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Chapter One

The October night was sharp with the first
taste of winter, but Liz Marlowe didn’t feel it. She was restless
and keyed up and spoiling for a fight, and a hot pulse of anger
kept her warm in her tee shirt and jeans as she hurried along the
crowded Boston sidewalks, past all the college students in their
turtlenecks and jackets, talking and laughing and putting their
arms around each other for warmth.

She was frowning down at the sidewalk, lost
in a snarl of frustrated thoughts, when she went around a corner to
escape the throng and slammed into what felt like a brick wall.

Her reflexes snapped into action and she
recovered quickly, jumping back a few paces as she looked to see
what she’d crashed into.

Not what, but who.

It was Jack Morgan, one of the few vampires
in New England she wasn’t allowed to kill and the only one who
could piss her off just by looking at her.

Which he was doing right now, with one
eyebrow raised and a slight smile on his face. “Well, well, well.
If it isn’t my favorite little ball of hate.”

“Don’t call me that,” she snapped, before
remembering the resolution she’d made the last time she’d run into
him.

Never let Jack Morgan get under your
skin.

His smile broadened. “Why not? It’s an
accurate description. Plus it makes your face turn red and steam
come out of your ears, and I never get tired of seeing that. I
suppose I could call you my favorite elf, but since you’re only
one-sixteenth that would seem like stretching the truth, wouldn’t
it?”

She forced herself to stay silent, knowing
that anything she said would betray the fact that his shot had hit
home. Liz was the only member of the Green Fae clan with such a
diluted bloodline. Because of that, she’d felt at a disadvantage
among the other demon hunters from the time she was first called as
a warrior.

And Jack Morgan knew it. He was one of a
handful of vampires who had allied themselves with the elven clans,
and he’d been working with them for decades. He probably knew more
about the Green Fae than she did.

He knew, for instance, that in a clan of
warriors known for cold-blooded ferocity and iron control, Liz’s
quick temper was considered a serious shortcoming—and an
unfortunate result of her mostly human ancestry.

That’s why he enjoyed making her angry.
Because he knew how hard she worked to hide her emotions.

“I keep waiting for a vein to pop out,” he
said. “Right here,” he added, reaching out to touch her
forehead.

A shiver went through her at the feel of his
cool fingers against her skin. Before he could notice her reaction,
she slapped his hand away and took a quick step back.

If Jack ever found out she was attracted to
him, her life wouldn’t be worth living.

She loathed Jack Morgan with every strand of
her hybrid DNA, so it really, really sucked that he was so
goddamned good-looking. He was tall and powerful and built like a
gladiator, with black hair and a wicked mouth and icy blue eyes
that radiated all the deadly competence she longed to possess.

She took a deep breath. “Get out of my way,
vampire. I don’t have time for you tonight.”

He raised an eyebrow. “I hope you’re on your
way to hit somebody. You look like you need to burn off some steam.
Care to take a swing at me, just for practice? You know you want
to.”

“And you’ll just stand there and take it, of
course.”

“Why not? We both know you can’t hit hard
enough to hurt me.”

She had hit him, once. Several times, in
fact. The fight had been a test, to see if she was ready to
graduate from her training as a warrior, but she hadn’t known
that.

When she and her teacher had come upon two
vampires in a dark alley she’d gone into battle mode without any
hesitation. She’d been fiercely exultant when she seemed to be
winning, until Yana had called out, “Stop!” and Jack had
immediately backed off.

And then proceeded to dissect her fighting
technique in a cool, dispassionate tone that set her on edge as
much as the things he said about her.

“She’ll never be as strong as the other demon
hunters. Her Fae blood is too thin.”

“Absinthe could help.”

“It could also kill her.”

“Not if she takes it properly, and only on
the night of the solstice,” Yana had countered, while Liz kept her
eyes on the vampire who’d just voiced out loud the one thing in the
world she was afraid of.

That she was weak.

Which was why, the day after she’d met Jack
Morgan, she’d gone to her best friend for help. Celia was an eighth
blood Fae and a spellcaster, and she knew how to make elven
absinthe.

She’d warned Liz of the unpredictability and
danger of the brew—too much and you might be pulled into a dark
faery realm, never to return—but Liz didn’t care. If there was a
way to make herself stronger, to close the gap between herself and
the other warriors, she was going to take it.

She and Jack had run into each other several
times after their first encounter, but he hadn’t seen her fight
since then. And during that year and a half Liz had been training,
going on missions, and drinking absinthe once a month.

Getting stronger.

The alley they were standing in was deserted,
and a glance around confirmed that no one was coming their way.

She dropped her backpack on the sidewalk and
flexed her hands.

“That would be great, actually. I could use a
sparring partner.”

Jack’s eyes widened and then narrowed, and
the fact that she’d actually surprised the smug son of a bitch gave
her a rush of satisfaction.

“This isn’t the ideal place to—”

“All talk, huh? I knew you were afraid to
fight me.”

Of course that wasn’t true, but just saying
it made her feel pleasantly reckless, knowing she was needling one
of the most dangerous creatures in Boston.

Jack took a step closer, his blue eyes
lasering into hers. “That stupid cockiness is one of your
weaknesses. And someday it’s going to get you killed.”

This was the most fun she’d had in weeks.
“Okay, fine. If you’re not up for a full-on bout, at least let me
take one good swing at you. You did offer, after all.”

He stared at her for a minute, his expression
unreadable. “So I did,” he said finally. “Well, it won’t hurt me
and it might amuse you.”

He took a step back and widened his stance,
smiling coldly. “I’m ready whenever you are.”

She let her eyes rove over his six and a half
feet, every inch of him covered in hard muscle. “I think I’ll go
for the solar plexus.”

He shrugged. “Have at it, warrior.”

Hitting Jack’s abdomen would be like hitting
a brick wall. But she’d taken absinthe just two nights ago, and she
could feel power surging within her. She gave him a sweet smile and
then threw a punch with everything she had behind it.

It hurt like hell, but her warrior bones
could handle the impact. And Jack flew back three feet and landed
hard against the building behind him.

That was the most fun she’d had in
weeks.

“I guess you were right. I really did need to
burn off some steam.” She smiled again, even sweeter than before,
and started to walk past him.

Jack grabbed her so fast she didn’t have time
to react. He jerked her off her feet and slammed her up against the
wall, his hand around her throat and his face just inches from
hers.

“The solstice ceremony isn’t for another two
months.”

As lethal and terrifying as he looked right
now, Jack wasn’t squeezing her throat. She could still talk, and
she was pleased at how calm, even detached, her voice sounded.

“That’s right.”

His blue eyes had never looked more arctic.
“So explain to me why there’s absinthe in your system right
now.”

She willed herself to be as cold as he was.
“I don’t have to explain a damn thing. I don’t answer to you,
vampire.”

She felt hatred coursing through her veins as
she took a deep breath. “‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend.’
Right? That’s the theory behind the Fae’s alliance with you. The
demons are a mutual threat, and you work with us to fight them.
Maybe some of the Fae are grateful for that, but I’m not. I’m not
fooled by your hero act. In the end, I think your true nature will
come out. I think you’ll work with us as long as it serves your
interests and not a moment more. You’re not in this for the greater
good.”

He seemed completely unaffected by her words.
The hand around her throat didn’t tighten and his eyes didn’t so
much as flicker. “I never said I was. And you still haven’t
answered my question. How much of that poison have you been
drinking? You risk death every time you take a sip. Are you so
eager to die? Didn’t they teach you the consequences of—”

She kneed him in the groin, not as hard as
she could but hard enough to make him loosen his hold a little,
allowing her to pull away and put a couple of feet between them.
She faced him now on a hair trigger, her weight forward on the
balls of her feet and her arms flexed and ready.

“They’re my clan, not yours, and they’ve told
me everything I need to know.”

They stared at each other for a few seconds,
Liz breathing hard and Jack as still as a marble statue. After a
moment she started to walk past him, keeping her senses on high
alert in case he tried to grab her again.

He didn’t, but he dropped one word into the
silence.

“Wait.”

It was a request, not a command. Because of
that she stopped and turned, slowly, to face him again. “You’ve got
two seconds.”

“There’s something out there,” he said after
a moment. “Something dangerous. Something we haven’t seen
before.”

Liz nodded curtly. “I know. I’m on it.”

The “something dangerous” was the reason she
hadn’t been looking where she was going when she ran into Jack in
the first place. For two days now she’d been trying to hunt down an
unseen enemy that had left at least three dead so far, and she
hadn’t been able to find out a damn thing about who or what was
doing the killing.

Her blood was hot with the instinct to fight,
but her wrath had no target.

With most of her clan in Alberta—Green Fae
from all over North America were gathering to fight a demon horde
in the Canadian Rockies—Liz was without backup for the first time
since she’d been called as a warrior. This should have been the
perfect opportunity to prove herself, to show the clan that she
could handle solo missions and dangerous assignments.

Instead, she’d spent the last forty-eight
hours doing recon and had come up empty. All she knew was that
other creatures were running scared from this thing, leaving Boston
as free of demonic energy as she’d ever seen it—except for this
unknown, nameless threat.

“I think you should alert your clan
leaders.”

“I don’t need to alert them. I told you, I’m
on it. I haven’t learned much yet, but I will. If you know
anything—”

“Yeah, I know something. Whatever this thing
is, it’s going to be too much for you. If you won’t contact the
other Fae, then you need to let me handle it.”

Liz just stared at him. “Sure, you bet,” she
said after a moment. “I’ll hide in my apartment and watch Gossip
Girl reruns, and you can take on the big bad evil all by
yourself.”

Jack’s dark brows drew close together.
“Listen, warrior—”

“I’m done listening to you. If you find out
something useful, I expect you to let me know. Otherwise, stay out
of my way.”

She had to walk a few blocks before she
calmed down. Then she checked her watch. Thanks to her encounter
with Jack, she was running ten minutes late to meet Celia.

Music pulsed out of a doorway ahead, and Liz
slowed her angry strides and went inside. The cafe was between her
apartment and Celia’s, and in spite of an annoyingly superior wait
staff they served the best espresso in the city.

