stifling a laugh, she shut her mouth. “Fine. I’ll quit asking.” Her phone vibrated. She checked the number. “It’s Travis.”

“Ask if they figured out what Brayden got stuck with,” Hauk said.

She swiped her phone on. “Yo. The drill sergeant wants an update on Brayden.”

* * *
 

Hauk snorted at the nickname then sucked back a groan. Whatever shit they’d hit him with seemed to be wearing off. At least the nausea was fading.

He’d felt the rage coming on, and he’d blacked out like he always did when those hit him. Then he’d jolted awake lying on the ground, feeling like he’d lost a wrestling match with an Abrams tank. Normally he woke up from a rage ten hours later feeling damn fine; it was one of the few redeeming factors of the blackouts.

Well, that and always winning.

“I’ll send Hauk with it,” Jolie was saying.

“Wait, what?” he asked.

She turned to him. “The drive. I’m sending you to The Underlight with it to get checked out. That way we can have it somewhere safe.”

He nodded at her. “You take the drive.” She’d be smart enough to keep it safe until it was in Travis’s or Brayden’s hands. He would keep an eye on things around here. Or he would as soon as he could reliably stand up.

She put the phone against her shoulder and scowled. “No, I’m getting you checked out. Me going back won’t get you checked out. By a doctor. Or by Tally and LaRoche.”

He waved a hand and sucked in a breath. “I told you, it’s going away. You get the drive back. I’ll stay here in case they cause any more problems.” He wasn’t sure he could walk to The Underlight at the moment anyway. But if he could sit still for a bit longer…

“At which point you’ll do what? Glare at them from your prone position?” She put the phone back on her ear. “No. He got hit by a magic stick.”

“Magic stick?” Hauk raised a metal eyebrow at her. “Seriously?”

“Stuff it. That’s the best descriptor I have. You got hit by a magic stick, you broke it and you collapsed into a painful ball of non-raging you.”

Hauk grimaced. Due to recent events, he and Jolie had been forced to admit magic existed, but they usually danced around the issue. Hauk hated magic. It was illogical and unpredictable and presented a whole host of unknown problems for anybody planning a defense. But his disgust didn’t make it fake. “Fine. I got hit by a magic stick. But I’m recovering just fine. See, watch, I’m standing.” With a grunt he lifted himself to his feet.

Damn, that hurt.

But he couldn’t have done it five minutes ago without help, so case in point, he was improving. He dropped back down to the sofa as Jolie’s frown turned into a scowl. Great. He let his head loll back on the cushions and told her the truth. “Look, I’m not going to make it to The Underlight right now. Ash can play nursemaid. You head back with the drive. If I’m still feeling shitty in an hour, I’ll find a way to get home. Okay? How’s Brayden?”

As he spoke, Jolie’s expression had started to morph from scowling to sympathetic. But halfway through the softer expression snapped to stiffly formal, and her voice was practically icy as she said, “Travis, I’ll be there in a few minutes.” She pocketed her phone. “They can’t find anything wrong with Brayden. Whatever he got injected with doesn’t appear to do anything. Which, of course, has everyone terrified. Now, shall I go get Ashley to make you feel all better or is there anything I can do before I go?”

Did she sound acerbic? Why? Hauk managed a lazy grin and shot his mouth, trying to lighten her mood with a joke. “You can kiss me and make it better.” He expected her to roll her eyes and leave, hopefully with a bit of a smile.

But she didn’t. Nose in the air like some princess, she strolled over to him, hips swaying to the beat of the punk music playing over the speakers. Was pretty-boy’s band still playing?

Her knees hit the couch on either side of his and she slid onto his lap, straddling him.

Suddenly he didn’t give a flying fuck who was making the music. Jolie’s expression wth=expressas pissed, but her body—that toned, curvaceous figure wrapped in transparent fabric and sparkles—sure looked like it was about to do something fun.

With one finger she tipped his chin up, forcing his eyes from their indiscreet wandering back to hers.

Oops. Should he apologize for ogling her? Or after the kiss this morning was he allowed to ogle now? He sure loved studying every graceful part of her. Did it as often as he thought he could get away with it.

She smiled, a twist of lips halfway between haughty and seductive, and he loved that, too. As she leaned in close he could smell the soft cinnamon and spice of her perfume. With a breath that was cool against his suddenly hot cheek she whispered, “Like this?”

She kissed him.

Gods, yes.

Her lips slowly moved against his with a supple pressure that eased his pain like nothing else. Her hands slid under his jacket to rest against the cotton of his shirt. Thin cotton. She might be able feel his skin through that. He didn’t want it to make her uncomfortable. Maybe it wasn’t a good idea to—

She sighed his name, and her tongue pressed against his lips.

To hell with good ideas. He opened his mouth for her, letting her tongue slide against his. He caressed across her hips to the top of her ass. Her knees slid further apart, pressing her soft, hot body against his. With a groan he cupped the firm muscles he’d been admiring from a distance for too long. Her ass felt even better than it looked.

He wanted to toss her on the couch, spread her underneath him where he could touch more of her. He couldn’t remember ever wanting anyone or anything so damn badly.

She moaned and shuddered against him.

That was it; he shifted his grip so he could press her back into the cushions. But before he made the move, she pulled back.

He grinned like the happy idiot he was.

But she didn’t look happy. With a jerk, the most perfect woman the gods ever made wrenched out of his arms and stood up.

“Wh-wha-what?” he sputtered.

One finger waved manically at him. “I hope you, Ashley and your self-sacrificing bullshit have a good time guarding the rally.” She spun on her five-inch heels and stalked away.

“What? What happened? Jolie?” He stood up and nearly fell down in a wash of dizziness. “Jolie?”

But she was gone.

He dropped back to the couch, brain hurting with the effort to figure out what he’d done wrong. And, more importantly, how he could fix it, so he could get back to kissing that woman.






 



Chapter Six
 

“He can be such an asshole.” Jolie flipped up the lid of Travis’s laptop and crammed the flash drive into a port.

“Computer. Not cheap.” Travis fluttered his hands like Catrina in a tizzy, and Jolie rolled her eyes. For all their macho-big-headedness, guys could be serious wimps sometimes.

“It’ll be fine.”

“Says you, Penthouse Princess. Go make us some coffee and spend a moment or two breathing. I hear it’s good for the blood press1">ure.”

Jolie groaned. Travis loved sending her on errands when they were in The Underlight. “You know, I don’t send you on personal errands when you’re working. And you get paid for that.” But she stood up anyway.

“Yeah, yeah. I’ll give you your five bucks a month back, and then do I still have to park your car?” He smiled slyly at her, and once again it was hard to stay angry at Travis for long. He remained surfer-boy calm no matter what was going on around him. Even as his sharp brown eyes and rampant curiosity didn’t miss anything. She tried to be nice to all the valets at her condo, but Travis was the only one she’d made friends with, and that had started before either of them had joined The Underlight.

“Don’t open the file ’til I get back,” she said as she headed through the stacks toward the exit of the library in the heart of The Underlight.

Travis was right about the walk chilling her out. Breathing in the peaceful air of The Underlight always calmed her. Like much of the underground mini-city, the library was a throwback to a different era, filled with soaring shelves, leather-bound books and artwork at irregular intervals. It had all the richness of the most posh libraries in her father’s circle of friends without any of the coldness. People here shared the space, loved the books, cared for the upkeep with affection instead of paid dedication.

Jolie herself tried to dust shelves or do some other form of custodianship whenever she used the library. It was the least she could do for everyone letting her come down here and invade their space with her computer and its out-of-place technology.

Exiting the library, she turned a corner into the common room and the scene brought a smile to her face. The Underlight’s great room opened up with cathedralesque ceilings and four corner fireplaces crackling with friendly light. Hand-crafted tables and other furniture had been grouped into conversation areas, and like most evenings, many of the seats were taken up with The Underlight’s residents, talking, knitting, playing board games—passing the time with friends instead of television, listening to live music played on guitars instead of through headphones.

She loved it here.

Near one of the fireplaces somebody usually had an enormous pot of coffee brewed up for the room to share, so she headed that way, exchanging pleasantries with everyone she passed. It had taken a while for people to accept her presence down here; in fact, she was still working on public relations. If Hauk hadn’t carried her unconscious body down during one of his crazy blackouts, the citizens of The Underlight never would’ve given the daughter of Reginald Benoit a chance. She was too big a risk. Should members of Ananke ever figure out how to get here, they would bring their magic and their warriors and wipe out The Austin Underlight.

But Hauk and Brayden and Dr. Echelson, one of their elected leaders who was also her history advisor at The University, had stuck by her. She’d tried her best to fit in (well, except for bringing her laptop around—she refused to give that up), and slowly she felt popular opinion was turning in her favor. It had been a strange experience. In the past, her name and her dad’s money had gotten her all the “friends” she wanted, if she could call those people friends. Now those same things were her biggest liability.

Sometimes it was tough, but Jolie respected The Underlight for their hesitance. It was comforting, a relief even, to know without a doubt that for once in her life those who called her a friend did so purely for herself.

By the time she returned to the library with two black coffees, she was feeling substantially more relaxed.

“Jesus, take forever, why don’t you,” Travis said with a grin. “Do you know how many times I almost opened the file?”

“Yeah, well, you don’t have to run a PR campaign every time you go out in public.” She poked him in the chest with his mug. “You want fast coffee, you get it yourself. I have to play nice. Now open the file.”

Travis took the drink as they waited for the flash drive to open on his grindingly slow computer. “So,” he said so casually that Jolie knew his question wasn’t casual. “What’d Hauk do to piss you off? I’ve never seen you mad at him before.”

She waved a hand dismissively. “Aw, nothing. He was being stupid. I was being stupid. There was a whole lot of stupid.”

Stupid, and yet body-tingling awesome. Hauk’s fingers had tightened on her ass, sending anticipation zinging through her, and she’d had to remind herself he wanted Ashley there, not her. The whole kiss was a farce she’d initiated because she was pissed.

Somehow she’d still nearly let him roll her onto the couch and press her into the cushions as he stretched that big, muscled body of his on top of her.

Even now the image heated her skin. She had to quit thinking like that.

“He finally kissed you, huh?”

Jolie’s head snapped around. “What? Where’d you get that idea? Finally? What?” Hundreds of video icons, each named as a date, scrolled across the screen in her peripheral vision. “Videos? Maybe it is porn.”

Travis snorted. “Alrighty then.” He clicked on the newest video. “So you didn’t like that he kissed you or didn’t like what he did afterward?”

She tried to stem the blush creeping up her cheeks, but was afraid she failed. “I didn’t… Uh…”

The corners of his mouth turned up. “Or didn’t like the kiss?”

He turned to stare her full in the face and all she could do was blink at him, mouth opened in a protest that wouldn’t come out.

“Come on,” he said, his voice teasing, “a guy can hope.”

“The video’s playing,” she finally said.

Travis turned back to the computer and his teasing grin dropped. “Speak of the devil…”

It was a black and white clip with no sound, like a security camera feed, showing Hauk at an accounting firm he’d raided last month. Three Hands of Atropos had him surrounded in the courtyard. He stood at the ready for the first attacker to make his move.

Jolie blinked at it. “What the hell? Is this evidence? Are they pressing a lawsuit?”

Travis shrugged, mystified. The video was only about thirty seconds long, just the time it took for Hauk to knock the guys out and move on.

When it ended, Travis clicked on the next icon.

The footage began, and Jolie immediately felt sick. This one had color and audio, with the blurry imprecision of a cell phone video. It showed two men holding a woman prone in the back of a van.

“Is—is that you?” Travis asked in a strained voice.

On screen the men laughed, pawing at the woman as she str Can t yuggled to get up.

“Yeah.” Jolie rubbed the back of her neck. “That’s me.” She pushed away from the table as remnants of that night’s nauseous terror churned inside her.

Travis moused to the stop button. “We don’t need to—” A gut-wrenching bellow stayed his hand.

Despite her remembered horror, Jolie couldn’t take her eyes off the screen. It was the first time Hauk had saved her. The camera swung around to see Hauk in full battle rage, tearing his way through screaming men.

“Oh my God. That’s Hauk? What’s he doing?”

Hauk grabbed the guy on top of Jolie and flung him to the pavement. With a steel-toed motorcycle boot, he delivered a swift kick to the guy’s naked balls. The camera turned away as the filmer cursed in empathized pain.

Good riddance. No guy who would do that deserved balls as far as Jolie was concerned. At the time, she hadn’t realized somebody’d been twisted enough to film the assault. If she’d ever felt a twinge about what happened next, that killed it completely. These assholes deserved their fates.

The shot flipped back to watch Hauk break the guy’s neck then take two bullets, one in the thigh and one in the shoulder, without a flinch. He tossed the body at another Hand of Atropos. Three motorcyclists showed up.

“Oh my God,” Travis said again.

Hauk turned back to the van as if he heard something.

That exact moment, the one where he turned to face Jolie when she called his name, was burned into her memory.

It was the first time she’d seen his face. She’d been terrified, not just of the situation but of him. The next morning, even knowing he was her rescuer, she hadn’t wanted to look at him, hadn’t even wanted to admit he existed. Just as bad, she’d let herself pretend he wasn’t the man behind the curtain who’d wrung that amazing orgasm from her. And Hauk had let her, despite how unfair and cowardly it was of her.

Jolie had started off the most important relationship in her life with denial and fear. Ever since, she’d carried around the shame that she couldn’t handle what he faced daily as reality.

But as the camera zoomed in on his blood-spattered face, even knowing Hauk as she did now, in that moment he was hellfire-and-nightmare terrifying. And maybe, like he repeatedly assured her, the fact that she’d gotten past it was good enough.

“Good God,” Travis muttered, still shaking his head. “He’s—good God!”

Gunfire. Video-Jolie screamed, video-Hauk took another bullet, this one in his chest, and he threw himself at a motorcyclist. The video ended with Hauk’s ravaged face turned to the camera in rage, filling the screen with its hideous intensity. Jolie exhaled a long breath as an insecurity she’d buried deep uncoiled and released. There had been nothing weak about her fear that night. Just the video of it had Travis clinging to the desk in white-faced terror.

“It’s like watching a demon or something fight,” he whispered, as if afraid the bogeyman in the video would hear and come for them next. “That’s unreal. Like, can’t-happen-in-real-life unreal.”

She relaxed back into her chair and motioned at the face frozen on the screen. “How do you fight him? If he can do impossible things, how do you know what he’s capable of?” She dropped her forehead into her palm. “D’oh! The guy said they were s Cd tmpossibtudying him. Check another video. See if it’s of Hauk fighting.”

Travis opened one from earlier in the set. Then another, and a fifth. All of them were of Hauk fighting.

“It’s a training series,” Travis said, regaining his equilibrium. “They’re studying Hauk to see if they can find any weaknesses.”

“And maybe to see what triggers his blackouts. They’ve devised this thing, this wand that stops them.” Jolie rubbed her forehead. “They keep targeting him. They want him.”

Back while Hauk was half-conscious in the burn unit at BAMC, Ananke had given him one of those cursed tattoos that should’ve turned him into a Hand of Atropos. Then, after his sentencing, they’d helped him escape the law. They’d even helped him heal further and faster than regular medical science deemed possible with their own team of scientists and doctors. Their intervention likely accounted for his impressive physical capabilities, despite the scarring. But when Hauk figured out what Ananke was really about, he’d bolted.

He was the only person The Underlight knew of who had escaped the mind-bending effects of that tattoo. The Order of Ananke wanted him back. Badly.

Travis frowned. “But why would they need training videos back? Surely they’ve got other copies somewhere. And it’s not like we can’t watch Hauk fight all we want to.”

Dozens of videos were lined up on the screen. “Maybe there’s something else on one of them they don’t want us to see.”

Travis’s lips quirked up. “Something we wouldn’t have bothered to look for if they hadn’t tried to get it back? That actually sounds likely.” He scrolled up through the numerous videos. There was easily hours of footage. “I know you need to get back to the rally. Why don’t you go? Warn Hauk what this is. I’ll keep watching.”

“Are you sure?” Watching Hauk fight was cool and all, but that was a lot of watching.

“Yeah. I’ll be fine. Reporter, remember? This is right up my alley.”

Jolie nodded. “Thanks. If you set up a cloud drive for us, you can shove anything over you think I should see. Email me access and I’ll take a look later. But gimme a call if you find anything important.”

“Will do.”

Jolie turned to go, but Travis’s voice stopped her before she got past the first stacks.

“Hey, Red Hots.”

She turned back to find a serious expression on his face. “What?”

“I know there’re a lot of people rooting for you two. Nobody would blame you, though, if you didn’t want to date Hauk. It may not be his fault the whole situation is crazy, but the whole situation is crazy. It’s not just his scars. The fugitive thing, the blackouts, Ananke…it’s a lot. Way more than anyone expects you to take on.” A smile poked through the serious. “I swear I’m not just saying that for my own benefit.”

She popped a hip and put her fist on it. “I know there’s a contingent that thinks Hauk and I are the cutest thing. The knitting crew has taken to calling us ‘la
belle
et
la
bête’. But everyone’s going to be disappointed one of these days. Hauk and I haven’t even vaguely discussed a relationship, mostly because neither of us wants one.” She waved a finger at Travis and smiled to CandI h soften her next words. “And you, Mr. Randy-boy, I know what part of your anatomy is interested in dating me, and as scruffily handsome as you are, that’s not going to happen. So get it out of your head, all right? We’re good as friends. Hauk and I are good as friends. We’re all just friends.” And she was never having sex again because she spent all her time surrounded by men who were just friends.

Despite the fact that she’d had a hard time keeping her lips off one of them today.

Travis propped a knee up and relaxed into the chair, his surfer-boy calm back in full force. “You’re really jaded sometimes, you know? You realize that I do like you as a person, right? I may tease you sometimes, call you Penthouse Princess when you say something about money, because you have no concept of money.” He leaned forward. “You also know that, right?”

She cocked her head. “Your point?”

He took his time settling back into the overstuffed seat. “My point is, you’re gorgeous. Quite possibly the most gorgeous woman I’ve ever met.”

She rolled her eyes, but he kept talking.

“You’re also stupid-rich and well-connected. I’d wager you’ve spent your life fending off men who want you for all the wrong reasons.”

Despite her desire to stay strong, Jolie’s pose deflated. He had no idea how right he was. It sucked to be wanted not for herself, but for access to her father. Men could spin so many enticing lies about love when they wanted something entirely more worldly.

“But Jolie, that doesn’t mean all of us want you for the wrong reasons.” He shrugged. “Some of us? We just think you’re really cool.”

She ducked her head, embarrassed. Was her insecurity that transparent? Travis was right. She was being unfair. He and Hauk were a different breed than the men she was used to. They both had a straightforward honesty she liked but hadn’t yet figured out how to deal with.

“Aw, look. She’s blushing. If it helps, I’ll admit we also think your tight ass is really hot and would like to date that, too.”

Jolie didn’t try to hide her blush or laughter. “Shut the fuck up.” In two strides she was back to him. She squeezed her fingers into his dishwater-blond curls and kissed the top of his head. “Thanks. You’re pretty cool yourself.” She released him and tapped a purple-painted fingernail on his nose. “But you and I? We’re still just friends.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Get going. I’ve got hours of lover-boy here to watch.”

Jolie called back a “Whatever!” as she headed around the stacks

* * *
 

“Where have you been? You have to change!” Catrina threw a new costume at Jolie as soon as she stepped into the dressing room.

Jolie caught it, confused. But she unzipped the jogging suit that covered the ridiculous skin-tight sparkles she hadn’t had a chance to peel off yet. “Why? Spork’s going to win the closer.” The audience was just now voting on an act to come back out and finish the night, and Spork’s popularity made them a shoo-in. She hadn’t worried too much about getting back because nobody expected Pussy Will-Oh! to perform a second time.

