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CHAPTER ONE

Ian Fitzgerald hurled the rusted shovel
aside, an aching emptiness tearing through his soul, trying to suck him down
into a chasm of despair and hell. The tool thunked mercilessly against the
unmarked tombstone resting in the dirt, waiting for its turn to be placed in
the ground.

On either side of him stretched
rows of gravestones, the granite crosses that marked the ignominious, cursed
deaths of every male in his line.

Every Fitzgerald male except him.

So far.

Ian grabbed the tombstone he'd
brought with him, his muscles straining as he swung it over to the fresh mound
of dirt and plunged it deep into the earth. The cross held out its arms,
mocking him, taunting him, promising him that he would be next, that he would
join the woman he'd just buried. 

He would have no choice as to
whether he was going to die with her. It was his fate, just as it had been the
fate of every Fitzgerald male since the day his ancestor, Augustus Fitzgerald, had
brought doom upon them by killing the soul mate of a Calydon warrior steeped in
black magic. 

When Augustus had shown no mercy
for the wizard's agony at losing his soul mate, the anguished male had cursed
Augustus and his progeny. He wanted to force the iron-willed Augustus to experience
the brutality of losing the woman he loved and to see what hell he'd caused
others. He doomed Augustus and his progeny not only to fall in love and lose the
woman who had captured his heart, but to be so overwhelmed by the loss that the
only solution was to kill himself. 

Suicide was the ultimate dishonor
for a warrior, and every Fitzgerald male had made that choice since the curse
had been laid down.

And now, it was Ian's turn,
because he'd found the woman who'd broken through his shields, and he'd lost
her.

Twice. 

And it fucking sucked. 

"No," Ian growled, his
voice raw, his throat aching with the agony of fending off the despair stalking
him. Ian raised his face to the dark night and let the damp night air drift
across his skin, fighting against the hopelessness trying to take him down at
the sight of the fresh mound of earth, at the knowledge of the woman who lay
beneath the ground.

He could still feel her in his arms:
the trembling of her body as she tried to fight off death, the ache in her soul
as life was torn from her. He would never forget that hellacious moment when
that bastard had taken her life, and how completely helpless Ian had been to
stop it.


She'd already been unconscious when
he'd found her, chained to the wall in that hellhole, but she'd still been
alive. She hadn't died until Ian had reached her side and tried to free her. 


He'd freed her. Yeah, he'd used his
weapons and broken those chains holding her down, but it had been too late.
She'd died in his arms, and all he'd been able to do was offer her a burial.


Not life. A damned burial.


Ian was one of the elite Order of
the Blade warriors, an immortal Calydon who had spent the last six hundred
years taking down rogue Calydons who threatened innocents. He was the sixth
Fitzgerald male to become Order, descended from a long line of the most deadly
warriors alive. But since the curse had been laid down, Ian was the first that
had stayed alive long enough to ascend into the ranks of the Order. Since then,
all the others had died before they could develop the skills necessary for
admission into the elite. 

The Fitzgerald males were the
strongest line. The toughest warriors. The most powerful legacy. 

And yet none had survived the curse.


Until Ian. 

Until now.

But he could tell from the brutal hopelessness
invading his soul that the curse had finally found him. 

Son of a bitch.

In over six hundred years, no beast
or warrior had been able to best Ian or penetrate the iron will he'd erected to
bring honor back to his family. For more than six hundred years, he'd kept his
head down, never deviating from his mission, never giving the curse the opening
to touch him.

And yet, it had. It had brought his
woman to him, and made her die in his arms. 

Twice.

Ian Fitzgerald, the toughest
bastard alive, had been completely unable to do anything to stop her from dying
even when she'd been in the protective shield of his body. He'd been right next
to her, breathing the same air as her, sharing the same space, actually holding
her in his arms, and she'd died anyway. 

He'd completely failed her. 

Failed. 

He threw back his head and roared
his grief and guilt into the night. What was he worth if he couldn’t save the
woman he was born to protect? First his sheva, the woman destined to be
his soul mate for all eternity. Her name had been Catherine Taylor, according
to her driver's license. Ian stumbled across her, had a split second with her
in his arms, and then she'd been cleaved from him, cut down by one of his
teammates because she was his mate. 

Elijah Ross, the warrior who'd
killed her, had simply been doing what all the Order members were all trained
to do: destroy the sheva before she could bond with the male and turn
him rogue. It was the Calydon destiny to find his sheva, bond with her,
and then go rogue and destroy everything that either of them cared about, and
it was the Order's mission to protect innocents from those rogue Calydons. 

For Calydons who weren't Order
members, it was the male who was destroyed before he could go rogue, and the
woman was always preserved and protected. But Order members were too valuable,
so it was their women who had to be killed…with great honor and respect, of
course, but dead was dead. Killing an Order sheva was the sacrifice of
one innocent to save many, which was the choice they had all learned to accept
as a necessary element of their mission to protect. For Ian, that truth hadn't
lessened the devastating shock of having his sheva die in his arms.

It was a hellaciously different experience
to be on this side of it, and Ian knew he'd never kill another sheva
again. Ever. 

Pain knifed through Ian's chest, and
he was suddenly back in that moment when Catherine had died in his arms. He and
Elijah had been sprinting along the edge of a cliff, in pursuit of the very
bastard who had cursed Augustus, when Catherine had appeared out of nowhere,
careening down the side of the mountain, tumbling brutally to her death.


Ian had caught her, and for that
split second when she'd looked at him, he'd been utterly lost in the green
depths of her eyes…so lost that he'd failed to notice the threat that came from
his own damn camp.


He'd known instantly that she was
his soul mate…and so had Elijah. Shit, he could still hear her gasp of shock
and pain, the confusion in her eyes as Elijah's blade plunged into her heart. Ian's
anguish, his roar of fury as her body had gone limp in his arms. The fragile
life had been wiped out because she, as his sheva, was destined for him,
and the sheva bond, once completed, would turn him rogue and destroy them
both.


An innocent woman dead, because she
had the misfortune of being destined for him. 


An innocent woman dead, because her
own mate had not protected her. 


An innocent woman dead, because he
blew it. 


Ian's body began to shake again,
and the rage screamed through his mind, the agony of the magnitude of his
failure. And loss. That monumental loss, emptiness and despair. His
chance at life, at connection, at bonding with the woman he was born to be
with. All gone. Gone. 


And then again? A second time? This
second woman had had no identification on her, but she'd looked, smelled and
felt exactly like his sheva. It made no sense, because his sheva
had been killed eight months ago, but he knew this second woman had been
Catherine again. He was certain of it all the way to the depths of his soul.
He'd known it from the moment he'd walked into that room and saw her chained to
the wall, her auburn hair tangled around her shoulders. His entire being had
responded, so intensely, so powerfully, that he'd recognized it immediately as
the male responding to the presence of his mate.


He had no damn idea how she'd come
back to him after she’d died, but she had. And he'd failed her twice. 


Ian bellowed his rage as he
accepted the responsibility for her death. For his inability to do right by
her. His one job as a male was to protect the woman chosen for him as his mate,
and he'd let her die. 


The agony hit him hard, dropping
him to his knees. He dug his fingers into the fresh dirt marking her grave and
howled his anguish, like a beast consumed by instincts too powerful to rationalize.


His forearms burning, Ian looked down
at the brands on his arms. One on each forearm, black brands in the shape of
the flanged mace that was his weapon. What good were they? Useless pieces of
shit.


His self-loathing surged, and he
called out his weapons. There was a flash of black light above his forearms, a
loud crack split the night, and then his weapons appeared in his hands. Ian
clenched them, and lurched to his feet. 


"I am not worthy," he shouted
as he raised the weapons. 


It ended now. There was only one thing
a man like him deserved. 


Death.


His upper lip curved in disgust, he
reared back to plunge his weapon into his heart and—


He saw a flash of blue across his
palm, and he froze, the word carved there leaping into his mind. He went still
as his ancestor's voice echoed through his mind. Honor.


Honor his legacy.


Honor his ancestors.


Honor his mission.


Honor. The word he had lived
by for six hundred years. 


Ian suddenly became aware of the
magnitude of the darkness trying to take him, and he stumbled backwards, shocked
by how deeply the curse had its claws thrust into him. "You don't get to take
me," he shouted at the night, even as his soul bled onto the grave beneath
his feet. 


With a roar of fury, Ian hurled his
weapons at a nearby tree. They thudded into the trunk, nearly splitting the tree
in half. Ian sank to the earth, the damp ground seeping through his jeans, a grim
reminder of the grave he was kneeling on. Anguish tore through him, so
powerful, so devastating, he screamed from the force of it. 


No. He would not succumb. He.
Would. Not. 


Ian dug his hands into the dirt and
dropped his head, his muscles rigid as he fought the urge to retrieve his
weapons and use them to destroy himself.


Sweat streamed down his temples, and
a vast chasm of despair beat at him, commanding his capitulation. Words thundered
relentlessly through his mind, that grating, mesmerizing voice that had haunted
his family for generations, the one that had destroyed every male before him. Failure.
Unworthy. Loss. Isolation. Loneliness.


“Fuck you,” Ian gritted out, his
body shaking with the intensity of resisting the urge to call his weapons back
and use them to finally wipe out the Fitzgerald line forever. “I’m going to
uphold my family’s honor, and you’re the one who’s going to die,” he spat out. 


Ian opened his palm and stared at
the word he’d carved on his skin as he’d watched his ancestor die, a reminder
of the vow he’d made on that day to resist the curse that had destroyed
Augustus and doomed every male in his family. Honor. 


Die. The voice reverberated
in his mind. You cannot survive without her. You owe her your death.


Ian gritted his teeth, the brands
on his arms burning with the need to call his weapons back to his hands. He
watched the blades quiver in the tree trunk, working their way free, responding
to his instinctive call. “No,” he swore. “I will not succumb.” 


He bowed his head, fighting against
the agony coursing through him. Beneath his hands was the damp earth, freshly
turned from the grave Ian had dug to bury the woman who had plunged deep into
his soul and ripped past the shields he'd fortified so religiously for six
hundred years. Dead. She was dead. She was dead. As he should be as
well.


Slowly, unable to resist the need
to call his weapons back, he raised his head, watching his weapons,
instinctively knowing how long he had until they would vanish. Calydon weapons
would maintain their form only for so long if they weren’t touching flesh. He
only had to hang on until they disappeared, and granted him a respite. 


One weapon shimmered and
disappeared, and Ian felt some of his tension ease, knowing it would be several
minutes before he could recall it.


Then the other one tore out of the
tree, hurtling through the air back to his hand. Victory roared through him as
the curse came to life. Time to die. Ian lunged for the mace, his palm
open to catch it and thrust it through his heart—


It disintegrated in mid-air,
vanishing a split second before it hit his palm.


Spared.


“Son of a bitch.” Ian’s body shook with
relief and disgust, his hand still curved to catch his blade and shove it into
his body. Swearing, he stumbled to his feet, his mind reeling with how close
he'd come to succumbing, the need to destroy himself still coursing through him.
He had to get away, get out, and find his footing before his weapons came back
to him, before the curse took him.


Like some rookie loser, the big,
badass warrior needed to flee, and he needed to do it now. 


Ian strode to his motorcycle, his
boots thudding in the soft dirt as he fought for his life against the invisible
foe that had destroyed every male in his line. He threw his leg over the seat
and punched the start button, kicking the engine into a roaring fury. But
instead of driving away, he looked back at the grave he’d just dug. 


His soul mate lay beneath that
marker, sharing her final resting place with his ancestors. Beside her was an
empty plot. His. Waiting for him to join her. It was where he belonged. He
could feel his grave calling to him, welcoming him, offering him respite from
the pain he was suffering.


Grief consumed him, and he fisted
the handlebars, fighting against the surge of despair so intense he couldn't
even breathe. Then he felt the burn in his arms as his weapons became
available, and he heard the satisfied rumble of the voice that had taken so
many from him.


The fight wasn’t over. 


Swearing, he thrust the bike
forward, the tires spinning out as he left behind the woman whose death was
already eating away at what little was left of his soul. 





CHAPTER TWO

Alice Shaw screamed, gasping for
air as she grabbed at the claws crushing her throat, her fingernails scrabbling
uselessly on the scaly skin of her assailant. Her body was on fire with the
poison racing through her veins, the taint rushing into her cells. “No,” she
shouted, her voice raw as she sucked in another desperate breath.


Above her gleamed the face of
death, the twisted rotting face of one of the demons that lurked beneath the
earth, that lived in the hell that no human could survive, the one reserved for
those who had died and deserved nothing but eternal torment.


Its eyes glowed red, its features
contorted by the way its skin stretched across its bones. Its mouth was twisted
in that malicious smile that drove chills through the marrow of her bones. Pain
screamed through Alice's body, and she knew she couldn’t take anymore—


A bright white light flared behind
the demon’s head, and Alice gasped. Tears of agonizing relief filled her eyes
as she watched it take the shape of a person.


Of a woman.


Of herself.


Her way out had just arrived. 


The demon shrieked and reared back
to shove its claw into her heart. She met the demon's deranged gaze, unable to
keep the triumph off her face. "You lose," she whispered.
"Again."


It ignored her as the light behind
it began to spin, faster and faster, changing shape from a flaming spear to a
globe. So close. Almost ready. Almost—


The demon plunged its claw into her
chest. Alice screamed, her body bowing with agony as its claws closed around
her heart. Too much. Too much. She couldn't survive it—


The glowing white sphere careened
over the demon's shoulder and plunged into Alice's stomach. The demon bellowed
in agony, and the air was filled with the scent of burning rubber as it
stumbled back from her. The white light streamed through her body, igniting
each cell with an intense heat that sent pain knifing through her.


But it was beautiful pain. It was
the agony of her cells coming back to life, of the light cutting the ties the
demon had on her and freeing her from the hell that had taken her. It was life,
coming back to her, and bringing her back from the darkness that had done its
best to take her. 


It was over. 


Death had lost its grip on her. 


