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Alex

Rome

48 AD

 

“HE’S A BASTARD!”

I was used to the word.

It was tossed in my face during every waking moment that I saw my father, though he wasn’t my father by blood.

One look was all it took.

He was ugly.

Wearing his sin and darkness on the outside, like a cape wrapped around his body, his every step was cloaked with a heaviness of despair as if one faulty stumble would cause his overly large body to fall to the earth, cracking the marble floor in half with a resounding slice.

He limped toward the balcony, my mother followed, her ever-present smirk in place.

She was horrible.

A disgusting human being who fed off others’ pain the way that most humans were taught to feed off love.

She manipulated.

And she was good at it.

It was why the immortals cursed her with me.

I was a curse.

Though, at the time, she had thought I was a blessing, it made sense after all, the immortals blessing the most beautiful of the Emperor’s wives with a son who was prettier than most males should be.

As I walked through halls of gold, males and females alike stared at me with wide-eyed curiosity, I needed only to look at them and know that they wanted me in every physical way possible.

I never acted on it.

They weren’t worthy of my love.

Nobody was.

And sharing my body with a human would mean love, wouldn’t it?

Nobody had taught me about love.

Except my best friend.

A serving girl.

She’d held my hand.

And even though I was a bastard — I was royalty.

And she’d dared to touch me.

So my father slit her throat.

Blood still stained the dagger he held in his hands. My mother thought it funny. “Claudious, really, she was just a girl.”

“No girl will touch him.”

“And men?” At nineteen, I knew I was stronger than my father, but he’d purposely not allowed me to fight, worried that it would ruin my perfection. And since my perfection held people at arm’s length, since they feared the rumors were true, that I was touched by immortality, that kept him powerful. “Am I to have any of them?”

His face turned a splotchy red. I could hear his disgusting thoughts as clear as day; he warred within himself, unable to control the fact that even his own blood called for me.

Because of what I was.

Perfection.

My blood promised him everything.

He jerked his attention away from me and onto my mother. “I will ask you once and for all, who sired him?”

She smirked, “And I’ve always answered the same, have I not, your grace? He is of immortal blood. A man with black and red hair and shining armor of gold lay with me. He was beautiful, he tasted like cider, and when we joined, it was the most—”

He slapped her across the face sending her body against one of the golden walls.

“Mother.” I ran to her, but she held up a shaky hand.

Frowning, I stopped. Why did she never want me to touch her?

And then, I allowed myself to hear her thoughts of jealousy.

Of her own son.

Of my beauty and how hers paled in comparison.

Love.

I wondered often, what that word meant as I glanced back at the slave girl. Was it this feeling of pain in my chest whenever I thought of the life that had been stolen from her? Or was it more? It had to be more or men would not fight wars.

“Alexander.” My father seldom spoke my name aloud, but when he did, he uttered it as though he were conjuring spirits. Sometimes, it felt like he was, as though I were evil — like there was something brewing beneath the surface of my skin, burning, clawing to break free. My greatest fear was that he was right and one day, I’d reach my full power and let it. “Kill her.”

“What?” I jerked back as my entire body shook with rage. “I will do no such thing.”

“Hah!” My father gave a thunderous laugh. “Do you think she cares for you? She’s a selfish bitch, who would have strangled you as a babe had I not saved your life… oh, do you not know? Your own mother tried smothering you with a pillow when you were two months old. She knew it was getting impossible to hide your beauty from me, she knew I would discover her treachery. But then she realized how transfixed people were in your presence and used you as a pawn.” He took a breath. “Kill her, or I kill you.”

I had never been told I was immortal. I simply knew it. Like I knew how to walk, inhale, exhale. I knew I was different, just like I knew I was hated for it.

But I didn’t want to test the knowledge. The last thing I needed was to test the gods or worse, anger them.

So I did nothing.

I never did anything.

“Alexander.” My father spoke my name like a curse, his voice low and venomous. “Kill her now.”

“You want her dead?” I started walking away. “You do it.”

Love.

What was love?

I didn’t feel the blade enter my body, but I did see it poking out through my stomach in all its metallic shining glory.

“Valeria!” My father shouted in outrage.

“Die, you demon!” my mother hissed in my ear, jerking the knife from my stomach while simultaneously shoving me to the ground.

I bled as any human would.

But my blood was not red.

It was silver.

“Guards!” My father’s yell shook the palace walls. “Kill them both!”

I turned and held up my hands, it was protective, the instinct to live. Wasn’t it for all beings?

The world around me froze as if I’d just stopped time. The sound of wings grew louder and louder until I almost had to cover my ears. As it was, my eyes squeezed shut of their own accord.

“Found him,” a smooth voice sighed as if disappointed. “He’s been stabbed, but he’ll live.”

“I’ll live?” I repeated. “That sounds promising.”

My eyes fell to a man over seven feet tall, he had dark hair and blue eyes. Standing next to him was another man with green eyes and fangs where normal teeth should be.

“Immortals,” I breathed.

“Welcome to the club,” a gruff voice said behind me. “And no, we aren’t making T-shirts.”

“T-shirts?” I repeated. “What is a T-shirt?”

“I should have never revealed that future,” another voice interrupted; this one was stronger than the others, and when I turned I knew immediately why.

He was an angel.

His purple wings spread out across the room, their span so wide they nearly touched each wall. The flapping increased as the purple feathers turned bright red then shuddered as the blood around us disappeared into thin air.

“Time to go, Alex.” One of the gruffer men who looked more beast than human grabbed me.

“It’s Alexander,” I corrected in my haughty prince like voice.

“Eh, I’m gonna go ahead and go with Alex, Alexander’s too much of a mouthful.”

“Mouthful?” What were these words they used? I understood nothing, but I knew I needed to go with them. That my future was not here, perhaps it never had been.

The burning beneath my skin increased as I clenched my teeth and waited for what would come next, either my death, or my purpose. I was ashamed to admit I was afraid of both.

The angel whistled and then tilted his head back as his eyes rolled white, and then I knew nothing but warmth.

It was the first time in my life I’d felt safe.
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Alex

Present Day

 

“TURN IT OFF already,” Mason grumbled. “We get it, even plants are attracted to your scent. Now, hurry up, my nuts are freezing.”

“That right there—” I rolled my eyes. “—is why you’ll never have pups.”

“For the last time, wolves do not have pups!” Mason growled nearly swiping me with one of his claws as I tried to focus on everything but the current predicament I was in.

“Maybe she’ll be nice.” Mason offered in a gruff albeit slightly encouraging voice as he slapped me twice on the back and then held out a berry in his paw.

“Dear God, man! Do I look like I need a freaking berry right now? If you don’t have whiskey or anything stronger then that don’t, just don’t.” Mason’s paw trembled. “Shit.” I reined in my emotions, careful not to kill any nearby flowers with my emotional intensity. “Sorry Mason, I didn’t mean it. Not really. Damn it, stop whimpering and just give me the stupid berry.”

Mason wound up and threw it at my face.

“Deserved that.”

“Yup.” He shook out his paws as they returned to fingers and shoved them in his jean pockets. “Besides, I was trying to make you feel better, you don’t have to be such a jackass about it.”

“It’s what he does.” Ethan said sweeping into the room with all his creepy vampireyness. That was what I called it when he looked like he was one bite away from orgasming on the spot in front of God and everyone. Have a little decorum — am I right?

“Eat.” I yelled in his direction. “And for the love of God, could you please, block your thoughts for one second?” The vision of him sucking Genesis’s blood while simultaneously stripping her of every inch of clothing burned into the forefront of his mind as he bit down on her neck. “I’m busy having a nervous breakdown and the conversation you just had with your wife about nakedness and whipped cream was it? Yeah, not helping.”

Ethan lunged for me.

I ducked behind Mason and held up my hands. “Lover, not a fighter.”

“Son of a bitch, invade my private thoughts again, and I’ll gnaw your arm off without numbing you first!”

“Promises, promises.” I sang then willed him to calm down. His eyes dilated slightly before he gave his body a shake. “Better?”

Calming down another immortal always took a bit more concentration, but lucky for him I needed something to concentrate on other than the fact that I was going to enter into a room and go under lockdown with a weak, sniveling little human.

“Give me a tranq gun, then ask.”

I gasped. “You’re going to tranq Mason in the ass?”

“Nobody’s tranquing anyone in anyone’s ass!” Cassius entered the room with a resounding crack. I hated it when he did that, as if we weren’t all painfully aware that he was like one percent away from being an actual archangel and owning our asses on a silver platter.

I bowed.

Just to piss him off.

He growled in my direction. “The humans are ready back at the compound.”

“Goody,” I said in a dry voice. “Pray let’s not keep them waiting, my liege.”

Cassius leveled a glare in my direction as ice filled my veins, freezing me on the spot. He smirked.

“He can’t perform sexually if he’s frozen.” Ethan pointed out, his fangs flashing in my direction. “Though the idea does have merit.”

“Bite me!” I yelled.

With a wink, he shot me a knowing glare. “You’d enjoy it too much, Siren.”

“Yes, I just live for teeth cutting into my soft flesh, it gets me off, said no man ever.”

“Well, some men—”

“Not now Mason!” I interrupted.

Cassius waved a hand in front of my face, unthawing my body. “She’s scared.”

“Aren’t they taught that we’re attracted to fear?”

Fear after all was the reason that we were in this predicament wasn’t it? Humans were needed in order to keep the immortal race alive — but over a hundred years ago, because of the arrogant asshat Ethan, we’d had trouble calling their numbers again. Meaning that mating with humans to create immortal children had suddenly stopped working. The humans kept dying, and a great chasm erupted between both races. The humans that knew of us and served us still tried to raise their human daughters and sons to please us, but the remaining council members, me included decided that we didn’t want their deaths on our hands, ergo, we allowed ourselves to go extinct. And then Cassius, with his damn hero complex, decided hey why not call one and I’d take her? Only problem? Genesis wanted fang boy, and Cassius was still in love with my adopted sister.

Insert mind-numbing visuals that no brother should ever have to see in his entire existence here.

Long story short, the humans are no longer dying and in order to fight a pissed off fallen angel, all of the council members need to be at their strongest.

Meaning.

I had to mate.

I shuddered for the third time that hour.

Mating with a human was, in my mind, a lot like befriending a sad, blind yet arrogant mouse. No, thank you.

“Yes.” Cassius nodded thoughtfully interrupting my trip down memory lane. His scolding look said it all. Suck it up. Be a team player. Basically, in Cassius speak, he meant, don’t be an ass, aka don’t be yourself. “They are.”

I tried to read the rest of his thoughts, but he blocked me with the precision of a well-practiced creepy old man, damn him.

“Stop knocking. I won’t ever answer.” Cassius grinned. “Now, there are three women. I want you to pick one.”

I pouted.

“One,” he repeated emphasizing the word.

“How about all or nothing?” I offered with a flick of my hand.

“How about I rip your skull from your neck and feed it to the bird outside my window?”

“Tempting,” I croaked. “Very tempting.”

“Go.” Cassius urged. “And remember your powers will be somewhat dwindled behind the cement walls of the room, we don’t want you killing them.”

“Hah, death by orgasm, nice.” I made my way toward the door then froze as Stephanie moved to block my way. “What up, sis?”

“Be nice.” Her eyes swirled white and blue. “Please?”

“I am nice,” I lied.

“You’re manipulative. There’s a difference.”

“Old habits?”

“Just…” She took a deep breath and pressed her hands against my shoulders her fingers digging into my flesh. “Please give this a chance. There’s a war coming, and we need to be strong, every one of us.”

And there it was.

She may as well have taken the weight of both the human and immortal realm and settled it quite nicely on my six-foot-five frame.

Fantastic.

Cassius was our king.

What he said went.

And we weren’t strong on our own, we needed mates.

And because the very idea sent Mason into a pinecone and berry coma where I’m pretty sure he started reverting back to a childlike state as he rocked back and forth in the corner — I offered as tribute, hah, see what I did there?

Damn it, the immortal version of The Hunger Games.

Fight or be killed.

And I couldn’t fight if I was half of the whole I was supposed to be.

I was one of the four oldest immortals, and a council member to boot. My job for centuries had been to make sure that the humans, at least the small percentage that didn’t work for us, had no clue about our existence, and of course to make sure there were no feedings. Of any kind.

Not the vampire kind.

The werewolf kind.

The siren kind. Not that we fed, we typically just had lots and lots of mind blowing sex with anything that looked at us twice, but I digress.

Things had been peaceful.

Until a human was called. That was how we did things; we trained a specific type of human female because it was the only way immortals could mate and the only way to make us stronger. Long story short, she stole Ethan’s heart while thawing Cassius’s, the Dark One currently staring daggers in my direction. And Cassius decided that he didn’t want to live the rest of his life like a jackass and fell in love with my adopted sister, Stephanie, another Dark One.

Technically, their love was forbidden.

But Sariel, one of the only archangels that wasn’t being held captive by the psychopath fallen one Bannik, had given his life for Cassius.

Thus, I tilted my head, nobody really knew what Cassius was or wasn’t. All I knew was that he was powerful, and he’d frozen my ass on more than one occasion.

I sighed.

The last thing I wanted to do was mate with a weak, smelly looking human who only knew about six percent of the hundreds of sexual positions I’d need her to know if she ever had any hope of pleasing me.

I wasn’t an asshole.

I just had needs.

Needs that had to be fulfilled. Otherwise, I’d be the one dying.

Wouldn’t Cassius just love that?

I was being hard on him.

But I was pissed.

The last thing I imagined myself doing was marching toward the proverbial immortal alter in my favorite Versace leather pants.

“In the car. Now,” Cassius commanded again. This time, his eyes beamed completely white. Chill, no need to get all archangel on my ass.

Stephanie gave me a hopeful grin while Mason nodded in my direction. It was as much of a thank you as I was going to get from the guy.

“Wish me luck.” I pushed past a stone-faced Cassius and started the long awkward trek to the compound.
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Hope

 

A BEAD OF sweat trickled down my spine — the room was freezing, but I was sweating. Leave it to me to be doing the opposite of what was normal.

Could I die from fear? Would my body actually shake hard enough to spontaneously combust into tiny little Hope particles?

Because there was no logical explanation for the way my body burned.

It actually burned.

Like I was on fire.

Maybe it was some sort of test?

The girl to my right shivered and wrapped her arms tighter around her small frame. She looked like I felt.

A scared little girl who’d just been abandoned by her own parents.

At least she got kissed on the forehead.

Tears were shed.

Promises made.

I had none of that. But when you grow up without parents, you learn not to wish for things that weren’t. Besides, what was the point? It only left me sad.

And I hated being sad.

Just like I hated being scared.

And hot.

Seriously, why weren’t they sweating? I was just about to tug my sweater off when I heard footsteps.

I wasn’t sure what was worse, someone just bursting into the room or hearing the pounding of heavy steps as they got closer and closer.

And closer.

Scuffle, tap, scuffle, tap. Stomp, Stomp. What was stomping, stomp?!

With each step, my heart leapt.

And not in a good way.

It wasn’t like there was much hope for us. Our current predicament was bleak. Literally. We were in a windowless room, with a roaring fireplace on one side and a giant four-post bed on the other.

Right. A bed.

Pretty sure I knew what that was going to be for.

After all, that was why we were here.

Actually, that was why the girls on my left and right were here. I showed up to do what I always did on a Friday.

Water the plants.

Immortals and their plants.

Ever since Ethan had gotten married, his wife, a beautiful human who I’d met on a few occasions, had decided that the bridge between immortals and humans needed to be mended.

And apparently in her mind, that meant plants.

Or I guess, just decorating the immortal compound so that when humans visited it looked more jungle than dungeon.

It was still terrifying.

And honestly, in my mind, stupid. They could put a freaking Ferris wheel inside this place, and I’d still shiver a bit when I walked through.

Because I knew what went on.

On Fridays I watered plants.

On Saturdays, I cleaned the floors.

And on Thursdays.

I shivered again as the footsteps paused.

On Thursdays, I heard the screams of human women, the ones who were privileged to know about the immortals. They screamed for immortality, for bites, for attention.

And sometimes, the immortals took them up on it.

It was never pretty.

Mainly because females, or at least the ones of this variety, were stupid, not realizing that vampire bites only felt good if they wanted it to, or that werewolves couldn’t control their claws.

But really, the sirens were the most terrifying.

One in particular.

The most powerful one of his kind.

I prayed the immortal who needed to be mated was the nice wolf. The one with the shaggy hair and soulless eyes.

I’d take him any day over sex in boots.

Like Puss in Boots, only way more intimidating.

The large wood door creaked open.

The girl to my left started sighing as if she was about two seconds short of the best orgasm of her life, while the pixie on the right, the one who not a few minutes ago appeared like she was going to pass out — started moaning.

Um.

I winced.

This was what happened when you went to work early.

You got sucked into weird immortal mating rituals.

It wasn’t like I could say no this morning when The Dark One swept by me. He paused. The angel paused and then slowly turned, locking eyes with me and whispered. “What are you?”

Confused, mainly because it was rumored that if you spoke to him without being given permission, he’d snap your neck like a twig. I stared at him like a mute.

“Never mind.” He waved his giant hand in front of my face then crooked his fingers. “Come. I have a new job for you.”

I frowned then blurted. “Like a promotion?”

Dead. He could have killed me right there. Snapped his fingers and incinerated me. Instead, his steps faltered as he opened a large wooden door and motioned me inside.

“Sure. Let’s call it a promotion.”

I didn’t realize until after the fact that he’d put me in the stupid mating room.

The two gorgeous girls gave me perfectly bland smiles while they hugged their parent’s goodbye.

As for me, I got to stand there like I was actually worthy of being considered by an immortal.

My fingers were dirty from one of the plants I’d just recently moved to another room.

Dirt caked my nails.

Still hot, I took a deep breath just as the hooded figure walked in.

Dark leather pants wrapped around his muscular thighs. I sucked in a breath but only managed to get hotter as oxygen failed to enter into my body.

It was him.

The bad one.

Well, really, the good one.

Too good.

The type of good you stare at until your eyes start to cross and your heart threatens to thump out of your chest. Or the way chocolate tastes as it melts across your tongue only to attach its calorie fest to your thighs later.

Crap, I thought of thighs.

A visual of his thighs.

My thighs.

Everyone’s thighs.

Came into view.

Though mine were larger than the girls next to me.

I winced. Yeah, larger by a long shot.

Again, it was like standing next to two pixie fairies. Both had elf-like features with blonde hair that matched the wisps of white I saw escaping from underneath his hood.

Another whimper was emitted from the girl to my left as she swayed toward him. More sweat dripped down my spine, making a lovely trail down the back of my plain black leggings.

“You.” His voice was intoxicating, like I’d never heard the word you before and was just now being given the pleasure of hearing it for the first time. Gulping, I took a step back, because something told me stepping forward would be a bad idea.

“Me?” Both girls answered swaying toward him.

The hood still covered half of his face, his smile unleashed a whole flutter of excitement from the girls who started to pant next to me.

If that’s what he needed to get his rocks off, he was going to be seriously disappointed.

I was too hot to be hot and bothered, if that made sense.

My knees were about ready to buckle.

I had sweat — everywhere.

I just wanted to sit down with a nice cold drink of water.

“Dance,” he whispered.

Both girls immediately moved around the room, leaping into the air in perfect ballerina like form. Was that part of the human training now? Dance lessons?

“Cry.” He didn’t move, just crossed his arms while they both burst into tears, eventually sobbing against one another. Either they were really good actresses, or he was just that powerful.

Which begged the question.

What was wrong with me?

“Indeed.” Alex mused. “What is wrong with you?” His blue eyes flashed as he glanced at my dirty flip-flops and slowly raised his gaze to meet mine. A look of disgust marred his near perfect features. “Other than the obvious, I mean.”

“The obvious?” I repeated. “I’m sorry I don’t—”

“Oh, believe me, I know you don’t understand. How could you?”

The girls continued to sob, while I held the immortal Siren’s pissed off glare; his icy blue eyes refused to look away.

I felt naked.

And afraid.

Only I’d take the TV show over what he was currently doing. It almost felt like he was… searching.

Me.

Inside my head.

“Stop that,” I snapped. “It feels funny.”

His eyes widened. “What did you just do?”

I shrugged. “I told you to stop.”

“I’m an immortal. I stop for no one.”

The heat in my body intensified until I felt like someone had set a fire near my feet and blown on it.

“Stop twitching,” he hissed.

“I’m really hot.” I swayed. “I can’t help it.” My vision blurred just as he braced me. “So hot.”

“Eh, I get that all day.”

“Me. I’m hot.”

“Slight exaggeration on your part.”

“Cry.” His eyes locked on mine once again.

I shook my head. “I don’t want to cry.”

“Laugh.”

“What is wrong with you?” I tried to jerk free, but the guy was a muscular demigod, or at least looked like one. Me struggling was probably as funny as watching a fly squirm in a spider’s web.

I accidently knocked his hood back as I pressed my fingertips to my forehead.

The girls behind me cried harder. “He’s so pretty!”

His smile widened and then disappeared altogether when he stared down at me. “Well? Don’t you agree? Aren’t I pretty?”

The way he twisted the words, made it sound like an insult. To call him pretty. And the last thing I wanted to do was die.

I mean I had plants to water.

My life sucked.

But it was still my life.

And as soon as I saved enough money for college, I was going to live it.

“I uh, no.”

His eyebrows shot up. “Did you just say… no?”

“I think so, yes. No. That depends.”

He held up his hand. “Leave us.”

I tried to walk away, but he held me firm in his grip as both girls sobbed and left the room, shutting the large oak door behind them.

A lock clicked, my heart dropped to my stomach.

“I’m Alex.” He still wasn’t releasing me.

“I figured.”

“How so?”

“You’re the last of the last male sirens.”

“And I’m not pretty?” Was he seriously that vain?

“Honestly?”

“Please.”

I took a deep breath. Good-bye, college. Good-bye, life. Air. Breathing. “When I think of pretty, I think of a flower or the sunset. Pretty is feminine. It speaks of things you’re told not to touch and places you see in a book.” I took a deep breath. “So no, I can’t say you’re pretty. But I can say you’re dangerously beautiful, the type of beautiful that hits a person in layers over and over again until every sense is assaulted with everything — you. Pretty wouldn’t do a siren justice, now, would it?”

His smile widened just as the door opened. Cassius poked his head in. “You’ve made your choice.”

“It seems, it was made for me before I even had the chance to say anything.”

“Funny how that happens.”

“Hilarious.” Alex sounded more irritated than amused.

“I’ll leave you to it.” Cassius closed the door and that damn lock sounded again, only this time it was several clicks followed by a thud and then a sucking noise, like we were in an air tight container and only had twenty-four hours worth of oxygen.

I gulped.

It? What was it? Why wasn’t I getting to leave? I wasn’t one of the human virgin sacrifices! Even if I was a virgin. I was… a botanist! Okay, a horrible botanist since I’ve killed more plants than I’ve kept alive, but not the point.

Alex lifted his hand into the air. The large metal locks slid across the door and clicked into place.

Again.

So basically at this point, I was in my own tomb.

Locked from the inside.

Lovely.

With one sweeping movement, he pulled the hood over his head and tossed the cape to the floor revealing a rock-hard eight-pack that could cut ice and long tresses of hair of so many colors I couldn’t focus on just one.

His eyes illuminated blue and then turned purple.

His beauty hit me full force, sending me to my hands and knees even though I don’t remember telling my body to fall in front of him.

“And now?” He teased. “Now what do you think?”

“I think…” My voice shook. “That I’m in trouble.”

“You would be right…”
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Alex

 

TO SAY I was pissed.

To say I was angry

To say I was intrigued.

I couldn’t decide which emotion was going to win out, which made her all the more exciting. Sirens, for the most part, kept their physical appearance at a five. On a scale of one to ten, a five meant that you were clearly above average but not to the point that a person would literally sell a kidney and spleen in order to sleep with you.

No, the selling of body parts came at six.

Seven meant they were willing to commit a crime and sell body parts.

Eight was when they neared the wailing stage. I typically called it bartering, where they asked what they could possibly do in order to gain just one taste, anything, anything at all!

Nine was a rarity. I was a nine when I was tired, when I wanted a piece of ass from someone hot, and I didn’t want to make a big fuss over it. But a nine was dangerous because showing myself at a nine made it easier to wipe the individuals’ memories. Meaning I was more than likely cursing them to a life where they would never settle down because they’d be stuck comparing me to some sad human male with a beer gut, and he’d always fall short.

Even the Toms fell short.

Tom Brady.

Tom Hardy.

You get the picture.

In my entire existence, I’ve pulled a nine maybe four times. And each time I felt regretful — after all the sex had never been worthy of ruining some pathetic human’s chance at love.

And tens?

Tens weren’t done. To become a ten in front of a human would be the equivalent of a human discovering the sweetest tasting sin, the most physical and emotional ecstasy known over and over again. Add that in with good looks that made women, men, plants, atoms — you get the picture — full-on weep, and it just wasn’t done.

Never.

In fact, some might say it was forbidden.

I’d never been tempted.

Until five minutes ago.

I was currently at an eight, flirting with a ten, and she’d finally succumbed enough to fall to her knees, but when she glanced up, she blinked a few times then stood. “Sorry, I don’t know what happened.”

The hell?

I did a double take, my eyes narrowing as she shuddered before me, but still, nothing. No weeping. No sudden burst of adoration.

Nine, here I come.

I exhaled as I allowed my hair to go pure gold and my eyes to turn a shade of amber that looked like a never-ending ring of fire around my blue iris. I released waves of energy that I could see pulsing from my body with each exhale, and I was aware that she was being assaulted with my scent, a mixture of rain, fresh air, and finally a deep sweet chocolate.

The most addicting scents known to mankind.

The most cleansing scents to a human.

Her eyes widened as she gulped and then squeezed them shut and covered her face with her hands, her knees knocked together as she swayed.

“Open your eyes, human!”

“I-I’d rather not,” she said in a weak voice.

“Now!” The walls of the room shook causing a shriek to explode between her lips, and suddenly she was moving towards me and launching her plump body into the air.

Directly onto mine.

Mine.

My body.

Without any other option, I braced myself for her impact. Not that she could physically harm me, it was more of a mental brace of, oh shit the woman might be plump, but she moved with the speed of a torpedo.

I caught her in my arms.

The shaking stopped.

Her hands clung to the front of my shirt, her breathing was unsteady, her body sweaty, hot, and curvy.

I appreciated all types of beauty.

Even hers.

I would have preferred a small mate, one that I could terrify into submission — one I had no risk of falling in love with.

Because a siren in love — was a dangerous thing.

And a part of me wondered if that was what Cassius had planned all along. In order for me to be at my strongest, I needed to be in love.

Something I’d never experienced in all of my years of living, screwing, and toying with males and females alike.

“What.” I gave her a menacing glare. “The hell, do you think you’re doing?”

“I’m scared of earthquakes,” she whispered, licking her lips repeatedly until I thought I was going to go mad with the motion of her tongue sliding across the pink of her mouth. “Terrified, actually.”

“This is Seattle.” I was still holding her, for reasons beyond my realm of understanding.

“They say the next earthquake is going to be really big and half of downtown is going to slide into the Puget Sound, so excuse me for being scared!”

“And you live downtown?”

“Well… no.” Her brown eyes focused in on mine.

“Then you must visit there often?”

“No.”

I sighed impatiently. “So your fears are completely unfounded and illogical. Simply stop fearing it.”

“Easy for you to say.”

“I tire of holding you, human.” The lie fell easy; in fact, I had forgotten I was holding her until she fidgeted in my arms like she was the offended party, when I was the one who had just been assaulted. “The only thing you need to fear is me.”

“Because you…” She sighed. “You’re going to sacrifice me?”

I tried to hold the laugh in.

But it was all too ridiculous.

“Yes.” I nodded seriously, my lips twitching with the urge to smile. “The process will be painless. I’ll tie your hands and feet to the bedposts — strip you naked, and then plunge an immortal sword into your heart. You’ll need to repeat the words ut animam meam and then once you drink my blood — if it accepts you, you will live.”

Her face paled as she struggled to get out of my arms.

And then I lost it, dropping her back to her feet, laughing so hard I felt my body shook with it.

“I don’t even remember the phrase!” Her wild eyes darted between me and the bed, clearly not catching on. Joke. It was a joke.

“Well,” I lifted a shoulder and shrugged. “Then I guess you die.”

“But—”

“Better do it quickly, less pain that way.”

“What about the plants?”

My smile froze. “Either you’re extremely simple minded or mentally ill. What the hell are you talking about?”

“The—” She tugged at her low ponytail. “The plants, you know, around the grounds. I take care of them and Cassius—” Her eyes lit up. “Cassius said I was getting a promotion, so sorry, but you can’t kill me.”

I grinned. “Okay.”

She frowned.

I was still confused how she was shielding herself from my essence, but already I was mentally drained from the energy it took to get her to worship me — instead I returned to my normal everyday state and held out my hand.

She stared at it.

“Take my hand.”

“No.” She swallowed. “I think I’ll just wait for Cassius.”

“He’s already mated.”

Her eyes narrowed. “I’m not mating him.”

“No.” This, this was my favorite part, watching humans try to logically put together all of the pieces of the puzzle only to realize their brains were too small to comprehend the different parts they held, the angles, the colors, “You’re going to mate with me.”

I expected her to cry.

Maybe throw something.

Instead, she froze and then with a scream ran head first directly into my body sending me sailing backward against the marble floor.

I was caught unaware.

Meaning, I barely had time to stop myself before my head slammed back against the hard ground.

She tried to run toward the door.

“Cat and mouse.” I sighed from my position on the ground. “I always did like foreplay.”

She jerked against the doors with fervor, I’d give her that, but they wouldn’t budge.

Not until she was mine.

Not until the doors sensed my blood running through her veins.

“Why won’t it open?” Her voice was strangled as pieces of her hair fell out of its restraint and brushed against her shoulders. “You can’t keep me here forever.”

“I can.” I yawned. “I will.”

“Cassius!” She started banging against the wood panels.

While I went over to the bed and sat.

She would tire eventually.

Which would be good.

Since I needed energy and the only way to gain it — was currently trying to escape me.
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THIS WAS BAD.

Really bad.

His purple and amber eyes glowed for a brief few seconds then returned to an icy blue that reminded me of fresh water — the effect was assaulting especially combined with the scent of rain as it filled my nostrils with the most cleansing feeling of euphoria I’d ever experienced.

I mentally gave myself a good slap in the face and banged on the door again.

Someone had to hear me.

Anyone.

I pounded harder, bruising my hand in the process as I screamed for help.

When I glanced back at Alex, he was yawning, he pulled out a cell phone and turned on some music.

“You have a phone?”

“My phone,” he said in a sultry voice. “If you want it, you’ll have to take it.” His eyes did that freaky glowing thing again as a wave of hot air hit me, this time, the air tasted like a sweet milk chocolate. Heat wrapped itself around my midsection and then drifted down my belly.

Um.

The heat moved.

Alex’s lips curved into a wicked smile as the heat slowly spread down my legs and between my thighs.

I squeezed my legs together with a whimper. “What are you doing?”

“Nothing.” He yawned.

“Y-yes you are!” I accused as the heat began to pulse. “Oh, my—“ I braced my hands against my legs and took a few deep breaths trying my best to push away the heat or at least focus on something else, anything but the fact that he was quite literally giving me an orgasm from across the room.

With nothing but a smirk.

Oh, this was not good.

Not good, not good.

I’d had sex.

It felt nothing like this.

At all.

Not even close.

“Why don’t you come sit?” Alex patted the bed next to him.

I shook my head no.

The heat intensified. “I can do this all day.”

“M-me too.”

He gasped. “How selfish. And when will it be my turn? I do like to keep things fair. Tell you what, I’ll keep track of all sexual favors given just in case you forget. I know how humans can be with numbers.”