Catrina snorted. “Of course they are. Audience votes aren’t about talent. But that singer, Paul What’s-his-cheeks, asked for you to dance. And dance you shall. The audience lo Ce ait, cved that little move of yours where you took out the loudmouth. Spork plus you ending the rally will send everyone out in a mood to donate more money. God knows marriage equality needs all the funds it can raise in Texas.”

Jolie pushed down the jogging pants with a laugh. “Okay.” The other costume was more comfortable anyway—daisy dukes and a lipstick-red bra top. She was tired of wearing fake crystals. “Have you seen Hauk? I need to talk to him really fast.” And tell him about the videos. He had a right to know.

He was probably with Ashley, though. The thought made her wrinkle her nose.

She shucked the old outfit and slid on the new. Maybe seeing Hauk and Ashley together would be a good thing. She hadn’t been able to observe the way they interacted since the first introduction, and that was obviously an emotional moment. Maybe with some time to analyze, she could form a better opinion of what was going on between them. If any of her old high-school boyfriends had shown up out of the blue, it wasn’t like she’d start dating them again. Those had all ended in the typical histrionics of a teenage relationship, and she’d changed a lot since eighteen.

Hauk had probably changed a lot, too. Though she got the impression Hauk and Saint Ashley had had more than a typical high-school affair.

Not that it should matter to Jolie what was going on between Hauk and any other woman, but clearly it did. It surprised her how much so. Her earlier exit with the kiss and the one-liner? She was so rarely motivated by jealousy, she hadn’t recognized that ugly emotion when it had her in its teeth.

Now that she’d had some time to think about it, she’d realized the problem. Hauk had wanted Ashley to take care of him and not her. He hadn’t seen Ashley in years, and Jolie had just had his back in a fight. But Ashley was the one he wanted around. Ergo, jealousy.

Sure, he’d responded to their kisses. Even this morning before backing out, he’d seemed really into it. That didn’t necessarily mean anything, though. It was possible Hauk’s control had just slipped. As Catrina pointed out, the poor man hadn’t gotten any for nearly five years. His body would be happy with any decent-looking girl willing to curl up next to him. But his brain, and more importantly his heart, would want more than a pretty face.

New costume on, Jolie checked herself out in the mirror and ran fingers through her hair to smooth it back into place.

She had a pretty face, but she was more than just that. She could prove it to him. “I’m heading out to the loading dock. I’ll be back.”

Catrina looked appalled. “What? No. You have to perform in less than five minutes.”

“Okay, so I’ll be back in four.” Jolie ran out the door as fast as her high heels would take her. She felt bad about Catrina, but she had to talk to Hauk.

They weren’t on the couches at the loading dock. But Mercedes Salvador, the only member of the troupe who was also in The Underlight, was leaning on the railing talking to Cassie, one of their regular backstage techs.

“Mercy! You seen Hauk?”

She turned, startled. “Oh, hey, Jolie. He and some blond chick went in to watch the shows a while back. I don’t know where to.” She scrunched her face, curious. “They acted pretty tight, but I’ve never seen her before. You know who she was?”

Jolie groaned in frustration. “Cincy import. She and Hauk go waaay back.”

Mercy laughed. “And here I thought you two were a done—”

Jolie put a finger against her friend’s lips. “Don’t. Say. It. I’ve gotten the memo. From everyone. But I need to talk to Hauk.”

Mercy’s eyes danced.

“Not about Saint Ashley.”

“Saint Ashley? Me-ow.”

Jolie ignored her. “About something else. Work-related.” Word on the street was Cassie was applying to get into The Underlight, but she wasn’t sure where in the process the girl was. Mercy would know what she was talking about, though.

“Oh!” Mercy straightened up to all business. “He wasn’t looking too healthy when they walked out. Limping a little. I doubt he’ll go back to his normal spot. Maybe they just went to the back of the room? There are a lot of shadowy alcoves back there.”

“Thanks.” Jolie hurried back into the building. Without Hauk to part the seas for her, there was no way she would make it through the crowd and back to the stage in time to perform. But she could take the second-story ledge and drop in behind them.

It only took a few seconds to make her way to the back where, sure enough, she found the world’s most mis-sized couple sitting in the shadows on folding chairs. She climbed down a ladder near them.

Hauk had propped himself up against a wall. Ashley leaned against his shoulder, a tired expression on her face. But they were still talking. Hauk laughed at something she said, and Ashley beamed proudly. They were so engaged with each they didn’t notice Jolie approach,

Ashley’s was the first voice that came in clearly. Jolie dragged her feet, listening.

“I’ll never forget the way you looked in that pressed uniform, standing in formation with all the other soldiers. Gosh, we were eighteen. Seems like forever ago.”

Hauk lightly punched her shoulder, his grin wide. “I’ll never forget the night before. Wasn’t expecting that.”

Ashley blushed a bright pink. “I was afraid I’d never see you again!”

He laughed low, a sound that always made Jolie’s spine tingle. Ashley reached up and stroked his shoulder. Apparently she wasn’t immune to it either. They relaxed together so naturally. Like they’d fallen right back into a decade ago with ease.

Jolie realized she should go. This wasn’t her business.

Then Hauk said, “I didn’t think you’d show to my deployment after what you said when you gave me the ring back.”

The air collapsed from Jolie’s lungs, and she couldn’t seem to take any more in. Surely he didn’t mean that kind of ring. Right?

Ashley turned in to Hauk. Her next words came out choked, as if she was holding back tears. “I didn’t think I could handle being an Army wife.”

Oh
shit, he
did
mean
that
kind
of
ring.

“But I still loved you. I’m sorry, Wesley. I’m so very sorry.”

Oh. God. Everything inside Jolie seemed to disappear, leaving her utterly empty.

Ha C sii>Godher
husband was overseas getting shot at by the Taliban.

Dammit, that was totally legitimate.

And no longer a problem for them.

The audience cheered, and Jolie turned her attention to the stage, where Catrina was walking up to the mic.

Shit, she was going to be late. She ran back to the ladder to get her ass on stage.

* * *
 

Hauk squeezed his ex, embarrassed at how good it felt to hear her apologize. He’d never made any bones about what he planned to do after graduation, but she hadn’t told him how she felt about it until after he’d come home with his enlistment papers. He’d spent his first year of service wondering if she’d have married him if he’d gone into the police force or fire department or some other job where he could stay in Cincinnati.

But he hadn’t wanted to stay in Cincy. And he’d been a damn good soldier.

He squeezed her shoulders. “Hey, ancient history, okay? Army wife’s a suck job. I don’t blame you for not wanting it.” Or he didn’t fault her anymore, anyway. And that was what mattered now.

Catrina announced Spork would return as the final act of the night. Of course pretty-boy’s band was playing. The screaming young things wanted emo music and the gay men wanted to watch him shake his ass again.

Pretty-boy knew how to play to his audience, Hauk would give him that.

“Why are they hauling a pole onto the stage?” Ashley asked. The notion of seeing the band again perked her tired face right back up.

He poked her in the ribs. “Not you, too.”

She glanced back at him from where she leaned against his shoulder then did that blinking double-take that happened every time she forgot what he looked like now. She tried so hard to hide it. Eventually that startled reaction would go away when she’d fully accept his new face. At least, that’s what he kept telling himself.

Jolie had never flinched. Not even from the beginning.

“Me too, what?” Ashley asked.

Hauk waved a dismissal. “Nothing.”

On the stage just left of center, the techs were stabilizing what appeared to be a pole-dancing apparatus on an elevated circular platform. Spork was coming back on, but Catrina hadn’t left the mic.

Her announcement continued, “At the behest of Spork—” The crowd screamed at the stupid name, and Catrina gave them a moment to revel. She crooked her finger at Paul, who obliged by coming forward to let Catrina squeeze on his bicep.

Stage ham. Hauk thought about puking.

Catrina tried again. “At the behest of these lovely, lovely men—” More cheering as Paul waggled his eyebrows. “—we’ll have dancing for their final song.”

Hauk sat up a little straighter. Maybe the last act would have something entertaining in it.

Catrina laughed throatily. “Jolie, are you around?”

If he didn’t know Catrina so well, Hauk would have missed the irritation in her tone. Did Jolie even know she was performing aga Cerfe tried soin, or was she still in The Underlight?

A throat cleared on the other side of the stage. Jolie’s legs appeared from the rafters, hooked on to the pole, and she slid down into sight. “You could say I’ve been…hanging around.”

Catrina’s tension dropped back to her normal level of mania.

Paul grinned.

The audience, likely remembering her from earlier, went even a little crazier.

“Is she pole dancing?” Ashley asked, all trace of sympathy gone. “Wes, sweetie, I’m trying to go with the flow here, but the girl you want to date is a stripping pole dancer? Have you really thought about this?”

He shrugged. “It’s not like she works at The Yellow Rose.”

“Is that a…a…gentleman’s club? Fine, so she’s not getting paid with dollars in her waistband. Other men are still looking at her.”

Hauk smirked. “I shouldn’t date a girl because other men are going to look at her? Have you looked at her? She could wear a nun’s outfit, and men would gawk.” He turned his attention back at the stage and shook his head. “I put up with it when I dated you. I can put up with it when I date anybody else.”

Ashley stiffened. “Me? Nobody gawks at me.”

“Yeah. Your cute, upturned nose and gray eyes. Smooth skin and thick hair. Petite little body. What man would want to spend his time appreciating those? Come on, Ash, I’m not the only man who’s ever found you attractive. You’re a beautiful woman, too.”

“I don’t dress like that.” She pointed at the stage, where Jolie’s red swimsuit halter and daisy dukes showed off how much she had nothing to hide.

He smiled brighter. “So? A pretty woman is a pretty woman, and sue us, we like to look. I don’t care how Jolie dresses or what she does for fun. She’s going to get stared at, and I’m okay with that. The important part, the part I want, is that she comes home with me.” And nobody else. But that part might take a while. Hell, the whole thing might take a while, and he didn’t blame her.

But for the first time since he’d known Jolie, his hope didn’t feel completely vain.

On stage, Jolie slid the rest of the way down the pole, spinning slightly. She made the movement appear effortless. There was a brightness to her expression he was starting to recognize as her “game face,” the one that meant she wasn’t showing what was going on in her head.

For all the skin she was happy to show, the woman rarely revealed what was going on inside.

In those pin-prick heels she was somehow comfortable in, she made her way across the stage under Paul’s approving gaze.

“You wear the best costumes,” he said, his voice easily carrying through the space.

She threw her arms out and twirled for the audience to appreciate. “Cloth won’t stick to the pole. Gotta show some skin if I want to dance on that.” She hitched a thumb at it.

His drummer piped up. “Hey, Red, what’s that tattooed on your hip? Rose petals?”

Eyes wide in mock surprise, Jolie glanced down at her hip. “Why, look at that.”

Paul laughed and leaned into his microphone. “Is she worthy of a song or what?”

 Cnt ont sizThat got another cheer from the audience. The idea of Paul and Jolie was popular with the crowd.

Well, of course it was. They were both beautiful people. Everybody liked beautiful people. They loved beautiful people getting together and making beautiful children.

“I got a request,” Jolie said.

“Anything for you, gorgeous.”

“You guys do a kick-ass ‘Free Fallin.’ Can you do that for us?”

The audience roared in approval.

Paul smiled. “You got it.”

Ashley wrinkled her nose. “I take it they know each other?”

“Yeah,” was all Hauk managed. He tried not to sound too sour. But when Jolie turned and Paul smacked her on the rear, he stiffened in anger. Jolie threw a saucy grin over her shoulder at him though, apparently not minding in the least.

The music started with a lazy, almost folksy beat that gave the song an intimate feel. Jolie strolled around the pole, touching it delicately as she moved. She closed her eyes. The false brightness dropped from her smile, replaced by the genuine article as she hoisted herself into the air.

Jolie had told him she was ready to debut a new aerial skill, but she’d called it “vertical dancing” without an explanation of what that meant.

Apparently it meant walking on air.

Hauk had seen pole dancing before, back when he was in the military, but it was nothing like this. Jolie lifted herself up with the slow grace of a gymnast, inverting her body and then holding herself aloft, perpendicular to the ground. She curled around the pole as it spun. The stage light bathed her in an ethereal glow, making her skin luminous in the shadows above the stage. She danced, and the strongest woman Hauk had ever met revealed a side of herself that was delicate and vulnerable.

And happy. That was one of the biggest things he loved about watching her perform: the untainted joy on her face.

The audience applauded as each move topped the previous in gravity-defying beauty. The music picked up for the finale. She rotated faster, one arm holding on, the other reaching for the sky.

“Okay,” Ashley whispered. “That’s actually pretty neat.”

Hauk grinned. As the song came to a close, Jolie glided down the pole to the stage. She landed on her knees, back arched, one hand up the pole, the other trailing the ground.

Applause roared.

“Good God, take a bow, woman,” Paul said, admiration practically dripping from him.

Still flushed from her performance, she strode to the front of the stage, gave a smile to the crowd then turned to the alcove where Hauk and Ashley sat to give him his post-show wink. He warmed with the attention—even with Paul on stage, she remembered him.

Except, how did she know to look this way instead of his usual place?

He didn’t wonder long because when she straightened from her bow, Paul wrapped an arm around her and pulled her into another kiss. She stiffened as if surprised then softened against him as the crowd went crazy. Hauk felt sick.

“Huh,” Ashley said then shut her mouth. But the sound said everything she meant as clearly as a lecture.

It was a lecture he didn’t need to hear.  Ceedh. But For the second time today, Jolie was kissing a man she hadn’t said a word about in two months.

Back in December, she’d clung to Paul outside her car and lingered in his arms until they had to go their separate ways. Hauk liked to think this kiss wasn’t as intense, that she didn’t lean into Paul with the same ease she had before. That maybe her hands were too stiff against him, her body too rigid to be natural.

Hauk liked to think he was learning to tell when Jolie was honest and when she was putting on a show. And his sense said this
wasn’t
real. This display was for the audience.

Earlier today in the gym and on the couch, she’d crushed herself against him. He hadn’t imagined that. She’d clutched at his clothes as she kissed him back with an intensity that had sent him burning. There had been nothing frigid, nothing restrained or tense about her reaction. About the hum of her voice. Even when she’d backed away, her tone had been husky, her eyes dark with more than just anger. Or was that wishful thinking from a lovesick idiot?

Catrina came back onstage and took the mic to close the rally. Behind her, Paul whispered into Jolie’s ear, and she laughed. With a final wave, they strolled off the stage, arm in arm, looking almost like the happy couple she’d once wanted to be a part of. Almost, but not quite. Or so Hauk thought.

It was hard to trust his senses when they were telling him exactly what he wanted to hear. Neither time he’d kissed her had ended with her laughing in his arms, that was for sure. Hell, he still hadn’t figured out why she’d been so pissed.

Jealousy threatened to overwhelm him as he tried to sort it out. He had no idea where to go from here. He wanted Jolie so desperately but had no idea what strategy to take. Did he simply tell her how he felt? Or would that panic her? Was she truly mad at him? If so, why? Most importantly, did she feel anything for him? Or was she simply the first woman who hadn’t flinched at his face in five years, and he was interpreting her reaction far too optimistically?

Ashley stretched her arms and tried to hide a yawn. “Shall we turn in?”

“You go ahead. I’m working the after-party.” No, he wasn’t. He never worked parties. He didn’t even know if there would be a place for him to hide. He should go home.

“Oh. Well, I’ll go too.”

“You will?” Ash didn’t do parties unless he dragged her. No, she hadn’t done parties ten
years
ago. He shouldn’t expect her to be identical to her teenaged self any more than she should expect him to. Even if this was the first difference he’d noted in her between then and now. It was a good change. He should encourage her to cut loose a little. “Okay. It’ll be fun.” He’d try to make sure it was for her, anyway.






 



Chapter Seven
 

Jolie kept her face neutral as she slid out of Paul’s arms, but his onstage crap had her seething inside. Three months ago she’d have cried happy tears to have him so possessive. And now? All she could do was wonder what Hauk had thought of their shenanigans. But Paul didn’t seem to notice her discomfort.

Kirk, their drummer, greeted her with a high five she was happy to return. She’d always liked him. “Nice job, Red! We should have you up there with us all the time!”

Paul laughed. “Whatcha say, gorgeous? You wanna be our official dancer?”

Jolie gave him a brittle smile her mom would’ve been proud of. “Yes. I trained with Houston Ballet for thirteen years in the hopes that I could be a backup dancer for a local punk band.”

“Ooooh…” Everyone but Paul joined in.

Paul took her arm and pulled her to the side. “What’s wrong? I was kidding. I know you’ve got your own thing.”

Maybe she had overreacted. She patted his hand but couldn’t bring herself to look him in the face without grimacing, so she turned back to the stage instead. “No, it’s fine. I shouldn’t have snapped. But if you’ll excuse me—” She tried to slip away, but he wouldn’t let go of her arm.

“You going to the after-party?”

“Yeah. A couple of us are performing at it.” She tried to get away again. Still no dice. What was it about this boy? When she’d been trying to hang on to him last fall, he’d been casual. Now that she wasn’t sure she wanted him anymore, he was like glue.

“What to ride over together?” he asked.

“I’m giving a ride to some of my troupe-mates.”

“Okay. Well, I’ll see you there then.” He smiled. “Gonna keep wearing that outfit? ’Cause hot damn, woman.” The smile morphed to the killer grin he regularly felled women with, turning that high-wattage focus entirely on her.

It reminded her that despite the lack of a defined relationship, they’d always had an understanding that when they were both at the same place at the same time, they went home together. Between his concert tour and her dancing schedule that hadn’t happened in two months, but Paul seemed hopeful the deal hadn’t changed.

Everything had changed, though. For her, anyway. Or it had, provided Hauk wasn’t taking Ashley home.

The thought threw ice on her anger. From the overheard conversation, it sounded like they’d had sex—no, not sex, it sounded like they’d made
love the last time they saw each other. And that was after they’d broken off the engagement. Ugh. Engagement. She shuddered at the word.

Did she really want to spend the night at her condo pounding pillows and trying to sleep while Hauk’s ex-fiancée explored his skin and he showed her exactly what he could do with that first-class tongue? Did she really want to toss and turn and not getting a damn wink of sleep while Ashley gave Hauk his first orgasm in years? To wake up alone, knowing Ashley was waking up in the world’s strongest, most comforting arms?

Oh, shit. A wave of pain rippled through her, and she reached for something to steady herself.

Paul happened to be the nearest thing. “You okay? Dizzy?” He threw an arm around her again to help hold her up. His fingers petted her cheek. “Started the party without us, eh? Sure you can drive?”

She hadn’t had a drop to drink. You didn’t drink and aerial dance; that would be a hospital visit. But Jolie could barely explain what was going on to herself, much less to Paul. “I’m fine. I’d better find Mercy and the others.”

“Are you sure?” Paul sounded so solicitous. She had to convince him nothing was wrong or he’d follow her to her car.

 Knt itoAct, Jolie, act. Pretend
nothing
is
wrong. You
got
this
lesson
while
you
were
still
in
diapers. She straightened her spine and managed a coy smile. “Too much rotating around a pole. Takes a while to regain equilibrium sometimes.” She winked.

Paul laughed, his eyes back to sparkling mischievously as he leaned into her space. “Only when you do it right.” He kissed her cheek. “See you at the club!”

As the band headed back to the stage to load up their gear, Jolie numbly went in search of Mercy to offer that ride she’d so blithely claimed she was giving.

Would Hauk even be at the party? Probably not. He didn’t do public events. He and Ashley might be on their way home now. To do what, though? Go to sleep? Or something more intimate?

Catrina came out of the dressing room with a stack of photocopied maps, her satisfied grin showing how thoroughly pleased she was with the night’s event.