She was going home….until it
happened again. 


The demons had almost succeeded
this time. One more time, maybe two more times, and then she was out of
chances. 


Time was running out. 


* * *


Ian yanked open the door to the bar
and shoved his way into the dark dive that was hidden below the city of the eastern
Oregon town. The bar for people of Otherworld descent was accessible only by
the narrow set of steps hidden in a filthy alley that relied on the stench of
decaying rodents and rotting garbage to deflect the interest of all except
those determined to come.


He needed a shot of something hard,
and the name Deliverance had called to him. 


The lighting was dim, and the bar
was loaded with more people than Ian felt like dealing with. The ceiling was
low, the walls dark, and the low murmur of conversation thrummed through him.
The hum of Otherworld undercurrent was thick, making the air ripple with energy.
Ian paused by the entrance, using the wall to guard his back while he took
stock of the room.


He scented desperation, lust and desire.
The dark, swirling emotions matched his restless mood. Low music pulsed through
the air, the drum beat thudding in his gut as couples moved across the dance
floor in sensual, decadent rhythms that ignited a raw lust in him, that same sexual
need that sent every Calydon seeking out women despite the danger of stumbling
upon his soul mate, the woman destined to destroy him. 


But Ian had no interest in any
woman other than the female whose scent was still burned in his mind. 


Swearing, he stepped away from the
wall and strode across the room toward the one empty seat at the bar. He took
over the vacant stool, and downed the shot that the bartender slammed down in
front of him. The liquid burned through him, streaking its way down his throat,
but the pain wasn't enough. 


Shit.


Nothing was enough.


Scowling, he turned and surveyed
the room, the brands on his arms burning with the need to call out his weapons.
The darkness pulsed at him, like a miasma of doom and decay, trying to pull him
down. He gripped the bar, swearing as the darkness closed in around him.


It was worse this time. Worse than
the first time she'd died, when he'd been so screwed up that his teammates had
chained him down for months to keep him from snapping. He could feel the
insidious poison crawling through him. He was losing it. Losing his shit. 


Swearing, he braced his hands on
the polished wood of the bar, bowing his head as he sucked the thick, damp air
into his lungs.


A deep breath.


Another.


And another—


His internal alarms suddenly exploded
through him, his head snapped up, and he went rigid. He spun around, searching
the bar, his heart crashing through his chest. He saw nothing amiss. Just the
same people who'd been there when he walked in. What had he just sensed? 


He searched the room with his
senses again. He inhaled deeply, carefully sifting through the scents and then
he found it: the same fragrance of lilac and lavender that he'd scented on both
Catherine Taylor and the woman he'd just buried. 


Again.


She was here. 


Adrenaline roared through Ian and
he leapt to his feet, frantically scenting the air, but the scent had already dissipated.
Shit! He bolted into the crowd, searching for her, for that shock of auburn
hair, for another whiff of that scent, for the curve of her shoulder. Here.
There. He grabbed a woman, she turned, and he saw it wasn't her. Another woman
with red hair…not her. And another. And another. 


It seemed like there were women
with auburn hair everywhere, surrounding him, taunting him, but none of them
were Catherine. The scent grew stronger, and he raced toward the corner where
it seemed to be coming from, but it was empty. Then the smell was gone again,
leaving him with an aching sense of loss so severe he felt like he couldn't
take another step…and that's when he realized what was happening.


It wasn't Catherine he was sensing.
It was the curse gnawing away at him, fabricating her scent just to torment
him. Or was it? Or was she really there?


Ian stood in the shadowed corner,
his breath heaving in his chest, sweat cascading down his temples. He stared
out at the crowd, at the undulating couples on the dance floor. He listened to
the thud of darts against the targets, the crack of balls from the pool tables.
He could smell the stale beer. He could taste the sweat and stench of too many
bodies in too small an area. 


But he could not see the woman he
was looking for.


He couldn’t find her scent.


It was as if she'd never been
there. Had she been? 


Grimly, he surveyed the club. Had
it been his imagination? Or had it been real? Confusion warred at his mind, and
Ian cursed, no longer certain about any of it, other than the fact that Elijah
had killed his sheva eight months ago. He knew that had really happened,
because other members of the Order had been there and witnessed it. Had all the
rest been his imagination? The curse trying to eat away at him? Was he finally
losing it entirely? 


Ian laced his hands through his
hair and braced them on his head, fighting to catch his breath, to clear his
mind, to finally grasp the truth.


There was no way that his sheva
had returned to his life twice within eight months. She was dead, and all that
other crap was simply the curse trying to derail him.


Catherine was gone. 


It was over.


He had to accept it. 





CHAPTER THREE


Alice ducked through the crowd, her
heart racing as she glanced over her shoulder once again. But no one had
followed her in through the rear door. No one had noticed she was there. She
was still safe. 


She hurried up to the bar and
leaned on it. "James!"


The bartender glanced over at her
and raised his eyebrows in greeting. He was wearing the same jeans and tie-dyed
tee shirt he always did, and his bald head gleamed in the fluorescent lighting
above the bar. It was weird to see him like that, still the same, still making
drinks, after all she'd just been through. She felt like her head was spinning
and hell was on her heels, while James was just kicking back in his
rainbow-spotted shirt making drinks like he always did.


"Where have you been?" he
asked, shooting her a warm grin. 


"Dead," she answered, too
frantic to bother making up an answer. And why bother? He wouldn't believe her
anyway. Who would? 


"Yeah, you and me both."
James pulled the tap and filled a tall glass with an amber liquid. "You want
to fill in tonight?"


"No, God, no." She hadn't
worked there in ages, since everything fell apart. "I need to talk to Flynn.
Is he here?" 


James gave her a friendly leer.
"You finally decide to put the guy out of his misery and sleep with
him?"


Alice felt her cheeks heat up.
"Dammit, James, I don't have time for that. I need to find him. Where is
he?" Flynn was the one person who could help her. She hadn't talked to him
in months, not since that horrific night, but she didn't know where else to
turn. 


James's smile faded as he realized
she was serious. He swore, set the beer on the counter in front of a customer
and walked over to her. He leaned toward her, his scarred fingers gripping the
shiny wood. "Flynn has been a mess since that night," he said quietly.
"Don't track him down. He's too dangerous. Especially to you."


Alice saw the truth in James's
eyes, and her heart sank. "But I need him. I don't have anywhere else to
turn." 


James shook his head. "Find
someone else to help," he said. "You don't want to unleash what's
inside of him. You really don't." 


Guilt rippled through Alice,
because she knew she was partially responsible for what Flynn had become. But
she had no choice. Without Flynn, she had no chance at all. "I have to
take the risk," she said. "He's my only chance." She'd held off
trying to find Flynn, knowing how dangerous it would be to connect with him
again, but this last round with death had made her realize she had no choice
but to act now. 


She'd rather have her death be at Flynn's
hands, knowing that she'd done everything she could to save her sister, than to
get run over by a bus and know she hadn't had the guts to track him down.


James shook his head in regret.
"He'll be in later tonight," he finally said. "But you should
take that cute little ass of yours out that door and be gone by then."


Fear rippled through Alice, but she
shook her head. "I can't."


"Then good luck." James's
face was grim, and he leaned over and kissed her forehead. Alice closed her
eyes at the feel of his lips brushing against her skin, her throat tightening
at the expression of affection from the man she considered such a dear friend.
James turned away without another word, but she saw the tightness of his mouth
and knew he believed that this was the last time he would ever see her.


And she knew he was probably right,
one way or another.


Tears burned in her eyes as she
turned away from him, fighting against the swell of loneliness. Then she fisted
her hands and lifted her chin as she surveyed the room for Flynn. Dammit. She
would not fall apart now. She didn't have time. She had to focus on her sister—


Her gaze settled on a man in the
corner of the bar. Adrenaline leapt through her and awareness pulsed low in her
belly at the sight of the stranger. He was tall, taller than most of the males
in the bar. His shoulders were wide, cut sharply with thick, strong muscle, but
his body was so lean he looked as if he hadn't eaten in months. He was all
muscle, no fat. He was looking in the other direction, giving her a clear view
of his profile. His jaw was tight, and there were sunken hollows deep in his
cheeks, a man who had suffered something horrible.


Her heart tightened. She almost
took a step toward him, drawn to both his strength and his suffering, both of
which were so extreme that she could feel them resonating through her. He was
wearing dark jeans and heavy black boots. Motorcycle boots? Even though he was
so broad and heavily muscled, his black tee shirt hung loosely on him, as if
he'd lost a vast amount of weight and no longer fit into it. 


His dark hair was ragged and long,
tousled carelessly as if he hadn't thought about combing it in months, and his
whiskers had been long neglected by a razor. He was a man on the edge, a
warrior who was being haunted by nightmares that were destroying him. God, she
knew what that was like, and she was suddenly consumed with the need to cross
the dance floor and touch him, just to feel his skin beneath her hand—


He turned his head suddenly, and
looked right at her.


Alice froze at the sudden intensity
burning in his eyes. She was riveted in place, unable to shield herself from
his stare. Her heart began to pound, and she felt her skin heat up as his gaze
bore into her. His eyes were haunted, loaded with shadows so intense she could barely
breathe, but it was the raw ferocity and desire burning in them that made her
entire body tremble in response.


She couldn't breathe, couldn’t
move, couldn't pry her gaze from his—


Then he closed his eyes and turned
away, severing the connection like a cold knife through her soul.


* * *


It wasn't her.


Ian gritted his jaw, fighting
against the need to sprint across the room and grab the woman standing beside
the bar. It couldn't be true. There was no chance that the woman thirty feet
away from him was Catherine Taylor. 


Catherine Taylor was dead. She'd
fallen into his arms, stared at him for a fraction of a second, and then Ian's
teammate had struck her down. Dead. Done. Over. She was history. 


And the second woman he'd buried
earlier in the evening? He was sure now that it hadn't been Catherine. It had
been a woman who looked like her, and his screwed-up mind had mixed them up. 


The curse was trying to work him
over. There was no reality anymore. Just delusions. 


It's not her.


Sweat beaded on Ian's brow, and
adrenaline surged through him. His entire body shook with the effort of staying
where he was instead of responding to the siren call of the woman by the bar.
His head pounded with the strain of trying to control his thoughts, to keep
from hauling ass over there, sweeping her up in his arms and carting her off to
his place to make love to her until neither of them could move. 


He ground his jaw, focusing his
attention on an old wooden sign on the opposite wall. Be a Man. Play with
Sharp Objects. 


Be a man. Stand with honor. Shit. What
was he doing hiding in the shadows?


Honor didn't mean he was supposed
to shrivel in the corner, afraid to look at an auburn-haired woman. It meant he
stood tall, faced down that damn curse and defeated it. The curse had come to
claim him, and it was time to step up and fight it. He needed to challenge what
it threw at him and prove himself stronger.


He had to face it.


Ian clenched his jaw and slowly
turned his head back to the woman. He steeled himself for the impact of seeing
her, but the moment he saw her again, he felt like he'd been sucker-punched in
the gut.


It was Catherine. It was her. It
was his woman.


He would never forget those
strawberry-gold highlights in her hair, the upturned slant of her nose, the way
her lips pressed together in tension. Her skin was paler than he recalled, but
her hips had that same curve of muscles and femininity. He would never forget
the feel of her hips beneath his hands when she'd fallen down that damned cliff
and he'd caught her. He knew exactly how they felt, precisely how they curved, and
he knew just how her jeans caressed them.


Her hair was tossed over her right
shoulder in a tumble of waves, and her white tee shirt hugged her body like it
was put on this earth to torment him. The plain cotton was almost innocent in
its simplicity, but the curve of her breasts beneath it made Ian's thoughts go
to places that were far from innocent. On her left wrist was a thin gold
bracelet that matched the gold hoops in her ears. No other adornment, no other
flash. Not even any makeup. Just the pure, sensual beauty of a woman who was
simply who she was, and that was more than enough for him. 


She was searching the room now, her
face tense with worry as she scanned the crowd. Her tension made his protective
instincts pulse deep. Adrenaline rushed through him, and his weapons burned in
his arms. This time the urge to arm himself was not to impale himself like some
weak-willed embarrassment to his kind, but to protect her. To make her safe. To
keep her from the fate she'd already suffered twice—


Twice? 


Ian swore and gritted his teeth.
What was he thinking? It made no sense that this woman was Catherine Taylor,
that she was some reincarnation anomaly who could come back to life hours after
he'd buried her. What the hell was his problem?


He knew the answer to that one. The
curse was his problem. It was going to keep trying to make him relive the death
of his sheva until it finally broke him. 


Well, fuck that. The woman across
the bar wasn't his sheva. He was going to prove it, and then cut himself
free from her influence.


She turned her head and met his
gaze. His gut jumped as her green eyes met his, and he felt himself sliding
helplessly under her spell. She stiffened, then took a step back and glanced
over her shoulder toward the door.


She was leaving? Unacceptable.


Urgency coursed through Ian, and he
broke from the corner, heading right for her. 


Her eyes widened when she realized
he was approaching, and her cheeks flushed. But she didn't back away. She
lifted her chin and waited for him to approach. 


Anticipation roared through him as
he neared her, and an urgent lust rose within him as he closed the distance
between them. The scent of lilac and lavender filled the air, so subtle, so
faint that he wouldn't even have noticed it if he hadn't been searching for it
so relentlessly.


Lilac and lavender. Hot damn. She
smelled right. 


Her green eyes searched his, and in
them he saw pain and fear, so deeply etched it had become a part of her soul.
But at the same time, they flashed with defiance and courage, a woman who had
not surrendered to the burden she carried. Respect surged through him, igniting
his lust even further.


But it was more than respect and
lust. It was a raw, burning need to drag her over to him and make her his, in
any and every way that he could. 


She swallowed, and he felt her
rising nervousness. "What do you want?" she asked.


