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      Immortal vampire operative Philandros “Landros” Mires has spent years withholding the truth from all around him. He’s no stranger to lies and told himself over and over again that the ends justified the means. As an enemy from his past resurfaces, bringing with them a new threat, Landros knows everything he sacrificed to protect is in danger. He finds himself in a fight with evil and struggling to earn forgiveness, even if it means learning to forgive himself.
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      Savannah, GA

      Philandros (Landros) Mires stood across the street from a large row house. He’d been doing as much for nearly two hours and planned to continue for several more. For two weeks, he’d found himself paying visits to the location almost nightly. The only thing that had kept him away briefly was an overnight trip out of town that had been needed for work.

      As a Paranormal Security and Intelligence Agency Operative (PSI-Op), he was often required to travel. His home base was Savannah, Georgia, but that hadn’t always been the case. America was relatively new for him, considering he’d only been living in it for around fifty or sixty years, give or take a few. Before America, he’d mostly been stationed out of headquarters in Europe and Asia.

      As one of the founding members of PSI, Landros tended to have his pick of locations as well as teams. It had been his choice to come to the United States. He’d hoped that by putting distance between himself and his past, he could avoid having history repeat itself.

      So far, his move had paid off.

      Everyone he loved was safe.

      At least for now.

      Recent events had left his niece—who had occupied the row house he now stood before, and whom he saw more as a daughter—moving from Savannah to an area just north of Richmond, Virginia. That meant she was an eight-hour car drive from him or an hour-and-a-half flight.

      He missed having her close, knowing she was minutes away, but that wasn’t what had drawn him to the row house. At least he didn’t think so. As he stood there, continuing to stare at the home, he wasn’t entirely sure why he kept feeling pulled back to the location or why he was logging so many hours outside of it.

      Night had done nothing to lower the temperature or the humidity that hung in the air, making it feel heavy. He was used to it, having called Savannah home for just over twenty years. Before that, he’d lived in New Orleans. Since he tended to run on the cool side no matter what time of the year it was, he preferred the warmth the South offered.

      The lowest-level door to the home was green and partially obscured by thick ivy that covered the brick walls flanking both sides of the door. The ivy then crept around and up the front of the home.

      A large black trash can sat to the right of the door. A six-foot iron fence encased the home, with a gate out front. The main entrance was up one level, with a beautiful exterior staircase and porch that was accessible from the single-car driveway. The main entrance was hardly ever used by the home’s occupants. In fact, he couldn’t recall them ever mentioning even opening that door.

      The home was a place Landros knew well. After all, he was the homeowner. It was one of many he owned. His main home was within the Historic District as well, sitting across from Forsyth Park.

      The row house wasn’t quite as large as his estate, which boasted eight bedrooms and eleven bathrooms, but it more than fit two young women. He’d purchased the property for his niece when she’d wanted to move onto campus to attend university several years back. The idea of her being in dorm rooms where he was sure nothing but orgies took place had left his inner darkness unsettled.

      When he’d stressed his issues with the dorms to his niece, Nicolette, she’d heard him out, all the while looking as though she was doing her best to avoid laughing. She’d then offered to find a small efficiency apartment just off campus. One she could share with her best friend, Clara Reed. Landros had nixed that idea as well, wanting his niece closer to him while still giving her some semblance of independence. Since she’d refused to live in the carriage home on his estate, he’d done the next best thing and found the row house within the same district of the city.

      Landros had more money than he could ever dream of spending. It was difficult for him to understand the lure of the apartment or the idea that Nicolette had craved living on her own, away from his homes. He didn’t think he ran too strict of a house. His main rule had always been no boys—ever.

      He wished that rule was still being enforced.

      Since Nicolette was newly mated to a man he considered a friend, Landros had slight guilt about his views on the matter. Garth Ingersson, the man who was, for all intents and purposes, married to his niece, was a good and honorable man. One who hailed from the Viking age of Scandinavia and who had warrior in his blood. A man who could and would protect Nicolette from the evils of the world. That didn’t change the fact Garth was a man, with all his male bits intact. The idea of Nicolette being intimate with anyone set Landros’s darkness on the edge of breaking free.

      As a vampire, he had to be mindful of his demon. It was stronger than most.

      It had to be.

      Had it been only average demon strength, which was quite powerful in itself, the demon wouldn’t have been able to overpower the Fae part of him. Something that came from his father’s side. That, combined with the gifts he’d gotten from his mother, who had been one of the Pythia in Ancient Greece, meant Landros had been born with gifts that far exceeded the gifts of those around him. As an oracle of Delphi, his mother had had a direct link to the gods. He’d grown up in a time when those around him believed fully in magik, in gods, and in monsters. Unlike today, where nearly everyone wrote it all off as nothing more than myths and legends.

      In his day and age, humans feared the supernatural and worshipped it.

      He’d been born in Hellas, or the Greece of old. Attica, to be exact. His father’s largest estate had been in Athens, where Landros had spent a portion of his youth before his mother had insisted that he be sent to live among the Spartans until he was twenty years of age. Since Laconia and Attica often stood in opposition to one another, his father had not been on board with the idea to start with. It wasn’t until his mother said the gods willed it so that Landros was sent off—barely seven years of age—to be trained and treated as if he were Spartan by birth.

      To this day, Landros wasn’t sure how his father had managed to persuade the Spartans to accept him into their fold. However, “accept” was a strong word. Most looked down upon him. They saw him as less than them because they knew the truth—that he was not one of their own. As a small boy, he’d not yet come into his powers, or even fully understood what his parents had been.

      All he’d thought was that they did not want him.

      That he wasn’t enough.

      That shame had driven them to send him to live in Laconia. The Spartans were harder on him than on their own, and it wasn’t as if they were known to go easy on anyone. For years, he’d hated his parents for subjecting him to the brutal upbringing while his peers in Athens lived what looked to be a charmed life in comparison. His own sister, whose name he’d tweaked slightly and given to his niece, had been held in high regard at their home. Something that wasn’t entirely common in Athens back in his day.

      Women in Athens did not hold the same weight and power as their Spartan counterparts. But his sister had been the apple of his father’s eye. Younger than Landros by fourteen years, their age gap was significant. She’d been born when he was off, training with the Spartans. By that point, he’d already spent seven years enduring the hell around him and was barely fourteen, yet hardened to the realities of war and death. He couldn’t help but be jealous. Harboring ill will toward a small child he’d never even met had eaten at him.

      He’d spent another six years beyond that with the Spartans, until the day of his twentieth birthday, when he found himself being cast from their midst and sent home to Athens.

      He'd left Athens a boy of seven and had returned a man of twenty, to a family he barely knew or recognized anymore. And the disdain he’d felt for his sister faded the moment he’d lain eyes upon her. She’d been six years old when he’d first met her. She’d had huge brown eyes and a head of wavy dark brown curls that bounced as she ran. While other women who resided within the grounds of his father’s estate looked upon him as if he was a stranger, no longer one of them, his sister stared at him with nothing short of adoration and love in her eyes.

      She had apparently begged to hear stories of him from their mother. And he learned she’d idolized him from a very early age. It was hard to be jealous of her when she was so full of unconditional love for him. Before he knew it, he found that she’d managed to worm her way into his hardened heart.

      In many ways, he began to view her as a daughter, despite the fact he was only fourteen years older.

      His sister kept him grounded within a city he no longer felt at home. Friends whom he’d had as a child were no more than names and faces to him as an adult male. He was a warrior, battle tested and ready for war. They were soft, spoiled, and pampered. They enjoyed taunting him with their superior educations, always wanting to have a battle of wits because a hand-to-hand match would have seen them defeated with ease.

      They’d spent their youths with tutors and being groomed for high society. He’d spent his in hell.

      They’d been forged in two very different fires.

      He’d known nothing but hardship and endurance. Next to them, he was stone, an emotionless void in comparison. At first, their sneers and taunts had gotten to him. But he had shown them. He’d sought out the finest of tutors and devoured everything he could, learning from the greats along the way.

      He may have had a later start in life with an education but that had not taken from his ability to learn. He soaked in everything he could, becoming versed in multiple languages and being able to hold his own with philosophers who would later go down in history as masters of their craft.

      And during that timeframe, his sister had grown into an amazing young woman. One who, like many women in that day and age, found herself wed early. The match had been a good one and his sister had known real love from her husband. When news that his sister was expecting a child of her own had reached Landros, he was on the battlefront, preparing to stand against the Persian army.

      He’d been happy for his sister, but worried, as childbirth was dangerous and she was young. But he’d pushed aside his fears and focused on the task at hand.

      Defeating an enemy of Athens.

      And Persia had been the ultimate enemy back then. Shared hate of the empire had been the catalyst the city-states of Greece needed to work together when they’d spent so long fighting amongst themselves. And it was that shared hate that forged lasting friendships with men he was still close to today.

      It didn’t matter how much time had spanned since the wars of old.

      Immortality had a way of making time irrelevant.

      And the losses he’d suffered at the hands of one Persian, in particular, were still as fresh today as they had been thousands of years ago.

      Mirza had been unlike anything or anyone Landros had ever encountered. To this very day, he couldn’t fathom what had drawn the man to him. All he knew was that he’d found himself the center of Mirza’s attention, and with it came nothing but death and darkness.

      Life with the Spartans had prepared him for war, but it had not readied him for battle with evil. With a demon so vicious and so focused that eternity didn’t seem long enough to break his grip.

      Living in the past was something Landros swore he’d not revert to, but it was hard. The last week had proven more complicated than most. Dreams had haunted him, bringing with them memories best left buried deep down. More than once he’d dreamed of Mirza—whom he had not seen in hundreds of years—being here, in Savannah.

      At first, the dreams had felt so real, so alarming, that Landros had woken and instantly gone on the hunt for the male. Tracking an original demon, one who had been born from the first darkness that was whispered of in nearly every religion out there, was easier said than done, but Landros had thousands of years of experience.

      He’d found no signs of Mirza in the area, and that should have been enough to set Landros’s mind at ease. It wasn’t. He still couldn’t shake the feeling his maker, the man who had turned him into a vampire, was close and that he was still a threat.

      That the monster was coming, once again, to murder all those Landros held near and dear—as he’d done centuries ago.

      Lowering his head, Landros touched his temple, trying to will away the memory of the carnage he’d returned home to find on the night he’d been sired against his will. To the end of days, he’d never forget the sight of his parents, sister, and her husband slaughtered. By the gods’ grace, his sister’s child had been spared. The baby had been hours old and had only lived because a household servant had taken the babe to be washed and tended to, allowing his sister time to rest. That meant the child had not been within the main dwelling at the time the devil himself had shown.

      The baby had not been there when Mirza had taken it upon himself to rid Landros of his human ties. To wipe out his entire family so he could concentrate on being one with his newly acquired demon side. So he could embrace the darkness and forgo all past relationships and concerns.

      In one fateful night, Landros had lost his life and his entire family and found himself sharing his body with a demon. It had taken everything he had not to give in to the blood that had been everywhere upon his return home.

      He could still smell it to this very day.

      Horror had gripped the human side of him, but hunger had beat at the vampire portion. The demon within him, which was powerful, wanted to feast in the aftermath and bathe in the carnage.

      It had nearly done just that until Landros had found his sister’s dead body. Seeing the one person he’d ever truly cared about dead had been enough for him to hang on and deny the demon in him what it wanted most. And it had given him just enough willpower to seek out his sister’s baby and take it to safety.

      Far from him.

      Far from Mirza.

      The child had grown into an adult and had a child of its own. Shortly thereafter, Mirza had found them and Landros had barely managed to get the newest baby to safety, hiding it away so that it could grow to be an adult and have children of its own. The cycle continued with Mirza finding each member of his family line and killing them. Finally, Landros had realized he had to put as much distance between himself and his family line as possible. He’d made the choice to cut any and all ties with his past. It wasn’t until twenty years ago that he’d found himself crossing paths with someone from his line once more—Nicolette. He’d found it impossible to abandon her in her hour of need and instead of sending her away to be raised by humans as he’d done to all from his line in the past, he’d kept her with him, raising her himself.
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      Landros had to rip himself from the memory of it all or risk his demon surfacing. On that night, it had yielded, permitting him to do what he must to safeguard the baby before forcing him into the shadows to live for decades before he’d learned to find something close to a balance with the demon.

      That had been nearly two thousand five hundred years ago.

      The scars his heart bore were still fresh. They’d never heal.

      As Landros continued to stand outside, just out of reach of the streetlamp nearest him, watching the row house, he couldn’t help but recognize how absurd he was being. That didn’t change the unexplainable pull he’d had to the home as of late. The need to be close to it had always been there, just below the surface, but he’d managed it, believing it to be his overprotective side. That his concern for his niece and the dangers that lived in the world around her had been pushing him to check in on her.

      But she was in Virginia with her mate and had been for just over two weeks.

      Yet here he was.

      In actuality, he’d spent far more time at the row home since Nicolette had left with Garth than prior. He had a sneaking suspicion the pull had less to do with his niece and the home than it did with the woman who still occupied the residency.

      Clara.

      The green door opened, and the second it did, the smell of raspberries, daisies, and sugar found him. The scent eased around him, sluicing over his skin, making him painfully aware of who was about to emerge—Clara.

      The very thought of her sent waves of awareness thundering through him, making his pulse sound like the hum of hundreds of hoofbeats, all going full speed ahead. His mind moved just as quickly, leaving far too many thoughts firing all at the same time for him to sort through or bother to make sense of.

      The only clear thought he could latch on to was how good the owner of the scent smelled to him. How that very smell had tempted him for nearly seven full years now, causing physical reactions in him that he was ashamed of. Ones he kept hidden from everyone he knew for fear of what they’d think. Hell, he already thought the worst of himself for the carnal need that devoured him whenever she was near.

      Pained and embarrassed by his body’s reaction to the young woman, he attempted to think of anything that would take his mind from his growing erection. Nothing worked. The second the brown-haired female with huge green eyes stepped through the threshold of the home and into the night, all reason left him. His pulse sped, his cock hardening to the point he was sure it could hammer nails.

      He stiffened as arousal moved throughout him, centering in his groin.

      She was beautiful. There was no denying as much, notwithstanding Landros’s best efforts. Finding her attractive was beyond wrong. She was the same age as his niece. He’d seen her grow up. It was wrong to view her sexually now. It didn’t matter that she was technically an adult or that his longing for her had not developed until she’d come of age. All that mattered was that she was far, far too young for him. And totally and utterly off-limits in the romance department. She was his niece’s best friend since they were tiny.

      He’d known her since she was just shy of four years old, when he and his fellow PSI-Ops had discovered a secret facility in the basement of an arms dealer’s mansion. Within the facility had been several labs. One held children who had been tested upon and put through unspeakable tortures at the hands of madmen who wanted to create a master race of supernaturals.