“I’d rather you didn’t keep track of those… things.” The heat tugged and pulsed between my legs, until finally, I clenched my teeth together and started walking toward him.

The minute I did, the heat stopped, and I could finally breathe.

“There, was that so hard?” His grin was too beautiful for words. Wisps of white-blond hair fell in perfect waves around his face only to change to a beautiful red the minute I sat down next to him.

“Fun trick.” I crossed my arms to keep myself from shaking and managed to look into his eyes without screaming.

He tilted his head; it was animalistic, calculating, and way too fast, like a blur. My eyes almost didn’t catch the movement until after it was over with. “Which one?”

My cheeks heated with embarrassment. “Please, let me go.”

“Let’s discuss where you would go. I typically can hear thoughts from anyone a few feet from me, but yours are so scattered it gives me a headache. Tell me, where is home?”

“And if I tell you… I can leave?”

“That’s a risk you need to be willing to take, but any option is better than bruising your hands in an effort to escape. Besides, it’s not like I can open the doors.”

Panic surged through me. “But you’re immortal. Of course you can! I’m just not strong enough.”

“Neither am I,” he said in a serious tone, his smile faltering. “At least not yet.”

“You’re just… lying again.” Appalled by the quaver in my voice, I scooted away.

“I wish I were.” His wry smile twisted one side of his lips upward. “Trust me when I say this, neither of us will be leaving… not yet.”

I wasn’t sure if I found it comforting that he couldn’t get out either, that he was just as trapped as I was… or if I was more terrified.

“So…” His hand grazed my left arm, and then as if puzzled he pulled his fingers away and lifted them to his lips, licking them like I was honey and he’d just dipped them into a pot. “Hell.”

I cringed, as insecurity washed over me, right along with a lot of anger that I was still sitting in that stupid room. I was sweaty. It wasn’t like I wasn’t aware of my dirty fingers, or that sweat caked my body, and my hair was probably a mess.

Before I could defend my state of disarray, he touched me again with one finger, licked, and then in a blur of movements pressed me back against the bed, his large frame making even me feel small.

His eyes were a crazed mess of amber and blue, wildly changing from one color to another as his hair stayed the color of fire.

Without warning, his mouth swept down on mine.

I was too shocked to push him away.

Shock was quickly replaced with pleasure.

And the same heat that had been dancing along my legs, invaded my body like I’d just taken a shot of the smoothest whiskey.

He pulled away and cursed.

Leaving my body shaking, pulsing, wanting, and needing more of it.

I lifted my trembling fingers to my mouth while he jerked away from the bed and stomped over to the door.

With a curse, he banged his hands against it.

The door moved, it groaned and grumbled, but it didn’t open.

“Damn it, Cassius! Open the door, NOW!”

Nothing.

The walls shook.

The bed shook.

I shook.

But the door didn’t move.

Alex turned his venomous expression toward me and cursed as ice filled my veins. “You bitch!”

My mouth gaped open. “E-excuse me?” What did I DO?

“What. Did. You. Do?” He repeated back to me like I was dumb. “Well you were born, so there’s the first misfortune. Then again, you wouldn’t even know your own age now, would you? Somewhere between twenty-five and forty? A little fuzzy? Those memories? Damn it!” He kept hitting the door with one hand. “Cassius, I will murder you!”

I frowned.

Could he murder an angel? Or Dark One?

“Cassius!” He roared as the lights flickered around the room then went completely out, blanketing us in darkness.

I shivered, and pulled my knees to my chest, absolutely terrified of what he would do. I didn’t know much about sirens, but I did know that they had very extreme emotions.

Obviously.

Suddenly a hand was on my arm.

Alex gripped me hard, his fingers pressing into my skin, and then his teeth tore into part of my wrist.

With a cry, I tried to jerk my hand away, but he was too strong.

He flipped my hand over.

And then quickly snapped his fingers onto the wound.

A small fire started below my wrist.

On the bed.

It was blue.

He cursed again.

While I was mesmerized by the flames that didn’t burn.

“Elf.”
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“YOU’RE SO PRETTY.” Her fingernails scraped across my naked back while I dressed. “When can I see you again?”

I slept with her because I wanted to — no other reason.

I didn’t love her.

And I sure as hell didn’t like her.

But the invasive heat inside my chest demanded to be let loose, so I slept with her, which wasn’t saying much since I slept with anything and everything that gave me relief from the pain.

God, I just wanted relief.

Once in my life.

And the one woman I wanted to spend that life with — wouldn’t understand, I couldn’t tarnish her with what I was. Though God knew I wanted to, every touch with her was pure torture making it so I had to leave and find my pleasure elsewhere.

There was love.

And there was sex.

This? This was sex.

“I’ll find you.” I said in a haughty tone so she’d know I was dismissing her. “I always do.”

Because I was desperate.

Because I protect those I loved.

Because I was a bastard.

She grinned, her smile once captivating was tired. I’d taken too much of her energy, even now her heart beat slowed, but when you were a human you died.

Cause and effect.

By the looks of her, she wouldn’t last another ten years.

Pity because I’d have to find someone else that tasted like she did, and her taste was rare.

Not as rare as some.

But rare all the same.

My mind flashed back to the woman waiting for me, the one my heart sang for, the only one I desired.

Control.

I had to control myself because I’d always had this sickening feeling that if I didn’t — if I hurt her — all would be lost. And not just between us — but the world.

It was insanity.

Complete and utter madness.

I rarely shared my fears with others, least of all her.

And I wouldn’t burden her ever.

It was not hers to carry.

The minute the lingering perfume dissipated, and the sound of her footsteps ended, I collapsed against one of the large chairs in my study and waited for it.

Within minutes, Cassius charged into my room.

“Please, do come in.” I reached for a glass of wine, but it was hit out of my hands by a very pissed off Dark One.

“Do you have ANY idea what we’ve been going through? And you’re here screwing humans? We need help, Alex. We saved you so you could do a job.”

“I just did it.” I forced a smirk I didn’t feel. “Four times.”

“Hell.” Cassius looked ready to toss me into the fire. “The elves are nearly extinct. Their race can only do so much to keep hope alive and here you are, carousing with a human who’s going to die in a few years from an STD she catches by trying to find someone who matches up to you!”

“Ahhh,” I snapped my fingers. “I knew something was weird about her body chemistry but—”

“Alex.” Cassius glared daggers at me. “Get off your ass and protect the last few. It is your job! There are only five women left since the Great War. I swore I’d protect them, and protect them I will.” He stormed off.

And I sat there.

In a trance.

And I had no idea why, why the idea of protecting the innocent made me angry, especially considering what I knew of the elves.

An hour later, I finally grumbled out a curse and walked down to where I knew the defenseless little elves were waiting.

Where she was waiting.

I knew the females would judge me by my indiscretions and for once, I didn’t want to have to deal with it, deal with another woman’s scent on my skin while I made promises I knew I would never be able to keep.

The hotel was new by London standards, hardly big enough to house more than a hundred or so guests.

The door was opened for me by a man in a black hat and white-gloved fingers.

I glided through the open lobby, enjoying the stares of women as they moaned behind their fans.

I passed a gentleman who nearly ran into one of the plants and laughed when the elderly lady walking with him whimpered. It did wonders for my bad mood, it was like marching to my death — if the elves only knew.

They’d probably kill me themselves.

Once I made it to the correct room, I let myself in. And froze.

Blue, shiny blood was everywhere.

Everywhere.

Four elves.

Were dead.
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“WHY ARE YOU looking at me like that?” I asked, rubbing my wrist with my right hand. My skin felt funny, and I was still hot, so, so hot that I wanted to cry. I would sell my arm for a glass of water.

Elf? Was that some sort of derogatory word? Like an immortal curse word?

Alex’s eyes pierced right through me as if he was staring through my body and glaring at the far cement wall, the faraway look would be creepy if he didn’t look so beautiful while doing it.

I studied his bow-shaped lips, the way they parted just enough to suck in a breath of air. His chest rose and fell in an even cadence, and then his eyes snapped shut. “Cassius, damn you!”

Why was he shouting?

It was almost as if he was afraid of me.

My lips twitched.

Add super human hearing to his many lists of attributes, his eyes flashed and a snarl curled his beautiful lips as he leaned forward close enough to kiss me. “I do not like you.”

“Um.” It was hard not to feel rejected when a being who looked like that, told you that they didn’t like you. Not to mention he had spent the last five minutes cursing everyone and everything to Hell only to yell elf at me about a million times before finally pouting on the opposite end of the bed with his arms crossed over the deeply muscled rivets of this stomach. “I’m sorry?”

His eyes narrowed and then snapped shut before he let out a breath and started pacing in front of me. “You,” He spat the you like a curse. “Are not normal.”

I jerked like he’d slapped me. And the compliments just kept coming.

“Weaker than the average human,” He pressed his lips together in a hard line, “Defenseless, weak, nothing but an elf.”

I frowned. “You mean like the ones who make cookies? Those elves?” My stomach growled on cue. My cheeks heated in embarrassment.

He glared down at my stomach and then back up at my face. “Did you just ask if you were a baker of cookies?”

“Yes.” I nodded. “Oh!”

Alex jumped at the word.

“Or a shoemaker.”

“Let’s see.” Alex pressed a hand to his forehead. “So when I say elf…”

I nodded.

“You either think of cookies or shoes?”

“Yeah,” I croaked. Well, when he repeated it like that. “That about sums it up.” I pulled at my itchy sweater. “Why is it so hot in here?”

His lips twitched.

“Are you doing this?”

“Not on purpose.” He sneered, and a piece of reddish blond hair fell past his shoulder, narrowly missing my face. I could smell it all the same; the scent of rain filled my nostrils again, and I inhaled because I really couldn’t help myself. “Believe me, if it was on purpose, I wouldn’t be in such extreme pain that I’m actually tempted to do it.”

“Do what?” I just had to ask. I knew it was impossible, but my body felt numb from the inside out, like the minute I’d breathed him in, I’d taken a drug. My tongue felt heavy in my mouth.

His eyes narrowed into tiny slits. “You.”

“Do me what?”

“Do you.” He emphasized the you and then the heat spread down my thighs again, tickling, aching. “Understand?”

I gulped. Then nodded. Then gulped again.

“Gods!” Alex turned on his heel and in a flash was at the door again, hitting it with the palm of his hand. “It won’t work, damn it! Cassius, are you even listening to me?”

Well, this was fun.

I was trapped in a cement room that was turning into a sauna by the minute, with a siren who was so in love with himself that I had no doubt in my mind if he could screw himself — he would — and I was going to die of thirst.

Fun day.

So glad I woke up and went to work early in a vain attempt to show the immortals my punctuality and ended up trapped with a sociopath.

Alex let out a pitiful groan, his blue eyes snapped to mine one last time before he clenched his fists together and spoke. “The only way we’re getting out through that door is if I make you my mate.”

“No.” I shook my head as if to add more emphasis and repeated. “No, I don’t think so, I unvolunteer.”

“First…” He rolled his eyes. “That’s not a word.” I could have sworn he mumbled idiot elf under his breath. “Second, do you truly believe I want you?”

I could hear my own heartbeat in my ears as my chest cracked a little. No. I didn’t. Because nobody had ever truly wanted me, not that I was stupid enough to admit it to him. I still had my pride, even if it was such a small amount, it was staggering. “No.”

He swallowed; the motion of his throat moving caught my attention, his skin shimmered with a sheen of sweat. His lips parted and then a bead of moisture slid along that smooth neck and trailed down his perfect chest.

“Hot?” I asked crossing my arms.

“Sirens don’t get hot,” he snapped, seemingly upset about his own body temperature. “I’m fine.”

“Are you?”

“Completely. Like I said.” He leaned back against the pillows. “I can do this all day.”

“Me too.” I closed my eyes. It would be easier to hate him if I didn’t have to look at him. It was hard to hate someone so beautiful, even if the inside was ugly.

The minute my eyes slid closed the heat intensified. I was going to die in that cement room with a siren by my side and all because my organs burned me alive from the inside out.

The smell of rain intensified.

It was absolute torture.

Finally, in an effort to cool down, I peeled the sweater from my body and tossed it on the floor.

But if anything — the heat merely intensified. What was happening to me?

Alex released a series of ugly curses before locking his blue eyes on mine. “Do you really think that’s a good idea?”

“What?” I sighed. If he hated me so much why was he talking to me?

His hungry gaze roamed down my body. “Stripping in front of a man who takes his pleasure wherever he can. Whenever he can. However he wants.”

“But you don’t want me.” I shrugged. “Ergo,” I held out one hand. “Die of heat stroke.” I held out my other hand. “Or take off my ugly sweater.” I shrugged. “Seemed like the only choice I’ve been given since being trapped in here.”

“It doesn’t matter,” he said quickly. “If I want you or if I despise every inch of you.” With a snarl, a faraway look passed across his perfect features, he was sweating more now, heavily, and I wished it looked horrible on him, but somehow it enhanced every single muscle on his body. “We cannot leave this room unless I make you my mate. The doors unlock the minute I claim you.”

I gulped. “That sounds….” Primitive. Exciting. Horrible.

“Elf.” He spat the name. “I would rather die than mate with one of your kind.”

“I’m not an elf or whatever you call it.” I waved my hand in the air. “So I’d appreciate it if you’d stop looking at me like I singlehandedly destroyed the entire universe by merely existing.”

Alex sucked in a breath, and his eyes roamed over me again. He leaned forward and then jerked away as his eyes flashed with something familiar. My chest flipped because of the way he had looked at me, as if he’d seen me before and my body physically responded to him like it knew him. Maybe it was a siren thing.

I, however, was still ready to die, and it seemed the hotter I became, the more irritated Alex got. It didn’t help that he smelled like fresh rain, that my brain had me completely convinced that if I just touched his skin, it would soothe me.

Which was stupid.

I mean he was just as hot.

Physically.

In every way.

I exhaled slowly and swiped his phone before he could stop me, which meant he probably let me since he didn’t seem to be the type who had slow reflexes. I turned off his heavy metal rocker music or whatever the heck it was and put on classical music.

“I’ve entered into Hell,” he muttered to himself. “And violins shall escort me there. Funeral music, how poetic.”

“You should like this music, after all, weren’t you born before any of it was created?” I joked. “You are old.”

That pissed him off.

Nostrils flaring, he sat up on his knees “Did you just call me… old? Me?”

A little thrill of triumph traveled along my nerve endings as I inclined my head in query. “Is there anyone else in the room?”

“That’s it.” He whispered the words almost too low for me to hear. I’d crossed some sort of invisible line I hadn’t even known existed.

He stalked me like I was his prey. I scrambled away from him, but he didn’t stop until my back touched one of the walls, and he was a mere inch from me.

My body swayed toward him. I couldn’t help it.

“By God, you’ll not deny me anymore, human.”

A buzzing filled my ears as my body hummed.

“Bow.”
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SHE WAS DEFIANT.

I hated defiance.

She reminded me of myself, which is the last thing I needed to be reminded of. The fact that many years ago I wore that exact same expression on my face for all the world to see, a hard mask of impenetrable strength just daring the world to try and take me down.

It was a lonely look.

Worn by those who had nobody but themselves.

And it made me feel.

Oh, I felt, daily, but this type of feeling wasn’t the typical lust I was used to. It was protective in nature.

It was familiar.

I longed for it.

And hated her because of it.

What made matters worse, she was a direct descendent of the very creatures that so long ago, I’d failed to protect. Memories were fuzzy, they always were when I thought upon that time in my life, like someone had ripped away every important piece of information except for the main story. They had died. And it was my fault.

How, I wondered, would she react if she knew that I alone was responsible for the death of an entire race because I was in bed between the thighs of a woman who I later cursed to a slow painful death by sexual disease?

Impossible.

She was impossible.

Her presence. Was an impossibility. And yet there she stood, a mere inch from me and if I looked close enough her skin was almost translucent with the remnants, small pieces of blue blood that were hidden within her human DNA.

Of course, she didn’t know.

She would die without me.

Literally cook from the inside out, because the mating process started the minute the door sealed us in. Stupidly, I’d walked into that room and released my scent into the air to choose.

And — unfortunately for both of us — I’d chosen her.

I was selfish. Not so selfish that I would allow myself or her to die just because I’d rather turn her over my knee.

I let out a low groan. The vision too erotic for someone so weak, she’d probably bruise from a mere pat on the ass.

The last thing I needed was someone who would fear sex.

And I had a sinking feeling she would fear anything sexual from me, she would shy away, defy me, deny me my rights as a siren because of her damn pride, not realizing that the only way to stay strong was to take that strength from my mate.

“I said,” I repeated the word. “Bow.”

“No.” She blinked her large eyes up at me. “I… can’t.”

“You will.”

“I won’t.”

“Human—“

“I’m a human now? Not an elf?”

“Truthfully, you’re both, but that’s neither here nor there.”

She chewed her lower lip, I focused in on that lip like a starved man, probably because it was painful to breathe, the pain of not touching her was excruciating, unlike anything I’d ever experienced before.

“I can make it go away, you know,” I said in a calm voice. Thank God I still had the ability to speak; pretty soon I’d turn into an unrecognizable animal and it would only be her fault — not mine. “The heat.”

Her pink tongue stuck out and wet her lower lip. I nearly exploded right then and there — the most likely result of that being to kill us both in the process. I was too strong for her.

“Oh?” She finally squeaked out.

I could work with curious.

Forcing her wasn’t working. Seducing her… had only done the opposite and made her angry.

Damn, what I wouldn’t give for one of Mason’s cool berries now, the bastard.

I opened my mouth to apologize and only managed to choke out, “Touch me.”

Her eyebrows shot up. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

My body pulsed. “Oh, believe me, it’s the best idea I’ve had in a very long time.”

She reached her hand out, and my breath hitched as my body already sensed the pulsing heat from her palm.

Time froze as her fingers collided with my skin.

And the heat that had boiled beneath my body and hers, instantly disappeared and was replaced with a comfortable warmth and then, the ever present smell of rain as her body stepped into the comfort of mine, her breasts pressed against my chest, seeking me — only me.

With a muttered curse, I wrapped my arms around her body and slid my hands down her wide hips. She was passable — for a human.

Odd that she smelled so delicious, I sniffed her neck, causing her to stiffen, and then, because my self-control was barely hanging by a thread, I slid my tongue past my lips and licked below her ear.

Nothing could have prepared me for her taste.

Or the hunger that it stirred in me, until it was too late.

Until the lick turned into a hungry open-mouthed kiss, until I slid my hands into the waistband of her leggings and cupped her ass, molding her body against mine as the rich taste of honeyed mint filled me.

A moan emitted from her lips, I pulled back and silenced her with my mouth — and sealed our fate.
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Mason

 

CASSIUS STOOD IN the corner of the kitchen, his eyes doing that creepy white thing that had the rest of the universe shitting itself, while the council looked on. Genesis shivered, Ethan pulled her close.

Stephanie sighed as Cassius’s feathers strained toward her and fluttered, damn flirt that man was. Not like he could help it — they were bound together by more than just their bodies — the spiritual realm was not something I would ever pretend to understand — nor did I care.

“Damn it, Cassius,” Ethan rubbed his face with both of his hands. “At least let us know how it’s going.”

I crunched down on the pinecone in my hand — the only noise in the entire room was my loud chewing.

Ethan’s jaw flexed.

I crunched harder and shrugged.

He could go to Hell, and he knew it. The last thing I was going to do was stop my nervous eating because it bothered him.

Guilt lingered at Alex’s predicament. It was my fault he was in there. But the thought of going through another mating had me ready to puke up the only thing I could manage to choke down.

It was a sad day when a werewolf couldn’t eat meat. Others viewed it as a choice, a way to honor her, not understanding the reality that I lived on a daily basis.

The simple truth?

I wanted to die.

Every breath.

Every second.

Every minute.

Every day.

Every year.

But Cassius would not allow it, and the only way to kill me was pretty damn difficult.

Cassius barked out a laugh.

Which was comparable to the world ending, since the man rarely laughed out loud for all to hear. Frowning, I leaned forward on my haunches, waiting for him to say something.

“He’s angry.” Cassius’s mouth pressed into a cheerful smile. “He wants to end me.”

I growled. “He always wants to end you.”

Cassius’s smile fell. “He won’t take her.”

“What do you mean he won’t take her?” I repeated. “He must.”

The room dropped a few degrees as Cassius stood and breathed out. “Impossible.”

I saw my own breath before my face as the man I called King — cursed in what I could only identify as shock, before he disappeared altogether leaving a single purple feather behind.

“Hate it when he does that.” I crossed my arms. “Complete wastefulness of his abilities, use a car man.”

“Was it just me or did he look… surprised?” Stephanie asked. Her hands were shaking. She was being strong, but she was nervous, tense. After all, she’d lived her entire existence believing Alex was her brother — she was protective to a fault and nervous about his ability to commit to one being for the rest of his life. Then again, weren’t we all a bit worried about a siren settling down? Especially a siren who was as powerful as Alex?

The man could seduce a houseplant if he so desired.

I crooked my head. “He blocked your thoughts?”

She colored. “I’ve been trying not to pry.”

I snorted.

And earned a glare from the Dark One.

“Well.” Ethan stood. “We could sit here all day or—”

All eyes fell to me. “Yeah, yeah.” I stood and grimaced. “I’ll get to work. Does anyone know what the female eats?”

“Try food.” Ethan winked. “Same as Genesis.”

Genesis walked over to me and patted my hand. “I’ll go shopping with you.”

“The hell you will.” Ethan growled his eyes flashing green, fangs lowering.

With a sigh, I tilted my head in his direction. “Do you truly think me incapable of taking care of your mate?” My question hung awkwardly in the air because Ethan knew my shame: when it mattered most, my own had died in my very arms.

My stomach churned.

Nausea threatened.

“I’ll be fine, Ethan.” Genesis rolled her eyes and whispered out of the corner of her mouth, “Take me to the mall and I’ll find you the biggest pinecone you’ve ever seen, after that you can check on Alex.”

She made me smile.

Because she reminded me of what I had lost.

“You have yourself a deal.” I winked.
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Hope

 

SMALL WAVES OF heat pulsated through my body in perfect cadence with the movement of his tongue, like he was creating the force itself with his mouth.

I wanted him.

But I didn’t want to want him.

He was kissing me because that’s what he was — a siren.

And I was kissing him back because I was weak.

And the heat had finally lifted — he tasted like fresh rain, like water — life. I couldn’t kiss him hard enough, or get close enough. My body trembled with the need to somehow crawl into him.

The world around me faded away — and all I knew was his mouth, his fingers as they dug into my skin, and the taste of rain on his tongue as I drank my fill.

A sudden image of us kissing flashed in my mind and disappeared.

My brain told me to pull away.

My body convinced me that if I did — I’d die.

Give yourself to me.

A voice whispered.

It was faint, but strong, the words caressed my body, swirled around inside my head, I could taste them on my tongue just like I tasted Alex.

Give yourself to me.

Alex’s hands increased their pressure as they lifted me against his strong body. His tongue retreated just as molten heat exploded through my body.

YES! I screamed without moving my mouth. Yes.

An explosion jolted my thoughts as part of the cement wall near us moved and then jerked open with the force of an earthquake. Alex didn’t stop kissing me, though.

When the dust settled on my skin mixing with the sweat, I opened my eyes.

Alex’s blue eyes were hardly noticeable against the yellow that flashed within them, circling his purple iris in a wavelike manner.

His eyelashes collected pieces of dust as they blinked in rapid succession, as if he was confused.

I licked my lips, still able to taste him. “What was that?”

He swallowed and then slowly set me down, our bodies slid roughly against one another. “That,” he answered, voice hoarse as he jerked away, hands shaking. “Was a kiss.”

“Did you call?” A voice interrupted.

I turned on my heel and hid behind Alex, no idea why I was hiding behind the crazy immortal that could strip a woman without even touching her, or bring her to an orgasm with a mere thought, but the thing that yelled at us had a really rough voice.

It almost sounded like he was trying not to bark out the question.

I peered around Alex and saw the werewolf, in full wolf form. Something my human eyes couldn’t process, because it wasn’t normal. It looked… wrong.

He stood on his hind haunches at least twelve feet tall, brown fur lined his body with stripes of white across his chest in the shape of a cross. And his eyes, they weren’t the eyes of an animal.

They were silver.

And they were focused in on me.

He sniffed the air and then let out a howl before falling prostrate to the ground.

“Wh-what’s he doing?” I asked Alex once I could find my voice.

Alex let out a gruff curse and marched over to the wolf, kicking him in the ribs. “Get up.”

The wolf growled and kept his face against the marble floor.

Alex ran a hand through his hair, and it was then I noticed that he looked more normal, human, approachable, but still too beautiful for words. His blond and silver hair wasn’t as shiny, his eyes not as flashy, his smile not as deadly. But it would be impossible to look at him and not shake a bit with the intense need to touch him.

“Mason.” Alex tried again through clenched teeth. “This isn’t the time or the place—”

Mason snapped his teeth at Alex’s feet.

Alex stumbled backward and wiped his face with his hand, staring down at the wolf then back up at me. “He’s….”

“He’s what?” I whispered, slowly taking a step toward the massive animal.

“I hate my life.” Alex whispered.

“What?”

“He’s—” Alex glared at the wolf, his yellow eyes flashing. “Bowing.”
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Alex

 

MASON EYED ME through creepy silver orbs of excitement. She is an elf. Royalty! She is the one, she is the one!

“Stop!” I pressed a hand to my forehead. “Yelling.”

“Um…” Hope nudged me with her elbow. “He didn’t even speak.”

“Oh, he spoke all right.” I growled, and then because I was dehydrated, without sex, and possibly losing my mind, I took the protective stance in front of her and leaned down in challenge. “Look at her that way again, and I’ll rip your haunches from your body and feed them to the demons.”

He grinned.

And then.

She. Is. The. One. The words were repeated in my head with such resounding loudness that I stopped breathing for a few seconds.

“Hi.” Hope peeked around my body and waved at the wolf, like she was Little Red Riding Hood and he wasn’t going to steal all her cookies, eat her grandmother, and then try to kill her too.

“You don’t wave at a wolf,” I grumbled. “That’s just begging the bull to charge, and the last thing I need is to get gutted by one of his claws because he ‘slipped.’” I made air quotes and glared in Mason’s direction.

“One time, Siren.” Mason shrugged. “And I did slip.”

“Slip my ass,” I said through clenched teeth. “My insides nearly spilled onto the floor!”

Hope made a gagging noise.

And then she was walking toward Mason, like he was the freaking welcoming committee and she had absolutely no reason to be terrified of his fur, or height, or freaking canine teeth!

She reached out and then jerked her hand back. “I’m sorry, I just… can I feel your fur? There’s something about it that just….”

Arrogance floated off Mason and slammed into me in fitful waves. My stomach clenched as he knelt down and held still.

Hope touched his arm and then moved her hand higher as Mason let out a low rumble and started to pant.

“Any lower and he’s going to have a problem.” I said casually, even though it was a lie.

I could feel Hope’s embarrassment just like I could feel Mason’s irritation at making her stop. It felt good to him, and I knew more than anyone that the last person who had touched him in wolf form had their hand cut off, the time before that was his mate.

He didn’t have friends except Genesis and us.

Meaning. Mason never let anyone touch him.

Ever.

But he allowed Hope.

I refused to acknowledge what that meant just like I conveniently forgot that she had elf blood running through her puny weak little body.
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Timber

 

HATRED FILLED ME.

Black tendrils of heat wrapped themselves around my body, squeezing it tight like a smoke-filled prison. And I breathed. In and out I breathed. It pissed me off.

The only time I could feel was when I allowed the darkness to take hold. Every other minute of the day, I was numb. Filled with a heat that could never be dampened. Filled with needs that were never met. Lust that would never be sated.

I was in a constant state of ruthless agony and a never-ending thirst that couldn’t be quenched.

With a snarl I tossed the cup of human blood back. The liquid spilled against my parched throat and slowly, the cells knit across my flesh, from the inside out, and peace settled over me.

This one.

I stared down at the cup.

She had been good.

So good.

And that was why I’d killed her.

Not because I loved death and destruction — but because a part of me would always be jealous that she could smile, that she felt a temperature other than heat, that the smell of sulfur mixed with a deep burning wood wasn’t her constant companion. That when she closed her eyes she didn’t even realize the air called to her, the mountains trembled with her human presence.

Idiots.

All of them.

And too soon, the cells died in my throat.

I felt their death as if it was my own.

And I was back to square one.

An empty demon.

A heartless monster.

Darkness laughed.

Engulfed.

I wasn’t sure what I hated more. Myself for what I was — or the being who refused to hear my cry long after my voice went hoarse and my lungs burned with injustice.

I was helping to lead a war I wasn’t sure we could fight — let alone win, if Bannik didn’t pull his head out of his ass or at least leave his dungeon of doom.

That was what the boys and I had started calling it. The dungeon of doom. Nothing good ever happened there. And nobody ever left breathing.

I found a sick satisfaction in the fact that Bannik, with all of his powers, was still having trouble keeping his brothers from ripping his throat out.

The last one that got loose ended up nearly tearing out the being’s intestines with his teeth. I laughed while Bannik limped back to his office and screamed at the top of his lungs.

It made me downright cheerful that the man could still feel pain, though at times that cheerfulness turned to jealousy. The only time I felt anything was when another being’s blood ran through my body.

Demons were by nature, feeders. Without another human’s essence, we lost control of our human appearance, which was bad enough, but without their blood, we also lost our damn minds.

With a chuckle I tossed the last drop of human blood down my throat, my tongue rejoicing with the moment of sanity and peace it brought me.

“Timber.” Bannik’s voice rumbled and shook through my office.

“Well.” I sighed and stood. “Speak of the devil himself.”

“I’m much better looking,” Bannik said in such an arrogant tone that I had half a mind to call upon whatever forces of evil still were willing to fight on my side just to prove him wrong.

Then again.

That was the trouble with darkness; it rarely took sides. It mindlessly fought for whoever had the most power, and right now, in this moment.

That person.

That being.

Was standing before me, all ten feet of him. With dark brown hair and shots of red.

He looked like he’d been formed from the side of the mountain, and his glaring white teeth gnashed into a snarl as he drove his hand through the front of my desk, splintering it in two.

Sighing, I stared down at the ruined piece of furniture. “That’s three, Bannik. You know I can’t simply walk into an Ikea and ask for another. Last time I nearly killed the woman. Hell, she smelled like sunshine.” I licked my lips, still remembering her taste.

It was nothing compared to Stephanie. The little angel I’d been tempted to devour, then again, I wasn’t sure what would happen if I actually drank from a Dark One. I’d probably go crazier. And as much as I wanted to taste her…

I actually liked her.

Unfortunate, since she was my enemy. It would be a pity to spill that much angelic blood — but it couldn’t be helped. Not while Bannik still held my balls in the palm of his hand, one small squeeze, and I’d be damned.

And the last thing a demon wanted, was for his eternal flame to get snuffed before being promised another chance at redemption.

Though every six hundred and sixty-six years, when my judgment came.

I was met with silence.

So maybe I was already damned.

Bannik rolled his eyes while I pushed thoughts of my miserable existence away. “Maybe if you learned to control your urges I’d let you off your leash.”

I had never, in all of my existence, wanted to kill someone as bad as I did Bannik. And that included Sariel or any other archangel that dared step in my way.

I would kiss Cassius on the mouth before I would ever admit to Bannik that he had power over me.

Power I gave him.

Blood I gave him.

Loyalty — no matter how misguided — I gave him.

“We have a problem,” Bannik barked, finally relaxing into a chair and propping his enormous booted feet up on the shards left of my desk.

“We?” I arched my eyebrows and crossed my arms. “What is this we business? If I remember correctly, last time I tried to help you drain your brothers you told me to go kill myself.”

Bannik grinned.

Sadistic bastard.

“Well, it seems now, I need your help. They aren’t cooperating.”