Sweet Jesus. Her voice was like the
choir of angels. Desire exploded through him, a yearning so powerful he could
barely contain it. He had spent his life fighting the carnal urges that were a
part of being a Calydon male, determined not to let them rule him and put him in
a position where a woman could bring him down. But with those four words, this
woman had unleashed all the raw sexual need he'd held at bay for so long. 


She had to be Catherine. She had to
be his sheva. There was no other explanation for the intensity of his
response…but Catherine had died eight months ago. Her spirit couldn't have been
reincarnated into a twenty-something body that was already alive. 


What the hell was going on? 


He needed answers. He had to know.
He wanted to feel her body against his, to crush her into him and feel their
bodies come together. He needed to dive deep into her soul and see who she
really was, and he needed it now. The pulsing of music from the band
vibrated through him, the deep base thudding in every cell in his body.
"Dance with me," he said hoarsely, his voice raw with lust and need.
"Dance with me."


Desire flared in her eyes, so
quickly and so powerfully that he nearly went to his knees from the force of
his response to her. But then she shook her head and started backing away from
him. "I can't," she said, her voice throaty and desperate. "I
have to—"


"Catherine." He held out
his hand, offering her all he had. "Dance with me."


Her face registered shock, and she
stopped retreating. "Did you just call me Catherine?" 


Ian went still, stunned by the
expression on her face. Son of a bitch. Her name really was Catherine? Raw,
instinctive possession thrummed through him, and he didn't ask her to dance
again. He simply reached for her hand and took it.


The electricity hummed between them
the moment their skin touched. Catherine sucked in her breath and tried to pull
back.


Ian tightened his grip. "One
dance." 


She met his gaze, hesitation
evident on her features. He steeled himself for her refusal, knowing he could
not allow her to separate from him. Not yet. Not until he had answers. 


Sudden determination flared in her
eyes, chasing away her fear. Her strength struck him, intensifying his lust. 


She nodded, the smallest
inclination of her head, but it was enough. Anticipation hummed through him as
he led her onto the dance floor, his hand on her back to guide her and to keep
her in front of him where he could protect her. Bodies bumped against them, but
he blocked them with his shoulder, keeping them from hitting Catherine. 


He reached the spot he wanted, in
the furthest, darkest corner of the dance floor, then he turned her toward him.
Wariness flashed in her green eyes, but her cheeks were flushed and he could
scent the desire racing through her. Whatever he was feeling, she was experiencing
it too. The realization that the intense sensuality heating up between them was
completely mutual kicked his lust into high gear.


Ian didn't give her a chance to
hesitate or change her mind. He simply set his hands on her hips and pulled her
against him, and she let him.


The moment he felt her hand settle
on his shoulder, Ian knew that was exactly where she was supposed to be: in his
arms. He looked down at her as he slid his hand over her lower back, softening
his grip when he felt her resist as she tried to keep their bodies from
touching. Her pulse was hammering in her neck, a desperate flutter that he
wanted to press his lips against and ease. 


Instead, he took a deep breath to
calm his lust. "Who are you?" he asked softly as he tunneled his
fingers through her thick hair. Sweet Jesus, it felt unbelievable to have her
in his arms. "And how come you aren't dead anymore?"


Wariness flickered in her eyes, and
he knew before she answered that she wasn't going to tell him. 


As if he could accept that. 


The woman had died twice already.
That wasn't the kind of thing a guy could let go.





CHAPTER FOUR


Alice's heart was hammering, and
her skin felt hot as she stared up at the man who seemed to consume the very
air he breathed. He dominated the room, his presence so strong and powerful it
seemed to diminish everything around him. He smelled faintly of fresh earth and
perspiration, the scent of a man who was sheer, raw male. Her entire body was
thrumming from his touch, and she felt as if her skin was on fire where his
hand was pressed against her lower back, urging her closer to him. 


His brown eyes were dark and
intense as he watched her, moving her gracefully in time with the music as he
waited for her answer. She felt as if he was looking right through her, ferreting
out all her secrets, unearthing everything she was trying so desperately to
survive. 


She knew she should feel terrified
of him, with all his strength and power, with the way he towered over her, but she
didn't. She couldn't take her gaze off his face, off the intensity of his
stare, and she couldn't shake the feeling that she knew him, that she'd met
him, that somehow they had crossed paths before. 


He'd called her Catherine. 


Catherine.


How had he come up with that name?
Had it been a fluke? A coincidence? Or was he not the stranger he seemed to be?
What did he know? And could it help her? She whispered a silent prayer that
this man, that this sensual, alluring male that was awakening such desire in
her had answers that would help her. "What's your name?" she asked. 


"Ian Fitzgerald," he said
easily, with just the faintest hit of a brogue beneath his words, as if he'd
once had it but had lost the accent so long ago that it was no longer a part of
who he was. 


His name made chills roll down her
spine, and she shivered at the sound of it. But why? She was sure she'd never
heard it before. "Who are you?"


His eyes darkened even more, and a
hooded shadow took over his face. "I kill bad guys."


The answer was not the truth, not
the entire truth. She could see from the tension in his jaw that he was holding
back, but at the same time, the pride in his voice told her that there was
truth in his words.


The man holding her so possessively
in his arms really did kill bad guys. Sudden hope flared inside her, leaping to
life. Dear God, was he her answer? "Are you for hire?"


Ian's grip tightened on her, and he
hauled her against him. Their bodies smacked together with an impact so intense
it sent spirals of heat coiling through her. She tried to lean her shoulders
back, to keep her breasts off his chest, but his muscular arm tightened around
her, locking her down against him. "You're in danger." It wasn't a
question. It was a declaration that he'd figured out her deal, and he didn't
like it. His voice was rough and harsh, and she felt his barely contained fury
raging through him.


Ian's protective response was like
a firecracker, igniting something inside her so powerful she suddenly couldn't
keep herself away from him. For so long, she'd been trying to protect others. No
one protected her. Ever. It went against the very essence of what she was. It
was literally against the foundation of nature for someone to try to keep her
safe.


And yet, here was this powerful
male claiming that right.


Dear God, it felt amazing. Tears
burned in her eyes, and she slid her hands over his shoulders and behind his
neck, allowing him to crush their bodies against each other. She could feel her
heart hammering against his chest, and she knew he could feel it, too. It was
crazy, insane, her response to him, but she couldn't help it and she didn't
want to.


This man was so intense, so much more
than she'd ever met before. He was strong enough to charge right past all the
rules and regulations surrounding who she was and what her role was in this
world. And he knew about her. She wasn't sure exactly what he knew, but he had
a history, a knowledge, an intuition…something. She knew, because he'd
called her Catherine. Plus, the idea of her being in danger had unleashed
something so fierce and protective inside him that it made every part of her
respond, and the agony of the shadows in his eyes called to her heart. 


This man was so much, and she
wanted him. She needed him. She wanted to throw herself into his safekeeping
and climb inside his soul. "Yes," she said finally. "I am in
danger." 


His grip tightened on her, his eyes
blazing as he pulled her so tightly she could barely breathe. "You did
die, didn't you? Twice? That really happened?"


Alice caught her breath at his
question, and she stiffened. "Why do you ask that?" How would he
know? Unless he'd been there. Unless he'd been part of it. Sudden fear congealed
inside her. Was that why he was familiar? Because he'd been there? Had he been
one of those sent to make sure she died? Was he her next ticket back to hell?


Frantic, she pulled back, startled
when he loosened his grip enough to give her space.


But she quickly realized that he
hadn't actually released her. He was still holding her, still in a position to
haul her back into his arms if he chose to. Her heart started racing again, and
this time, it wasn't from heated desire or intense sensual awareness. It was
the raw fear that she'd just met her next death. 


His eyes narrowed, and his fingers
tightened around her arms. "Catherine," he said softly. "You
don't need to fear me. I can't hurt you—" Then something flickered in his
eyes, a brutal acknowledgement that he hadn't actually spoken the entire truth.
He could hurt her. He could kill her. She could see it in his eyes.


"Let me go," she gasped,
trying to struggle out of his grasp. It was too soon to die again. She needed
more time! She grabbed his hands and tried to pry them off her. Her hands
closed over his forearm, and searing heat burned her palm. She jerked her hand
back and saw what she had touched.


Black brands in the shape of an
ancient weapon, burned into his flesh. Stunned fear shot through her and she
stared at him. "You're a Calydon."


"Order of the Blade." There
was no mistaking the pride in his voice, but she didn't care, not anymore.


She started to back up.
"Calydons are part demon," she said. "You're demon. You're
demon."


Ian narrowed his eyes. "I'm
not a demon—"


"Of course you are! It's what
gives you your powers! Demon magic!" The scars on her chest from the last
attack began to ache, a reminder of what she was to the monsters of hell.
"I—"


"Catherine!" He grabbed
her just as she lunged for the door. His hand closed around her arm as she
tumbled out into the back hallway.


She tried to twist free, but within a split second, she found herself pinned against the wall by the powerful
warrior. His hips were against hers, and her hands were above her head. He
kicked the door shut, cutting them off from the rest of the world and isolating
her in the rarely-used back hallway of Deliverance.


Her heart began to hammer, and fear
rippled through her. Fear and desire, in some inane mix of emotions. How could
she possibly be responding sensually when he had nearly attacked her and pinned
her to the wall? How could she be responding to him sexually regardless of what
he was doing to her? She didn't have physical responses to men. Not like this.
It wasn't allowed. What was going on? She swallowed, trying to keep her voice
steady. "What are you?" she demanded. "I need answers, and I
don't have time for this."


"Don’t have time?" he
echoed, raising his brows. "What, do you have plans to die again? Got a
date with death you can't be late for?"


She hesitated. There was that
question again. Why was he asking that? Didn't he know? Was he not there to
hurt her? "Did you kill me before?" 


His eyes narrowed. "You don't
remember?"


"I—" She paused,
uncertain how much to share. Was he the enemy or something else? Something less
dangerous? Like her salvation, or something equally impossible and unrealistic?


"Catherine." Ian's voice became
low, and it thrummed deep inside her. She became so aware of the heat of his
body as he pressed against her, of the cold wall on her back, of the pulse of
desire low in her belly. 


He took a lock of her hair and
wrapped it around his hand. "I need to know," he said, his dark eyes
searching hers, so full of agony and despair that her heart broke for him.
"Did you die on me twice? Are you the same woman I met? Are you the woman
I thought I lost twice already? Or am I losing my damn mind?" His grip
tightened on her hair. "Tell me," he said urgently. "I need to
know."


Alice's heart began to pound at his
desperation. It plunged straight into her heart, because she lived with that
same desperation every minute of every day, or she had ever since that night
five years ago when she'd lost the one person who breached the shields in her
heart and opened her soul. 


Ian lowered his head and pressed
his face in the curve of her neck, a gesture so intimate and personal that she
wanted to cry. 


"You smell right," he
said softly. "You smell like the woman I was born to be with." Then
he lifted his head, and there was such agony in his eyes. "You smell like
the woman who will destroy me."


"Me?" She laughed softly
then, a release of tension like a gift of fresh life. "Ian, I can't
destroy anyone, trust me. It's logistically impossible."


Ian ran his hand over her shoulder,
his palm warm against her skin, his dark eyes hunting hers. "Why not? Tell
me, Catherine. I need to know."


Alice shook her head, her body
trembling from his touch. Dear God, how could he affect her like this? She'd
never responded to a male like this before. It was terrifying how badly she
wanted him, but at the same time, it made her feel more alive than she'd ever been
before…which was sort of ironic, given what she was. "I can't," she
whispered. "I'm bound to secrecy. I couldn’t tell you what I am even if I
wanted to."


He pulled back then, his eyes so
haunted. He searched her face, and she saw the moment he grasped what she was
saying. That she truly didn't have the ability to tell him. 


To her surprise, he didn't ask why.
He didn't question it. He didn't even seem rattled by it. He simply arched one
brow and offered a challenge. "Do you want to tell me?"


As she stared into the face of this
powerful warrior who, with a single touch had ignited desire in her that was so
foreign to her that she hadn't even thought it was possible for her to feel it,
this male who already knew things she could never explain, this warrior who was
so powerful that maybe, just maybe, he could help her… And she knew her answer.
"Yes. As God is my witness, I wish I could tell you and then you would
throw me on your gleaming white stallion and save the damned day. I need a
fairy godmother, and she's been completely derelict in her duties, so I'd be
willing to take a knight in shining armor. I'm kind of outmatched right now, to
be honest." She stared at him, afraid to hope, terrified to put her trust
in a man who might be the one to finally do her in. "Can you help
me?"


"I'm no fairy godmother, and
armor would impede my lightning fast reflexes." Humor twinkled into those
dark eyes, the first flash of lightness she'd seen from him, and it made
something deep inside her want to smile. Smile? Seriously? Now? But she did.
"I have a gleaming black motorcycle," he said. "Will that work?"


She wrinkled her nose, astounded at
how good it felt to banter with him. She didn't even understand how she could
do it, not with everything she was dealing with, but somehow, this ultra-burdened
warrior eased the weight on her soul just enough for her to feel like she could
breathe again. "I doubt it. There's never anything about motorcycles in
fairytales."


"Well, damn. They need to be
written then." As Ian spoke, he leaned closer, and in a sudden flash of
panic and a rush of desire, Alice realized he was going to kiss her. 


She slammed her hand against his
chest, a useless gesture against a man so powerful, but he stopped. "Don't
kiss me." 


His eyes darkened with a desire
that made her pulse leap. Then slowly, ever so slowly, he pried her hand off
his chest and raised it above her head. He pressed it against the wall, flattening
her palm against the cool plaster. He bent his head, his lips so close to hers
that she could feel the warmth of his breath. 


Desire rushed through her, and her
body began to tremble with the need to respond to him. "I can't—"


"I know you can't." He
brushed his lips over the corner of her mouth, and she closed her eyes, stunned
by the tenderness of the touch. By the intimacy. 


"Dear God," she
whispered. "How can you make me feel like that?"