Celia was sitting at a table in the corner.
She looked like a student, her red hair caught back in a ponytail
and her cheek resting on one hand as she frowned down at the book
in front of her, making notes in the margins as she read. The place
was a college hangout and Celia fit in perfectly.

Of course she wasn’t working on English lit
or biochem. Liz had asked her to research any way for a demon
hunter to augment her power, and when Celia had called earlier
today she’d said she’d found something.

After her run-in with Jack, it felt good to
cross the crowded floor towards Celia. Jack always left her feeling
unsettled, off-balance, while Celia made her feel grounded and
centered. She was loyal and kind and smart, and Liz knew she was
lucky to have her—not just as an ally, but as a friend.

A few minutes later, Liz had completely
forgotten those fond sentiments.

“Have you lost your mind?”

Celia was grinning at her. “I’m telling you,
it’s all right here. A sure-fire way to increase your power for one
night. And all you have to do is—”

“Don’t say it!”

“—sleep with a vampire.”

Liz glared at her. “You’re joking. Right?
Because I’d hate to have to kill you after years of
friendship.”

Celia held out her hands. “Hey, I didn’t
write the text. I just translated it. I spent the whole day inside
with a Latin dictionary, while you were at the gym working
out.”

“Yeah, well, you’re supposed to be the brains
of this partnership. I’m the brawn, remember?”

The waiter who’d brought their coffee raised
his eyebrows when he overheard that comment from the diminutive
Liz, and Liz turned her glare on him. So what if she was five foot
four and a hundred and ten pounds? This guy didn’t know her. For
the thousandth time since she was called to be a warrior, Liz had
an urge to lift an ignorant human male three feet off the ground
with one hand, just to see his reaction.

“You asked me to find you a power source,”
Celia reminded her. Liz had the distinct impression she was
enjoying herself. “What if this is the only way to save the
city—maybe even the world?”

“Then the city is screwed,” Liz answered,
adding sugar to her cappuccino and stirring it with more force than
necessary. She took a quick sip before leaning across the table,
stabbing her finger in front of Celia’s face to make her point. “If
the only way I can save the world is by sleeping with a vampire,
the world is toast. So find me another way to stop
this...thing.”

“It’s a small price to pay for—”

Liz’s eyes narrowed.

“Okay, okay,” Celia said, laughing. “I didn’t
really think you’d do it.”

“So help me, if you made that whole thing
up...”

Celia shook her head. “What I told you is the
exact truth. If you do the ritual and accept a vampire’s seed into
your body, his power flows into you. The combination of your
strength and his would make you almost unstoppable. It would only
last for one night, but that would be enough time to go after this
monster and destroy it—once you find out what it is and where it
is. The vampire would be helpless while the spell lasted, but
everything would go back to normal afterwards.”

In spite of herself, the image of one
particular vampire flashed across her mind’s eye.

Liz folded her arms across her chest. “I bet
I know exactly who you have in mind for this...this
disgusting...”

“Well, duh.” Celia cupped her chin in her
hand and a wistful look came into her eyes. “Liz, he’s sex on
wheels. He’s right here in the city. And he’s helped us
before.”

“He’s helped you, you mean. He likes you. He
can’t stand me, and the feeling is mutual.”

“There’s a thin line between—”

“Do not finish that sentence.”

“Most women would kill to be in your shoes.
I’d kill to be in your shoes. Jack Morgan is the most
gorgeous bloodsucking fiend I’ve ever seen. And you, lucky girl,
have the perfect excuse for jumping his bones! You’d be saving the
world from unspeakable evil. The mind-blowing orgasm would just be
a bonus.”

In spite of herself, Liz was diverted. “How
do you know there’d be a mind-blowing orgasm? Jack’s too handsome
to be good in bed.”

Celia shook her head. “That’s true for mortal
guys, sure. The gorgeous ones have no clue. But vampires? Don’t
tell me you haven’t heard the stories. Stamina, for one thing. And
they’ve got a vested interest in making you come. If you’re in the
throes of orgasm you don’t feel it when they bite you, and I think
the blood tastes better or something.”

Liz stared at her. “I can’t believe you’re
saying this. Do you mean to tell me you’d let a vampire bite
you?”

She was glad her friend had the grace to
blush. “Probably not, in real life. But I have to admit that
sometimes, when I’m, you know, fantasizing—”

“Celia!”

“They’re just fantasies,” she said
defensively. “Who dreams about vanilla sex when they’re alone in
bed at night? And why are you being so judgmental, anyway? You know
I’m just talking. My fantasy life is all I’ve got these days.
Neither of us has had time for a boyfriend since we started this
supernatural gig.”

There was no denying the truth of that
statement. “Okay, so we’re sexually deprived superheroes. Isn’t
that an occupational hazard? I mean, we do have other things to
think about.”

Celia grinned. “You’re the only superhero
here. I’m a sexually deprived sidekick, thank you very much. But
you’re missing my whole point. This is your golden opportunity to
not be sexually deprived.”

Liz shook her head. “I’ll never be desperate
enough to beg Jack Morgan to sleep with me. Not even to save the
world. Especially since he’d just turn me down, which would be
very, very bad for my ego.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Celia agreed,
which oddly enough was a little depressing. The least her friend
could do was insist that Jack wouldn’t be able to resist her, or
something.

Which would be a lie. Jack Morgan hated her
every bit as much as she hated him, and he would have no trouble at
all resisting her.

Not that it would come to that, of course.
Liz was completely confident—or, well, mostly confident—that she’d
find a way to defeat this new enemy all on her own.

Only a few hours later, that confidence had
evaporated.



























Chapter Two

Jack was in a rotten mood. The city stank of
evil, and for the first time since he’d gotten into the
evil-fighting business, he hadn’t been able to find out a damn
thing about whatever was killing people in his beloved city of
Boston. Rumors were all he’d gotten hold of, most of them
contradicting each other, until it was impossible to separate truth
from fear.

All he knew was that the threat was real.
Three people had turned up dead, and while the local police had no
clue what had caused their deaths, Jack had taken one look at the
bodies and known immediately that something supernatural was
involved.

Which meant it was his enemy to fight.

Despite what that vampire-hating bitch
thought about him, the alliance he’d made with the Fae was more
than skin deep. He was committed to protecting his city and the
people who lived here. That was the mission that kept him going,
that gave meaning to his existence. For the past thirty years it
had been his sole focus.

It should be his sole focus now.

He was pacing back and forth across his
living room, thinking about his next move. Or trying to think about
his next move.

If only thoughts of Liz Marlowe didn’t keep
intruding.

He pictured her as she’d looked earlier that
evening, her witch black hair tumbled around her shoulders and her
green eyes full of loathing. There was so much energy in her, so
much passion, so much life. She was more fiercely alive than any
creature he’d ever known.

He hated knowing she was out there somewhere,
looking for trouble. Spoiling for a fight. Drinking that green
poison, risking death with every sip. It was like watching
something beautiful and precious hurtling towards the edge of a
cliff, knowing destruction was inevitable and that there wasn’t a
damn thing he could do to stop it.

Not that she wasn’t a good fighter. She was
an incredible fighter. She more than made up for her slightly
lesser strength with speed and skill and naked ferocity.

The night they met, he’d known immediately
that with a little more time and training she could stand shoulder
to shoulder with the Green Fae. But instead he’d found himself
arguing with Yana after Liz had gone home, advising her to turn Liz
away from the clan.

Yana had refused.

Applying cold logic to the problem, he’d been
forced to acknowledge that, for whatever reason, he had trouble
being objective where Liz was concerned. So he’d done his best to
avoid her, even though his alliance with the Fae meant a few
encounters were inevitable.

The fact that she hated his guts made it a
little easier to stay away. From the very beginning, Liz had
treated him like something she’d scraped off the bottom of her
shoe.

She didn’t trust him. She’d never trust him.
So how could he convince her to stay out of this particular fight?
To let him handle it? His concern for her was starting to affect
his ability to think clearly about the mission in front of him.
Maybe he could lock her up in a basement somewhere until it was all
over. Maybe he could—

There was a sharp knock at the door.

He wasn’t exactly in the mood for company,
but it might be an informant. He strode to the door, glanced
through the peephole, and froze.

Liz Marlowe stood in the hallway, blood
staining her fingers where she pressed them against her side. Her
breath came in short, sharp gasps.

He pulled open the door, and powerful flavors
assaulted his senses. The metallic tang of blood, the pungent reek
of adrenaline, and beneath it all the faint, subtle scent that was
uniquely Liz. His jaw clenched tight.

“What the hell are you doing here?” he
growled, forcing himself to look at her face and not the red stain
on her hand.

“Bleeding to death, you idiot.”

“And you thought I’d finish the job? Put you
out of your misery?”

She took a ragged breath. “Very funny. I
thought—I thought maybe you’d have some bandages.”

There was a short silence. “You’re serious,”
he said finally.

“Of course I’m serious!” she shouted, the
effort making her grimace. “I heal faster than normal people, but I
still need to get patched up.”

She was glaring at him, fury making her eyes
seem greener than usual.

She was obviously in pain. He took a grip on
himself and risked a glance downwards, confirming that she’d taken
a deep slice in the belly.

As far as he knew, she’d never been seriously
injured before. Her reflexes were like lightning and she was one
hell of a fighter. What kind of creature could have been strong or
fast enough to...

“I don’t believe it,” he said suddenly, his
eyes snapping back to her face. “You’ve been fighting
that...thing.”

She didn’t ask him what thing. She knew
perfectly well there was only one thing they could be
talking about.

“It’s more than I can say for you,” she said
through gritted teeth, and wound or no wound he had to take a deep
and unnecessary breath to keep from hitting her.

“Get inside,” he said instead, and when she
crossed the threshold he slammed the door behind her. “Sit down,”
he ordered, and without waiting to see if she obeyed he went to the
bathroom for supplies.

When he came out she was still standing,
which came as no surprise. She was panting a little, like a wounded
animal, and she looked fierce and defiant and—yes, afraid. He
didn’t think he’d ever seen Liz Marlowe look afraid before.

Her white tee-shirt was stained with blood,
and her jeans were covered in dirt and grime. There were smudges of
dirt on her face, too, which for some reason made her look very
young.