“Gee maybe if you didn’t torture them.” I said in an innocent albeit mocking voice. “They may be more amiable to your terms?”

“As long as Cassius still lives.” Bannik clutched his fists so hard, I felt faint, like he was sucking the air from the room, from my very lungs. I learned long ago that each of the Watchers had control of the elements. And lucky for me, Bannik, had oxygen under his thumb just like the winds.

I sucked in a healthy gulp of air and waited.

“Has he been located?” Bannik finally released his hand and glared at me, his once blue eyes going completely black like his soul.

The only bonus of being under his thumb.

I was given a firsthand seat to his destruction.

He was drunk on power.

And darkness chuckled darkly within him.

He thought he was in control, but even now, a dangerous war raged inside him. He wasn’t meant to be dark.

Therefore, the light still fought.

It was the only reason his brothers lived and still fought him.

Pathetic, even now they cried out to him, tried to save him.

He’d taken the ten remaining watchers and chained them to his wall like pets. Their blood drained, but once he touched it — it turned black.

I smiled. “Cassius has been located, but there is also the issue of his mate, there hasn’t been a mated Dark One in over—“

“Spare me a history lesson.” Bannik barked.

I couldn’t help but grin again.

And then a laugh followed.

“What the hell is so funny?” Bannik roared as the door to the office burst open and Damon stumbled in.

I could hear the demon’s thoughts from a mile.

“Interesting.” I rubbed my chin and chuckled again. That sneaky bastard!

“What?” Bannik looked between us. “What is it?”

“Cassius,” I whispered, feeling my eyes burn red. “It seems has been transformed.”

“Transformed,” Bannik repeated. “What does that mean?”

“Sariel has transferred his power,” I said in an awestricken voice. “To a Dark One.”

“No.” Bannik shook his head. “No, that is impossible, that would take—”

“The ultimate sacrifice.” I whispered reverently. “Yes. It would.”

“But—”

“It gets worse.” Damon’s eyes went completely black before burning bright red, and suddenly a solitary tear of red slid down his cheek, creating a burning trail down his face, one that would scar him for eternity. There was only one reason a demon would cry red.

Why a demon would be so moved by emotion, that he wasn’t capable of feeling.

Why he would risk spilling whatever blood he still had remaining in his body.

“They’ve returned.” Damon fell to his knees.

Bannik gave me a confused look.

Then again, while Bannik had been guarding the deserts.

I’d been fighting wars.

He stared at sunsets.

And I’d saved an entire demon race.

While destroying the most precious thing ever given us.

“Who?” I needed to hear him say it. Needed it more than my next breath.

“A time such as this, Timber,” he whispered in a voice that was not his own, and then, his heart exploded leaving nothing in its wake but ash.

And just like that — warmth filled me from the inside out.

For the first time since them.
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Hope

 

I WAS PETTING a wolf.

A wolf!

And oddly enough, something about it felt familiar, like I’d done it before, numerous times actually. But that was crazy, right? Maybe a side effect of working for the immortals too long?

Embarrassment at Alex’s words quickly faded as warmth engulfed my fingers, causing a pleasant burn to spread across my body. It felt a lot like when me and Alex touched, only, this time, I wasn’t tempted to rip off every piece of clothing and throw myself at his feet.

Mason rumbled and then he started to purr.

I laughed. “I’ve always wanted a pet,” I whispered.

“This pet eats people twice your size and tried to impale a beaver last week over a pinecone. Believe me when I say, he’s not tame,” Alex said, suddenly behind me, I could feel each even breath he took. And it was aggravating. So aggravating that I felt him suck in air and exhale it.

Mason glared at me through his animalistic eyes and then shook his head playfully as if to say he’s full of shit.
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Alex

 

MAYBE I WAS full of shit.

It was more the beaver was trying to kill him.

The pinecone had been a bonus.

But still.

He was touching mine.

I jerked away from both of them.

Hellfire.

Mine?

Possessive of something I hadn’t even physically claimed, that was new. Damn it.

With a shake, Mason started slowly transforming back to his scruffy human body, standing as the change took place.

Hope let out a small gasp and covered her face with her hands. “He’s naked.”

“Wolves don’t wear pants,” I commented with a smirk while Mason shrugged in my direction and held out his hand. “Oh, hell no.”

“My pants ripped.” His response.

“What? So you want me to give you mine? You know I don’t wear anything under these!”

He sniffed the air, as pieces of his scruffy hair fell across his face. “Interesting.”

“Don’t say it.”

“You haven’t mated yet!”

“And you said it.” I cursed under my breath. “Does it matter?”

“The doors have opened,” Mason pointed out. “Ergo, a mating has taken place.”

“Don’t you think, I would be a hell of a lot more satisfied, powerful, and sated, if it had?” With each word, I felt my control snap more, until I was face to face with Mason and inches from ripping his head from his body.

“Um…” Hope’s voice interrupted the blinding rage, but it did nothing but inflame it. She was the problem. From her elfish smell all the way down her puny little body. “Since the doors are open, does that mean I can go?”

“Why is she raising her hand?” Mason completely ignored my murderous look, choosing to examine my female like he had a damn right to!

“It’s what human children do in school when they have a question,” I snapped. “And truly, it fits, since she’s nothing but a child.”

“Oh?” Hope put her hand down, and I had a sickening feeling that I’d just pushed her too far — that she was seconds from snapping or having some sort of emotional breakdown that females were prone to have when put in a situation where they lost complete control.

Mason backed up.

I should have followed.

Instead, I flashed her a mocking grin and lifted a shoulder in a careless shrug. “All I see is a girl.”

Her eyes narrowed and then she turned that brilliant gaze toward Mason and bestowed an alluring smile as she approached him slowly. “And you? What do you see?”

Her hips swayed.

Her once pale lips went completely red, like the ripest of fruit.

And before my very eyes, the little vixen did exactly what elves had done for hundreds of years.

She enchanted.

Sunlight danced across her face, and sweet music filled the air, the type of music that stuns you into silence.

“I think…” Mason grinned at me then put a hand on my back. “That Alex is completely screwed.” He eyed her appreciatively. “And you’re absolutely breathtaking. If you were my female, I would bring you the largest cow I could find and cover you with fur.”

“Oh, dear God.” I swore under my breath. “She isn’t a wolf, she doesn’t want your meat, Mason.”

He blinked. “But every female wants my meat.”

“What kind of meat?” Hope just had to ask.

“My… meat.” Mason said slower this time like that helped clear things up.

“Don’t.” I shook my head at her. “Stop whatever you’re doing with the music and your eyes and let’s go.”

“Music?” She frowned. “What music?”

“She does not know how to control the music?” Mason whispered out of the corner of his mouth. “But she is an elf.”

“The kind that makes shoes.” I grinned at our little inside joke, while Hope glared at me.

“Look, guys.” She started slowly walking around me. “As fun as this little mental breakdown has been. The doors opened, which means whatever immortal craziness that was supposed to take place, didn’t, meaning, I can go, and you can continue….” She frowned. “Uh, offering your meat to women.”

Mason grinned. “I like her.”

“Stop winking at her, you’ll make her think you want to chase her.”

Mason kept winking.

I rolled my eyes and waited for her to try to escape. Which she did. I only felt marginally bad when her body slammed into an invisible wall and bounced back.

“You were saying?” I asked in a calm, detached voice.

Hope rubbed her head. “But the door’s open.”

Mason sighed and slowly walked through it — still naked — and called back. “Come along, Elf.”

“My name is Hope!”

“That’s what I said!” he yelled back then completely disappeared around the corner.

“Is he hard of hearing?” She directed the question back to me.

“Come on.” I gripped her hand and walked through the wall to the other side.

“Whoa.” She stumbled into me. “How come it worked when I was touching you?”

“Mates can’t do things alone,” I said in a pathetically hoarse voice. Like my body was elated, turned on by the fact. “Therefore, where you go, I go. Always.”

I dragged her down the hall toward the back entrance where I’d left my car.

“Wait.” She dug in her heels.

I stopped only because I was too drained to fight her anymore. I needed sex, and I needed it hours ago.

Or I was going to die.

Literally.

“What?” I barked.

“Mason called me Elf, not Hope.”

“Elf.” I spat the word and then rubbed my face with my free hand. What I wouldn’t do for at least a kiss — something to sustain the urges, the itching, the emptiness. “The word elf is synonymous with Hope. Before we labeled you as a race, you were called, ‘the ones who bring forth Hope.’ Ergo, the race of Hope.”

“But—

“If we do not get to Ethan’s house before I can control myself, I will kill you during sex. Is that what you want?” I tried to sound sane, but my voice had a shaking, hollow edge to it that I knew terrified the hell out of her.

“Y-yes.”

“You escape, I find you. We’re linked now.”

Though I had no idea how since we hadn’t joined, nor had there been mention of love or forever. But still.

Another jerky nod.

“One more thing,” I helped her into the passenger door of my white Lexus. “More than twenty-four hours without touching me — will only bring death.”

I ignored the twinge of guilt I felt at her pale expression.

She didn’t need to know it was my death I was concerned about — she didn’t need to know she would survive just fine — because I had a feeling that if she did leave — I would cease to exist while the royal elf continued on without me.

It was the worst feeling in the world.

Next to knowing—that my mate was a part of the race that held my shame.
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Hope

 

I TRIED TO stop shaking.

I really did.

But I was in a car with an immortal, and I was still awake as in, I wasn’t dreaming or even having a nightmare. This was real. And he’d just basically told me if I didn’t have sex with him. I would die.

Was he lying?

Too many thoughts rushed to the surface, thoughts about elves, about Alex, about why I needed to touch him, why I wanted to touch him, why I craved him even when Mason seemed friendlier, albeit in a pet sort of a way.

It was insanity.

Because I wanted to run.

My mind told me that was really the only logical choice I had.

But my body leaned toward him, wanted him, thirsted for him. And I felt like a complete fool that I had to actually concentrate on not touching him every single time I sucked in a much-needed breath.

His golden skin pulsed before my eyes. Like legitimately pulsed causing a shiver of awareness to wash through me as he slowly exhaled and pulled up to a stoplight only to curse and jerk the steering wheel right and take us down an alleyway before popping out on the other side and nearly running us into a semi.

I double checked my seat belt then gripped the door handle just to keep myself from slamming into his rock hard body.

“Immortals have road rage too.” I nodded as I talked to myself. “Good to know.”

“I need you not to do that.” He finally broke his silence with his gruff voice.

Frowning, I glanced over at his perfect face and barely kept back a whimper as it built in my throat. “Do what? Exactly?”

“Talk.” He grit his teeth. “At all.”

“Ever?”

“Now.” He said slowly and loudly, like I was hard of hearing.

I was irritated. Hot. Angry. Scared. And he’d just asked me not talk or ask questions. “Well, can I breathe or is that against the rules too?”

“Still talking.” He slammed his hand across the steering wheel. “Absolute death wish.”

“I thought I only died if I left you or if you can’t control yourself during sex.” I really needed to snap my trap shut. His crazy purple and gold eyes hit me like a lightning bolt before he jerked his attention back to the road and shook his head. “That’s still talking.”

“I know but—”

“Literally.” He whispered hoarsely. “Not figuratively. But literally…” His body pulsed faster, harder, louder, like I could hear his heart hammering inside, the blood roaring to the surface. “I will kill you if I don’t calm the hell down, and every time you speak, I taste you. Again, not figuratively, literally. So if I were you, I’d sit back, relax, and enjoy the ride, because the next time you get one, it’s going to be rough.”

I felt my cheeks heat.

He meant in a car, right?

Not… I gulped and chanced a glance out of the corner of my eye as his breathing slowed and then, of course, because I was hallucinating, I could have sworn he finally exhaled and relaxed.

All because I’d stopped talking.

Which was great for him — bad for me.

Because with every mile came the sinking feeling that I was headed toward my doom. And I hated, absolutely hated, that my body was on board with it.

That even now, I was on fire for him.

And felt like if I didn’t touch him.

I really would die.
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Alex

 

I STOPPED THINKING.

That was my very first clue that things were bad. For me to focus on anything was nearly impossible. The beast inside was completely taking over. The savage side of me that needed to be appeased. The curse as my brethren and those like me so lovingly called it — was starving.

I was starving.

My entire body ached with awareness.

When she spoke, the air tasted like a mixture of sweat and sugar, the brown kind that mixes with butter over a stove as it crystallizes and hardens into a texture that nearly takes your breath away.

I gripped the steering wheel harder.

This was bad.

Very bad.

Somehow, we’d mated or bonded without having sex, and my body was pissed as hell that it didn’t get the chance to do more than taste her.

That was the freaking problem with elves.

Where a siren could seduce anything with a pulse — or a cell structure.

Elves could enchant.

They brought peace.

They brought music into an existence that until now, had been filled with nothing but my own pulsating lust.

Want.

Want.

Want.

My body hummed as I jerked the car into the long driveway and slammed on the brakes right in front of Ethan’s large mansion.

He could fix it.

He was a vampire.

And he was old as hell.

If he couldn’t make the burning stop, then maybe Cassius would do me a solid.

Part of me knew that Hell would literally have to freeze over before the half angel would do anything that would cease my suffering — but still.

I had to try.

Because being with her was painful.

And being without her — my immortal brain couldn’t process what it would feel like to have her ripped away from me once we had a physical relationship.

An image of the murdered elves flashed through my mind again.

Cassius had messed up.

He’d brought me the wrong type of mate.

I was supposed to mate with a human.

Not an elf.

Not a weak, sniffling, little elf.

Shit, was she really crying?

Moisture filled the air as I sucked in a deep breath and tried to keep myself from jumping over the console and asking her to please stay quiet while I sucked her lips until they were dry.

I’d never killed anyone during sex.

But I knew it was possible.

Knew it was an actual reality as I felt her wild heartbeat, as I heard her staggered breathing beside me, and as I tasted more and more of her scent in the air as her body temperature grew.

She needed me.

I reached out to touch her arm, just as the door flew open and Cassius stood, grin firmly in place. “To what do we owe this pleasure?”

“Cassius.” I bit out his name like a curse just as Hope flailed out of the car and fell directly into his arms.

A frozen cloud burst into the air and then finally, my mate, Hope, whatever, relaxed against him and sighed. “Thank you.”

“Off.” I slammed both hands into the car sending it sideways into Mason’s motorcycle just seconds after he hopped off.

“Really?” Mason growled as he chucked his helmet at my face.

I ducked and kept stomping toward Cassius.

I was picking a fight with a man who was basically ninety-nine percent archangel.

Not one of my finer moments.

But he was touching mine.

“Mine!” I screamed at the top of my lungs not recognizing my own voice as my entire body dripped with sweat, my heart damn near bursting in my chest cavity as my eyes strained to focus on Hope and the fact that Cassius dared touch her.

“Stay back.” He released Hope and pushed her toward Mason who was still grumbling about his stupid motorcycle.

Ethan and Genesis ran out of the house with Stephanie close on their heels.

“Oh, good an audience.” My voice had a hard edge to it, one that sounded foreign, raspy.

“Couldn’t get the job done, hmm?” Cassius folded his arms across his chest just as his purple and black wings darted out from his back fanning wind toward my overheated and lust filled body.

I let out a shaky exhale and shook my head. “No time, the doors opened and…” My body swayed as I tried to regain my thoughts, my blurred vision focused in on Hope one last time before I reached for her then collapsed against the hard gravel driveway.
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Hope

 

“HELP HIM!” I yelled as everyone stood frozen while Alex face planted against the gravel. I mean I didn’t exactly like him — he was rude, aggravating, too good looking, and entitled, but that didn’t mean I wanted him to die!

Could immortals die?

“Perhaps.” A whisper carried to my ears as if someone had been standing behind me and speaking in low, crisp tones.

“Who said that?” None of the immortals’ lips were moving.

Cassius’s eyes narrowed in on me before he very languidly knelt next to Alex and pulled his huge body into his arms and began walking toward the house.

Gravel crunched beneath his feet.

Did I follow?

Was he dead?

Mason made his way over to me and wrapped a bulky arm around my shoulders. I let out a little harrumph under his weight as he tugged me toward the house.

“He may die,” he said so casually that I wasn’t sure I’d heard him right. “Or he could live.”

I shook my head as words tumbled out of my mouth. “But he can’t!”

“Good.” A soft feminine voice spoke, and then crisp blue eyes locked on mine as one of the women stood in front of me and leaned in, sniffing me like I was an animal or in need of a good shower. Which was probably true, at least the shower part. I hadn’t stopped sweating since meeting the siren. And even though he was completely unconscious the heat still built within my system like I was going to explode on the spot. “His song is calling hers.”

“Song?” I repeated dumbly. “What song?”

“His heart has slowed.” Cassius interrupted after he placed Alex on the large coffee table, the siren’s legs touched the ground even though his body was elevated. The man was huge, from his muscular thighs all the way down to his feet.

His chiseled face was tan, his full lips twitched before he jolted as if he’d just been shocked only to go completely lifeless again as his wildly colored hair draped across the oak.

“What’s wrong with him?” I asked, unable to keep myself from getting closer, because I wanted to touch him, needed his touch, and wasn’t sure why except that I knew that I had to.

I had to.

My fingers grazed his arm.

A pulse.

A very fast pulse had me jerking my hand back, how could I feel his pulse through his arm?

“His blood,” Cassius’s eyes went white. And just like that, I remembered where I was.

In a house.

Closed in.

Locked in most likely.

With dangerous creatures.

Immortals who could break me with a simple thought or flick of their wrist.

“Easy.” Mason placed both hands on my shoulders and pressed down like he was trying to plant my feet into the floor. I let out a grunt as he continued to push. “You are protected.”

“Protected from you?” I whispered with a quiver.

“Protected from everything.” Mason whispered gruffly before releasing his grip and nodding toward Alex. “But not from him.”

I gulped.

The one man I needed protection from.

And I didn’t have it.

How was that for fair?

Because if I were being completely honest with myself, the angel was terrifying, just like Mason, the vampire had shifty eyes, and the girls even had this weird ethereal look about them, but Alex?

He absolutely horrified me.

Or maybe it was my reaction to him.

Maybe he made me scared of myself.

Of what I felt when he was near.

Dirty thoughts.

Thoughts I had no business having rushed to the forefront of my mind. Of Alex stripping every inch of clothing from my body — of his heat and mine joining — and then of ice so cold that it was hot filling my veins.

I sucked in a breath.

“Already his power grows.” Cassius eyed me cautiously. “If he can affect her even in a deep sleep.”

“Stay out of her head, Cass.” Stephanie touched his arm. “It isn’t polite.”

“Good thing I’m not polite.” He scowled and then smiled as she reached for his hand and squeezed it. With a sigh, he hung his head as a few feathers seemed to ruffle and then calm before completely tucking back into his wings and disappearing altogether. “I’ll stop.”

The room wept with heat.

I felt it everywhere.

With a shudder, I leaned on the oak table just as a hand shot out and grabbed my wrist.

And then Alex’s eyes opened.

They were a burning red.

I couldn’t breathe.

His grip was soft.

His stare penetrating as my body shook.

Waves of pleasure rushed over me until I was a sobbing mess, until tears collided with sweat.

Nostrils flaring, his eyes went from red to blue and back before his wild hair beamed at me like an electrocuted rainbow. If I had been in my right mind, I’d think he looked like a sexy unicorn.

But I wasn’t in my right mind.

My mind wasn’t my own.

It was his.

Some part of me told me to look away, to close my eyes, to ask for help, but a small voice told me the only way out was in.

It wasn’t my voice.

And it wasn’t one I recognized.

So I had no idea why I was listening.

For all I knew, I could be hallucinating.

The only way out is in.

So hot.

I was so hot.

I leaned into him as his grip lessened and then brushed a kiss across his scalding skin.

The minute my lips touched his.

My world shattered into relief.

And then strong arms wrapped around me, hoisting me up onto the table as my legs straddled the sexy muscular body beneath me.

Panting, I kissed him again and again, bruising my lips as I greedily tugged his hair with my hands pulling him closer and closer.

His taste was sweet.

And cool.

And then his hands were everywhere, too fast for me to push away, too fast for me to catch with my human eyes as blurs moved past my line of vision removing every single piece of clothing I had on from the bottom down.

When he was finished, his eyes were completely filled with red.

It shouldn’t be beautiful.

It was.

When I finally found the strength to look down and notice my own nakedness, I gasped and looked around, the room was empty.

It was just us.

On a kitchen table.

Yeah, completely normal.

“Do not die,” he whispered before kissing me again.

I had a really bad feeling about what was about to happen next.

“And,” I croaked when I found my voice. “If I do?”

He pulled away his red eyes blinking slowly before he answered in a hoarse voice. “Then all is lost.”
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Alex

 

THE RIVER WAS dripping red.

With blood.

Blood I’d spilled.

I let out a guttural cry as I fell to my feet and then I saw her. Hope. Across the river, she was laughing, smiling.

I reached out to her only to find that my hand wouldn’t move.

I yelled for her.

My mouth remained closed and even as my breathing slowed, I found I couldn’t take my eyes off her.

She was perfection.

From the wide curve of her hips to the edges of her fingertips. I wanted to lick every inch of her.

I was at peace.

Simply watching.

Peace had never come without sex.

Satisfaction was a not a thing I was accustomed to unless I was joined with another human being physically.

It was nice.

I felt warm.

And then too warm as darkness started to spread like a cloud across the field she was standing in.

And then, I saw him.

White hair with strips of red, a sword in hand, bleeding armor of black, caked in purple immortal blood.

Bannik.

His smile was cruel as he approached her.

Demeanor changed, he looked like an angel, like an original, he looked as he did before he and his brothers fell from the mountains.

And I hated him for his perfection.

For his beauty.

Beauty that only the angelic race could possess.

Beauty I would never have.

And for the first time in my existence, I was jealous as he reached for her hand and kissed it.

“NO!” I screamed, my lips finally moving but no sound came.

Hope dropped her hand and took a step back as he took a step forward.

He would not have her.

He would not touch her.

I would kill him.

I would kill all of them.

Every last one.

I would both start a war and end it.

I would destroy the planet and everyone in it — if he took what was mine.

My body shook with a need for war.

It started in my hands as my blood shook, boiling to the surface, and then I remembered what happened the last time I felt this way.

Death.

My fault.

They had all died.

With a roar, I fell to my knees.

And then opened my eyes to Hope.

All I saw was her.

My thirst — was for her.

There was no hunger, only a thirst that I knew she could quench, a desperate need to have her.

We had somehow created a mental bond.

The physical had to follow, or we would both die.

“You must reach your full potential.” A familiar voice beckoned.

And if what I’d just seen was prophecy, Bannik would succeed. If I did not take her.

He would.

And just like history repeating itself — a child of the elves would die.

She would die.

The room faded away as I reached for her and mindlessly pulled every inch of clothing from her glorious body. She felt so hot.

Comforting.

She felt perfect.

I fought the urge to claim her without permission — the last thing I needed was her heart stopping.

I’d seen it happen.

Pleasure had the potential to kill — it was why sirens were considered so deadly to humans.

You could die of good.

Just like you could die from the bad.

Odd, how anything in extremes could be your utter destruction.

I held back.

And kissed her.

Then wished someone would have warned me how it would feel — the mating — the claiming.

Then again, if Cassius had warned me, would I have believed him anyway? Waves of pleasure assaulted me until I couldn’t see straight, until there were ten of her, and greedily I wanted all ten of the visions in front of me, I wanted to give endless orgasms, plunder until I was unconscious, until all anyone smelled on her was me.

“Do not die,” I begged, not recognizing the dark pleading in my own voice.

“And if I do?”

“Then all is lost.” I answered before claiming her lips again, tasting the salt of the earth on her tongue as her fingers dug into my biceps.

I distracted her with my kisses, numbing her to the fact that within minutes her life would never be the same.

With each kiss, I drew more and more of her memories into my consciousness.

Her lonely childhood.

Her adoptive parents.

Each with small tattoos on the inside of their wrists.

Each with light blue-green eyes.

I kissed deeper.

Harder.

“Teach her,” they begged.

“Love her,” they whispered.

“She is yours,” they exhaled.

And like dust disappeared.

Orphaning her.

A deep sense of loneliness filled my body as I shook for more of her memories, only this time it was as if I was blocked — I searched, prodded, and was met with only darkness, like she’d been sleeping for years, only to just now awaken.

Hope shifted in my arms, trying to move closer, her eyes wild with lust. It had never bothered me before. The lust.

I brought it out of everyone.

But for the first time in my life.

I craved more than that.

I craved her love.

Something I had been without — for as long as I could remember.

The memory of my mother’s words haunted me in that moment, the stab of pain as she drove the knife into my back — as my own father looked at me as an abomination and cruelly smiled when I fell to the floor covered in immortal blood.

“Alex,” Hope gripped my face with both of her hands.

My breath came out in heavy rasps, like I was choking on my own memories and couldn’t focus on anything except for the terror of never being wanted.

Or loved.

Or cared for.

And then there was Hope.

She kissed me softly then.

On the corner of my mouth.

I ran my tongue over the spot where her lips had touched and was met with the salt of her tears.

She was crying.

No.

I reached up and touched my cheeks.

Those tears were mine.

“It’s okay.” The weak elf calmed me. The weak human spoke peace into existence, and I felt it wrap its arms around me, grounding me.

“This must happen.” I whispered. “It cannot be stopped.”

“Do you see me stopping it?” She countered in a brave tone.

“No.” My lips twitched as I reached for the front of my leather pants and tugged them free. “At least not yet.”

Her eyes widened a fraction before she lifted her head and said in a shaky voice. “I’m not afraid.”

“Yes, you are.”

“Yes, I am,” she echoed. “Death by orgasm wasn’t really on the plan for today.”

“Believe me when I say…” I stole a kiss and then another. “It would be a good way to go.”

“Says the one who’s living.”

“Silly elf.” I gripped her chin with my thumb and forefinger. “It is called the little death — both people die — let’s just hope that once you find your pleasure, it isn’t so overwhelming your heart stops.”

She gulped. “Will the heat get worse?”

“It will always get worse until you find what you need.”

“And what do I need?” Her heart hammered in her chest. I could hear it soaring to new heights as she leaned into me.

“I thought that should be obvious.” I thrust my hips against hers. “You need me.”

I didn’t give her time to think before I thrust into her, holding her body in place, allowing each sensation to build across her body in small manageable waves before the pleasure built once again.

“What’s—?” She squirmed and then relaxed before her body went completely rigid, her eyes widened and then she whispered. “Is that all?”

Uncontrollable laughter bubbled out of me. “I ripped off the band-aid.”

“Am I the band-aid?”

“Go ahead….” I challenged her, arching my eyebrows with amusement. “Move.”

She frowned.

I gripped her hips and blew across her lips knowing it would cool her down a fraction before the heat built up again between us. She had no choice but to move.

She flinched.

It was enough.

Her entire body exploded around me like a rainbow bursting through the kitchen, and then she moved again.

I gave her everything, allowing her to experience me without me forcing her, but when she slid her body against me a third time, I knew I couldn’t stay frozen.

Because a siren could only allow someone to take their pleasure for so long before they have to reciprocate.

It would be a pity if she died.

Because I liked her.

Too much.

More than I should.

I love you!

Don’t leave me! Don’t go to her!

The familiar voice screamed at me only to stop the minute Hope collapsed against my shoulder.

She panted against my shoulder as she experienced another release, and then I whispered with a wicked grin. “My turn.”
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Hope

 

HIS EYES BLAZED red as he lifted me slowly into his arms. I opened my mouth to speak, but jolts of pleasure rocked through me, stealing my words. I couldn’t stop those intoxicating zaps even if I wanted to; it was like every time I moved, I was shocked.

He was right.

It would be a good way to go.

I’d never felt anything like it before.

How was it possible to feel so much? To be so sated yet greedy for more of him?

His overly long hair seemed to grow before my very eyes into something out of a fairy tale as rainbow colored strands entwined with one another and then went completely black as night. His eyes went from red to an icy blue that filled the entire expanse of his eyes.

His skin appeared as though kissed by the sun, the smell of rain attacked my senses. And then he spoke.

“You will belong to no one else.” His voice was as commanding as it was heavy, as though the weight of his words had settled across my body pushing me like gravity into the table.

I couldn’t shake the familiarity of his words, the way they burned into my soul like I’d been waiting for them for thousands of years.

Alex’s eyes locked onto mine. “Say yes.”

It was the fighter in me — that demanded I say no. That said he should at least say please.

But I was too overwhelmed to do anything but nod as his head tilted to the side in a predatory movement that had me wondering if he was more animal than man.

My answer came when he quite literally leaped into the air, pulling me with him before literally sucking the life out of me with his kiss.

He drank me.

This wasn’t kissing.

It felt like he was devouring my soul, my entire body clenched as his lips molded around mine, sucking, plundering as his tongue flicked, as he sucked until I thought I was going to pass out.

Air left my lungs.

And then Alex exhaled into me, as if he was bringing me back to life, and at that moment, he thrust into me again. Another breath, another thrust, until he filled me with each exhale. Like he’d stolen my soul and was giving me his.

A loud crack sounded as he slammed his hand against the wall by my head, and then I was in his arms as pieces of dust fell across my cheeks.

“Mine.” He exhaled a kiss. “Say. It.”

I couldn’t breathe, so I nodded as tears streamed down my face. It was perfect. I could feel him everywhere, inside my head, my body, my thoughts. The taste of his air was different.

“Breathe,” he commanded, pulling back just slightly as a piece of charcoal hair kissed his chin. “In and out.”

My vision blurred as I tried to inhale and when I did, the air tasted wet, like a sweet honey-infused sweat.

“Yours,” I finally choked out.

“And now we begin.” He smirked.

“What?” Panic flooded my body. “I thought we were already…” I mean we were literally in the middle of sex against a wall and—

He kissed my neck once, twice, his lips brushing down to my collarbone before he thrust one more time.

My world exploded into tiny fragments before my very eyes as my body tried to rationalize the way he was making me feel, the pleasure that was pulsating through my veins.

And just when I was able to finally breathe again.

I lost all vision.

And consciousness.
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Mason

 

“RELAX.” CASSIUS SAID again with a flick of his wrist as Stephanie moved her chess piece. “Things are going as planned.”

“Planned?” The hell! I stood and paced in front of the fireplace. “I heard the wall crack! He’s going to kill her!”

“Alex has only killed a sexual partner three times in his entire existence.” Stephanie said in a bored tone. “And he was young.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better,” I grumbled. For some reason, I felt protective of the little thing. She was a curvy little spitfire who would most likely fight him at every turn, and the mating process — it needed two minds to willingly join both physically and spiritually.

I gulped as a spasm of pain sliced through my chest.

I placed my hand over the spot that hurt and rubbed.

It always hurt.

Because of her.

It would hurt for an eternity — until we were re-joined in the afterlife… that was if the heavens allowed us to be together. It wasn’t as if we were doing a good job of keeping evil at bay — I glanced around the room at the ragtag team.

The Immortal Council was strong.

Ethan had Genesis and their twins, who were growing before my very eyes. Cassius was an archangel and had his Stephanie.

And now what? Alex had Hope.

But did he truly have her?

Besides, she was royalty. She was special. The only elf who could not die through childbirth. And he, the most powerful siren, yeah that was going to work out just great! The guy literally had the power to kill by orgasm.

I let out a frustrated growl as a scream of pain erupted from the kitchen. My knuckles burned with the need to fight. My beast roared for me to transform and take that siren’s head off.

I’d been alive for hundreds of years.

And it wasn’t until recently that I had trouble controlling my temper.

My urges.

I blinked back the anger, the pain, the need to attack, and tried to take a deep breath.

“It grows within.” Cassius suddenly said at my side. Seconds ago, he had been playing chess and now he was annoyingly poking around in my head.

“Go to Hell,” I grumbled running a rough hand over my face. When was the last time I ate? Maybe that was it. I needed to feed.