"Because we're destined for
each other." He kissed the other corner of her mouth, lingering ever so
slightly over the kiss. "You're mine," he said, "And that means
that I can feel your emotions. I can hear your thoughts." He kissed the
bow of her upper lip. "It means, my love, that I can learn the things
you're not allowed to tell me." 


Alice's eyes flew open, and she
stared at him. "That's impossible."


He released her wrist, and her hand
fell to her side as he took her face in his hands, framing her cheeks in his
powerful grasp. There was such intensity burning in his eyes, she felt her
whole body ignite from the fire. "You don't understand, do you?" he
asked.


She swallowed, riveted by his
stare, by the heat of his hips still pressing against hers, by the way her
entire soul was screaming for him, for this stranger who had plunged past all
her safeguards and somehow made it into her very soul. "Understand
what?" she whispered.


"That there is nothing
on this earth that could ever stop me from tightening the connection with you
until our souls are so intertwined that each breath we take breathes life into
each other, and our own heartbeats can keep the other one alive." 


At those words, at the intensity of
his face, at the raw emotion in his voice, something inside Alice finally
broke, and she knew that with this man, she had a chance, the first one she'd
ever had. This was the man that she wasn't allowed to have, and somehow he'd
found her anyway. How long could she hold onto him? Five minutes? Ten? An hour?
"Kiss me," she whispered. "Break the spell that binds me."

A look of intense male satisfaction
roared over his face, and then he bent his head, and kissed her. 





CHAPTER FIVE

The moment Ian felt Catherine's
lips against his, his entire world shifted. Raw, burning desire claimed him,
intensity so powerful it roared through him like the most violent summer storm,
destroying everything in its path. He growled and slid his hand around to the
back of her neck, tunneling his fingers through the soft tresses as he deepened
the kiss, consumed by the need to taste her, feel her, possess her.

A small noise of surprise echoed
from her, and then she threw her arms around his neck and pulled him closer.
She kissed him back fiercely, with a pure, unbridled intensity. He could feel
the desire erupting from her, and it flooded his senses, overwhelming every
last bit of control he'd prided himself on for so long.

The kiss turned frantic, desperate,
as if both of them were unable to contain their need for each other. Ian
pressed her against the wall, kissing her more deeply as he shoved her shirt
out of his way and claimed the bare skin of her stomach, her hips, her back.
Her flesh was of the softest silk, more than he'd ever imagined even in his
dreams. It was pure and elemental, as if it were born of the spring earth after
a cleansing rain. She was the gift of light that he'd been craving his whole
life, the beauty of that moment where life suddenly takes on meaning. 


He broke the kiss and trailed his
mouth down her neck, over her breastbone. Then he tugged her collar aside and
pressed his lips to the swell of her breasts.


"Oh, God." Catherine's
head clunked against the wall, as she leaned back, gripping Ian's shoulder as
he took her nipple into his mouth. Her body shook, and her fingers dug in as he
bit the taut peak. 


The intensity of her response ricocheted
through him, and suddenly he couldn't hold back any longer. "I need
you," he growled as he kissed her again, as his hands covered her body,
touching her everywhere, learning her curves and her shapes, noting her
reaction to every touch he made. "I need to be inside you."


"Not here," she gasped.
"Anyone could walk through that door—"


"Fuck the door."
He called out one of his weapons with a flash and a crack of black light, then
slammed it into the door, jamming the hinge. "It's just us now."


Catherine's green eyes widened,
desire blazing in them. "I can't believe you just did that."


"You mind?" He pressed
his hips against hers, driving his erection into her belly as he ravished her
mouth with more kisses, not bothering to give her a chance to respond—


Her fingers went to his waistband,
and he swore as she unbuttoned his jeans and slipped her hand inside them.
"Hell," he gasped as her hand closed around his cock. "What are
you doing?" 


"I don't even know," she
whispered, her voice throaty and raw as she stroked him with a carnal innocence
that nearly shredded the last vestiges of his self-control. "I've never
felt like this before."


"Shit, woman, if you felt this
for another guy, I think it would tear my heart right out of my damn
body." Ian ripped at the button on her jeans and yanked them down, tearing
them off her feet with a fierceness that he'd never felt before. He'd never
needed anything the way he needed to be inside her. His entire soul was
straining at its boundaries, desperate to be released into her, to claim her as
his and connect them so tightly that she'd never be able to leave him again.


He shoved her up against the wall
and kissed her again as he wrapped his hand around her left thigh and lifted
her leg over his hip. Her skin was so smooth, but it was burning with a heat
that matched the fire raging within him. He slipped his fingers inside her, and
swore when he felt how ready she was. "Jesus, Catherine—"


"Ian," she gasped, as she
writhed from his invasion, her hips moving almost violently, as if she were as
unable to contain her response to him as he was unable to stop himself from
reacting to her. Her fingers dug into his shoulders, and he attacked her mouth
again, kissing her so fiercely it was almost violent. 


She grabbed his head and kissed him
back, her leg tight around his hip as if she could yank him closer and deeper,
as if his fingers plunged deep inside her couldn't begin to satisfy her. Damn
good thing, because it wasn't enough for him either. "I need to be inside
you," he whispered between kisses. "Now."


"God, yes."


Rightness roared through him, and
Ian grabbed her other leg and locked them around his hips. He broke the kiss,
pulling back enough to see her face. Her eyes opened and she locked gazes with him.
"I want you to know this is me," he said as he grabbed her hips and
adjusted them so he was pressing against her entrance. "You and me,
Catherine. You and me. Got it?"


She nodded, her breath coming fast
and shallow, her hands digging into his shoulder. "You and me." 


"Say my name." He needed
to connect them, to lock them down, to bind them so tightly that she couldn't
get away from him again. He pressed harder against her entrance, every muscle
in his body straining not to enter her until he had what he wanted. Until it
was only about them. "Tell me it's me."


Catherine's face softened, and for
a second, he felt like she'd become some angel sent from the heavens, there was
so much beauty in her eyes. Then she cupped his face and pulled him closer.
"Ian Fitzgerald," she whispered. "It's only you."


Yes. Rightness surged
through him and he plunged deep inside her. 


 


* * *


Alice almost screamed from the
surge of emotions that filled her as Ian drove into her. Desire raged through
her, a passion so intense that her muscles were trembling, and she couldn't
breathe. And it was more than that. A sense of connection, of everything being
exactly as it was supposed to be. Of her finally finding that place she'd been
searching for her entire life.


Ian grasped her hips and began to
move inside her, devouring her with kisses so passionate they reached deep
inside her and claimed her very core. Her hips twisted, trying to get him
deeper, churning up sensations that rippled through her, evoking such desire
she could barely even hold onto him.


"I've got you,
sweetheart," he promised, his voice rough against her lips. "I won't
let you fall. Just let it go." Then he thrust deep, and she was lost to
him, opening herself to him on every level. Her heart, her soul, her body, her spirit.
Everything was for him. And it wasn't enough. She wanted more. She wanted him.
She wanted it both ways. She wanted to feel his emotions, his desire, his
passion and his—


Sudden lust flooded her, and she
gasped from the darkness that suddenly consumed her. Fierce, protective
passion. Ownership. Lust. And an aching despair so overwhelming it nearly tore
her soul apart. Ian's despair. She knew instantly that she was feeling Ian's
emotions, that he was pouring them into her exactly as she'd asked. There was
so much inside him. So much passion, so much strength, courage, and violence. He
was brimming with violence and darkness, the same kind that had tortured her
for so long, that haunted her at every turn.


Demon violence.


It was in him, thick and alive, and
fear began to ripple through her—


"No." Ian broke the kiss,
and pulled back, stilling his hips as he met her gaze. "Feel what else is
inside me," he said. "That's not who I am."


Alice began to tremble, but she
nodded, keeping her attention riveted to his face. His dark brown eyes, his
tousled hair, the whiskers on his jaw, the mouth that had kissed her so
passionately. It was a man who held her, not a monster. It was a man who had
brought her to life, not a demon who had stripped it from her. "It's all inside
you," she said. "The evil, and the good—"


"No." He kissed her
again, a gentle, tender kiss that brought tears to her eyes as he began to move
his hips again, slow, seductive thrusts that began to curl sensual desire through
her again. "I'm a fucked-up mess," he said between kisses. "I'm
cursed, and I'm definitely not the kind of guy you'd take home to your mom, but
I'm not evil." 


She shifted her hips, unable to
keep from responding to the sensations he was evoking inside her with his slow,
seductive thrusts. "But there's demon inside you—"


"No evil." He kissed her
again. "Don't keep me out, Catherine. Bring me into your soul. See who I
really am. Let me see who you really are. Let me find out your secrets, the ones
you can't tell me." Then he thrust again, deeper this time, and she
couldn't keep from gasping at the intense pleasure that cascaded through her. 


How could her body respond like
this if he was evil? It didn't make sense. It couldn’t happen. She shouldn’t be
feeling this way regardless of who he was— He thrust again, and a tremor shot
through her. An orgasm? "Dear God, Ian—"


"Not God. Just me. But I'm
damned close." Then he took over her mouth again, and his kiss was more
than just passion, more than just desire. There was a tenderness to it that
made her throat tighten, a personalization that told her that it was simply for
her. That she was all that mattered. An offering of his very soul to her, if
she wanted it. A deep, masculine warmth enfolded her like a solid wall of
strength, and she knew it was Ian, showing her that she was safe with him. He
wasn't kissing Catherine, he wasn't making love to a name, he was completely
and irretrievably connected to her, to her soul, to the very essence of who she
was. 


The demon was still there inside him.
The despair. The shadows that clung to his heart and had burrowed their way
into his soul hadn't lessened, but beside all of that, she could sense a purity
of spirit, an honesty of intention, a commitment to her safety.


His emotions and his spirit were
unlike anything she'd ever felt before, and she was overwhelmed by it, by how
he made her feel. Unable to articulate her emotions, she showed him the only
way she could, by wrapping her arms around him and kissing him with everything
she was.


"And now you're mine,"
Ian whispered it into her mouth, a fierce statement of possession that made her
shiver in anticipation. Then he thrust deep, and she was lost to him.


The kisses turned frantic and
desperate, and suddenly she couldn’t get enough of him. She clung to him as he
thrust again and again, driving deeper and deeper, sending her catapulting
toward the precipice. Tension built inside her, coiling tighter and tighter,
twisting her insides into a seething mass of desire so intense she couldn’t
even think. "Ian—" she gasped.


"Catherine," he growled
as he thrust one more time, and then everything fragmented inside her and she
came apart in his arms. Ian shouted fiercely and then he was crushing her
against the wall, his body rigid as the orgasm took him, spinning them both wildly
out of control, into a place so dangerous and so right that she knew everything
had changed for her forever.


* * *


Ian leaned his forehead against
Catherine's as he fought to regain his breath. His muscles were vibrating from
the violence of the orgasm that had just taken him, and from the intensity of
what he'd felt from Catherine.


He understood more about her. So
much more. And it wasn't good. 


"Ian." Her voice was
throaty and sensual, easing into his gut as she ran her fingers through his
hair.


He smiled and lifted his head,
placing a kiss on her mouth. That amazing, beautiful mouth. "Hey."


Her eyes were at half-mast, the
expression of a woman well-loved, but there was a furrow between her brows. "That
shouldn't have been able to happen between us."


Ian nodded. "I know. I can
tell."


Surprise flickered across her face.
"You can? What are you talking about?"


Ian rested his palm on her chest,
over her heart. "There are shields inside you so strong that I couldn't get
past them. I could feel you reaching out for me, inviting me in, but I couldn't
get in. You're blocked from connecting with me. With anyone?"


She nodded, watching him warily, as
if uncertain how much to share. "I thought you could get that information
out of me. Wasn't that why we had sex?"


Ian chuckled at the flash of
vulnerability in her eyes. "Sweetheart, we made love because there was
nothing on this earth that could have kept me from you." 


A small smile flickered at the
corner of her mouth. "I know that's not the whole truth. I know we had sex
to build an intimate connection between us, but I really liked that you said
that."


"I meant it."


Her smile grew wider. "That's
why I liked it."


Ian grinned, but he couldn't shake
the feeling of something being wrong. He'd felt it when he was inside her,
connected to what little of her spirit he'd been able to reach. Yeah, the sex
had been something off the charts, and there was no question that she was the
other half of his soul, but something was off, and he didn't know what. There
was a gap between them, a gap that was dangerously wrong.


The doorknob behind him turned, and
he heard the thudding as someone tried to open the door. Catherine glanced over
his shoulder, and her cheeks turned red. "I need to get my clothes back
on."


"I know." Reluctantly,
Ian slid out of her, and as he did, an aching sense of loss consumed him, as
if he'd just lost so much more than a physical connection with her. As if it
were the last time he would be connected like that with her. Seriously? The
curse coming at him already, trying to make him mourn what he hadn't even lost
yet? What the hell? Catherine was alive and well in his arms, and now that he'd
found her, he was going to keep her alive. 


He stayed close to her as they both
reclaimed their clothes, unable to shake the sensation that something was
increasingly wrong. It was when she reached for her hair to smooth it that he
realized what was wrong. He grabbed her arm and pulled it toward him. 


"What is it?" Catherine
frowned as he shoved her sleeve up. "What are you looking for?"


"My mark." Ian swore as
he bared her forearm. Her skin was clear and unblemished. There was no silver
line forming on her skin, signifying that by making love, they'd just done the
first stage of the bond that would seal her as his sheva, his soul mate.
A gaping void shot through him so intense that it seemed to erode his entire
soul. "Jesus, Catherine. It's not there."


"What's not?" She leaned
next to him, her shoulder brushing against his as she peered at her arm. 


"My brand." Sweat beaded
on Ian's brow, and he felt like the world was starting to slide away from him.
He held out his arm, showing her the black brand in the shape of a mace.
"As my mate, when we complete any of the six stages of bonding that will
complete the bond between a Calydon and his mate, my brand begins to form on
your arm. When we complete the bond, the image of my brand is complete on your
skin, binding us forever." He stared at her arm, willing the lines to
appear. Come on, you bastard. 