      Throughout the ages, they had gone by many names, most notably the Nazis, but most recently, The Corporation.

      His hatred for them knew no limits.

      He couldn’t tear his gaze from Clara as she turned and closed the door with one hand. The other hand contained a mug that smelled like tea to him from this distance. She was in a snug tank top without a bra on under it, showing off her pert nipples.

      He closed his hands into fists, digging his nails into the pads, hoping to stave off the burning need racing through him.

      She tossed her head up, sending her long brown hair cascading over her shoulders in the process, as well as releasing her scent even more. Even with the thick humidity and barely any breeze in the Georgia heat, he could smell everything about her.

      He couldn’t help but focus on her breasts. The way they bounced as she padded barefoot down the walking path to the front gate.

      Wait.

      Barefoot?

      Why was the woman walking around outside, at night, by herself, let alone without shoes? Did she not realize how close to death she’d come only two weeks prior? The enemy had had their hands on her and would have succeeded in doing whatever it was they’d wanted to do, had Landros’s brothers-in-arms not arrived in time to assist. There was no telling when the enemy would strike again. He could only hope that the few who had made a move against Clara and Nicolette had acted alone, not with the full backing of The Corporation. If they did follow orders from on high, the enemy would continue to come.

      That meant that while Nicolette had Garth to protect her, Clara had no one.

      She was alone.

      And outside, at night, barefoot.

      His ire stirred, and he found himself stepping out of his hiding place and into the light of the streetlamp.

      Clara glanced both ways before hurrying across the street toward him, her breasts bouncing more and more as she did.

      It took all he had to keep from reaching down and adjusting himself at the sight of her there.

      She came right for him and held out the mug of tea. “Here.”

      “What are you doing out here at this time of night?” he demanded.

      She raised a well-defined brow. “I had the same question for you.”

      With a huff, he squared his shoulders. “Me? I’m more than capable of taking care of myself. You’re not. Anything could happen to you. The enemy could have been out here, waiting to grab you—again.”

      She simply stood there, blinking up at him. It didn’t seem as though she were taking the threat very seriously. If anything, she appeared annoyed. “Uh-huh. Or there could just be a guy I’ve known pretty much all my life out here, staring at the house—again.”

      He grunted. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “So it’s not been you out here every night for the past two weeks?” she asked, her voice saying she already knew the answer to her own question.

      The cords in his neck popped as he struggled to find the right words. “Well, no. I mean, yes. You’re all alone here. Anything could happen to you. Pack a bag. You’re coming to stay at my house.”

      She didn’t so much as budge. Instead, she pushed the mug of tea toward Landros more. “Sure I am. Here.”

      He glanced down at the mug. “What?”

      She snorted. “If you’re going to keep loitering out here, at least have something to drink.”

      “Loitering? I’ll have you know I’m doing no such thing,” he protested.

      She moved in closer, putting the mug to his chest. “Want me to call it what it is? You know, you being creepy and basically staring at the house, missing your niece, all while pretending you’re totally worried about me being alone. Dude, we need to get you a life. Or, um, whatever you vamp boys refer to living as. What do y’all call it? Un-living?”

      She thought he was watching the home because he missed Nicolette?

      While he did miss his niece, that wasn’t the reason he was at the home.

      “Take the tea, Landros,” she said, showing no fear of him even though she’d only recently confessed to knowing what he truly was.

      A creature of the night.

      He’d hidden the truth of being a vampire from Clara and Nicolette for years, worried it would scare them or bring danger into their lives. He’d played out the reality of them knowing the truth a thousand times over the last twenty years, each time ending in hysterics in his mind. Seeing how calm Clara had been with it all was unnerving. He’d expected screaming or fear.

      She had given none.

      In fact, the little minx had confessed to knowing his truth since she’d been ten years old, but she’d kept his secret all these years.

      She confused him on a base level.

      He eased the mug from her hand gently, his fingers brushing hers, causing warmth to spread through his arm. Swallowing hard, he tried but failed to draw his gaze from her full lips. He managed to pull his gaze upward, soaking in the sight of her high, full cheekbones and thick dark lashes. The green of her eyes reminded him of the plain of the Eurotas River.

      Landros was nearly six and a half feet tall, making Clara seem short in comparison when she was actually above-average height for a woman, around five foot nine inches.

      She stared at their fingers, which neither seemed inclined to remove from the mug, her lips parting. “Cool. Are you doing that, or am I?”

      He dipped his head, his body having a mind of its own when it came to her. His lips wanted to be pressed to hers. The next he knew his head was level with hers.

      She met his gaze, and her eyes widened. “What are you doing?”

      He jerked upright, spilling some tea on himself in the process. “Nothing.”

      “Were you using your vamp powers on me?” she asked, excitement in her voice. She touched his arm. “Do some now. Levitate or something. Can you do that? Is that a thing?”

      He stared down at her. “You’ve had a lot of sugar today, haven’t you?”

      She grinned. “I ate a huge bowl of sugary cereal for breakfast. I followed that up with some candy for my midmorning snack at work. Then at lunch, I had a milkshake with my cheeseburger.”

      His lip curled as she continued to rattle off all she’d put into her body.

      Eating wasn’t something he was required to do in order to survive. He did on rare occasions because he missed the tastes of certain things. Never did he put anything on her list into his system. He couldn’t imagine anyone willingly doing so. It all sounded horrible to him.

      She hit his abs lightly with the back of her hand. “I can tell by the look in your eyes that you’re as taken aback by my diet as your niece always is. She’s not a fan of my love of junk food either. I should have known the apple didn’t fall far from the health-nut tree. Question for you, though, do you have to work out and be all healthy to stay this hot and sexy, or are you locked in this state for eternity since you became a bloodsucker?”

      Landros couldn’t stop the smile that spread over his face. She thought he was sexy?

      Clara mused up at him. “Dude, the look you’re sporting right now says you’re sexy, and you know it.”

      A laugh bubbled up from deep within him.

      She sighed, and her eyelids fluttered. “Wow. Your laugh is wet-panty material. That a vampire thing too? The few I know are all super-hot with great bods and sexy voices too.”

      That sobered him instantly. She thought other vampires were sexy as well? “Which ones?”

      “Which ones what? Which do I think have sexy bods?” she questioned.

      He gave a small nod. It was all he could manage in his state of mind.

      She shrugged. “Nicolette’s sperm donor is pretty hot.”

      Landros stilled. “You mean Auberi?”

      She glanced at him. “Yes, but I wasn’t sure I was allowed to say his name around you. I know y’all are having a lot of issues right now adjusting to the fact you basically lied to Nicolette all her life and to your friend. He was your friend, right?”

      She wasn’t wrong.

      That didn’t mean Landros liked hearing as much.

      He nodded. “Auberi is my friend.”

      Clara tipped her head. “How is that going for you? When I talked to Nicolette last night on the phone, she said that Auberi is still refusing to speak to you, and that you only give her cryptic answers when she asks you why you did what you did. I know that our supposed sit-down that we were going to have two weeks back was a bust. I was hoping you’d managed to get your side of it told.”

      Landros held the mug of tea with one hand and boldly took Clara’s hand in the other. He nodded to the house. “This conversation is best had inside.”

      Her fingers laced with his, and she leaned against him. “Oh, you’re cooler. It’s hot out here. Are you okay? Are you sick? Do you even get sick?”

      With a sigh, he released her hand and bent slightly, careful to keep from spilling the tea she’d taken the time to make him. He grabbed her around the waist and lifted her before walking across the street.

      Clara squeaked and then laughed as he carried her all the way to the door before setting her down. She twisted around to face him, still giggling. “You’re crazy strong. Like a shifter.”

      He grunted. “Shifters are pussies.”

      “Such a mouth,” she teased before opening the door. She hesitated. “Do I have to invite you in?”

      He snorted. “Uh, no. I own the home.”

      She winked and snapped her fingers in his direction before making finger guns. “Right you are. Loophole!”
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      Mirza sat perched upon the roof of a home, blanketed in darkness, watching the scene below. He focused on the object of his fixation, who was currently standing in the doorway of the house across the street. The Greek male took up most of the space at the door, eclipsing Mirza’s view of the woman he was with.

      Mating energy buzzed through the air, and Mirza knew the male and female were blissfully unaware of the fact. He’d been watching them on and off for decades now, and knew neither understood who the other was to them. At least not yet, but they would soon. He’d foreseen it. He knew without a shadow of a doubt that their path was meant to be walked together. That Fate had a helping hand in ensuring the two were made for one another.

      Mirza had known from day one who the woman was to the man. After all, he’d been instrumental in seeing to it that she came to be. His sole reason for doing so had been born out of the need to continue the twisted game that had been going on for centuries.

      Partially shifted into what he considered his true form—that of a demon—Mirza ran a daggerlike fingernail over the roof shingles below him, slicing through them with ease. He knew that should anyone catch a glimpse of him, they’d see something sinister. That was fine with him. He’d embraced his darker nature thousands of years ago.

      In all honesty, he couldn’t remember what it had been like to live a life free from the demon he carried. It had been with him far longer than not. While he’d been forceful in his own right, the merging with the demon had made him invincible.

      His fangs poked through his gums as he caught the scent of the humans in the area. He could almost taste their rich, coppery blood running over his tongue.

      The need to feed was great in him, and he knew he’d have to go in search of sustenance soon enough, but stalking his greatest achievement, who also happened to be his greatest nemesis, was too big of a lure.

      Landros the Greek.

      They had thousands of years of history between them, all of which was tumultuous, to say the least. That was part of the charm. It kept things interesting in an otherwise dull existence. The rules of the game had been simple, but his opponent had decided to change them long ago.

      That choice had not been Landros’s to make.

      He was not the master.

      He was the pupil.

      The sired.

      Yet Landros had found a way to hide what he valued most, keeping it safe from Mirza’s reach for decades. Then, just over twenty-five years ago, the most amazing thing happened. A man reached out to him with an offer. A chance for Mirza to do what he loved most—toy with Landros’s head. That had been how Landros’s mate had come to be.

      Sure, the offer had strings that involved working with The Corporation, but they were no stranger to him. Though they’d not always been called The Corporation. Over his long life, he’d had frequent run-ins with them, each proving worth his time and effort.

      Whatever umbrella they labeled themselves under, the root was still the same. Their goals did not necessarily align with his, but each got something from their partnerships.

      Mirza’s win all those years ago had gifted him the opportunity to run a long con on Landros. To set up what was needed to have a final showdown. One that would, once and for all, prove who was the better warrior.

      Of course, that would be Mirza. Of that, he was sure.

      The world would be a lonely place without Landros in it, but Mirza would manage. He would find a new passion to occupy his time. A new person to destroy, proving, once again, he was the best.

      Landros and Mirza were much the same yet vastly different. Both warriors born in a time long ago, in lands all but forgotten, and both bound to the night.

      But Landros had been ungrateful for the gift bestowed upon him.

      Sure, they had served opposing gods and fought for different countries, but the moment Mirza had locked gazes with the tall Greek warrior from across the battlefield, he’d felt a kinship to him. He could sense Landros’s Fae blood rushing through his veins. Already one with the demon then, Mirza had also detected that Landros would make an excellent companion to pass the seemingly endless years with…or the greatest enemy.

      And for centuries, his hunch had proven correct.

      Landros had been a magnificent enemy. Always ready for battle. Savvy in strategies where so many had failed before him. No surprise since the man had been a general in his day and headed armies in the thousands, much like Mirza had when he had been part of the Immortals, the elite fighting machines of the Achaemenid Empire, better known as the Persian Empire. History books had a few things correct about Mirza and the other ten thousand Immortals, but most were wrong.

      For instance, historians had no idea that the elite soldiers were well and truly immortal. That they’d sacrificed all to serve their country. They had been composed of men who were more than human, with at least some traces of what was termed Fae blood within them. That they had allowed original demons to merge with them, turning them into something more. Some ended up shifters, some vampires, and others full demons with no traces of their humanity remaining behind.

      He and his brothers had been abundant in number once, long ago, but that had changed throughout the years. Now, there were only hundreds where there had once been thousands.

      Landros and the others like him, the ones who served PSI and the like, had proven worthy opponents, thinning the Immortals’ numbers. Some Immortals had defected, leaving the cause and joining PSI.

      His lip curled.

      Traitors!

      Thinking of the men he had once thought of as brothers, who had dared to stand against Mirza and the others, sent him spiraling into a heightened state. Already he’d needed to feed the demon. His anger pushed that over the abyss, leaving him no choice but to abandon his post in search of sustenance.

      With a silent snarl, he twisted and scurried across the rooftop, away from Landros and the female. He leaped from roof to roof, making his way through the historic district of Savannah with ease.

      Before long, the roofs he was landing upon were ones that belonged to businesses as he approached Liberty Street. It was harder to keep to the shadows with as well-lit as the commercial area was, but he managed. He kept going until he came to an alley that had very little in the way of foot traffic.

      The perfect hunting ground.

      Humans were stupid and lazy. He counted on as much.

      It was far easier for one to take a shortcut through the alley, even with its low lighting and isolation, than to walk the long, well-lit, well-traveled way.

      As luck would have it, a lazy human was walking down the alley.

      The human male, wearing a pair of slim-fitted, flat-fronted tan shorts with a blue pullover collared shirt, strolled down the narrow alley. He staggered every so many steps, indicating he’d already had a good deal to drink. That didn’t seem to stop him.

      As Mirza took a deep breath from above, he caught the scent of alcohol and cigarettes.

      Disgusting habits.

      He hopped down from the rooftop with one fluid movement. He landed upright, making nearly no sound before stalking toward his prey from behind. Before the human even knew he was in danger, Mirza was on him, seizing him from behind and ripping his body back.

      In the blink of an eye, he had his fangs sinking deep into the human’s neck. Warm blood slid over his lips, coating his tongue and throat, sating the demon. He could have stopped when he had his fill, but where was the fun in that?

      The world was overpopulated. He was simply doing mankind a favor.

      A service.

      As the man took one final breath, exhaling out his life, Mirza let him fall away to the alley ground. His tongue darted out and over his lower lip, wiping away any evidence of what had occurred. He gave the body a good shove with his foot, sending it rolling into a darkened recess of the alley, where it wouldn’t be seen with any sort of ease for the time being.

      He was about to bend and slice open the man’s throat to hide any traces of fang marks when he caught the scent of another human male. The human smelled as if he were the embodiment of marijuana walking. A host of other drug scents drifted from the male, along with the human’s rather ripe natural smell.

      It had been some time since the man had seen a good bath.

      Mirza glanced toward the end of the alley to find a short man with a plump belly standing there, his pinkie finger in his ear, as he glanced around the area. The man withdrew his finger, looked down at it briefly, and promptly stuck it in his mouth, sucking the earwax from it.