“Where’s Hauk?” Jolie blurted.

“Good show, sweetie! The crowd loved you! I believe Hauk and Ashley already left.”

“Oh.” Fuck. If they’d left with the first of the crowd, they could be back home already. If they went straight to his room from there, there was no way she could catch him. And there was no way in hell she was interrupting them once they got to his room. Of course stupid Underlight residents didn’t own stupid phones, so she couldn’t call him and…what? Beg him not to take his ex-fiancée to bed? Yeah, that was not pathetic.

What business was it of hers anyway? So she and Hauk had kissed. So what? People did it all the time. Didn’t have to mean anything.

Though clearly it meant a lot to her. Far more than she’d realized.

“Did I kick your puppy?” Catrina asked with a sympathetic tilt to her head.

“I don’t have a puppy to kick.”

Catrina patted her head. “Go have fun at the party. I made sure they’ll have potato vodka for you.”

So this was her social life, getting drunk on celiac-safe alcohol and going home with cute singers who had no interest in a relationship. She should have her own reality TV show.

She shook her head. Despite twenty-four years of experience to the contrary, Jolie still believed life could be so much more than that emptiness. Wesley Haukon could be her path to a more meaningful happiness. If he was interested in her.

And if she hadn’t fucked it up by taking so damn long to figure that out.

On the other hand, getting drunk and going home with Paul was a helluva lot better than not getting drunk and going home by herself to think of Hauk and Ashley and whatever they were doing.

Jolie clenched her jaw. She couldn’t catch them before they got home, and she’d already promised Catrina she’d dance at the party. However the night ended, her next move was already set. She nodded at Catrina. “I’ll see you there.”

* * *
 

Hauk hated parties.

“Do you normally run security  Krunnt>

Usually he was happy to let normal security handle the regular problems and Mercedes Salvador, who was a cop in her day job and plenty handy with a gun, handle the irregular ones.

Maybe his usual absence at these events should make him consider his motivation for being here, but he chose to ignore any doubts. Both Atropos and a crazy asshole with his own agenda had showed up to the rally. They could show up at the after-party. He was here at this hellhole of a club doing his job.

Okay, fine, he was here because he was horrifically jealous and wanted to break up Paul and Jolie before she went home again with the playboy. Hauk wasn’t sure how he was going to do it without getting noticed, but with that goal in mind, he’d watched through the curtain for some sign he needed to make a move. So far he’d had a clear view of Jolie gyrating with every man in the building.

Every other man.

He used to love parties, back when he was on the floor with high hopes of having a good time. But when he couldn’t join in, it was an exercise in frustration. He rubbed the back of his neck. “Go have fun, Ash. You shouldn’t be stuck back here with me.” How many times had he said that? He’d lost count.

“Oh, this isn’t really my scene.” She yawned, covering her mouth with a weary hand.

“I can take you home.” He should leave. Trouble didn’t seem to be starting, but if pretty-boy didn’t get his hands off Jolie, Hauk was going be the one to cause it, landing his own ass in prison for the rest of his natural life. It would be awful satisfying to terrify the shit out of that boy. He had no doubt he could do it. The consequences, however, weren’t worth it. Close, maybe, but so far sanity had won out.

“And let you come back here and sit by yourself? Nah, it’s okay.” Ash settled back into the corner, resting her head against the peeling black paint. “If you can stay up ’til all hours, I can do it too.”

But her eyes were already closing, and in spite of his dark mood, Hauk chuckled. “I think you lie. You always were the morning person.”

Eyes still closed, she shot him a sleepy grin. “True.”

Hauk scowled back out the curtain. There Paul was again, with his pelvis glued to Jolie. Oh, while some woman in a skirt so tiny it barely existed ground against him from the back. Pretty-boy sandwich. He must be loving this. Or who knew, this could be a normal night for the wannabe rock star. Par for the course. Nothing exciting. “Would you do me a favor?” he asked Ashley.

She opened an eye. “Sure. What do you want?”

“Could you get me another drink?” Or three.

“Do you normally drink while you…” She noticed his expression and trailed off. “Okay, then. Another beer?”

He managed to soften his tone from the growl he wanted to make. “Please.”

Ashley stood up and dropped a hand on his shoulder with such genuine concern he had to look away. “I’m so sorry, Wes. I can lov Ks. -1">But imagine what this is like for you.”

He shrugged, trying to stay casual. “It is what it is.”

Her mouth moved like she wanted to say more but couldn’t find the words. As far as he knew, there weren’t any. Finally she said simply, “I’ll get you that drink. Tomorrow, let’s do something fun. Something without these.” She tapped the empty bottles with her foot. “You can show me the town.”

He sighed. “I’m not like my dad, Ash. I don’t spend all my days off work getting drunk.” His dad hadn’t been a true alcoholic, nor was he unpleasant to be around when he was lit up. The tight household budget Hauk’s family lived on, though, could’ve been improved with a couple less bottles of Jack a month.

“I didn’t accuse—”

“But that’s what you meant, isn’t it?”

It was her turn to look away. That was exactly what she’d meant. It had been years since anybody had known enough about his past to question his choices, and Hauk didn’t appreciate the reminder.

He tipped his head back and rolled his shoulders, trying to unknot them enough to stem his overreaction. Ash was just trying to take care of him. Same as he’d do for her in his own way. He jerked a halfhearted nod her way. “Yeah, tomorrow I’ll take you around Austin. It’s got a lot of cool sights. I think you’ll like it here if you give it a chance. It’s different than we’re used to from before.” He caught her eyes. “Not all change is a bad thing, though, Ash.”

“Of course it’s not. And thank you.” She squeezed his shoulder. “We’ll have a good time.” Turning on those two-inch pumps with a deep exhale, like a boxer heading into the ring for a big match, Ash pushed through the curtains into the club.

He almost laughed. Maybe somebody would drag her onto the dance floor. He used to do it all the time. Ashley acted all prim, but she’d dated him for a reason, and he’d often thought it was because he was bullheaded enough to make her have a good time despite herself.

He stood up and paced to the back door, just to keep his eyes from the dance floor. If he watched through the curtains he wouldn’t follow Ashley’s progress or lack thereof, amusing as that might be. No, he’d watch Jolie. And he’d work himself up into a worse temper.

The fabric parted behind him more quickly than he expected. He turned back around, wondering what Ashley had to say.

But it wasn’t Ashley.

Jolie stood backlit from the party. A purple halter-neck showed off her killer shoulders, jeans clung to every muscular curve in her legs and loose red curls tumbled down her chest. Fists balled on her hips, one eyebrow arching, she looked ready for a fight. He still hadn’t figured out why. “Well, that didn’t take long,” she said.

He tried to play it cool, but the heat resonating from her had his mind reeling on how good her mouth tasted. On how badly he wanted to taste the rest of her. “What didn’t take long?”

In two strides she was in his space. She walked two fingers up his chest from navel to collarbone. The touch put his body on alert. “What’re you and Ashley doing back here, huh?” It sounded like she was insinuating something.

Him and Ashley? Why would she think that?

And why would she care when she’d been pasted to her singer for the past hour?

As she strolled aroun Ktro"-1d him, her fingers sparked pulses of electric lust from the front to the back of his shoulder. When she stopped, he turned to keep her in sight.

She removed her hand, and he caught her wrist in the air. He didn’t know if he should push it away or put her hand back where it was, so he simply held on. “We’re guarding the back door. That’s all we’re doing.”

Jolie nodded. “I bet she makes a good guard pup. Cute little thing.”

“Ashley’s not a dog. How much have you had to drink?”

“My, you are quick to her defense.” She looked away from him to the floor by the bench. “Ashley a Shiner fan?”

“I’m sure she’d like it if she tried one.”

Jolie twisted her hand from his grasp and pointed to the same empty bottles Ash had. At least Jolie wouldn’t be sanctimonious about them. She poked his chest again. “Then I’d say we’re on equal footing.”

He tried to assess if that was true, but her proximity and her touch had his judgment so destroyed he couldn’t tell.

“Just guarding the door with her, huh?” she asked. “Nothing else?”

Nuts as it sounded, she was acting jealous. Like she had any fucking right to be. “We’ve also been talking. I can talk to my old friend, yes—”

“Old friend, huh?”

“—or does casual conversation with other women cause us a problem? I’m terribly sorry. I didn’t realize we were in a no-talking-to-other-people kind of relationship. I didn’t realize we were in any fucking relationship at all.”

She straightened up. “I guess we’re not. I guess you can do whatever you want with whatever minuscule humans you want.”

“Yep. And you can dry-hump pretty-boys on the dance floor all you want.”

“Dry-hump?” She threw an arm around his neck. “I was just dancing.” She rolled her body up next to him, grinding to the rhythm of the song. “We can dance if you want. Back here in the dark. Curtains hiding us from everyone’s eyes.”

Gods, she was driving him crazy. He pulled her tight against him, moving with her as he pressed every piece of her body against his. She fit so nicely. Her curves were soft and her movements strong. But best of all, she clung to him and moved like she couldn’t get close enough. He couldn’t get close enough, either.

She leaned up and her warm breath murmured in his ear, “But then, you were back here with Ashley, too. Hidden away in the dark. What were you thinking about, hidden in the dark back here with Ashley, huh?”

Innuendo filled her voice. He grabbed her chin and turned her face so they were eye to eye. She cocked her head and her green eyes narrowed in a sly sparkle that was as fake as her smile. But beyond that façade she kept so tightly in place, she looked hurt.

The question wasn’t the joke her expression claimed. His answer meant something to her. Which implied he meant something to her.

Now
or
never, soldier.

His voice barely managed a husky whisper, but he said it. “I was thinking about you. All I ever think about is you.”






 



Chapter Eight
 

Jolie stilled, trying to get her focus back. After Ashley had stormed into the club, Jolie realized where Hauk must be. She’d come back here with her brain fogged from a smidge too many martinis, ready to give him a piece of her mind. His mere presence had made her skin buzz with desire while he stared at her so coolly. The words didn’t make sense with his actions, even as they filled her with unexpected hope. “Don’t lie to me.”

“When have I ever done that?”

She swallowed, trying to ease the sudden thickness in her throat. “Never.”

Needy for him, she tugged on his shoulders, and he scooped her up in his powerful arms. His lips collided with hers. He smelled like leather and tasted of alcohol, igniting every wicked impulse she had. Energy sizzled through her. She pulled herself higher against him, climbing closer into the fire of his touch.

“Gods, Jolie, I think about you every night. Every damn night.” His lips moved to her neck, his hot tongue rolling against her pulse.

She moaned in pleasure. This was good. This was exactly what she wanted. Why had it taken so long to see that? He grabbed her ass and ground her against a wall. She wrapped her legs around his hips and held on as her pulse hammered.

“Let me take you home, Jolie. Let me touch you.” One hand slid between them and he cupped her breast. She pushed herself into his touch, loving the feel of his fingers against her skin.

“Yes. Yes, that’s what I want, too.” There would be nothing between them this time, just skin sliding on sweat-drenched skin as he made her come harder than before. And she would finally pay him back for his earlier generosity. With interest.

“I’ll take such good care of you, sweetheart. I’ll take such damn good care of you.” As if to prove his point, he traced her stiffened nipple with his fingers as his teeth tickled her collarbone.

“I know you will, Hauk.” She ran a hand down his back. How many pieces of clothing did he have on? She needed to get them all off.

“You don’t have to do a damn thing.”

“What does that mean?” She found the top of his leather pants and started diving her fingers through the layers of fabric to get to his skin.

“You don’t have to touch me.”

She jerked back. “Huh?” Focusing on his eyes, she tried to shake the daze of lust and alcohol from her head enough to follow what he was saying.

“It’s okay. I don’t need anything from you.” He tried to kiss her again.

She put her hands between them and pushed. “Whoa.” So he just wanted to get his rocks off in some meaningless way? “Not okay.” That’s what the Sports
Illustrated Swimsuit Issue was for. Not what she was for. All her pent-up emotion boiled over into anger and she shoved harder. “I’m not a fucking petting zoo. Put me down.”

He didn’t put her down. “What’s wrong? You don’t want this?”

“To be your blow-up doll? No. Now
fucking
put
me
down.”

He let her slide down the wall but didn’t back up enough for her to escape. “I didn’t mean it that way. You’re not a b—” He actually blushe Stuap>


“Then what the hell did you mean?” She glared up at him, and he seemed so frustrated and so…sad, actually, that some of her outrage deflated. When he took a step back she didn’t leave.

He threw his hands up in anger. “Nobody wants to look at me. Why would you want to touch me, huh? So I’m telling you that you don’t have to.” His jaw clenched. “I’m okay with that.”

She sagged back against the wall as all her anger drained, leaving her empty. “Well, listen to that.” She licked her lips; the sweet taste of him still lingered there. “You are a liar, after all.”

He stood a little taller, a little more rigidly in control. “I can handle it.”

“Hauk.” She reached up for his cheek. He watched her hand so warily she stopped before contact and clenched her fingers. “I already know what your face feels like.”

His eyes widened in surprise, but he didn’t say anything.

“Yeah. That’s the problem with falling asleep next to me. I get curious. And when I get curious and nobody’s watching…” She took a deep breath. “I appreciate what you’re offering. Or I do now that I follow the logic behind your crazy talk. But I think I made my opinion of that arrangement clear.”

Hope, haunted yet real, filled his eyes with indecision.

She reached up again and this time pushed his hoodie down, baring his scars and the intricate phoenix tattoo that had first helped her understand the incredible man he was. “Let me touch you, Hauk. I want to.”

His breath heaved in and his whole body shuddered. As she waited for his answer, fear hooked into her. He hid his skin from the world. She was asking him to trust her with his deepest fear. It was one thing to press forward in the heat of a moment, but here, with the cold space between them giving him time to think, it wasn’t his desire answering the question. It was his trust. She’d had desire from men her whole life. She had so rarely, if ever, had more. She’d been fine with that until Hauk.

The curtains parted behind them. “Hauk? Oh, shit.”

They both turned to see Catrina striding to them. Jolie dropped her hand.

“I’m so sorry,” Catrina said. She dusted a speck of lint off Jolie’s hip before catching her eyes with a serious look. “You have no idea much. But the police are here.” Her eyes flicked to Hauk. “You have to go.”

He avoided Jolie’s gaze as he pulled his hoodie back up. “All right.”

“I’m dancing one more time…” Jolie said, hoping he’d ask her to meet him later.

“Have a good show,” was all he said before he walked away without a glance at her.

Jolie watched him leave, and each unhesitating step felt like a kick in the gut. The door closed behind him with a soft click.

“Dammit.” Jolie tapped her head back against the wall as Catrina fidgeted.

Finally Catrina snorted a disgusted breath. “Oh, for the love of God, if you won’t ask permission I’ll order you to,” she said with a firm poke in Jolie’s shoulder. “Mercy will fill in for you. Get your ass after him!” She flounced back through the curtains to the party.

“Thanks,” Jolie called. She shifted her shoulders, straightening her body as she firmed her resolve. Time to mak S  Hauk give her that answer. She jogged out the door after him.

And into a fight.

Five men surrounded Hauk, who was struggling for his life.

A sixth man lined up a gunshot right in front of her.

“Hey!” Jolie grabbed his arm and shoved up.

The gun went off, jarring her wrist.

“Bitch!” The guy took her feet out from under her, and she fell on her ass. He landed on top of her and backhanded her.

Her head spun with the impact. “Fuck me…”

His hands closed on her throat, choking her. She reached for his face, scratching, but his arms were too long.

Too fast…fights happened too fast. She was losing again…

Her opponent was ripped off of her. Gratefully she gulped in air. Hauk stood over her, protecting her.

No, crazy-Hauk stood over her. He was full-on raged, and she was the spoils at his feet.

The door behind them opened and Ashley came out. “What the…” The fight began again and she screamed.

Jolie yelled, “Get back inside!” She’d deal with her later.

Three guys down, three to go. One of them pulled another of those sticks that had dropped Hauk before and lunged at his back.

Jolie kicked up from the ground. Her arch landed squarely and knocked the wand back at the Hands of Atropos.

The wand didn’t break and there were no sparks, but as soon as the tip touched the Atropos soldier, he dropped to the ground just like Hauk had. Eyes terrified, he scrabbled at the ground, trying to pull himself from the fight.

Jolie had never seen a Hand of Atropos afraid. It was like the spell holding him captive had been broken.

Yelling obscenities, the two remaining men grabbed their comrade and took off.

Hauk started to chase, but Jolie put a hand on his calf. “It’s done! Stop.” Please, for
the
love
of
God, listen
to
me
and
stop. She got up onto wobbly feet.

Hauk pivoted to Ashley, his form still battle-ready, and assessed her like a threat.

Ashley cringed back against the wall, eyes round in horror. “What’s wrong with him?”

“It’s okay…” Jolie started, hoping that was the truth. She reached toward Hauk, debating if she should touch him or if that would set him off.

But Hauk straightened up; apparently Ashley didn’t need killing. He looked back and forth between the two women.

Jolie relaxed and turned to Ashley. “Nothing’s wrong, really. He’s just sort of—”

Hauk scooped Jolie up and tossed her over his shoulder.

“—oh, shit!—lost his mind. He’ll be fine in the morning.”

He turned as if to carry her away from the club.

“Hauk, sweetie, put me down.”

Instead of setting her down, he started walking.

Ashley took a SAshth="1em">< few tentative steps after them. “What’s he doing? Oh, God! Do you need help?”

Jolie had to give her credit for bravery amidst obvious terror. “It’s all good,” she assured as best as she could while piked over a semi-deranged person’s shoulder.

“But he’s gone crazy!”

Jolie couldn’t help it. Ignoring her own fears, she waved gallantly and said mock seriously, “If I’m missing tomorrow, say nice things at my memorial. Hasta, baby!”

* * *
 

Brayden swirled his drink, pretending to laugh at Catrina’s joke as he watched the plainclothes cops insert themselves amidst the crowd. They were easy to spot. Cops on the prowl tended to move differently than everybody else.

Mercy, the only one of the “men in blue” he’d ever trusted, strolled with faux calm over to the bar where they were sitting. She’d texted Catrina a warning as soon as she’d seen one of her coworkers, giving Catrina time to get rid of Hauk.

As soon as Mercy reached them, her smile dropped, replaced by an angry mien. “I chatted up my buddy. Somebody called them.” Her usually subdued accent was thick with emotion as she added, “Specifically about Hauk.”

Catrina frowned. “Who even knew he was here?”

Brayden motioned at the alcove. “Anybody who went to the bathroom could’ve seen him. It wasn’t that spectacular a hiding place. I guess after watching Paul and Jolie get cuddly on stage, the dumbass couldn’t stay away.”

Mercy called for a water across the bar then turned back. “He’s in love. I think it’s sweet.”

That wasn’t the word Brayden would use. “It’s stupid.” That was more along the right lines. “Love is stupid and makes you do stupid things. If my best friend gets his ass thrown in prison for the rest of his mortal life over a woman…I don’t know what I’ll do, but it will be illegal because I’d have to try to get him out. Breaking into a military prison is no easy feat.”

Mercy narrowed her eyes at him. “Yeah. Wouldn’t want you to do anything illegal now. Got your fake Jamaican visa on you?”

“Easy nuh, sista, stop yah nying’i-nying’i. Skankin’ babylon’s ma ting,” he said, mimicking his dad’s accent.

“I have no idea what you just said.”

Chill
out
and
quit
nagging. I’m
good
at
tricking
cops. “I said, ‘Of course I have it.’”

She lifted a disbelieving eyebrow; Mercy knew him too well. Water in hand, she stepped back toward the dance floor. “Catrina, I’m sorry, but I can’t dance until they’re gone. They think I’m here because I’m friends with one of the rally organizers.”