Her black hair was tucked behind her ears.
Her skin was pale and her eyes looked too big for her face, but
that might just be the pain.

“Fine, don’t sit.” He sat down instead, on
the leather chair by the fireplace, and gestured for her to stand
in front of him. She did so, a little hesitantly.

“I need to see it,” he told her, pointing at
the hand she held pressed to her side. When she didn’t move he
reached out, intending to be rough, but found himself touching her
wrist almost gently. She jerked her hand out of the way.

The cut was four inches long and at least an
inch deep. It was a good thing he didn’t need to breathe, he
thought. The sight of the blood was bad enough.

“Only you would be stupid enough to come to a
vampire with an open wound,” he said, reaching for alcohol and
gauze.

“Yeah, well, you weren’t exactly my first
choice,” she answered coldly. “There’s something I’ve got to talk
to you about when we’re finished with this.”

The creature who’d done this to her,
presumably. For the first time in her short life Liz Marlowe had
run up against something she couldn’t deal with on her own, and she
wanted his help.

She’d never come to him for help before.

He touched the alcohol-soaked pad to her skin
and felt her shudder. “This is going to need stitches,” he told
her.

“Fine.”

“No, it’s not fine. I haven’t handled a wound
this serious in a long time and I don’t have any anesthetic. You
need go to the hospital and—”

“I don’t need anesthetic.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Trying to prove how
tough you are, Liz?”

There was a short silence. It was the first
time he’d ever used her first name.

“Screw you, Jack. And stitch me the
hell up.”

He almost smiled. “Keep a civil tongue in
your head, or you’ll find this can hurt even more than it has
to.”

“Just do it, okay? And spare me the sweet
talk.”

It did hurt—a lot. But the vampire’s hands
were unexpectedly gentle, and Liz found herself relaxing in spite
of herself. Remembering Yana’s teachings, she willed herself into
greater calm, deeper breathing, a slower, stronger heart beat. All
of which would help her torn flesh to heal.

She had no desire to watch the surgical
operation on her belly, so she let her eyes roam around Jack’s
apartment.

Liz wasn’t sure what she’d expected from a
vampire’s lair, but it wasn’t this. She herself wasn’t much of a
housekeeper—there were dust bunnies the size of cats in her
apartment, along with a sink full of dirty dishes and piles of
laundry on the floor—but there was something restful about the
order in here. The hundreds of books neatly shelved, giving off a
scent of leather bindings and old paper; the well-polished wood
floors, glowing in the amethyst and ruby and sapphire light of
stained glass lamps; and the mellow, soft brown leather of the
furniture. The fire on the hearth wasn’t lit, but a fragrance like
spice and wood smoke hung in the air.

Liz glanced down at Jack. He was frowning,
the muscles around his jaw tight as he used needle and thread to
draw the edges of her wound together. He wore a short-sleeved
shirt, dark blue, and his forearms flexed as he worked. She could
see the fine hairs on his skin, a small pale scar on one wrist, and
the latent strength in the big hands that sewed with such surgical
precision.

It was a strange sight, considering those
hands were usually busy fighting and killing demons.

Fighting and killing the demons who were
her rightful prey. She was the Green Fae warrior
sworn to protect this city.

Was coming here a sign of weakness? A sign
that what Jack had said about her was true? That she wasn’t cut out
to be a demon hunter?

She’d always been afraid of weakness, even
before she’d known about her Fae heritage. Her mother had raised
her to be strong. She’d been a soldier, a master sergeant in the
Army, and one of the bravest women Liz had ever known.

She’d been killed by a roadside bomb in
Afghanistan ten years ago. At the memorial service, her grandfather
had taken her aside.

“Don’t shame her by crying,” he’d said. “If
you want to honor her, be strong.”

She’d always tried to be strong. And when she
learned at eighteen that she was descended from a line of elven
warriors—called the Green Fae because of the absinthe they drank,
in a yearly ritual that enhanced their powers—she’d thrown herself
into her new life with ferocious intensity.

No longer would she feel like the odd girl
out at school, trying to figure out who and what she was. She was
destined to be a warrior, a soldier like her mother, but waging war
against supernatural enemies instead of human ones.

She had dedicated herself to that mission,
mind and heart and body and soul. She would stand between the city
she loved and the darkness of the demon world.

She would be strong.

Liz closed her eyes. She couldn’t do what
she’d come here to do. She couldn’t beg Jack Morgan for
help—especially considering how humiliating the request would be.
She had to find a way to solve this on her own, to fight this thing
herself, to—

“Stop it.”

Her eyes snapped open, but Jack was still
focused on his work.

“Stop what?”

“Stop thinking whatever you were just
thinking. Your heart rate’s going up. Think about
something...soothing. Calming. Whatever.”

Damn that vampire anyway. Liz took a deep
breath and released it slowly, frowning down at him as he continued
to mend her torn flesh. His head was bent and she studied the way
the strong neck muscles rose into his black hair. His hair was
shorter around his ears. Funny how she’d never thought about ears
before. Jack’s were finely made, set close to his head, and—

He looked up suddenly, and Liz flushed brick
red.

“All done.” Seeing her face, he added, “You
look a little feverish. Maybe you should—”

“I’m not feverish,” she snapped. “It just
hurt a little, that’s all. I’ll be fine in a minute.”

An embarrassing lie, but not as embarrassing
as the truth.

“You were the one who wouldn’t go to the
hospital,” Jack said coldly. “I was a medic in World War I but that
was a hell of a long time ago, princess. I did the best I
could.”

“Hey, I’m not complaining.” She glanced down
at herself, and saw the cut had been bandaged neatly with gauze and
tape. “You did a good job,” she said, her voice as stiff as his had
been. “Thank you.” She glanced back at him and saw that he had
leaned back in his chair, arms folded.

“You’re welcome. Now you can return the favor
by telling me what did this to you. And then maybe we can come up
with a plan to stop it.”

We, he’d said. Maybe this wouldn’t
be as impossible as...

“But first,” he went on, glancing at her
torso, “I think we need to get you a new shirt. If you don’t
mind.”

She bit her lip, realizing how ghastly she
must look. Not to mention that wearing a blood-spattered shirt in
front of a vampire was like waving a chocolate bar in front of a
woman with PMS.

“Sorry,” she said. “I’ll wash up a little,
too, if that’s all right.”

“Good idea.” He disappeared into his bedroom
and came out with a black tee shirt. “This will be big on you but
it’s better than what you’ve got.” He pointed at another door.
“Bathroom’s in there, princess. Take your time.”

A minute later Liz was gritting her teeth as
she pulled off the blood-encrusted shirt, moving carefully so she
wouldn’t pull her stitches loose. Her cotton bra had gotten blood
on it too, and it stank of sweat. Liz threw it in the trash along
with her shirt and looked down at her bare torso.

Cuts and bruises, dirt and dried blood.
Around her waist, a bulky bandage. Liz smiled grimly as she thought
about her mission here. She’d never looked or felt less sexy in her
entire life.

Not that this was about sex—in the
traditional sense, anyway. She wasn’t here to seduce Jack Morgan.
What she was proposing was more like a business transaction.

God, she had to be out of her mind. Was this
really the last option?

Taking a deep breath, Liz turned on the
faucet and found a washcloth, dabbing at her skin until she was
reasonably clean, if not exactly presentable. Then she pulled on
Jack’s tee-shirt. It reached the middle of her thighs and the short
sleeves hung past her elbows, but it was clean and
smelled...good.

Another deep breath and she was ready to go
back out there.

Back to the vampire.

Jack looked up when the door opened, and held
back a smile at the sight of Liz Marlowe, the arrogant, badass
warrior, in a pair of dirty jeans and a tee shirt that hung down to
her knees. She looked uncomfortable, even vulnerable, and a part of
him—not the nicest part, he had to admit—relished that.

Her friend Celia had tried to explain once
why Liz hated vampires so much. It turned out she’d been attacked
by a vamp back when she was newly called. She’d killed him, but not
before he’d marked her—a thing no warrior would ever forget or
forgive.

Jack’s eyes went to her neck.

There they were—nearly invisible to the human
eye, but unmistakable to a vampire who knew what to look for. Two
scars, pale as moonlight, marking an otherwise flawless throat.

There was no warning. One moment he was
himself—controlled, detached. The next, blood lust stabbed through
him. Only a powerful effort kept him from showing it. His incisors
ached unbearably, burning like fire, as his fangs threatened to
burst through his gums. He recognized one of the ancient instincts
of his kind—to obliterate the marks of another vampire with his
own.

His hands clenched into fists for the few
seconds it took him to beat down the impulse. Normally, a vampire
only felt that particular pull when he wanted to lay claim to
someone of the opposite sex. Jack hadn’t felt that urge in more
than twenty years, and never for a human.

It was clearly an aberration, brought on by
all the blood he’d seen and smelled on her and the fact that he’d
been subduing his basic instincts for decades. He cleared his
throat.

“So, princess. Now that you’re not bleeding
to death, have a seat and tell me about the thing you faced
tonight.”

He was under control again, thank God, and
Liz hadn’t noticed anything. She was focused on the story she was
telling him now. At her description of a shadowy form she could
never see clearly, the grip of something like tentacles, the tang
of ocean water, and the slash of icy talons, he knew.

A cold weight settled in his stomach.

“Child of the Kraken,” he muttered to
himself. “God damn the luck.”

The last time one of those surfaced, an
entire village on the coast of South America had been
slaughtered.

Liz heard him and sat up straighter in her
chair.

“Child of the Kraken? But...the Kraken is a
sea monster. I’ve never heard of one venturing toward a coastline,
much less coming on land.”

“The Kraken lives in the deep ocean and stays
there. The Children of the Kraken are also ocean dwellers, but they
can and do come to shore once in a while—usually when something is
out of balance in their realm. They hide in the shadows and kill in
the shadows. They’re deadly, elusive, and almost impossible to
destroy.”

Liz stared at him in silence for a
moment.

“I know a way to destroy it.”



























Chapter Three

Her heart was pounding. This was it. This was
the time to tell him, to ask him, to—

“Celia found this ancient text,” she
began.