      While disgusting, that wasn’t what set the man apart. The fact that the human had a full-size mannequin propped up next to him was odd. The female mannequin was wearing a huge yellow period dress from the late eighteen hundreds.

      The man was nodding at the mannequin, glancing it over as he steadied it with one hand. “You’re a ten in my book.”

      The man smelled too bad to want as a meal, so Mirza had no interest in draining the human. Curious as to what the man was doing with a mannequin at all—let alone why he was having a conversation with it—Mirza strolled casually down the alley as if he was not a threat, dead body forgotten.

      Wearing black dress slacks and a dark gray silk shirt, he knew the image he presented. It was in sharp contrast to the other male, who was in track pants and a Hawaiian shirt. Mirza didn’t appear to be any older than thirty-five and knew that women found him very pleasing to the eye. He was never short of bed partners when he chose to act upon his human needs and wants. He rarely gave in to his body’s urge for sex, choosing instead to seek his release in killing.

      He’d seen many great warriors fall because their heads were controlled by their cocks, not in the game. Such would soon be the case with Landros.

      After all, it was second nature for a supernatural male to hyper-focus on his mate when she was in danger. Since Landros had yet to realize who his mate even was, it would prove all that much more entertaining for Mirza.

      The short human glanced Mirza’s way and lifted a bushy brow. “Oh look. Another guy with girl hair. Least yours ain’t in no man-bun. More like pussy-ponytail if you ask me. Stupid hairstyle name.”

      Mirza didn’t take offense. He’d worn his hair past his shoulders for centuries. In that time, hairstyles for men had come and gone, always finding their way back to his natural state.

      Sniffing the air dramatically, Mirza peered down his nose at the man. “You do realize you stink, right?”

      The man lifted an arm and smelled his armpit. He then grinned. “Yep. Been boycotting a bath to piss off the Dead-Wheel. He’s threatening to take me out behind his house and hose me off. I’d like to see him try. So, that’s my reason for smelling funny. How come you smell like a French whore? What cologne is that?”

      Whatever the dead human had on, thought Mirza, but held his tongue. He merely grinned. “It’s a special blend.”

      “Hope it didn’t cost you a bunch,” said the man before putting out a hand. “Name’s Bill. You?”

      Amused by the man’s inability to realize just how much danger he was in, Mirza took his hand, giving it a firm shake. “Mirza.”

      Bill snorted. “That’s some name. I’m gonna call you Mike.”

      An annoyed breath came from Mirza. “That would be unwise.”

      Shrugging, Bill set his sights on the mannequin. “She’s a beauty, isn’t she? Traded a guy at a shop down the street for her. He wanted the hookup for some good shit and it just so happens, I got connections no matter where I go. Anyway, got what he needed in exchange for this sex kitten.”

      Sex kitten?

      There was nothing sexy about the mannequin.

      “You are a very strange little man,” said Mirza.

      “You ain’t no ball of normal there yourself, Mike.”

      Mirza grunted. While the man was annoying, killing him would mean touching him, and his smell wouldn’t wash out with ease.

      Bill glanced down the street. “Listen, been real nice chatting with you, Mike, but I gotta get this body back to my friend. His girlfriend needs one. I’m gonna keep the head for myself though.”

      Mirza simply stared at the odd creature posing as a human. “There are so many questions I could ask, but I won’t.”

      Bill winked. “Smart man.”

      Mirza moved his fingers; the urge to wrap them around the man’s neck was great.

      Bill’s gaze went directly to Mirza’s hand. If he didn’t know better, he’d have sworn there was a knowing depth behind the man’s eyes, as if he knew far more about the situation than he was letting on.

      Before Mirza could think harder upon it all, Bill scuttled off with the mannequin in tow.
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      Clara Reed held the door open for the exceedingly tall and exceptionally handsome specimen of a man as he entered the home. All at once, her head filled with the smell of sandalwood with undertones of balsamic. Scents she associated with Greece ever since she’d been little and had met Landros. As she’d gotten older, she began to think of the smells in terms of something more.

      Inhaling deeply, she held the smell of him for longer than she’d intended, drawing a curious look from him as he strolled past her. Everything about him said he was an alpha male. The kind of man who could and would handle himself in any situation. Yet not an asshole like so many assumed alphas to be. No. She’d known him a long time, and while there had been a lot of secrets between them, he wasn’t a stranger.

      He was someone she trusted without question, but she’d never admit as much to him outright. Doing so would take from the rapport they’d developed long ago. The one that left her being a pain in his ass and proud of the fact.

      When she’d gotten a distinct feeling that someone was outside, watching the house, she’d nearly panicked. It had only been two weeks since she and her best friend had been the subject of an attempted abduction at the hands of ruthless men. The traumatic experience had left her far more shaken than she cared to admit.

      Something deep down in her had pushed away the urge to panic at who might be outside the home. It was as if her body simply knew it was Landros. It didn’t hurt that something similar had happened to her a number of nights over the past two weeks. Each time she got the feeling she was being watched it was quickly followed by the sensation that Landros was the one doing the watching.

      Tonight had been the first night she’d actually caught sight of him. The glimpse she’d gotten had been fleeting, but it had confirmed her suspicions. And it had helped chase away her fear of being alone. While she was working hard to be happy for Nicolette, who had found her perfect someone, she missed having her friend around at all times.

      Landros made her miss Nicolette a little less. He was, in a lot of ways, an extension of Nicolette. When she’d seen him outside, lurking in the dark, she’d assumed he’d stare at the house a few minutes and then continue on his way to his own home, which was a short walking distance from hers.

      When she realized he was staying put, standing out there all night, she’d debated on going out to talk to him. She’d even considered calling Nicolette to alert her to the fact her uncle was having a hard time separating from her, but Clara had refrained.

      Nicolette and Garth were new to living together and had enough on their plates. They didn’t need guilt added to it all.

      Instead, Clara had found herself in the kitchen, making a cup of tea for Landros as a peace offering and an excuse to approach him. Not that she needed one. He’d been on her mind a good deal for nearly a year. At seemingly random times, she’d think of him and wonder what he was doing and if he was well.

      She could trace the worry’s origin back to when she’d first accidentally learned supernaturals were real. In learning as much, she’d uncovered the existence of PSI and other groups who protected mankind without humans knowing. When she’d realized that Landros was more than human, and that the assumptions in her youth had been correct—he was a vampire—she’d not freaked out. She’d felt comforted in the knowledge he was a supernatural, since she’d learned she was more than human as well.

      Assuming and knowing for sure that Landros was a vampire were two very different things. Around the age of ten, she’d read Dracula and had begun to draw correlations between the character Stoker wrote about and Landros. They were thin threads but enough that it had gotten her overactive imagination going. Combined with her love of the paranormal and monster movies, within a short period of time, she’d been positive Landros was Dracula himself.

      Cut to a year ago, when her suspicions had been validated, she’d taken the news in stride, to a point. With the truth of it all came the understanding that his job wasn’t harmless, as she and Nicolette had been led to believe. That he wasn’t a wealthy eccentric who made his money by investing. Okay, he was, sort of, but he was far more than just that. He was a card-carrying member of the Crimson Ops Division of PSI. If she was right, he was one of the founders of the program. It consisted of vampire operatives. And while being a vampire gifted Landros with immortality, that didn’t actually mean he couldn’t be killed. It just meant he was harder to kill than a human.

      Much harder.

      But not impossible.

      The idea of him not being around any longer had done something to Clara she couldn’t explain. She was no stranger to death. Her mother had been the victim of murder when Clara had been in her teens. That blow had been devastating. One she still wasn’t healed from to this day. But the thought of Landros being no more had caused Clara to lose her cool.

      More than once, she’d worked herself into a frenzy with thoughts of him being off in a foreign land, possibly hurt or dead. Each time she’d wanted to confide in Nicolette, her best friend since pretty much birth, but she hadn’t been able to do so. Going to Nicolette with her concerns would have meant having to tell her friend the truth of everything.

      That they’d been lied to all their lives. That they were more than human. That their births had come about because an evil empire willed it so. And that very scary things wanted to get their hands on them or, worse, kill them, should they learn they were alive.

      So Clara had worried about Landros in silence, making a point to walk past his home nearly daily to see if he was there and obsessively checking reports at her job—when no one was looking—to see if he’d been listed as injured on a mission.

      Her concern was warranted to a point because of how close she’d been to him all her life, but she’d taken it to the extreme and knew she was overboard on it all. She just didn’t understand why or how to fix it.

      To hide her pull to him, she often used sarcasm and jokes. But that would only cover her constant concern for so long before someone was bound to notice.

      “How long have you been back in town?” she asked as Landros brushed by her.

      “A few days now,” he replied, his accent knee-knocking-worthy.

      It looked as if his lower half had been dunked in black leather. The pants he wore fit him perfectly, hugging his muscular thighs, all while showing off his fantastic backside. The boots he’d paired with them matched perfectly and added an inch or more to his already imposing height.

      The shirt he had on was one Clara had bought him as a Christmas gift the year prior. It had been born out of a joke about just how Greek the man was, but even she had to admit he looked really sexy in the T-shirt. The fact it had a screen print of Medusa and her full head of snakes only served to make Clara like it more. It was done tastefully and in a way that made the shirt look vintage despite being new. It showed off his incredible physique. And his was a body she’d never tire of staring at.

      The man reminded her of a Greek statue, carved from marble, with great definition and expert care. Her gaze went right for his groin, and she lifted a brow, wondering if his package was bigger than the ones the sculptors of old gave to their statues.

      Landros cleared his throat. “What are you doing?”

      “You don’t want to know,” she admitted, turning and heading through the living room and into the kitchen, knowing he’d follow.

      He did.

      She went to the counter and began to make herself a cup of coffee.

      Landros eased up behind her, close enough to touch. “It’s late. Won’t that keep you up?”

      “I’ve not been sleeping very well lately,” she admitted.

      “Is it because you drink coffee this time of night?” he questioned.

      She didn’t face him. Instead, her gaze went to the window above the sink. It looked out and over the back courtyard. There was a guesthouse at the back that wasn’t used for anything more than storage. Not that there was much in it. Ivy covered most of the building, blanketing the shaded courtyard. It was a mini oasis during the hottest of the months in Savannah. It was cooler back there than most places.

      Tall brick walls gave the back garden much-needed privacy. That had been something Clara had loved about the home before the attack two weeks ago. Now the back area seemed too remote, too isolated. And the house felt too big and too empty.

      She could still vividly recall what it had felt like to be grabbed by men from The Corporation. They’d been back there, stalking Nicolette when Clara had arrived home. Both women had been seized then but had managed to narrowly escape.

      Clara had been on the phone with Nicolette as she’d entered the house, laughing and joking about how hot and sexy Landros was, thinking everything was right in the world. Never in a million years had she thought The Corporation had actually found them or that an attack had been forthcoming. One second the women had been joking and about to make grilled chicken and veggies (which were in direct opposition to Clara’s love of eating all things unhealthy) and the next two men were there.

      They’d seemingly come out of nowhere.

      One had grabbed her by the arm so forcefully that she’d ended up with bruises that lasted days—something that wasn’t normal for a supernatural.

      She could still smell their hot breath as if it was yesterday. As aloof and together as she’d pretended to be during the attack, she’d been scared shitless.

      Something brushed her shoulder, and she screamed, knocking over the cup of coffee she was making herself. Hot liquid ran all over the counter and onto the floor. The smell of French roast filled the area as the coffee seemed to bathe everything around her.

      “Shh,” came Landros’s voice near her ear, giving her comfort. “It’s just me, Clara. I didn’t mean to scare you. I didn’t realize you were lost in thought.”

      Tensing, she stared at the mess she’d made. That wasn’t like her. None of this was. Especially the part about being afraid of her own shadow. Before the attack, she’d lived with a false sense of security. Even when she’d learned the truth about supernaturals a year prior, she’d still believed that she and Nicolette had carved out a safe life for themselves.

      One that was insulated from violence.

      That they lived off the radar of the bad guys, keeping their noses out of the affairs of others by chance since Clara and Nicolette were new to learning about monsters being real.

      She’d been wrong.

      Very wrong.

      Monsters.

      As much as her brain wanted to label all supernaturals with the broad term, that wasn’t the truth of the matter. Landros wasn’t a monster. He was a good man who just so happened to share his body with a demon. One that she had never seen, but strongly suspected was as big a pushover as Landros was when it came to Nicolette.

      “Clara,” he said, his voice floating over her skin, helping to ease some of her fear and ground her enough to think.

      She grabbed for a towel, but Landros’s hand slid over hers, heating her body as it did.

      “Sit down. I’ll get this,” he insisted. There was a specific push to his voice that made her feel compelled to obey.

      She was about to do as he said when a sinking feeling came over her. “Dude, did you just vamp me?”

      “Vamp you?” he asked with a snort.

      “Bend my will,” she returned.

      He kept his hand on hers, helping to ease the shaking in her own. “Clara, a thousand vampires, working in unison, wouldn’t have enough power to bend your iron will.”

      She laughed at his words and then exhaled, leaning back against him for support. It didn’t matter to her that he’d kept the truth of everything from her and Nicolette for so long. She trusted the man fully and understood he had his reasons for the deception. As much as she wanted to be upset with him for hovering around the house so much since Nicolette had left with Garth, she had to admit she was thankful.

      Without knowing he’d been out there each night, keeping watch, she wouldn’t have managed to get the little bit of sleep she had. As tough as she wanted to present herself as being, the truth of it was, The Corporation scared her.

      “Landros, they got close enough to touch me, and I didn’t sense them there,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Cody said he can sense danger. That all supernaturals can. But I didn’t. Am I broken?”

      Cody was a mutual friend of theirs who had been an operative as well, at least at one point in his life. Now he was newly mated to Gena (someone Clara had known since childhood), on his honeymoon, and finding his way back to having something close to normal in his life.

      She wanted that.

      She wanted normal.
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      Clara expected Landros to do what he was famous for: clam up and change the subject. After all, she had known him since she was little.

      He surprised her by slipping a steely arm around her waist and drawing her back with him from the counter and the spilled coffee. “No. Most of this is new to you, and you’ve not been taught to hone your skills.”

      She twisted in his arms. “How do I learn to sense them?”

      “Come stay at the main house, and you won’t have to. I’ll sense them for you,” he said, his accent thickening.

      His voice had always appealed to her. It was deep and richly accented. His long black hair hung a few inches past his shoulders. That, combined with his closely cut matching beard, made him look like something of a wild man. Yet the way he carried himself said differently. He was a man of culture and good breeding.

      Clara’s adoptive father had hinted at as much more than once in her life. And when her mother had been alive, she’d made it sound as if Landros came from a lot of money. That didn’t surprise Clara, knowing the man had many homes all over the world. She’d been to several of them when visiting Nicolette as a child.