Catrina fluffed her perfectly coifed black bob. “Possibly one who’s not a drag queen?”

Mercy shrugged as if to say, What
can
you
do?

“That’s fine, dearie. Get them out soon if you can?”

Mercy flashed an okay sign and disappeared into the crowd.

Brayden shook his head. “I’m glad I’ve never had to worry about that kind of crap.”

Catrina patted his knee. “You are a lucky, lucky boy.”

“Speaking of lucky, where’d Red Hots go? Her dance partner is missing her.” He motioned to the floor, where Paul was ignoring quite a few pawing hands to search the crowd. Brayden had thought things were moving along between Hauk and Jolie. Then tonight she’d been all over that guy.

“She followed Hauk out the door. I caught them three inches from each other’s faces. Hated to break the moment.” She grinned deviously. “Then I realized Hauk was wearing lipstick.”

A jolt of happy surprise for his friend filled him. “Yes!” Brayden pumped a fist. Flying blond hair caught his attention. “Wait, what color was the lipstick?”

Catrina leaned in to see where he was looking. “Not baby pink. Darling, if you do something as stupid as you appear to be contemplating, Hauk may forget to protect your pretty face the next time you’re on a mission. And that would be such a shame.”

Blood heated Brayden’s cheeks as he turned to Catrina with his best impression of innocence. “What? Pff. I wouldn’t do that. Please. Just because two of the prettiest people I’ve met in months are both off limits because of him…” Jolie was knock-out gorgeous with the kind of curvy, athletic grace and self-assured smile he usually took a swing at.

But Ashley, well now, Ashley hit every weak and naughty button he had. He was just enough bad-boy to get a kick out of good-girls and—boys. They were so much fun to wind up and watch pop. When he was younger, it had been what he lived for. Now that he was a little older, a little more responsible, he tried to have more respect for naiveté.

He still thought innocence was a pointless extravagance, but somewhere along the way he’d realized not everybody shared this particular viewpoint. Some people, in fact, took exception to it. Hauk, particularly in this case, would be one of them.

“I saw you two dancing earlier. Tsk-tsk,” Catrina teased.

He shrugged but couldn’t stop the smile. “I saw Jolie heading back toward Hauk. I figured I’d give them a little time alone. It was all very selfless of me, I swear.” Totally selfless, considering how coyly Ashley smiled and how sweet she felt in his arms.

Ashley scanned the crowd, caught his eye and practically ran toward the bar, eyes wide and breath gasping.

Brayden hopped up. “What’s wrong?”

She put her hot little hand on his arm to steady herself. “He’s gone crazy!”

“Who?” Catrina hadn’t even bothered to get up.

“Wesley. He just…he lost it. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

Brayden straightened up as nerves pricked along his spine. “It’s okay. He does that sometimes. What caused it?”

“And where’s Jolie?” Catrina asked, a trace of concern wrinkling her brow.

Ashley’s eyes widened. “He threw her over his shoulder and carried her off. I don’t know where they’re going.”

“What
caused
it?” he repeated.

“There was a fight outside the bar. When I went out there, it had already started.”

“Atrop S"-1r, eyeos?” Brayden grabbed her arm and pulled her toward the back exit. Police in the front and Atropos in the back? The party was a bleeding circus.

“What’s that?”

They passed through the curtains, and Brayden stopped. “What do you mean, what’s that? Who are the Hands of Atropos? How do you not know that?”

Shaking her head, she threw a hand up in confusion.

“I’ll explain later.” How long had she been in The Underlight? Maybe Atropos weren’t such a damnable nuisance in Cincinnati. He tugged her again, heading for the door. “Are they still out there?”

“No. Wesley was nuts. I thought he was going to kill somebody. The guys ran away just before Wesley picked Jolie up and walked off. She asked him to put her down. He wouldn’t do it. I’m worried what he’s going to do to her.”

So walking outside was pointless. Pretty much anything he could do was completely pointless. Great. He faked cool for Ashley’s sake. “He’s probably just taking her back to The Underlight. That’s what he did last time, anyway.”

“There
was
a
last
time?”

“Do you hear music?” There on the bench. Jolie’s purse. He picked it up and fished out her smartphone. “I love these.” He petted the plastic covetously, trying to distract himself from worrying over his friends. He didn’t think Hauk would hurt her.

Travis’s name was on the screen. He could be calling for any Underlighters, as Jolie was one of the few with a phone and Travis knew where she was… He swiped it on and, despite the situation, felt a techno-thrill. Eff the rules; he had to get one of these. He could do a lot of damage with this sort of technology. “Brayden on Red Hot’s phone.”

“Where’s Jolie?” Travis asked, voice full of tension. “No. I don’t care where she is. Where’s Hauk? I need to talk to him.”

Brayden blew out a breath. “He’s, er, heading for The Underlight.” Probably.

“I’ll catch him when he gets here. Thanks.”

The thanks had a “close of conversation” finality to it. “Whoa there, pardner. You’re going to want to wait until morning to do that.”

“Why? Oh, shit, did he change? Please tell me Jolie isn’t with him.”

“Sure. If you’d rather hear that than the truth.”

Travis yelled loud enough that Brayden pulled the phone away.

“That’s an impressive vocabulary you’ve got. Don’t stress, man. He’s probably just taking her back home to cuddle like he did last time. And if he’s not, frankly, I’m not sure what we’re going to do about it. You haven’t seen him like this.”

“Get home. We’ll figure something out.”

“But—”

“Get. Home.”

“Fine, fine. But meanwhile, get LaRoche. Hauk asked him to work on a tranq for special occasions like this. I don’t know if he’s done or not, but it’s probably our best bet.” He dropped the phone back in Jolie’s purse.

“How can you be so calm?” Ashley demanded.

“This isn’t my first rodeo, Goldilocks. I’ve seen Hauk like this  Suk ?” Ashlebefore. He freaks out. He fights. He sleeps. It’s scary as hell, but so far nothing bad has come of it.” At least, that’s what he reminded himself when he wanted to piss his pants and scream like a preschooler. “I’m heading back to The Underlight. Have fun at the party without me.” Strangely, he didn’t like that idea.

Ashley straightened her spine. “I’m coming back with you.”

Brayden shifted weight from one foot to the other. “He’s probably still going to be crazed. It’s going to be freaky.”

Her voice was strained and her eyes moonlike in her fear. But still she said, “It’s Hauk.”

Wow, that was so cute. Cool, even. Brayden rolled his eyes. “Come on. Let’s go. We’re taking Hauk’s bike.” Which meant she’d have to hold on to him for the ride home.

He really had to quit thinking of Hauk’s ex this way.






 



Chapter Nine
 

Jolie had tried begging. She’d tried cajoling. She’d tried beating on Hauk’s back like a crazy person. But nothing changed the cadence of his quick march through a mile or more of tunnels she hadn’t known existed. Each relentless step brought a little more bile to her throat. She wanted to trust that Hauk, even in his current state, wouldn’t hurt her. Right now she felt so damn helpless, though, and it was hard to forgive him for that when he wouldn’t put
her
back
down.

When they stepped through a door into the forge where Hauk worked, she breathed a sigh of relief. At least he had taken her back to The Underlight. What he planned on doing now that they were here, though, was what had kept her worried her every jolting stride of the way.

Last time he’d climbed into bed and fallen asleep with her in his arms. She hoped he had a similar plan in mind. Being forced into anything grated against her nerves, but if he’d asked her to spend the night, she’d have said yes.

She had no idea what she was going to do if he had anything more carnal in mind. Despite that Hauk wasn’t making his own decisions, she didn’t know if she could forgive him. He’d never forgive himself; she knew that beyond a doubt.

Two steps outside of his room, somebody yelled “Go!” and Brayden, Travis, Tally and LaRoche surrounded them. Ashley watched from the hallway, every bit as bug-eyed as she had been earlier.

Hauk set Jolie on the floor and popped back up to ready stance. “What are you doing?” Jolie asked, unsure if she should thank them or curse them as idiots.

“It’s okay! We got this!” Travis yelled, waving his hands.

Hauk spun toward the sound but kept one foot touching Jolie.

“Are you mental?” she asked. “You can’t fight him.”

Travis kept his movements flaring wildly. “I don’t plan on it.”

While Hauk leaned one way, Brayden grabbed Jolie’s feet and tugged, trying to drag her backward. “We’re rescuing you,” he whispered.

Without turning from Travis, Hauk stuck the heel of his boot under Brayden’s chin.

“Oh, God,” Brayden choked out.

Jolie tried to stand up. “Hauk! These are your friends. Don’t friendրO” With a firm hand on her shoulder, Hauk shoved her back down. “Fuck!”

“Shoot him,” LaRoche said.

“What?” Jolie yelled. “No!”

Tally, blue eyes wide, raised a rifle.

Hauk lost what cool he had. He wrenched the gun from her hands and smashed it.

LaRoche shoved his girlfriend behind him. Hauk picked him up by the collar and slammed him into the ceiling.

Brayden and Travis went for his hands, trying to pry LaRoche free. Hauk kneed Travis in the groin, and he fell with a curse. With a hip check, Brayden went sprawling.

“Hauk!” Jolie yelled. “Stop it! Stop it!”

“Jolie!” Tally yelled as she rolled a syringe along the ground. “Hit his thigh. If you can.”

Jolie uncapped it and looked back at the rifle. It was a tranq gun. They were trying to tranq him. She hated to do it, but this was a disaster that could get dangerous. “Hauk, I’m sorry.” She reached up and injected the contents into his inner thigh.

He shuddered, and LaRoche went crashing to the floor.

Hauk stepped back, and the needle snapped. He looked down, saw Jolie with the syringe, and the confusion on his face morphed into betrayal. The drugs kicked in and he fell forward. As his big body hurtled toward her Jolie braced for impact.

It never came. He landed on his forearms just above her, accusing eyes boring down into hers.

“I’m sorry!” Jolie whispered. “You were hurting your friends. You don’t want to do that.”

The angry set of his jaw never changed as his eyes closed. He settled on top of her, his arms curled around her in a clenching embrace.

And he was still.

For a moment the crowd stood around, just breathing.

“Is he out?” Brayden finally asked.

Tally took a tentative step toward him.

“Tally…” LaRoche warned between pain-clenched teeth.

Jolie squirmed. “Okay, I can’t breathe here.” She managed to rotate until Hauk slid on his side. Though still trapped in his arms, she could at least take a full breath. “He let me move. He’s out.” She’d been in crazy-Hauk’s sleep grip of thou-shalt-stay-put before, and she’d stayed put until he let her up. “What were you thinking, attacking him like that?”

Travis answered, “We were thinking of rescuing you from a volatile death machine.”

“You could have gotten yourselves killed.” She sighed. “Thank you.”

Tally pressed two fingers against Hauk’s throat. “His pulse is steady. I think you got it right, babe. Let’s get Jolie extracted. Brayden—”

“Nuh-uh,” Brayden said. “Last time I tried to take her away from passed-out Hauk, I got tossed across the room. I’m not doing that again.”

Tally tried lifting Hauk’s arm and managed to budge it a few inches. “That was when he was normal passed out, not sedated. I’d be shocked if he’s able to respond now.” She grunted. “But he’s still damn heavy.”

LaRoche pushed away from the wall. “It’s my formula. I’ll help.”

While Tally and LaRoche pulled up   [he n craon Hauk’s arm to give her some space, Jolie wriggled down his body. “What did you knock him out with?”

LaRoche answered, “He doesn’t respond to normal drugs. I hypothesize that he instantly metabolizes them.”

Jolie squirmed free.

LaRoche sat back down and shook out his black braids, clearing his head. “He’d asked me to design a special formula for him in case, well, in case of an event like this.”

Tally sat next to him, blonde pixie cut and fair complexion a yin-yang to his deep ebony skin as they leaned shoulder to shoulder. Though they worked together on most projects, she was the mechanical genius and LaRoche the chemist. At only sixteen and seventeen, respectively, they were the smartest pair Jolie had ever met.

Tally reached out and stroked Hauk’s arm. She and Hauk seemed to have a soft spot for each other, in a big brother/little sister sort of way. “We’ve never had a reason to test the formula out before. The hope is he’ll progress into his normal healing sleep and wake up like he would from any other rage state, feeling refreshed and miraculously unscathed.” She gave a puckish grin. Hauk had only recently acknowledged his post-rage sleep came with spectacular healing powers, but that grin said Tally had figured it out a while ago.

Hauk had a hard time admitting magic existed, even when he saw it. Even when it was happening to him.

Tally stood and offered a hand down to her boyfriend. “Shall we get him into bed?”

Travis groaned. “Seriously? Carrying duty? Again?”

Jolie snorted. “You want his ass this time?”

“I wouldn’t deny you the pleasure.”

Together, the six of them—Jolie, Tally, LaRoche, Travis, Brayden and Ashley—made quick work of removing Hauk’s jacket and boots and getting him tucked into bed as Jolie told them about the fight at the club.

Once Hauk was installed under the covers, Brayden turned to Travis with a severe expression. “Let me see it.”

“See what?” Jolie asked.

“The inspiration behind this near-suicidal rescue attempt. No offense, but I’m not risking my neck to stop him from cuddling you.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Jolie said, though she couldn’t blame him.

Travis said, “My laptop’s out of juice, but it’s in Dr. Echelson’s office at the university recharging. We can head up there.”

“You’re talking about one of the videos? What’s on the video?” Jolie asked. “Did you make a shared drive?” If so, they didn’t have to go to the office; her phone would play it. She rubbed her forehead. “Crap. I left my purse at the club.” When she looked back up, Brayden shook it at her. “Oh. Thanks.”

Travis explained how to get to the drive, and Jolie pulled it up on the little screen. Everybody gathered around the phone to see.

The video was black and white and soundless. The interior of a small room, like a dorm almost, with almost no decorations and a locker for clothing. A man in a military T-shirt and camo pants sat in a rumpled bed, writing in a plain notebook. His light-colored hair was Army-regulation short, his shoulders broad and muscular. Tribal tattoos, like Hauk’s but smaller, decorated his right arm. He tilted his face up toward the camera.

Jolie forgot to breathe. Hauk’s eyes stared ou [yese univet of the man’s handsome face.

“Oh my God…” she muttered.

“It’s the fire,” Travis said softly. “The fire. They have a recording of it. This has got to be what they didn’t want us to see.”

“Oh my God,” she said louder. The action on the video was important, but so was this. How she wished the image was in color. Hitting pause, she turned to study the live man on the bed then back to the face on the screen. Unrecognizable.

Hauk’s laugh, boisterous and affable, suited him. His real face was strong but not stark. Defined enough to be masculine but soft enough to be friendly. A face to come home to. “He said he wasn’t a looker,” she said dumbly, still fascinated.

“Yeah,” Ashley said wistfully. “Wesley always did think that. Silly man.”

“This is very interesting,” Brayden said. “But the fire? Travis said he did it.”

That woke her up. “What? Did it? Set the fire?”

“And killed his squad,” Brayden added.

Travis hit Play. The altercation was short but brutal. The men came in, packing the room. Hauk stood and they surrounded him. So much talking at once; she wished she could hear it. They tried to force Hauk to the ground.

The beast took over. There was no hesitance in his motions as he went for one man’s throat then broke another’s leg. He grabbed a coffee pot off a camp stove, slammed it into somebody’s head then grabbed the stove itself.

One of his squadmates got it in the face. The stove dropped to the bed. The sheets caught fire. Hauk reached for the camera and the video ended.

Jolie felt ill.

The room was silent, each person turning to the others as if seeking some explanation for what they’d seen.

But there wasn’t one. Hauk had gone into a rage and killed seven of his friends.

“I have to go,” Ashley said. She turned, twitching like a frightened animal.

Brayden grabbed her hand. “Are you okay?”

“No.”

His own face paling, Brayden motioned at the door. “I’m going to…” Taking Ashley’s arm to steady her, he helped her out of the room.

“We’re going to…too,” LaRoche said with a sympathetic glance at Jolie. She nodded.

Tally touched her shoulder. “I think there was more to the story. I don’t know what, but I know Hauk.”

LaRoche squeezed her arm. “We all trust Hauk, Tally. I’m just not sure when he does that that it is Hauk anymore.”

She clenched her jaw stubbornly. “He would’ve hurt Brayden by now.”

LaRoche shook his head. “Brayden’s only seen him like that a couple of times, all when Hauk was in danger.” He turned to Jolie with a curious frown. “Actually, I think Jolie may have seen him enraged more than anyone at this point.”

Travis folded his arms. “That’s because almost everyone who’s seen him like that is dead.”

“Travis,” Jolie said, warning in her tone.

He lifted a hand, pacifying. “Look, I’m not trying to start a fight and I’m not trying to be mean. He would hate himself if he  [imssizhurt you. You being around him when he’s like that is dangerous for both of you.”

Tally reached for Hauk’s foot, as if to squeeze goodbye.

LaRoche pulled her back. “Tally…”

She yanked her arm from his and approached the bed. Chin up, she put her hand on Hauk’s toes. Squeezed. He didn’t move. “I trust him.” She took her boyfriend’s arm. “And I trust your formula. Let’s go.”

Taking courage from the departing woman, Jolie sat on the brown quilt next to Hauk. When he still didn’t move, she touched his arm then ran her palm soothingly down it. She’d been so sure there was a piece of him still in there when he raged.

She had also been so sure he was innocent.

Anger was easier than fear, and anger at Ananke she could have aplenty. Hauk didn’t need to hurt her to feel self-loathing; he’d have that as soon as he saw this video. “Why would they care if we know he’s guilty? Seems like that’s something they’d proudly rub our faces in. It makes us mistrustful of our best defensive asset.”

Travis shrugged. “I’ll take another look tomorrow, but I watched every video on the drive. If there’s anything else of interest I didn’t see it.” He took a tentative step toward her and rested a hand on her shoulder. “You’re not mad, right? We were worried about you.”

Jolie shook her head. Travis was the messenger, not the problem. “I still think he was just dragging me back here to sleep, like he did last time.”

“But we can’t know that for sure,” Travis said. They stared at each other awkwardly for a moment. “You staying?” he finally asked.

Jolie nodded. “Yeah. For a while, anyway.”

Travis ducked his head, nodded his acceptance and left, shutting the door behind him with a gentle click.

She pulled her phone back out. Started the video. Once again Hauk’s real face filled the screen and she wanted to hold him, to have that face to see, to kiss.

Unfair though it may be, she had been blinded by appearances. She would’ve realized what they had weeks ago if he still had this face. It was so right, so him.

The violence began again. She tried to watch, hoping to find a clue that would explain his rage, to rationalize it in some way. The seconds of blood ticked by, fueling the sickness in her stomach until he picked up the burner and she couldn’t watch any more. The emotions of the day, the kisses, the stress of being carried back, the alcohol…she couldn’t make sense of it tonight. It wouldn’t even be wise to try.

Instead she examined the room, trying to glean more about the man who’d turned her inside out. She hadn’t been in Hauk’s room since the morning after they’d met, and once again it impressed her with its simple elegance. Like much of The Underlight, everything was handcrafted, often from reclaimed pieces of older things that had been shined up and repurposed. That age gave the room a lived-in, funky feel despite the formal elements. One wall had a weapon collection of shining axes and swords that she now knew were for fun, not work. Bookshelves contained a combination of leather-bound tomes, J.R.R. Tolkien’s collection along with volumes of history and poetry, and one anachronistic shelf of worn paperbacks—Tom Clancy, George R.R. Martin, Neil Gaiman and Piers Anthony.

Next to the fireplace was his ancestor altar. Jolie had gone through a “Pagan phase” back in high [ baldn’ school with a couple of her friends. For Hauk, though, the religion was deeply meaningful, and his ancestor altar was the most important part of his practice. He believed his ancestors were watching out for him.