“On something more than a berry, perhaps?” Cassius suggested in that ridiculously arrogant tone of his.

“Don’t make me kill you, Angel.”

“I would pay to see that fight.” Ethan smirked from across the room as he sipped a cup of blood, his eyes flashing green.

“She could die,” I said again. Maybe if I kept saying it, they would take me more seriously. “We need them to mate. And she is afraid of him!”

“She’s afraid of all of us.” Genesis’s soft voice was the only one able to bring me comfort. Her hand slid into mine as she laid her head on me, her weight settling nicely against my body. I craved her warmth, but not as much as I craved her friendship. “It’s a normal reaction.”

“Normal.” I repeated with a snort. “None of us are normal.”

“Humans are the weird ones,” Stephanie agreed.

“Humans are the chosen ones,” Cassius corrected.

“They cannot even feed themselves!” I argued, raising my voice. “If you asked a human to hunt a lion, they would become dinner!”

“Hunt many lions in your day?” Ethan piped up, and suddenly all of my family surrounded me like I was about ready to break through the window and go completely savage like those zoo animals in that silly Disney movie Genesis forced me to watch.

“What?” I blinked at each of them. Ethan stood protectively in front of the hall leading to the kitchen while Cassius braced my shoulder with his heavy-as-hell hand.

“Control yourself,” Ethan warned. “Your hunger grows.”

“Fine!” I threw my hands in the air. “I will eat when they are done… coupling.”

Genesis snorted out a laugh.

“Not that hunger.” Ethan seemed amused.

“I don’t understand.”

“Your sexual hunger.” Ethan’s smile was so wide I wanted to punch his teeth out then slam his face into the glass coffee table. “You can smell their lust — it is awakening your own need to mate.”

“So you’re saying…” I clenched my fist. “That in a messed up way, Alex is turning me on?”

Cassius shook next to me.

I turned slightly.

The bastard was laughing!

He never laughed!

“I’m killing all of you,” I muttered. “Fair warning.”

“Get laid, Wolf.” Ethan winked. “Until then, maybe stay away from the Siren’s scent.”

The warning left a sour taste in my mouth, and I recoiled with a grimace. “I don’t want Alex.”

“To be fair…” Cassius shrugged. “Even the houseplant leans with all of its might toward the kitchen. Nature cannot help itself, and it seems… neither can you. Go for a nice long walk, maybe jump in a river.”

“And stay there, cool off,” Ethan added. “For at least a half hour.”

I glared at my companions. “I hate all of you.”

“Walks are good for dogs.” Ethan grinned.

I flipped him off and ran out of the house.
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Alex

 

I WOULD KILL her.

Just like I’d killed them.

Maybe not on purpose.

Maybe it would be an accident. Something that happened out of my own selfish ambition, because the pain was too much, because I was too distracted with my own needs.

But I knew it just as I knew my name, my purpose, my own daily suffering, and pain.

I would kill her.

And it would destroy me.

Her body trembled as I picked her up into my arms and slowly carried her up the stairs into my section of the house, a place I hardly let anyone enter, a place that nobody dared even try since it dripped with my scent.

And my scent had a way of making even the most logically minded people lose their shit.

It was why we never kept pets.

Mason refused to be called one anyway.

The point was, living organisms could only stand me for so long before they either needed me beyond reason, or hated me for their own want.

My parents had hated me.

Why would Hope be any different?

I’d unlocked a part of her that could never be hidden again, a part of her that would always need me, crave me, want me. And if we were separated she would die.

Of course she would hate me.

Because she would run.

And she would die.

And it — all of it — would be my fault.

A heaviness settled across my shoulders as I kicked open my door and laid her on the bed.

Her breathing was shallow.

And my world exploded into bright colors just watching her inhale and exhale.

I was owned by her.

And I would never tell her.

I crossed my arms and hovered over her and then shook her awake.

When her eyes opened, they were red like mine.

Pride swelled before I pushed it the hell down and fought for control. Taking her again would be glorious. This time, I’d hear her scream my name before she passed out, this time, I’d strip her naked and lick her until I had her taste memorized, this time—

“What happened?” She pushed up on her elbows as her eyes went back to a boring chocolate brown. One I didn’t find beautiful at all.

Not.

One.

Bit.

God, she’d tasted like chocolate.

No!

“Congratulations are in order I think.” I winked, careful to keep my tone happy. “We’re mated, and we can now continue on saving the world. Thank you for your participation in the immortal mating program.” I held out my hand. She stared at it. “You shake it.”

“I’m human. I know how to shake hands.”

“Then you’d be doing it, but all you’re doing is staring at mine. I know how much you want to taste them, lick every inch of them, and there will be plenty of time for that when we have our scheduled sex, but until then…” I shrugged. “Out.”

“Out?”

“Yes.” I nodded slowly. “Are you always this dense? Out of my room.”

Finally, Hope took my hand and moved to a sitting position on the bed, she looked good there; she belonged there, by my side, in my bed, between my sheets, me between her thighs.

I shoved the thought far, far away and gave her a perfectly bored expression. “Has your hearing gone?”

“We’re mated.” She said the words carefully then blinked up at me. “And now you’re kicking me out of your room?”

“Here’s how this is going to go, elf…” I sat down next to her and patted her knee. “I’m going to use you for sex, so neither of us dies. I’ll grow in power because well, naturally mates are stronger together… you’ll be fed, clothed, and be given a roof over your head and maybe, if we can convince tight-ass Cassius, we’ll get you a nice 401k with a stellar retirement plan.”

She jerked back. “What did you say?”

“401K.” I leaned in. “Basically we’ll match whatever—”

She slammed a hand over my mouth then jerked back. “I’m not stupid. I know what a 401K is. What I don’t understand is why you’re kicking me out. Aren’t mates…?” A pretty blush stained her cheeks. I wanted to lick the exact spot where her skin turned pink and then see how many times I could make it change color. “Aren’t they almost… married?”

“Yes.” Damn she was frustrating and clearly not getting the point. I didn’t want to be mean. But it was necessary. Keeping her alive was more important than making sure her heart was intact. I would kill her, just like I had killed the rest of her family. A person did not come back from that. I would never forgive myself. She would live.

Or I would die trying.

Even now I shook with the power she gave me, the power that I’d always tried to hide — ever since the elves deaths. I had too much of it — I always did, I always would.

“Look,” I grabbed both of her hands. “It’s been fun, but this—” I pointed between us. “—is nothing but an agreement that mutually benefits us both. We have a world to save from itself, and you have… things to plant.”

Her stunned expression made me want to take back the words the minute I said them.

She huffed out a breath. “So, I’m basically your sex slave.”

“With,” I said cheerfully, “a 401K. Think of the possibilities, kiddo!” I pulled her to her feet and slapped her on the ass. “Now, out you go. I’m exhausted.”

“But—” She choked out the word as tears streamed down her face. “Was I not good enough? Did I do a bad job?”

I hated myself. “I’ve had worse. And with proper teaching, you’ll get better.” She was the best I’d ever had. Even now I craved her, could smell my scent all over her.

Hope was still frowning and silently crying when I shoved her toward the door.

I didn’t have room in my life for failure.

Not now.

Not when I had a job to do.

And I refused to fail them, her race, for the second time.

Distance. She needed distance away from me. Better she know that now than getting her hopes up that this relationship would be anything more than physical.

It was survival.

Necessity.

It would never be love.
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Hope

 

WITH EVERY STEP I took away from Alex, a tingling sensation burned down my arms, like a low-level shock to my skin. I clenched my fingers tightly and kept walking until I reached his bedroom door.

When I placed a hand on the doorknob, another jolt had me resting my head against the sturdy wood before I was finally able to turn the knob and pull the door open.

Why was I so weak?

And why did it feel like I was getting weaker?

That was why he hated me.

I represented nothing but weakness to him.

But how was that my fault?

How was any of this my fault?

The burn transformed into a slow pulsating hum as I glanced one last time over my shoulder to see Alex pull out an old-fashioned kitchen timer and turn it a few times.

“Cooking a ham?” I tried joking. It was either that or actually face the fact that I’d been completely screwed in more ways than one by one of the most beautiful creatures I’d ever laid eyes on.

I’d been a loner all my life.

And yet in that moment, I’d never felt it in such a suffocating way. Maybe it was the warmth he gave off, for one split second I felt beautiful, flawless, important.

Wanted.

I gulped back tears and straightened my spine.

I might be physically weak.

But showing him my emotional weakness was out of the question.

That was mine.

And I wasn’t going to give it to him — even if my heart felt shaky with every breath I took.

“Sex clock.” Alex winked. I hated his wink. It made my legs turn to jelly and my body burn with desire. It would be easy to hate him if his smile wasn’t so perfect. If his scent didn’t roll off of him in waves, tempting me, teasing me with every inhale.

He would be easy to hate if he was anything but a siren.

“Sex clock,” I repeated dumbly as my body roared to life.

“I like to be punctual in all things.” He crossed his toned arms over his bronzed chest. He almost looked normal. If normal meant he had diamonds for eyes and hair with shots of shimmering rainbow colors that changed with each movement — each breath. And his lips, full, tempting, made for sin, like they had a mind of their own. How could something so normal, albeit hot, make him stand out as something far more than human? Even now my body betrayed me, but what was worse, he felt — like home. Right. Like all my life I’d been missing a piece and finally found it, only to get told I was wrong. “When the clock strikes….” His grin grew as he moved his fingers in a little come hither motion. “You come… running.” He paused. “Amongst other things.”

My body was completely in agreement with that plan.

My heart hated my body.

And my mind hated everything.

Even him.

I closed my eyes briefly before I opened them again and said the only thing I could say. “I have plants to water.”

His expression fell.

And for a second, he looked like he was going to say something, like he was going to reach out and pull me against his chest and tell me he’d been kidding, or that he couldn’t handle another second without touching me.

Instead, he reached into his pocket, tossed me a pair of keys and said, “Take one of Ethan’s spare cars, it’s right out front. Not the first time he’s been forced to share, oh and Hope? Make sure you shower before you’re in my bed again… I don’t like sharing your skin with dirt. Gets on my tongue… understand?”

I had a sudden vision of chucking the keys at his head or maybe just shoving them into his heartless chest — instead, I shrugged and said. “I’ll be back when my job’s done if I’m too dirty you can always find some other human to torture.”

His predatory glare was back. “Why would I waste my time on another human when I’ve spent all day training you?”

Just when I thought he couldn’t get any ruder, any more cruel.

I didn’t hang my head.

I didn’t cry.

Maybe because I knew it was too good to be true. A siren.

And a glorified gardener.

Who had elf blood.

Whatever that meant.

Green thumb?

Yeah, right.

More like, it was the only job I could get.

I think.

The memory was fuzzy.

Like all of my memories lately.

I ran out of the room before I did something stupid like cried — or worse, begged him to kiss me again.

As I stumbled down the stairs, keys clenched in my right hand, a jarring slice of pain struck between my ribs as though I was having some sort of serious heart attack.

With a cry, I fell down the last three stairs and with a loud crack landed on both kneecaps.

That was going to bruise.

“One reason,” a gruff voice said as two legs appeared in my line of vision. “Give me one reason not to rip his head from his shoulders.”

Strong arms pulled me into the air nearly sending me into the ceiling before placing me on the ground. Mason sniffed my neck and then knelt before me, his gruff hair covering most of his face as twigs and leaves poked out from the sandy brown mess.

“Be still.” He demanded in a low voice before his mouth descended just inches from one knee, he blew across the ripped part of my leggings, exposing one bloody knee, and then did the same to the other. Within minutes, the stinging stopped, and then the crazy wolf man licked me.

Twice.

I tried to jerk away, but his strong grip held me firm.

When he stood. The pain was gone.

The burning in my body — still sadly there.

I didn’t realize anyone else was in the room until a hand appeared from my peripheral and slowly slid up my neck. “I can only stop it for so long.”

I turned and saw green.

Bright green fire.

Ethan’s eyes locked on mine before he very casually touched his lips to my neck while Mason held my hand.

A brief pain stabbed me in the neck.

And then.

The burning increased before steadying off into a pleasant hum that didn’t make me want to scratch my skin off.

“What did you do?”

And why was I between two immortal men like a sandwich?

“Fighting fire with fire.” Ethan lifted a shoulder casually. “It will get better, give him time, it’s a very….” His eyes went back to normal. “Tedious process.”

“That?” I pointed back up the stairs. “That was tedious?”

“It’s harder for sirens.” Ethan spoke the words slowly before sharing a look with Mason.

“Sirens.” Mason spat the word. “Are always hard. Never soft.”

“That’s the point I think.” Ethan offered a slight smile while Mason let out a low growl.

“Thank you.” I rubbed my arms as I stepped away from both of the overwhelming men and then tried to find my way out of the house.

By the time I reached the front door, it had been at least fifteen minutes.

The car was exactly where Alex had left it.

What was I even doing?

Going back to work?

Like that was going to make everything suddenly better? Like my life would make sense again?

But it was all I had.

The monotony of a job.

I had to get away.

From all of them.

But especially from him.

I glanced back at the house and slowly looked up only to see a curtain fall from the window.

Alone again.

Only this time, I knew what it was like to be a part of something — to belong. So the pain at getting in the car and driving away wasn’t only acute. It was a painful awareness that I really didn’t fit in anywhere, that there was something wrong with me, not everyone else.

He didn’t want me.

I was a means to an end.

I closed off my mind to the feelings he’d brought out in me and focused on the road.

Drive to the immortal compound.

Water the plants.

As I had done since the day I was hired.

I tried to conjure up the memory and was left seeing an image of myself at the compound listening to the human training coordinator rattle off instructions. But how had I known about the job? How had I even gotten there?

Already being with the immortals was muddling my mind if I couldn’t even remember what I had been doing two years ago!

Or was it days?

Panicked, I turned up the music and pushed all thoughts of Alex and the immortals away.
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Alex

London, England 1815

 

THEIR EYES WERE empty, as though someone had sucked the souls directly from their bodies. The scent of earth filled the air.

I fell to my knees amidst the gory scene before me, dipped a finger in the blue blood… and tasted.

The youngest elf had just left to get Sariel.

They’d been nervous about another one of the elves.

The scene unfolded before me like a play. One of the elves, the smaller, announced a pregnancy.

A hush sounded around the room as a moment of silence descended over the chosen women.

Elves were capable of mating with immortals and humans alike, they helped further the races — though every time they brought a new life into the world, it meant that they sacrificed their own.

To bring life.

It meant their own death, no matter who they mated with, human or immortal.

That was why they were a protected race.

But weak.

Weaker even than a human. Even though they had blood that fused with both worlds, they were a lot like Dark Ones — they didn’t belong in either.

And yet, it was a great honor, to carry an immortal into the world.

“Who is the father?” one of them whispered with leeriness in her voice.

“He is beautiful.” Her sigh was heavy with longing as the scent of burning wood and charcoal filled the air. “He said he would take care of me… of us.”

One of the other women stood. “You smell wrong.”

“Maybe it is the pregnancy?” another piped up.

“Her eyes. Look at her eyes.” With a choking cry, one of the elves covered her mouth.

The small one shook her head. “I feel fine.”

Dark smoke filled the air and then.

Death.

Five minutes. Had I been on time…

Death would not have come knocking.

 

I jolted awake from the nightmare covered in sweat. The dreams always ended there.

Like a puzzle without its final piece.

They had never found the killer.

And the bodies of the elves were buried in the immortal compound, locked away from anyone trying to seek any part of their bones for some sick ritual.

Because all immortals knew, the only way to create an abomination — was to use the immortal dead.

My memories always ended there, as if a giant ass chunk of my past was so painful that my brain refused to logically lock onto the memories like they were real. And every single mention of it to Cassius only ended up with him shrugging and saying. “All in good time.”

I wiped the sweat from my body with the cool sheet and stood as the moon shone into the room, casting a silver glow across the white sheets.

She belonged next to me.

But every time I closed my eyes, I saw her blood on my hands.

I would be her death.

With a curse, I stomped over to the window and pushed it open, taking a much needed deep breath.

My car was still gone.

I glanced at my nightstand and let out an irritated sigh. It was late at night — too late for her to be by herself. Who the hell took a job watering plants anyway? Especially a defenseless human?

Elf.

Of course.

It made sense that she would be drawn to life — because a small part of her was always consciously aware that her one and only job was to produce life — and then die.

What a miserable existence.

A weak existence.

I had at least another ten hours before I needed her again.

Wanting her? That was an entirely different story. My body shook with want like I was a drug addict, my mind told me that one taste was all I needed and the burn would stop. But I knew the truth.

The burning hadn’t stopped since I’d turned fifteen.

The burning would not stop.

Until my death.

A loud knock on my door jarred my thoughts.

The door opened.

Of course it did because privacy wasn’t exactly something that was freely given at Ethan’s. But I was too much of a menace to society to live out on my own. Cassius had created a nice little protective barrier around my room making it so that the trees didn’t try to uproot themselves in an effort to fly through my window and fall prey to my seduction. In all my years living it had only happened once, and it was awkward as hell getting pinned to my own bed by a freaking branch.

“What?” I barked.

“You’re a giant asshole.” Mason seethed and then shook his head like he was trying to clear his thoughts. “Damn it, turn it off!”

“Like I can!” I yelled back at him. “You think I want you to—” I made a face. “Mason, that’s a physical impossibility and you know it.”

“OUT OF MY HEAD!”

“You need to get laid.” I smirked. “If I wasn’t mated I would do you a solid and—”

“Finish that sentence and I’m killing you. To hell with what Cassius says.” Mason growled. “I’m perfectly fine, you’ve just been… running too hot lately.”

“You’re telling me,” I whispered under my breath as a flicker of power burned beneath my skin. I thought I could hide it. But in the last few hours it had gotten worse, the need, the want, the desire to explode everything around me into tiny little fragments for my own pleasure. “Now what’s this asshole business about?”

“She fell down the stairs.” Mason lifted his chin in defiance and then smiled wickedly. “But don’t worry, Siren, I licked her wounds.”

Color exploded in my line of vision. “I’m sorry, you did what?” I rasped.

“Licked.” He took a step toward me and crossed his arms. “She tastes good, no?”

“Son of a bitch!” I charged at him slamming his body against the nearest wall as cement crumbled to the floor. “You touched mine?”

“And…” Mason wasn’t deterred. If anything, he looked downright cheerful. “I liked it.”

My fist came down on his face so hard that blood spewed from my knuckles and caked his cheek.

“That tickled.” Mason laughed through a mouthful of silver blood.

I was pulled away from him by both Ethan and Cassius.

Genesis and Stephanie came running into the room just in time to see the show.

“He licked her!” I accused.

“So?” Genesis shrugged. “Ethan bit her.”

“HE WHAT?” I roared as the room shook beneath my feet.

“If he turns into a rainbow you owe me ten dollars.” Stephanie elbowed Genesis, who nodded her head in agreement.

I couldn’t control the colors.

Pinks. Reds. Blues. Purples. They all flashed as a buzzing built in my body, my blood roared to life.

“He looks like a unicorn.” Genesis said in awe.

“Quick, a saddle!” Mason snapped his fingers at Cassius.

Vision blurring, I fell to my knees, in a desperate attempt to control my emotions. I didn’t want to kill my friends.

But it felt like a good idea.

It felt necessary.

Yes. Necessary.

Reach your full potential! A voice screamed in my head.

End them all! Just as I taught you! The pain only goes away when you lose control, Alex.

“No.” Cassius pulled the word into existence and then placed a hand on my head. “Alex you must learn to control yourself.”

“Don’t. Want. To.” I snarled. “Let me kill them!”

“They healed her when you did not.” Cassius leaned down to my eye level; his irises were a bright white. “Is that not friendship?”

“I didn’t know.”

“Bullshit,” came Mason’s reply.

“Downstairs,” Cassius whispered. “All of you.”

For once, nobody argued.

And I was left alone with the stupid angel.

The last person I wanted to be left with. Cassius saw too much. Because he saw everything, and thanks to his good ol’ angelic dad — the blood that ran through his veins was so pure it was a miracle he was able to even exist on the human plane without destroying everything in his path.

“You withhold yourself from her.” Cassius tilted his head. “Why?”

“Elf,” I managed to get out. “She is an elf.”

Cassius was quiet and then stood. “I see.”

“No, you don’t.”

“I do.” His tone was damned irritating, so calm, so rational. All of the things I wasn’t and would never be.

“I am her death.”

“No.” Cassius shuddered as he lifted his eyes heavenward, an icy mist began to fall from the ceiling. “I cannot see the future, you know this, only possibilities.”

“Mine is death.”

“You’re wrong.” Cassius’s eyes flashed white before the mist fell to the ground coating my room like an ice skating rink. “I see… Hope.”

 


[image: ]

 

Hope

 

DIRT CAKED MY fingernails as I dug into the new flowerbed and planted more of the purple tulips that the immortals found spellbinding.

Sweat poured down my back, creating a really nice stream as it made its way down my legs and into my flip-flops.

And technically — my shift ended hours ago.

But I wasn’t sure where to go.

Home?

To my apartment?

To Ethan’s house?

Where was home anyway?

Home.

Home.

Home.

I mulled the word around and was met with a solid wall of steel in my brain, like a door I couldn’t break through.

What the heck was wrong with me lately?

To make matters worse, just as promised, the numbing effects of whatever Ethan had done, had worn off hours ago, leaving me in a state of constant pain every time I tried to breathe like a normal human being.

Add that to the fact that it was already viciously hot in the compound, and I was a pile of gross.

A small part of me cheered at the thought of going back to Ethan’s, running up the stairs, and rubbing my sweaty body all over Alex’s pristine sheets.

But the smile only lasted for so long, because that certain daydream almost always ended up with me naked.

And him licking.

Always licking.

Like I was his personal lollipop.

I shuddered and walked down the dark empty hallway, my footsteps echoing squeaks across the marble floor.

I was about ten feet away from the main entrance when the door opened and clicked shut.

It was too dark to see.

Then again, I didn’t need my eyes to know who was standing mere feet from me in all his godlike glory.

“Is our time up?” I asked, hating that my hands shook at my sides waiting for his answer.

“No.” His voice was so soft, it was like he’d reached out and caressed my cheek with his words. “I was worried.”

I laughed.

He didn’t.

“I’ve been on my own a long time.” It wasn’t technically a lie since I couldn’t remember, right? “I promise, you have nothing to worry about. It’s not like anything’s going to happen to me.”

“Humans aren’t known for their intellect,” he said with an air of condescension.

“You need to work on your compliments.”

“You smell.”

I rolled my eyes. Seriously? This guy? Was I getting punished? “Alex.” I was exhausted. Gross. And feeling pretty rejected. The last thing I needed was the most beautiful man in the world telling me I smelled. “Can you please just tell me what you need so I can go? I’m not in the mood for you right now.”

That was a lie. I was always in the mood for him since he had first touched me, claimed me. At least physically.

Mentally and emotionally, he exhausted every last nerve.

“You didn’t let me finish,” he whispered. Was he closer? I couldn’t tell. My feet were basically nailed to the ground. And then he inched out of the shadows. His purple and black hair danced with every movement. Did he just snap his fingers and change colors? His amber eyes danced with lust and with a blink turned an icy purple as he inhaled. “You smell like air.”

I was having a hard time breathing. “Good air or bad air?”

“Isn’t all air good?” His sculpted face twisted into a frown. “It keeps you alive, right?”

“So I’m good air.” I nodded, worried that if I stopped watching him, he’d suddenly appear right in front of my face and pounce. “Thanks?”

“The air tastes like your arousal. Even when you hate me, you want me… how’s that for injustice?”

“Pretty annoying, actually,” I snapped. “Thanks for asking.”

Another foot closer. Moonlight streamed in through the windows to my right. His smile was deadly, the tilt of his head so sexual that I had a hard time not leaping into his arms.

“You smell. You’re dirty.” His nostrils flared as a grimace formed. “You’re weak.”

Tears burned my eyes as my lower lip quivered, reminding me that I was seconds away from bursting into tears.

“And yet, I’ve never wanted anything more… than I want you… right now. Just…” He grabbed my dirty hand. “As…” He brought my fingers to his mouth and sucked as an explosion of red haze filled his eyes. “You are.”

My knees threatened to buckle. I hated my own weakness at his words.

“Never let Mason lick you again.” The red haze darkened. ”And if Ethan offers to bite you, you cut off a limb, understand?”

“Oh.” I gulped and stepped away. “So that’s what this is about? Possession?”

His smile illuminated the entire room. “If it was a simple possession I’d have you and go. No, this goes much deeper.” His lush lips parted as he sucked the air between us drawing me to him.

My mouth was inches from his.

My body strained toward him.

And then something slammed into me from behind.

“NO!” Alex shouted as I fell to the ground in a heap. A searing pain exploded from my head.

“So we meet again.” A gruff voice echoed through the hall, my vision blurred as two boots stepped by my head. “You know, I think that’s the first time I’ve ever been able to sneak up on you. A bit distracted, are we, Alex?”

“Go to Hell!”

“Tsk, tsk, I already live there.” The man’s accent was slight, the smell of charred wood filled the air burning my nostrils. “What have we here?”

A face filled my line of vision.

It was too handsome to be human.

His eyes were too crazed to be sane.

“You have done a poor job of covering her scent, Siren.” The man stood once more and then shrugged. “This is your warning. He’s coming. His power grows. The ten are nearly drained, but the minute he tries to drink their blood and consume their power — it dries up in his throat.”

Alex was silent for a few heartbeats.

I wanted to ask so many questions, but my head hurt so bad it felt like I couldn’t think straight, like I didn’t know how to speak.

I moaned.

Alex was at my side instantly. “You didn’t have to stun her.”

“I was curious.” The man chuckled. “At any rate, the clock is ticking. I can only hold him off for so long before he suspects me of treachery.”

“He’s an idiot if he thinks demons don’t play both sides.”

“Ah, well…” The man sighed. “He’s been a bit consumed with himself lately. He doesn’t know that he needs a bonding agent to complete the process. Once he discovers a way to do that…”

“Yeah.” Alex swore. “The end.”

“Sadly, no happily ever after. Tell me, how is Mason these days? Still eating pinecones and wishing for a mate?”

“Maybe if you visited during the day you’d find out… rather than creeping along the shadows like a freak.”

“Ah, but I am a freak.” The man sounded upset about this. “A freak during the day and the night, no matter what humans may see… I am not good. Remember that, Alex, and tell your human to pay more attention to detail. I could have killed her at least a dozen times this evening.” He bent down again and sniffed my hair. I tried to jerk away, but my arms wouldn’t cooperate. “Pretty though, very pretty.” His eyes narrowed and then went completely black, but not before I saw a flash of blue fire — it matched the fire I saw on my wrist. “What is she?”

“None of your damn business.”

Red eyes flashed and then a hiss escaped from his mouth before fangs shot out from both the top and bottom row of his teeth. “Well, well, well… This is interesting.”

Alex glared at him. “Are you finished?”

The man slammed his hand against my arm and then bit down on the spot he’d touched.

My body erupted with pain.

“You can thank me later,” he said.

And then his voice sounded in my head. “Stay safe, my Hope.”

“TIMBER!” Alex shouted.

But the man was gone.

And so was my sanity, because when I looked down at my arm, it was covered in a tattoo of fire with a gold T inscription.

I opened my mouth to ask what it was as darkness closed in on me, and I lost all consciousness.
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Alex

 

“TRY HARDER!” I screamed until I was hoarse, but it was no use.

Cassius hung his head. “What’s done is done.”

I was seconds away from pulling my own hair out while Cassius once again placed his hand on her skin only to come back as if he’d been burned.

“You’re an archangel and still you can’t undo this?” I cried. “What good are you?”

Stephanie, my sister, glared at me. “Watch yourself, Alex.”

I ignored her and pounded my hands against the wall causing a picture to slam against the ground. “He marked her!”

“There go the family pictures.” Mason sighed.

Hope let out a little moan. My heart lurched in my chest as she blinked open her eyes and stared up at all of us hovering over her. “My head hurts.”

No shit.

She was going to be in a lot more pain if something wasn’t done. What the hell had Timber been thinking?

You know, a voice whispered.

Exactly what I’d been thinking.

Even now power surged within me, danced along my arms.

Demons sensed darkness.

And I had to wonder — if Timber knew mine.

Why was it, that I was suddenly getting the feeling that I was the only one incapable of protecting my own mate?

Mason could lick her wounds — wolf bastard.

Ethan could infuse her blood.

And I could screw her into oblivion.

Wow, good one, Alex. So useful.

As if reading my tumultuous thoughts, Cassius placed a hand on her temple and said, “I’ll take care of that.”

His statement hung in the air, thickening the tension to a choking degree while I watched her visibly relax and then stare up at me with fear-stricken eyes.

“The man at the compound,” she whispered in a small voice. “He—he did something—”

There was no time to prepare her.

I would have done anything in my power to protect her.

But that was just it, wasn’t it? She had the most important part of a siren. My body.

I had nothing else to offer her.

I hadn’t been given the same gifts as everyone else.

And the gravity of the situation killed me.

Would she always need someone like Mason watching over her? Since I refused to tap into the rest of my power?

If he was the better mate, then what the hell was I doing?

You cannot break the bond, Cassius mind-whispered into my brain like the annoying angel he was.

I gulped and gave a stiff nod in his direction.

Once mated — breaking the bond had the potential to kill one or both partners.

My death I could handle. Hers?

We all have our parts, Cassius mind-whispered again in his creepy, holier-than-though voice.

I shoved his presence out of my brain and focused in on Hope. Color was returning to her face, but the tattoo grew. It wrapped its black tendrils up her arm, slowly creeping across her skin until it slid around her neck like a necklace fit for a queen. The symbol of a crow would appear between her breasts. I’d seen it before, and then a smaller version would kiss the back of her neck.

She was marked.

Her arms were shaking as she scratched at the black inky movements of the tattoo.

“Don’t.” I placed my hand on hers, enjoying the buzz that still hummed beneath the surface of her skin. “Touching it will only make it worse.”

Tears streamed down her cheek. “Worse? How the heck can this get any worse!” She shook her arm as her breathing turned ragged, her heart rate soared, fluttering like a million butterflies trying to break out of her body, I could feel her every fear, and I blamed myself for them.

I closed my eyes and focused on her breathing and inhaled.

She followed.

Again. I whispered in her mind.

Finally, her breathing slowed to a normal, healthy rhythm. “Demons feed off emotions just like sirens, only where we share power and grow — they drain.” I sighed, while Mason shuffled on his feet.

I didn’t want to have to say it.

At all.

But nobody was speaking.

“Damn it.” I ran my fingers through my hair, my hands shaking with the movement. “Any emotion you feel, he will feel, but he’ll drain it from you so as to keep you from… attracting attention.”

“I don’t even know who he is!” She yelled, getting frantic again.

“He’s a powerful demon.” Ethan spoke first. “One who cheerfully plays whatever side suits him. For now, he’s on our side.”

“But never good,” I said quickly. “Demons are never good. Understand? They’re born out of evil—”

Cassius huffed next to me.

“Oh, please.” I rolled my eyes. “You have maybe one percent of their blood in your system. Maybe if you had more, you’d be able to remove his mark!”

Hope’s lower lip quivered. “Am I going to have this forever?”

I hung my head. “Until he calls his power back… yes.”

She sent me a hurt expression that had me ready to slit my wrists in dramatic fashion — like that would solve everything?

“Why?”

“I think…” Cassius tilted his head. “He was trying to protect you.”

“From Bannik?” Genesis piped up.

“No.” Cassius’s eyes jerked away from mine. “From Alex.”
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Hope

 

I WAS SENT to my room.

Well, not really my room — but Alex’s. Which made everything that much worse. I was afraid to touch anything.

And it didn’t help that his scent was everywhere — to be completely honest, it freaked me out that I knew what he smelled like, that the pillow I was resting my head on was so delicious I’d been tempted to stuff my face in it and suck in a giant breath.