She rubbed at the skin, but nothing
happened. "So, I'm not your mate?" She sounded hesitant, as if
uncertain whether that was a good thing or a bad thing.


"You are my mate." He
gripped her arm tighter, unable to comprehend that there was no mark. "I
know you are." The connection between them was too great, and even the
rest of his team had sensed that she was his soul mate when they'd encountered
her the first time, on the mountain. "I don't get it." 


He released her arm, his entire
soul screaming that it was wrong, that she was his. He staggered backwards,
fighting against the emotions streaking through him. The loss. The raw,
debilitating loss. His woman, standing before him and yet out of his grasp.
Jesus. Was this the loss that would drive him over the edge? Not actual death,
but an inability to cement the bond that was ingrained so deeply in his marrow
that it was literally what drove him and every other Calydon male through
everything they did? The instinct and need to claim his woman and make her his,
to protect her as only a mate can do? 


But her arm was clear. No mark.
"Jesus." The world was spinning, and he braced himself against the
wall, trying to find his equilibrium. 


Catherine stared at him, her brow creased
in worry. "I felt it, too," she said. "That connection. No one
has ever affected me like that, and I thought it was impossible. Was that being
a soul mate?"


"Yeah, yeah." Crap! How
had it not worked? He needed to bond with her to keep her safe, to make sure he
couldn’t lose her again. "It's impossible for my mark not to appear on
your arm after we complete a stage of the bond. Impossible." 


Catherine rubbed her hand over her
arm. "Maybe I'm not your soul mate—"


"No!" He lunged for her
and grabbed her shoulders, hauling her up against him. "Don't you feel
what's between us? Didn't you feel what happened when we made love? You're
mine, Catherine, and I don't know what's going on, but I swear on this very
earth that I will not stop until I find out what happened and figure out how to
bring you into my circle of protection." He swore under his breath.
"Do you understand? I will not let you die again. I will not."


Tears filled her eyes, and she
shook her head. "No," she said. "You don't understand. You won't
be able to stop it."


Ian went cold at her words, at her
first acknowledgement that he was right about her dying before. At her claim
that it would happen again. At the truth that if he didn't figure out how to
bond with her, she might be right. 


He might lose her after all. 





CHAPTER SIX


Disappointment surged through Alice
at the haunted expression on Ian's face. How was it possible that what had just
happened between them hadn't meant anything? How had it not connected them? It
had to mean something! It had been so incredible. 


She knew Ian was her chance. Her
opportunity. He was the one person who had been able to get past the chains
that held her down and unleash at least a little bit of who she wasn't supposed
to be. How could that not be real? 


But there was no mistaking the fact
there was no mark on her arm.


She wasn't his soul mate, and
without that, there wouldn't have been enough between them to harness the power
trying to destroy her. Defeat filled her heart. "Ian—" 


The door behind him exploded off the
hinges, the steel door careening right toward them. She yelped, but there was
no time to evade it—


Moving faster than she could even
register, Ian tackled her, dragging her to the side and out of the path of the
door as it crashed into the wall he'd just made love to her against. He spun
them out of the way, using his body to shield her as the splintered debris from
the doorframe showered them. Alice ducked her head against him, then gasped
when she saw a huge, shadowed male figure burst through the door. Before she
could even shout a warning, he swung at Ian, a massive glowing claw aiming
right for his neck—


Ian ducked a split second before it
reached him, and he shoved Alice away as he spun to face the intruder. The
male's eyes were glowing green, and he was tremendous in size, so much bigger
than she'd last seen him. His pale blue oxford shirt was streaked with grease,
his dress pants were torn, and dirt was caked on his jaw. "Flynn!"
she shouted. "It's me! Don't attack—"


"Bitch," Flynn sneered,
and he lunged for her.


Ian leapt in front of Flynn,
blocking his path toward Alice. She jumped out of the way as the two males
engaged, massive muscled bodies crashing against each other. "Dammit, Flynn!
Don't do this! I need you!" She lunged toward them to stop them, and
suddenly she was jerked backward.


She spun around to see James behind
her. "Why—"


"Are you a fool? Run! He's
going to kill you!" James grabbed her and pushed her toward the doorway to
the main bar. "Go!" 


Alice hesitated, and then she saw Flynn
rear back to attack Ian. His eyes were blazing with such fierce hatred that it
felt like a knife had been plunged into her heart. He was lost. Flynn was lost,
and it was her fault. And worse yet, without him, her last hope died, now that
she knew there wasn't enough with Ian. "Dammit," she whispered.
"I can't fail this time. I owe her—"


Then she saw a glowing green disc
slicing through the air, right at her. She yelped and dove for the door, but Flynn's
disc cut across her belly, ripping open her skin. Alice gasped and James caught
her arm as she stumbled. "Go!" he shouted as he shoved her through
the doorway. "Before he gets away from that Calydon!"


Gripping her belly, Alice stumbled
through the doorway into the bar, glancing back over her shoulder just as Ian
threw Flynn into the room and across the floor. Flynn hit the wall beside the
dart board, and no one even bothered to move when he didn't get up. Another
dart hit the board beside him, and a cheer went up for the bulls-eye. "Oh,
Flynn," she whispered as she slid to her knees, despair crushing her as
the poison from his disc began to spread through her body. "You
didn't." But he had. He'd tainted the disc before he'd thrown it. He'd
used his worst against her. 


James rushed over to crouch beside Flynn
and checked him, then he looked up at Alice, his face grim. "Run," he
said. "Run.”


Flynn turned his head and looked
right at her, the promise of her death blazing in his eyes. Then he rolled onto
his side and started to get up, ignoring James who was frantically trying to
talk him down.


"Oh, crap." She tried to
get up, but her legs gave out, the weakness already spreading. Flynn shoved
James aside and lunged to his knees. He was swaying violently, still stunned
from Ian's attack, but he wasn't dead. He was coming for her—


Then Ian cut off her view of Flynn.
Blood was pouring from a wound in his shoulder, and his eyes were blazing with
the adrenaline of battle. She froze, stunned by the power rolling off Ian. No
longer did he have the aura of a man being chased by shadows and demons, a man
who'd been so ravaged by the failure of his mark to appear on her arm. He was a
man in control of the entire world. He didn't even pause. He just sprinted over
to her and scooped her up in his arms. 


Alice gasped at the pain shooting
through her belly as he tucked her against his chest. "Ian—"


"No." He looked down at
her as he shoved his hip against the front door and flung it open. "You
don’t get to die again. It's pissing me off. I'm taking over." 


Then he strode out into the alley,
straddled a motorcycle and locked her down in his arms.


Alice fought for breath, the pain
so intense she could barely breathe. Ian's body was so hard and hot against
hers, and she leaned into him, unable to hold herself up. Where was he taking
her? "Let me go," she gasped. "I need to try to talk to Flynn—"


"No chance." Ian punched
the ignition, and the bike engine roared to life.


Panic hit her at the realization he
was taking her from her last hope, and she started to struggle, frantic to get
free—


Then the alley door was flung open,
and Flynn charged out of it. Alice froze at the sight of him, with his green
eyes, his disheveled appearance and the look of insane rage marring his
sculpted features. Who was her better chance? But when she saw the promise of
death in Flynn's eyes, she knew what the answer was. Ian might be part demon,
but he was the one who was keeping her alive right now, not Flynn.


She had no choice. She had to trust
Ian, this man who knew things she didn't understand, the man whose mere touch
ignited fires within her that she never should be able to feel. There was
something between them. Maybe it wasn't soul mates. Maybe it wasn't anything
substantial, but it was more than she'd ever had before. She didn't know what it
was, she had no idea how it could help her, but he was her best hope. 


Ian was her choice. 


As Flynn sprinted at them, Alice
wrapped her arms around Ian's waist and held on. Dear God, let this be the
right decision.


Ian glanced down at her, and she
saw the intense satisfaction gleaming in his eyes as she turned herself over to
his safekeeping. He brushed his fingers over her forehead, a tender gesture
that tightened her throat. No one ever offered her comfort. She wasn't supposed
to let it happen. That wasn't her job.


But it felt so good, she wanted to
just bury herself in this man and accept all he had to offer.


Ian nodded at her, then he lifted
his head and looked at Flynn as he closed in on them. There was a flash of
black light and a loud crack, and then Ian's mace flashed into his palm. He
hurled it casually at Flynn, and the weapon slammed into Flynn's chest at
almost point blank range. 


Alice winced as the man who had
once been so close to her roared with fury and flew backwards from the impact.
But as Ian gunned the engine and peeled out of the alley, Alice saw Flynn rip the
mace from his body and leap to his feet. He broke into a run to chase them just
as Ian turned the corner and Flynn disappeared from sight.


He was coming after her. She knew
he was. Now that he had her scent, he would not stop until he had her. 


Unless the man who had her locked
down against his body was able to provide a miracle. 


Then the bike hit a bump in the
road, Alice gasped at the burst of pain, and suddenly Flynn didn't matter.


He'd already killed her.


No! Ian's enraged voice
filled her mind


Alice looked up in shock at the man
holding her so tightly against his chest, startled by the sound of Ian's voice
in her head. You can hear my thoughts?


I can. His eyebrows shot up
in sudden surprise as he realized what he'd just said. Shit, I can! That's
good, Catherine. That's a good sign, because that kind of connection can only
happen if you're my sheva. Is there a mark on your arm?


Alice glanced at her skin, and
there was still nothing. Disappointment flooded her. "No."


Crap!He wasn't looking at
her. He was watching the road, his jaw flexed, his eyes scanning their
surroundings for threat, for safety, for what? The wind was whipping through
his hair, making it rage wildly around his head as he sped down the street. You
stay alive, Catherine. Do you understand? For five minutes, and then I'll take
over. Got it?


Alice closed her eyes as a wave of
weakness washed over her. Yeah, sure, no problem. But even as she said
the words, she felt another hit of pain. You think you can keep me alive?
Really?


Ian's grip tightened around her. Hell,
yeah. Just watch. You'll be so damned impressed you'll want to jump me. I'm
that good.


A snort of laughter bubbled up
inside her, a reaction so incongruous to her situation and her life that Alice
almost didn’t even recognize it. Ian had made her laugh?


That alone was almost worth dying
for. 






CHAPTER SEVEN


Ian gripped Catherine more tightly,
his adrenaline raging as he felt the depths of her pain. She had no emotional
shields from him, and he could feel everything she was feeling. Right now, the
physical pain and her terror of death was so intense he could barely
concentrate on the road. How could he feel her pain so intensely, but not be
able to get past that shield inside her or get his brand to appear on her arm? Something
was wrong, seriously screwed up, and he had to solve it fast. We're almost
there. Stay with me.


He gunned the engine, knowing where
he had to take her, knowing that there was only one place nearby that would
have the energies to support what he needed to do…what he should not be able to
do without his mark on her skin. 


Keeping his arm anchored around
her, even though she was hanging onto him with surprising strength, Ian forced
her to lean into the turn with him, surprised once again by her acquiescence,
her absolute willingness to accept his direction and take his lead. Without her
participation, if she tried to resist, he wouldn't be able to save her.


Panic hit him at the idea of losing
her, and he immediately shoved it aside. This was his world now, not the curse,
and he owned who he was. He was not going to let her die. Not this time. Fuck
the brand. She was his sheva, and he didn’t need a damned mark to know
it. 


A break in the woods appeared on
his right, and Ian whipped the bike onto the dirt path, speeding through the trees.
He hunched low over the handlebars, using his body to protect Catherine as the
branches whipped past them, slicing at his face and shoulders as he raced under
them.


He broke out of the woods within
moments, and the full moon gleamed as he sped down the rows of gravestones in
the Fitzgerald cemetery. He drove past the newly upturned earth and the shovel
he'd left behind and turned to the left, weaving between headstones as he made
his way toward the one grave with the power he needed.


Ian. Catherine's voice was
laced with pain and fear. I could use a little help here. You're not really delivering
on your promise to save my life.


Ian chuckled at her irritated tone,
so incongruous for the level of agony she was enduring. You're so demanding,
sweetheart. No wonder the boys like to kill you.


You're an ass.


I can be. He reached his
goal, and the bike skidded to a stop in front of the oldest gravestone in the
plot, a chipped piece of granite bearing the name Augustus Fitzgerald, his
ancestor who had earned the curse that had doomed all of his progeny. A man so
powerful that he had been widely recognized as one of the most dominating Order
of the Blade members ever to live. A man who had been so plunged into despair
by the strength of the curse that he had taken his own life over a woman, an
act of dishonor that had banned him from the annals of the Order for all
eternity. A man who had carried such power that the earth around his grave
still vibrated with the sheer raw Calydon power that had made him such an
indomitable force before he'd angered the wrong warrior.


Ian was going to take that power
and use it to save the woman he couldn’t access on his own. He leapt off the
bike, cradling Catherine tightly as he strode across the grass and set her down
beside the marker.


She gripped his arm as he laid her
on the grass, and Ian swore as he finally saw her face. Her skin was ashen, her
lips pale, her eyes glazed with pain. Denial roared through him, and he
straddled her, his knees on either side of her hips. He leaned over her and
took her face in his hands. "Listen to me," he said. "You're my soul
mate, so I can heal you."


She shook her head. "I'm not
your soul mate—"


"You are. I knew it the first
moment that we met, when you died in my arms on the mountain side. Everyone
there knew it." 


She stared at him, a furrow of
confusion on her brow. "On the mountain?"


Shit. She didn't remember? Not that
it mattered. He bent his head closer, his whole body stirring with the
intensity of feeling her beneath him. "Open yourself to me, Catherine. Let
me inside your soul."


She sighed. "No, I can't. I'm
not allowed—"


"Screw that. You're allowed to
die?" Ian stretched out beside her and pulled her against him, wrapping
his legs around hers so they were entangled along the lengths of their bodies.
He closed his eyes at the sensation of her body against his. Desire rushed
through him, and a sense of absolute rightness that this was where he belonged.