Either they were doing a crappy job, or…he should’ve died five years ago and they were doing a fantastic job.

Jolie shivered and hopped off the bed to take a closer look. An old pair of glasses, a watch and a cheap china candy dish were watched over by three female figures molded out of metal, probably by Hauk himself. They had the same perfect smoothness and rounded angles that she recognized from the ornament he’d made for her at Yule. In the center of the table were an incense dish and a plate with a piece of biscuit and a few drops of dried coffee.

She checked on Hauk. He still slept quietly. Feeling a little like an invader in his private space, she opened the table’s one little drawer. Inside were incense cones and matches. She dropped a cone into the holder. “I don’t know if I’m allowed to do this or not…” She swished her mouth a few times, debating. “What the hell.” She lit the incense.

Clearing her throat and feeling foolish, she gave a respectful nod to the figurines. “I’m sure Hauk keeps telling you he’s fine. But as you probably figured out, if you actually exist, he’s a big-ass liar.” She stopped. “Can I say ass in front of you? Oh, whatever. He’s a big-ass liar about being fine.” Good grief, she was rambling to a statue. “Hell, I’m bad at this. Okay, so anyway, this is for Hauk. Wesley Aaron Haukon. He doesn’t deserve what’s happened to him, and he’s so damn busy looking after other people, he needs somebody to look after him. I’m trying to. And if you’re helping, I guess that puts us on the same team. So…go team. Jesus H. Christ, I need to quit trying religion.”

Feeling stupid, she turned away and watched the slow rise and fall of Hauk’s chest as he slept. The image was so peaceful it calmed her.

She pivoted back to face the thin line of smoke curling around the statues. “If you’re really there, do something, okay? The last two months have proved to me that magic’s plenty real. So please use it to help him instead of just driving him crazy with it.”

An old phrase Papa Marcel used to say popped into her head: “The Powers That Be help those who help themselves.” She smiled, remembering her grandfather’s dancing brown eyes and wagging finger. It was because of him, and the cancer that took his life, that she’d applied to The University of Texas and moved to Austin to spend the last few months with him before he died.

Put that way, she’d met Hauk because of him.

“I’m trying, Papa,” she whispered.

Hauk’s bed was comfortable and she was tired, so she considered sliding into it. She had a history of sleeping next to him when he lost his mind.

She was a little afraid, but that was even more reason to do it. Hauk was her best friend. She would not be afraid of him. In the morning, they’d talk. Hopefully they’d both find what they needed to not be fearful anymore.






 



Chapter Ten
 

Jolie stirred sugar into her coffee and speed-walked back to the room, praying nobody else would try to stop her. Unsure when Hauk would wake up, she’d slipped out of bed for her morning cuppa, wearing one of Hauk’s T-shirts and her jeans from last night. The night had been calm. She’d woken in H ^)2 Be heauk’s embrace feeling well-rested and surprisingly optimistic.

Of course, the morning she was dying to get back quickly was the morning everybody wanted to stop and have a nice chat. If she wasn’t trying so damn hard to win over the population down here, she’d have breezed right by their greetings with a wave and a smile, but she didn’t want to miss a PR opportunity when people were in charitable spirits. Instead of the five minutes there and back she’d intended, she’d been a good half hour out of Hauk’s room, hoping he didn’t wake up without her.

She had a feeling their conversation would go better if she could start in his bed and in his arms.

Besides, she liked it there.

When the lab door opened and shut with a soft click and that now-familiar angelic golden hair whipped out of sight, she almost didn’t stop to check what Ashley was doing in Tally and LaRoche’s mad-scientist HQ first thing on a Saturday morning.

But was she sticking something in her purse?

Crap. Jolie took a sip of coffee. Took two steps back to the lab. Peeked in.

It was dark. Ashley had gone into the lab when nobody was there and grabbed something out of it? What the hell?

Jolie wanted to get back to Hauk, but the situation felt wrong. She should at least see what Ashley took, and then she could return. Swearing under her breath, she hurried after the girl. Ashley made quick progress through the great room, while Jolie held one conversation with a smile plastered so tightly she was sure it was both cracking and peeling.

She just managed to follow Ash into the UT garage above and watched as her car pulled out of the lot. Jolie’s car was still at the club. But Hauk’s steambike—his gasoline-free pride and joy that Tally had built for him out of junkyard scraps—was here. He’d forgive her. Right?

Saint Ashley was leaving The Underlight with something she’d liberated from the lab while no one was looking. The girl needed to be followed, and there was nobody else to do it.

Hauk’s ride it was. With a grin, Jolie slammed on his helmet, straddled the bike and shot out of the garage.

* * *
 

Jolie wasn’t there when Hauk woke up. As he sat in bed, back propped up against the headboard and forearms on his knees, he contemplated her absence. He remembered their fight then walking out into the alley. He’d been so twisted inside he hadn’t sensed the violence until the ambush was on him. Then Jolie’s arrival. She’d been attacked.

And blackout.

Apparently he hadn’t brought her back with him this time. Or if he had, she’d left.

Not that he’d blame her. Memories of their argument crashed around him, making him want to cringe. He’d made an ass of himself, walking away like that. And the things he’d said…

He tapped his forehead against his knees in frustration. Hadn’t she offered him exactly what he’d been dreaming about for two months now? He wanted Jolie more than he’d ever wanted another woman. Gods, some nights he wanted her more than he wanted his next breath.

Why didn’t he just say “hell-fucking-yes”?

If he’d done that…they’d still have walked out into an ambush, so he’d likely still be waking up from a rage, wondering what happened last night.

But she might be with him.

He could fix this between them. Couldn’t he?

Maybe a better question was, should he? The panic he’d felt yesterday when she’d said she wanted to touch him had been so intense, he’d felt the fight-or-flight instinct rear its irrational head. It had taken all his resolve to stand still instead of backing away.

He ran his knuckle along his worst scar, the one that pulled up one corner of his mouth like a manic clown, and felt how the puckered, knobby tissue wrapped over muscle and bone.

Despite its faulty appearance, his skin still barricaded against infection, kept him warm and held his insides together, just like anybody else’s. Things he’d never appreciated before they were taken away. But his cheek didn’t register any sensations along that line as he touched it. His whole body was like that—feeling here, deadened there. The way it came in and out at random startled him sometimes when somebody brushed against him as he made his way through the common room or moved into line to fill a cup of coffee.

He had a hard time casually bumping into people, and he thought he was going to have sex like it was no big deal? And not just some hook-up, but sex with Jolie Benoit. Making love to that woman would be…it would be fucking epic, is what it would be. Sensation overload.

This was a problem.

If he ever wanted to have a sex life again, and gods, did he, he had to move past it. But Jolie shouldn’t have to put up with his mental shit. She was already putting up with his physical damage; it wasn’t fair to ask her to put up with more. He should’ve faced this before he met someone who mattered so much. But since the accident he’d never met a woman worth pushing himself for. It was always easier to just deny he had any feelings or needs.

At least, it had been until a feisty redhead showed up with a smile that turned him inside out.

He took a deep breath and pushed himself out of bed. No
wallowing. Get
up, get
some
food, say
hi
to
friends. Have
a
normal
day. If he could drag himself out of a hospital bed with swollen skin and no prosthetic for the “pleasure” of rolling up and down a hallway, he could get out of bed any day. Everything looked better when he got his ass moving.

* * *
 

Ten minutes later, Hauk was clean and in the kitchen scrambling eggs.

But he was not feeling better. Maybe it was paranoia, but he could swear he was getting sidelong looks and a little extra space from half the people who walked in. Breakfast made, he ignored the instinct to take it back to his room and hide, and instead brought his meal out to the common room. But after five minutes of terse nods from people choosing to sit anywhere but at his table, he decided he wasn’t being paranoid.

Then Brayden took three steps into the room, saw him and turned around.

That was it. Hauk chased him down the hallway and caught him by the collar. “Come have breakfast with me.”

“O-o-okay.”

Despite the acquiescence, Hauk held on to his friend until he deposited Brayden on the bench acro che >upss from him. “What did I do last night?” Hauk scooped more eggs into his mouth.

“Last night? Oh, uh, you took out some guys from Atropos and carried Jolie back home.”

Hauk paused. “I brought her here again?” Fuck. She hadn’t stayed. “Where is she now?”

Brayden’s sigh sounded relieved, as if this was an easy subject to talk about. “I thought she was with you still. At least, she was when we all left your room.”

Hauk raised an eyebrow. “All?”

“Yeah. Travis was worried about Jolie, so we—Tally and LaRoche and he and I—ambushed you.”

Hauk put his fork down. “Did everybody survive?” He hoped he was joking.

“Yeah! That sedative you had LaRoche make worked like a charm. Good call on you.”

Hauk took another bite. “Okay, so did everyone see? What’s the deal this morning?” He waved his hand around. A horrific thought struck him. “Did I hurt Jolie?” He’d never hurt her before. He hated not remembering what happened.

“Oh, no. She’s fine. We got her away from you and everything. And like I said, when I left she was sitting on your bed, looking all dreamy-eyed at you.” He gave Hauk the first smile he’d gotten all morning. “I hoped she’d stay, but I guess she went home.”

He wasn’t sure what Brayden meant by “dreamy-eyed” but it didn’t sound like a bad thing. Although Brayden sometimes had an interesting way with the truth; she might’ve been more like nightmare-eyed. “Why was Travis worried? Was she protesting or something?” Not that he’d blame her, but he hoped not. Jolie had assured him repeatedly she wasn’t afraid of him when he wigged out because he was “nice” to her.

She’d actually used the word “nice” and he’d about laughed his head off.

“No, Ash said she’d seemed surprisingly happy to be, quote, dragged off by an out-of-control lunatic, unquote.” Brayden stole a piece of bacon off his plate and took a bite. “She saw the fight, and I think you wigged her out pretty hard core. Sorry ’bout that.”

Hauk snorted. “Why does that not surprise me?” He smirked at Brayden. “‘Ash,’ huh? When did you start calling her that?”

“That’s what you call her. And hey, she’s justified with the wigging out, man. You’re freaky when you’re all rawr.”

“Is that what they’re calling it nowadays?” Feeling decidedly more relaxed, he took a sip of his coffee and scooped up the last of his eggs with toast. “So what’s got everybody else on edge? It’s not like this is the first time I’ve come home ‘all rawr.’”

Immediately Brayden tensed up again.

Hauk sighed. “Come on, Brayden. Just tell me. You know I can’t stand all this hush-hush shit.”

He frowned. “Okay, so, you know that stick drive from yesterday?”

Hauk nodded over another gulp of coffee.

“It’s full of video footage of you fighting. We think they’re using it as a training video.”

Made sense. Professional fighters studied their opponents when they could. “And?”

“Well.” Brayden slouched down, growing even more uncomfortable, if that was possible. “Travis was watching them to see if he could figure out why Ananke was trying cke ouched  to hide them from us. And it sort of attracted an audience. People were cheering for you and everything. It was pretty awesome.” He drew a figure on the table and blushed. “I don’t think I realized how often you’ve saved my ass. Thanks, man.”

“It’s my job. So what went wrong?” It wasn’t like people didn’t know what he did. Did seeing it change things? He didn’t think his friends were that hypocritical.

Another big breath. If Brayden didn’t just spit it out, Hauk was going to consider shaking it out of him. But finally Brayden licked his lips, cleared his throat and said, “There’s a video of the fire.”

Hauk froze. “The fire? On base?”

“Yeah.”

His mouth went dry as trepidation clenched his chest. “And?”

Brayden bowed his head and there was pity in the gaze he shot up from under his shaggy black bangs. “You’re guilty, man. You went into a rage, killed those guys and set the fire. I’m sorry.”

Hauk set the coffee cup down before he squeezed it into broken shards. “Show me.”

* * *
 

Jolie frowned at the law firm across the street. Her jeans were tight, her shoes pointy and her T-shirt obviously not hers. She looked exactly like she’d spent the night at a man’s home. Which she had. And she was pleased with that. It wasn’t, however, the best disguise for getting into a law firm on a Saturday morning. But that’s where Ashley had gone (looking a little rumpled herself, Jolie had noticed), so that’s where Jolie needed to go.

She squared her shoulders and headed for the two-story Craftsman-style home that had been converted into the offices of McKey and Lancaster. Nobody was out and about in the quiet neighborhood. The small lot only contained three cars, Ashley’s and two others.

A window was open upstairs, likely taking advantage of the unseasonably warm day. God bless chaotic Texas weather. That entrance would be simpler.

The porch was easy to scale. After a quick glance inside to make sure no one was around, Jolie climbed into a conference room just as Ashley passed by the door, blithely on her way down the hall.

Jolie reached into the hallway, slapped a hand over the girl’s mouth and hauled her inside the conference room. Ashley tried to struggle, but it was no contest, and soon she went still.

“Sorry to startle you,” Jolie said with a sly smile as she turned Ashley around and released her mouth.

Ashley sucked in a breath of relief. “You scared me to death! What are you doing here?”

Jolie propped a hand on her hip. “What did you take from Tally and LaRoche’s lab?”

Ashley dropped her jaw in surprise and closed it again. “What makes you think I did anything of the sort?”

“Other than watching you?”

She shifted uncomfortably. “What I’m doing isn’t your business, and you’re not supposed to be here.”

“Anyone stealing from The Underlight is my business.”

To Jolie’s surprise, the girl blushed. She’d expected Ashley to deny it; hell, Jolie halfway didn’t believe her own accusation. Ashley didn’t seem the stealing type. But that blush was as good as a confession.

Ashley lowered her voice. “I’ coicather. m not doing anything wrong. I’m trying to help. Everyone will be happier in the long run if you don’t mention you saw me and head on home, all right?” She appeared earnest. For a lawyer, Ashley seemed awfully innocent, with the kind of wide-eyed hopefulness that was hard to fake.

“Who are you helping?” Jolie asked.

“Wesley. Now please, leave before somebody finds you.”

“You still haven’t told me what you took.”

“That’s because you don’t need to know.”

Jolie snatched Ashley’s Coach bag off her shoulder. The girl was so shocked she didn’t put up a fight, just yelled “Hey!”

Jolie shook her head and opened the clasp. “And I thought I lived outside reality. What sort of windowless tower do you exist in? Can you even see the real world from there?”

“That’s mine.” Ashley reached for her purse, her voice growling as if Jolie had struck a nerve.

Jolie ignored her and extracted a vial. It took her a moment to realize what Ashley had done. Then she felt like she’d been punched. “Hauk’s sedative?” Jolie shook it at her as her anger built. “You stole the special sedative LaRoche designed for Hauk? Why would you do that?” Other than to kidnap
him? Surely Ashley wouldn’t…

Jolie looked around the office again as Ashley straightened herself up as tall as she could.

“I thought you worked for the DA’s office,” Jolie said. “You came to somebody else’s office to deliver this.”

“Hand back the sedative and take a seat,” Ashley said, her voice surprisingly firm.

Jolie dropped the purse but clung to the vial. “You work for them. Ananke. You’re one of them.” She backed toward the window as the emotions blanked from Ashley face. “How could you do this to Hauk? He loved you. He might still—”

The door cracked open and a man poked his head in. “Everything okay in here?”

Ashley motioned for him to come in, her expression still eerily devoid of sentiment.

Unsure of anything anymore, Jolie ran for the window. She managed to get a leg over the sill before a big hand grabbed her from behind. She tried to wrench away but was hauled back in and tossed onto a chair.

Ashley held out her hand. “The sedative, please.”

“No.”

The guard pried the vial from her hands.

“And your cell phone,” Ashley added.

Jolie handed that over before the guard took the opportunity for an overly enthusiastic pat-down. She met Ashley’s gaze, hoping for some understanding or anger, anything other than the all-business mode she’d gone into. Sure, she hadn’t liked Hauk’s ex, but she hadn’t suspected this kind of treachery. It didn’t make sense. “What do they have on you? We can help. You don’t have to do this.” She glanced at the guard for a reaction, but like the most dim-witted of the Hands of Atropos, he appeared content to stand like a robot until called upon.

Ashley put a hand on her hip, finally showing frustration. “They don’t have anything on me, Miss Benoit. I joined Ananke while I was at Yale. An accomplishment I’m sure you could’ve had with far less effort if you’d cared about more than having a good  cavihile Itime.”

“What, like world domination? Yes. I have fun. I also care about things, like stopping the crazy goddess-worshipping cult you joined from taking over the world.”

The crazy thing was, Ashley didn’t morph into some cackling super-villain who’d pulled one over on The Underlight. She stayed the same old sanctimonious brat as she waggled a finger and started a fucking lecture. “It’s not a goddess-worshipping cult. I don’t know what they’ve brainwashed you into thinking, but you—The Underlight—you are the bad guys. You steal things. You screw up court cases, forge documents… The Cincinnati branch sent a virus into the power company, turning off electricity in February. Your organization is just this side of a terrorist network. But I guess that’s more fun than doing actual work. You’re not good for Wesley. He needs somebody stable. If you hurt him—”

Jolie laughed. “Says the woman helping Ananke kidnap him? Are you kidding me?”

Ashley stepped forward, grimacing. “I don’t owe you this explanation, but on the slim chance you actually do care about him, I’ll tell you. Yes, I’m helping Ananke catch him. To
help
him.”

“They’re not going to help him. They hate Hauk.”

“I have no idea if you believe that or not, but regardless, you’re wrong. We can fix his skin and give him a prosthetic that doesn’t look like it’s made from clockwork scraps.”

“What’s wrong with clockwork scraps? Besides, they’ve offered him that already. He turned them down.”

Ashley smiled as if she were speaking the clincher. “We can also fix his rages.”

Jolie stopped. Catrina had a theory that the rages somehow stopped the tattoo from working. If she was right, and Atropos “fixed” his rages… “They’re trying to activate his tattoo.”

Ashley tilted her head to the side. “What are you talking about?”

She didn’t know. Jolie looked from the bruiser on her left to Ashley. It was possible the girl believed everything she was saying and really did want what was best for Hauk. She seemed plenty naïve enough to buy Ananke’s bullshit. If that was true, all Jolie had to do was convince Ashley that she was hurting Hauk and they could turn this around. She didn’t know how commanding Atropos worked, but if the guard recognized Ashley’s authority as a member of Ananke, he may not even try to stop them from leaving. This could be easy. If she just got Ashley to see reality. “The tattoos of Atropos. They marked Hauk with one.”

“Hauk has many tattoos. What’s important about that one?” She was actually listening.

“That’s what locks in the mind control.”

Ashley laughed. “Hypnotic tattoos? You don’t actually believe that, do you?”

Shit. How did this stupid woman not know about the tattoos or the goddess or, hell, what
the
organization
was
actually
doing? “I’ve seen it. They use magic to turn people into mind slaves. This guy. Right here. Look at his wrist.” She pointed at the guard.

“Magic. Right. And then we slay the dragon and rescue the princess from the evil witch who locked her in a tower.” She scowled. “You should try listening to your father instead o cheras bf your anarchists. He deals in facts.” She took the vial from the guard. “Keep her here for an hour then let her go. If you hurt her, I’ll give your name and home address to her father, got it?”

The guard nodded.

Jolie sank back into the chair. “Fuck.”

Ashley raised an eyebrow. “You kiss your momma with that mouth?” On that line, she headed for the exit.

“Mother isn’t really the kissing type.”

Ashley stopped in the doorframe and turned around, anger sparking from her. “You know, Hauk has so much affection for you, and I’d really hoped you’d earned it. But you just keep rolling with the cliché, don’t you. Poor little rich girl didn’t get enough love, so now you strip off your clothes and hang out with criminals. Anything to piss off Daddy and Mommy, huh?”

Jolie clenched her jaw as Ashley’s words cut through her. They weren’t true. They might’ve been true once, but not anymore. Jolie was more than that. The Underlight had given her a real purpose. “You don’t know anything about me.”