That was just what I needed, Alex to walk in on me sniffing his pillows like I was committing a crime. The man was arrogant enough, and I hated that he knew the effect he had on women.

Why had I been able to control myself around him before?

And now? Now I wanted to touch him every single moment we had together.

My body and my mind were at war with one another. It was completely exhausting and depressing.

“This is ridiculous,” I grumbled to myself. What was I supposed to do? It wasn’t like it was humanly possible for me to relax, not with the creepy tattoo wrapping itself around my body.

Any normal person would be freaked out.

I think if anyone deserved a time out — it was me.

Granted, I’d known about the immortals, but going from knowing about them, to actually living with them was a giant stretch even by their standards, right? I mean, my little brain wasn’t exactly accustomed to seeing things like Cassius suddenly breathe ice into the room, or Ethan suck off of his wife’s neck, or even Mason — the man had clawed the crap out of the couch by accident! His nails could have impaled me if I was an inch closer to him.

That wasn’t normal.

And then there was Alex.

I sighed as my body heated.

Alex. Alex. Alex.

I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to force all sexy thoughts of him away from my brain.

He really wasn’t that pretty to look at.

Because he was too pretty.

Prettier than me.

By a long shot.

If you stared at us side by side, you’d think he was doing charity or something. It was that bad.

Then again, he even made the rest of the immortals pale in comparison.

“Stupid Alex,” I muttered.

“You called?” A silk voice wrapped itself around me, warmth invaded my fingertips as my heart fluttered.

Alex loomed over the bed. At least he was clothed. A white T-shirt had somehow glued itself to his body making sure that every single muscle strain was visible. His black leather pants so weren’t helpful.

They were tight.

Why leather? Why not jeans?

“They itch.” Alex said, answering my thoughts. “Besides, I like soft things against my skin, don’t you?”

He was doing it again, his eyes dilated as his mouth slowly descended.

I met him halfway, unable to stop myself.

But the minute our lips touched a searing pain erupted up my arm and wrapped around my neck.

I tried to suck in a breath.

And nothing…

There was no air.

Alex’s horrified gaze shifted to fury as he gripped me by the arms holding me against his chest, pounding me against the back. “Breathe.”

I’m trying! I screamed the thought at him.

“Shhh.” His hand slid down my back as he pressed my ear against his chest, his heart thudded slowly against my ear. “Breathe in and out.”

So I did.

I listened to his heart and then placed my hand there too, because it felt good, it felt warm, not hot, comforting.

In fact, the slight buzzing I’d had around him was completely gone, and in its place, I finally felt normal again.

So normal that I wasn’t ready to beg him for sex.

The alarm on the bedside table rang.

Alex shoved me away and cursed. “I’ll go get Mason.”

I found my voice. “What? Why? What’s going on, and why can’t I breathe?”

“So the prince’s kiss is poison,” Alex mused out loud. “Timber must have thought it would be amusing to protect you from power — all soul-sucking power and since I’m a siren and we feed off of emotions, just like demons… I can’t…” He paled. “I can’t touch you without hurting you.”

“But without touching me—” I swallowed. “Without…” I squinted up at his beautiful face. “You could die, right?”

“Eh, I’ve lived long enough.” He smirked.

“That’s not funny!” I jumped to my feet and swayed toward him, happy that I could actually be in the same room with him without thinking dirty thoughts, but even with his powers dulled toward me, I still wanted his hands all over my body. Damn him.

“Am I laughing?” Alex shrugged. “The best I can do is keep you alive until Timber stops playing his childish little game of Gotcha…. Mason can at least…” He gulped as tension filled his gaze, fists clenched he said through clenched teeth. “Please you. Touch you. While I can’t.”

I shook my head as tears filled my line of vision. “You’re just going to pass me off now?”

“Hell, no!” Alex roared. “You think I want him touching what’s mine? You think I’ll enjoy the fact that his dirty pinecone loving hands get to feel how silky your skin is while I sit downstairs and freaking burn?”

I gasped.

“You…” His eyes were back to that scary looking red, as a powerful shudder ran through him like a visible ripple across his muscled torso, his teeth snapped together, and the colors from his hair went completely black. I’d never seen him jealous — now I knew what it looked like — darkness itself. “…have no idea, the pain I feel when I can’t touch you.”

He’d slipped.

I knew it.

He knew it.

Because he’d just admitted that I wasn’t replaceable. And even though the situation was dire and terrifying, I found myself trying not to smile — even though he looked terrifying.

“Smug little elf,” he teased.

“Arrogant, hot-headed siren.”

His grin grew. “I can hear your heart pound, your blood soar…” His black eyes rolled back into his head. “The pleasure I could bring you right now… The places I would take you.” He swayed toward me licking his lips like he could already taste me.

My breath hitched. “Do it.”

Alex’s face turned to stone. “Believe me, the pain wouldn’t be livable.”

“But—” My palms began to sweat as his eyes scoured my body. Slowly, tendrils of heat pulsated between my legs as I clenched my thighs together and then cried out in pain. “Oh!”

“Right.” He cursed.

“Why Mason?” Pain burned me from the inside out, and all because what? Alex had tried to give me an orgasm without even touching me? Two days ago I would have been horrified. Right then? I was disappointed. What had he turned me into? “Why not Cassius, or Ethan?”

With each name I mentioned Alex’s expression darkened more and more. “Werewolves are healers.” He gulped. “The others would hurt you. Cassius would freeze your ass. Ethan would end up sucking you dry because vampires just love blood, and he would lose all control. The last time he killed by accident, it was nearly impossible to live with him.”

“Oh good, so it’s about his conscience.”

“More or less.” He grinned with a wink. “Stephanie would most likely hurt you, she’s horrible with controlling her powers, and I take it you haven’t ever swung that direction. Am I right?”

My cheeks heated. I gave him a jerky nod.

“So that leaves.” He swore violently. “WOLF!”

A pounding sounded on the stairs, and then Mason was in our room, panting, his brown hair wild around his face as he wiped a dirt smudge from his face. “What?”

“Racing a turtle again?” Alex teased.

Mason flipped him off then sniffed the air. “Something is off.”

Alex pointed at me. “Tick-Tock.”

With a growl, Mason clenched his hands. “And you expect me to do what? Lick her neck so she doesn’t die?”

“If you’d be so kind.” Alex crossed his arms. “And try not to enjoy it so much.”

“Wait.” I held up my hands, “I, um, I need a minute.”

“Her heart is fluttering.” Mason eyed me sadly. “She doesn’t want me to lick her, Alex, she wants you.”

“Well, I can’t touch her! I tried kissing her, and she nearly stopped breathing!”

Mason let out a gruff whine. “That sucks those balls of monkeys.”

“I think you mean that sucks monkey balls.” Alex swore again. “And it’s not like she needs actual sex like I do, she just needs… pleasure.”

I jerked my head in Alex’s direction. “Explain.”

“You, uh…” He winced. “Need to orgasm.”

“Oh.” I shrugged. “Aren’t there tools for that sort of thing—?”

Both Alex and Mason burst out laughing.

“What?” My cheeks heated. “What’s so funny?”

“Humans.” They muttered in unison.

Embarrassment flooded my senses. “I don’t get it, if I just need an orgasm, then I can…” I shrugged. “You know?” I mean I wasn’t exactly experienced in that arena, not really, but… what choice did I have?

Death?

Wolf?

Or me?

“That is not an orgasm,” Alex said with a simple shrug of his shoulders. “Humans are imperfect creatures, they are not immortal. They are given a sliver of pleasure whenever they do anything sexual, but the power behind a true orgasm is held from them. Ergo, you could try, and I’m sure it would feel okay, but not compared to what either of us could do with a simple thought. Basically, your pitiful toys and ways to get off—” His expression reflected distaste. “Don’t count. It’s like running a mile versus running a marathon.”

“Humans,” Mason muttered before stepping toward me and giving me a short bow. “It will be my honor to make you happy, Elf.”

“Stop that.” Alex cursed behind him. “You’ll give her a big head. Now, pleasure her so I can go hunt Timber and rip his head off. I can only last a few more days before I die.”

“Serious?” I asked the room.

“As death.” Alex was still smiling, though it was frozen on his face, like he was trying to make me feel better about the fact that if he didn’t’ have sex with me, his mate, he was going to cease to exist.

Mason touched my hand, as an electrical current from Alex slammed into me right along with the thought.

“I’ll kill him for touching her.”

“You’ve given me no choice,” Mason said out loud, right back at him.

Wait. If I could hear Alex’s thoughts when Mason touched me.

That meant… Alex’s power wasn’t blocked.

And I felt no pain.

I glanced between the two of them.

It was either the best idea I’d ever had.

Or the last one I’d ever think.

I gulped and reached for Alex’s hand while still linked to Mason, and reached up on my tiptoes to kiss him.
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Alex

 

MASON LET OUT a guttural moan as he shuddered next to me. Hope’s mouth fused to mine, her free hand winding through strands of my hair, tugging them free.

Holy shit.

I locked eyes with Mason while kissing her.

A look of pure steel crossed his features.

We were at an impasse.

She wanted me.

But she needed him in order to get me.

I was selfish enough to be completely on board with him getting used — but at the same time, Mason… had been celibate for over a hundred years.

So the fact that he was getting hit with the force of my arousal coupled with hers? Not to mention that we were mates.

I was surprised he was still standing.

And not panting or at least trying to hump the dresser.

Hell, I was having a hard time not humping the dresser, and she was kissing me — kissing me.

She tasted sweet. I cupped her hips with both hands and cursed as her tongue slipped past my lips.

Her hand still firmly gripping Mason’s.

It wasn’t an unfamiliar situation to be in — and it wasn’t arrogance speaking, just science. All creatures wanted me. I couldn’t help it.

And right now, Mason was having a hell of a time not wanting Hope, even though he knew the rules.

Mine.

My mate.

I had to give him credit — he was holding strong. Not moving an inch while she kissed me, so I allowed myself to close my eyes and drink in her kiss. Just a few more seconds, and then she deepened the kiss, the tips of her breasts pressed up against my chest.

And I lost my freaking mind.

I grabbed her by the ass and pulled her toward me, which caught Mason off guard completely jerking him against her backside.

Leaving her between both of our bodies.

With a shaky sigh, Mason rested his head on the back of hers, his hands sliding down her hips, grazing over my fingertips. I shook as every part of his skin grazed mine before coming into contact with hers.

Swaying on my feet, I broke off the kiss and stared him down.

He gulped as a bead of sweat trickled down his temple and slid down his chin.

Can you handle this?

No.

Honest.

It may kill me.

Good way to go?

You have no. Idea.

Mason took a few ragged breaths and then slowly nodded at me, giving his consent, even if it was going to make him go insane.

I was already halfway there.

Twenty-four hours. Sirens hated going that long.

And Hope? Her taste was addicting.

She blinked up at me. “This works… right?”

Mason grunted behind her.

Guilt flashed across her face.

I tilted her chin up with my thumb. “Trust me, he’s not suffering.”

“Speak for yourself.” Mason gritted out. “I feel… everything.”

Hope looked drugged. Hell, she was probably in little elf heaven. She wasn’t just drunk off of the feel of me — her mate.

She was drunk off the power of being at the mercy of two immortals. Her eyes flickered closed as I ran a hand down her cheek and cupped her neck, and then I shared a look with Mason before he bent down and licked down the side, his tongue slowly ran down to her collarbone. I lunged for that exact spot, tasting the healing properties of his saliva right along with the fresh smell of rain on Hope.

Mason pressed his hand against my back pulling the three of us so tightly together that all I could do was inhale Hope, while watching his resolve crumble before my eyes.

He was losing it.

What did I expect? For Mason? A man more animal than anything? To survive a siren’s mating?

“Hell, Mason.” I gripped his arm. “Focus.”

“I’m trying,” he said through clenched teeth.

“Damn it, tell anyone and I rip your paw from your arm.” I growled before I pulled him closer, until his mouth was inches from mine — and sucked the air between us.

His horrified expression would have been priceless if it wasn’t so necessary that I take away some of his arousal.

“Go ahead,” I encouraged, releasing his finally relaxed body into the arms of Hope’s.

And then I was watching a jealous nightmare come to life, as I shared, not only part of my essence with him, but my mate.

Kiss her, I commanded, able to control his movements since I’d taken control of his passion so fleetingly and infused the air with mine. He wouldn’t be able to help himself, and she’d only feel me — not him. Because in her mind, I was kissing her. I was touching her. And allowing Mason free rein.

Because for a brief few seconds, I’d turned the wolf into a siren.

God, I was good.

When he broke away from her, he was sucking in air as if he hadn’t breathed a day in his life.

I gripped his hand, feeling a tremor of pleasure run through his blood at the contact.

“Sorry,” I mumbled.

“The hell you are,” he fired back.

It wasn’t me he was attracted to.

It wasn’t even Hope.

It was the sexually charged air. He couldn’t help himself. In fact, I was surprised that none of the others had made it upstairs.

Ah yes, an orgy. I’d been accused of worse in this house.

It wouldn’t be the first or last time — not that it had happened since everyone had started selfishly mating all over the place.

Hope’s eyes widened as she touched her lips. Both of us approached her on the bed. I placed her on the mattress slowly stripping every inch of clothing from her body while Mason watched.

With each movement, he cursed me.

He finally looked away.

Not that it would help — he still felt us.

He felt it all.

Every lick, I gave her.

Every kiss.

Every wave of pleasure as her hips bucked off the bed.

And still, he held her hand, like a lifeline.

When I thrust into her, he let out a guttural curse, squeezing his eyes shut as the entire room shook like thunder.

It was over too soon.

I wanted more.

Poor Mason had completely sweat through his clothes.

“Make sure she’s okay,” I whispered as Hope passed out yet again. Even with a wolf as a link — I still hurt her with my power.

Mason rose over her, his eyes roamed over her body and then he licked across her chest, where I could hear her heart beat in a steady cadence.

“She’ll live.”

“And you?” I ran a hand through my sweat-filled hair. “Are you okay?”

“Do you even care?” Mason snapped, squeezing his eyes shut before standing and falling to his knees. His energy was zapped, and the damn guy needed to get laid.

“I can help.” I finally said after a few beats of silence.

“Touch me, and I cut off your hand.” He fired back.

I rolled my eyes. “I prefer women, not wolves.”

“Could have fooled me.”

“Oh, please!” I pulled him to his feet. “Tell me what you want and I’ll give it to you. It’s the least I can do.”

He shook his head slowly. “Not even a siren as practiced as you can take the hollow ache away.”

“You’re right,” I whispered. “But I can soothe it.”

I exhaled across his face then pulled away while his body went limp and then with a roar he ran into the bathroom and slammed the door behind him.

Minutes later, he stomped back into the room. “What the hell was that?”

“Think of it like… a mental sexual experience, only better. It feels real. But it’s not. Takes the ache away. I tried to find a really hairy one for you.”

“You’re a bastard.”

“What? You didn’t like her?”

“She… she mounted me!” He shoved me against the wall.

I burst out laughing. “I thought wolves liked that sort of thing, plus, you still got off… don’t lie, I can smell it on you.”

“I could kill you.”

“But you won’t.”

“But I won’t.” He finally smiled.

“Because beggars can’t be choosers, especially after a hundred years, right?”

He burst out laughing.

It was the first real laugh I’d heard from him.

Since his mate died.

The door to my room burst open revealing Cassius and Ethan.

Ethan’s arm shot out to stop Genesis from entering, his eyes were crazed while Stephanie took one step in and then slowly backed out leaving Cassius glaring at the two of us.

“What were you three doing?”

Hope chose that opportune time to wake up and grumble. “Playing… tag.”

Mason coughed into his hand while I said. “We took turns being it.”

Confusion washed over Cassius’s features before he sniffed the air and then sent a murderous expression in my direction. “We’ll discuss your orgy later. Right now. I need you downtown. Bannik has resurfaced.”

“Did he just say orgy?” Mason asked exactly what I was thinking.

“Genesis is teaching him way too much,” I grumbled and then winked at Hope. “Watch over my mate for me, Mason?”

“Yeah, yeah.” He huffed and then joined her on the bed.

She scooted away and eyed him skeptically. “Did we kiss?”

He flushed and then shrugged. “So, you like baseball?”

 


[image: ]

 

Hope

 

“TELL ME ABOUT the elves,” I asked after the third Disney movie. Mason was relentless. All he wanted to do was watch Lion King.

I finally convinced him to watch something that wasn’t a cartoon and ended up regretting it immediately when he started howling at the screen.

I covered my ears. “What are you doing?”

“It’s a car chase.” Ethan slipped into the room, his tone bored.

“He wants to chase the car.”

“Go to—” Howl. “Hell, Ethan!”

I quickly fast forwarded through that specific scene of Furious Seven and winced as Mason jumped up onto the couch with his feet and started panting.

“Okay, so no action films for you. Check.”

Ethan was back in the room laughing before disappearing again.

“What’s he doing?” I elbowed Mason.

“Research.” Mason didn’t take his eyes off the screen. “Cassius and Ethan have been pouring over ancient texts for weeks now. Nothing seems to be helpful, and Cassius is only allowed to see so much of the future, and when the future is tied to us, it is quite often blocked.”

I frowned as a chill spread over my body. “So, he’s not all-knowing?”

Mason tilted his head thoughtfully. “He knows what he needs to know. Beyond that, he can’t use any of his powers to force a human’s hand. At least not anymore.”

My thoughts drifted back to the day Cassius passed me in the compound and told me about my promotion.

Promotion my ass!

Had I known I was going to become a mate to a sex-crazed maniac and end up getting wolf spit on me, I think I would have said “pass.”

I chewed my lip. Maybe.

Images of Alex surged to the forefront of my mind.

I wanted him.

Again.

Seconds after Alex left me with Mason, Mason had gotten a text and then with jerky movements, had re-set the clock on the nightstand.

It was like getting punched in the face.

I wanted more than that.

More than his touch, more than the feel of him. Being with him physically was one thing — but that was as far as it extended. It was like every time I pushed him, he backed off when really all I wanted him to do was fight me.

Or maybe just fight for me.

“I feel your sadness.” Mason said in a thick voice as he plopped down next to me. “It’s choking.”

“Oh.” I tucked my feet under my body and grabbed the nearest blanket. “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you could feel emotions like that.”

“All immortals can. My abilities are a bit sensitive when it comes to you.” He flushed. “After…” With a cough and a flick of his wrist, he waved me off. “You know.” He frowned and then shook his shaggy head.

“The sex?” I helped out with a laugh.

He barked his own laugh and smiled. “Yeah. That. Though it always feels… like more with you, ever since we first met.”

“Familiar, right?”

“Very.” He nodded.

“So, the elves.” I tried again. “Tell me about them.”

He stared down at his hands, licking his lips before whistling out of the side of his mouth.

Cold air hit me in the face as Cassius suddenly towered over both of us.

“Yes?”

“History lesson. Elves 101.” Mason jabbed a finger in my direction. “It’s time, and you’re a better storyteller.”

Cassius’s eyes went solid white as he leaned over me and briefly touched my forehead.

It felt like I was falling into a pit of emptiness, and then my feet hit solid ground.

Cassius and Mason flanked either side of me and I had to briefly wonder if that was my future, the immortal sandwich.

I shivered as snow began to fall across my face, and then I realized it wasn’t because I was cold, but because it looked cold, so my body responded in the only way it knew how.

“You’ll get used to it.” Cassius shrugged. “Come.”

I followed him up a snowy trail through a forest that shimmered with each step I took. It felt like the stars were closer somehow, like we were reaching the sky but on earth still.

We stopped at the top of the hill.

Cassius’s black and red hair chilled until pieces of ice formed around some of the wet pieces kissing the edges of his jaw, causing a layer of frost to cover his lips.

When I looked back at Mason, he had his shirt off. “What?” He shrugged. “It’s hot.”

Immortals.

“Elves are a very old, purely female race, born before the immortals needed humans to mate. Many of them were killed off in the First Great War. One hundred escaped — five survived.” A large fire rolled down the hill consuming every tiny house, every piece of forest, lighting it up into an explosive flame.

And the man.

The same man from the compound, the one who had marked me, Timber, walked amongst the flames completely untouched.

He lifted his hand into the air and the flames stopped. His gaze snapped to mine, a cruel smile crossed his features before he was stabbed in the back by one of his men.

The steel went completely through his armor.

I gasped.

And tried to run to him but Cassius grabbed my arm before I could get one foot in front of the other.

He collapsed across one of the elves he had just killed. Rather than find joy in his apparent death, the woman cupped his bloodied body with her hands and slowly began sucking away the black blood, it stained her teeth while she sucked.

“What’s she doing?”

“Making him whole.” Mason said dumbfounded.

He was nearly sucked dry, his skin had even turned to normal color, his eyes flashed a bright blue before she pressed her cuts to his, the blood mixing, fusing together.

And like watching a light get shut off hers faded, completely into his body.

He stood and touched his chest.

No wound.

A trail of blood ran down his cheek, scarring the right side.

“There is only one reason a demon cries red, and this is why. Timber was the first demon to weep over a lost life.”

Timber fell to his knees and yelled out a gut wrenching scream. “WHY!”

And suddenly a man I didn’t recognize was at his side. He looked a lot like Cassius. His jet black hair was tied at the nape of his neck, his eyes white, he knelt next to Timber and whispered. “You have been raised for a time such as this.”

“Did you know?” Mason interrupted the scene by asking Cassius a question.

“I have not seen this past. My vision of the elves has always ended when Timber is revived.”

“What is this?” Mason asked in a humbled whisper.

Cassius exhaled slowly. “It seems, the past has finally invaded our future.”

The man next to Timber spoke again. “Protect her when no one else will… I command you. You will forget all of this until she awakens.”

“And if I fail?” Timber asked.

“Do. Not. Fail.” Each word was said so loudly, with such finality, that I had to cover my ears. The man disappeared into thin air.

And when Timber turned toward the rest of his followers, the ones still alive, the demons still crawling all over the mass of dead bodies, he did something incredible.

“Find the ones who still live. Save them all. Burn the rest. Tell no one of what you’ve seen here. We have a new master.”

They fell to their knees.

“Not me,” he whispered in a choked up voice.

“But soon… she will smell like life and death. She will reek of resurrection. She will be life itself. She is our… Hope.”

The vision ended.

I collapsed on the couch, covered head to toe in a cold, wet frost.

“Well, that didn’t go as planned.” Mason shook his hair wildly like a dog as pieces of icicles impaled themselves on the coffee table.

Cassius had a faraway look on his face.

Ethan ran into the room. “Did I just hear you right?”

Cassius nodded and turned to him. “We’ve been looking in the wrong place this entire time.”

All eyes fell to me.

I had a bad feeling.

“Bannik is not their true leader.” Cassius whispered. “She is.”
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Alex.

 

ABSOLUTE BULLSHIT, THAT’S what this was. I hated tracking demons. It made my skin crawl like bugs were scurrying all over me, biting me, sucking me. Every look sent my way made me want to punch teeth out.

I understood why.

And typically, it didn’t faze me.

But damn they all wanted to feed off of me — I promised them something they’d never had in their entire miserable existence. Peace.

I promised to sate their lust.

If they only knew that once I did that — they’d just crave more and die from want once I walked away — they wouldn’t be so eager to send their inappropriate thoughts my way. Hell, if they knew what I was capable of — if I knew — the power would destroy everything in its path.

“Octavian.” I clinked my beer bottle with his. “I need to talk to Timber.”

“He’s out.” Octavian chugged his beer and slammed it down onto the bar. His blond hair fell in waves over his forehead. “Said he had shit to do.”

“And I don’t?”

He snorted. “Please, like you do anything but screw.”

I itched to snap his neck like a twig. Would have done it if it wouldn’t have pissed Cassius off. Power surged through me after being with Hope. And what was even better — having Mason in the room only enhanced the overall charge of what had taken place.

So I was basically on the highest high of my life.

Sitting next to a demon who wanted to eat me so he could have all the warm, sexy feelings to himself.

Great.

“And Bannik?”

Octavian froze, his gaze lingering on the beer bottle in his hand. “Still… trying.”

“Fine.” I stood. “Tell Timber I need to see him as soon as possible, and keep an eye on Bannik.”

Octavian snaked out and grabbed my wrist, his eyes filled with lust. “You should stay.”

“I’d rather not get snacked on, thanks for the offer, though.” I winked.

He didn’t release his hold.

Sighing, I jerked my hand away, nearly causing him to slam his body against the ground before he caught himself with his free hand. “I don’t have time for games. I actually have a life.”

“Not for long.” He snorted.

“What was that?”

“Sirens. So stupid.” He swore and then crooked his finger. I had no choice but to lean in. “Bannik cannot drain the One’s Who Watch.”

“Yeah. Caught that.”

“He will stop at nothing to suck in their power. Even now he mixes the blood of immortals to find the right way to infuse.”

“So?”

“He has tried all of them but one.” Octavian looked behind his shoulder and then shoved away from the bar. “I’ve said enough.”

“Wait.” I grabbed him by the shirt. “What hasn’t he tried?”

I had no time to react before he bit into my neck and came back with a piece of flesh. “Siren.”
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I SOMEHOW MADE it home.

My neck burned like hell, even now the wound was festering with rot from the bastard’s dirty mouth.

Well either the world was going to end because he had my blood.

Or it wouldn’t.

Not the best odds, but what else could I say?

When I stumbled into the door, it was to find Cassius embracing Hope with Mason and Ethan surrounding her as well.

“The hell is this?” I roared.

“Shh.” Genesis slapped me on the chest. “They’re searching for something.”

“They’re touching!”

“Apparently, you and Mason did a lot more than touch today.” Stephanie piped up with a smirk.

“Don’t test me.” I fought to gain control of my emotions as more blood seeped through my fingers.

Stephanie gasped and ran toward me. “What happened?”

“Oh you know, a poisonous demon bite, but please tell me more about the living room orgy and how it’s missing the most important person in order to start the fun!”

“Wow.” Stephanie smirked and tugged at a piece of my black hair. Damn it, I was losing control more and more. “Don’t think I’ve ever seen you get that jealous.”

“Please. I’m always jealous. I can’t help it. I want all the attention, narcissist and all that.” I tried to play it off — but I was starting to get worried. The demon bite shouldn’t hurt this bad, the power should be out of my system after trying to heal the bite, and instead, my hair was turning a jealous black, my eyes burned — and I thirsted.

She rolled her eyes. “I’ll wake him, just give them all a minute, it’s been a taxing few hours.”

“No shit.” I said through clenched teeth as pain exploded in my neck.

Stephanie moved behind Cassius and gripped his purple feathers. They went ramrod straight toward her and shivered as she whispered something to them in the angelic tongue.

One that even she wasn’t supposed to know.

Look at that. Breaking rules all over the place since Cassius had turned angelic on all our asses.

A ruffle ran through his feathers before they made a little rustle and Cassius opened his eyes.

“He got bit?”

“Yes.” I said through clenched teeth. “He did. Care to kiss it better?”

Cassius shrugged a shoulder and completely ignored my jab. “Did you find Timber?”

“No, Octavian, however, has chosen his side.”

“Don’t be so sure.” Mason’s eyebrows rose as Hope suddenly came out of the vision and collapsed against him.

I growled.

I normally didn’t make such animalistic noises.

Mason’s lips twitched.

“Laugh and I kill you.”

“He’s really become so much more violent lately,” Genesis mused. “And he’s getting laid more often. How does that happen.”

“Hilarious.” I grit my teeth as panic swept through me.

“Not without help, though,” Stephanie teased.

“PLEASE! Like you all aren’t jealous of the fact that Mason had the best hour of his life!”

“It was more like thirty minutes,” Mason sputtered defensively. “And I barely remember it.” The bastard had the freaking audacity to blush.

“Remember, Cassius can taste your lies,” I sung in a sarcastic voice. Anything to get the focus away from my growing problem — hell maybe it would be better if I died, better if they didn’t have to deal with whatever was growing within me.

“It is wrong to lie, Mason.” Cassius scolded in that fatherly voice that had me choking out a laugh and then gritting my teeth as a fresh swell of pain shook me from head to toe. Damn it, I hated demon bites.

Mason stiffened and narrowed his eyes at me. “Remember.” He matched my voice. “You need me in order to live.”

Ethan whistled. “Checkmate.”

“Like you even KNOW what it feels like to win at chess,” Genesis pointed out before grasping his hand in hers.

“Why is everyone fighting?” Hope’s blurry-eyed look was like a punch to the gut. She was absolutely beautiful, every last curve of her. And she was mine. Mine to mate. Mine to protect. Mine to save. A surge of lust hit me before pain exploded in my chest. “And what’s that on your neck.”

“Demon hickey,” I said in a deadpan voice. My body felt like it weighed five thousand tons. I tried to lean against the couch and missed, sailing to the floor with a thump.

“Alex!” Hope was at my side immediately but I jerked away from her. With her expression full of hurt, she tried touching me again.

“Don’t.” I shook my head, but it just made the pain worse. “It will hurt you, and I don’t want to hurt you right now.”

“You are hurting her.” Cassius said in that scary as hell angelic voice. “When you reject the one who cares for you.”

“Can we talk about this when I’m not dying?” I wobbled to my feet. “I need sex.”

Mason bit out a curse while I gave him a hopeful look.

“Count me out.” Ethan held up his hands while Genesis rolled her eyes and shoved Mason toward me.

“I’m a prostitute.” Mason mumbled. “That’s what this has come to.”

“Don’t be silly.” I used him to stand. “Women are prostitutes, men are—”

“Gigolos.” Cassius said, shocking the hell out of everyone in the room, Stephanie included.

“The hell have you been letting him read, Steph?” I grumbled as Mason half carried me up the stairs. “And can someone please do something about this bite? It’s spreading.”

“It spreads because you let it.” Cassius said following us closely, his thoughts blocked completely from my nosey access.

“Bullshit. It spreads because it’s poison!”

Hope was close on my heels, and soon the entire gang was in my bedroom. The timer on my clock had been reset, just another reminder that what I needed wasn’t gonna happen.

Ethan let out a curse as I was tossed across the soft bed.

I saw two of Mason, and Cassius’s face was blurring in and out of my line of vision like someone was messing with a TV screen and kept adjusting the brightness. “Wow, my wildest dreams are coming true, an immortal orgy. Be honest, am I shaking a bit right now? I feel like I’m shaking. And to think all I had to be was at death’s door!” Yeah, I was delirious alright.

“You’re not dying,” Cassius said, yet again.

“I’m going to have to disagree, I feel cells dying, but sure, angel, I’m not dying, I’m simply… ceasing to exist. Is that a better way to explain things?”

Cassius rolled his eyes or at least he looked like he was rolling his eyes, it was impossible to tell.

“I’ll find Timber,” I thought I heard him say.

“Tell me you didn’t just say something about finding Timber. Another demon. I have one bite, don’t need two!”

“Good idea.” Ethan would agree with him. “He needs to reverse the protective tattoo on Hope, otherwise he really will die.”

“Would his death be so horrible?” Mason just had to say.

“I’m right here. Like an inch away from you.”

Mason growled.

I smirked in his general direction. “You’re just pissed because I’ve seen all of your little wolf fantasies.” And, because I was delirious, I added, “Tell me, is this whole Little Red Riding Hood thing new? Or have you always been obsessed with girls who carry baskets through the woods?”

“Let me kill him,” Mason begged the room.

And nobody answered!

“Thanks, guys!” A piercing pain shook my right shoulder. Great, it was spreading.

Hope was suddenly at my side.

Touching me.

I inhaled her scent, leaned toward her.

I knew she was probably touching Mason, and I didn’t want to see it. I couldn’t see it; it made me too angry, and any sort of intense emotional response would just drain me more.

I’d joked about sex, but that wouldn’t save me either.

I needed the bite to be gone.

It was parasitic by nature. And lucky me, sirens were the only race of immortals who didn’t just magically heal after a few days.