      Her favorite was the one he had in Greece. Next was the one in Savannah. “No thanks. I remember the look on your face when you found me eating a pint of ice cream on the white bedding in one of your countless guest rooms. You looked horrified.”

      He snorted. “I was. It was chocolate and dripping all over the place. I have mellowed with age.”

      It was her turn to laugh. “You’re really, really old. Did this mellowing just take place?”

      “It did,” he responded. “Come home with me, and I’ll have the freezer stocked with more chocolate ice cream than you could ever think to eat.”

      She grinned. “I don’t know. I can eat a lot.”

      He touched her chin lightly, directing her attention upward at his face. “Clara, if you won’t at least come to my house, will you consider staying with your father for a while?”

      Her chest tightened at the thought of returning to her childhood home. There had been a point when she and her father had been close. Her mother’s death had changed Kippar Reed, and not for the better. “I understand Dad is your friend and that you’ll always have his back but, Landros, he doesn’t want me there. He doesn’t want anyone there.”

      He sighed. “I’m sorry. When I selected him and Norma to…”

      His voice trailed off. He’d been close to both her mother and father. Her mother’s death had affected him too.

      Clara had yet to talk thoroughly with him about everything that had come to light. About how he’d been the one to place her with her adoptive parents twenty years prior. “What happened back then, Landros? Back when you found Nicolette and me in that lab.”

      He fell silent, and she assumed that was the end of their back-and-forth.

      Taking a deep breath, he glanced away a second. “I will never forget walking in to find all of you there, so young, so vulnerable. The things they’d done to you all.”

      She rubbed his arms lightly. “I know. I read the reports.”

      He tensed. “You did?”

      “I did,” she answered with a small nod. “A year ago. They were what prompted me to dig deeper about everything. About you, even.”

      “Why didn’t you come to me then?” His question was valid.

      “I don’t know. I was scared and overwhelmed and, honestly, unsure what to do,” she admitted, feeling a weight lift from her chest at the confession. “I didn’t know how to approach you about it all. Part of me wanted to yell at you for daring to keep it all from us, but then Cody explained just how dangerous your world is.”

      “Our world,” he corrected.

      “Yes. Our world. As much as I wanted answers, I didn’t want to put you at risk. And a little piece of me worried you’d take Nicolette and go into hiding or something with her to keep her safe,” she whispered, never before daring to even think the words let alone say them. But they were true.

      Landros touched her cheek. “You really believed I’d abandon you to hide her?”

      That was exactly what she’d thought. She averted her gaze. “You made sure all the kids from the testing found homes. And while I appreciate you kept Nicolette and me in close proximity, putting me with your close friends, you didn’t take me. You only took her. So, yes, I know you’d do anything to protect her above me.”

      A look of shock moved over his face and was quickly replaced by an unreadable mask. “Clara, I couldn’t keep you with me.”

      She huffed. “You’ve more money than you can count and enough people on staff who could’ve helped raise me. You could have. You just didn’t want me. Listen, I get it. I’m sorry that I’m coming off as ungrateful. That isn’t it at all. I’m incredibly thankful to you and all the other Ops who found that lab and freed the children. And to you for making sure we were all safe. I loved my childhood—at least up until Mom was killed.”

      He continued to caress her cheek. “Norma loved you with everything she had. She wanted children for a very long time. So did Kippar. And he does love you. Please know that.”

      “I know, but losing Mom changed him,” she said softly, her emotions building in her. “He’s hell-bent on revenge. It fuels him. Consumes him.”

      Landros gave the slightest of nods. His thumb slid down toward her lips and stayed there. “Had I known that was how it would all play out, I would have made different choices. I truly thought they were the best option for you.”

      “Because you couldn’t keep me,” she said, hating that there was a note of venom in her voice.

      An exasperated sigh fell from his lips. “No. I couldn’t. Nicolette was different. I could smell she was of my line. That she was related to me. And with my past, I knew I had to stop putting distance between myself and my line and step up to the plate. It was the only way I could break the cycle.”

      “What cycle?” she asked, having never heard any of this before.

      “It’s not important. What is important is that you think I didn’t keep you with me because I didn’t care. That isn’t the case at all. I care. A lot.”

      She couldn’t go into it all with him. If she did, she’d break down in tears. And she’d cried enough over everything. “Sure.”

      He didn’t look like he believed she was convinced.

      Probably because she wasn’t.

      Landros eased her back more before moving her to a seat near the table. He didn’t give her a lot of choices as he made her sit. He then turned and began the process of cleaning up the spilled coffee. He knew where everything was in the kitchen because he’d been there a ton of times. Within seconds there was no sign of the mess she’d made. He even took the damp towel to the laundry room that was just off the kitchen. He rinsed it in the sink in there and laid it on the edge of the counter, near the washing machine.

      For some reason, seeing him domesticated gave her a strange fluttering feeling in her stomach. It made no sense to her.

      Returning to the kitchen, he winked on his way to the other end of the long room. He went to the counter there and turned on the electric tea kettle that was half full of water, already warm from when she’d made his tea. He then went about preparing a new mug, this one with a tea bag and a bit of honey. When the water was done, he poured it into the mug and then brought it to her, bending to crouch before her. He handed her the cup.

      “I wanted coffee,” she teased, secretly pleased he’d taken the time to make her tea.

      A sexy grin spread over his face. “I know. But what you want and what you need are two very different things.”

      He had a point.

      She took the mug from him and noticed his tea sitting on the table already. She waited for him to take a seat across from her. He didn’t. He remained crouched before her. It was odd but she was happy to have him close so she didn’t comment.

      “I can see if Nicolette is still up,” offered Clara, feeling bad for him. “I know you miss her and want to hear her voice. If I call her, you can hear that she’s safe and sound. And you won’t even need to say a word. You can continue avoiding her, all while knowing she’s all right. That would help you get back to living your life. Did we decide what you living-challenged folks call it?”

      He licked his lower lip, clearly fighting a smile. “Life works. And Nicolette and I are fine.”

      “Fine as in you’re avoiding her calls and at odds with your friend?” she asked, already understanding that was what he’d been doing for the past two weeks.

      He nodded. “Yes. But we’ll be fine. Auberi and I will find common ground again.”

      Clara set her tea on the table and lost her battle of wills to refrain from touching Landros. She smoothed a bit of his hair back from his handsome face. The man didn’t look anywhere near his age, not that looking his age was even possible. Still, he didn’t appear much older than thirty. “Why didn’t you ever tell Auberi he had a daughter? And why did you tell Nicolette her parents were dead?”

      He put his hands on her knees and remained crouched as he lowered his head. “I don’t know. Part of me was scared that Auberi would turn on her out of anger over what The Corporation had done—taken his sperm and used it without his consent to create a child. And another part worried that if he didn’t reject her, he might lose himself to his demon and go on a killing rampage in her honor. I fought the urge to do it myself, and I’m far older than he.

      “When we were in that lab, all those years ago, Nicolette took a turn for the worse, and Auberi lost control of his demon then. When he did not know the truth of the matter—of who she was to him. Had I told him, I fear he’d have scorched the earth. It was all I could do to keep from doing the same myself, having seen what those monsters put you and Nicolette through. To this day, I still want to give myself over to my darker side and let it do as it pleases to all who dared to harm either of you. If my self-control was that shattered, imagine Auberi’s. He’s far younger than me.”

      His speech patterns were a mix of old and refined, new and modern. It suited him.

      When he glanced up, his eyes were moist. He blinked away the display of vulnerability so quickly that Clara wasn’t sure she’d seen it to start with. She put her hands over his, surprised by how honest and raw he was being with her.

      The next she knew, she was leaning toward him more, his lips seeming closer than they had been only moments prior. Their gazes locked, and she was sure the temperature in the kitchen spiked. For a split second, Clara was positive they were about to kiss.

      Her phone rang, acting as a bucket of cold water being dumped over their heads. They each jerked back from one another with mirrored looks of confusion.
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      Clara sat there for another full ring, merely staring at Landros, wondering if she’d imagined the moment had been intimate. Had he been about to lay one on her? If so, would she have been fine with it? She felt as if she would have been totally okay with kissing him. That was wrong, wasn’t it?

      As if on autopilot, she stood as he went to the open seat across from her at the table.

      His gaze never wavered from her as he sat with such fluid grace it was difficult not to notice.

      The ringing of her cell forced her attention to the end of the counter, near the electric tea kettle, where she’d left her phone before going outside to check on Landros.

      She went to it and noticed the image on the screen was of Nicolette. “Oh look, speak of the niece.”

      Landros didn’t budge or make a noise.

      She glanced over her shoulder at him. He’d been working hard to avoid airtime with Nicolette, and while Clara felt the two needed to talk, she wasn’t about to force it if he wasn’t ready. “I can call her back another time if you’d rather.”

      “I’ll go,” he said, making a move to stand.

      She tensed. “No. Stay. Please.”

      Confusion knit his brow for a fleeting second before he gave a slight nod and remained seated. “Answer. She’ll worry if you do not.”

      He was right. Nicolette would send out alerts through their network of friends in the area if Clara didn’t respond at this time of the night.

      Clara hit the green button to answer the call. “Hey, good-looking. What are you doing up at this hour?”

      Nicolette laughed. “Garth thinks I’m soaking in the tub. I’m pretty much just locked in his obscenely large bathroom, giving my lady bits a chance to recover.”

      Clara cringed as she glanced at Landros, positive the man did not want to hear about his niece’s sex life.

      His fingers curled around the mug of tea in a way that made her think he was imagining wrapping his hand around Garth’s neck.

      “Landros is here,” Clara said quickly, wanting to avoid having Nicolette say anything else she’d be embarrassed having her uncle overhear.

      “It’s after eleven,” said Nicolette, a note of surprise in her voice. “Why is my uncle there this late?”

      Clara waggled her brows and snorted. “Booty call.”

      “Gah, stop. I’ll vomit,” said Nicolette, making a barfing noise.

      “Beauty? Is the wee one making your stomach upset?” asked a deep, heavily accented voice from afar on Nicolette’s side of the conversation. The was no denying the voice’s owner was a Viking.

      Clara could barely contain her laugh as she got a mental image of what was happening at Nicolette’s house. “He’s hovering outside the bathroom door, isn’t he?”

      Nicolette let out a long, annoyed breath. “Yes. All he does is follow me around. He won’t let me out of earshot. It’s getting on my nerves. I might have to kill him myself and save the bad guys the time. Auberi keeps offering to end him. It’s awesome to know my biological father and my mate loathe one another.”

      “Still going with bio-dad as a name for Auberi?” asked Clara, her heart going out to her friend, who’d had a lot dumped on her in just a short period of time. Clara couldn’t imagine what it would be like to suddenly have her biological father in her life. Especially if, like Auberi, he’d never even known he was a father to start with. It had to be awkward for all involved. To make matters all the more strange, Auberi was a six-hundred-year-old playboy vampire who hadn’t ever given any thought to having children before having the fact he had a grown daughter dumped on his lap.

      Nicolette sighed. “I am. I keep trying to get the word ‘dad’ to roll off my tongue, but it doesn’t. To his face, I just call him Auberi. To Garth and you, I go with bio-dad.”

      Clara glanced at Landros again as she set her phone on the counter. “Think it’s because you see Landros as your father?”

      “He still right there?” asked Nicolette.

      “Yes,” replied Clara, eyeing Landros. “He’s just sort of staring at me right now. I think he’s nervous if he dares to speak, it will ruin the moment. I’m sure he’s worried you’ll never forgive him.”

      “I’ve tried telling him about a hundred times that I already do forgive him for keeping the truth from me,” said Nicolette, her voice rising slightly. “At first, I was hurt and upset that he’d withheld so much from me and basically lied about both of my parents being dead, but talking to you about it so much has helped me process it all a lot more. And you’re right. My uncle loves me unconditionally and would never do anything to hurt me intentionally. I understand he did what he had to, or at least, what he thought he had to do to keep me safe.”

      Landros lifted a brow.

      Clara winked at him, knowing he was shocked she’d had his back the entire time. “As usual, I’m totally right.”

      “You are such a dork,” said Nicolette with a laugh.

      “Admit it, you miss me and my cooking,” supplied Clara.

      Nicolette chuckled more. “I do. Garth is a great cook, but you know my tastes well.”

      “Yeah, well, don’t get too excited,” interjected Clara. “I have yet to admit to you that I threw away your blender to honor the end of those disgusting gray drinks of yours.”

      Nicolette howled with laughter. “Garth hates them too. Neither of you has any sense of adventure.”

      “Uh, what you’re looking for is sense of self-preservation, and we have that in spades, hence our refusal to drink that crap,” corrected Clara. “Because those concoctions were nasty. I’m pretty sure they’re lethal. The taste will never actually leave my mouth. It’s seared into my brain.”

      “Uncle Landros,” said Nicolette.

      Landros remained in place at the table. When he spoke, it was in Greek. A language Clara wasn’t strong in at all, but she knew enough to know he’d just called Nicolette his dear sweet little one, and told her that he loved her.

      “I love you too,” said Nicolette in English. “James, one of the doctors here at PSI, told me the gray drinks helped fill in my need for more iron and blood because of the vampire traits in me. That true?”

      Clara’s face scrunched as she thought about what Nicolette was saying. “Gah! I drank vamp-juice! I told you that stuff would kill you!”

      Nicolette laughed.

      As did Landros. “There was no blood in it. Just nutrients that aid my kind. Since Nicolette has vampire in her biological makeup, she needed some extra help.”

      Clara stared at the phone on the counter and put her palms down near it, shaking her head. “I can’t believe you forced me to drink almost-vamp-juice. I’m stunned we didn’t turn into the Prince of Darkness ourselves from that nasty crap. Hey, we should have gotten fangs out of the ordeal. I feel a little let down now. Way to sell a false bill of goods, Landros.”

      Landros groaned. “Your friend makes me very tired, Nicolette.”

      “She does that to most people,” added Nicolette, sounding happy.

      That, in turn, caused Clara’s mood to lighten as well, so much so she began to dance in place.

      “You went quiet. That normally means you’re up to no good,” said Nicolette.

      Clara touched her chest in a Hollywood-of-old way. “Me? Never.”

      “Liar,” said Nicolette, her voice full of merriment. “I miss you so much. You always make me laugh.”

      “Your husband is funny,” said Clara with a warm smile. “Just ask him to say speedbump in Swedish, or English, because his accent is so thick that his English version sounds like sveedboat.”

      Nicolette groaned. “You just think it’s funny because in Swedish, speedbump sounds like he’s saying fart mixed with the word bartender.”

      Clara smiled wider. “Because that is what he’s saying.”

      “Your sense of humor is like a five-year-old boy’s,” added Nicolette.

      “Totally.”