“I saw your type all the time in college—rich kids who came from everything, didn’t have to work a day in their lives, bored and searching for the next new thrill. But Hauk’s been through too much to be run over by somebody who’ll toss him out when the wind changes directions.”

“I won’t do that.” So yeah, her longest relationship was less than a year, but that didn’t mean it would always be that way. Jolie had it in her to go the distance with the right guy. She wasn’t some rich, selfish party girl with nothing else to show for herself.

Was she?

Ashley’s eyes dropped some of their hardness until she was almost pleading. “I know you’ll do what you please. You people always do. But if you can find it in your heart to leave him alone—”

Jolie’s voice dropped to a deadly growl. “Get out before I hit you, you bitch.”

Ashley straightened up as if affronted. “Fine.” She turned and strode out the door.

Jolie yelled after her, “You are a horrible, frigid person and I can’t believe Hauk ever had sex with you!”

Ashley yelped like a strangled puppy.

Offended, huh? Jolie hoped that straightened her uptight spine ’til it snapped. She tried to stand up, but the bruiser got in her way.

Dead end. She yelled down the hallway, “Hauk is never going to forgive you for this! You are handing him over and they are going to rape his mind!”

No response.

She had to get out of here and warn him. She tensed to stand.

“Sit,” the guard said, this time with a heavy hand on her shoulder.

She sat. She tried yelling one more time, not even sure Ashley could hear anymore. “They’ve been trying to get their hands on him since he got back to the States. And you are handing him over. You
fucking
moron!” She put her head in her hands and screamed.

Then froze. No, not “since he got back.” They had a video of Hauk in Afghanistan. Ananke had been following him for longer than anyone realized.

She knew what to look for on the video.

But first she had a Hand of Atropos to cof ">S deal with.






 



Chapter Eleven
 

Seven friends dead, all by his hands. Hauk lay back on his bed, studying his fingers and the scars etched across his palms, the ones he’d worked so hard to get supple and functioning again. What else had his hands done that he didn’t know about?

He could’ve been on a damn murder spree here in Austin. He could’ve—

Somebody knocked.

“Who is it?” If it was fuckin’ Brayden again with another fuckin’ platitude…

“It’s Ashley. Can I come in?”

Killing
friends. He closed his eyes and banished the image. That wasn’t him; it was the thing using his body. He rolled up to sitting and stuck his feet on the floor. He cleared his throat and forced his voice to sound calm. “Of course, Ash.”

Jolie was the person he really wanted to see. Her smile calmed him like nothing else. It was weird she hadn’t come by to talk after their argument last night. Unless he’d pissed her off so badly she was staying away. But Brayden hadn’t thought she was pissed. Had she heard about the video and changed her mind?

Ashley came in, and Hauk took a deep breath. This morning she had a more casual look than last night, reminding him of the girl he used to climb trees with. She smiled, but there was something nervous in it. Probably from being in a new place. Ash always liked to have things a certain way, and Austin seemed to have taken her by surprise.

She patted his knee. “I was hoping we could go on that tour of Austin?”

Gods, that sounded like effort. He really wanted to lie back down, maybe with a drink, and wait for Jolie to show up. Which could be sometime next never.

No
self-pity. Get
out
of
bed. Keep
moving. Hauk stood up and put on the best smile he could muster. “Sounds great. Let’s get out of here.”

* * *
 

Decide
to
win. Jolie watched the guard standing immobile before her with his arms crossed. He was a bruiser, not as big as Hauk, but still a big guy. And despite Ashley’s threat, she had a feeling he wouldn’t lose too much sleep over knocking her around.

I’m
smarter
and
I’m
faster
than
him. I
can
win.

Every time she tried to stand he pushed her back down. There was no way she could win from her position. But if she couldn’t go forward out of the chair…

She tucked her knees up into the fetal position, like she was afraid, and gave a big sigh of defeat.

The guard relaxed. Idiot.

Ananke wanted to make Hauk just like him.

Breathing through her building anger, she watched from under her lashes until his gaze wandered to the door. Tucking her head, she threw herself backward. The chair slammed to the ground, and she rolled up to standi fwitch And deng.

The guard turned back to her and frowned, more like he was annoyed than threatened. She didn’t exactly blame him. “Aw, you stood up. Whatcha going to do now, Red? Like it or not, we got another forty-five minutes together.” He clapped his hands, rubbed them eagerly and gave her a two-fingered “have at me.”

He had the same tattoo as Hauk on his forearm, a capital alpha with scissors dangling off the base. Most Atropos chose their life in exchange for a fat paycheck, but those assholes in Ananke had given Hauk one without his consent. It didn’t work. She needed to make sure it stayed that way. The idea of Hauk as one of their brainless soldiers made the bile rise her in throat and rage burn. They may want to use him, but she wanted him the way he was—scars and all—more than the whole lot of them put together.

If she ran to the window while the guard was up, she’d get caught. She had to get him on the ground to give her those precious extra seconds. Thank God Hauk had finally taught her a more interesting move than a block or jab.

She faked a punch. The guard went for it and grabbed her hand. She spun into him and stabbed her foot on the floor between his legs.

She was about to find out if Hauk told the truth when he said he didn’t go easy on her.

The guard tried to let her hand go to grab her elsewhere, but she snagged his sleeve and held on.

She dropped into a squat, and his body dragged onto her back. Yanking his sleeve, she pushed back up. His weight leveraged him over her and he crashed into the chair. Without pausing to look, she ran for the window and hurtled herself onto the roof.

As she shimmied down the porch, the guy appeared at the window. She dropped to the ground. He dashed for the door of the room. She had a few seconds’ lead, but that should be enough to…

The tires to Hauk’s bike were slashed. He was going to kill her. She had no ride, no phone, no purse. And a Hand of Atropos on her tail.

Good thing she was just a few blocks from Guadalupe, a populated thoroughfare. From there she could find a way to get to The Underlight and warn Hauk.

If she wasn’t too late already.

She sprinted toward Congress, thoughts of Hauk driving her to move faster than she ever had before.

* * *
 

Some days, maybe, getting out of bed actually was a bad idea.

Hauk halfheartedly rattled the chain on his right arm as his groggy mind tried to make sense of where he was. Shirtless and shoeless, bound hand and foot to a table. That much he picked up immediately. He shook his head to clear it and looked around the room. He closed his eyes again. Tried to rub them, but the cold chains wouldn’t let his hands stretch that far. He opened his eyes again anyway to examine his prison.

If a mad scientist and an evil wizard had a love child, this would be his lab. A desk of pristine medical equipment was next to his table, and alchemical signs were chiseled into the floor. Shelves contained chemicals, IV bags and an assortment of enough animal bits to stock a hoodoo shop.

Ashley was nowhere to be seen. They’d been ambushed at the park. Atropos had gotten Ashley at gunpoint, so Hauk had surrendered. The last thing he remembered before they knocked him out was her yelling not to hurt him.

Poor Ash. Ananke wasn’t cautious wit k ca/span>h human life, but luckily they weren’t intentionally wasteful of it, either. They liked to think of themselves as the good guys. When he surrendered, they had what they wanted. There was a reasonable chance they’d let her go.

He hoped so, anyway.

Now he just had to figure out how to get out of here. He tugged on the chains again, testing the strength of their attachment. Firm.

The door opened. In walked a dumpy guy whose chalky skin said he spent way too much time indoors. At Hauk’s scowl he lifted an eyebrow. “Awake, I see. Sooner than we expected.” He had an oddly cheerful voice for the creepy surroundings. “But then, you seem to have all kinds of tricks we don’t expect, don’t you, Mr. Haukon.”

He smiled as he snapped on gloves, and Hauk had the unpleasant feeling the man could keep his happy-go-lucky demeanor as he cut somebody apart.

“You are, of course, hoping I’ll tell you what we plan to do with you. The anticipation is likely killing you. I will put your mind at ease.”

Hauk managed to lean up on his elbows, giving him less a feeling of prone exposure. “Yeah, I’m sure putting my mind at ease is your top priority.”

The man picked up a notebook and jotted down notes. “Such hostility. And after we’ve extended so many invitations. But this time, I think you’ll like what I’m offering.”

“Then unchain me and let me say yes all polite-like.”

He crinkled his brow. “I’ve been known to make errors when human psychology is involved in the equation.” Of course he had. The guy was likely a psychopath. “You are here so we can study your blackouts. We’d like to understand them and possibly remove them. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? It must be hell to lose so many hours of your life to something out of your control.” He looked almost sympathetic as he said it.

On the bright side, that plan wasn’t the worst news Hauk had had all day. “Too bad I don’t trust you people to remove them without tinkering around with my brain in other ways, too.”

“Hm. Shall we get started? I need to trigger a rage state. Do you know how to begin one? Is it a choice on your part?”

Hauk lay back down and put his hands behind his head in a casual pose. It might’ve worked better if he could interlace his fingers, but he did the best he could under the chained circumstances.

“Well then, the only way we’ve seen them triggered is in a fight.” The man poked his head out the doorway, said, “We’ll need you,” and came back to Hauk. “Putting you in a fight doesn’t work for my purposes, though. I need to be able to monitor you more closely than that.”

A man carrying a black bag walked into the room.

The doctor continued. “Our best guess is the blackouts are triggered in response to pain.”

The bag opened to reveal an assortment of knives.

Hauk muttered a curse.

“Are you certain you wouldn’t like to cooperate?” the psycho doctor asked.

“Could you start on the right? We could even the scarring up a bit. The lack of symmetry wreaks havoc on photo shoots.”

Torture-man frowned as he traipsed to Hauk’s left.

Hauk sighed. “So unaccommodating.” This was going to suck, but at least he’d gotten the g k go/fouy on the side with fewer nerve endings.

The man raised the first knife. Hauk stifled a shudder as memories of the hospital, of skin-flaying torture in the name of saving him, clenched his gut.

Recovering from burns sucked worse than getting them. He’d endured that. He would endure this, too.

But then what were they going to do with him?

* * *
 

Two months of carefully crafted social interactions designed to get The Underlight on her side, and Jolie threw it all away. Hauk’s shirt clung to her with perspiration and her hair had frizzed into a disaster. She’d taken the shoes off her swollen feet halfway back and her legs were Jell-O from the constant impact of the pavement as she ran.

She’d made it back as fast as she could with no wallet and no wheels. For once she didn’t give a crap about appearances. Lungs screaming for air, she pushed her exhausted ass up onto a table in the crowded common room and wheezed out, “Where’s Hauk?”

Everyone in the room turned to face her with giggles and a few strange looks before one of the knitters said, “He left with his blond friend about an hour ago.”

The words felt like a blow. That bitch already had him. Jolie had run as fast as she could, and it hadn’t been fast enough. “Shit!” She dropped to a squat down on the table. She had to go find him. He was probably already at Ananke’s headquarters.

She had to rescue him from the freaking lion’s den. “Shit.” She didn’t even know if she remembered how to get to the hidden retreat nearly an hour west of town. It wasn’t like she could do an internet search on “Temple of Ananke” for directions.

“What’s wrong?” Dr. Echelson said. She looked down and realized she was nearly standing in her professor’s lunch.

Great. Then again, grades, hell, even graduation, didn’t matter right now. Just Hauk. “She’s one of them. Ashley. She’s Ananke.”

Dr. E frowned as he put down his fork. At least he was taking her seriously. “No. She came as a transfer from the Cincinnati chapter. She knew the right people. Things she couldn’t know unless she was there.”

Jolie licked her lips. She needed to convince somebody. Hopefully she could do a better job with Dr. E than she had with Ashley. Dropping all pretense, all savvy, all everything but her terror for Hauk and determination to see him safe, she caught his gaze and willed him to believe her. “I don’t know how she did it, but she’s one of them. They sent her here to get Hauk. She stole LaRoche’s sedative this morning.”

His face blanched as he hopped to standing. Finally somebody believed her. “Are you going for him?” he asked.

She didn’t know how, but she nodded.

Her professor stepped up onto the bench and announced in a firm voice, “Citizens of The Underlight. Hauk has been taken. Jolie will lead the rescue effort into Ananke’s temple.”

Food, games, instruments, everything was forgotten as people gathered around. The crowd turned to her with assessing eyes, a mixture of mistrust and respect in their faces. One person said, “Catrina and I can draw up plans of almost the whole base.”

With that, the floodgates opened. “Tally has equipment. I’ll get her.”

“Is your car still at the club? I can get it.”

“You’ll need better clothes. Give me five minutes.”

Hope renewed Jolie’s strength as everyone banded together to help. They could do this. They had to. For Hauk.

* * *
 

Hauk clenched his teeth and sucked each painful breath in between them. Blood pooled underneath his hips from shallow slashes across his abdomen. His left shoulder throbbed from the knife still embedded just below his clavicle. But what scared him was his right hand. Two quick strikes with a hammer, and he couldn’t feel it anymore.

“Stop,” the doctor said. “This isn’t working.”

“We could try fire,” his torturer suggested.

Not
fire. Anything
but
fire. Hauk closed his eyes and concentrated on breathing in and out. Whenever pain shattered through him out of control, he could still control his breath. In and out. Slow as he could keep it.

Please
gods, not
fire.

The doctor clicked his tongue. “He’s never been in fire before when he’s raged. No. I think we need a new tactic.” His blurry form stood over Hauk. “Why don’t you just rage for us? It would make this so much easier on everyone.”

“Go to Helheim, you fuckoff.” He spit blood at the doctor and watched with some satisfaction as the man smeared red across his pristine jacket in an attempt to clean it off. Hauk laid his head back on the table and closed his eyes. “I don’t control it.”

The schink of a knife exiting a sheath made his body clench again, but he kept his eyes closed. He’d survived worse than a knife wound.

Besides, it was his hand he was worried about—

“Stop. He’s welcome to his little tantrum. Go get the girl.”

Hauk’s eyes popped open. “Ash?”

The doctor frowned. “Yes, her. If you won’t alter states to save yourself, maybe you’ll do it to save someone else.”

Hauk struggled against the chains. “No. You should’ve let her go.” The chain dug into his wrist, and feeling shot back through his hand in an agonizing rush.

Somewhere, Ashley yelled.

He shoved away thoughts of pain and turned toward the racket. “I came with you. Let her go. She’s not part of this.”

“We both know that’s not true,” the doctor said.

The torturer dragged Ashley in.

She saw Hauk and gasped. “What are you doing to him? My God! Wesley!” She tried to yank away, but the man held her fast. “That’s not—that’s… Let me go!” She burst into tears.

“Now,” the doctor said. “Rage, or we’ll cut open her face.”

“What?” Ashley screamed as she struggled in the arms of a sadist.

He raised the knife and slid the blunt end down her cheek. Hauk’s body thrummed with anger as he reached for the strength to stop them.

“You people are crazy!” she yelled.

The blade turned toward her—

B kt speoplelackness.

* * *
 

Fighting
Fate
may
be
a
losing
war, but
I
wage
it
anyway. My
soldier’s
subconscious
gives
permission, and
I
seize
the
opportunity
to
engage, sliding
into
him
like
a
ghost.

Screams
fill
our
ears. We
breathe
the
stench
of
dark
magics. Our
hand
is
broken. The
cider
of
healing
pours
from
my
spirit
to
his
flesh. The
bones
too-slowly
knit.

The
doctor
is
gleeful. Kill
him, we
shall. But
death
goes
first
to
the
one
with
the
knife.

Our
mouth
moves
in
incantation. Our
chains
unlock. We
leap
to
standing. The
doctor
smiles
no
more.

Fear
us, you
who
worship
Fate. We
do
not
submit. We
do
not
go
gently.

Leap
down. We
rip
the
boy
away
from
the
one
we
care
about. Our
torturer
whimpers. We
throw
him
to
the
ground. No
mercy
for
cowards.

Marching
down
the
hall. More
soldiers. More
sacrifices
in
 kan>>
honor. Glee
fills
us.

Magic
bursts
from
a
staff.

We
will
crumble
their
bones. This
time
I
will
not
be
cast—

* * *
 

The shredding pain in Hauk’s gut beat out the pounding in his hand for worst sensation. He collapsed to the floor in a mass of agony, just like he’d done the last time his rage had been interrupted with those damn magic sticks.

His chains were gone. He needed to get up, to move, to get him and Ash out. But most of all, he needed to stay conscious, and that took every last bit of strength he had. They were yelling about chains. Had he broken them?

Ash dropped beside him, her hot fingers touching his pounding head. “Are you okay?” she whispered.

“Hunky—” He sucked in painful breaths. “—fuckin’—” Just
keep
breathing, “—dory.”

Except he was going to throw up. He turned to the side and spilled his guts onto the ground.

Ashley patted his back in a fluttering motion and repeated “ohmigod” like a chant. He had to get her safe, and he could barely move.

“What is that?” the torturer said. He rolled up to sitting just a few feet away, his throat bruised and his motions shaky.

Ashley froze. Her hand was snatched off his back.

Hauk put his hands under him and tried to push himself up. The boots of four Hands of Atropos surrounded him, and he accepted the futility of trying anything at the moment. They were too numerous, and he was too weak. It would take a few minutes, but he’d recover enough to do…something. He needed to bide his time.

“It’s a valknut,” the doctor said.

A valknut? Just before shipping out the first time, Hauk had gotten a valknut tattooed on his shoulder. The three interlocking triangles symbolized Valhalla, Odin’s promised afterlife for warriors who died in battle. It had been his first tat. But it hadn’t survived the fire.

And yet the doctor traced a design on his skin right where it had been as he kept talking. “The color’s fading, but when you know where to look, you can see how the scars form the shape.”

Scars had formed in the shape of his old tattoo? How was that possible?

Ashley spoke up. “Wh-what does that mean?”

The doctor sounded thoughtful. “It means…” He snapped his fingers. “It all makes sense. It’s the mark of Odin.”

“Odin? The mythological god? How does that make sense?” Ashley’s panic was turning strangely argumentative for a prisoner. “I know Wesley’s Pagan and all—or, I mean, he was when we were in high school. But you’re talking crazy.”

“Heathen,” Hauk choked out. “I’m not Pagan, I’m Heathen.”

He got ignored. “Don’t you see? It’s the legend of the einherjar, Odin’s chosen warriors,” the doctor sa ktheem">

Although he had a sinking feeling he knew at least some of what the man would say. The thought had crossed his mind long ago, and he’d ignored it like he’d tried to ignore everything else he couldn’t explain since the fire. Everything that smacked of magic.

The doctor kept talking. “Ananke can’t control him because Odin, the head god of Northern tribal Europe, has staked a prior claim. Their mythology is full of stories of men who fight in an altered state, who come out of battles unscathed and have a hard time telling friend from foe. It was said that Odin possessed them in a battle frenzy, urging them to violent victory. They were the most feared fighters of the Viking era.”

Hauk didn’t feel like much of a feared warrior as he struggled to sit upright. But the doctor clapped his hands gleefully with that creepy, manic joy he never lost.

“Even the releasing of the shackles—it’s a galdr, a rune spell known only by Odin’s special forces. I would guess the language he used was Norse. Gentlemen, Wesley Haukon is a barbarian myth come to life. You have at your feet a modern berserker.”






 



Chapter Twelve
 

Jolie stared at the same wall she and Hauk had climbed two months ago to rescue her niece. Tally had even given her a copy of Hauk’s nifty rope launcher for this very purpose. Beyond the wall and up the hill, a shining white temple, patterned after the Parthenon, gleamed in the afternoon sunlight. It looked so pristine, so glorious. But underneath was a darker temple dedicated to a goddess who was both whimsical and unrelenting.

Last time she’d been here, even with über-warrior Hauk, things hadn’t gone exactly swimmingly. Hauk was shot. Magic went wonky. It was a lucky hunch on her part that got them out. But for Hauk, she’d go back in.