He waved that off. “Nothing you and Celia
have come up with is enough to stop this thing. You’ve been dealing
with the supernatural for what, a few years? I’ve been a vampire
for more than a century. I wish you and Celia would—”

“Run away and play?” She shook her head.
“Just shut up and listen, all right? Celia was looking for a way to
augment my power. And she found it.”

She clenched her hands into fists. “There’s
this ritual,” she said, speaking rapidly and looking down at the
floor. “And if we do the ritual...it’s simple really, a chant and
some herbs and...”

Her face was hot. Her wound was
throbbing.

“And then...”

Her fingernails bit into her palms as she
willed herself to continue. She felt like she was choking.

“...if we have sex...”

Okay, it was out, no taking it back now.

“Your power will flow into me for one night
and I’ll be strong enough to defeat the...thing. Creature. Kraken.
Whatever.”

Dead silence in the room, except for the
pounding of her heart.

When Jack finally spoke his voice sounded
cautious.

“Enhanced hearing is one of the perks of
being a vampire, but I wouldn’t lay odds I just heard what I think
I heard. So let me go over a few points.” He cleared his throat.
“We do a ritual...”

“Yes.”

“Then we have sex...”

God damn him to hell. “Yes.”

“Then all my power flows into you, you kick
the Kraken’s ass, and everyone goes home happy?”

“That’s the idea,” she said, finally looking
up. His expression was unreadable, but at least he didn’t seem to
be laughing at her. Not yet, anyway.

“Why you?” he asked.

“What?”

“If the ritual combines our powers, why do
you have to be the conduit? Why not me?”

She stared at him. “That’s what
you’re worried about? Which one of us does the actual fighting?
People are dying out there, you selfish son of a—”

“Save it, princess. Save it for someone who
doesn’t know you as well as I do. There’s no way you would’ve come
here with this little proposal if it was the other way around. If I
was the one taking your power to go fight the Kraken.”

Anger made her voice shake. “God, that’s so
typical. You don’t give a damn about the world, do you? Just as
long as you can get your macho kicks and pretend to be a hero,
you—”

“Me? That’s a laugh. You’re the glory hound
in this room. You’ve resented me ever since you were called,
because I’m better at your job than you are. Faster, stronger,
smarter—”

Liz’s reaction was instantaneous. She crossed
the space between them before she knew she intended to move.

“I hate you,” she said, her face inches from
his. Her fingers dug into his shoulders and her right knee hovered
over his groin.

Jack didn’t move at all. His shoulders were
like rock, and his expression was amused. “Careful you don’t pull
out your stitches, sweetheart. And careful with that knee. I’d hate
to see you damage the only part of me you’ve ever admitted you
need.”

Liz pushed herself off him and backed away a
few paces. “I don’t need you. Not any part of you. Just forget I
came here, vampire, and go back to whatever you—”

“Forget it? Not a chance. I’m going to
treasure this memory for years. The night I was propositioned by
Liz Marlowe.”

He grinned at her. “You look so sexy, too,”
he went on, looking her over with an expression that made her want
to sink through the floor. “The dirty face, the torn jeans—and of
course the stitches I just put in your gut. Yeah, you make quite a
picture, Liz. Did you think I’d actually want to perform this
ritual of yours?”

To her shame, Liz had to bite her lower lip
to keep it from trembling.

“Okay, so I was stupid to come here. I won’t
make that mistake again.” She lifted her chin. “But don’t worry
about the Kraken. There’s a vampire in Montreal I can go to with
this. Maybe he won’t be as...particular as you are.”

With that she turned and walked out, slamming
the door behind her.

It took a long time for his fists to
unclench.

Etienne. She must mean Etienne. There weren’t
many vampires who fought on the side of the elven warriors, and
Etienne du Lac lived in Montreal.

Jack rose to his feet and began to pace.
Would she go straight from him to the other vampire, or would she
go home first and get some rest? She had a warrior’s accelerated
healing, but her body needed sleep to knit itself together. If she
had any sense she’d take a night to heal, but Liz was so
reckless…

She didn’t know what she was asking. It was
almost impossible for a vampire to have sex without biting, and
with a human—especially one who was part Fae—there was always the
risk of going too far, taking too much. And a warrior’s blood was
special, would taste like ambrosia.

Would Etienne tell her any of this? Or would
he just jump at the chance to have sex with a warrior? To taste a
warrior?

To taste Liz...

This time he couldn’t control it. His fangs
burst through his gums, and since there was no one around to hear,
he gave vent to his feelings with a low growl. He imagined Liz
beneath him, imagined covering her body with his as he thrust into
her, bit into her, made her his in all the ways a vampire could
claim a woman.

Then reality reasserted itself, and he smiled
grimly as he pictured Liz’s response. She was a warrior through and
through, and she’d die before surrendering to a vampire’s
desire.

Especially his.

Not that it mattered, of course. He didn’t
want Liz Marlowe. He’d been without a woman for too long, that was
all.

He dragged a hand through his hair as he
remembered the night they met. He’d almost lost his place in their
fight, watching her. All that violence and passion and fury,
focused until she was like a laser—precise, deadly, blinding.

Maybe that’s why their fight had ended with
no clear winner. Maybe at the crucial moment, the moment he should
have been able to overpower her, he’d simply been...blinded.

He stopped pacing. This was where Liz had
been standing when she made her ridiculous proposal. Remembering
the look on her face, he knew how hard it must have been for her to
come here.

He shouldn’t have said what he did. Shouldn’t
have gone out of his way to hurt her. It was just...she’d never
made a secret of how much she despised him, despised what he was.
In the end, he hadn’t been able to resist the chance to get a
little of his own back.

And by behaving with the maturity of a
twelve-year-old boy, he’d sent Liz rushing off to find some other
vampire to fulfill this ritual of hers. Any vampire but him.

He glanced at the clock. More than an hour
had passed since she’d left. Would she be home in bed, or on her
way north?

He stood still for a moment, and then reached
for the phone.

A sleepy voice answered after the fifth ring.
“Hello?”

“Celia.”

“Yes. Who—”

“It’s Jack Morgan. I need to know more about
this ritual.”

A short silence, and then Celia’s gasp
reverberated over the phone line. “Oh, my God. She actually
went to you with that? She told you about
it?”

“Yeah,” Jack said. “She told me about
it.”

“Did you—I mean—are you going to do it?”

Jack had never heard a blush before, but he
heard Celia’s. “Right now I just need some information. I need to
know if it’s safe for Liz.”

“Safe for Liz? You’re the one who’ll
be weak as a kitten for an entire night. Of course it’s safe for
Liz. I don’t know what you—”

“Listen to me. If this mojo goes down and Liz
gets all this extra power, how will it affect her judgment? She’s
already amped up on absinthe. Will this make her feel invincible?
Is she going to go off half-cocked, thinking she’s Superman or
something?”

A low chuckle. “She does that already,
Jack.”

“This time it could get her killed. The
creature almost got her tonight.”

“I know. She stopped by for a few minutes, on
her way home. She told me about the Kraken, told me what we’re
facing...but she didn’t tell me she’d seen you.”

“Our conversation didn’t end on a good
note.”

“Is that a euphemism for one of you punching
the other one in the face?”

Jack sighed. “Just tell me what I need to
know. How strong would she be if we did this?”

“It’s a powerful alchemy. It would make Liz
stronger than just the sum of your individual powers. She really
would be invincible—or nearly, anyway.” Celia paused. “Liz said
she’s going on a trip tomorrow. Up north. Does that mean...is she
going to Etienne?”

Jack’s grip tightened on the phone. “Not if I
can help it. Look, Celia—don’t tell Liz I called. Okay?”

“Okay. But, Jack—”

“Everything’s going to be all right. I won’t
let anything happen to her.”

He made another call, and the phone rang
several times before it was answered. “I told you not to worry,”
Liz’s voice said grumpily. “I’m going to sleep, all right? I’ll
call you in the morning.”

“It’s not Celia.”

A long silence.

“You son of a bitch. I can’t believe you have
the gall to—”

“I’ll do it.”

“What?”

“I’ll do the ritual. Be your power source.
Get you all revved up to destroy the Kraken. Okay?”

Another silence. Jack wished she were there
in front of him, so he could read her heart beat, her facial
expressions, her scent.

“When?” she asked finally, and Jack was
surprised at the intensity of the relief that shot through him.

“Tomorrow night,” he said. “I’ll come to your
place after sunset.”

“Come after moonrise. The moon has to be
visible in the sky for the ritual to work.”

“It’s a date, then,” Jack said, a smile
twisting one corner of his mouth.

“Very funny. Look, Jack, we both know this
isn’t a date. We hate each other’s guts and that isn’t going to
change. Let’s just do what we have to and take care of
business.”

The girl was all romance.

“Fine by me, princess.”



























Chapter Four

By sunset the following day, Liz’s stomach
wound was practically healed. A night and a day of rest had done
the trick, and when she took off the bandages, a scar was all that
remained of the Kraken’s attack.

Her body was just fine. Her mind, on the
other hand, was in complete turmoil.

She told herself she was cleaning because she
was restless, not because Jack was coming over. She worked with
belligerent energy, wielding her dust cloth like a weapon,
attacking dust and dirt as if she were waging battle.

She paused when she came to her bedroom. In
spite of her determination not to think about tonight, images of
Jack flooded her mind, along with images of the last time she’d had
sex in this bed. Liz didn’t know whether to laugh or cry at the
memory.

It was the first time she’d brought a guy
home since she’d been called as a warrior. Kevin had been really
into her, and they’d both been turned on, and the excitement
between them had built until...well...she got carried away. She
forgot to hold back, and had gripped Kevin’s arms hard enough to
leave bruises—and to send him running for the door.

She’d left a message the next day to
apologize. He’d never called back.

Lesson learned: strong isn’t always sexy.
Since Kevin, she hadn’t even tried to date. She didn’t want to get
involved with another warrior, for fear of losing respect within
the clan, and as for human men…well, the prospect of inflicting
permanent damage in the throes of passion was something of a
deterrent.

Of course, she wouldn’t have to worry about
that with Jack...