      “Beauty, do you need anything?” asked Garth, sounding slightly muffled still, a clear sign he was on the other side of the bathroom door.

      “Yes. Five minutes alone in this bathroom,” said Nicolette loudly. “Ohmygod, Garth, get a hobby that isn’t me.”

      “Remember that you love him,” offered Clara. “And can you at least tell him that you’re fine, and the baby is not making you sick to your stomach?”

      “I’m fine. The baby is fine. Go away,” snapped Nicolette.

      Clara laughed more. “You’re such a romantic. And pregnancy hormones suit you.”

      “You try being shadowed by a nearly seven-foot-tall Viking morning, noon, and night and see what kind of mood you’re in,” said Nicolette. “It will turn a mild-mannered preschool teacher into a raving lunatic. Trust me. It’s what happened to me.”

      “I don’t know. I’d be okay with being shadowed by a six-and-a-half-foot-tall ancient Greek morning, noon, and night. Think I can talk your uncle into it?” asked Clara, only partially joking.

      Nicolette laughed. “No. You’d annoy him too much.”

      “Not true,” said Landros, surprising her. “Clara does not annoy me.”

      “See,” said Clara with a snort. “I just make him very, very tired. Not annoyed. I’m winning at life here.”

      “Uh-huh, sure. Are you paying him to say that?” asked Nicolette, a teasing note in her voice.

      They’d been friends so long that Clara knew Nicolette’s words weren’t meant to be harsh. They were simply the way the two of them were with one another.

      “I’m pretty sure that every time he exhales his investments earn him another million dollars.” She probably wasn’t far from the reality of it all. Landros did very well for himself. “I bet his accountant loves him.”

      “No doubt,” said Nicolette. “Remember when we thought it was funny that Landros has a couple of swords and some other antique weapons on display in his homes?”

      “Yes. He still hasn’t let me touch any of it. Oh, think I can touch a different sword of his?” asked Clara, making Nicolette gag. That caused Clara to laugh. “Relax, he’s fully clothed. For now. Now, what were you saying about weapons?”

      “You have got to come here and stay with Garth and me for a while. Then you can help me mock him and his never-ending collection of weapons.”

      “I saw the video you took of part of it,” said Clara. The footage had shown the man’s clear love of all things weapon related. He especially loved swords. “Hey, your guy is really friggin’ old. Like nearly dawn-of-time old, like the hottie in my kitchen. We should beg them to spar with swords and no shirts.”

      “I do not want to watch my husband and my uncle sword fighting. And I do not want to watch Landros doing anything without a shirt on,” said Nicolette.

      Clara shrugged. “You should know I’d totally watch your husband without his shirt on. He’s hot.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be pleased to know you think so.”

      “Nah. He wouldn’t be happy. He only has eyes for you. As it should be. But I’m not above staring at his abs when he works out. You can look away and I’ll soak in my fill. Least you could do for a friend and all.”

      Nicolette laughed and then it slowly died. It was easy to pick up on the underlying tension in the call.

      “Nicolette, what’s wrong?” asked Clara. “Is everything okay with you and the baby? Are you happy? If Garth isn’t making you happy, I’ll fly there and handle him myself. Bio-dad won’t be needed. Oh, I just had a thought. Bio-dad, Garth, and Landros all sword fighting. Yum.”

      “Dear Lord, your mind lives in the gutter,” added Nicolette. “And you’ve had a lot of sugar today, haven’t you?”

      “Yep. And your uncle said the same thing to me.” Clara looked at Landros. Something was bothering Nicolette and she intended to get to the bottom of it. “Can Garth hear me when I’m talking to her on the phone?”

      Landros nodded.

      Clara grinned. “Garth, go downstairs and leave her be for an hour. I promise she will not drown in the tub. I’m only telling you this to save your life. Give her an hour and she’ll be begging to see you without a shirt on.”

      Nicolette was quiet a second before she exhaled loudly. “I think he listened to you. Thank you.”

      “He means well,” said Clara. “He’s been alive a long time and never thought he’d have a wife and a baby on the way. This is new to him. He’s going to obsess and over-worry.”

      “You’re my bestie. Take my side. Not my husband’s side,” protested Nicolette. “And for real, why is my uncle there this late? Did something happen to you? Oh no, did The Corporation make a move on you? I’ll get Garth. We’ll head that way.”
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      “Hold the rescue. I’m in no danger,” said Clara, her attention moving to Landros once more before returning to the phone on the counter. She doubted he’d want Nicolette to know how out of sorts he was with her being gone. “Actually, he came over to do a security walk-through on the house for me and because I was scared to be alone. I’ve not been sleeping well. I keep having bad dreams, and I keep thinking another evil twin is going to pop out of the woodwork.”

      Since Garth’s evil twin, Grid, had done just that two weeks prior, it wasn’t out of the realm of reason.

      Landros arched a brow in question at her cover story, which held more truth than she cared to admit to him. She had been having issues sleeping, and she was scared.

      Nicolette was quiet on her end for a moment, and the sound of a door opening and closing could be heard. “Okay, Garth really did give me some privacy. I haven’t had a chance to tell you what we learned this evening.”

      “What’s that? Are you having twins?” asked Clara, only partially joking. “I hope it’s two girls. Name them both after me.”

      “You are so weird. And no, this isn’t about the baby,” said Nicolette, her voice lowering to just above a whisper. “We got a call today from Boomer.”

      Clara touched her chin a moment, thinking about who Boomer was. She’d met a lot of men two weeks back. They’d morphed into one pile of hotness in her mind. “I’m drawing a blank. Which one is Boomer?”

      “Long black hair, leather pants, a bunch of piercings,” said Nicolette. “He was at the motel. He invaded when Scotland did.”

      The motel in question had been a rather lackluster one the girls had taken refuge in while on the run from The Corporation’s bad guys. It had served its purpose, giving them shelter and a place to get cleaned up, as well as somewhere for Clara to tell Nicolette the secret she’d been holding for a year.

      That she and Nicolette had been created in labs. That supernaturals were real. Not only were they real, but both women were among them. It had been a lot for Nicolette to absorb, which was understandable. It wasn’t every day one learned they were more than human and had been cooked up in a laboratory by mad scientists before being tested and tortured by people wanting to make a master race of supernaturals.

      It had been a lot for Clara to accept when she’d first discovered the truth of it all. Having to basically vomit it out while in a motel that more than likely hadn’t passed a health inspection this century hadn’t been how Clara had wanted to reveal the truth to her friend.

      But it was how it had played out.

      During the heart-to-heart, Garth and his PSI-Op buddies had arrived. A slight miscommunication had left Nicolette and Clara attacking Striker—a rather outspoken Scottish hottie—and Boomer.

      Shortly after that, the enemy had made themselves known and had attacked full force.

      Clara stared down at her phone. “What did Boomer have to say?”

      Her friend exhaled slowly. “He wanted to give Garth and me a heads-up before the rumor mill gets started tonight.”

      “About?” asked Clara, concern rushing through her body.

      “The final reports on everything that happened in Savannah came in. You know PSI sent a cleanup crew in to handle everything after the battle and all the magik and fire and stuff, right?”

      Clara remembered it all well. “Yes. I know it’s standard protocol for a cleanup crew to be dispatched. Since I took the last two weeks off work for a much-needed mental break, I haven’t been able to get my hands on any reports.”

      “Don’t you mean you were forced to take leave?”

      Clara sighed. Work had forced her to take leave. Despite her protests that she was fine and able to work without issue, they’d given her no choice in the matter. If she wanted to keep her job, she needed to take time off. “Yes, but I like the way I put it much better. So, what did the reports say?”

      “They couldn’t find Grid’s body,” whispered Nicolette.

      Clara’s entire body tightened with fear. She’d been one of the three women who had drawn upon Fae magik to end Grid in a fiery explosion. It had been pretty epic. Being unable to find traces of a person after didn’t sound out of the realm of reason to her. “Maybe all traces of him burned away. That or he was part of that pink mist that was everywhere. Come to think of it, I’m sure he was. We probably wore him home on us. Gross.”

      “There were traces of the other men he had with him. But not him,” said Nicolette, still going out of her way to speak in a voice Garth’s shifter hearing wouldn’t be able to quickly pick up from the other side of the large mansion.

      “Does that mean he’s not dead?” asked Clara, worry for her friend hitting her hard. “I’m coming to you. I don’t want you alone for one second. I will rip that Viking dirtbag’s eyes from his head with a spoon myself, saving you the time if he dares to even look at you or that baby you’re carrying. I may not be a fan of small children, but I’m going to love yours to the point it has to go into witness protection to escape my hugs and kisses. No one is messing with my friend or her baby. Period.”

      Her offer to gouge out eyes with a spoon had been born from Nicolette doing just that to a bad guy two weeks prior. She’d taken the spoon she’d been eating ice cream with and used it as an improvised weapon. It had worked.

      Nicolette sighed. “Stop. I’m fine. Garth is sticking close to me, so much so that he’s making me crazy, and I know he already reached out to Auberi as well as his teammates about it all. Just in case Grid did manage to escape.”

      Clara rounded on Landros. “Hey, Greek, you’ve been hovering around here for hours, and you didn’t think to tell me about this?”

      “My uncle has been with you for hours?” asked Nicolette, no longer bothering to whisper. “Please tell me you were joking about the booty call thing. Are you doing my uncle? He’s your type.”

      “I am not currently doing your uncle,” said Clara with a grin. “I make no promises about later though. He’s a sexpot. I have a weakness for Greek dudes.”

      “Clara!”

      Clara smirked more. “What? You don’t want me as an aunt? Okay, that would be weird. I’ll admit that much. But you’re right. Landros is hot and totally my type. Remember when we were watching that movie with the vampires and werewolves? You said you picked shifters over vampires.”

      Nicolette was quiet a second. “And you’ve made your love of vampires well known. Not to mention you told me that you think my uncle is hot. He’s not.”

      Clara raked her gaze over Landros. “Babes, I love you like a sister, but we’re going to have to agree to disagree on this one because the man is sexy. Like, drop-dead sexy. Wait, I mean that literally.”

      “Oh goodie, vampire humor,” said Nicolette.

      “Too soon?” asked Clara jokingly. She continued to stare at Landros before biting her lower lip.

      “You went abnormally silent,” said Nicolette before groaning. “You’re picturing him naked, aren’t you?”

      “You know me well.”

      Landros blinked in surprise.

      “Clara,” chastised Nicolette.

      Clara shrugged, knowing her friend couldn’t see her. “What? It was a toss-up between picturing him in the buff or choking the life from him for not telling me about the whole Grid thing.”

      “I did not know about the Grid thing,” said Landros, his gaze moving to the phone on the counter. “I might have been avoiding calls from my niece and Garth.”

      “The man’s guilt is going to get everyone killed.” Clara tossed her hands in the air in defeat. “Landros, she’s over it. Get over it too.”

      “I kind of love how you handle him,” said Nicolette. “You’ve always had a way with him. Blunt.”

      “Thanks. I do my best,” said Clara with a grin shot in Landros’s direction. She pointed at him. “We’re going to have issues if you keep this pouty-angsty thing up. Sure, it’s hot and totally fits your vamp thing, but I don’t want my friend hurt because the information isn’t getting to the people it needs to get to. You don’t want that either.”

      “Clara, I’m more worried about you right now,” confessed Nicolette. “My gut says something isn’t right there. That you’re in danger. Not me. And while I think this entire Grid ordeal is something we need to be vigilant about, I feel like there is a threat we’re not seeing—and that it’s coming for you.”

      Clara stiffened. Nicolette had an uncanny ability to judge people and situations perfectly. So much so that it was hard to ignore the warning. Nicolette’s gut hadn’t ever been wrong before. That being said, Clara was already nervous enough on her own. She couldn’t let anyone else feed the fear, or she’d never get any sleep. Her forced leave would end soon, and she needed to be able to get back to her life without always looking over her shoulder.

      “I’m fine. I promise,” said Clara, wanting to reassure Nicolette. No sense stressing her or the baby.

      Nicolette was quiet a moment. “Didn’t you tell me something about Wheeler offering to come stay with you, or have you stay with him? Maybe with this new information about Grid, you should take him up on it. Just in case I’m wrong about the threat and Grid is an issue.”

      Landros sat up straight. “Wheeler did what? There is no way in hell you are staying with him or having him here with you!”

      Clara wasn’t sure how to respond to Landros’s outburst. She was too stunned to comment.

      Landros stared at the phone on the counter. “Did Wheeler really offer to stay here with Clara?”

      “Yes,” said Nicolette and Clara together.

      Wheeler Summerbee was a vampire who called the area home, and had been labeled an Immortal Outcast, having once been part of the government’s Immortal Ops program. Clara had gotten the full story from another mutual friend who had also endured the same treatment that Wheeler had. The two were wanted men by the government, but The Corporation had stepped up their game enough for Uncle Sam to need to pick its battles. Currently, the Outcasts weren’t high on its list of concerns.

      Landros stood. “Just how close have the two of you gotten? You only just met him.”

      Clara merely stared at Landros. It wasn’t any of his business whom she chose to spend her time with. Wheeler was good-looking and funny. That didn’t mean she was dating him. They’d become fast friends.

      Nicolette cleared her throat. “I’m not there to see what’s happening, but I’m guessing Clara has a hand on her hip and is giving you a look that says she might very well try to murder you, Uncle Landros. Tread lightly. She’s fierce when provoked.”

      He puffed out his chest, his gaze piercing through Clara. “Well?”

      “Well, what?” asked Clara, more amused than annoyed with his antics. Oddly, she found comfort in the knowledge he was worked up over Wheeler, though she didn’t know why.

      “Are you smiling?” demanded Landros.

      “Yes.”

      “Why?” he asked, his voice low.

      “I’m not sure,” she confessed. “You’re acting weird. It’s funny.”

      “Uh, he’s acting jealous,” corrected Nicolette. “Why would he be jealous of you and Wheeler?”

      “He wouldn’t be,” said Clara as she shook her head. “I’m pretty sure he sees me as an annoying little twit he’s felt somewhat responsible for nearly all of my life. He’s probably about to pull a dad move on me.”

      Landros stepped back, bumping the chair he’d just been in. It was so ungraceful and out of character for him that it made him seem that much more human to her.

      More real.

      “You see me as a father figure?” he asked, his voice barely there.

      Clara stared down at the phone. “I think your uncle might have been hitting the hooch before he came over tonight. He’s being really odd. More than his normal pampered Prince of Greece kind of odd.”

      “Prince of Greece?” questioned Landros. “Where do you get your history from?”

      She grinned, already knowing the comment would get him going. “The back of a shampoo bottle.”

      He sighed and held out his hand for the phone, which he could have easily taken from the counter on his own. “May I speak to her?”