And then it was followed by a
ripple of fear of what it would be like if he lost her again, now that he'd finally
connected with her.


This was how it began for each of
his ancestors. Finding that woman. Finding that peace. And then the loss…the
despair… and then death by the most dishonorable, most ignominious, way
possible: suicide.


Then her body began to tremble, and
he didn't care about the past anymore. All that mattered was healing her.
"Okay, Catherine, you need to close your eyes and relax your mind."
He pulled her closer against him, tangling their bodies together. "I'll
pull you into my healing sleep, and use my powers to heal you."


"You can do that?" She
snuggled closer to him and laced her hands behind his neck. The tentative feel
of her fingers on his skin sent shock waves all the way through him. God,
Ian. It feels so incredible to have you against me. It shouldn't be like this.


"Of course it should." Rightness
vibrated through him. How could this ever be wrong? He pulled her closer and
pressed his lips to the side of her neck. "Just close your eyes and relax.
Since you're my sheva, I can heal you." But even as he said the
words, doubt niggled at the back of his mind about the fact that making love
hadn't made his brands appear on her arms. What if he couldn't heal her without
that mark? "Just relax."


Pain rippled through her, and Ian
swore, placing his hand over the wound in her belly. "Hang in there,"
he said urgently. "I can fix this."


"Okay." But her voice was
pinched with agony and fear, weak with the effort of trying to hang on.


Ian immediately closed his eyes and
let himself drift into the dreamlike state of his healing sleep. He reached out
for Catherine and found her spirit immediately. She was open to him and allowed
him right in. The moment he was connected with her, he felt the poison rushing
through her body, like a powerful river of black water, destroying every cell
it passed. Ian let his mind move past the poison, searching for the core of who
she was. He could do nothing for her until their connection was so tight that
it was as if they were one.


But he couldn't find her inner
spirit. All he could see was poison, pain and fear. It was as if her soul
didn't exist, or that it was blocked from him. He swore as he felt her energy
beginning to fade, and he shoved more ruthlessly at her barriers, desperate to
get through. 


Nothing.


What's going on, Ian?


Nothing. It's fine. Realizing
he needed help, Ian pulled away from her and redirected his mind toward the
earth beneath them, the ground that his ancestor had been buried in. He reached
into the soil, and immediately felt the ripple of power from the males buried
in the cemetery, males that had been stripped of life before their time. He
connected with the power of his ancestors, and it surged through him, vibrating
though him. 


He called upon it, bringing it into
his body. Energy began to flow through him, like hot sparks crackling through
his body. He kept pulling it in, more and more, until his entire body was
vibrating from the force of it. 


He pulled Catherine tighter against
him, opened the connection between them as much as he could, and then thrust
the energy into her, attacking the shields that were keeping him out. She
jerked against him, and her body bowed from the onslaught of power…and it
didn't work.


The walls were still there. Crap!



Ian. It's not working. Her
voice was fainter now, weighted with the agony of her approaching death.


No! I'll get this— His
weapons suddenly burned his arms, a violent warning of a threat. 


Ian instantly cut off his
connection to Catherine and called out his weapons as he leapt to his feet. His
flanged mace exploded into his hand as he spun toward the male who had attacked
Catherine in the bar, who was streaking across the graveyard toward them,
moving so fast he was almost a blur. His eyes were glowing green, and his
entire body was carrying a faint green glow.


"You don't get to have
her!" Ian hurled his mace as he charged Flynn. The male didn't even bother
to duck. He just let the mace hit him in the chest, tore it out of his body and
hurled it aside without even breaking stride. 


Son of a bitch. Flynn was even
stronger than he'd been in the bar. What the hell was he? 


The two males collided with a crash
that shook the very earth, and Flynn careened across the graveyard, thrown
almost a hundred yards by the force of the impact. Ian went down hard, and he grimaced
at the pain as he leapt back to his feet. At least three ribs were cracked, and
his shoulder had been dislocated, but as he watched, Flynn rolled onto his
side, already recovering. 


So, this was war, then.


Ian's mind quieted, and he went
into the calm, focused place of battle. His senses zeroed in on the male
struggling to his feet, and he assessed Flynn with the efficient vigilance of a
warrior who had been fighting for more than six hundred years. He surged past
the male's bulk and muscle, looked past the crazed energy flowing off him, and
ignored the green glow that seemed to obscure him almost to the point that Ian
couldn’t see him physically. Ian eliminated all distractions until he could
feel the essence of his enemy and was attuned to every twitch of his muscles. 


He was ready.


Flynn moved suddenly, leaping to
his feet to attack, and Ian responded instantly as Flynn hurled a glowing green
disc at him. Ian cut it down with a stroke of his mace as he raced toward Flynn.
He swung hard with the mace, and Flynn blocked the first blow with a move
faster than Ian had seen on anyone except other Order members.


Another stroke, another blow, and
the males were locked in battle, dead even, one man focused and sane, the other
so insane with fury and violence. "Stand down," Ian shouted. "I
don't want to kill you." Ian had one job: to protect the world from rogue
Calydons. This male wasn't a Calydon, so he wasn't Ian's problem—except for the
fact he was trying to kill Catherine. "Back off," he yelled. 


But Flynn simply roared a challenge
and unleashed another disc. Ian blocked it with his mace. "Sorry, man, but
I don't have time to be nice." Then he summoned all the energy inside him
that he'd harvested from his ancestors, let it ignite his muscles, and then he
swung his weapon with more force than he'd ever done in his life.


Flynn dropped to the earth with a
thud. For a split second, he didn't move, then he took a shallow shuddering
breath. Alive. Not about to get up and attack again, but alive. 


Ian was shocked. Flynn had survived
that? What the hell was he—


Ian. 


At Catherine's urgent call Ian
whirled around, Flynn's blood still caked on his mace. She convulsed on the
ground beside Augustus's grave, her body twisting in the final throes of death.
"No!" Denial roared through Ian, and the world seemed to descend into
a black flaming hell as he threw the mace aside and started running toward her.



Watching her die before him, unable
to reach her. Faster. Faster. Faster. He felt like he couldn’t get there,
like he was running in quicksand, like he was sinking deeper and deeper in the
mire, his feet like clay, sucking him into the depths. "Catherine!" he
roared.


Ian. She lifted her hand, a
fragile, desperate gesture of farewell.


"No!" He bellowed with
fury as he pushed harder, ran faster, his body screaming as he gave it everything
he had. "I'm coming!"


Too late. Her voice was
faint, so faint in his mind. 


"No! Don't give up!" He
finally reached her and fell to his knees beside her, pulling her into his
arms. Jesus, her body was ice cold, her lips ashen, her eyes closed. "Catherine,"
he gasped. "Don't. I can heal you—"


I'm not Catherine.


Ian's entire world froze at her
words. What?


My name is Alice Shaw. Catherine
is my sister.


Ian felt like the earth had been
torn out from under him. But—


I remember you now. You were
there when I died. 


Which time? Which time was you?
Had that woman who'd died at Elijah's hand, that everyone knew was his soul
mate actually been Catherine and not Alice? Was the woman in his arms not his soul
mate? Denial roared through him, fierce raw denial. The woman he was holding
was his. She had to be. But the woman on the mountain had been his sheva
for certain, and there was no mark on Alice's arm— 


A tremor shook Alice's body, and
suddenly nothing mattered but preserving her life. He grabbed her hand, and
pressed it to his chest, trying desperately to open the connection between them
that would allow him to heal her. Alice. Stay with me—


Too late. Her fingers
tightened in his ever so slightly. Her eyelids slitted open, and he saw such
pain reflected in them that his heart tore right out of his chest. Find me,
Ian. Find me when I come back. You're my only chance. If I die one more time,
it's over.


Tears burned in his eyes.
"Dammit, Alice! Don't—" 


Then she was gone. He felt it the
moment her soul left her body. The instant it happened, he was assaulted with
the most overwhelming darkness, with pure, raw evil as it dragged Alice's soul
from her body. Son of a bitch. There was no peace for her. She was going to
pure, dark hell, and he couldn’t stop it. 


Ian roared with agony and hauled
her against him, crushing her body against his chest, trying to shield her soul
from the hell that was taking her, but she slid away from him, until there was
nothing left but the cold, clean air of the night and the body of the woman he
was meant to protect. 


Despair overwhelmed Ian. The agony
of losing her again. The terror of knowing that she was facing something more
horrific than he could even imagine. The knowledge that he'd failed to save
her. 


For the third time, he was
unable to protect her.


Or the second? Who had it been that
first time? Who was his soul mate? 


Alice. It had to be Alice. But she didn't
carry his brand—


Anguish roared through Ian and he
surged to his feet, still holding Alice in his arms. He threw his head back,
bellowing his loss and his failure to the dark night. Inside his head began the
dark chant of the curse, tempting him toward that bottomless chasm from which
he would never emerge.


His weapons began to burn in his
arms, once again straining to be released. To be used against him. 


"No!" He shouted his
denial, even as the doom began to circle him. He couldn’t die. He couldn’t
succumb. Alice needed him. She was coming back, and this time, he had to keep
her alive. 


But still the darkness rose within
him, stripping away at his sanity, the agony of the loss burning too deep,
tearing away at his will. Fighting against the desperation, Ian staggered the
few yards across the grave to the headstone of his ancestor.


He fell to his knees on Augustus's
grave, still holding Alice desperately. He stared at the name engraved on the
stone, the one he'd visited religiously for so many centuries. No warrior had
been as great as Augustus, but the curse had still destroyed him. What chance
did Ian have if even Augustus had fallen? 


But Augustus hadn't had Alice to
stay alive for.


With a force of will beyond what
he'd ever had to exert before, Ian set Alice on the dirt and released her. Her
fragile body was so pure and innocent in front of the headstone that marked the
life of such a deadly warrior. Ian braced his hands on his thighs, staring into
the face of the woman whose spirit was suffering some unimaginable hell
somewhere, because he hadn't managed to keep her alive. Because he hadn't been
able to bond with her. 


The enormity of his failure fought
to consume him, and Ian's upper lip raised in a snarl of defiance. "Fuck
you," he said to the curse. "I have a job to do. This isn't
over." 


Slowly, Ian reached for Alice's arm
and lifted it. He pressed his lips to the unmarred skin, then raised her hand
to the heavens. "I will not fail you," he promised. "I swear on
my ancestor's soul that I will stay alive, and I will find you when you come
back."


But even as he said it, despair loomed
up inside him, and he felt the raw power of the curse that had consumed the
strongest, most powerful warriors again and again and again. Men far stronger
than he.


He knew then, that he couldn't do
it on his own. Alice was the force to drive him to his grave, but she was also
the only thing strong enough to keep him out of it. With a sharp crack, Ian
called out his mace. He angled one of the blades across the hem of Alice's
shirt and then sliced a long strip off it. 


Determination and focus pulsing
through him, Ian stretched the piece of fabric between his hands. The white
fabric was stained with blood from the wound that had killed her, a grim
reminder of what would happen if he succumbed to the curse and failed her again.


He couldn’t truly blood bond with
her while she was dead, but he was going to do it anyway. He would honor her
with the promise of a Calydon to his mate, and create a connection that would
hold them together until he could find her again.


Ian sliced the tip of the mace
across his forehead. The cut oozed with his lifeblood as he set the strip of
fabric across his forehead. He positioned the part with Alice's blood on his
wound and let their blood merge together. There was no magic, no hum of
connection the way there would have been in a true blood bond, but it didn't
matter. Their blood was mingled, and it was done. 


As he tied the ends of the fabric
around his head, he gave her the promise that someday he would offer her for
real. In person. The ritual words of the blood bond between a Calydon and his
mate. Mine to you. Yours to me. Bonded by blood, by spirit and by soul, we
are one. No distance too far, no enemy too powerful, no sacrifice too great. I
will always find you. I will always protect you. No matter what the cost. I am
yours as you are mine.


Rightness rippled through him, and
power flooded him. 


Alice was in his soul now, and he
was keeping her there. 


Ian took one last look at the woman
lying on the grave of his ancestor. I will find you, Alice. I give you my word.


He touched the tips of his fingers to
the bloodstain on his headband, a salute to both the woman at his feet and the
grave that cradled her, and then he turned away, striding across the grass
toward his motorcycle. 


This time, he would not look back. 


This time, he was only looking
forward, to the woman he would find before it was too late. 


This time, he would triumph. 


And he would make her his. 

*Ian's full-length
novel, Darkness Arisen, will be available late 2012*





  Sneak Peek: DARKNESS REBORN

			 (Order of the Blade, Book Five)

			(dark & sexy paranormal romance, available late Summer 2012)

			Even with his chest heaving from exertion, his weapons burning in his hands, steam rising from his bare torso from the humidity, and the very earth itself ruthlessly torn up from the battle, Kane Santiago wanted more.

			He needed more. He needed to keep going until sheer, raw exhaustion clawed at him and dragged him ruthlessly into the sleep that wouldn’t come, until he was so drained that he couldn’t think any more.

			Kane had been driving himself relentlessly for eleven days straight, but it hadn’t been enough to chase away the gaping void trying to consume him. It had been coming at him for months, this great pit of hell, stalking him at every moment, but now it felt like his entire soul had been sucked from his body and thrust into a bottomless void of blackness. 

			He didn’t know what was coming for him or how to stop it. He didn’t have answers. All he had was a scarred body that looked like an artist had used his flesh for a canvas and a knife for a paintbrush. 

			Kane’s skin looked like ancient designs had been traced into it, but no one on this God-forsaken earth could explain why he had them or what they meant. Kane’s memories of his life began five hundred years ago, the day Dante Sinclair, the Order of the Blade’s former leader, had hauled him out of the gutter. How old had he been that day? Thirty? A hundred? Two hundred? How had he ended up there, covered in body art of the most brutal kind?

			He had no idea, but the story carved on his body and the enormity of the blackness overtaking him made it clear that there was shit he needed to know about his prior life, and he was running out of time to do it. 