We had too much emotional essence, meaning the demon bite, once given, was in freaking heaven.

When demons bit vampires, it was like biting into acid, and I’d seen scars to prove it.

When they bit angels, they simply turned to dust.

And when they bit a Dark One, well, nothing really happened to either party other than severe pain since dark can’t really harm dark in that way.

I let out a yell of frustration as the stinging spread down my arm.

“I’ll return.” In a loud, annoying flutter of wings, Cassius was gone.

A soft hand pushed back my hair. “What can I do?” Why did she have to smell so good? The temptation to devour her was so strong I had to clench my teeth. See? Even at death’s door, all I really wanted was sex.

“That,” I whispered hoarsely. “As much as possible.”

Her scent wrapped around my body. “All I’m doing is caressing your face.”

Dare I admit that nobody had ever done that?

That my entire existence had revolved around sex? That the simple gesture of caressing my face or holding my hand held me captive in a way that brought me to my knees?

Dare I tell her, in my weakness, that love was something that eluded me, that my own parents didn’t love me?

That my life had started as one big pawn.

That I never truly knew who sired me.

Only that I was the most powerful siren in existence.

Being brought down by a lame-ass bite.

Why?

And how?

I groaned again when her hand moved to my right cheek, her fingers dancing across my skin. “You’re burning up.”

“Always hot.” I tried to smile. It hurt. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

Mason grunted.

“Ah, Wolf, you know it’s true.”

“I know that you’re a self-absorbed pain in my ass who thinks I have a Little Red Riding Hood fantasy.”

“And cookies.” I added just to piss him off. “She brings you cookies in bed.”

Hope snorted.

“It’s not funny,” Mason grumbled.

“Oh, right. There,” I teased. “Shove that cookie in right—”

“One day I shall kill you,” Mason said in a cheerful voice.

“This bite may beat you to it.” I tried to get more comfortable, tried and failed. Already I was burning up with a fever.

“Alex?” Hope said my name, or at least I think she did. “Alex?”

I opened my mouth.

Nothing came out.

A painful black mist overtook me, and all I saw was darkness.
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Hope

 

“HE DOESN’T LOOK good.” I gripped his hand like a lifeline. His gorgeous face was pale, even his lips lacked color; and the thing about Alex? His lips were always plump, colorful, juicy, just tempting anyone who had two working eyes to take a bite.

I shivered.

Mason shifted his weight on the other side of Alex then reached for his shirt and tore it off.

The smell of ash filled the room.

“It’s festering.” Mason sighed just as Ethan walked back in with Genesis. It had been hours since Cassius had left us. “It shouldn’t fester, demon bites never linger like this unless the host has untapped power.” He frowned harder. “This is not good.”

Hours and still no Timber.

Just seeing that man or demon again gave me the chills.

And not the good kind.

His eyes had been empty.

And his touch had felt… wrong. Foreign. Being around the rest of the immortals was uncomfortable enough but being around the demon had been… I couldn’t explain it, but it had felt, different.

And try as much as I wanted, I couldn’t get that stupid vision out of my head, the one where the demons bowed.

Queen.

It was impossible.

I watered plants for a living.

And was orphaned.

Cassius had tried to enter the past again, this time with all of us linked, and all we saw was the same vision again.

It always stopped when Timber commanded the rest of the demons to save the ones still on the brink of death.

Only, just before the dream ended, his eyes locked on mine, and I could have sworn he saw me.

Not in the past.

But as if, in the past, I had existed and he had seen me or seen what was to come.

It was the freakiest thing I’d ever experienced.

And nobody knew what it meant. If Cassius did, he had said nothing. Then again, I knew he wasn’t allowed to reveal possible futures.

If I were Cassius, I wouldn’t sleep at night.

Then again, did archangels with a bit of Dark One in their blood sleep?

A roaring filled the room.

Mason jolted from his spot on the bed and held his hand out to me in a cautious way as if to say don’t move.

His fingers elongated into massive claws.

It was like watching Wolverine transform right in front of me.

I told myself not to jump head first out the window. Normal. That was normal for Mason.

Normal, normal, normal.

The door to the room burst open.

I scurried against the headboard. Trapped. I was trapped. If Timber made it past Mason and Ethan I was going to die and—

Mason put his claws away. “Nice entrance.”

Timber’s clear blue eyes locked on mine before turning black. “Eh, I like to make a scene.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” Ethan mumbled. “I take it Cassius handed you your own ass and told you to either get here or die?”

“It was hardly a fair fight,” Timber grumbled. “But I’m here. Besides, it is time.”

“Time?” I found my voice. “Time for what?”

“Please move away from the siren.” Timber commanded as he took slow predatory steps toward me, his fangs elongated over his bottom lip. No wonder Alex’s wound looked like a wild animal had torn into him.

“No.” Who was this girl willing to die for a man who set a freaking timer for sex? Not me. A protectiveness surged through me as I tried to instantly cover Alex’s body only to forget that touching him brought me pain.

Except this time it didn’t.

Which meant.

His face had gone ashen.

“What did you do to him?” I yelled.

“He’ll be fine…” Timber shrugged. “If.”

“If?”

“Come with me.” Timber was a foot away from me now, his hand outstretched toward me. “It is time.”

“Time for what!” I roared. “I don’t understand.”

The room froze.

It froze.

At least that was the only way I could explain it. Mason was reaching for Ethan, while Ethan took a protective stance in front of Genesis. Even Alex seemed to stop breathing.

“What did you do?” Panicked, I struggled to breathe. Tears welling in my eyes.

Timber’s eyes flashed black. “Party trick?”

“What?”

He reached out in a blur of movement and grabbed my chin between his thumb and forefinger. His touch felt warm, not cold or dead like I expected.

He grinned as if he could hear my thoughts.

“Right hand.” He moved swiftly, grabbing my right hand and pressing it against his chest. His heart thudded in a slow rhythm. Entranced, I pressed my palm against him, like my fingers wanted to feel the heartbeat, to know it was really happening. I kept my hand there. Demons had hearts? I had no clue, and yet, I did. Something wasn’t right.

Something felt… very wrong.

Because Timber — he hadn’t just been in the past visions.

“You,” I whispered. “I… know you.”

“I imagine,” Timber said in a hoarse voice, “that you know all of us, you simply don’t remember it, for reasons I’m sure will be revealed soon.”

Slowly, he knelt on his left knee and then his right, my hand slid up to his shoulder, as he bowed his head, and as if I was part of some weird ritual that had been inherent in me since birth I placed my hand on the back of his head. That was crazy though, right? Something told me that logic wasn’t playing a role in any part of what was taking place.

Blue fire emerged from my palm and washed over him.

“Timber.” I barely got his name out before the fire enveloped his entire body. “Xypinos.”

I didn’t know the word.

I’d never spoken it in my life.

A jolt of power surged through my palm.

His head fell backward and then he stood, towering over me. “I am yours.”

“I don’t understand.”

He grabbed my arm, the one with the creepy black tattoo and kissed the inside of my wrist and then bit and sucked.

Black drained in a smoky haze from my arm into his lips as though he was drinking the power back into him.

When he was done, my arm was healed.

Completely.

“Come with me. Now,” he commanded, holding out his hand.

“No.” I shook my head. “I don’t know what just happened, but Alex is dying and he’s my mate—”

“He will be your death. And I swore to protect you. Either you come with me and he lives, or I let him die.”

I looked between the two of them, my heart twisting, shattering into tiny pieces. “But I care about him. I can’t—”

“Make your choice.” Timber’s eyes glowed red. “Now.”

Alex. I’m so sorry.

I’m so sorry.

He needed to live.

He had to live.

Slowly, I put my hand in Timber’s. He squeezed my fingers tightly and exhaled a puff of smoke in the air.

We walked by the frozen immortals and down the stairs.

Cassius was standing near the door; his feathers were purple, shedding a wet mist as he eyed us cautiously. “Keep her safe.”

“It is not me you have to worry about.” Timber said hoarsely. “I have seen his mind. He is not stable.”

“With her, he could be.” Cassius fired back. “But you have taken that from him, in more ways than one.”

“He killed an entire race,” Timber snarled. “A race I am honor bound to protect. So forgive me for not feeling more gracious right now. I saved his life. For her. Because she is our leader, our Hope. If he comes after her, there will be war.”

“There is always war,” Cassius said his eyes flashing white.

“At least now we are not on opposing sides.” Timber finally broke eye contact and turned to me. “At least now we have her.”

“Bannik will stop at nothing to destroy her.”

“And I will stop at nothing to protect her.”

“You must know I have seen the futures, Timber. Her leaving does not end well, not for any of us.”

Timber hesitated, his eyes closing briefly before he shook his head slowly. “I cannot allow her to be where she isn’t safe.”

Cassius tilted his head as his eyes flashed white. “Perhaps, I can.”

An icy feeling ran through my body, lingering in my temples before disappearing altogether.

“We are at an impasse.” Cassius’s steely gaze never left Timber’s. I was terrified and had no idea what was going on other than I was leaving with a dangerous stranger who thought he had some sort of psychotic claim to me.

I shook my cloudy head.

What was happening?

Apparently, I knew some sort of foreign language and my head still felt mildly cold, like someone or something was inside it.

“Watch.” The voice whispered.

I gulped as Cassius stepped away from me.

What had just happened?

My movements felt fuzzy, unsure.

“We’ll be in touch.” Cassius opened the door wider. “But do not fault me, if Alex comes after her. They are mated — they will die without one another.”

“Tsk, tsk,” Timber scowled. “Telling the little human elf lies. Death only occurs if he loves her and she him… And the siren upstairs, the only thing he’s in love with… is himself.”

I jerked at the truth of his words. Waiting for Cassius to deny it. Waiting for him to tell me to run back into Alex’s arms.

Waiting for that love, I’d so desperately craved from anyone or anything all of my life.

But he said nothing.

“Good evening.”

That was it.

Timber opened the door to a black Mercedes and helped me inside. When he closed it softly behind me, I flinched.

Minutes later, we were pulling away from the only real home I’d ever known.

And seconds after that, I began to softly cry.

My tears, however, were red.
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Timber

 

“HERE.” I SHOVED a white handkerchief in her direction. Naturally, she didn’t take it, she was too busy staring at the blood on her fingertips and from the sound of it, in the beginning stages of hyperventilating.

With a curse, I wiped both her hands and then her cheeks. My hands were quick, my movements precise, though my heart could hardly understand what I was looking at — what I was seeing before my very eyes.

I had seen her.

In my dreams.

I always saw her.

I yearned for her in ways that should be impossible for someone of my kind. I’d confessed to Sariel before his death that I was having visions.

And the angel had laughed at me.

It was the first time I’d ever seen an archangel laugh — especially one as morose and loathsome as Sariel.

“Such a time as this.” He’d repeated the words that long ago had awoken my heart, causing it to beat again in a slow, warm rhythm.

Demons had hearts.

But the connection between our hearts and our spirits had been severed. That was why we were evil by nature. We had no conscience, no nagging feeling when we do something bad. We had no sense of right and wrong.

Power.

Money.

Greed.

Survival.

But mine, mine was awoken, the connection established as if someone had sewn my shadow back to my feet.

Hell. I was the Peter Freaking Pan of my people.

“Here, boss,” Octavian said from the front seat.

He would die later.

For putting Hope in harm’s way by allowing Alex to get free.

Alex. His name left a bitter taste in my mouth — the man had no idea how powerful he was.

His power would destroy everything.

Better he die than risk the lives of all of the immortals — Hope included. He was capable of killing so many — and what was worse? He wasn’t aware of how easily he could be used as a pawn… if someone got ahold of his power, his thoughts.

I shuddered and stepped outside the car.

Hope did not follow.

I didn’t expect her to.

She was scared.

And while I wished I had time to go slow — time was of the essence, so I walked around to her side of the car, opened the door and held out my leather-gloved hand. “Come.”

“But—”

“Hope.” I snarled her name. “You don’t have to trust me, not yet, just know, that I will protect you until my last breath — do you understand?”

“Why?”

“Humans,” I spat. “Always wanting to know the reason, as if the reason will make this any easier!”

“Elf,” she corrected in a small voice, her eyes finally lifting to meet mine. They were a glorious brown, the color of the very earth that had formed her so long ago. The first real human race, until it all went to Hell.

Literally.

“Sorry,” I whispered. “You’re correct.” I took a deep soothing breath. The air smelled like her, like dirt and sand, roses and trees, rain and forest mist. “Elf.”

With a gulp, she put her shaky warm hand in mine and stood to her full height which hit me just below mid chest.

“You’re tall.” She had to lean completely back to look me in the eyes.

“Yes, well,” I tilted my head. “We can’t all be short little elves.”

Her shoulders hunched. “Like the Nabisco Elves.”

I barked out a laugh. “You’re no cookie elf.”

“Thanks.”

I tugged her toward the house, my house, the only safe place I could think to bring her.

Werewolves guarded the front gates.

And vampires guarded the doors.

A parting gift from Sariel… the morning after he was taken, I woke up to find my house littered with immortals.

And not the demonic kind I was used to.

When I told them to go to Hell, the vampires at the door told me they were guarding a demon — they were already there.

That’s how things had been ever since.

When I’d asked Cassius what the hell was going on, Cassius merely shrugged and said some bullshit about how he couldn’t read every mind — especially one as complex as Sariel’s had been.

Nice. Real nice.

Hope crossed her arms, casting her eyes to the ground as she leaned closer to me, passing both vampires with a weariness that I knew had been ingrained since birth.

Only a vampire could tell who she really was — by sucking her blood — but elves had always been taught to fear anything that could be their destruction.

Funny, how the “safe” immortal had been the one to destroy them all.

Disgusted, I snarled at the vampires and shoved her through the doorway.

Hope stumbled into the entryway and let me lead her toward the guest bedroom. I tried to imagine what my house looked like to a scared little elf.

It was dark.

I preferred it that way.

It was a reminder.

Of what I’d always been — until an elf touched me — saved me.

The lighting was dimmed; anything too bright hurt other demons’ eyes, and since they were my race and still didn’t know all there was to know about me, I kept things normal.

The décor wasn’t anything out of the ordinary, black leather couches, fur rugs, and as much alcohol as a being could have in one place without looking like they owned a bar.

We passed the gourmet kitchen I rarely cooked in, with its white marble counter tops, and red wing backed chairs. Her footsteps echoed across the wood floor until we reached the end of the hall.

“You can stay here until…” Until what? The end of the world? Until forever? “Until Alex gets better.” I settled for a lie.

“He will get better, right?” she asked in a small voice that had my damned heart beating a bit more erratically than usual.

I casually opened the door to the small bedroom and took a step inside, gathering my thoughts before finally shrugging. “I’m sure all he needs is a little sex… based on the size of the bite—” Her face paled. “—what?”

“Sex.” She gulped. “But I’m his mate.”

My nostrils flared as I took in her scent, the scent of lust… not love. “You may be bonded sexually — but not emotionally. Therefore, he can find pleasure… elsewhere.”

“But he said—”

“Forget what he said.” I growled. “It no longer matters. All that matters is keeping you safe… even if it means, I’m saving you from yourself.”

“Myself?”

“You want him, even now, I can smell it in the air. But Alex is death to you… you must understand that. He has blood on his hands, has for many years.”

Her eyebrows furrowed in confusion.

“Let’s not focus on the negative.” I changed the subject. “For now, let’s think about all of the people you’re going to save.”

Hope shook her head. “I’m no hero.”

“We’ve waited for you….” I kept the trembling out of my voice. “You are the only one who can restore them all.”

“Them?”

I smiled. “My race of course.”

“Restore?”

“Save,” I whispered. “Set free.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about…”

“Once you have fallen… the only other option given to you is to either stay that way or… look up.” I held out my hand as blue fire danced across my fingertips. “Elf blood… the only substance that mimics its angelic counterpart… You are of the first, which means you have the DNA of life running through your veins. Elves were not protected because they were weak as you were told by your precious siren — they were protected because they have the power to build races, to mate with immortals, but most importantly, they have the power to bridge a gap — between heart and soul. Only if the person is willing of course.”

“That’s….” Hope collapsed onto the bed, shaking her head back and forth. “And I’m the last one?”

“So you see,” I knelt in front of her and pulled both of her hands into mine. “I will protect you.”

“Alex was protecting me.”

“Alex was feeding from you,” I snapped in outrage. “Big difference.” Her hands were warm, comforting. “Alex was addicted to you like any immortal would be once given a taste of your essence. But what you shared wasn’t real…”

“He kept me safe.” Why did she refuse to let it go? To let him go. “He…” She gulped. “In his own way, he cares. He does. I know it.”

“He cares?” I spat. Repeating her words left a bad taste. “You think you know your precious siren so well?” Abruptly I dropped her hands and stood. “You’ve been sleeping with the enemy.”

“But, Cassius—“

“Cassius cannot see every future!” I yelled. “And this one is pretty damning… I lived through the Great War, I saw what Alex was capable of then, and I know what he is capable of now. Cassius may have blind hope that Alex won’t unleash his power, but if he does, you are going to be the one caught in the crossfire. It will be your life, and all of this will have been for nothing!”

A tear slid down her cheek, it was red.

I caught it with my fingertip and let out a sigh. “Your heart weeps for the loss of your people. And yet, you were so fickle to give that very heart away — to the one who killed them.”
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Alex

London, England

1815

 

“WHAT THE HELL?” I blinked in confusion. Minutes ago, I had been slowly dying from an unfortunate demon bite, and now, I was roaming the streets of London.

I kept walking.

Maybe I was hallucinating.

Though I’d never seen a demon bite cause hallucinations, they burned like hell, but there were no weird side effects like I was currently experiencing.

A tall man in a cloak walked out of the alleyway, and turned, his icy expression on mine.

Bannik.

His hair was black, the ends red, like someone had dipped his hair in blood.

He looked through me.

It had to be a dream then, right?

I had the sudden urge to follow him.

And I had no idea why.

At least the pain in my neck was gone.

I weaved around people, carriages. The noisy London streets smelled putrid, just like I remembered. Rain pounded the ground leaving giant puddles that were nearly impossible to walk around without walking into the street.

The man didn’t turn around again.

He stopped in front of a large building. It looked abandoned, run down, like an old shipyard or perhaps a mill.

Pulling the cloak tighter around him, he stepped through the unhinged gate and into the shadows.

“Hell,” I muttered. Why was I following him again? I shivered from the cold.

Then paused.

When had I ever been cold?

I always ran hot.

So hot it was impossible for me to think straight at times.

“Master,” a demon croaked. “They are gone.”

Bannik growled. “What do you mean gone?”

“Someone must have freed them.” The demon’s crazed red eyes darted from left to right. His long black hair was tied at the nape of his neck, his face smudged with dirt.

“I leave for an hour, and suddenly the elves are just… poof? Gone?”

“Timber said—”

“I don’t give a rat’s ass what Timber said!” Bannik yelled. “You get your orders from me! I’m trying to build your race, and the only means I have to do that just walked out the front door!” He picked the demon up by the neck and tossed him like a ragdoll against the wall.

“Enter,” Bannik whispered. “Don’t think I can’t see you in the shadows, Siren.”

I hesitated.

And then a version of myself walked forward, a version I wasn’t proud of. I looked crazed, like I hadn’t had sex in years.

I searched my brain for any recollection of this moment and came up with nothing. What the hell kind of paradoxical past was this?

“Watch,” a voice that sounded strangely like Cassius whispered.

I shivered.

And suddenly it made sense.

That bastard knew I hated dream walking!

Not only was it cold as hell, but I hated anyone touching me — Cassius knew that.

“Watch,” he urged again, louder.

“Awaken,” Bannik commanded.

My old self whimpered.

“I said awaken! A weak siren is not useful to me! You will fulfill your destiny and reach full power!”

My old self fell to his knees. “Go to Hell.”

“Awaken!” The room shook, moaning, groaning, as he did what no fallen angel should ever do. Command the universe, speak things into existence.

“You do not have the power to command.” My old self whimpered. “I am not yours.”

“No,” Bannik said hoarsely. “And how sad that you will always be a slave to your own desires, to your own needs, to the constant pain in your chest that refuses to go away. The burning heat will destroy you, the flames will lick you until your corpse runs dry. You will not remember this day. But I will. I will always remember the time I asked you to reach your full potential, and you failed.”

“I would rather fail than be used as a tool for evil.”

“Wake up, Siren… everyone has a little bit of evil inside… you either feed it or ignore it — but it’s there and one day, very soon, when I make myself known to this world, you will see the ramifications of what happens when you feed a starving beast. It devours everything in its path just like I’m going to devour you…” His eyes narrowed, and then he backed away and sniffed the air, a cruel smile taunting his lips before his eyebrow arched. “Dark One, we meet again… you cannot dream walk through the past without ramifications.”

Cassius suddenly appeared. “You will not win.”

Bannik’s eyes went completely black as he tilted his head toward the ceiling. “I already have.”
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Alex

 

I JOLTED AWAKE in a sweaty mess, with pain so severe I shouted out a few curses before blinking open my eyes to a room filled with ice and snow.

“Really, Cassius?”

He shrugged. “You were dreaming of the past. When I touched you, I saw Bannik. I thought it wise to follow him.”

“Can you leave me out of it next time?”

“No.” His eyes flashed. “Since apparently you’re part of the reason we are in this whole mess, my friend.”

I leaned back against the sweat-soaked pillow. “Where’s Hope?”

“Safe,” Cassius answered thoughtfully. “For now.”

“So downstairs?”

Cassius slowly took down his whole DEFCON 1 look, appearing more human by the minute as the ice melted around us. “You need sex.”

“If you get Mason, I can touch him, and have sex with her, it will work.”

“Did you know?” Why the hell was Cassius ignoring every damn question that came out of my mouth?

“Know what?”

“About Bannik?”

“No.” I pinched the bridge of my nose and gritted my teeth as fresh pain swelled all over me.

“I’ve always thought you were too powerful. Now I know I’ve been right all along. If Bannik wanted you then, he most likely wants you now, which means we either kick his ass before he finds out a way to destroy Sariel’s brothers… or you reach your full potential as he calls it, and do it for us.”

“Lover not a fighter,” I grumbled. “Where are we on that whole Hope situation? I’d really like to not die in my own sweat.”

“You need sex, not her. The bond is strong, not strong enough. There is no love…”

“You can’t ask me to fall in love that fast, and you sure as hell can’t ask that of her… you haven’t given us any time to do anything except have sex and—”

“No,” Cassius interrupted. “That’s all on you. I was told you set a timer for sexual intercourse?”

Guilt stabbed me in the chest. “It was logical… at the time.”

“For you or her?”

“Cassius.”

“You won’t die… not if you have sex…”

“And you know that because?”

“Because Timber made it so.”

“That bastard was here?” I roared ready to jump out of bed and ram my hand through his face.

An eerily calm expression washed over Cassius’s sharp features. “I let him take Hope.”

“WHAT!” My lungs burned from the scream. “Tell me this is your idea of a joke.”

“I rarely joke,” Cassius said with a deadpan expression. “She isn’t yours to protect, not anymore. Besides, what am I to do, when the very being she needs to be protected from — is her mate?”

“Come again?”

“You failed the elves before. You will not fail them again.”

“History won’t repeat itself,” I snarled, “Not if you let me help. But it sure as hell is going to be bad if Timber turns her over to Bannik!”

“Timber would die for her.”

“But—”

“Would you do the same?”

“Seriously?”

“Honestly.” Cassius did that slow blink thing that somehow made me feel like he was searching my thoughts.

“Yes,” I finally choked out and then gulped. “I would die for her.”

“You hesitated.”

“I just met her.”

Cassius smirked. “No. You didn’t.”

“Talking to you is giving me a headache.”

“Reach your full potential, Alex. In order to do that, you must fall in love, you get that, right? What Bannik was trying to do to you? To get you to be desperate enough to mate with the woman of his choosing — and kill her.”

I shook my head in disbelief.

“The thing about sirens…” Cassius tilted his head. “Is that they do not understand how weak the heart truly is — and how desperate that same heart is, to be wanted by someone else. Love would not kill her — but your lack of love would eventually break her heart. And a severed heart means a dead elf. So yes, Timber saved her life, because she was falling in love with you, and you more with yourself.”

He disappeared from the room.

Leaving me in pain.

And alone with my thoughts.

Seconds later, a taunting voice in my head whispered, “It’s just sex.”

I lifted a shaky hand to my face and cursed. Because I knew the truth. With Hope, it had always been more.

I’d just been too blind.

And afraid.

To admit it.

And now she was gone.

My chest felt hollow.

I ached everywhere.

I burned.

And for the first time in my existence, I didn’t leave the house to find a willing human participant.

I closed my eyes and welcomed the pain — if that meant death, so be it.

I would not touch another but her.

Ever again.
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Mason

 

“YOU’RE SMILING MORE than usual.” I narrowed my eyes as Cassius walked down the stairs and smirked.

He shrugged. “It’s a good day.”

“Because Alex is dying?”

“Alex just thinks he’s dying.” Cassius shrugged again. “I don’t doubt it’s painful, but he’s growing up — growing sometimes feels like dying.”

“Huh.” The berries I’d just eaten went completely rotten in my stomach, rolling around like I’d just swallowed gasoline. “Tell me, how bad does it suck to know futures?”

Cassius’s eyes flashed white. “It’s not pleasant.”

“Hmmm.”

“Bannik will make his move soon.” Cassius leaned his large body against the table. “But until he has a way to absorb the power of Sariel’s brothers — they are safe.”

“And how do we know that he hasn’t already figured that out?”

“We have Timber,” Cassius said simply. “And Timber is honor-bound to protect his queen… which in turn means protecting her from any potential threat Bannik may be. She has the entire demonic race at her fingertips, and Bannik… all he has is himself. It is a very lonely existence, having as much power as he does, and yet nobody to gloat with.”

“Did you just make a joke?”

“Perhaps.” Cassius moved casually through the room, his wings were tucked behind his back, purple and blue feathers fanned down his spine as if they were subconsciously massaging his skin or perhaps just tasting the air out of curiosity.

I shivered. His wings always gave me the creeps. It was like they were alive… they mourned, they rejoiced, they were capable of emotion and to quote Genesis, it was “creepy as hell.”

“Where are you going?”

“I’ll be around….” Cassius called over his shoulder. “Make sure that you let Alex leave if he tries.”

“Can he even walk?”

“Love is a powerful motivator,” was Cassius’s vague answer as he walked out the front door and disappeared.

“I hate his riddles.” Ethan walked in the kitchen and yawned. “They make my head hurt.”

A roar sounded from upstairs.

Ethan’s eyes widened before he ran toward the hall and took the stairs two at a time, bursting into Alex’s room. I was hot on his heels.

Alex was tossing and turning in bed, blood had spattered on the walls, the headboard, saturated the sheets, and dripped onto the carpeting. It was everywhere as though it was still leaking from his wound.

“Are we sure he’s not dying?” I whispered.

“Smells like it,” Ethan added.

Alex’s eyes flashed open. “Need. Hope.”

“No.” Protectiveness surged over me as my claws bit into the palm of my hands. “Go back to sleep.”

Ethan gave me a look that said, “Right, would you be able to sleep in your own sweat and blood?”

I shrugged.

Beggars can’t be choosers.

“Need her!” Alex shouted again, and this time his voice shook the house.

“Um…” I frowned at his writhing body. “That’s new.”

Ethan covered his ears as Alex’s screaming grew louder and louder.

I moved toward him only to get flung back against the wall. His amber eyes locked on me and turned about fifty shades of blue before his hair turned an icy cobalt.

“That’s new too,” Ethan said before falling to his knees. “What the hell Alex?”

Alex stumbled out of bed. “Need her. Help me. Need her!”

“Yeah, we can hear you!” I yelled back at him. “Whatever you’re doing, stop!”

His eyes rolled to the back of his head as blood dripped down his fingertips and onto the nice clean floors. “She’s close.”

“Did he just sniff the air?” I asked a frowning Ethan.

We were powerful.

Ethan hadn’t been taken down by a siren, ever.

And the fact that a werewolf had just been flung against the wall like a china doll — a bit horrifying.

Sirens were emotional beings.

Not physical.

“In. Danger.” He stumbled. “She’s in danger.”

“Timber will protect her with his life — go to bed.”

“Not from him…”

“Me!” Alex roared, every muscle in his body flexed as he collapsed in a pool of his own blood.
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Hope

 

“IT IS HARD to live a life that is not truly yours… you have been living in the shadows… your memories suppressed far too long.” Timber’s eyes were cold. “The same happened to me until I felt you… and when you touched me.” He shivered as blue fire danced in his eyes. “You awakened my essence. And now, it’s time for me to return the favor.”

I was full on shaking by the time he was done talking.

Let’s do a recap. Alex was most likely dead because I wasn’t with him and he needed sex.

I cried blood now.

And I was in a demon’s house, guarded by folklore that I had once thought only existed in storybooks.

Oh yeah, and I was sad.

So sad.

I missed Alex.

I missed everyone else too.

But there was an empty place in my heart when I thought of him, and I had no idea why.

It was horrible.

I hated it.

Because what had he ever really done for me? Other than give me mind-blowing sex? Nothing. He’d done nothing.

And in the end, I had a sinking feeling that he never truly cared about me as a person — only what my body could offer him.

Satisfaction. That was what he needed.

My heart was in danger of beating for a man who would make me fall in love with him — only to hurt me in the end.

“Give me your hand,” Timber requested gently. He was still terrifying; his pitch black eyes seemed to look right through me, elongated fangs pricked his lower lip, his tan skin was smooth, almost too perfect while his whitish blond hair shimmered in the dim light.

Weird.

His hand was warm.

“Awake,” he said in English and then, “Xypinos.”

A tendril of blue smoke rose from our joined hands. It smelled like fresh dirt, and when the haze was directly in front of my eyes, Timber pressed his lips together and blew it in my face.

I sucked in a breath.

Memories washed over me, so many of them, ones I didn’t even know I had.

The first thing I thought? Holy crap, I’m old.

I smiled as my memory — one I didn’t even know was lost — returned, my parents, my real parents, raising me, loving me, protecting me.

Suddenly I was grown.

I felt… so happy.

“You’re stunning.” He kissed my neck. “Beautiful.”

I blushed and turned in his arms. “I’m going to tell them about us.”

“Don’t.” A panicked moan escaped from between his lips before he kissed me again. “Please, not yet… I haven’t told anyone either, and I think it’s best we keep them in the dark a bit longer.”

“Alex!” I cupped his chin with my hands. “Why are you always so afraid?”

“You know why,” he whispered across my lips.

“I understand why…” My cheeks reddened. “Why there needs to be other women… I do, I told you I do!”

“But they won’t,” he said sadly.

“If we mate then—”

He captured my mouth in a searing kiss. “I will marry you. I swear it. Just give me more time…”

That was always his argument. Time. Time to come to grips with being with one woman for the rest of his existence. For a siren, a death sentence.

But he said for me, for love, he would do it. We hoped that my elf blood and his siren blood would mix — the mating process would make us whole.

Though we knew everyone around us would shun us.

Sirens, though powerful, were not respected.

They were takers.

But I loved him with everything I had.

And willingly gave him my heart before he ever asked.

I nodded. “Okay, Alex. I love you.”

“I love you too.” He said the words, but his eyes were sad.

Hollow.

And I knew in my heart that the minute I walked away, he would be seeking out another woman to give him pleasure.

He refused to use me that way.

At least so he said.

He wanted to marry me first.

Do the right thing.

And yet I knew that every single day he was in the arms of another — the last time he came to me without sex — he’d almost hurt me, then run off.

I couldn’t blame him for what he was — how could I? He had no control over it, and I knew the shame he carried with him on a daily basis.

“Let me,” I begged, reaching for his perfect face, my fingers heating at the feel of his smooth skin. “Please.”