      Clara made a grand sweeping gesture with her hand before bowing slightly, lifting the phone and holding it out. She wasn’t sure why he wanted the phone, that was still on speaker, closer to him, but she gave in all the same. “You may, my lord.”

      He took the phone, leaving it on speaker as he held it before him. “Nicolette, your friend makes me tired.”

      Nicolette laughed. “She always has. How are you doing?”

      “Good. Are you ready to come home yet? Have you had enough of Garth?” Landros sounded hopeful as he asked the questions. “I could kill him for you if he’s annoying you.”

      “See. You could offer that olive branch to bio-dad. The two of you could bond over trying to kill Garth. Men.” With a groan, Clara went to the refrigerator to pull something out to make herself a late-night snack. She gathered various meats and cheeses. She then went to the pantry and returned with three different kinds of olives.

      She returned to Nicolette’s grilling of her uncle. “Why is it you sounded jealous about Wheeler and Clara? Do you have a thing for Wheeler?”

      Clara paused with the jars of olives tucked against her body. She waited with bated breath to hear Landros’s response. She’d never been totally sure what his sexuality was. It shouldn’t matter to her because it was none of her business, but for some reason, his answer was essential.

      He rubbed his forehead, standing near the kitchen sink. He glanced in her direction and paused, watching her expression.

      “Uncle Landros? Are you still there?” asked Nicolette. “I’m sorry I pried about you and Wheeler. I’ll stay out of it. Just know that I want you happy. If he makes you happy, great.”

      Landros stared at Clara. “Exactly how long have the two of you assumed I prefer the company of men to that of women?”

      “Um, well, we started to wonder when we were in our teens and realized you don’t ever date,” said Nicolette. “Please know we support you fully and love you.”

      “Thank you, but Wheeler and I are not an item,” he said with something close to amusement in his voice. “I’m sure he’ll be thrilled to learn this even came up as a possibility.”

      Clara smiled and set the three jars of olives on the counter near him.

      “Okay, so if you’re not into Wheeler, that would mean you’re into Clara,” said Nicolette, before both women snickered.

      Clara leaned toward the sink, her hand going to Landros’s forearm. “Can you even imagine that? I’d drive the man nuts five minutes into the relationship.”

      “You’d give it five full minutes?” asked Nicolette, snorting as she did. “Thirty seconds max. Plus, he doesn’t have a sweet tooth, so he’d never be able to wrap his mind around your love of all sweets and junk food. And your ‘what if’ questions have driven him nuts since we were little. Remember that time you spent four hours in a heated debate with him over what you’d do in the event of a zombie apocalypse? I do. It was epic.”

      “I’m really disappointed I didn’t pay more attention when you tried to teach me Greek because I’m sure he was cursing by the end of it,” said Clara, remembering the evening well. She’d been eighteen at the time, and the topic had come up for some reason. By hour three, Nicolette had given up and gone off to do her own thing, checking back in occasionally. Clara had remained, holding to her beliefs on how to best survive should zombies attack.

      “Uncle Landros, can you stay close to her for me for a bit, please?” asked Nicolette, no longer sounding jovial. “I can feel Garth right now. He’s downstairs, but he’s getting worked up. I think he’s worried about me, and about his brother possibly being alive. He’s already told me more than once that he plans to hunt to the ends of the earth for Grid if he is. No one worry, I’ll have his friends put him in a cell for his own good to cool off if need be.”

      Clara shook her head. “Hon, I’m fine. I don’t need Landros to—”

      Landros held the phone out far from her as if that would stop the conversation. “I promise to watch over Clara and keep her safe.”

      “From the bad guys and from Wheeler getting in her pants?” asked Nicolette before giving a slight laugh. “I’ve got to go. I hear the guys downstairs. I think they’re all here now. Love you both.”
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      Landros handed Clara back her phone and then noticed the tray of food she’d assembled. All the items were from his homeland, things that, when he was alive, he’d have gravitated toward eating. And things that, in death, he missed but didn’t make time for since they weren’t vital to his survival. Once Nicolette had moved out on her own, he no longer felt the need to keep up the pretense that he ate. “Clara?”

      She took the phone, gave him a dirty look that said she wasn’t pleased he’d said he’d look after her, and then motioned to the food. “I’m hungry. I figured you might want to pick at something. Sorry. No blood on the menu here. Unless you’re a really, really good boy and I might donate to the cause.”

      Landros watched for a long moment, searching for any sign that she was only pretending to be all right with what he was. He found none. Satisfied, he went for the tray of food. “Where would you like this?”

      “I don’t know. I figured we could watch a movie or something when I thought you were hanging out, but then when you agreed to babysit me, my temper kicked in. Now I want to be a brat and tell you I want to shove the tray up your sexy backside.”

      He grinned. “Sexy, huh?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yes. Sexy. Come on. We can hang in the living room. We can watch a vampire movie marathon, and you can tell me if you sparkle when the sun shines on you.”

      He lowered his head, shaking it as he did. That particular myth, brought about in recent years, was one he wouldn’t be living down anytime soon. Especially not at work, where the non-vampire males had a field day mocking the Fang Gang. It was fine. The Crimson Ops gave as good as they got.

      Just this morning he’d gotten a group text from his fellow Fang Gang members suggesting they sign up all the shifter males at PSI for obedience lessons. Sounded good to him.

      He’d sent leather collars with each of the shifter males’ names engraved on them. So far, he’d gotten at least a hundred emails and several lewd-gesture pictures via text that all boiled down to the same message—him fucking himself.

      Toying with them was almost too easy, and the back-and-forth kept up morale.

      His phone vibrated once in his pocket, indicating he had a text message. He held up a hand for Clara. “One second.”

      She nodded. “Work?”

      “Possibly,” he said, withdrawing his phone, only to find the text was from Striker McCracken. It was simply a picture. No words added. Not that any were needed when the picture showed the man bent over, his kilt hiked high, with nothing more than what he’d been born in showing.

      Landros attempted to move the phone away from Clara’s line of sight but she beat him to it, snatching it from his grasp. Her eyes widened as she stared at the picture.

      “Um, there are so many things I want to ask you right now. Mostly, who is the owner of the sexy ass?” she asked.

      With a grunt, Landros took his phone and returned it to his pocket. “No one. And there is nothing sexy about his ass.”

      “Clearly we’re going to disagree on this one. Can I see that again? Were any man bits showing or just backside?”

      “Clara!”

      She grinned. “What?”

      “Nothing,” he managed.

      “Back to my first question. You totally do sparkle in the sun, don’t you?” Clara asked, her voice pulling at him, demanding he step closer.

      He did before he could think better of it, and his elbow bumped her breast. While it hadn’t been his intent, he had to admit he was happy it happened. “Sorry.”

      She didn’t seem to notice as she grabbed a bottle of red wine, two glasses, and a bottle opener. She turned to face him, and the soft overhead lighting illuminated her effortlessly, making her look like a goddess.

      Landros’s breath caught, and he tightened his grip on the cheeseboard to the point he was sure he’d splinter the wood. Swallowing hard, he had to scramble mentally for anything to concentrate on other than how his body responded to hers. He started to count backward from a hundred in French. He wasn’t sure why he’d latched on to French when it wasn’t his native tongue, rather one of the many languages he knew, but he went with it all the same.

      Just when he thought he’d managed to keep his cock from kicking into high gear, the air conditioning turned on and began to blow cold air from the overhead vents. One such vent was positioned directly above where Clara was standing, facing him, giving him a questioning look. As the cold air moved over her, the thin material of her tank top did nothing to hide the hardening of her nipples.

      The next thing Landros knew, he was tipping his head back, the muscles in his neck straining as his cock came to life, and his demon awakened. Its interest was now piqued, and the demon heightened his senses, allowing him to hear every beat of Clara’s heart. Hunger slammed into him, and it wasn’t for the meat and cheese tray.

      The hunger was for her.

      For a taste of her blood.

      No!

      The demon halted but didn’t retreat; it stayed there, just below the surface, watching, waiting for what was to come next. Landros waited too, unsure what would happen. The experience wasn’t one he’d had in thousands of years. He was out of his element.

      “You look really pale,” said Clara, concern in her voice. “All joking about vampires being super pale aside because it’s not the truth, I’ve noticed a lot of you are tan, is something wrong?”

      When he responded, it was in his native tongue. What fell from his lips wasn’t an answer to her question so much as a proposition for him to spend the night pleasing her in ways she could only dream possible.

      Clara arched a brow. “I don’t know what you said, but would you think less of me if I admitted it was hot as hell? Hold on and I’ll get the last electric bill. You can read that back to me in Greek. Bet you make my average meter usage sound erotic.”

      Her joking helped Landros ground himself once more. He chuckled. “I’m fine. Thank you.”

      She stepped closer to him, and her top tugged more at her breasts.

      Landros groaned.

      The woman was going to be the second death of him.

      “Yes, you sound fine,” she nipped.

      He cleared his throat. “I can see your…”

      She stared wide-eyed at him. “My what?”

      “Your, um…”

      Clara watched him carefully before following his gaze to her chest. She then had the audacity to laugh. Hard. “Ohmygod, are you telling me you can’t say the word ‘boobs’?”

      He huffed. “I can say the word.”

      “Really? Then do it,” she returned, a challenge in the air.

      He met her gaze. “You are most certainly a brat.”

      “Thanks,” she said with a smile. “I can go put another shirt over this one. In my defense, this tank top has a built-in sports bra. I thought it covered everything, or I wouldn’t have come out in it without a robe or a sweater.”

      He did all he could to keep his gaze on hers, not her chest. “I can see the clear outline of your…”

      Nodding, she lifted the hand with the glasses in it and used it to do something that resembled coaxing him. “You can do it. Say the word. Nipples. Want me to sound it out with you? What is it in Latin? That might help you spit it out faster. I’m guessing you ancient dudes are big into Latin. Bet it’s all the rage. At parties you probably talk about everyone behind their backs in nothing but Latin. Like code. But for overly smart immortals—or doctors.”

      Amused, he licked his lower lip. “You are nothing but trouble.”

      “Yep. But you already knew that, didn’t you?”

      She was correct. He already knew as much, and it was part of her charm. She had a strong will and a personality that appealed to him though it was in direct contrast to his own. Where he was controlled and reserved with his emotions, she was wild and free. He liked structure and discipline, where Clara always seemed to favor chaos.

      “I’ll go put another shirt over this,” she said with a breathy sigh. “I draw the line at putting on a real bra. I hate wearing them. No matter what ones I buy, they dig and feel like I’m trying to get six pounds of boob into a one-pound bag.”

      He tipped his head, thinking of her analogy. She wasn’t wrong. She was very blessed when it came to cleavage. In his opinion, her proportions were ideal. Had he been asked to list all the qualifications he’d want in the perfect woman, she’d have checked every box. Hell, the woman had things about her Landros hadn’t even been aware he’d wanted.

      Setting aside her current sleepwear, Clara tended to gravitate toward a more sophisticated style of dressing. She fit with the times and was a fashionable young woman. She was often in heels and looked to be ready to walk down the streets of New York at a moment’s notice. Her nails were always done and, from hearing his niece talk, Clara rarely missed a pedicure or a spa treatment. Yet, for all her upkeep, she was thoroughly human and down to earth.

      She couldn’t drive to save her life and was something of a nuisance on the roadways. More than once he’d threatened to hide her keys for the safety of mankind. Thankfully, her biggest issue with driving seemed to be parking. That resulted in small fender benders but was no real risk to others.

      Her stunning figure was one she came by naturally. She didn’t starve herself or deny herself anything she wanted to eat. And while his niece loved to run daily and work out as much as possible, much the same as Landros, Clara wanted nothing to do with that lifestyle.

      She was his opposite in so many ways, yet he was drawn to her like a magnet to steel. Admitting it to himself was difficult. It was hard to keep from feeling like a dirty old man because of their extreme age difference and the fact he’d known her since she was a small child. He’d seen her grow up. He was friends with her father.

      He couldn’t help but come back to the fact that she was off-limits sexually.

      His head knew it.

      His dick had yet to get the message.

      It was all too easy to imagine himself above her, exploring every inch of the paradise known as her body. He wondered if she’d be outspoken in bed like she was in life. Would she go head to head with him to be in control, or would she surprise him and submit, begging for his touch?

      His cock hardened more, and for a second he was sure he’d finish before he started.

      Clara gasped. “Wow. You’re clearly packing six pounds of manhood in a one-pound area yourself there, big guy.”

      He was so focused on trying to control his raging lust that it took him a second to follow along with what Clara was talking about. When he did, he realized she was staring at his groin. “Clara!”

      She shrugged as if talking about his cock was no big deal. “What? Calling it like I see it.”

      With a frustrated grunt, he nodded to the food. “You. Me. Eat.”

      She licked her lower lip and laughed softly. “Went right past Latin and straight into caveman. Not as sophisticated, but I find it oddly hot all the same.”
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      Shaking his head, Landros walked past Clara with the tray of food in hand. He headed in the direction of the dining room only to find Clara grabbing the back of his shirt lightly and tugging.

      “That room isn’t used,” she said.

      He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Uh, its purpose is to dine in.”

      She offered a sweet smile. “No. It’s where I toss the mail until I can go through it and sometimes where I dry my sweaters.”

      “Your generation is a strange one,” he confessed.

      “I don’t think you can hold an entire generation liable for my sweater-drying habits, but okay. Your generation is so…I was going to say something smart-ass here but all I want to yell is ‘This is Sparta’ while I stare at the television screen and admire Gerard Butler’s body.”

      “Got a thing for Spartans, do you?” he questioned, turning to face her more.

      She didn’t respond. Instead, she sashayed past him, her hips swinging just right, calling to him. She went right for the living room and the sofa.

      Landros followed quickly, like a trained puppy. He was aware of as much but that didn’t stop him. Setting the tray on the coffee table, he glanced around, truly soaking in how much of the home represented Clara’s style more than Nicolette’s.

      “You look like you’re about to overthink something,” said Clara as she took a seat on the sofa.

      Landros made a move to head to the side chair but Clara patted the cushion next to her.

      “Come on. I don’t bite. Wait, you bite. Can I see your fangs?”

      Sitting next to her was a bad idea. He understood as much, yet he sat close to her all the same. “Yes. I bite. No. You can’t see my fangs.”

      Her bottom lip shot out in a pout. “Why not?”

      “I’d rather you not be scared of me,” he admitted.

      The smallest of laughs came from her before it grew. “You do understand you’re not the first vampire I’ve met, right?”

      He nodded. “You met Auberi two weeks back, and you now know Wheeler.”

      Had Wheeler shown Clara his fangs? If so, what else had he shown her?

      Landros tensed then stared at the front door, wanting to seek out Wheeler and pummel him.