			The air in the southern Oregon woods was thick with moisture, rich with the scent of earth saturated by the rain that was too cold for this time of year. Steam was rising off the warm moss, and thick fog was rolling in fast, sucked in by the dance of the heat and cold. The very air Kane was breathing was alive with vibrant energy, and yet all he could feel was the endless freefall of his very soul into the bottomless chasm of darkness. 

			“These guys were serious shit.” Caked with sweat and blood from the battle, Ryland Samuels crouched beside one of the two rogue Calydons they’d been hunting for the last six hours, deadly bastards that had put up a hell of a fight before Ryland and Kane had taken them down. Usually two-on-two battles were weighted so heavily in favor of the Order of the Blade that they lasted less than a second.

			These two rogues had kept Ryland and Kane at max capacity for over two hours before the good guys had won, which was bizarre as hell because the rogues had been so underdeveloped physically that they couldn’t have been more than eighteen. No rookie should ever have been able to put up that kind of battle against elite warriors who had been saving the world for over five hundred years. 

			Ryland hooked his machete under one of their wrists and raised the dead warrior’s hand. “What’s with the manicure?”

			Kane swung his head around to look. Ten-inch claws protruded from the tips of the Calydon’s fingers, still covered in Kane’s blood from when it had tried to cleave his heart out. “Maybe they came up from Hollywood. You know how these fancy Californians are all bailing up to Oregon nowadays. How the hell would I know what his deal is?”

			Ryland narrowed his eyes at Kane’s aggression. “You seen it before?”

			“No.” Kane shifted restlessly, unable to settle now that the battle was over. He was on edge, his instincts still ready for more action. He knew they needed to figure out what was up with the strangers who had invaded their territory, but he couldn’t focus. All his senses were on overload, telling him that something was deadly wrong. He scanned the woods, hunting for a clue, but came up with nothing. 

			Ryland dropped the kid’s wrist. “What’s your deal, Santiago?”

			Kane whirled around to face his teammate, his adrenaline leaping at the tense undercurrent in Ryland’s voice. “What?”

			Ryland flashed him a grin that didn’t reach his pitch-black eyes. “I’m the one who’s supposed to be on the edge of going rogue, not you. You planning to snap so you’re the next one who has to be cut down to save the world, instead of me?” 

			“I’m not going rogue.” Most Calydons went rogue only after bonding with their soul mates, but a rare few turned into mindless, killing machines on their own. Expectations were high that Ryland fell into that category, but Kane had his shit together. “I’m fine.”

			Ryland rose to his feet, his well-muscled bulk innately aggressive, accented by his black jeans and t-shirt, shredded mercilessly from the fight. “Don’t lie to me, Santiago. There’s no room for that shit between us.”

			The brands in Kane’s arms burned, and he fisted his flails, the spiked balls spinning on the ends of the steel chains. The clang of the metal balls cracking against each other jerked his attention to them, making him realize what he’d been about to do. Hell, he was ready to strike first against his own teammate? Kane swore and sheathed his weapons. They vanished into the air, returning to the brands on his arms that were an exact match for the weapons they housed. He held up his hands in surrender. “Stand down. I’m good.”

			Ryland raised his brows, and he sheathed his own weapons, taking the temptation away from them both. “Shit, man. You’re off, big time.”

			“I—” A sound caught Kane’s attention, and he turned sharply. “Did you hear that?”

			“What?” Ryland went still, and the air hummed as both Calydons reached out into the night with their senses.

			For a moment, Kane heard nothing but the skitter of rodents’ feet, the hoot of owls, and the crackling of the earth as it drank in the moisture from the night. 

			Then he heard it again. 

			A woman’s scream. Unending terror and pain. The roar of a spirit fighting desperately and hopelessly for its very survival. 

			The sound went straight to Kane’s core, ripping through his shields like a burning knife into his heart. His whole body vibrated in response, adrenaline raging with the need to find her. To protect her. To save her. Kane spun around wildly, almost desperately, trying to pinpoint the sound and determine where it was coming from. It was bouncing off the trees, echoing in the air, coming at him from all directions, like an assault of agony. “Fuck!”

			“What?” Ryland strode up beside him. “I don’t hear anything.”

			“How can you not hear that?” She screamed again, eviscerating every defense Kane had. He had to go. Had to find her. Had to save her and find out who she was. She needed him. Black light flashed above the brands on his arms, a loud crack rent the night, and then Kane’s weapons appeared in his hands, the glittering steel ready for battle. 

			“What is it?” Ryland called out his own machetes with a crack and a flash of black light. “I don’t hear anything. Tell me what you got.”

			Kane shoved his teammate aside, his entire soul howling with the need to find the woman. “Where are you?” he bellowed, his voice echoing into the night.

			No response. Just the ominous doom of silence. 

			Agony ripped through Kane, loss so severe he went down on his knees, gasping for breath. He braced his hands on the earth, his fingers digging into the moss, fighting against the crushing blackness, the loss, the shredding of his innermost core—

			Help me.

			His head snapped up at the desperate plea that suddenly invaded his mind. His entire being vibrated with rightness at the sound of her voice. He lurched to his feet as her anguish shredded his mental shields and consumed him. I hear you. He sent out his reassurance, his iron-strength, showing her the immense power he offered.

			There was no relief from her. Just another stab of pain that knifed all the way to Kane’s gut. Hurry. Please hurry.

			Son of a bitch! Kane focused every fiber of his soul on her voice, and his entire existence zoomed in on those two words, on her voice, on her spirit, on her very being. Then he found his target. He knew where she was. I’m coming.

			Kane didn’t hesitate. He didn’t pause to question his motives or ascertain what he was heading into. He didn’t even take the time to grab his teammate and take Ryland with him. He just locked onto her location and dematerialized, using her desperation as his only guide as to where he needed to be. 





Sneak Peek: DARKNESS AWAKENED

(The Order of the Blade: Primal Heat Trilogy, Book One)

(dark & sexy paranormal romance, available now)
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Quinn Masters raced soundlessly through the thick woods, his injuries long forgotten, urgency coursing through him as he neared his house. He covered the last thirty yards, leapt over a fallen tree, then reached the edge of the clearing by his cabin.

There she was.

He stopped dead, fading back into the trees as he stared at the woman he’d scented when he was still two hours away, a lure that had eviscerated all weakness from his body and fueled him into a dead sprint back to his house.

His lungs heaving with the effort of pushing his severely damaged body so hard, Quinn stood rigidly as he studied the woman whose scent had called to him through the dark night. She’d yanked him out of his thoughts about Elijah and galvanized him with energy he hadn’t been able to summon on his own.

And now he’d found her.

She’d wedged herself up against the back corner of his porch, barely protected from the cold rain and wet wind. Her knees were pulled up against her chest, her delicate arms wrapped tightly around them as if she could hold onto her body heat by sheer force of will. Her shoulders were hunched, her forehead pressed against her knees while damp tangles of dark brown hair tumbled over her arms.

Her chest moved once. Twice. A trembling, aching breath into lungs that were too cold and too exhausted to work as well as they should.

He took a step toward her, and then another, three more before he realized what he was doing. He froze, suddenly aware of his urgent need to get to her. To help her. To fill her with heat and breathe safety into her trembling body. To whisk her off his porch and into his cabin.

Into his bed.

Quinn stiffened at the thought. Into his bed? Since when? He didn’t engage when it came to women. The risk was too high, for him, and for all Calydons. Any woman he met could be his mate, his fate, his doom. His sheva.

He was never tempted.

Until now.

Until this cold, vulnerable stranger had appeared inexplicably on his doorstep. He should be pulling out his sword, not thinking that the fastest way to get her warm would be to run his hands over her bare skin and infuse her whole body with the heat from his.

But his sword remained quiet. His instincts warned him of nothing.

What the hell was going on? She had to be a threat. Nothing else made sense. Women didn’t stumble onto his home, and he didn’t get a hard-on from simply catching a whiff of one from miles away.

His trembling quads braced against the cold air, he inhaled her scent again, searching for answers to a thousand questions. She smelled delicate, with a hint of something sweet, and a flavoring of the bitterness of true desperation. He could practically taste her anguish, a cold, acrid weight in the air, and he knew she was in trouble.

His hands flexed with the need to close the distance between them, to crouch by her side, to give her his protection. But he didn’t move. He didn’t dare. He had to figure out why he was so compelled by her, why he was responding like this, especially at a time when he couldn’t afford any kind of a distraction.

She moaned softly and curled into an even tighter ball. His muscles tightened, his entire soul burning with the need to help her. Quinn narrowed his eyes and pried his gaze off her to search the woods.

With the life of his blood brother in his hands, with an Order posse soon to be after him, with his own body still recovering from Elijah’s assault, it made no sense that Quinn had even noticed the scent of this woman, let alone be consumed by her.

  His intense need for her felt too similar to the compulsion that had sent him to the river three nights ago. Another trap? He’d suspected it from the moment he’d first reacted to her scent, but he’d been unable to resist the temptation, and he’d hauled ass to get back to his house. Yeah, true, he’d also needed to get back to his cabin to retrieve his supplies to go after Elijah. The fact she’d imbued him with new strength had been a bonus he wasn’t going to deny.

  But now he had to be sure. A trap or not? Quinn laughed softly. Shit. He hoped it was. If it wasn’t, there was only one other reason he could think of to explain his reaction to her, and that would be if she was his mate. His sheva. His ticket to certain destruction.

  No chance.

  He wouldn’t allow it.

  He had no time for dealing with that destiny right now. It was time to get in, get out, and go after Elijah. His amusement faded as he took a final survey of the woods. There was no lurking threat he could detect. Maybe he’d made it back before he’d been expected, or maybe an ambush had been aborted.

  Either way, he had to get into his house, get his stuff, and move on. His gaze returned to the woman, and he noticed a drop of water sliding down the side of her neck, trickling over her skin like the most seductive of caresses. He swore, realizing she wasn’t going to leave. She’d freeze to death before she’d abandon her perch.

  He cursed and knew he had to go to her. He couldn’t let her die on his front step. Not this woman. Not her.

  He would make it fast, he would make it efficient, he would stay on target for his mission, but he would get her safe.

  Keeping alert for any indication that this was a setup, Quinn stepped out of the woods and into the clearing. He’d made no sound, not even a whisper of his clothing, and yet she sensed him.

  She sat up, her gaze finding him instantly in the dim light, despite his stealthy approach. They made eye contact, and the world seemed to stop for a split second. The moment he saw those silvery eyes, something thumped in his chest. Something visceral and male howled inside him, raging to be set free.

  As he strode up, she unfolded herself from her cramped position and pulled herself to her feet, her gaze never leaving his. Her face was wary, her body tense, but she lifted her chin ever so slightly and set her hands on her hips, telling him that she wasn’t leaving.

  Her courage and determination, held together by that tiny, shivering frame, made satisfaction thud through him. There was a warrior in that slim, exhausted body.

  She said nothing as he approached, and neither of them spoke as he came to a stop in front of her.

  Up close, he was riveted. Her dark eyelashes were clumped from the rain. Her skin was pale, too pale. Her face was carrying the burden of a thousand weights. But beneath that pain, those nightmares, that hell, lay delicate femininity that called to him. The luminescent glow of her skin, the sensual curve of her mouth, the sheen of rain on her cheekbones, the simple silver hoops in her ears. It awoke in him something so male, so carnal, so primal he wanted to throw her up against the wall and consume her until their bodies were melted together in single, scorching fire.

  She searched his face with the same intensity raging through him, and he felt like she was tearing through his shields, cataloguing everything about him, all the way down to his soul.

  He studied her carefully, and she let him, not flinching when his gaze traveled down her body. His blood pulsed as he noted the curve of her breasts under her rain-slicked jacket, the sensuous curve of her hips, and even the mud on her jeans and boots. He almost groaned at his need to palm her hips, drag her over to him, and mark her with his kiss. Loose strands of thick dark hair had escaped from her ponytail, curling around her neck and shoulders like it was clinging to her for safety.

  Protectiveness surged from deep inside him and he clenched his fists against his urge to sweep her into his arms and carry her inside, away from whatever hardship had brought her to his doorstep.

  Double hell. He’d hoped his reaction would lessen when he got close to her, but it had intensified. He’d never felt like this before. Never had this response to a woman.

  What the hell was going on? Sheva.The word was like a demon, whispering through his mind. He shut it out. He would never allow himself to bond with his mate. If that was what was going on, she was out of there immediately, before they were both destroyed forever.

  Intent on sending her away, he looked again at her face, and then realized he was done. Her beautiful silver eyes were aching with a soul-deep pain that shattered what little defenses he had against her. He simply couldn’t abandon her.

  It didn’t matter what she wanted. It didn’t matter why she was there. She was coming inside. He would make sure it didn’t interfere with his mission. He would make dead sure it turned out right. No matter what.

  Without a word, he grabbed her backpack off the floor, surprised at how heavy it was. Either she had tossed her free weights in it, or she had packed her life into it.

  He had a bad feeling it wasn’t a set of dumb bells.

  Quinn walked past her and unlocked his front door. He shoved it open, then stood back. Letting her decide. Hoping she would walk away and spare them both.

  She took a deep breath, glanced at his face one more time, then walked into the cabin.

  Hell.

  He paused to take one more survey of his woods, found nothing amiss, and then he followed her into his home and shut the door behind them.





  Sneak Peek: DAWN AT BIRCH CROSSING

			 (Birch Crossing Series, Book One)

			(contemporary small-town romance, available now)
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			Ducking her head against the raging storm, Clare hugged herself while she watched the huge black pickup truck turn its headlights onto the steep hillside. She was freezing, and her muscles wouldn’t stop shaking. She was so worried about Katie, she could barely think, and she had no idea what this stranger was going to do. Something. Anything. Please.

			The truck lurched toward the hill, and she realized suddenly that he was going to drive straight up the embankment in an attempt to go above the roots and around the fallen tree that was blocking the road. But that was crazy! The mountain was way too steep. He was going to flip his truck! 