“No.” His eyes dilated. “No. I can’t… Hope, I can’t… tarnish you, not this way. I can’t. Don’t you understand? How I could hurt you?” As he spoke, the room began to heat to a painful degree. Sweat slid between my breasts, hitting my suddenly too-tight corset. “I’m not… good.”

“But you are!” I argued. “I know you!”

“You think you know me.” He said it so callously as he pulled out of my arms and walked over to the window. “You’re enamored of me — most elves would be.”

I hated that word.

Elf.

It defined me.

And he always seemed to use it as a way to put a division between us.

“They won’t ever approve of us,” Alex said mostly to himself, even though I was standing right there.

“Give me time,” I whispered. “Let me talk to my mother at least.”

“And your father?” He chuckled, finally meeting my gaze again. He was so pretty, my chest ached. “What about him?”

“Have whiskey ready,” I suggested. “Then maybe he’ll keep his claws in, Werewolves aren’t known for their restraint.”

“You sure you don’t have any claws, too, princess?”

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t call me that.”

“It’s the truth.”

The truth of why my parents wouldn’t approve of me wanting to marry one of the immortal councilmen.

A siren.

He was impossible to control. Everyone thought so. They were afraid of him, and a part of me always wondered — if he was a little afraid of himself.

“I’ll start with my mother. You worry about Father later, alright?”

Alex let out a heavy sigh and then reached for me, his shaking fingers grazed the front of my gown, his knuckles brushing across the top of my breasts.

“Go.” I swallowed a sob. “The last thing I need is you weak in front of my parents.”

“I hate this.” His eyes were sad.

“Me too.”

Licking his lips, he placed a kiss on my forehead touching my skin there with the tip of his tongue, and sending warmth radiating outward from the wet caress, he rarely did more than kiss me, lick me. He squeezed my shoulder before stepping back, grabbing his beaver hat, and walking away.

My heart ceased to beat, at least it felt like it.

He said he didn’t love them.

He said he didn’t care about them.

But I knew, every single time he walked away from me, it was because he was walking into someone else’s arms.

Someone else’s bed.

And at times, my hate matched the love I had for him.
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“MOTHER?” WHY WE were meeting at a hotel, I had no idea. We were immortal women, already people looked at us differently because they sensed something was unique about us. It only drew more attention that we were by ourselves, without a male escort, at a hotel. “Is this wise?”

“It is safe.” She nodded. “Even right now, Sariel sends us protection.”

I shivered. Something felt wrong.

The other four women had kept oddly silent during the carriage ride and the entire way up to our rented meeting place.

“We are gathered here,” Mother began, “to discuss Hope.”

I fought the urge to roll my eyes. They were always discussing me. “Why don’t we try something different… Mary,” I directed my question at my good friend, “You seem happy, what news will you share?”

“I’m in love,” she gushed.

Jealousy hit me hard and swift. “Oh?”

“He’s beautiful.” Her eyes flickered. I frowned at my mother then glanced back at my friend. “Go on.”

“Hope, silly me, I’ve just remembered, we were to wait for Sariel downstairs. Be a dear and retrieve him?” Her expression was tight. Her smile more of a frown.

“Yes, of course.” I stood and excused myself while Mary continued gushing about this new man. I hated him already. Hated that they would be able to be together while my parents would most likely shun the one I loved because of what he was — because of what he did. It mattered not that he was powerful, that he was one of our leaders and protectors, if anything it made it worse. I might as well announce I was going to marry an archangel.

By the time I reached the hotel lobby, ten minutes had passed.

Then fifteen.

Where was Sariel?

I decided to leave a note with the front desk and made my way back up to the room.

Only to find Alex.

Dripping with my mother’s blood.

“I could not save them.” He dropped to his knees. “Late… I was too late.”

Seconds blurred into minutes as tears filled my eyes at the scene.

A rush of cold wind bit into my skin, and suddenly Sariel was kneeling in the blood right along with Alex.

“This will not go unpunished.” Sariel’s white eyes locked on Alex. “You have taken everything precious from this woman… because of your selfishness, because of your cowardice!”

“It wasn’t on purpose!” I yelled, defending Alex. “We don’t know what happened!”

“It matters not — because they are dead.” Sariel’s voice roared as Ethan, Stephanie, and Cassius suddenly appeared in the room, their faces morose. “His job was to protect those who could not protect themselves, and because he was having sex with a nameless, faceless woman rather than the one his heart truly calls for — they are no longer breathing.”

Tears slid down my cheeks. I couldn’t keep the choked cries in as I fell to my knees and sobbed.

Velvet soft feathers wrapped around my body cradling me, shuddering with me as a purple mist covered me from head to toe.

“He must be punished small one… he must reach his full potential. If he does not — I shudder to imagine what will happen if his dark power is unleashed on this world —he must see the light, and in order to do that, he must lose it all.”

“I don’t understand.” I wiped my cheeks with the backs of my clammy hands.

“You,” Alex whispered, not looking at me, but the blood-filled ground in front of him. “Take her.”

“Alex, no!” I yelled, shoving the feathers away from my body, but they held me firm, like a pretty prison of purples and blues. “Alex, I love you!”

He shook his head slowly. “And I will never deserve you.” His eyes went completely black. “I never did.”

“Sleep.” Sariel hushed the room.

Cassius was mid-conversation with Ethan, Stephanie had just waved over Mason, one of my best friends in the whole world.

My chest ached.

“What happened to them?”

“Nothing that hasn’t happened before,” Sariel said in a sage voice. “You will sleep… until the time is right. I must protect the last remaining royalty, and in order to do that, I must send you away to sleep.”

“I’m scared.” I closed my eyes against the burning tears as Sariel’s black and red hair whipped around as though a great wind had entered the room.

“Don’t be.” His eyes flashed white. “For where you go, many have only dreamed and few will ever see.”

A loud thunderous crack sounded, and I held my hands to my ears, covering them.

“Come.” A small boy with bright blue eyes held out his hand. “You must sleep until you are needed.”

Sariel nodded to the boy and gently pushed me in his direction.

“Where are we going?”

The boy smiled. “During the time you are there, you will experience things beyond your wildest dreams. My gift to you is that you will never be able to remember them, for your own humanity will not be able to take your return to the human plane. You would surely die. And we need you to live. Alex’s life depends on it.”

“I don’t understand.”

“That’s the beauty of life.” The boy’s grin grew. “It’s not for you to understand, it is for you to listen… we are everywhere.”

The dream exploded with color.

And suddenly I was at the immortal compound a few months ago, reporting to a job.

Cassius rounded the corner of his desk. “You are familiar.”

“I promise, I’m nobody.”

Lie. Something whispered in the air.

I ignored it.

I’d been told all my life that Cassius was dangerous, the way he moved was downright terrifying.

But now I knew, watching the dream, watching my past — I was bred to serve him, to fear him.

“Plants,” he said with finality. “I shall hide you in the plants until it is time.”

“I have a black thumb.”’

His lips twitched. “Even better. Come along now.”
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Alex

 

I JOLTED AWAKE.

It was a dream.

It had to be a dream.

I was hallucinating.

Right?

“Wrong.” Cassius’s voice scared the shit out of me. “You were wrong then, you’re wrong now.”

“I really, really hate you, most days. Just saying.” I clenched my teeth. “Why are you here still?” My heart tossed, twisted, turned with the need to tell Hope how I felt — to find her — to make it right.

God, I’d been so wrong.

So. Wrong.

The dream haunted me, fragments, bits and pieces of Hope’s smile invaded my consciousness. Maybe a side effect of the demon bite was that I was wishing for things that could never happen.

“You haven’t sought out sex.”

“Nope.” My body jerked at the thought, screamed at me to do something about the pain slicing down my chest, cutting me open, filleting me alive. My heart felt like it was going to explode. And maybe it would — maybe that was what had happened to the rest of the sirens in existence. Without sex, without love, they simply ceased to care, and they lay rotting in a bed until their hearts just… burst.

“Damn, I’ve never heard such depressing thoughts from you.” Cassius had the audacity to laugh.

“And yet he smiles.” I clenched my eyes shut as another wave of pain hit me between them. Oh good, a new location for the lust to pulse.

“It’s easy you know… the answer to this puzzle, simply go have sex with something.”

I clenched my teeth together. “I want Hope.”

“Do you deserve her?”

“No.”

“And yet you still want her?”

“Yes.”

“Can you protect her?”

“I can try.”

“I’ll ask you the same thing tomorrow… try to get some sleep.” Cassius stood and walked out of the room, leaving a trail of white frost behind him.

I tried to sleep.

It had to be night, right?

Ethan and Mason took turns making sure I wasn’t dead — their words not mine, and while I didn’t deteriorate, I wasn’t getting better. The wound wasn’t healing, but neither was it festering.

I was in a constant state of arousal and pain.

And the only way to stop it was to do what sirens did — get laid.

And in the cruelest joke of all, every time I thought about jumping in my car, or in my case hobbling toward the door, I saw her face.

A sick feeling would invade my stomach until it felt like I was going to puke all over Mason.

And I’d close my eyes, only for the torture to continue.

Her. I wanted her.

I just wished I knew why.

Why I was compelled, why it felt like I had lived an eternity without her — and was only now realizing how empty it had been, especially since the dream felt so real. Like I’d lived that life with her — but instead, it was a cruel joke from Cassius, or maybe just a cruel joke from the universe, once again reminding me, that even if I had her.

I would never deserve her.

I was bad.

I would always be bad.

Now, more than ever, it was important to control myself, because if I didn’t — I feared the only future we had would be death.

I thought about her hands. Hands weren’t sexy. Hers were.

Her feet.

Sexy.

Her damn leggings.

Sexy.

And her laugh.

Familiar.

I was the reason her entire race was dead. I didn’t deserve her, I never did.

My eyes jolted open.

Sleep. A voice had commanded. Until the time to remember is upon you.

“Cassius.” I grit my teeth. “Is that you?”

No answer came.

Great, now I was talking to myself.

A vision of Hope in a morning gown of white and lace hit me square in the face followed by another. She had on a blue bonnet. I’d always thought it was hideous because it covered her face and muffled her laugh.

Carriages.

I clenched the sheets with my hands and bit back a curse.

“I love you,” I said with my mouth, my heart beating for her, as I walked away into another woman’s arms.

A woman who was diseased, who did nothing but sate my lust so that I didn’t share my darkness with the only one I’d ever felt anything for.

I was dirty.

I was a whore.

I wasn’t worthy.

Of her purity.

Of her goodness.

I was the same boy who had been stabbed by my own mother — the same boy whose disgust and disdain was enough for his father to want his death.

I was that boy.

All my life I had been that boy.

And then… Hope.

Hope was the cruelest of all words. It presented itself as attainable only to be snatched away at the last minute.

But my own shame, my own pain, had kept me from fully allowing myself to mate with her then.

And now? My vision cleared.

And a dawning realization hit me square in the chest, replacing the constant burning with raw truth.

History had in fact repeated itself.

I had kept myself at arm’s length.

Only this time… I had used her body.

While withholding the only thing that has ever truly been hers — my heart.

With mind-numbing pain, I pushed to my feet. My legs wobbled under the weight of my own body. I’d never gone this long without sex. Ever.

But I needed answers.

And the only place I was going to find them.

Was with Hope.

And a freaking demon.

It took me five minutes to put on one boot, ten to put on the second, since I kept dropping my hands sending it tumbling to the floor.

When I stood, dizziness overwhelmed me. How the hell was I supposed to drive?

“What are you doing?” Mason’s voice sounded from the door.

“Going after her.”

He was quiet and then. “You can barely walk.”

“I know.” I stumbled toward him, nearly face-planting against the wall. “I’m fully aware of what I can and can’t do, Wolf.”

He cursed, his brown eyes taking in my pathetic form. “I’ll take you. God knows you’ll get yourself or someone else killed if I don’t.”

“True friendship,” I slurred.

“You look like shit,” Mason added and wrinkled his nose in distaste. “You smell bad too.”

I sniffed myself. “I’m a siren. We never smell bad.”

“You smell sweet all the damn time.”

“We smell different to different people, just depends on what you’re into, I smell like rain to Hope because she’s always so hot, I smell like berries to you because… well, I think that’s self-explanatory.”

“I hate you, at least ninety percent of the time I talk with you.”

“Love you too, Wolf.” I leaned heavily against him as he walked me down the stairs, then clearly getting impatient, swept my six foot nine inch frame up into his arms and charged out the door. “Sweeping me off my feet already.”

With a grunt, he dropped me on the ground. “Wait here while I get the car.”

“Werewolves don’t drive.”

“There’s a first time for everything,” he called over his shoulder.

“Great, just great,” I grumbled as he pulled one of Ethan’s newer Mercedes SUVs out front and almost took out the mailbox and part of my foot.

The door clicked open. I stared up at it. What? Did he want me to crawl in?

Then he was behind me, and I hadn’t seen him move. “Up you go.” He heaved me into the seat and nodded to the seatbelt. “You’re gonna need that.”

“Or ten.” I rolled my eyes.

“Somebody destroyed my motorcycle.” His glare said it all. “So, where are we going?”

“Funny you should ask,” I hit the windows down and held up my shaky hands. “I’m gonna need you to follow her scent.”

“You can’t?”

“I literally see seven of you right now. If I track her, we’ll end up in China, and I know how you feel about rice.”

“IT’S NOT REAL FOOD!”

I laughed. “Neither are pinecones.”

“They have sustenance.”

“Tree, Mason. They are from a tree.”

“A seed, actually.”

“Either we argue about pinecones in the driveway, or you track Hope, your choice.”

“Really?”

“No!” I yelled, “Go! Hurry!”

“Someone’s not very grateful.” He put the car in reverse, taking out a potted plant in the process of backing up. Cursing, he hit neutral, added rocks onto the broken plant pot, then hit drive and jammed his foot down on the accelerator.

My body slammed back against the seat. “It’s going to be a long night.”

“I like the wind in my hair.” Mason closed his eyes.

“STOP THAT!” I grabbed the wheel narrowly missing oncoming traffic, “You can’t close your eyes when we drive!”

“It’s how I track!”

“How do you NOT run into trees?”

“Trees are soft.”

“O-kay… it’s suddenly occurred to me that you’re a very private person, and while I may not know much about you even though we’ve been through centuries of war, it’s alarming that you think a tree is soft.”

“It’s the bark.” Was he purring?

“Eyes on the road, you can fantasize about trees later, Casanova.”

“Didn’t he die of Syphilis?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Mason, I have no energy right now, like none, I need you to focus on—”

He slammed on the brakes and turned a hard right. “She is only a few miles East.”

“Good.”

Mason sniffed and then parked, “Not good. It is guarded.”

“By what? Demons? You could fight them blindfolded.”

“Not exactly.” Mason’s eyes widened. “It’s guarded by wolves.”

“Come again?”

“Wolves.” He said slowly. “I am their leader. I don’t understand why he would have wolves guarding him?”

“Maybe he likes pets?”

Mason growled, his claws snaked out ready to impale me.

“Sorry,” I apologized.

“If he likes pets who wouldn’t even blink at the thought of tearing him limb to limb only to eat his bones once they fight over the last drumstick, then your idea may have merit.”

“I forgot…” And I had because I was selfish. Because I kept to myself. “You like the taste of demon.”

“It’s like barbecued chicken.” He licked his lips like he was about to have Christmas dinner.

“Isn’t everything?” I asked out loud. The pain in my chest was making my body shake with uncontrollable tremors.

Mason drove the car down a windy road because of course it couldn’t just be downtown Seattle off the I5 near a Starbucks and really nice restaurant.

His house or compound or whatever had to be in the dark woods.

Away from civilization.

The paved road slowly turned to gravel. A light up ahead revealed an iron rod gate with an intercom on the side.

“Think they’ll just let us in?” I asked once Mason pulled the car up the long gravel driveway.

Mason sniffed the air, and his dark eyes flashed silver for a brief moment. “They aren’t… unfriendly.”

“Does that mean they’re friendly, then?”

“No.” Mason barked out a growl. “It means they won’t slit our throats and use our spleens as target practice.”

“Good people, those werewolves, violent, but good,” I said sarcastically as the gate buzzed open, allowing us inside.

The house was white brick, modern, and there was only one light shaped like a small medieval torch, near the door, where two vampires stood.

When the car slowed, Mason let out a protective growl as two Werewolves about ten feet tall stomped toward our SUV.

“Nice night for a drive.” Mason called out in a polite voice.

I suppressed a groan.

“Timber isn’t expecting visitors,” the tallest of the two called out. His long shaggy hair was pulled back into a low ponytail, his eyes black.

“We’re more like…” I searched for the word and swallowed the lie. “Close family?”

“Bullshit, Timber doesn’t have family,” the other snarled.

“Do you know who I am?” Mason suddenly spoke, his voice low and commanding. The hair on the back of my arm stood at attention as he seemed to grow right in front of me.

The two wolves backed up a few feet, recognition flashing in their eyes. “But… we haven’t seen you in years! You rarely leave the immortal compound.”

True… all of that was true. Mason ruled in secret, kept to himself, and mourned the loss of his mate as if he was no longer living. For his own kind to not even know he was still around was no big shock.

“I’m here, now,” Mason growled. “You will let us in that house or you will die. Your choice.”

The men exchanged a few glances then nodded. “Sorry, Mason, it won’t happen again.”

“It better not.” He shoved his door open. “If it does, I’ll break your legs with my teeth.”

“Easy, friend,” I hissed under my breath. “I’m in no condition to fight.”

“You’re never in a condition to fight,” Mason said cheerfully. “That’s why I let you live, it wouldn’t be fair.”

“Hilarious.” I opened my car door and tried to weave toward the front door, only to be intercepted by Mason’s gruff arms. “Thanks.”

“Don’t mention it.” He nodded to the two vampires eying us warily. “Ever.”

“Fine.” I winked at the vampires. “Like what you see?”

One scowled while the other sniffed, his fangs elongated past his bottom lip.

“Don’t worry, he has that effect on everyone.” Mason pushed open the door. “She’s… close.”

“Oh good, as long as she’s close,” I snapped. “I can’t last much longer. I need to see her, I have to see her.”

“And what exactly—” He heaved me higher into his arms. “—is your plan? Hey, Hope, nice seeing you, aren’t you proud of me I haven’t had sex with a stranger in twenty-four hours.”

My heart sank.

“No.” I fought to keep the emotion out of my throat. “That’s—that’s not what this is.”

“So it’s not a booty call, then?” Timber’s voice sounded from down the hall. “Because that’s exactly what it looks like.”

“Alex!” Hope called my name.

I closed my eyes as her voice washed over me.

“Hope.” My body trembled, shook with need for her.

She rounded the corner, joining Timber. A thousand different feelings hit me at once, love, protectiveness, and finally, the most painful of all.

Jealousy.

Timber’s arms swirled with blue fire.

They matched Hope’s.

And just like that, a part of me died, the part still holding onto what we had, what we could have.

“No.” I shook my head at them. “No.”

Timber’s black-rimmed eyes shed red tears. “If you touch her, I will kill you.”

“Do your worst.” I answered in a smug voice I most definitely didn’t feel.

Just as Timber took a step toward me, he paused, as if his feet were stuck in mud. “What the hell?”

“Hell.” A dark voice boomed. “I doubt it’s as nice as I’m being.”

Bannik appeared out of the shadows, and fear slammed into me. “Mason, get her out, now!”

“No.” Bannik grinned up at me. “Silly siren, I’m not here for the elf, though her blood would be quite useful for later. No… I need you.”

“NO!” Hope screamed.

Timber’s eyes locked on mine, and he shook his head slowly.

With a shrug, I said. “I have no power left, and I’m hardly in a position to have sex with anything. If you need me, take me, but she lives.”

Bannik’s smile was cruel. “All these years… all I needed was for you to reach your full potential, Alex. Do you know why?”

“Because you’re a really optimistic person?” I offered. “You want to take credit for my awesomeness? I don’t know. I give up.”

“You were late. Her race died because of it. But she survived. She was the key to your awakening and then she just… disappeared into thin air.”

Dread washed over me.

“And now look!” He clapped his hands slowly, “All I had to do was follow one disloyal demon and… jackpot!”

Mason growled, his transformation already complete, as he stood flanked on my right, ready for a fight.

“I need your power. All of it.” Bannik’s dark eyes were hollow, soulless. “But not this way, tell me, Siren… have you finally learned to love?”

“No,” I lied. “I hate. And by the looks of it, any more darkness will destroy you.”

He sniffed the air, his head falling back as his body shuddered. “Lie.”

Shit. I forgot he could taste lies just like Cassius.

“You forget a great many things.” My body went completely numb as old memories washed over me. Of Hope, of meeting with Bannik in private, not realizing he was the enemy and not the key.

“You will be very useful to me one day,” he said. “Now, forget.”

And I did.

I forgot it all.

The training.

The hatred.

The fear that I would always be a prisoner of my own desires.

How in moments of weakness — when a hollow ache burned through my chest, Bannik sought me out and gave me access to power — my power.

His smile was cruel as he pulled a dagger from his leather belt and tossed it directly at Hope’s chest.

“NO!” I roared as Timber tried to shove her out of the way.

Time stilled.

An icy white smoke enveloped everything.

The dagger slammed into her arm instead of her heart.

She fell to her knees as silver-blue blood began spilling out of her body.

“Such a waste of life-giving blood,” Bannik spat.

I burned.

The blood.

The sight of the blood transported me back to a time when I was late — to a time when all I wanted to do was love an elf — to a time when my love and selfishness destroyed an entire race.

“No!” I roared, and my voice sounded foreign to my own ears as power surged from my chest out toward my fingertips, a bright white orange fire shot out from my body as my vision went completely red.

“Finally.” Bannik exhaled in relief. All I saw was pain — all I felt was anger. And then Hope’s eyes lifted to mine.

And I felt it.

Her love.

But it was too late.

It always was, wasn’t it?
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Timber

 

“BANNIK, YOU KNOW not what you do,” I said through clenched teeth as blue fire danced around Hope’s wound. “You will destroy yourself in the process, you understand this, right?”

A part of me recognized Cassius’s last minute appearance and then sudden disappearance, but I had no idea if we were all dream walking through one of his sick games, or if this was reality.

If Alex had turned.

If he was the siren we had all always feared he would become.

Bannik ignored me, as he always did, and approached Alex. “I have a job for you.”

Alex fell to his knees. “I’m yours.”

“Hell.”

“I know.” A cruel smile spread across Bannik’s features. “Let this be a lesson to the rest of the immortals. If you do not fill the empty spaces with something, eventually, you will default toward darkness — it is the way of the world. And now… I don’t just have Alexander — I have a way to take the essence of the rest of those who watch.”

It was hard to look anywhere near Alex’s direction. Light burst from him; the man looked like he was on fire, just ready to explode into a supernova if he got too pissed. Never in my life had I seen such awesome beauty — never in my life had I been so certain that beauty masqueraded as the very evil I felt pulsating off Alex.

Bannik had gotten to him.

Had forced him to forget.

And now, Bannik had control of him.

Like a weapon.

I didn’t know how to kill the siren. The demon bite was all but gone. Alex’s white eyes gazed over me, bright orange flames licked and hissed through his red hair.

He looked like the Greeks’ version of Hades come to life — only prettier.

Because a siren was never handsome, he was always pretty, his face masculine and yet feminine all at once — which was probably why both men and women were constantly attracted to him. He chose which face he showed, depending on what or whom he was seducing — it wouldn’t surprise me at all to see him suddenly turn into whatever he wanted — in order to seduce his counterpart.

Alex’s smile was sad as he very slowly transformed into a mirror image of my face, of my body, down to the small scar near my chin that had been put there by Sariel himself.

“Impossible.” I let out a shaky breath.

“Full potential.” Bannik smirked. “Let’s go, my son.”

Alex turned on his heel and followed Bannik out of my house and toward what I knew would be our death.

And the demons — they would let him because they followed me, because they were attracted to power — because they would sense it in Alex.

“We’re doomed,” I said. “And it’s my fault.”

“No.” Hope sounded… hopeful. How was the woman still standing after watching the man she loved not only go supernova but switch sides? “I refuse to believe it.”

“Your refusal doesn’t change the fact that the siren you supposedly love just marched out of here looking like my doppelganger. He’s going to help Bannik drain ten watchers — you do realize how powerful they are? Each of them holds a specific power over whatever region they guarded or watched. Imagine Bannik having full control of the elements. It would be like unleashing the apocalypse!”

Mason transformed back into his human form and shook his shaggy hair, “I hate that you’re right, demon.”

“Thanks.”

“All is not lost.” A familiar voice said, and I felt his presence like I felt my heart beating within my chest. I hated the power Cassius wielded, but not as much as the yearning inside I felt, every damn time he was in the same room. He couldn’t turn off his angelic presence any more than I could turn off my demonic presence. Where there was light, darkness must still exist, though, since Hope’s awakening in this time, in our world, I’d felt less and less like a demon, and more like… something else. What? I had no clue.

“That happens once one realizes they have a soul,” Cassius said, pressing a large palm against my shoulder. I shuddered at the touch. There was too much good in his touch — too much everything. And I hated feeling. I hated emotion. I hated knowing that if something happened to Hope, I wouldn’t stare at her lifeless body with hollow indifference. No, I’d mourn her as if she were a sister.

“Because in a way, she is.”

“Could you guys possibly share with the rest of us?” Hope interrupted my dialogue with Cassius.

“Your blood, elf blood.” Cassius pressed a palm to Hope’s wound. I watched in rapt fascination as the skin knit back together and closed completely without leaving a scar. “It links your race, and it runs through Timber’s veins. He was saying you feel like a sister… and I told him in a way you are.”

Her eyes filled with tears. “I’ve never had a brother.” She turned to Mason cautiously. “Though I distinctly remember having a best friend.”

Mason frowned, “Huh?”

Cassius’s eyes flared white.

Mason fell to his knees and roared.

“Sorry, old friend.” Cassius sighed. “Sariel never meant to keep your memories from you — but they weren’t safe, not even in your gruff pinecone-filled head.”

“You sound like Alex.” Mason trembled on the ground. “Hope,” He looked up with tear-filled eyes. “You used to pet me.”

With a gulp, Hope ran toward him and leapt into his arms. “You told me you would always watch over me!”

“I failed.” Mason hugged her tightly. “In so many ways.”

“Nobody has failed,” Cassius interrupted with that deep, commanding voice of his. “Alex has fully realized his potential as a siren. He knows his own power, not just the ability to attract anyone and anything, but become anyone and anything… only the most powerful sirens possess it — I knew there was something beneath the surface, but that future — it was hidden from me.” Ethan and Stephanie burst into the house. “We will go to them, to Bannik.”

“Great.” Ethan’s green eyes lit up. “Because we haven’t been fighting for the past what? Few weeks? Year?”

“There will always be a fight.” Cassius shrugged. “And more often than not — it will either be against your own darkness — or for the one you love.”

“How do we get through to him?” I changed the subject, uncomfortable with their discussion because I was a demon, I was darkness. Wasn’t I?

“The same way, the elves got through to you, I imagine.” Cassius looked between Hope and me. “Is she ready?”

“Ready?” Hope repeated. “Ready for what? I’m not a fighter.”

“To link the willing,” Cassius whispered.

“Link the what?”

“You are their true leader, not Bannik. the demons will listen to you because many years ago, an elf sacrificed herself and made a promise to a race full of darkness and regret — protect Hope — and in return, she would once again connect what had been long ago severed.”

Hope shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about and even if I could link I don’t know how to—”

“The heart and soul — in demons it is no longer linked, a punishment given to them for turning against the light — a punishment needed to keep the balance in order. They will follow Bannik now — but if they see you, if they see Timber, who he truly is — then they will fight to the death to have that completion, and they will be loyal to you forever.”

“And the ones who aren’t willing?” I just had to ask. “What about them?”

“Death.” Ethan’s eyes glowed. “You know there is no other choice, Timber. I’m sorry.”

“Yeah,” I croaked. “You know what happens when a demon dies without its soul.”

“We are still offering them a choice, whether or not they take it, is completely up to them,” Ethan reminded me. Hell, sometimes I hated vampires.

“Fine.” I sighed. “I’ll lead you to Bannik, Hope does her thing, and maybe if we’re lucky Alex won’t kill everyone!” I said it all with fake enthusiasm.

Cassius whispered in my head. “Have a little faith.”
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MY HEART HURT for him.

It was like I could feel his pain, the rejection of his family, the way that he even sometimes felt rejected by the immortals because he was the last remaining siren, because he never truly understood what he was or how he fit in with everything.

Always alone.

Always.

Until Hope.

Somehow, when he’d fallen to his knees, and that giant flash nearly blinded everyone it had been like he’d slammed every last memory he’d ever had into my brain and pressed play.

Alone.

Always.

Until Hope.

I had to believe that he wouldn’t hurt me — that a part of him loved me still — and wanted to protect me. And yet, at the same time, I berated myself for being that girl, the girl who convinced herself that she was a game changer, that she was different. When I was nothing at all, not really.

In the past, I had been elf royalty.

Which basically meant I once had been a complete and total shut-in — and hopeless with plants, much to my parent’s dismay, since elves were supposed to have a green thumb.

I had no special power to speak of.

But I did have really pretty blood — strong blood, or so I was told, blood that would help our race carry on through the centuries.

Protect her at all costs. I could still hear my parents saying this phrase over and over again wherever I went.

And a part of me realized, the reason my mother sent me away that night when Alex was supposed to be protecting us, was because a part of her felt a shift with my friend Mary. Mother had a gift for sensing darkness, and what she must have sensed scared her so terribly that she sent me, unguarded, to a hotel lobby to look for an archangel who didn’t even like us half the time, let alone anyone else.

Alex had loved me.

But he was afraid his love would destroy me — he was afraid that it wasn’t real that he would wake up from the dream to find that I was just like everyone else in his life who had claimed to love him. He thought my body wanted him — that I was confused and that one day I would get tired of him. One day I would walk away.

They always do. His thoughts screamed.

They want my body.

Never my heart.

His heart would not survive it. Maybe that was why he was so convinced that if we were apart for more than twenty-four hours either of us would die, maybe it was his subconscious reminding him of something.

Regardless, I needed to concentrate on the present, not the past.

Timber parked the car in downtown Seattle. The restaurant was dimly lit, like everything else I noticed that had demon all over it. Before we got out of the car, he placed his hand over my wrist, blue fire danced along both of our arms.

“You have to show them who you are. They will sense you, but they will think Cassius is playing a trick on them.”

I nodded as the fire tickled and teased my skin.

Timber had fire on both of his wrists too, like bracelets surrounding his muscled forearms.

Ethan, Cassius, Stephanie, and Mason were all waiting for us. I tried to calm my out-of-control heart, but each of their eyes were locked on my wrist, on the fire. I wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or a bad thing.

“It’s been so long.” Mason whispered. “So, so long.”

“And yet,” Ethan said, putting an arm on Mason. “It feels just like yesterday when we were put on elf duty.”

“We’re really that defenseless huh?” I grumbled.

“Your body may be weak,” Cassius was suddenly in front of me, tilting my chin toward him. “But your blood is strong… it sings.”

“Huh?”

“It’s true,” Ethan moved to my right and lifted my hand to his face. “You smell like life itself.”

“That’s…” I winced. “Great?”

“For a demon?” Timber chimed in. “It’s like an all you can eat buffet.”

“That’s not helpful,” Ethan snapped.

“Sorry.” Timber gave me an apologetic look. “We’ll go through the restaurant first and into the back. With any luck, most of the demons will be too busy feeding to notice us, and if they do…” He swallowed. “Hope, that’s when you come in.” With strong hands, he gripped my arm and flipped it over so that the fire danced on my wrist. The small blue tattoo shuddered, and when Cassius pressed his hand over it, blood began to slowly trickle down my fingertips, blue blood, life blood.

“One drop.” Cassius nodded. “On their tongues. They must ingest it for the blood to knit what’s been broken. The change must always take place from the inside out.”