      Clara waved a hand before his face. “How about we not give the door murderous glares? Not sure what it ever did to you but I’m pretty sure you could take it. Wouldn’t be a fair fight. Hey, if a piece of wood splintered from it when you attacked it, could it stake you and kill you?”

      He nodded.

      Her eyes widened. “Let’s not attack the door then, okay? I like you not dead. Well, less not dead than you already are.”

      “Clara, you don’t have to clarify. I get what you’re saying.”

      She grinned. “Yes, but what would I be left with if you took away my bad puns? Besides, joking is sort of how I process and deal with things.”

      “I know,” he admitted.

      She tugged at her lower lip. “Can you answer some vampire questions I have? I can ask Wheeler if you’d rather not.”

      Eyeing the door, he entertained hunting a man he thought of as a friend. “I’d rather you not go to him for anything. I’m here. Use me.”

      “Use you?” she asked suggestively.

      “To answer your questions,” he stressed, though a large part of him hoped she’d throw caution to the wind and use him for everything and more. “Ask away.”

      “I’ve seen you in the sun before. From everything I’ve read, that shouldn’t be.” She watched him closely.

      It was true, most vampires couldn’t tolerate the sun at all. With his age and the fact he was part Fae, he had more resistance to it than most. “The older a vampire is, the more they can be out in the sun. But I don’t know of any who can tolerate direct, full sun at, say, midday. I could do it, but it wouldn’t be pleasant.”

      She gulped. “Would you burst into flames?”

      “If out in it long enough, more than likely. I’d probably end up with serious third-degree burns and be incredibly weak for a period of time. It wouldn’t be ideal for sure,” he said, having experienced it more than once in his long life. It wasn’t something he wanted to repeat anytime soon. “So long as I don’t stand on a beach in midday sun, I’m good.”

      “Nicolette burns easy in the sun. Do you do that in a lower level of sun too?”

      “Not in first-morning or end-of-day sunlight, but yes to the rest,” he said, still uneasy openly discussing what he was with her. He’d kept it a secret for so long from her that it was almost second nature now.

      “At work, I noticed some notes about vampires that mentioned some require sex in addition to blood,” she said, this time looking away from him. “Are you one of those kinds?”

      “No. My vampire side doesn’t require sex. It does thirst for the kill though,” he answered, unsure why he’d offered the last part. It wasn’t something he told anyone else. Ever.

      Clara turned her head slowly, her gaze locking on him. “So you walk around wanting to drink blood all the time and kill people?”

      He didn’t mean to laugh, but did all the same.

      Her eyes widened. “Landros, you’re freaking me out.”

      “Sorry. I’m not sure why I found the question amusing. I think it comes more from the way you asked me—how your mind works. Not the actual question. And the answer is no. When I was first sired, every second of every moment I struggled with the vampire side. It wanted to feed, to kill, to wage endless war against everyone and everything.”

      “Your vampire is a psychopath?” she asked with a small squeak.

      “I think he’s more of a warrior. Battle hardened and hungry,” corrected Landros.

      “He? So you think of it as separate from you?”

      He shook his head. “Not exactly. It’s difficult for me to explain. It’s part of me. A dark part, but its hunger for battle wasn’t new to me. I had that before I was sired. The demon in me simply made that part of me more intense.”

      She eased slightly closer to him. “Do you ever fight the urge to kill me?”

      Horrified at the idea of hurting her, he jerked and grabbed her arm without thinking.

      She screamed.

      He froze and released her arm quickly. “Sorry. No! Never! Ever.”

      Her heart thumped madly and it was sweet music to his ears.

      No. He didn’t fight the urge to kill her. He fought the urge to sink his teeth into her flesh and taste her blood as he fucked her.

      Focus!

      He faced forward and cleared his throat. “I’ll go and phone Wheeler myself. I’ll have him watch over you.”

      Her hand came to a rest on his thigh, keeping him in place next to her on the sofa. “No. I want you here with me. I didn’t mean to scream. Just sort of fell out. I know you’d never hurt me. I shouldn’t have asked that question.”

      His hand eased over hers. He gave her hand a gentle squeeze. “You were right to ask it. A lot of vampires have control issues. All of us, to some extent, fight the bloodlust. Some lose that battle and end up slaughtering those they care about. I’ve seen it happen. I’ve seen them come out of the thirst with no real memory of what they’ve done. When they realize what happened, most break fully and need to be hunted and destroyed. It’s important they lean on their support system during the early years or if something happens that leaves them fighting the thirst.”

      “Is that why you helped to organize the Crimson Ops Division at PSI?” she asked, surprising him with her knowledge of his past.

      “Partly. We have different needs than the shifters or full Fae.”

      She nodded. “I’d say so. Have you ever slept in a coffin?”

      He failed to hide his laughter. “Personally? No. But I know some vampires who have and some who still do.”

      “I’ve seen your hair different lengths, and I know for a fact your beard has been longer and gone at times. How is it you can grow hair? The books have most of you listed as baby-faced with no chest hair.”

      “Books?” he asked, wondering what books the Paranormal Regulators had that listed anything like that.

      She turned her hand under his but kept it on his thigh. “Fiction books.”

      “Pretty sure you just answered your own question there,” he added with a wink. “Your source is the issue. I was converted at an age that I was a grown man. As such, I have facial hair and body hair. Had I been turned prior to puberty, I would be locked in that age for eternity.”

      She gasped. “That would suck! Pun intended.”

      He inclined his head. “Yes. Conversions rarely work on anyone but adults. For good reason, I suppose.”

      “Are vampires ever just born that way?” she asked. “I mean, I know Nicolette has traits from Auberi but she doesn’t need blood to live or anything. I’m talking about real, full vampires. Are they ever born?”

      “Clara, there was a time I didn’t think it was possible for any vampire to have a child, let alone a child with traits similar to them. So all I will say is anything is apparently possible.”

      She leaned back and he followed suit. The next Landros knew, Clara was easing even closer to him, her hand still under his on his thigh. The act left them looking a lot like lovers who were cuddling on the sofa. “Can you turn into a bat?”

      “No.”

      “A wolf?”

      Clamping his lips together, he did his best to avoid outright laughing at her train of thought. “Nope.”

      “You’re kind of a letdown, you know that, right?” She cast him an impish grin.

      “I’m aware.”

      “Can I see your fangs now?”

      His expression tightened.

      She sighed and pulled her hand from his thigh. “It was worth a try.”

      Landros wanted to be touching her again. He resisted, saying nothing as she grabbed a piece of cheese and popped it into her mouth.

      As if on autopilot, he went to work opening the bottle of wine. He poured two glasses and leaned back on the sofa, handing one to Clara and keeping one for himself. He sipped it, his gaze locked on her breasts that she had yet to cover fully.

      She leaned forward and grabbed the remote for the television, and the act left the tank top tugging more at her body.

      Landros slammed the wine, drinking it in two large gulps. He refilled his glass quickly, averting his gaze as he did.

      It took him a moment to realize Clara was staring at him.

      “Uh, you planning to get stupid drunk? If so, I’m going to need your keys or your flying pass. Do you fly? Tell me you fly. Can I see your fangs now?”

      “Are you lying about how much sugar you’ve had today?” he questioned.

      “Possibly,” she returned. “So, about the fangs?”

      “Clara.”

      “Hey, you saw my nipples. I should get to see your fangs,” she said with a grin that said she was very aware he’d been sneaking looks at her breasts again.

      Landros twisted partially on the sofa and grabbed a throw blanket from the end of it. He shoved it in her direction, hoping she’d cover herself.

      She tossed it over onto the chair and proceeded to turn on the television. “What do you want to watch?”

      “Whatever you want,” he said.

      She eyed him. “You totally like the History Channel, don’t you?”

      “Normally, it pisses me off because of the inaccuracies. I don’t watch much television. When I have a quiet moment, which is rare, I tend to read.”

      Her gaze darted away as she shut off the television.

      “Have you read all the books in your study?” she questioned, staring at the television as if it was on.

      “Yes. Why?”

      She swallowed hard. “You’re really well read and know a ton about everything. So, you’re like crazy smart.”

      “I’m crazy old,” he corrected. “I’ve had a very long time to learn things. That bothers you?”

      “Bet I look like a brainless twit to you, don’t I?” she asked, her voice low.

      “What?” he asked, sitting up quickly. “No. Never. Why would you think that?”

      She cast him a look that said he should already know the answer to his question. “We’re very different.”

      Yes, they were, but he wasn’t sure why that was upsetting to her. She was full of life and her personality was just one of the many things that drew him to her. He wouldn’t want her to be the same as him. “I’m boring.”

      “Hardly,” she stated evenly. “I would love to hear all of what you’ve seen and done. I tried to find files on you at work.”

      He stiffened. “And did you find them?”

      “Some, but they didn’t have much in the way of information in them. It was a pretty broad date range of your guessed birth year. And the files hinted that you helped in PSI’s creation. Is that true?”

      “Yes,” he said before sipping his wine. “A group of us saw a need to organize so we could stand against the evils we’d been fighting from day one.”

      “The file says you were born in Athens, but it also listed you as a Spartan. How can that be? Weren’t the two city-states enemies?”

      He grinned.

      “Why are you smiling?” she asked, appearing offended.

      “Nothing. To answer your question, I was born in Athens but sent off to be trained as a Spartan when I was seven.”

      Clara’s brows met. “Were you an orphan?”

      He shook his head.

      “Your parents willingly sent you off at that age?” she questioned, her voice barely there.

      “Yes.”

      It was easy to see she was struggling to keep her composure. “Was it like the history shows say? Life in Sparta? Was it as brutal and cutthroat as they make it out to be?”

      Landros considered lying to her in order to set her mind at ease. He decided against it. “Actually, it was worse.”

      Her hands began to tremble, and she set her glass of wine on the coffee table before putting her palms on her knees. She didn’t look at him. “No offense to your mother, but I’d claw someone’s eyes out before I let my child be separated from me. If I had a child, that is.”

      He had no doubt she would do just that. He also knew her issues came from more than just hearing of his upbringing. That stemmed from the fact she was aware of her birth and how Landros and the others had found her. On top of it all, her adoptive father had basically walked away from his duties as her father after her mother was murdered.

      Landros set his glass of wine on the table and put his hand over hers. “I think you’re wrong.”

      She tensed and glanced at him.

      He winked. “You’d do far more than just claw the person’s eyes out.”

      Her lips twitched before she smiled. “True. What about you? I know how good you did raising Nicolette, but I never asked if you had a family before that? Before her?”

      “No. I’ve never had children,” he confessed.

      “Not even stepchildren?” she questioned.

      He shook his head.

      “Landros, if the file’s guess on your birth timeframe is right, you’re over two thousand years old. That’s a long time to never have a family. And I know you like children. I saw how you were with Nicolette.”

      He thought on his words before he spoke. “How much do you really know about our kind?”

      “Vampires or supernaturals?” she asked.

      “Supernaturals.”

      She shrugged. “Just what I’ve been able to pry out of a few people and whatever I’ve been able to get my hands on through work.”

      “You understand mating, right?” he asked.

      “Are you asking if I know how babies are made, or like legit mating and claiming?” she questioned.

      He grinned and was about to make a joke regarding her understanding the birds and bees, but the idea she’d had sex with anyone set his demon on edge. “How much, exactly, do you know about how babies are made?”

      “Are we still having the same conversation we started having?” she asked with a tip of her head. “Because it feels like we’re not talking about the same thing anymore.”

      “Had a lot of experience with the way babies are made?” he demanded.

      She didn’t rise to the bait. She did, however, give him a pointed stare.

      He shifted awkwardly on the sofa. “Well?”

      “Do you want to talk about all the times you’ve had sex in your two-thousand-plus years? Let’s start there, and then we can talk about my sexual history.”

      Landros stilled and then focused on the television. “Movies with vampires who sparkle sound good. Let’s watch one of those.”

      “Nice change of subject, dumbass,” she said.

      “I thought so.” He grabbed a piece of cheese and put it in his mouth.

      Clara narrowed her gaze on him, watching as if waiting to see if he’d swallow it.

      He did.

      She smiled. “Can we revisit you reading my electric bill out loud in Latin?”

      “Sure.” He winked.

      She laughed. “Do it shirtless. Make my dreams come true.”

      Wanting to keep the mood light between them, Landros faked taking off his shirt, tugging on the lower portion of it slightly. He only lifted a little but the moment he did, Clara’s gaze snapped to his abs.

      The minx bit her lower lip, and Landros suddenly found himself shifting slightly, trying to hide the evidence of his growing erection.

      She waved her hand. “Come on. Take it off.”

      Landros felt young again as he nudged her with his shoulder. “You first.”

      She made a move to yank off her tank top, and he wrapped his arms around her body quickly, pinning her in place.

      “Dear gods above, don’t,” he pleaded. “I’m having enough issues controlling myself here.”

      She stiffened. “You mean as in avoiding retching at the thought of me naked or something else?”

      He licked his lower lip, his arms still around her. “Which would be less off-putting at this moment?”

      “The vomit,” she said quickly.

      “Uh, sure. That one.”

      Clara groaned. “Nicolette would die laughing if she saw us right now.”

      The mention of his niece was a harsh reminder of how off-limits Clara was to him. He slid over slightly on the sofa, putting a bit more distance between himself and Clara.

      “I miss her,” confessed Clara. “I’m used to her always being around. If it’s hard for me, it has to be really difficult for you.”

      “It is and it isn’t,” stated Landros. “She’s not lived with me in years.”

      Clara glanced at him, her expression unreadable. “This house is close to yours.”

      “True, but work often has me out of the country. I limited the number of times I had to be far from home when she was young and living with me, but when she started college and began to live on her own—with you—that changed.”

      Clara narrowed her gaze on him. “If you’re okay with her being far away now, why do you keep coming by and standing outside?”

      Giving her a response seemed unwise since the answer was a mystery to him as well.

      She let out a long breath. “You want to sell the house but don’t know how to tell me, right?”

      He wasn’t sure how her mind worked but it too was a mystery to him. “No. I don’t want to sell the house.”

      “You want me to pay you rent?” She nodded and made a move to stand. “Of course. I should have offered that much the minute Nicolette moved out to be with Garth. I’ll get my checkbook.”

      He caught her arm, keeping her in place. “Stop. Money isn’t what I want from you.”

      She concentrated on his hand, the one on her arm. In a hushed voice, she whispered, “Then what do you want?”

      “Something I shouldn’t,” he replied, his voice as low as hers. With that, he took his hand from her arm and grabbed for the bottle of wine. He topped off his glass and proceeded to gulp it down like the last. He repeated the steps and before he knew it, he’d polished off the bottle himself. Boldly, he took her glass and finished it as well.

      It would take far more than one bottle of wine to do anything to his system. As a supernatural male, that was the way of things. He also knew he had to take the edge off his current state of mind, but leaving Clara wasn’t an option.