Liz shook her head sharply. Even if Jack was
strong enough for her, even if she had been celibate way too long,
the basic facts remained: they hated each other, and tonight was
not about sex. It was about defeating the Kraken.

There was a knock at the front door.

Liz’s heart jumped in her chest. Her bed was
still unmade, and the room was still a pigsty.

She turned her back on the mess and shut the
door firmly behind her. There’d be no need to go in there, anyway.
This wasn’t some romantic tryst. The living room was good enough
for what was happening tonight.

She took a deep breath and went to open the
door.

Jack could see immediately that she’d
recovered from her wound. Her skin had color again, and there was
no sign of pain in her expression.

She wore no makeup, he noted. Not that she
needed it. Framed by her black silk hair, Liz Marlowe’s skin was as
flawless and finely textured as a rose, her cheeks faintly pink,
her lips full and sweet and—

Christ, just listen to him. He sounded like a
bad Victorian novel. Reminding himself what tonight was really
about, he followed the warrior into her living room.

“Got everything ready, I see,” he said,
nodding at the candles that made a circle about five feet in
diameter and the bier of herbs set in the center.

“That’s right,” she said shortly, not looking
at him. His vampire senses told him her heart rate was up, but he
couldn’t read her thoughts.

She sat down cross-legged on the floor,
tucking her bare feet under her and arranging her black cotton
skirt carefully over her knees.

“You’re wearing a skirt,” he heard himself
say. He’d never seen her in anything but jeans before.

She looked up at him for the first time, her
eyes wary.

“Yes,” she said. “I thought it would
be...easier. You know. For later.”

He swallowed. Her words brought images before
him, images he couldn’t suppress right away. His hands reaching for
her, reaching beneath her skirt, sliding up her strong, slender
thighs...

“Right. Very practical,” he said, his voice
sounding harsher than he meant it to.

Her mouth tightened. “I’m not any happier
about this than you are,” she snapped.

“I know,” he said as he sat down across from
her. “Let’s just get through it, okay? Tell me what you need me to
do.”

Her eyes met his briefly, and then she
nodded.

It was a simple enough ritual. Jack lit the
candles on his half of the circle while she lit hers, and they both
lit the herbs in the bier, sending a sweet aroma into the air that
mingled with the scent of the candles. Liz turned off all the
lamps, so the only light in the room came from the burning herbs
and candle flames. Then she sat down in the circle again and read
from a sheet of paper, her voice a little shaky at first but
growing stronger.

The chant was in Latin, which Jack had
learned in his youth. He could follow the words well enough, but he
didn’t bother after a few minutes. Instead, he found himself
staring at Liz as she stared down at the paper, a little frown line
between her brows.

Her soft black hair was tucked austerely
behind her ears. Every so often a lock of it would tumble free, and
she would smooth it back again.

She was wearing a white tee shirt. The lines
of her bra were visible beneath it. Once his eyes had traced the
outline of her breasts, he couldn’t seem to look anywhere else. Her
chest rose and fell with her breathing.

Here and there he caught phrases of the
ritual, and the words affected him strangely. “Light and dark
cannot exist without the other...male and female cannot exist
without the other...life and death cannot exist without the other.
They shall be joined, flesh to flesh, and their powers
unite...”

The air seemed colder suddenly, and then hot.
Liz stopped speaking and laid the paper down beside her. The first
part of the ritual was complete.

Silence fell, but there was a faint hum of
energy all around. Goosebumps shivered her skin and her scalp
prickled, as though each individual hair were trying to stand on
end.

“Do you feel that?” Liz whispered, looking up
at Jack. His eyes glittered in the candlelight. Against his black
shirt, his skin was as pale as marble.

“Yes,” he answered in a low voice. Something
in his face made her heart beat faster.

“Ground rules,” she said quickly, trying to
maintain her sense of control. “No kissing, obviously. Not that
either of us would want to. Minimal clothing removal, of course.
That’s why I wore the skirt. All you have to do is...you
know...unzip. No unnecessary touching. I’m sure you agree
that—”

“Enough, Liz,” Jack growled. “We both get it.
Trust me, I’m not going to touch you any more than I have to. Now
let’s get this done. You’ve got a date with the Kraken.”

Jack’s eyes still glittered, and he was
breathing, something vampires only did in times of stress. He
honestly seemed more disgusted by this whole situation than she
was.

Well, he’d made no secret about his feelings.
She ought to be relieved.

“You’re right,” she said.

She stood up without looking at him and
pulled up her skirt, hooking her thumbs under the waistband of her
underwear. They were plain white cotton, the most utilitarian pair
she owned. She slid them down to her ankles, stepped out of them,
and tossed them aside.

She risked a glance at Jack. His expression
was frozen as he stared at her.

“Your turn,” she snapped, feeling more
exposed than she ever had in her life, even though her skirt was
down again and he couldn’t really see anything.

Jack looked away from her and nodded. Sliding
back to lean against the couch, he reached for the fly on his
jeans.

Liz had never seen Jack Morgan look clumsy.
Not when he fought, and not when he’d stitched her up last night.
Now, for the first time, she saw his hands shaking.

She saw something else, too.

“You’ve got an erection,” she blurted out
before she could stop herself.

His hands stilled as he glared at her. “What
did you think was going to happen when you took off your damn
panties? What do you think we’re here for, anyway?”

When would she learn to keep her mouth shut?
“It’s just...I mean...I thought you hated me,” she finished
quickly.

His mouth twisted. “Don’t worry. Men can have
a physical reaction to a woman they hate. That’s just biology, Liz.
Don’t take it personally.”

She should have been insulted, since that was
obviously his intent. But she felt an odd rush of pleasure to find
that—physically, at least—she could inspire something other than
revulsion in Jack Morgan.

“Enough talk,” he said suddenly. “The sooner
we get this over with the sooner you can go after the Kraken. That
is what tonight’s about, right?”

“Of course!”

“Well, then. Instead of standing there
staring, why don’t you get down here and help?”

She stared at him blankly. “Help?”

He grabbed her wrist, jerking her off her
feet. She fell on her knees beside him, their faces inches apart,
her hand still gripped in his.

“Go on,” he said softly. Moving slowly now,
his eyes never leaving hers, he guided her hand until her
fingertips brushed against the bulge she’d seen pushing against his
jeans.

It was pure instinct that made her mold her
palm against him and grip hard. He gasped, a sound she’d never
heard him make before.

“Sorry,” she said quickly, starting to pull
her hand away. He grabbed her wrist and drew her back again.

“Don’t be sorry,” he said. “That felt good.
Now keep going.”

She glanced up at him again, searching his
face for the disgust or contempt she had seen there so often.

It wasn’t there. He was looking at her with a
kind of focused intensity, but without any hatred that she could
see. She looked down at the fly on his jeans, and her fingers
fumbled just a little as she began to undo it.

He was balanced on the edge of a knife.
Christ, she was beautiful. Her witch black hair shone like silk in
the candlelight as she worked the button loose and then, thank God,
the zipper was down and her cheeks went pink when she realized he
wasn’t wearing anything under his jeans.

He had to force his hands to stay at his
sides.

He knew then he’d wanted Liz Marlowe from the
moment he’d laid eyes on her. He’d been lying to himself for the
last year and a half. Now as she lowered his zipper and freed his
cock, the force of his desire wiped everything else away. He’d
never again be able to hide the truth from himself, but he prayed
he could still hide it from her.

She looked up at him for...permission? Hoping
that was it he nodded yes, anything you want, especially if it
meant touching him again.

And then she was touching him, her hand
hotter than a fever against his cool skin, and he forced himself to
stay still so she wouldn’t startle away again. She was so close, so
close, her scent sweeter than flowers, cleaner than rain.

“I guess you’re ready,” she said suddenly,
looking up at him.

Was she kidding? He’d never been more ready
for anything in his life.

“Yeah,” was all he managed, hoping she’d make
the next move, because he was hanging on to his self-control by a
thread and if he made a move it would be to throw her down on her
back and—

She cleared her throat. “Okay, then. Here we
go.”

He waited.

“Uh...Liz?”

“What?” she whispered, still frozen in
place.

“Sweetheart, you have to...do something here.
Make a move. Unless you want me to—”

“No!” she said quickly, and he knew that the
warrior in her feared giving up control more than anything else.
She would have to do this on her terms.

“All right, then, but this isn’t going to
happen without—”

“I know that! I’m not an idiot!”

He sensed her heart racing, but that was
fear, not desire. She felt nothing of what he felt. He was a fool
to think she might.

Still, he didn’t want her to be afraid of
him. Of this.

“There’s nothing to be scared of,” he said
softly. He reached a hand towards the side of her face, just
wanting to soothe her, to reassure her, to—

“Don’t touch me,” she cried, slapping his
hand away. She was trembling all over. “I’m not afraid of you,” she
said. “I hate you. I don’t want you touching me, you—you
thing. I hate you!”

For one second they stared at each other.
Then Jack reached down and pulled up his zipper.

He stumbled to his feet and went for the
door. He had to get out of here before he started another fight
with this bitch—one that wouldn’t end in a stalemate.



























Chapter Five

It took Liz a split second to realize what
she’d done—and what the consequences could be.

She sprang up and ran in front of Jack,
standing facing him with her back to the door. He stared at her in
disbelief. “What do you think you’re doing? Do you want me to hurt
you? What you said back there—it’s what we call an exit line. So
get the hell out of my way before I go right through you.”

She couldn’t let him leave. The knowledge
that he was about two seconds away from doing just that made her
words tumble over each other. “We have to finish the ritual. We
have to! I’m sorry I said what I did. Neither of us wants to do
this but we have to, Jack! It’s our best chance to kill the
Kraken!”

Cold rage was in his eyes. “I’d rather let
the Kraken slaughter this entire city than stay here with you one
more second.”

She winced. “Okay, I deserve that. I’ll say
I’m sorry again if you want but please, Jack, you can’t leave!”

“Was it a lie?”

She stared at him. “What?”

He stepped closer to her. “Was it a lie?”

“I...”

“You said you were sorry. Why should you be
sorry if it was the truth? Do you hate me or don’t you?”