“Okay.” Yeah, I was freaking out. “I can do that.” Could I, though?

“You are stronger than you will ever know,” Cassius whispered in my head. “Lead the way, Timber.”

Timber gave a jerky nod then opened the door to the restaurant, immediately I was hit with a sense of dread as dark eyes darted in my direction.

Cursing and a few bellows of “It can’t be,” filled the room.

And then a man stumbled in front of me. Blood leaked from his eyes. Was this why I cried blood?

“You mourn them the way they mourned you,” Timber whispered. “Open your mouth brother, let her heal you.”

“My queen.” The demon fell to his knees, his scissor tongue slid out from beneath sharp fangs. One drop of blood landed in his mouth. His eyes rolled to the back of his head. When he opened them again, they were a pale blue. A sudden light burst forth from his mouth.

I stumbled back into Timber’s arms. “What was that?”

Timber trembled beneath me. “His soul.” I felt myself starting to cry again as the demon, once crazed, stood to his full height and smiled. It didn’t look pained like before. Instead, he looked whole as he whispered, “I feel everything.”

“Kinda sucks, doesn’t it?” Timber added, probably for my benefit since he was whispering still.

“Thank you.” The demon walked away, shoulders back, and so, that was how I slowly painfully made my way through the restaurant, soul after soul restored.

And almost every single demon, after tasting my blood, rose to his feet, and stood behind us, like a ready-made army.

Ready to die.

For me?

For a person they didn’t even know?

Or maybe for a greater purpose than they’d ever been a part of.

“It’s just in there,” Timber pointed to a large oak door. “His office, and behind his office, the ten are chained to the wall, their blood slowly draining from their bodies, though every so often the process is stopped so that they retain their power.”

I shivered as Timber opened the door to Bannik’s office.

It looked… normal. With leather chairs, a large desk and dark velvet curtains.

Once I stepped over the threshold, I was hit with a surge of Alex’s scent, his power. I wanted him so badly.

But I wanted all of him.

His body was beautiful yes —but it was nothing compared to the heart that it kept within.

“Poetic.” Bannik’s voice sounded, and then a wall turned, revealing a basement-like setting. Ten huge men were chained to a cement wall. They had black and red hair just like Bannik.

And they looked pissed.

Like so pissed I was afraid to look at any one of them since the sheer power of what they were was like getting hit over the head with a blunt object.

Each of them was in armor with a tree etched in the middle.

And each man had a sword at his side that was just out of reach.

“Let them go,” I heard myself saying.

One of the men, the middle one, smiled weakly at me and whispered in a language I didn’t understand, the rest of the men laughed loudly.

Bannik swore. “She is weak. Humans and elves alike — so weak compared to those who watch.”

Cassius stepped forward, his wings spread in vivid color, each feather standing at attention, ready to strike. “Bannik, stop this now.”

“I see my brother left a parting gift. I hope it doesn’t hurt too badly when Alex rips them from your body.”

“He won’t,” I said in a strong voice.

“Oh, my dear, but he will.” Bannik smiled. “Alex, come here, would you?”

A crack sounded as Alex dropped from the ceiling, like literally fell from wherever he’d been perched, watching, waiting. His eyes flashed between black and his normal blue, his hair was still on fire. It burned my eyes to look at him.

He was sheer beauty.

“They all want you.” Bannik sniffed the air. “Every being that has breath in its body — wants you.”

Alex took a step toward me.

I held out my hand.

He frowned while Bannik snorted in disgust.

“The Alex you knew is long gone.” Bannik’s low voice cut through the air like a sword. I hated that I didn’t recognize the look on Alex’s face, that the man I’d loved all those years ago was trapped behind whatever surge of power had overtaken him. “And once he’s finished killing all of you — he’ll give me his blood, blood that can shape shift into anything — and I’ll drain my brothers. Once and for all.”

“So dramatic,” Mason whispered.

Ethan let out a low chuckle.

Bannik whipped around, hand raised toward Mason.

“No!” I ran in front of my friend and held out my hands, fully aware that I wasn’t going to do anything to physically stop him, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to try.

Demons growled behind me as Bannik’s hand came into contact with my cheek, searing pain exploded from the side of my face as I stumbled against Mason’s chest.

And suddenly I was jerked away from Mason.

By Alex.
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Alex

London, England

1915

 

“LONELINESS IS DANGEROUS,” Sariel whispered.

I ignored him.

I ignored him a lot these days. I just had no idea why I felt so empty, so alone. Every time I slept with another woman, I was satiated for maybe half a day before I was hungry again, before I needed to be touched. I wasn’t stupid enough to crave love. The idea itself was repugnant.

Love?

It didn’t exist.

“Alex.” Sariel jerked a chair from the table and sat down. He rarely sat and had talks with anyone — sometimes I imagined he really cared — that he was my friend, not an angel. “You have to choose what you will become. You are powerful beyond anyone’s understanding, and yet you allow yourself to be this—” He grabbed the lapel of my dinner jacket in disgust. I was dressed like every other wealthy nobleman.

I was an imposter.

An intruder.

I was a perfectly polished and well-mannered gentleman on the outside, with a hunger for sex on the inside.

A hunger that made me mindless, crazy.

Dangerous.

“Yes,” Sariel whispered. “You are more dangerous than you could possibly imagine, and yet, I want you to reach that full realization, I want you to reach your full potential so you finally understand that it will not rule you, not if you don’t let it.”

Empty, so empty. I stared into my glass and shook my head. “Absolute power isn’t for me, Sariel.”

“You will need an anchor.”

“Am I in the Royal Navy now?” I joked, winking at a woman who passed, her breasts on full display for all to see.

Then again.

I was in a brothel.

It was where I’d set up camp ever since the elves died.

My fault.

All my fault.

“Think.” Sariel thumped me on the head with his hand. “Mary was pregnant with an abomination, with Bannik’s child. She was being consumed by darkness — you may have failed in protecting them, but she failed her race the minute temptation knocked, and she invited it in.”

“I am temptation.” I gulped.

“Temptation is different for every being, and you’re getting off topic. Stop berating yourself for something you could not control. And find your anchor.”

“Hah.” I motioned for more ale. “We aren’t talking about a real anchor, are we?”

“Love.” Sariel’s voice had a raw edge to it. “Love is your anchor.”

“Love isn’t real.”

“One day… very soon… you will be eating those words, my friend. I hope I’m alive to see it.”

I finally looked at him. “Why wouldn’t you be alive? You’re immortal.”

His eyes were grave as he whispered. “We all have our time.”
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Alex

Present day

 

MY FRIENDS.

They were all my friends.

I wouldn’t hurt them.

But I wanted to.

I wanted them to hurt the way I hurt.

I wanted them to burn the way I’d been burning my entire life.

Memories slammed into me.

Past. Present. Future.

Combined into a swirl of uncontrollable rage and chaos. Power surged through my veins as Bannik spoke. And then his hand raised.

It happened too fast.

A trickle of blue blood ran down Hope’s chin.

She was in Mason’s arms.

Mine!

Mine!

Mine!

I jerked her away from Bannik. I just wanted to touch her, to feel her skin, to remember her taste.

One last time.

“I love you.” Hope cupped my face with her hand. And for the first time in my existence, when someone touched me, the thoughts were pure.

She wasn’t thinking about stripping me naked.

She wasn’t thinking about sex.

She was worried.

About me.

Her heart — beat — for me.

With a roar, I set her on her feet and turned toward Bannik. “You will die, today.”

His black eyes filled with hatred. “You touch me, and I snap her neck like a twig.”

“I’m not going to touch you.” I shrugged. “They are.” I shoved Hope toward Mason again and ran toward the men chained to the wall.

It was a race against time.

As Bannik lunged after me.

I reached the first chain and pulled it free, releasing one brother to intercept Bannik.

Two.

Three.

Four.

And with each clink of the chain, a high-pitched scream emitted from Bannik, I didn’t turn around. I didn’t trust myself not to kill him myself, and his brothers deserved the honor.

When I got to the tenth brother, all hell was breaking loose.

I could hear screaming, the sound of swords hitting stone.

“STOP!” Bannik’s hoarse voice sounded out.

Each brother had control of the elements — a gift from the heavens, I just hoped they were strong enough to do what needed to be done — so I wasn’t going to have to finish Bannik off.

When I freed the last brother, the chain fell to the ground with a resounding clank.

All screaming stopped.

Was he dead?

I turned around.

Bannik was in the same chains he’d used to hold them captive. Cassius stood behind him, holding the chains while the brothers stood at attention.

What the hell were they looking at?

A chill washed over me as the last brother touched my shoulder and slowly walked past me.

I felt his power.

I wanted it.

More than Hope’s love.

More than sex.

More than anything.

“Stop!” My voice boomed, and then the being stopped as each brother froze in place. All eyes turned to me.

This.

Their power.

I felt it.

God, I needed it.

It would stop everything, wouldn’t it?

It would stop it all.

Every burning fever of lust.

I would be numb to it all.

I opened my mouth and inhaled.

“Alex, NO!” Cassius shouted.

But his voice fell on deaf ears. My ears. Yes, they were my friends, but they were weak, they had always been weak.

Bannik stared at me in horror, a part of me, maybe the part that still cared, wondered, if a being that evil was afraid of me, what exactly had I become?

But I wanted.

I clenched my fists as I kept inhaling the emotions of the brothers, devouring their power — licking my lips in ecstasy.

And then, a small hand touched me.

I looked down mid-inhale.

“You were not created for this,” the small boy said. “Sirens do not need air.”

I shook my fuzzy head, and stopped the process turning to the boy and mindlessly gaping at his bravery, it was the one from my dreams, the one who had taken Hope all those years ago. “A riddle?”

“The truth.” He grinned. “Sirens inhale for pleasure. They take, but the real gift…” He shrugged. “Is never in receiving, but giving.” He nodded to the rest of the immortals now frozen as if time had stopped. “You have the power to transform matter, you have the ability to take power, but my friend, you have the supreme power to give to those who have not.”

“I don’t understand.” My rigid body remained paralyzed in place.

“You can empathize, when someone has no one, you can love those who are not loveable. You are able to give rest to those who are weary, strength and humor to those who have only tears to offer. You have the ability to change the world — or to destroy it with your selfishness, and because you have always been loved… you have the ability to choose.”

“Only Hope…” My voice shook. “…has loved me.”

“Your friends, what about them?” He pointed at their terror filled expressions, still frozen on their faces. “And what of Sariel? Did he not love you enough to save you from your parents?”

The memory slammed into me.

“He saved me because I was powerful.” I scowled as the sting of rejection washed over me.

“No.” He shook his head. “Sariel saved you because you were weak.”

“But—”

“You came into your powers slowly, don’t you remember? Yes, you had a magnetism, but only today have you reached your full potential. He saved you because he saw potential because he loved you for who you were and what he believed you’d become.”

“This?” I spread my arms wide. “He wanted a monster?”

The boy’s smile was genuine. “No. I think, at the time, he merely wanted a friend.”

Archangels didn’t have friends. I knew that more than anyone, but I couldn’t fight the memories of all the times Sariel had come to my rescue, or the many instances when he’d tried to pull me free from the brothels.

He never gave up on me.

And it made me wonder if he was still trying, from whatever plane he was on.

“You were created for more than this. But you must choose.” The boy squeezed my hand then released it. “Give? Or take?”

He disappeared into thin air. Had he ever really been there? Or just another figment of my imagination? Or Sariel reaching from above, and showing me the truth when I needed it the most?

The room continued its madness of screams. Hope’s cries were the only ones that reached my ears.

“I love you.”

I loved her more than myself.

Love.

All along I thought it was impossible — and yet, I had friends, I had Hope again. When I didn’t deserve her, Sariel had put her in a deep sleep until it was time. The truth of what he did was staggering, making my chest hurt with its honesty. Sariel had sent her away, not for her, but for me. Because I wasn’t ready. Because I couldn’t love her the way she deserved to be loved.

Sariel had sacrificed — for me.

And that was love, wasn’t it?

Self sacrifice. Putting others before yourself.

All those years he’d believed in me — when I didn’t believe in myself.

And all those years I’d had Sariel. A friend.

I exhaled.

Again… and again.

Righting the room, giving back what I’d taken. With each exhale, I felt more in control, more whole, while still trying to come to grips with the power that I had and the responsibility that came with it.

“Thank you.” The last brother who’d touched me shuddered and joined the rest of his family.

Cassius’s feathers went from purple to black, his normally gold armor changed to the same color.

What in the hell?

The brothers formed a semicircle around Bannik, parting when the final brother walked through.

“No.” Bannik shook his head. “If you send me to Hell, you know what happens.”

The man tilted his head. “I know you will stay there for an eternity, and I know that I will have to follow.”

The room felt free.

The man was dark, his demeanor continued to grow darker as he stared down Bannik.

Bannik glared at me. “You had so much potential.”

“Yes,” I snapped. “Thank you for allowing me to find it.” I wanted to kill him so bad my fingers itched.

Bannik’s nostrils flared. “We could rule this world! The people are weak! We could be their gods!”

“Oh, dear brother.” The man interrupted, shaking his head slowly. “We already did rule this world… and there is only one God.” With a jerk of his hand, he pulled his black sword from his waist and held it over Bannik’s head. “I curse you to Hell… may the One have mercy on your soul.”

He stabbed Bannik in the chest, directly through the heart.

With a piercing scream, Bannik fell forward. The man pressed a hand to Bannik’s chest. The room shook like an earthquake, and then black wings sprouted from the man’s back as, with a roar, he grabbed Bannik and dove.

Directly into the ground.

And disappeared.

A grave expression crossed Cassius’s face.

“What the hell was that?” I asked a quiet room. Even the demons were silent.

“The Angel of Death.” Cassius sighed. “And once again, good and evil are at war with each other.”

“So nothing changes?” I said.

All brothers looked in my direction.

“The Angel of Death has returned to his home.” One of them spoke up. “Everything. Has changed.”

“Why is that bad… exactly?” Hope approached one of the brothers and dripped blood from her wrist onto his wound. He breathed out a sigh of relief and hung his head.

“Thank you, little one.” The bastard touched her and then flashed me an apologetic look before speaking. “Darkness breeds more darkness…” He nodded to Cassius. “But as long as there is light…”

“There will always be light.” Cassius’s booming voice might as well have been a gauntlet being dropped. “Now, allow our little elf to heal you, and we’ll be on our way.”

“Hope,” one whispered and then fell to his knees. “You are Hope!”

I reached her side in record time, pulling her in my arms. “She’s mine.”

Really? Was that the only word I knew?

“I was so sorry for your family.” He smiled. “Do you know who I am?”

“No.” Her voice trembled. “Should I?”

“A gift,” He kissed her forehead and winked. “To say thank you.” She smiled as a flash of humor crossed her face, and then she knelt down and touched his face. He closed his eyes.

“You watched over me… when I was…” She frowned. “Somewhere, not here.”

“That’s a way of explaining it.” He winked. “Let’s just say, that’s not the only game of chess you and I ever played. You were quite popular.”

I suppressed a growl, just barely, and nearly bit off my own tongue in an effort not to attack the guy.

“Sirens.” He shook his head. “So emotional.”

“This siren saved your ass,” I pointed out.

“And here you thought your only job was to look pretty.” Another one of the brothers stepped forward. “I remember when there were hundreds of you in existence. It makes my heart glad to see you with a mate who will produce more.”

My heart thudded and then picked up speed. Kids? With Hope?

And suddenly all I wanted was her mouth, her skin, her body.

“We have to go.” I picked her up and started walking toward the exit, to the laughter of everyone except Timber and the rest of the demons. Then again, they rarely had a reason to smile.

We made it as far as the door before Timber caught up to us. “I’m not going to stop you, but—” His eyes flashed red. “You hurt her, and I will rip your tongue out, heal it, and do it again.”

“Vivid imagery.” I swore. “Thanks.”

“She is our Queen.” His eyes pleaded.

“And she is my mate.”

“Not yet.”

“I love her.” It was the first time I said it out loud, the first time I allowed myself to admit it.

I loved her.

Loved her more than anything.

And in that moment, Timber, man of steel, smiled a radiant smile. “Then you better show her just how much.”

I exhaled in relief.

While Hope laughed against my neck.

“I hate your new bodyguard.”

“He grows on you.”

“Doubt it.” I glared back at Timber and weaved through the restraint where demons with blue eyes looked at me with hesitation.

“It’s fine.” Timber called behind us. “They are… mates.”

A cheer rose out from the demons making Hope’s cheeks blush.

“That, I can get on board with.” I set her down on her feet once we were outside. “Demons cheering for sex.”

Her blush just deepened.

“You’re beautiful.” I kissed her plump lips, swiping my tongue across the bottom one, it tasted so good like home, like my past, present, and future, I needed her, I needed her so bad. “Come on,”

“Aren’t we going back to Ethan’s?”

“Hotel.” My eyes greedily searched down the street. “See? Hotel Monaco, perfect. Sex, room service — no werewolves or demons cock blocking me.”

“Alex,” She tugged my arm forcing me to stop mid-stride. “Why? Why did you stop?”

I hung my head. “I stopped for love.”

Her eyes filled with tears. “Do you remember… everything?”

I didn’t want to go there. Not now. Not when I needed her so bad. The old Alex would have seduced the hell out of her and forced her to have a heart-to-heart later.

But the new Alex, well he was really enjoying the way her hand felt pressed against his palm.

With a sigh, I pressed a kiss to her open palm and led her down the street to a small café. I pushed open the door, a bell above rang announcing our arrival.

Hope said nothing as I went to the front of the café and ordered two black coffees with room for cream. It didn’t even occur to me to hide what I looked like, the woman behind the counter gaped for a few seconds before swaying on her feet, giving her head a shake and then blinking up at me. “Are you… I mean…” Her cheeks went bright red. “Sorry, long day.”

“You and me both.” I offered a smile that I hoped wouldn’t have her leaping across the counter in an effort to tackle me to the floor and rip my clothes off.

A slow smile curled around her lips. “As much as I’d love to give you free coffee, I’d probably get fired, so unless you have money…”

“Huh?”

“You’re pretty, but pretty doesn’t pay my rent.” She smiled again. “That will be three fifty-two.”

With a laugh, I handed her my card and shook my head. “Wow, I must be losing my touch.”

Hope’s hand found mine.

And that was when I realized.

I wasn’t reading the human’s thoughts.

I wasn’t trying to get attention.

I wasn’t seducing.

I wasn’t even thinking about it.

“Love.” Hope reached up, tucked my orange and black hair behind my ears, and shrugged. “Does some crazy things, yeah?”

“Yeah,” I whispered, tilting her chin toward me.

The barista coughed. “Here’s your card… Alexander.”

“I like your full name.” Hope grinned. “I used to call you Alexander.”

“You did.” I recalled the memory of our first meeting and shook my head. Red dress. She’d been in a red dress, her lips matched, all I could focus on was how they looked like an apple, and I was starving for a taste.

“Thanks,” Hope said to the barista and held my hand as we grabbed our drinks and went to a dark corner to sit. “Tell me everything.”
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Hope

 

I WONDERED IF he understood that even now, even without him trying, people were staring, the barista was fanning herself, and I could have sworn the flowers outside the window weren’t plastered against the glass when we originally walked in.

Some things never changed.

Alex had been talking for hours.

It took everything in me not to interrupt his words with kisses. His mouth moved, and I focused, I really did, because what he was saying was important. But he was talking about us, and when he talked about us, our past, the past I’d been forced to forget… I was also forced to remember all the times that he refused to take me.

“Why?” I interrupted when I couldn’t take it anymore. “You had me. I loved you. Love you,” I corrected. “Why wouldn’t you make love to me? You hurt me when you went to other women. A part of me understands that you felt tarnished, unworthy but—”

“Hope.” His eyes lit up. “You still don’t understand.” Warm hands reached for mine. I let out a little breath as he brushed his fingertips down my skin. “I wanted you every second of the day, but to use you in that way, to take your essence, your energy, every part of you for my own selfish needs — I couldn’t fathom doing that to someone so innocent, so pure.”

“And now?” I gulped.

His smile turned lethal. “Now, I’m going to make up for a few hundred years and lock you in my room.”

“But I get bathroom breaks like a normal weak little human right? And you’ll feed me?” I teased.

“If you’re good.” He shrugged teasingly. “I may even let you take a bat to the timer…”

I scowled. “That was an asinine thing to do, just saying.”

“At the time it seemed the smartest thing to do, piss you off, keep you away from me… again.” He shook his head as pieces of rainbow hair fell across his sculpted cheekbones. “It seems I have a really nasty habit of letting my own insecurity decide what’s best for both of us.”

Staring at him and only touching him, was basically killing me slowly. Because with every touch, I was reminded of the other touches, the kisses, the times he told me he loved me, the laughter we shared weeks before we were going to go to my real parents and tell them about our relationship.

Weeks before my mother was slaughtered and my werewolf father was found dead in an alley.

“Two hours.” Alex released me and took one last sip of coffee and stood. “I gave you two hours of talking and no sex. Basically, you almost just killed me, so if you don’t mind, I’d like to get you naked.”

My erratic heartbeat was clearly on board. I nodded my head dumbly and stood, only to hear the damn bell go off on the door.

“There you are!” Mason shouted, running toward me and pulling me into his arms. “I missed my best friend.”

Alex groaned.

Mason ignored him.

“I loved your hands.” Mason said in gruff voice. “I knew it felt familiar. We were inseparable until a narcissistic siren caught your eye.”

“Thanks,” Alex said from behind me.

Mason continued ignoring him. “He asked about you… we were dancing together at one of those horrible dinner parties and he heard your laugh first, and then saw you second. I always thought it was peculiar that a siren would be attracted to laughter before he even saw the woman it was attached to.” Mason finally looked at Alex as he set me back on my feet. “You wanted her soul first, you just didn’t know it.”

Alex gaped.

Mason shrugged. “That is love.”

“If you start crying I’m going to punch you.” Alex said in a hoarse voice.

Mason held out his hand. “I would have helped you.”

Alex tilted his head, “Helped me?”

“I would have helped you back then, helped you go to the council, helped you talk to the remaining elves. I knew you loved her even if you were too afraid to admit it.”

“I was never afraid.”

“Yes, you were.” Mason and I said in unison.

“Not afraid,” Alex corrected, “More like terrified that she’d finally see what I was capable of and walk away.”

“Hate to break it to you, but we’ve all seen that scary as hell shit, and look, still friends. This reminds me of when King Lion—”

“NOPE!” Alex cupped his ears with his hands. “Our lives are not Disney movies.”

“But they could be!” Mason said in a teasing tone and then winked at me. I knew he was just trying to mess with Alex, as per usual.

The bell above the door rang again.

Cassius waltzed in, his wings tucked away from human sight.

“Seriously?” Alex looked toward the ceiling. “Must everyone interrupt us before—”

Cassius crossed his arms.

“—tag.” Mason finished. “Before a rousing game of tag.”

“Tag, my ass.” Ethan said behind Cassius followed by Stephanie and finally Genesis.

“Alex!” Genesis surged forward. “I’m so glad you’re okay! Also, there are a few stray dogs outside. I think they want to…” She blushed.

“Hell.” Ethan pinched the bridge of his nose.

“Why is everyone here?” I asked, since Alex looked too irritated to say anything more.

“Family.” Cassius shrugged. “We’re a family.”

I glanced around as my throat swelled.

We were dysfunctional.

But he was right.

This was my family.

It always had been.

Always would be.

The bell clanged again.

I sucked in a breath as Timber slowly walked past everyone and stopped in front of me.

Alex bit back a curse.

“My Queen.” Timber’s blue eyes flickered with appreciation. “Personal bodyguard at your service.”

“I can protect her,” Alex pointed out.

“I’m well aware of that.” Timber eyed him over my shoulder. “But it’s an honor to be in her service.”

“Listen if anyone is servicing—”

“Thanks, Timber.” I pulled him in for a quick hug, ignoring Alex’s sexual innuendo. “Why don’t we all go home?”

Amidst nods and chatter, I reached for Alex’s hand and squeezed.

“Home.” He sighed. “Are you sure you don’t want to go to a hotel?”

“I’ve been waiting my whole life to be in your bed,” I admitted. “I just didn’t know it until recently, so no, I don’t want to go to some random hotel like a normal horny human couple. I want to be in your arms, on your sheets, sliding against—”

His mouth found mine with ferocity as he tugged me into his arms and lifted me off the ground.

In the hazy distance, I heard something from Cassius and suddenly I was back at Ethan’s with Alex.

I stumbled back. “What just happened?”

Alex grabbed for me again. “Archangel party trick. He’s here all week, yay. Come back here.” With a groan, he surrounded me with his arms then had my shirt over my head, my pants a torn pool at my feet. “I’ve been waiting to claim you for hundreds of years,” he whispered against my lips.

“But—” His mouth was amazing. “We’ve already had sex.”

“Yes.” His hot lips trailed kisses down my neck. “But we’ve never made love.”

Had I not already been in love with him then — that would have sealed the deal. As tears filled my eyes, he lifted me into his arms and placed me gently on the bed, then kissed me.

And kissed.

And kissed.

He kissed my body until I lost track of time.

Until my body ached for more.

And when I cried out for him.

He kept kissing.

He worshipped with his mouth, he pleasured with his hands, and he did it over and over again.

Sex with Alex had been out of this world.

Making love with Alex — was going to alter my world.

Then again, that was what love did, wasn’t it?
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Alex

 

NOBODY WOULD EVER accuse me of being a patient person.

I was selfish.

Narcissistic.

I was a lot of things.

But with Hope — I felt different, like I was finally able to take my time kissing the spot where her neck met her collarbone. Suddenly, it was okay to take my time because I loved her — because it wasn’t about finding release and gaining more power.

Power I had.

Love — I needed.

Desperately.

I knew I was changed — knew that since I’d reached my full potential and recognized my powers — that my job was to give.

Not to take.

So I gave.

I gave her everything.

I laid down every freaking part of my body and soul at her feet and gave more.

“I have loved you… for as long as I remember.” Tears pricked my eyes as I realized the intensity behind my words; they shook with truth. Thank God Sariel had thought ahead.

I stopped kissing her briefly, my thoughts focused on Sariel, maybe, just maybe he saw this future.

Maybe he saw my potential.

Maybe he saw what it would be when I had a mate.

I had to believe that his death on this human plane meant something.

And with Hope in my arms — I did.

I believed that sometimes death had to occur for new life to begin.

“Children,” I blurted finding her mouth. “I want loads of cranky, whiny children with rainbow hair.”

Hope laughed against my mouth. “Then we better get started, don’t you think?”

“I don’t care if they’re elves,” I whispered reverently, running my hands down her naked body. “I don’t care if they make cookies.” She burst out laughing, “Or if they live in a shoe.”

“I didn’t have my old memories!” Her laughter was infectious. “I didn’t know!”

“It was adorable.”

“It was not.”

“I fell in love with you twice, you know.” I cupped her face between my hands. “Hundreds of years ago, I fell in love with you — and a week ago, the process started all over again. I think I could live through several lifetimes, searching for you, only to find you and fall in love all over again.”

Tears welled in her eyes.

“But luckily we don’t have to worry about that.” I brushed another feather-light kiss across her lips.

“I love you, Alex.”

“I love you too.”

We stopped talking.

Our bodies moved in sync as I did my best to pleasure her, to feel every part of her, to make sure that she understood — I was giving.

Not taking.

I gave until I had nothing left.

And she took.

With each pulse between our bodies, I gave a little bit more, until I was spent.

Until day turned to night, and night turned to day again.

Until our sweaty bodies were too exhausted to make it to the door.

Until the sheets fell from the mattress and the bed threatened to break.

I gave it all.

And for the first time in my existence, when I woke up with sunlight streaming across our naked bodies.

I didn’t burn.

I was free.
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Mason

 

“I KNOW…” CASSIUS had been trying to have a heart-to-heart with me ever since Alex and Hope disappeared into their room a week ago — I’d brought food to their door.

I wanted my friend to eat.

Even if Alex didn’t care about anything but sex.

She at least needed nutrition that wasn’t a part of licking his sweat off his body.

I shuddered at the thought.

A small pinprick of jealousy accompanied it. I shoved it away as hard and fast as possible.

For a brief moment, I’d felt what they’d felt.

And it was — everything.

Another painful reminder that I would never have that.

I’d always felt close to Hope and now I knew why. She’d been my best friend, and I her protector. As a wolf it had been my job to be by her side day and night — until she made her choice and that choice ended up being the very thing I was to protect her from. Anyone who would use her body without wanting her soul. 

So basically, a soul sucking siren. As the last of her race, and royalty, she was the only elf alive that could reproduce and have children without dying. It was a waste to do that with a man who wanted nothing but sex.

And yet? All I heard from the upstairs bedroom was Alex doing his damnedest to make sure she was pregnant before sunrise. Leave it to a sex obsessed siren to be partially in charge of rebuilding an entire race of elves. I hated admitting it, but if anyone could do it, it would be him. 

Another crashing sound emitted from upstairs, sending my hair on edge.

Years ago he would have destroyed the blue light within her. 

And now? Now he was fanning it. 

No wonder Sariel kept her in a deep slumber. 

Because finally, Alex loved someone more than himself, and as the strongest siren in the world — he alone could give his essence and create something powerful — something good. 

I growled as I swiped a pine cone off the table and chucked it in the air, only to nearly hit Cassius in the face. 

He caught the pine cone, twisted it to the side and sighed. “This war is not over.” Cassius tried again. “I still need you to mate.”

And there it was.

“I need more time.” I stared down at my furry hands. It seemed the longer I waited, the harder it was to stay in human form; it was easier to let myself go, easier to regress, easier to sleep under a tree rather than in my bed, easier to forget to eat then to hunt.

“Mason!” Cassius roared, I jerked out of my seat and stood on my haunches ready to attack. “Either pick a mate, or I’ll do it for you.”

I sucked in a sharp breath. “You wouldn’t.”

“I would.” He hissed, his wings fanned out behind him. The purple and blue feathers shuddered as if shaking themselves at me, judging me. “So what’s it going to be?”

“I need more time. I can’t think, I—”

His eyes went white.

And then all hell broke loose as Ethan charged into the house with a bloody body in his arms. “She’s been hurt.”

“Who is she?”

“Vampire. Young.” He shook his head. “I’ve done all I can, she was dropped off at the front gate, it looks like someone tried to suck her dry and left her for dead.”

“Mason.” Cassius nodded at me. “Do your job.”

“Of course.” My job, I could do. Healing I could do. I reached down and pressed my hand against her forehead as I licked around the wounds, cleaning the sweet-tasting vampire blood and sealing every wound closed. Normally I hated their taste, it was too much of a sugar rush — and I was used to dirt, pinecones, berries. But her? She tasted like — life. When I was finished, I took a step back to survey my work careful to keep my reaction completely indifferent.

The woman’s hand shot out and grabbed my arm. “You.”

I quickly glanced to Cassius who had the brightest smile I’d ever seen on his face in all the years I’d known him.

“You bastard!” I roared.

“I guess I’ll just leave you to it.” Cassius shrugged and walked off.

Ethan gaped at the two of us. “But she’s a vampire.”

“Because that wasn’t obvious!” I yelled.

He looked between us, then smiled, barely managing to cover said smile with his hand before he coughed and then slapped me twice on the back. “Yeah, good luck with that.”

Cursing, I returned my attention to the woman, who still held me in a viselike grip, ready to scare her off, fight her if need be.

Instead, she released her hold, her green eyes flashing. “You look like my first puppy…” She passed out on the table.

And I was left wondering… if she’d been trying to insult me on purpose.

Or just didn’t realize that a wolf never wanted to be compared to a dog.

“Hell,” I muttered, transforming back to my human form. “Thanks for nothing, Cassius.”

Laughter echoed in my head.

Sometimes, I hated that guy.
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