A snick sounded as Mercy checked the clip of her gun. “You ready?” She looked like a total badass, standing so cool with her black hair in a tight French braid and two guns in unconcealed shoulder holsters. They’d decided a small team sneaking in was a better bet than a large-scale assault. Jolie was infinitely glad Mercy had agreed to be her partner. Neither of them was great muscle exactly, but Mercy was a crack shot and at least didn’t cower in a fight. After Hauk, she might be The Underlight’s next best line of defense.

She was risking her job with the Austin Police Department if they got caught, though.

Once more Jolie reviewed the precisely drawn maps Catrina and somebody else had provided then stuffed them in back her pocket. Catrina hadn’t come with them; breaking and entering was not her scene. She was, however, a kick-ass marketing professional who’d been courted by Ananke before they’d made her choose between their promises of success and her dual identities of Carlton and Catrina. Before she’d left them (of her own free will, unlike Hauk), she’d been in the temple complex on the other side of the wall several times. Jolie didn’t know the other mapmaker’s story but was thankful for whatever it was.

She took a deep breath. “Ready or not, we should go. We don’t know what they’re doing to him in there.” And if they were too late? What then? What if Hauk was already Atropos?

She’d never get to tell him how much he meant to her. She had big feelings of, oh, some type she wasn’t ready to define yet. But she had to get in t n*aulthere and get him out so she could tell him she wanted to be more than friends.

With thoughts of Hauk spurring her courage, she shot the rope up. Mercy climbed over first to scout the grounds, and at her signal Jolie followed. Manicured lawns and perfectly aligned rows of olive trees extended out to the temple and federal-style complex beyond. Everything from the buildings to the plants had been arranged in a precise symmetry that reminded Jolie of her immaculately ordered home growing up.

She wrinkled her nose. Some people thought smooth perfection like that was beautiful. She found it stifling. A little rough-and-tumble, a little dirt, made everything feel alive.

Just like Hauk.

She took stock of their location and pointed the closest way in to the science wing. “That’s where they’ll have him if they’re studying his blackouts.”

“Did Catrina know what sort of guards they have?” Mercy asked as they walked. The grounds were fortunately free of people this far from any regular sidewalks or driveways. A bunch of orderly and rule-abiding assassins, those Hands of Atropos were.

“She said they’re mostly just at the front gates and each entrance to the building. Once you’re in, key cards keep the wrong people out of the wrong places. But most of the regulars know each other, so they’d notice strangers wandering about.” Jolie wrinkled her nose. “And I wouldn’t be surprised if quite a few of them knew my face. We should stay out of sight as much as possible.”

They reached the edge of an olive grove. A hundred yards in front of them, limestone steps led up to a formal entrance with wooden double doors.

“Just inside there is a guard station. Catrina predicted there would be three or four Atropos manning it. They check IDs and help with any problems within entering groups.”

Mercy quirked an eyebrow. “Like dragging kidnapping victims in?”

“Yes, like that.”

Mercy nodded. “I can take two out pretty quickly. More than that, and they’ll have time to raise an alarm. You think you can handle one?”

“What if there’re four?” Jolie asked.

Mercy shrugged. “Got a better idea?”

Jolie scanned the white stone walls. On the second floor, somebody stared listlessly out the window.

Somebody with tumbling waves of blond hair.

Jolie wove her way through the trees until she could get a better view.

“Where are you going!” Mercy stage-whispered after her.

Ashley’s forehead rested against the glass. Tears tracked down her cheeks, marring the newscaster-perfect makeup.

Jolie waved at Mercy to join her.

Once at her side, Mercy stiffened. “Is that that little puta who turned on him?”

“Yup,” Jolie answered.

She pulled out her gun.

Somewhat reluctantly, Jolie put a hand on it. “Hauk wouldn’t want that. Even after the shit she pulled.” She nodded up. “I’m going to get her attention. This is going to go really well or really badly, depending.”

“Depending on what?”

“On whether she’s the good person Hauk thinks she is or a bett s isJolie aser actor than I am.” Jolie picked a couple of stones off the ground. “Stay hidden. If she turns on me, too, then I vote shoot her.” She made her way to the window, murmuring, “Please, may Hauk be right.”

It only took one pebble against the glass for Ashley to look down. Startled, she cranked the window open. “What are you doing here?”

“Are you alone?”

“Yes. What are you—”

“What do you think I’m doing?” Jolie shot the rope up to the window, and the claw missed Ashley’s hands by inches. The girl yipped and yanked back, giving Jolie a moment of satisfaction. A few seconds of climbing, and Jolie was in an empty office facing the person she hated most. “I’m here risking my ass to fix your fuck-up.”

Stricken, Ashley collapsed into a chair. “It wasn’t supposed to happen like this.”

“Have they ‘cured’ the rages?”

“No.”

Relief washed through Jolie so strongly her knees nearly buckled. “Thank God.” She shot Ashley a stern look. “You gonna turn me in?”

Ashley’s eyes widened as she shook her head. “You can’t get him back by yourself. There are too many guards. And he’s…he’s really…”

Jolie leaned out the window, motioning for Mercy to follow her. “I’m not doing it by myself.” Her voice lowered to a growl. “And Hauk’s really what?”

Ashley gulped. “He’s in really bad shape. I can’t believe they did that to him. They said they needed to start a rage and they didn’t know how, but…” She smashed tears off her cheek. “They said they could fix it. They didn’t tell me they didn’t know how. They didn’t say what they were going to do. I didn’t know.”

Mercy appeared over the sill and her gun popped up.

Jolie held out a hand to stop her from shooting and looked back at Ashley. “Question is, then, are you coming with us?”

“What?” Mercy asked, appalled.

Jolie stared hard at Ashley. “I pretty much hate you. A lot. But I also believe you didn’t know what they were doing or what these assholes are really about. Now that you know the truth, you have a choice. So which side are you on? Underlight? Or Ananke?”

Ashley blinked furiously, as if she hadn’t been expecting that.

“But make up your mind fast, because we need to get to Hauk and my patience with you is thin.”

Ashley shook her head. “They’re not all like this. This isn’t what Ananke is about. These people—”

“Are exactly what Ananke is about.”

Her little chin shot up in defiance. “I don’t believe that. That’s not what I experienced before I got to this hellhole of a city.”

Jolie hissed out a breath.

Ashley clenched her jaw. “And if I’ve been that naïve, I need to see it for myself.”

With a terse nod, Jolie headed for the door. “Don’t turn us in. We’re here for Hauk. Nothing else. I believe saving him might be the only thing we can agree on.”

Ashley pulled something from her pocket and shoved it at Jolie.

Mercy raised her gun. Jolie hopped ba sliey pck. Then looked down.

Ashley was holding out her key card. “First basement. Third door on the left after you exit the stairwell.”

Jolie’s eyebrows shot up, but she took the card. “Can’t they trace this to you?”

Ashley shrugged. “I’ll say you took it from me. Maybe one of you should give me a bruise or a—”

Mercy cocked a fist back. “No problem.”

One punch, and Ashley dropped to the floor, holding her jaw. She glared up at the two of them, venom pumping off of her. “You people are all completely crazy.” As Jolie and Mercy headed for the door, she called after them. “I want Hauk safe because of what we once had. That doesn’t make what he’s doing now right. He’s a killer and a thief.”

Jolie turned back at the doorway as Mercy checked outside. “He’s not a killer, he’s a soldier. And sometimes doing the right thing requires breaking the rules.” She shook Ashley’s key card at her. “Apparently some part of you knows that. When the rest of you figures it out…” She wrinkled her nose. “I’ll still hate you. But at least we’ll be on the same team.”

Mercy nodded the go-ahead and they dashed down the hall and two flights of stairs then stopped before the third door on their right.

Jolie slid the card into the reader. The lock clicked open. “Ready?” she mouthed.

Mercy gave a thumbs-up and raised her gun.

Jolie opened the door.






 



Chapter Thirteen
 

Blood slithered down Hauk’s back in a gruesome cascade as three men dragged him to a table. His head was down, unmoving. Jolie couldn’t tell if he was conscious or not.

The men turned to face them.

Mercy took a shot, dropping one guard before they could react.

Jolie ran into the room, heading for the left guard. She plowed into him and caught his ankle with her own. He went down.

Hauk started to fall. She scooped an arm around him as his dead weight dropped into her. She braced herself to hold him upright. “Hauk! Hauk!”

He turned a blurry expression toward her, his mouth parting as if to speak.

Jolie was yanked backward by her hair, forcing her to let Hauk go. He collapsed to the ground beside her. Arms locked around her as the hot metal of an oversized muzzle pressed against her temple.

Another shot boomed; another Hand of Atropos fell.

“Put the gun down,” the man said calmly.

Mercy hesitated as the strange barrel waved in front of Jolie’s face.

“Don’t,” Jolie said. “You can hit him.” It was a crazy-hard shot three inches from her head, but they were in a win or lose here. And Mercy was damn good.

Mercy hesitated. Then shook her head as she lowered her weapon. “That’s a mini-flamethrower. I could blow you up.”

Jolie sucked in a furious breath and studied Hauk. He’d been tortured, that was clear, but so far she only saw bleeding wounds, no new burns. The fact that they’d brought fire to taunt him with made her seethe inside. Not that there was jack she could do about it at the moment.

Four more Atropos marched into the room. Mercy was disarmed, slammed into a wall and frisked. Jolie closed her eyes slowly and opened them again to find Hauk’s weary blue eyes looking up at her. He’d struggled up to sitting, but his skin was a greenish gray. His shoulders hunched and his muscles shook like he might fall over at any moment.

And something was deeply wrong with his hand.

“I’m sorry,” she mouthed. She didn’t know how, but these guys were so gonna pay for what they’d done.

* * *
 

Pissed or not, Jolie had come for him. Despite the pain and the location and every shit part of a shitty day, Hauk wanted to smile.

“Sit them down,” the doctor ordered. “Put him back on the table.”

Mercy was dragged to a chair. The fire-wielding torturer kept a tight hold on Jolie, continuing to threaten Hauk with her even though sitting upright caused waves of pain and dizziness to rattle through him like a pinball game of knives.

In a rage, he might still be able to take them all. If the doctor was right and Hauk now knew where the rages came from, could he cause one?

Two Atropos lifted him by the shoulders. The knife wound ripped open and gushed a fresh pulse of blood as he sucked back a scream. Raging would knit it closed again.

But was he putting Jolie and Mercy at more of a risk from himself than from Ananke? Ananke might leave them unhurt. Jolie was the daughter of a member, and Mercy was police. The Order would have to think carefully before doing permanent harm to either of them.

As if she could read his thoughts, Jolie said, “I asked Travis to take another look at the video from Afghanistan.”

“Quick talking, now,” the torturer said.

Hauk put weight on his feet. He would fight without a rage. They weren’t some godly blessing—they were a chemical bomb going off in his head, turning him into a nightmare and endangering everyone around him. That video proved it.

But Jolie didn’t quit talking. “You already had a mark of Atropos. It was hidden inside a tattoo on your forearm.”

Hauk studied her eyes to see if she was telling the truth. Her statement sounded crazy, but he supposed it was possible. The simple lines of an Atropos tattoo could easily be hidden inside the tribal-style art he preferred, and he wouldn’t have known to look for it.

“Your squad had tattoos, too.”

The torturer shook her. “I said shut up!” He threw his free arm across her throat, cutting off her air.

Jolie scrabbled at his fingers, trying to breathe as shock and pain filled her features. With the last of his strength, Hauk flung himself forward and threw a punch.

Blood exploded from the torturer’s nose. He released Jolie.

She dropped down out of his arms.

Hauk collapsed beside her, his face slamming to the cold ground. His wounds screamed from the fresh assault, but still he forced his fingers to scratch at the etched floor as he tried to find some purchase, some way to get back on his feet.

“Asshole,” the torturer said. The flamethrower hissed in ignition, and Hauk braced for the burn.

Jolie yelled, “No!” Her weight landed on his back and  {his>



He struggled to knock her off, but she held firm and he was so damn weak.

Flame scorched the air above them. She screamed.

He twisted, trying to get her beneath him.

“Not her!” the doctor yelled.

The fire went out.

This time she didn’t resist as Hauk rolled them over and pushed Jolie’s back to the ground, smothering any fire that might’ve caught on her clothing or hair. “What the hell were you doing?” he yelled. He couldn’t see any damage to her front, but her face contorted in pain.

She ignored the question and spit out rapidly, “They were trying to activate your tattoo. Before the fire. You didn’t just murder your squad. You need to know that.”

“Separate them,” the doctor said.

Gorgeous green eyes stared up at him in pain and fear. And faith.

Jolie had faith in him, both versions of him. So much that she’d taken a fire blast to tell him so.

Guards grabbed him by the shoulders to pry them apart, but her hands still clung to him.

Hauk loved this woman. Would do anything for her.

He turned his eyes to the sky and quit running from magic. “Allfather Odin, if that’s really you…come and get me.”

He felt it this time, like a spirit invading him, burning from the inside out. He wanted to kick it out, to stay in control, but he thought of Jolie and let go.

The vision in his right eye dimmed until he could only see from one side. The throb in his hand and crushing pain in his body softened into an electric hum that ran through him. His thoughts buzzed in tune with his body, dimming to two ideas: Eliminate the threat. Protect what was his.

Eight of them and one of him? No problem.

* * *
 

Fire. Effing. Hurt.

Heat blistered down Jolie’s neck and right shoulder, bringing tears to her eyes as she hung on to Hauk like a safety line. He’d survived being engulfed in this pain. She’d barely been touched by it; she could handle a little burn.

“I’ve got this. You’re safe,” his low voice rumbled, calm and steady as ever. She blinked her eyes to clear the moisture and realized he’d shifted.

But something was different. He seemed lucid.

He smiled and set her gently on the ground then reached up and slammed two guards together by their heads.

They dropped beside her.

Behind them, Mercy yelled as her chair toppled and fist crunched against bone. Jolie turned to find her up and fighting.

Jolie needed to get up and fight, too. Legs shaky, she started to stand.

Hauk swiped a magic stick from the ground. Another Hand of Atropos approached, and he crushed the wand against the man’s arm.

Once again, the Hand of Atropos crumbled forward, the hold of the tattoo broken.

Hauk didn’t notice and continued running through soldiers.

The magic-fallen soldier looked up at Jolie with an expression full of confusion. Th {conhis.e doctor yelled for Atropos to attack.

This one clutched his stomach and ran from the room.

“It breaks their magic, too,” Jolie yelled, knowing Mercy would hear and hoping Hauk understood. She doubted the reprieve was permanent, but she scrambled on the ground to pick up a wand of her own anyway.

Seeing the way of things, the doctor ran away.

Hauk picked up the blood-spattered guy who’d torched them and tossed him into a wall. The impact of the body against cement crunched in bone-shattering death.

Hauk turned to her and Mercy and said, “Let’s go.”

The three of them rushed from the room into eerily empty halls.

Hauk plowed ahead with no attempt at stealth. Up the stairs and into the main floor. One corridor over, and they were at the vaulted-ceiling foyer, the wooden double doors to their escape less than ten yards away.

Doors that were blocked by a dozen Atropos and three members of Ananke themselves.

Hauk, Mercy and Jolie stopped to assess the situation.

Pierce MacArthur stood front and center, like a general before his army. Jolie had known him all her life as a mild-mannered acquaintance of her father’s, though something about the iron gray of his stare had always given her the wiggins. She’d recently found out he was also a wizard, or whatever Ananke called their magic-wielding leaders, and could cast some hefty mind-control on the fly. With a few words, he’d nearly turned Hauk against her during their last encounter.

Pierce nodded once in acknowledgment, bobbing his short gray hair without his stare ever leaving them. In his left hand he carried the bronze drop spindle he used as a focus item to work his magic.

Jolie stepped forward with the magic-breaking staff, just as Mercy stepped forward with her gun.

Hauk looked left, and Jolie followed his gaze. Mercy wasn’t the only one with a gun. Down the hall, half a dozen agents had pistols aimed their way.

Pierce stepped forward. “As you can see, we’ve got you well-covered.” He narrowed his eyes at Hauk. “Can you hear me in there, or is it only destruction on your mind?”

Hauk took a step forward. “I’m listening.”

Jolie was surprised by the clarity in his voice.

Pierce appeared to be as well. “Interesting. We have arrived at an impasse. The likelihood of the three of you getting out of here alive is not great. But I imagine you can do quite a bit of damage before that happens. And you, Mr. Haukon, the one we want, might still get out. So I offer you a trade. I’ll let the two of them go if you stay with me.” He smiled smoothly. “If it helps, I’ll even throw that little blonde in the bargain.”

“Keep her,” Jolie growled.

Hauk kept a steady gaze. “Ashley can stay or go as she pleases. We both know that.”

It was a relief to hear he’d figured that out, but Jolie still feared the threat to Mercy and herself was enough to activate Hauk’s abundant hero complex. She hadn’t made it this far to lose him now, so she stepped up. “I’m just going to keep coming back, so I say right now is as good a time as any for a showdown.”

Maybe she shouldn’t speak for anybody else, but Mercy stepped up to the line. She was all in, too.

Jolie twirled the baton through her fingers. “I’ve seen what this does to your guys. All I have to do is touch them with it, and your hold is broken. How many of your mind slaves do you think will stay and fight when they understand what you’ve done to them?”

Hauk stared down at the baton in his hand.

Pierce laughed. “The control break is so brief, by the time they’re standing up, they belong to us again. So how do you expect to take out nearly thirty of my soldiers with one of those two sticks?” Pierce waved a dismissive hand as Hauk ignored him, engrossed in picking at the wooden side of his wand with his thumbnail. “Besides,” Pierce continued. “We can do the same to your soldier. Or the only one who counts, anyway. And when his magic is broken, he has nothing to restart it. How long do you think he can stay standing upright then?”

Hauk turned Jolie to face him. “If I tell you to leave, you’re not going to listen, are you? You’re going to stay and try to save me anyway.”

Jolie arched an eyebrow. “Oh look, he can be taught. Yes, of course I am.”

He lifted his baton to show a line with a triangle sitting on it, like a stick-figure hat, that he’d scratched into the wood. “Remember the magical burst when we broke one in the theater?” he muttered. “This will amplify it.”

She had the sense “we” didn’t refer to her, but to the beast. Were he and his rage-self communicating? And did rage-Hauk have a plan other than “smash”? “Did you draw a rune?”

“You’re going to have to carry me out,” was all he said.

“What?”

Instead of answering, Hauk bull-rushed the corridor with the gunmen. Shots thundered, slamming into him, but he kept moving forward.

Jolie ran after him.

Hauk toppled the first gunman. The soldiers fell on him, dog-piling up like a football team. But he didn’t fight them.

Wood cracked as he snapped the wand into jagged shards. Yellow sparks engulfed the mass of bodies, zinging madly around them. Painful howls resounded as every bit of magic in the vicinity broke down, crippling the men.

Jolie found a tribal-tattooed arm and pulled until she’d extracted Hauk’s head and shoulders. He crawled forward; she shoved bodies off of him as the Hands of Atropos slunk away. As soon as his feet were clear, she stuck an arm under his shoulders and lifted him to standing. “Stupid self-sacrificing dumbass.” But his plan had worked. The entire hallway was clear of enemies.

Mercy picked off any approaching Atropos with her gun.

Jolie scratched the same rune into her staff. “Do I have to say anything?”

“I dunno,” Hauk slurred. She had to get him out of here. That last magic bit had scrambled him something fierce.

“Shoot this!” She tossed the staff at the doors.

Mercy took aim. Missed. The baton landed. One of the soldiers reached for it. Mercy shot again. The baton exploded, sending energy skittering through the air. Pierce dodged to the side as the soldiers around him collapsed.