She laughed a little shakily. “It’s not the
kind of thing you say to someone you’re about to have sex with. I
shouldn’t have said it. Not then, anyway.”

His eyes were boring into hers. “I see. So
you’re sorry because it was bad manners, not because it was a
lie?”

“Jack, I don’t know what you want me to say.
We’ve always hated each other. Haven’t we? But we have to go
through with this. We have to.”

He came even closer, only inches away now,
and she wanted to get away, to run, except that she was the one
keeping him here.

“I’ll stay on one condition,” he said.

Her heart thumped against her ribs.
“What?”

“We’ll do the ritual, but on my terms.”

She wished he wasn’t so tall. It gave him an
unfair advantage, being able to tower over her like this. It was
hard to breathe, hard to—

“What do you mean, your terms?”

“Do you want to know a secret?”

Her blood was rushing in her ears. She
couldn’t speak.

He slid an arm around her waist and pulled
her hard against him. She gasped, as shocked as if she’d stepped
into icy water. She felt his erection, she felt his strength, and
for a second her own power seemed to desert her. He bent his head
close to hers. “I want you,” he whispered.

Her face flamed, like a teenager’s.

“I’ve wanted you since the first time I saw
you,” he went on, still whispering, but now his cool lips were on
her throat, at her pulse point, against her collar bone.

She opened her mouth but no words came out.
Her eyes closed and her head went back, and he was kissing his way
back up her throat, to her ear, and then he was whispering to her
again.

“I can make you feel good, Liz. Better than
anyone’s ever made you feel.”

Her hands clutched at his shoulders, but
whether to push him away or pull him closer she had no idea.

Then his hands, deliciously cold, were
sliding under her tee shirt, under her cotton bra, and she couldn’t
stop herself from moaning and pushing herself into him.

He pushed her bra out of the way and laid his
hands on her breasts. His touch was soft, hypnotic, and all her
consciousness was focused there, on his thumbs brushing over her
again and again, until suddenly he pinched her nipples hard and her
knees gave way as she let out a strangled cry of pleasure.

He caught her under the arms and lifted her
up again, but before he could start another assault on her senses
Liz put her hands against his chest. “Wait!” she panted. “Please,
Jack...it’s not a fair fight.”

He watched her with a crooked smile as she
tugged her bra back into place. “I hate to break it to you, Liz,
but we’re not actually fighting. I know it’s been a while since
that night in the alley, but you don’t remember it being like this,
do you?”

Her knees still felt weak, so she fisted her
hands in his shirt for something to hang on to. “All I know is
fighting,” she said. “Especially with you. When it was just hate I
knew where I stood. I knew what to do. But now, this...it’s like
you’re using a weapon I can’t defend against.”

Her back was against the door, and now he put
his hands on either side of her, leaning in close.

“Look at me, Liz.” As if she could have
looked anywhere else. “You don’t have to be a warrior all the
time,” he said. “Just lay down your arms for this one hour. Both of
us will. When tomorrow comes, things can go back exactly the way
they were, if that’s what you want.”

Lay down her arms. She was frightened at how
much she wanted to do that. To stop being a warrior, just for a
little while.

It was hard to focus with him so near. “I
don’t know if we have an hour. I mean...the spell only lasts for
one night. If we’re going to finish the ritual we should do it
fast.”

He brought his mouth to her ear again. “I can
make you come in five minutes.”

And then she felt his hand on her thigh, just
under the hem of her skirt.

She froze into stillness, holding her breath.
His hand slid up her bare leg, under the skirt, and her body felt
hollow, insubstantial, held to the earth by the touch of his hand
alone, moving slowly along her fevered skin, cold vampire flesh
moving towards the core of her heat. He paused for the barest
second, and then covered her mound with his palm.

Her body spasmed. He massaged her firmly, and
Liz bit her lips to keep from moaning.

“Please, sweetheart...let me in...”

Never in her life had Liz given up on a
fight, but she gave up on that one almost before it began.
“Yes...anything...God, Jack, anything you want...”

He kissed her neck and smiled against her
skin. His fingers were moving now, stroking her curls. She was wet
already but now she felt a flood of moisture from her core, and she
knew he could feel it too.

He traced her outer folds with his
fingertips. “You want this, don’t you?” he whispered.

“Yes...” she breathed, eyes closed. His
fingers dipped a little deeper, teasing at the sensitive skin until
she felt dizzy. She’d never wanted anything like she wanted those
cold fingers inside of her.

“So hot, so wet...you’re drenching me, Liz.
What am I going to do with you? What is it you need?”

“You,” she gasped, starting to writhe against
him, trying to get him to—

“Where do you need me?”

“Inside! Please, Jack...need you
inside...”

His mouth had been at her ear, making her
quiver with his whispered words. Now he kissed her on the mouth for
the first time, roughly, and thrust two icy fingers deep into her
channel.

His kiss muffled the cry that escaped her.
The feel of him was better than she’d imagined—like nothing she’d
imagined. His thumb settled over her throbbing clitoris as he
pumped his fingers slowly, making her spiral higher and higher but
not giving her enough to send her over the edge.

Any semblance of self-control was gone. Her
tongue tangled frantically with his. Her body was thrusting against
his fingers, her back arching as she tried to urge him deeper.

He broke the kiss. “Look at me,” he ordered,
and her eyes snapped open to meet his. “I’ve got two fingers inside
you, kitten. You want another?”

“Yes!” Her whole body was aching, desperate
for more.

“But you’re so tight...” he murmured, his
thumb rubbing lazy, agonizing circles. “I don’t think you can take
any more.”

“I can...God, Jack, please...”

His voice turned rough. “Has anyone else made
you feel like this?”

Liz stared at him, panting. No one had ever
come close to making her feel like this. Her whole body burned,
vibrated, hummed with desire. But to say that out loud...to
him...

He pulled his fingers out of her and pinched
her clitoris, and she gasped.

“Tell me,” he ordered.

“No! No one...not like this...”

He added a third finger and buried them as
deep as they would go.

She cried out and thrashed wildly, throwing
her head back as she hung on to his shoulders for dear life. He was
twisting his fingers inside her now, curling them, hitting a little
bundle of nerves she hadn’t known existed. And now his thumb was
moving fast and hard, bringing her a pleasure so intense it was
close to pain. She was almost maddened with sensation, spinning so
high off the ground she was afraid the crash would kill her.

Then he pulled out to deliver a quick, sharp
slap to her clitoris before thrusting inside her one more time.

“Oh God...oh God!” Her head fell
forward and she bit down, hard, to keep from screaming as the
explosion came, shattering her into a thousand pieces.

From far, far away she heard Jack calling her
name as she bit deeper, tasting cotton but feeling his flesh
beneath. She was falling, falling, but he was there to catch her,
his strong arms helping her sink gently to the ground, wrapping her
up tightly as she came down from an orgasm she thought deserved to
have another name, to distinguish it from other, lesser
orgasms.



























Chapter Six

Hours might have gone by, or days. His
fingers were still buried inside Liz’s heat, feeling every
aftershock that pulsed through her body, and her teeth were buried
in his shoulder. The pleasure of that pain called to his most
primal instincts, but it was surprisingly easy to hold the demon at
bay.

He would have stayed like that forever if it
was up to him. He buried his nose in her hair, inhaling deeply. She
used a shampoo that smelled like strawberries.

Her body stilled, and very gently he pulled
his fingers out of her and stroked her softly instead. She gave a
little murmur of pleasure, and then froze.

“Oh my God,” she said, jerking away. “I...I’m
sorry,” she said, staring at his shoulder. He glanced down, and saw
the impression of her teeth on his cotton shirt.

“Sorry for biting a vampire? That’s an
apology you never have to make, princess.”

He’d called her that before, with sarcastic
contempt. Now he heard the difference in his own voice, the
caressing tone that turned the word into an endearment, and wished
he could take it back. Soft words from him would only freak Liz
out. He forced himself not to tighten his hold, even when he felt
her tense up in his arms.

Every nerve in his body was attuned to her.
He felt the push and pull within her, and all he could do was
wait.

Finally she rested her forehead against his
chest with a sigh.

“This is weird,” he heard her say, and relief
flooded through him.

“A little,” he admitted. “But it’s only for
one night. And it doesn’t have to change anything.”

“So...you still hate me?” she asked, her
words muffled against his chest.

“You bet,” he said, his arms tightening
around her. “I hate your guts, Liz Marlowe.”

She hesitated a moment. Then her arms slid
around his waist as she turned her head slightly, pressing her
cheek against his breastbone.

“Tell me how much you hate me,” she said, and
he let himself stroke her hair as he’d wanted to do from the time
he’d met her. It was softer than silk against his fingers.

“I hate you with every bone in my body,” he
said firmly, and now he shifted his hold, sliding one arm behind
her shoulders and the other under her knees, standing up with her
cradled against his chest.

“Hey!” she protested, but her arms went
around his neck as she looked up at him. “Where do you think you’re
going?”

“I’m damned if we’re going to finish that
ritual on the cold floor when you’ve got to have a bed around here
somewhere. Over there, maybe?” he suggested, walking towards the
closed door at the other end of the room.

“No,” she said quickly. “I don’t want to go
in there. It’s too messy. I don’t—”

He ignored her protests and opened the door,
blinking a moment as he looked around the room, dimly lit by the
bedside lamp.

“Wow, you weren’t kidding,” he said. “This is
a pigsty.”

“I hate you, Jack,” she said, but she didn’t
fight him as he carried her over to the bed, piled high with
laundry.

“I know you do,” he answered as he swept the
laundry onto the floor and laid her gently in the center of the
queen-sized bed. “Tell me how much you hate me, Liz.”

He knelt beside her and stripped off his
shirt.

“I hate you...a lot,” she said breathlessly,
but her arms were reaching towards him, and then she was running
her hands ran over his bare chest.

He closed his eyes and leaned into her touch,
wondering why no woman, mortal or immortal, had ever affected him
like this one did.

“I wish I had time to do this right,” he
whispered. “I’d make you come until you don’t know your own name.
I’d make you belong to me.”

He’d gone too far, he realized as the words
left his mouth. Not just because he’d made Liz tense up again but
because he’d called to his own demon, the part of him that couldn’t
separate love from possession.