			Memories assaulted her, visions of when her husband had died, and she screamed, racing toward him and waving her arms. “No, don’t! Stop!”

			But the truck plowed up the side of the hill, its wheels spewing mud as it fought for traction in the rain-soaked earth. She stopped, horror recoiling through her as the truck turned and skidded parallel across the hill, the left side of his truck reaching far too high up the slippery slope. Her stomach retched as she saw the truck tip further and further.

			The truck was at such an extreme angle, she could see the roof now. A feathered angel was painted beneath the flood lights. An angel? What was a man like him doing with an angel on his truck? 

			The truck was almost vertical now. There was no way it could stay upright. It was going to flip. Crash into the tree. Careen across the road. Catapult off the cliff. He would die right in front of her. Oh, God, he would die. 

			But somehow, by a miracle that she couldn’t comprehend, the truck kept struggling forward, all four wheels still gripping the earth. 

			The truck was above the roots now. Was he going to make it? Please let him make it—

			The wheels slipped, and the truck dropped several yards down toward the roots. “No!” She took a useless, powerless step as the tires caught on the roots. The tires spun out in the mud, and the roots ripped across the side of the vehicle with a furious scream. 

			“Go,” she shouted, clenching her firsts. “Go!”

			He gunned the engine, and suddenly the tires caught. The truck leapt forward, careening sideways across the hill, skidding back and forth as the mud spewed. He made it past the tree, and then the truck plowed back down toward the road, sliding and rolling as he fought for control.

			Clare held her hand over her mouth, terrified that at any moment one of his tires would catch on a root and he’d flip. “Please make it, please make it, please make it,” she whispered over and over again.

			The truck bounced high over a gully, and she gasped when it flew up so high she could see the undercarriage. Then somehow, someway, he wrested the truck back to four wheels, spun out into the road and stopped, its wipers pounding furiously against the rain as the floodlights poured hope into the night.

			Oh, dear God. He’d made it. He hadn’t died.

			Clare gripped her chest against the tightness in her lungs. Her hands were shaking, her legs were weak. She needed to sit down. To recover. 

			But there was no time. The driver’s door opened and out he stepped. Standing behind the range of his floodlights, he was silhouetted against the darkness, his shoulders so wide and dominating he looked like the dark earth itself had brought him to life.

			Something inside her leapt with hope at the sight of him, at the sheer, raw strength of his body as he came toward her. This man, this stranger, he was enough. He could help her. Sudden tears burned in her eyes as she finally realized she didn’t have to fight this battle by herself. 

			He held up his hand to tell her to stay, then he slogged over to the front of his truck. He hooked something to the winch, then headed over to the tree. The trunk came almost to his chest, but he locked his grip around a wet branch for leverage, and then vaulted over with effortless grace, landing in the mud with a splash. “Come here,” he shouted over the wind.

			Clare ran across the muck toward him, stumbling in the slippery footing. “You’re crazy!” she shouted, shielding her eyes against the bright floodlights from his truck. But God, she’d never been so happy to see crazy in her life. 

			“Probably,” he yelled back, flashing her a cheeky grin. His perfect white teeth seemed to light up his face, a cheerful confident smile that felt so incongruous in the raging storm and daunting circumstances. 

			But his cockiness eased her panic, and that was such a gift. It made her able to at least think rationally. She would take all the positive vibes she could get right now.

			He held up a nylon harness that was hooked to the steel cord attached to his truck. “If the tree goes over, this will keep you from going over.” 

			She wiped the rain out of her eyes. “What are you talking about?”

			“We still have to get you over the tree, and I don’t want you climbing it unprotected. Never thought I’d actually be using this stuff. I had it just out of habit.” He dropped the harness over her head and began strapping her in with efficient, confident movements. His hands brushed her breasts as he buckled her in, but he didn’t seem to notice. 

			She sure did. 

			It was the first time a man’s hands had touched her breasts in about fifteen years, and it was an unexpected jolt. Something tightened in her belly. Desire? Attraction? An awareness of the fact she was a woman? Dear God, what was wrong with her? She didn’t have time for that. Not tonight, and not in her life. But she couldn’t take her gaze off his strong jaw and dark eyes as he focused intently on the harness he was strapping around her. 

			“I’m taking you across to my truck,” he said, “and then we’re going to get your daughter and the others.”

			“We are?” She couldn’t stop the sudden flood of tears. “You’re going to help me get them?”

			He nodded as he snapped the final buckle. “Yeah. I gotta get into heaven somehow, and this might do it.”

			“Thank you!” She threw herself at him and wrapped her arms around him, clinging to her savior. She had no idea who he was, but he’d just successfully navigated a sheer mud cliff for her and her daughter, and she would so take that gift right now.

			For an instant, he froze, and she felt his hard body start to pull away. Then suddenly, in a shift so subtle she didn’t even see it happen, his body relaxed and his arms went around her, locking her down in an embrace so powerful she felt like the world had just stopped. She felt like the rain had ceased and the wind had quieted, buffeted aside by the strength and power of his body. 

			“It’s going to be okay.” His voice was low and reassuring in her ear, his lips brushing against her as he spoke. “She’s going to be fine.” 

			Crushed against this stranger’s body, protected by his arms, soothed by the utter confidence in his voice, the terror that had been stalking her finally eased away. “Thank you,” she whispered.

			“You’re welcome.”

			There was a hint of emotion in his voice, and she pulled back far enough to look at him. His eyes were dark, so dark she couldn’t tell if they were brown or black, but she could see the torment in his expression. His jaw was angular, and his face was shadowed by the floodlights. He was a man with weight in his heart. She felt it right away. Instinctively, she laid a hand on his cheek. “You’re a gift.”

			He flashed another smile, and for a split second, he put his hand over hers, holding it to his whiskered cheek as if she were some angel of mercy come to give him relief. Her throat thickened, and for a moment, everything else vanished. It was just them, drenched and cold on a windy mountain road, the only warmth was their hands, clasped together against his cheek.

			His eyes darkened, then he cleared his throat suddenly and released her hand, jerking her back to the present. “Wait until you see whether I can pull it off,” he said, his voice low and rough, sending chills of awareness rippling down her spine. “Then you can reevaluate that compliment.” He tugged on the harness. “Ready?”

			She gripped the cold nylon, suddenly nervous. Was she edgy because she was about to climb over a tree that could careen into the gully while she was on it, or was it due to intensity of the sudden heat between them? God, she hoped it was the first one. Being a wimp was so much less dangerous than noticing a man like him. “Aren’t you wearing one?”

			He quirked a smile at her, a jaunty grin that melted one more piece of her thundering heart. “I only have one, and ladies always get first dibs. Besides, I’m a good climber. If the tree takes me over, I’ll find my way back up. Always do.” He set his foot on a lower branch and patted his knee. “A one-of-a-kind step ladder. Hop up, Ms.—?” He paused, leaving the question hovering in the storm. 

			“Clare.” She set her muddy boot on his knee, and she grimaced apologetically when the mud glopped all over his jeans. “Clare Gray.” She grabbed a branch and looked at him. “And you are?”

			“Griffin Friesé.” He set his hand on her hip to steady her, his grip strong and solid. “Let’s go save some kids, shall we?”
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			“Let’s get it done.” Blaine grabbed her arm and began to propel her down the sidewalk.

			“My car is the other direction—”

			“We’ll take mine.” He nodded ahead, and Trinity saw a large, black motorcycle parked up beside the curb. 

			She stopped. “I can’t ride on that.”

			He frowned. “Why not?”

			“It’s...dangerous.” It was the best word she could think of. She didn’t take risks right now. She kept all emotions tucked deep away inside, held tight like steel netting was wrapped around her. The motorcycle...too wild. Too adventurous. Too passionate. Too everything she didn’t dare to be. 

			“Been riding for over a century. I’m good.” He strode toward it, not bothering to wait for her. “I’ll keep you safe.” 

			“No.” She was already walking toward it. She had to touch it. To feel what that kind of freedom felt like. She laid her hand on the seat. The leather was soft, but it felt tough at the same time. The chrome was gleaming. The wheels were immaculate. It was the ultimate expression of daring to take on life, of refusing to go gently, of feeling the passion and fire burn through her until she wanted to explode. Of embracing risk and danger. 

			It was everything she couldn’t afford.

			Not in this moment. Not with the spider edging so close to the line.

			Right now, she needed to keep a stranglehold on her emotions. It was about self-control. It was about showing she could manage the cravings and desire burning inside her. It was about driving her Subaru below the speed limit while wearing her seatbelt.

			Blaine swung his leg over the seat, straddling the huge machine like he owned its soul. Like it was a demon he controlled by his mere presence. “Just got it. Nice, huh?”

			“I can’t ride that.”

			“You’re my ticket to freeing Christian.” He held out his hand to her. “Trust me, I’ll protect you. No chance you’re getting hurt with me around.” 

			“It’s not that.” She clasped her hands behind her back, against the urge to climb on there with him. She could almost feel the wind blowing through her hair, that sense of being utterly free in a way she never had been. Ever. 

			He turned the key, then punched the ignition button. The engine roared to life, so loud it drowned out the thoughts in her head. It thundered in her chest, made her body vibrate, reducing her to nothing but a physical, visceral reaction to the power and freedom it offered.

			He didn’t bother with a helmet. He didn’t bother to shout above the din. He just jerked his chin at her and revved the bike with a twist of the right handlebar.

			She saw the determination in his eyes. He was man who wasn’t going to lose his race for Christian’s life. 

			He wasn’t even considering it. He’d do whatever it took, and he’d succeed. 

			She wanted to be like that. She wanted to be so sure, so confident, so certain in who she was and what she wanted that she never doubted herself again, never feared the monster within. She wanted to wake up in the morning with that same expression that Blaine was wearing. The one that knew, without a doubt, that she could have anything and everything she wanted. 

			Maybe she’d been going about it the wrong way. Maybe fighting her passions had been a misguided approach. Maybe the right choice was to embrace her inner fire and let it shine.

			Blaine grinned, a smug look that told her that he knew she’d changed her mind. 

			Even as she started toward the bike, even as she slid her leg over the seat behind Blaine, even as she wrapped her arms around his muscled waist, she knew was using the logic as an excuse to get on and feel that fire, a choice she knew in her gut was the wrong one, the dangerous one, the choice of an addict unable to ditch the high. 

			Blaine let the engine idle, and it subsided to a quiet roar. He pointed to pegs poking out of the bike near her feet. “Rule number one. Your feet never, ever come off those pegs unless I tell you. Not even when I stop. Your feet get in my way, and we could crash, or you could burn your leg off.”

			Her heart started to race, but she put her feet on the rods. What was she doing, riding this bike? This wasn’t her. But it was too tempting. She wanted to live, just once. How could a bike ride trigger her into going crazy and becoming a murderer? 

			By stripping her of what little self-control she had left, that’s how. What if she liked the high too much? What if she wanted it again? What if— 

			He twisted around so he could look at her. “Second rule: you tuck up against me and let your body fall in with mine. When I lean into the corners, you relax and go with me. Got it?”

			Oh, man, she so couldn’t do this. Release all resistance and let the world take her? “I—”

			“If you need to stop, tap my side with your left hand. Other than that, just keep your feet on the pegs and let your body move with mine and the g-forces of the bike, and you’re good.” He grabbed her knees and crushed her thighs against the outsides of his. 

			Heat began to throb through her inner legs. An awareness of his strength. Of the intimate feel of his body between her thighs. 

			He flipped a grin at her over his shoulder. “The name of the game is submission, Trinity.”

			She stiffened. Submission was a dirty word in her vocabulary. Submission meant giving into the curse.

			“Surrender yourself to the bike and to me.”

			“I can’t surrender to anything—”

			He revved the engine with a flick of his right wrist, drowning out her protest. She frantically hit him on his left side to tell him to stop, but all he did was raise one eyebrow at her. Then he ditched the kickstand and the bike began to roll.

			She lunged to get a grip around his waist, hugging desperately with all her strength. What had she been thinking—

			She suddenly became aware of a deep vibration echoing up from the bike, like the pulsing of a bass drum throbbing in her core, down her legs, in her belly, along her thighs where she was pressed so tightly around Blaine. 

			And then the bike lurched forward with a squeal of tires. She tightened her grip around his waist, and then she felt the earth move beneath her. As the bike roared down the street, the cold wind whipped at her face, yanked at her hair, and her whole body shook with the vibration of a thousand pounds of force, she felt her soul come to life in a way she never had before.

			She raised her face to the sky, felt the sun fighting to warm her against the wind’s coldness, felt the heat of Blaine’s body between her thighs. He turned a corner and they leaned as one with the bike.

			She looked down as her right knee skimmed just above the pavement. They were going so fast, the ground was nothing but a gray blur, rushing past. Another inch closer and her kneecap would turn into a Frisbee. So close to utter destruction, dancing on the edge—

			He straightened the bike and they moved upright again. Away from danger. She’d threaded the edge, but she’d never really been at risk. She could feel Blaine’s complete control of the machine of the power beneath them. One wrong move and the bike could be an instrument of carnage and lost dreams. But in Blaine’s grasp, it was a tool of pure, unadulterated freedom. 

			To be able to control death so easily? To turn it from hell into joy? Tears filled her eyes as she pressed her cheek to Blaine’s back. The heat from his body pressed at her inner thighs, burning through her jeans. Her hair knifed at her cheeks, her shirt flapped ruthlessly, as if the fabric wanted to rip free from her body, to fly through the air. She hugged tighter, suddenly afraid.

			Blaine tapped her wrist and held his right arm up to the sky, like he was reaching for the sun. “You can let go,” he shouted over his shoulder. “Try it!”

			She shook her head and held tighter.

			She felt the laughter rumble in his chest, and then he leaned over the handle bars and the bike leaped forward, as if he’d unleashed a wild cat from a cage. She felt his muscles flex, felt a sudden energy pulse through his body, like sparks were jumping from his skin onto hers, and then he whipped the bike onto the highway, and let it all out.

			And all she could do was hang on. 
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