Jolie reached the door, but they had a long way to go to reach the wall, and Hauk could barely move. Ananke had plenty of time to rally. She shoved Hauk forward anyway as Mercy covered them from the back.

They exited t {Thetimhe building to the purr of an approaching motor. Travis appeared out of nowhere with her car. Thank God. What was he doing here, though?

He opened the side door. Jolie shoved Hauk into the passenger seat as Mercy climbed over Travis and into the back.

As soon as Jolie’s feet were inside, Travis stomped on the accelerator, thrusting her into Hauk’s bullet-ridden body.

“Is he okay?” Travis asked.

“What are you doing here?”

Travis glanced at her and back at the road. “I heard too late what you were doing. Drove out anyway, found your car, parked mine and tuned in to their radio signal. When I heard the chaos I switched to the GT-R and drove in.” He shrugged. “I would’ve come with
you if you’d asked, you know.”

Jolie patted his shoulder. “Thank you for coming anyway.”

She managed to twist into a forward-facing position in the tiny space. Hauk’s arms slid around her like a seatbelt, keeping her from hitting the windshield, but his grip was so weak. He needed medical attention, now.

Mercy patted Travis’s shoulder, as well. “Thanks from me, too. I had no idea how we were going to get Hauk back over the wall. You saved our asses.”

Jolie nodded. “I’ll make sure to call you next…” Ananke’s front gate was broken. “You rammed the gate with my
car?”

They streaked toward the ruined metal and the two guards blocking the exit with their bodies. Travis didn’t slow down.

“Don’t hit them with my car.”

“They’ll move.”

“You’re going to run them over with my car. Pull over!”

“They’ll move.” At the last moment, the guards dove away. “Told ya.” But his pale face looked relieved.

“Have you lost your ever-lovin’ mind?”

“I didn’t storm Ananke’s stronghold with two people, half a map and no plan.” He glanced at Hauk. “Good job, by the way. How is he?”

“Beat to hell and not healing.” The hands around her waist gave her a light squeeze as if to say he was fine, but he’d looked awful before he’d taken bullets and been the bottom of a human pile. Now he looked half-dead.

Travis shook his head. “And he’s bleeding all over your
car. Awesome. I’m going to be the one to clean that again you know, big guy. I’d appreciate it if you’d stop.” Worry overshadowed the teasing in his tone.

“Yeah, he has a bad habit of doing that.”

They pulled off the road into wooded coverage, where Travis’s car was waiting.

“Split up here?” he asked as he and Mercy got out.

Jolie opened the door and uncrammed herself from the front seat. She buckled Hauk in. He wasn’t moving. Three angry bullet wounds sure weren’t healing like the one had last time they’d exited Ananke’s HQ. “Yeah. I’ll get him to a hospital.”

Travis raised an eyebrow as he got out of the car. “A hospital? He doesn’t have insurance. Or an ID. Or anything. If they call the police…”

Mercy leaned over Hauk. From her paling  {m hd aexpression, Jolie knew a hospital was necessary.

“If I don’t take him to a hospital, he’s going to die. I have to get moving.”

Mercy straightened up. “I know a doctor who’ll keep his mouth shut. You’re going to need to spend some money, though, and it’s not close.”

Jolie slid into the driver’s seat. “Money’s no issue and the car’s fast. Tell me where to go.”






 



Chapter Fourteen
 

Jolie leaned back against the door of Hauk’s hospital room, listening to the beep of his heart monitor. He’d lost a lot of blood and was nearly as pale as the bleached white sheets he’d been swathed in, bringing his tattoos out in bright relief. But the rise and fall of his chest was smooth and unhurried as he slept, and she’d been assured that with time he’d be okay.

The doctor had been every bit as discreet and expensive as Mercy had warned. But Jolie would burn every bank account she had to keep Hauk safe.

When they’d arrived at the hospital, his breath had come out in wet gasps. The orderlies transferred him to one of those wheeled beds, and the sheets blossomed bright red with his blood. She’d followed as far as they’d allowed, yelling at him to hang on, then rooted her feet to the ground and balled her fists. A sane woman shouldn’t deck the nurse blocking her path to the emergency room. The best thing she could do for Hauk was stay out of their way.

Half an hour later, in a paneled office of unnatural calm, Jolie wrote a check to pay for silence. She’d broken rules aplenty in the past, but that was the first time she’d used her fortune for a cover-up. She didn’t regret it. It didn’t sit well with her either. Hush money was the sort of unethical bypass rich people with dirty secrets, people like her father, would use.

Jolie looked back at Hauk. Then again, her best friend was a convicted felon.

A convicted felon who’d actually done what he was accused of, even if there were extenuating circumstances a court wouldn’t even begin to understand.

Hauk could never have an even vaguely normal life. He was a fugitive with scars that stopped him from blending in, a dangerous job and a reckless tendency to throw himself in front of danger. Getting involved with him was a life-changing decision.

Her big soldier seemed so fragile lying in a hospital bed. He was good at his job, but nobody was invincible. They’d proved that tonight.

What scared her most, though, was despite every legitimate protest she could think of, all she wanted to do was curl up next to him.

She walked quietly to the bed.

To her surprise, Hauk’s gravelly voice broke the silence. “It’s cold in here. Gonna warm me up, Red Hots?”

“You’re awake!” Relief rushed through so sweetly, and in her joy she clambered onto the bed next to him. A pained groan reminded her he was still in a bad way. “Oh! I’m sorry!” She turned around to slide back off. “I didn’t mean to hurt—”

A muscular arm with a hand cast trapped her on the bed.

“Don’t leave,” he said. “I’m better with you here than I’ll ever be without you.”

A warming joy took the edge off the fear she’d been carrying around for hou ~ Haukh="1rs. Carefully as she could, she turned around to face him.

His blue eyes were wide and full of emotion. “What were you thinking, going in after me like that?”

Hopefully deflecting his ire with a joke would work, so she grinned tauntingly at him. “I was thinking I’d save your ass.”

“I don’t like you in danger.”

Fail. But she had to make him understand that her involvement was not negotiable. “We’re on the same team, you and me, and we’re fighting together. I am not the kind of girl who’s going to sit at home and wait for you. I’m the kind who’s going to go with you to the front lines. I don’t love seeing you in danger, either, but I put up with it because I know that’s how you choose to live. I choose the same. Not because of you, but because it’s what I want, too. I’ll listen to your superior experience because you’re good at what you do and I’d be foolish not to. But not if you’re going to use your influence to shut me away from the action. We fight together or we fight separately. But we both will fight.”

He looked like he understood, but there was still something haunted in his eyes..

“What is it? Talk to me.”

The expression turned hollow. “You got burned.”

Jolie fingered the bandage running down the back of her neck to the edge of her right shoulder. The bubbling mass underneath it hurt like hell. As the doctors had patched her up, she’d had another moment of awe at what Hauk must have endured. But she shrugged, trying to be strong for him. “Yeah.”

“Is it going to…” He studied her neck, his worry bordering on frantic. “Will you have a scar?”

Surprised, she opened her mouth then shut it again. “I didn’t think to ask.”

Eyes fierce, he pressed his fingers against her cheek. “Every year they learn more. And you’ve got access to the best. They’ll make sure nobody can tell.”

“Oh, Hauk, honey.” She put her hand on his and pressed it against her. “I don’t care if it leaves a scar.”

“You don’t have to lie to me.”

“I’m not. I’m proud of my actions. If it scars, it’ll be a mark that reminds me of something good.” She brought his hand down to rest on the tattoo at her hip. “Like my roses.” After a moment of debate she stated the obvious. “It’s not like the scar’s in that noticeable of a location anyway. My hair will cover it.” She gave him a small smile that she hoped was teasing. “You’ll still think I’m pretty, right?”

“Of course I will. You’d still be sexy as hell no matter what.” He examined her face carefully. “You really don’t care? If it’s there for the rest of your life, marking you?”

“No. Not in the least.” Releasing his hand, she waved at her hair, which she hadn’t had time to examine yet but knew was missing a few crispy chunks. “Honestly, I’m more worried what my hairdresser will say when I bring her this singed mess tomorrow.” She widened her eyes in mock-seriousness. “I don’t want to bob it.”

The ridiculous, but sadly true statement had its intended effect. All the worry left Hauk’s face as he shook his head. “You’re worried about your hair? It’ll grow. And you’d look cute with a bob. You’d look cute no matter what you did with it.” Huffing a quiet laugh, he ran the fingers of his good hand through the red strands at her tempds d yle. “Burns running down the back of her neck, and she’s worried about her hair.”

Jolie smiled at his return to calm and lay quietly to enjoy the soft stroke of his hand against her scalp. She could fall asleep like this. After a minute she tapped his chest. “I’m sorry about Ashley.” She’d never forgive that girl, not just for the physical pain Hauk was in, but for betraying him. “How did you find out?”

“I figured it out. Eventually. Not until after I was strapped to a table, but…”

“God, she’s so stupid. She actually thinks they’re the good guys.” A stupid, sickeningly goody-goody, naïve little idiot. “I can’t believe you were engaged to her.” She cringed. “Oh, that didn’t sound petulant.”

Hauk’s hand stilled. “How’d you know that?”

She shrugged, faking casual. “I heard you talking about it at the show. I came by to apologize for being a hot-and-cold bitch earlier, and I overheard your conversation. I wasn’t…okay, I was eavesdropping.” Dropping the pretense she grumbled, “I’m not used to being jealous. Apparently it does bad things to my character.”

“Jealous, huh?” He sounded amused.

“Yeah, yuck it up. I was jealous of the—” munchkin “—petite one. But engaged? That’s serious. I’ve never even vaguely considered marrying anyone.”

Hauk’s hand shifted from her hair to her shoulder, and he pulled her up on top of him.

“Don’t hurt yourself!”

“I’m fine.”

His hand stroked down her back as if he were placating a cat, and she liked it way too much. She had a bad feeling he could convince her to do all kinds of things if he just put his hands on her in the right way.

She could probably do the same to him…if she ever got her hands on his skin.

“Ashley and I were engaged for four months. And yes, I loved her. I was also eighteen.” The cast tipped up her chin to face him. “I’ve changed, outside and in. I don’t feel the same way about her. And I want—no, I need—somebody who isn’t interested in who I was ten years ago but wants me as I am today. Scars and all.”

Jolie bit her lip and tentatively reached a hand up to his cheek.

He took a breath as if steadying himself, but he let her hand press against his skin without a flinch.

“I don’t notice them anymore, you know,” she said. “I quit seeing them a long time ago. You are so much more to me than a face.”

He relaxed as she stroked her fingers up his temple, along the piercings above his eyes, feeling his skin for the first time while he was awake.

“I guess that’s how people grow old together. You don’t see wrinkles and receding hairlines. You just see what made you care to begin with—the beautiful things they have on the inside.” She scrunched her nose. “Unless you’re my parents. Then you get hair plugs and a face lift, ’cause God forbid you don’t look perfect.”

Hauk chuckled and closed his eyes as she tracked her fingers up to the phoenix and traced the pattern of one flame-red wing.

“I want to grow old,” she added. “And I want to look my age.”

“You’ll always be the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met.”

< same to h-1">She snorted. “Yeah, yeah. ‘Jolie’ means pretty in French. Did you know that?”

“That’s not what I meant.” He opened his eyes and his hand slid down her face, down her throat and came to rest on her heart. “Like you just said. Beautiful in here.”

His voice was so sincere, her heart beat faster under the pressure of his touch.

“I…” His mouth formed the beginning of several words before he came up with, “I care about you. So much it hurts sometimes. I want you, Jolie. I want you, and only you, so badly I can’t think of much else anymore. Please give me a chance.”

Those might be the best words she’d ever heard. She wasn’t used to dealing with guys who were so earnest and didn’t know the best way to go about it. So she tried to respond in kind. “You are the nicest, bravest man I’ve ever met.”

His eyes slanted to the side as he frowned uncomfortably.

“What?”

“I’m saying I want to be more than friends.”

For a moment she was confused but then realized he must know, or at least suspect, that he was nice and he was brave. That wasn’t what he needed to hear from her.

Well then, she was back on solid ground. Pumping up a male ego she could totally handle. With Hauk all she had to do was tell the truth.

This was going to be fun.

* * *
 

“Nice.” The kiss of death. He’d been “nice” before and it never got anywhere. Hell, Jolie thought the berserker-him was nice. And brave? Was there a more generic compliment for a veteran? No. Dammit all. At what point did continuing to pursue her make him creepy?

He supposed that would be now. He’d said he wanted her and laid it on the table as plainly as he could. When she finally got through enough bullshit compliments to tell him no, that would be the final word he had to respect.

And then she said, “You also give the best orgasms.”

That got his attention. “Eh?”

“Oh, yeah. The most breath-stopping, body-rocking, two-finger daydream-inspiring good time I’ve ever had was because of you.”

“Two-finger daydream?” Did that mean what it sounded like? Because that would be awesome. Much better than “nice.”

“You know exactly what I mean.”

Hot damn. This was no longer sounding like a brush-off.

The woman who figured pretty much exclusively in his own daydreams grinned and leaned coyly against his chest. “I tried so hard to assume it was the situation. The sheet thing was really hot. I’d never done anything like that. Or maybe it was the post-show glow or, I don’t know. A million things. And then you had to go and kiss me after a workout in the gymnasium. And when in that most unsexy of locations—”

“Sorry about that.”

“—I was ready to let you take me on the mat—”

“You were?”

“—I realized it had to be you.” She leaned over him until her cheek barely brushed his, and her lips were right next to his ear. “Your hands. Your mouth. You.” She nuzzled against him, sliding her smooth skin over the sknd her  rough texture of his until her mouth was positioned right over his. “You’d better get your ass out of this hospital soon. When I decide what I want, patience isn’t one of my virtues.” She bit her lip and her voice dropped low. “And what I want, more than anything, is to shake you up and watch you explode like a damn rocket.”

He crushed her against him in a kiss. Desire that somehow rivaled his own poured at him through her touch, her tongue and her body as she strained against him.

He pushed up to sitting, cradling her as she straddled his lap.

She pulled back just enough to mutter, “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Trust me, I’m feeling no pain.” He kissed her again.

She threw her arms around him and dug her fingers into his back.

The IV got in his way and, not for the first time in his life, he pulled the damn thing out. Some machine beeped like crazy, but he didn’t give a shit. Her arms were steady around him and her tongue moved so perfectly in his mouth, and that was all that mattered.

“Stop! What are you doing! This is a hospital!”

Jolie pulled away with a blush as a doctor waved his arms frantically at them.

Hauk held on. “Aw, come on, doc. I’ve heard about you surgeons. You can’t tell me you’ve never taken advantage of these nice, comfy beds.”

The doctor blinked but didn’t respond to the taunt as he strode toward them with two nurses in tow. “Did you pull your IV out?”

“It was in the way.”

The doctor straightened up to his full height and started finger-waving. As if Hauk had never seen and ignored that before. “You were shot. Three times. Lie down and let the nurse put your IV back in. And this time, don’t take it out.” He pointed to Jolie. “You. Visiting hours are over. Get off of him and get out.”

Jolie started to pull away, but Hauk held her tighter and dropped the cocky grin. “No.”

The doctor reddened like he’d protest, but Hauk held out a hand.

“Look, I’m being an asshole. I know that. I don’t like hospitals. It’s not too hard to see why.” He rubbed Jolie’s arm, and thankfully she stayed. “I’ve never heard of anybody who’s been through what I have and doesn’t have nightmares. None of that’s your fault.” He looked the doctor in the eye. “But don’t take her away from me. I’ll be good. I’ll lie down. I’ll put the IV back in and leave it. Just let her stay.”

Despite Hauk’s plea, the doctor looked like he might still protest.

Before he could threaten to be the most hellacious patient of the doctor’s career, Jolie shot the man a knowing glance. “Please.”

Hauk had no idea what that was about, but the doctor seemed to catch her meaning and nodded. “Fine. But no more…racing heart monitors.”

Jolie gently pressed Hauk backward. At her touch he obediently lay back down. “We’ll be good,” she assured.

Stupid doctors.

The nurse stuck the IV back in as Hauk kept his eyes on Jolie. The medical staff left and flipped the lights out, leaving them in the electric glow of monitors and the eek of a streetlight through the window.

Jolie shook a finger at him. “You’re going to stay here until they releasel t the  you.”

Hell no. “I can’t hang out in a hospital. I’ll be found.”

“The doctor is a friend of Mercy’s. Nobody’s calling the cops.”

His brow furrowed. “Who’s paying for this, you?” Of course she was. Who else? Was the doctor bribing her for silence? Shit.

“Yes, I’m paying the hospital bill.”

Not okay. “You—”

“Shut up. I didn’t earn that money, my grandfather did, and I won’t miss it. Besides, you could charge me three hundred a week for the training we do every morning, and you don’t.”

“But—”

“I said—” she kissed him lightly on the mouth, “—shut up.”

He shut up.

“You will stay here.” Another light kiss, and his shoulders relaxed. “And you will not bitch about me paying for things.” A final kiss, and he lay docilely on the bed. “Are we clear?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good.” She settled against his chest.

“On one condition.”

She picked her head back up warily.

Time to finally ask the stupid question he’d never found an appropriate moment to ask yesterday. Now was not an appropriate moment either, but if history was any indicator, he wasn’t going to get one. “Go out with me when I get out.”

“You mean on a date?”

She’d just kissed him. Why did asking for a date make his throat want to swell up? Combat zones scared him less than her answer. “Yeah. A date. I was trying to ask you out all day yesterday. Never seemed to be the right time.”

Her lips curled so prettily, and he wanted to quit talking and kiss them.

“You were?” she asked.

Just
focus
on
those
lips. “I was thinking we could go for a ride on my bike, out in the hills somewhere. Take a picnic or something.” Did he sound as lame as he thought he did?

But her green eyes brightened in a way that made him ready to do stupid things just to see it again. Who cared what he sounded like? Jolie was happy.

“Sounds wonderful. I would love to, and I will…on one condition.”

He frowned. “What’s that?”

The joy faded from her eyes. She traced a pattern on the sheets separating their bodies. “I made a request yesterday. You didn’t answer me.”

“Ah.” His reactions from yesterday and the doubts and fears they engendered rolled back through his mind. He wanted to give her the glib answer that should be so easy. Of
course
you
can
touch
me. I
have
no
problems
with
that. But she deserved better than a lie, no matter how much he wanted it to be true. And she deserved to be touched more often than professional sparring matches and thoughtless, heated exchanges.

“I want you, you know,” she continued. “I want that date. But not if you’re going to keep me at an aeepess, heaterm’s distance. I’m okay with going slow. I’m not okay with being turned completely away. So I ask you again, will you let me touch you?”

He deserved more, too. Determined to speak, he swallowed past the lump lodged almost painfully in his throat. He wouldn’t let fear choke him. “Yes.”

Her fingers dragged up the sheet to the bare skin of his neck and his tightly clenched jaw. “Then we’re yesses all around.”

She leaned down and gave him one more kiss, this one a gentle touch of lips, a promise of more soon to come. It wasn’t happily ever after, but it was a start.

Hauk pulled her down and tucked her lithe body against him. She felt so good. “First time I’ll remember falling asleep next to you, and it’s going to be in a damn hospital. And I’m happy anyway. I’m in a hospital, and I’m happy.” He squeezed her. “You do make miracles happen.”

“Only around you.” She stretched her arm around him and cuddled against him as the first yawn hit her. “Otherwise, I’m magic-free.”

He stroked his good fingers through her hair, and watched her long lashes flutter closed. “I guess that’s why you’re so good for me,” he said.

“No,” she said. “I think that’s why you’re so good for me. I like being a little bit magic.”

* * * * *
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