Love?

When had the word love come into this? Fear
swept through him—the same fear that was sweeping through Liz.

But he wasn’t going to let it stop him. He
moved quickly to strip off his jeans, dropping them onto the floor.
He was naked now. Vulnerable.

Liz was still tense. He couldn’t take the
words back, but...

“It’s just for one night,” he reminded her.
He grasped the hem of her skirt but didn’t tug it downward yet. “We
can do anything we want...pretend anything we want.”

He just needed to find a way past her
defenses, a way to make it safe for her to trust him. “Don’t you
get tired of being strong all the time?”

She wanted to give in. He could feel it.

He leaned in close. “Let me be the strong
one, just for tonight. Just for an hour. And then my strength will
belong to you,” he reminded her.

That did it. He felt her muscles relax, and
he wasted no time in pulling her skirt down her body and tossing it
on the floor.

He forced himself to look at her face and not
between her legs, even though the scent that rose from those damp
curls was almost killing him.

He reached for her tee shirt next, and she
didn’t resist him. He tugged it up over her head along with her
bra, and then she was naked, too.

“Have you ever wanted to pretend?” he asked,
looking down at her.

“Pretend what?” she whispered, her green eyes
enormous as she stared up at him.

“Pretend you belong to someone,” he said,
grasping his cock in his hand and stroking her slit with the head,
drawing even more moisture from her depths.

“Never,” she said firmly, but her eyes closed
and her head arched back against the pillow.

“Will you now?”

“Will I what?”

“Pretend you belong to me.”

Her eyes snapped open and she stared up at
him.

He couldn’t know how tempted she felt. How
his words stoked some kind of yearning in her, so deeply repressed
she hadn’t known it was there. If she let her guard down, if she
gave up control, would it destroy her?

Jack was staring down at her as though she,
and not he, was the one with the power. Which she would be, in a
matter of minutes. Could it really hurt to surrender just once, to
let him be in control?

“Yes,” she whispered.

He kissed her, hard. “Spread your legs,” he
told her, and she was surprised at how eagerly she complied.

He grabbed both her wrists and pinned her
hands above her head. “Leave them there.”

She nodded, so turned on she didn’t trust
herself to speak. She was more likely to moan than utter a coherent
word.

He looked so magnificent looming over her,
like a gladiator or a barbarian prince. In the next second he’d be
inside her, and it didn’t seem soon enough.

But then, instead, he headed south.

“Hey!” she cried out, grabbing his head with
both hands.

He looked up at her with his eyebrows raised,
his head poised an inch or two above the danger zone.

“I’m fairly certain I told you to leave your
hands where I put them,” he told her, his voice a low, warm
growl.

If there was any man in the world she’d allow
to go down on her it would be this one, but that particular act had
never appealed to her. Sexy undead barbarian guy
notwithstanding.

She cleared her throat. “Sorry,” she said
gruffly. “But I don’t do that. Or, well, have it done to me.
Whatever.”

“I know.”

“What? I mean, how could you know that?”

“Because you’re a warrior. You’d never let
yourself be that vulnerable with a man unless he was very, very
sure of himself—sure enough to convince you—and none of the guys
you’ve dated have been that confident.”

He was grinning now, and she glared back at
him. “I’ve been with plenty of confident guys.”

“If they never tasted you, they weren’t
confident enough. Or else they were just bad in bed. Not that it
matters. Between us, it’s not negotiable.”

“What do you mean, not negotiable? This is my
body we’re talking about.”

“Not right now. Right now, you belong to me.
Remember?”

She opened her mouth to protest, to take it
back, but he grabbed her wrists again, pinned them above her head,
and brought his mouth down on hers.

God, that vampire could kiss. He kissed like
he fought, every bit of his strength and passion and energy fused
into a single physical act.

He kissed her into submission, and when he
knew it, he pulled away.

“Your hands stay there, Liz. I mean it.”

This time, Liz closed her eyes and kept her
hands exactly where he’d put them, above her head on the
pillow.

He knew the exact moment she truly
surrendered, and he settled down between her legs with his hands on
the curve of her hips.

For a moment he just breathed in her scent.
Desire, strength, vulnerability—a thousand different things. Then
he lowered his head and licked softly.

A shudder passed through her, and he smiled
into the sweet tangle of curls. Then he licked again, a little
light-headed from the flavor of his warrior, and he wasn’t sure if
the next tremor he felt was Liz’s or his own.

He pulled back slightly and moved his hands
down to frame her. Strange that a warrior should have such softness
at her very center, such satin and rose petals. He let his thumbs
press into that silky skin, spreading her open. He blew cool air
against her and felt her whole body shake.

He needed to taste the deep places. He
settled himself in for a slow assault, his tongue tracing every
inch of her honeyed folds. Liz’s muscles spasmed and her legs
started to close in, pressing against his shoulders. He grabbed her
thighs and spread her wide again.

He thrust his tongue deep inside her, the
heat and flavor so intense he had to fight to keep his demon down.
Liz was close now, her clit swollen and throbbing, and he flicked
his tongue across that nub of flesh again and again, feeling the
tremors taking his girl to the place he wanted her to be. When she
finally fell apart she screamed, and Jack almost fell apart
himself.

He felt her drift slowly back to earth and he
made it as sweet for her as he could, licking her softly, his
tongue as delicate as a cat’s, before levering himself up to cover
her body with his own, absorbing the final waves of pleasure as he
kissed the sheen of sweat from her shoulders, her neck, her
face.

He lifted himself up on his elbows, and her
eyes fluttered open.

“Tell me who you belong to,” he said, knowing
it was foolish, pathetic even, but wanting to pretend she was his
for as long as she’d let him.

“You,” she whispered, her cheeks flushed and
her eyes dilated. Maybe he’d had to drug her with lust first, but
it was sweet to hear her say it.

“Tell me what you need.”

“You! Need you inside—please, Jack—”

And because he couldn’t wait another second
he slid in, to the hilt, and she was so hot and tight and wet stars
burst behind his eyelids.

Liz had been sure a split second ago that
nothing could feel as good as Jack’s tongue. Ten minutes before
that she would have sworn nothing could feel as good as Jack’s
fingers.

Now she knew she’d been wrong. Twice.

He was filling her, stretching her, touching
places no one else had ever reached. She opened her eyes, and saw
him staring down at her as if she were the only woman he’d ever
wanted. His neck muscles were corded, his jaw tight.

“Liz,” he said. His thrusts inside her were
hard and deep and possessive, each one sending a shock through her
over-loaded system.

“Liz,” he said again. “God, you’re so
beautiful.”

Something inside her began to crescendo, and
she could hardly believe it. “I can’t come again,” she gasped.

He lowered his forehead to touch hers, and
she thought he was smiling. “Yes, you can,” he told her. “I’ll come
with you, this time.”

His words sent her over the edge. Her muscles
spasmed, tightening around his cock, and she felt his whole body
jerk as he slammed into her one more time, calling out her
name.

A flash of light, a sound like thunder. Her
body was hotter than fire and colder than ice.

“Jack!” she shouted, confused by the light,
the noise, the riot of sensation that had replaced the sweetness
she’d been feeling just a moment before.

She reached out blindly, but Jack was gone,
his body no longer covering hers.

“Jack!” she cried out again, feeling for him,
and found him lying beside her. Her vision cleared, and he was
there, on his side, his face contorted with pain.

She rose up on her knees, frantic.
“Jack—what’s happening to you?”

The spell was hurting him, maybe killing him.
She slid an arm under his shoulders, and suddenly she was holding
him against her chest, cradled in her arms.

He didn’t weigh anything.

She carried him out of the bedroom, into the
living room, intending to end the spell by stamping out the burning
herbs.

“Liz—I’m all right,” Jack panted. She looked
at him and the pain was gone from his face. She set him on his feet
and he stared at her.

“My God,” he said.

Liz looked down at herself and saw that she
was glowing, tiny motes of light clinging to her skin in a nimbus
of radiance.

“I always knew we’d be good together,” he
said, and Liz looked up at him. He was smiling, but he looked
exhausted and ill.

“Jack, this isn’t a good idea. The
spell...it’s hurting you.”

“No,” he said quickly. “It’s taken my
strength, but I’m not hurt. I’ll be fine, I promise. The spell
worked perfectly. You should go now and find the Kraken. That’s
what tonight was about.”

She didn’t move.

“Go,” he said, his voice sounding stronger.
She hesitated another second, then turned to leave.

“Liz?”

She turned back immediately. “What?”

“I’m a little particular about who gets to
see you naked. The Kraken is not on my approved list. Maybe some
clothes?”

“Oh. Right.” She paused abruptly, looking at
him but seeing something else. “Jack, I can sense it. I know where
it is.” She took a deep breath. “It’s down by the waterfront. Near
Battery Wharf.”

She hurried back into the bedroom. She tore
some clothes before she figured out how to control her strength,
but after a few minutes she was wearing her usual jeans and tee
shirt and was striding along the deserted city streets. She could
still see the Kraken in her mind’s eye, down at the harbor, and she
knew the power flowing through her was giving her this ability.

The spell had worked, all right. The way she
felt now, she’d be willing to take on the Kraken, King Kong, and
Godzilla with one hand tied behind her back.

Feeling strong was what she lived for.
Fighting evil was what she lived for. She should have been
exhilarated, on top of the world.

But all she could think about was the vampire
she’d left behind.



























Chapter Seven

She was a goddess.

Not because of the spell, although the golden
halo helped from a special effects standpoint. But Liz Marlowe had
always had the power, grace, and beauty of Artemis. Of a divine
warrior.

Once she left the apartment Jack had gone
stumbling after her, his steps slow and uncertain, his body fragile
with humanity.

The spell hadn’t hurt him—it had just made
him human again. Human without a heartbeat, or breath, or life, or
those things that made humanity endurable.

His instincts told him to wait in the safety
of Liz’s apartment until the spell ended. But he couldn’t stand
thinking of her out there, fighting the Kraken, without at least
trying to follow.

Jack found them near the end, coming to the
docks in time to witness the last minutes of their battle.

They were caught in a kind of embrace,
darkness and light together. The Kraken’s deadly cold against Liz’s
blazing heat.

She was incredible. In all his long life,
he’d never seen anything to equal her. Fearless and glorious and
full of grace, she was an angel burning with divine fire.

They had each other by the throat. Her light
diminished just for a moment, and Jack stumbled towards them. But
Liz never wavered, never faltered, and with a wild, keening cry she
fought back, glowing brighter and brighter as she grappled with her
enemy, until looking at her was like looking at the sun.

There was a flash of light so bright he was
blinded. He closed his eyes for a second, and when he opened them
again, Liz was casting a lifeless, tentacled body far into the
ocean.

She stood looking after it for what seemed
like a long time. Jack was in the shadows several yards away,
leaning against the wall of an old warehouse. He wanted to call out
to her, to cross the space between them and take her in his arms,
weak as they were.

But he’d told her it was just for one night.
She’d surrendered to him because of that. She would never have made
herself vulnerable if she’d thought he’d want more, demand more.
She was a warrior. She’d never be vulnerable with him again.

Jack ducked around the corner so she wouldn’t
be able to see him if she turned around. He walked a few more feet,
then closed his eyes and leaned against the building.

He would have to leave Boston, he realized
with a sick feeling in his stomach. He’d fallen in love with Liz
Marlowe, and he’d never be able to stay in the same city with
her.

“Hey, man, you okay?”

He opened his eyes to see a teenager standing
in front of him, hands in the pockets of his leather jacket.

“Yeah, I’m okay. Had one too many I
guess.”

The boy shifted his feet. “Then I guess you
can give me your wallet, and your watch if you’ve got one.”

Jack stared at him in disbelief. “Kid, you
should move on. Now.”

A glint of silver, and it wasn’t so funny
anymore. Jack reminded himself he was under the weather, to put it
mildly, and anyway he didn’t fight humans—even when they richly
deserved it.

He held out his hands. “I don’t carry a
wallet, and I don’t wear a watch, but—”

There was a snarl of rage, a blur of golden
light, and Liz had her hands around the kid’s throat.

“Liz! He’s human. Not a shining example of
the species, but human.”

Jack felt a rush of sensation. He turned his
head towards the harbor, and saw that the eastern sky was turning
pink.

The sun was coming up. The spell was
ending.

He looked back at Liz, and saw the glow
around her fading slowly, until she looked like an ordinary woman
again.

Not that Liz Marlowe could ever look
ordinary.

“Lady, chill out!”

“Chill out yourself, you little scum bag,”
Liz spat at him, her hands still around his throat. “If you laid a
hand on him I’ll knock your teeth down your throat. Did you?”

“Jesus, lady, what’s it to you? Do you even
know this guy?”

“He’s mine,” Liz said between her teeth.

Jack reeled back, and if he hadn’t bumped
into the building behind him he would have fallen to the ground.
She’d used the words of the claiming ritual, the words no vampire
used to anyone but an intended mate. Earlier that night they’d been
pretending, but this?

Even if she meant it, she didn’t understand.
She didn’t know what those words meant to his kind.

But that didn’t matter to his demon. The
beast in him was straining at its bonds, and Jack was petrified.
His strength had returned, but not his control.

Liz brought the kid’s face close to her. “Did
you hurt him?” she asked, almost wishing the answer was yes so she
could punch him into next week.

“No!”

She let him go abruptly. “It’s your lucky
day, then. Get the hell out of here.”

The boy ran, and Liz turned to Jack, who was
leaning against the building as though he could barely stand. He
seemed dazed. She could tell the spell had ended, so why wasn’t
Jack back to normal?

“He hurt you. Did he hurt you? Or is it the
spell? Why aren’t you—”

“I’m fine.” His voice sounded strained. “Liz,
you need to get out of here.”

“What? I’m not going anywhere. Tell me
what—”

“Damn it, Liz!” His eyes turned yellow, his
expression feral. Fangs burst from his gums. “I’m not playing here,
warrior. Get the hell away from me.”

Liz had seen Jack in vamp face before, but
this time something strange ran down her spine. “Jack, what’s going
on? Are you mad at me?”

He was gripping the brick building with one
hand, and suddenly a piece of it crumbled beneath his fingers. He
stumbled backwards, and when she went to follow he held up a
hand.

“Go. Now. Liz, I can’t—”

What the hell was going on? “Is it the spell?
Please, Jack, just tell me what’s going on. Why are you trying to
send me away?”

“Liz, please!” He looked desperate, and words
came tumbling out of him. “You laid claim to me. You didn’t mean
to, but...if you don’t run right now, I’ll lay claim to you. I’ll
make you mine. I can feel the demon, feel it inside me...but it’s
not just the demon...Christ, it’s all of me. You’ll try to stop me,
and the only way—Liz, I won’t stop until you kill me. Please—I
can’t—oh, God, I can’t—”

Liz stood frozen. Staring at Jack’s face, the
torment there, she knew they were at the brink of something
irrevocable. If she went tumbling off there was no coming back.

She was terrified. To the roots of her soul,
she was terrified. She should take the way out Jack was giving her
and run the hell away.

But if she did that, it would be herself she
was running from. And she didn’t want to do that anymore.

Even so, she was a heartbeat away from doing
it. From running.

Only she waited a second too long.

Jack had never looked less human as he came
for her, a savage growl in his throat. If reason and logic had any
part in this, she would have reminded herself reasonably and
logically that he probably wasn’t intending to attack her—at least
not in the fight-to-the-death kind of way. But she was still in the
grip of fear, the deepest fear she’d ever known, and when he came
within striking distance, she struck.

He parried the blow with ease and came at her
again, and Liz, falling back on instinct, went into full-blown
warrior mode. And Jack was Jack, powerful and relentless, and it
took every ounce of her skill and strength just to hold him
off.

This was their last battle. She could kill
him, or she could surrender, body and soul. This was her final
stand, and she knew it.

Not a word was spoken. Liz was panting, but
that was the only sound outside the dull thud of fists and feet, of
flesh striking flesh, and muffled grunts when a blow landed.

Jack’s demon face was feral, inhuman, and
should have inspired nothing but fear. And yet she was filled with
a strange exhilaration.

They were perfectly matched. The warrior in
her felt a rush of joy, a sense of completion she’d never felt with
another opponent. She saw herself in Jack, this glorious, savage
being, everything in him actualized in the raw intensity of
physical passion.

This was a poem they were speaking, brutal
and blinding. It had no words. Only their bodies could etch it into
the air, into each other.

God, she loved him like this.

That one thought was her undoing. As she
heard the words echo in her mind, she knew the truth. She was in
love with Jack. And the enormity of that realization made her
falter for a second—less than a second. Less than a second, but it
was enough. With a blazing light in his eyes Jack threw her to the
ground and landed on top of her, trapping her body with his.

“You’re mine,” he growled, more beast than
man. She knew the demon was in control right now, and she didn’t
know what was coming. He might bite her, savage her, rip her open.
But it didn’t matter. She was his, and with a long, shuddering
breath, she let the knowledge come into her mind, her body, her
heart.

The fight was over.

“You’re mine,” he said again, and Liz’s mouth
was so dry she could hardly speak.

“Yes,” she whispered, knowing he could feel
the yielding in her body, the yielding in every part of her.
Instinctively she turned her head to the side, exposing her throat
and the marks the other vampire had made.

Jack growled deep in his chest, and as much
as she wanted this her heart was hammering with fear. She closed
her eyes tight.

Then she felt him at her throat.

She expected it to hurt. The other vampire’s
bite had hurt horribly. But Jack entered her like a slice of
moonlight, with barely a sting...as if he were coming home.

“Ohhhhh....” she breathed, her eyes snapping
open. Every nerve ending, every cell in her body was focused on his
cool fangs sliding into her. Her muscles were taut, trembling,
waiting for something, waiting...

Then he fastened his mouth on her neck and
took a slow pull of her blood. She gasped as exquisite sensation
shot through her, more voluptuous than orgasm, making her jerk and
spasm beneath him.

Then his fangs were gone and he was licking
her throat. His tongue moved gently over her skin, and every time
he touched his marks Liz felt a jolt between her legs.

She was still vibrating with pleasure when
she felt Jack go still, his face buried against her shoulder. After
a minute he pulled back, his features human again, his blue eyes
searching hers anxiously.

What he saw there must have reassured him.
His expression changed, and he looked at her with so much awe that
she shivered.

“Liz,” he said, and in all her life she’d
never heard her name spoken like that.

He pulled away suddenly, levering himself to
his feet. He reached for her hand and jerked her upright. Before
she could find her footing he hoisted her into the air and settled
her against him, striding forward with her legs wrapped around his
waist.

After only a few paces she felt the warehouse
wall at her back. She was trapped between two hard things, stone
and Jack. He kissed her thoroughly, biting down on her bottom lip
while his cock ground against her through two layers of
clothing.

And then he pulled away, letting her slide
slowly down his body until she was standing on her own feet
again.

Every inch of her was flushed with warmth.
She leaned back against the wall and looked at him, wanting him so
much she thought she might be drooling.

Please don’t let me be drooling.

Then he ran the tips of his fingers over the
mark on her throat.

Electricity shot through her, leaving her
shaking.

“Jack,” she gasped. “Does that...will that
happen every time?”

His blue eyes were tinged with yellow. “Yes,”
he said, doing it again. “Every time I touch you there, you’ll
remember who you belong to.”

For the first time, a sinking feeling settled
in the pit of her stomach.

“Does that mean...shit. What exactly does
that mean?”

He grinned at her, stroking her hair with one
hand. “You want to know if you’re my bitch now, don’t you? No, Liz.
Most definitely not. Or at least, if you’re my bitch, I’m yours,
too.”

He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I’m not
saying this won’t be complicated. For one thing, your kind and mine
don’t usually claim each other. So, yes, it’ll be complicated...but
I’m willing to figure it out if you are.”

He brought his mouth close to her ear. “How
about a deal? We’ll take turns being in charge. I’ll follow your
orders in battle if you’ll follow mine in the bedroom. Is that
something you think you could live with?”

Liz closed her eyes. “Yes,” she whispered
back. “I think I could live with that.”
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