      He stood quickly. “Mind if I open another bottle of wine?”

      “Only if you don’t let me have any,” said Clara, following his lead. She grabbed their empty glasses and practically sprinted to the kitchen.

      He followed close behind.

      Clara pulled down another bottle of red wine and thrust it at him, but she didn’t release the bottle when he took hold of it.

      Landros stood there holding the bottle of wine, his gaze fixed firmly on Clara’s face as he willed himself not to look down at her chest.

      “This is weird to you too, right? Have things always been this awkward between us and maybe we didn’t notice because Nicolette was a buffer, or is this new?” she asked.
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      Wheeler Summerbee stood in the center of his living room, staring incredulously at the sight before him. If he didn’t already know better, he’d have thought someone had hosted a drunken fraternity party in his home. From the empty beer cans to the pair of tighty-whities that were anything but white anymore and hanging from the ceiling fan, the room was nearly unrecognizable.

      The underwear, which were stretched out of shape, had a red stain on them that Wheeler wasn’t sure he wanted to explore further. But he did want them off his ceiling fan, and possibly out of the country, if the odor he was smelling was coming from them.

      Dual white sofas sat facing one another in the center of the room, with a rustic gray coffee table between them. There was a red stain down the side of one of them, and from the sickly sweet smell, he could only hazard a guess that a sugary drink had been the culprit. It was the same shade as the stain on the underwear. The culprit had no doubt been responsible for both stains. Whatever it was, it had been spiked with an obscene amount of alcohol.

      The entire room reeked of liquor and body odor. From the copious amount of empty bottles and cans strewn about the room, it looked like one hell of a good time had been had.

      Not that he’d been privy to it.

      He’d tucked himself away in his home office and worn a pair of noise-reducing headsets so he could get some work done. Evidently, he should have been paying far more attention to what was happening in his home than he had been.

      Corn chips were smashed on the coffee table near a half-eaten bowl of salsa. Random bits of salsa were on the wooden floor. He’d spent weeks working on the floors of the home, giving them the appearance of being old and grayed when they were actually new.

      A secret passion of his was watching home improvement shows. He’d been something of a handyman back in his day, before the military and before becoming a vampire. Working with his hands and making something from nothing or breathing new life into something old and seemingly worthless gave him a sense of accomplishment. It also helped him to find inner peace.

      Something he sorely lacked.

      Seeing the fruits of his labor being treated with such disregard rubbed him the wrong way.

      One of his whitewashed, thick, chunky wood candlesticks (which he’d made himself during one of his funks) that flanked the all-white brick fireplace was lying on its side, cracked down the center. The round white candle that had been on it was nowhere to be seen. There were six candles in total, or there had been. Currently, he was only seeing four and wasn’t sure where the other two were.

      He noticed the corner of a magazine featuring nude women sticking out from under the edge of the sofa. He counted to ten silently, hoping it would help him maintain something close to composure.

      It didn’t help at all.

      It was official. Hell wept as he reached the day when seeing a naked hot chick didn’t distract him. Okay, it distracted him slightly, but not enough to take away from the mess around him.

      It looked as if a small cyclone had gone through the house. As one who liked things tidy, he had a hard time coming to grips with having a houseful of people—especially when more than one of the guests were slobs. The only one of the four who seemed to care about cleaning up after himself had yet to speak directly to Wheeler or make anything close to eye contact.

      For the past three days Wheeler had found himself babysitting four grown men. Two of whom were allegedly more than capable of seeing after themselves but were proving to be the most work.

      At least they had been until Wheeler had come out from his home office to find the scene before him. The mess was one thing; walking into the room and being greeted by a life-size female mannequin was quite another.

      That had not been part of his décor.

      Bill, who was several wrenches short of a full tool set, was holding the body of the mannequin upright. As Bill did that, MacBeth (Mac) McCracken held the head of a mannequin (that did not go to the body) as Mac’s brother held a hammer and nails.

      Next to them, there was a tall, lanky human male who was wearing a football helmet (that had been on the mannequin head earlier in the day), a blue shirt, a pair of shorts that were seriously too short for him, and a pair of rain boots. He was spinning in a circle, slapping the helmet as he did, screeching like a howler monkey.

      It wasn’t the first time Wheeler had seen Gus worked up, so he knew someone, or something, had gotten the man going. Since Gus carried the mannequin head—named Mona—wherever he went, like it was a security blanket, Wheeler had a fairly good idea the head was the source of the commotion.

      Gus didn’t like the idea of having the head nailed to anything.

      Wheeler couldn’t really blame him.

      It was important to Gus, and Gus was important to a man Wheeler considered a brother.

      Casey Black.

      Wheeler still wasn’t sure how it was Casey had crossed paths with Bill and Gus, but he had. And the man had taken pity on the pair of misfits, taking them under his wing and looking after them for years.

      With everything that had been happening in the paranormal underground as of late, tensions were high, and everyone was watching their backs. As much as Casey wanted to keep Bill and Gus tucked safely away from the action, the two were more than they appeared to be and continued to end up in the thick of it all.

      Both Bill and Gus had been tested on by the government, much like Casey and Wheeler. Though neither Bill nor Gus could turn into an animal or required blood to live.

      At least Wheeler was fairly sure neither did.

      With as hairy as Bill was, it was possible the man was a werewolf. It would explain a lot.

      Gus was something unique. The full scope of what Gus could do was still unknown, but the man was gifted. So much so in fact that he could tap into the mental pathway that the supernatural operatives used to communicate with one another. It was a learned skill and not something any old person could do.

      In addition to telepathy, Gus seemed to have the gift of foresight. It creeped the ever-loving hell out of Wheeler. So did how quiet Gus could be when he wanted.

      More than once over the past three days, Wheeler had turned around in his home to find Gus standing right behind him. He’d never heard the man move.

      Bill did nothing but make noise.

      He had zero spatial awareness and tended to trip over his own two feet more often than not. There was nothing stealthy about the man. He was loud and had nothing in the way of filters. Whatever he was thinking came right out of his mouth.

      He and Wheeler had been butting heads for days.

      They were currently in a battle of wills over Bill’s lack of general hygiene.

      Wheeler liked things nice and neat, including his grooming, while Bill was fine forgoing showers. The smell didn’t seem to bother the old man. That or he was ignoring it to make a point.

      If Bill didn’t give in and shower soon, Wheeler was going to take him through a car wash, minus the car.

      That or call Casey and demand he come and retrieve his problem.

      Casey and Wheeler were what others termed Outcasts. Men who had volunteered for testing while serving their country. Each had wanted what the government had offered them—the opportunity to be a better soldier. A better patriot. But how they’d gone about it was underhanded and had destroyed the lives of the men involved.

      Wheeler and the rest of the guinea pigs had been tested on and tortured by people they’d trusted. Scientists who had the full backing of the government. No checks and balances had been in place. No one had come to stop what had been going on. To help those who suddenly found themselves captives and victims.

      Human lab rats.

      The pain of it all was as real to Wheeler today as it had been all those decades ago. The scars were every bit as mental as they were physical. Wheeler and the other men had gone into the testing as men but had come out of the other side something far different. Hell, some of the men didn’t come out of the testing at all. They’d died during it. Others simply wished they’d died back then.

      It would have been easier than living through what they’d endured. So many layers of lies buried the truth of the Immortal Ops Program. While the program had ultimately been considered a success, yielding the perfect super soldiers, it had been shut down—or so those who pulled the strings claimed.

      The broken test subjects were labeled Outcasts, and for a while they’d all been housed in what the government liked to call rehabilitation centers. In reality, they’d been glorified prisons that had nearly been the Outcasts’ final resting places. Especially since the government had tried to hide all evidence of the secret program. That included killing the men who had been part of the testing.

      Wheeler didn’t want to think more on it all. He had enough to worry about with the houseful of unwanted guests.

      Gus continued to spin and howl.

      Unable to take another second of the insanity, Wheeler held up his hands. “Stop!”

      Everyone froze, including Gus, who stopped making noises as well.

      Wheeler pointed to Car, who wore a guilty expression as he held a hammer in one hand, a nail in the other, as well as a nail between his lips. “Tell me you’re not trying to nail that head onto that body.”

      Car glanced at Mac and then mumbled something unintelligible in his brother’s direction. The brothers were identical twins who had more tattoos and piercings than common sense at times.

      This being one of those times.

      Wheeler stared at Mac for a breakdown of what his brother had said. “Well?”

      “Och, do nae give us that disapprovin’ look. We’re solvin’ a problem,” stated the Scotsman as he jerked his shoulders back proudly, looking every bit the misplaced Highlander he was.

      The men had been born hundreds of years ago in the height of Scotland’s stand against England but acted like they were five on most days. Neither looked to be out of their thirties, but that didn’t mean a whole lot in the world of supernaturals. After all, Wheeler was far older than he appeared as well.

      He also liked to think he acted older than five.

      At least most of the time.

      His gaze went to the light gray wooden floor, where a pair of silky women’s undergarments lay pooled at the mannequin’s feet. “Do I even want to ask about those?”

      Bill grinned. “Mona and Gus are gonna have a special night. I just need to figure out how to get her out of this dress, then into those without peeking. Wouldn’t be right if I saw my best friend’s girl naked. There are boundaries you just don’t cross. Bros before hoes.”

      Gus tossed his hands in the air and grunted loudly.

      Bill sighed. “Sorry. You’re right. Mona is a lady. It was wrong of me to say otherwise.”

      Wheeler took a deep breath, hoping it would help center him.

      It didn’t.

      Mac continued to hold Mona’s head, which looked a lot like it had been through the washing machine and then several wars. At some point a tiny chunk of her nose had broken off. She had black marks under her eyes that reminded him greatly of what football players used on their faces. Wheeler wasn’t sure what drew Gus to the doll head, especially since it looked like something out of a horror movie, but whatever it was, the man was protective of the item.

      Wheeler’s gaze moved upward to the ceiling fan, and the men’s underwear there. “Seriously, why in the hell are those up there?”

      Mac dropped Mona’s head as he pointed at Bill. “His fault.”

      The second Mona’s head hit the floor it began to roll, which set Gus off once more. He spun around quickly, bumping into the body of the mannequin. That, in turn, hit Bill, who toppled into Car.

      The next thing Wheeler knew, Car, Bill, and the doll body struck the coffee table, sending the remainder of the bowl of salsa into the air. It splashed everywhere as the rest of the corn chips rained down on the men, who were now piled up on the floor.

      Mac was left standing.

      He put his arms behind his back, looked up, and proceeded to whistle softly and rock on the balls of his feet as if he hadn’t had anything to do with the absolute chaos.

      Gus kept going, spinning around and around, wailing as he did.

      Wheeler dove for Mona’s rolling head, retrieving it quickly and thrusting it at Gus. “Here!”

      He snatched it with catlike reflexes from Wheeler’s grasp and calmed slightly. Then he retreated to the far corner of the room.

      Wheeler expelled an incensed breath, his gaze hardening on Bill, Mac, and Car. “I don’t care how it happens, but all of you are cleaning my damn house. This room better look like it did when you got here by morning, or I swear to all that is holy that I will drain each of you dry of blood.”

      The twins shared an amused look, almost daring Wheeler to try.

      Bill huffed and made an attempt to push to his feet. It didn’t go as planned. His right hand slipped in spilled salsa and he face planted onto Car’s lap.

      Car looked up fast, his eyes wide. “Och, I’ve never been happier to nae be in my kilt.”

      Bill groaned and rolled to a seated position next to Car. “If you’d have been in a dress like your brother, I’d have had a face full of Scottish balls. I’d have vomited.”

      “Me too,” said Car.

      Bill eyed Car’s groin. “Say, how big is your willy? I’m only asking because the ops the government made all got big peckers and I think the government did that to them. All I got out of my testing was drugs. Don’t get me wrong. It was some good shit. So much so I have flashbacks still today, but I’d have preferred a big dick. So, how big is yours?”

      Car simply stared at the human.

      Shrugging, Bill leaned far back and peered under Mac’s kilt. He gasped. “Holy shit!”

      Mac kicked Bill away from him lightly enough to cause no real harm, but firm enough to move the male. “Do nae ever put your head there again. Nae if you want to live.”

      Bill grinned. “If I had that, I’d show everyone.”

      “We know,” said the twins.

      Unable to take another moment of the insanity that had become his new normal, Wheeler tossed his hands in the air. “That’s it. I’m going over to Clara’s for a few hours. While I’m gone, clean this shit up.”

      Bill continued to grin. “Goin’ to see your sweetie?”

      Wheeler wasn’t entirely sure what was happening between him and Clara, but he had hopes she viewed it as he did—as dating.

      The term seemed juvenile to him, especially since he wasn’t really known for dating seriously. He mostly just had a lot of random hookups. Those were what he preferred. He’d not yet slept with Clara. He wasn’t sure why he’d not yet made a move on her. Come to think of it, she’d not made a move sexually on him yet either.

      That was strange.

      Most women threw themselves at him.

      There were times it was so bad he had to compel the women to leave him be. He also relied heavily on his vampire side and his ability to bend wills when it came to the morning-after, walk-of-shame moments. He didn’t like strings or having to be accountable later. He never used the gift to get a woman into the sack, but he did use it to make a graceful exit from said sack.

      A graceful exit was far better than tears.

      He hated tears.

      He’d never really given a lot of thought to having a real relationship, especially considering the fact he was an Outcast, but in the last few weeks, a number of his brethren had found their special someones and were now mated and starting families.

      While Wheeler didn’t think Clara was his mate, she was someone he could see himself spending more time with. Maybe even settling down and doing the boyfriend and girlfriend thing.

      And he was pretty sure she wasn’t seeing anyone else right now, other than him.

      Regardless, she was now alone in her house since her roommate had met her mate. Knowing Clara was alone, when there was so much activity going on with The Corporation, and when the enemy had made a play for her and her former roommate not long ago, didn’t sit well with him. He’d been meaning to stop by her place tonight anyway and convince her to go see a movie with him, or at least to hang out, but he’d gotten busy with the Outcast Network, and when he’d noticed the time he’d not wanted to bother her.

      His nights and days were backward because of his issues with the sun, but Clara had been good about it over the last three days. She’d even joked about adjusting her sleeping schedule to better match his.

      That had to be a sign they were becoming an item, right?

      “Your lack of a response says I’m right,” said Bill quickly. “You got plans to put the moves on your girl. That tomato is a looker.”

      The twins nodded in agreement.

      “Aye,” said Mac. “A bonnie lass for sure.”

      Gus let out a long, loud groan and clutched Mona tight to his chest in the corner. He then faced the corner fully, rocking in place as he did. It was clear he was getting worked up once more.

      Bill tipped his head and then jerked slightly. “Gus says we all gotta go see Clara.”

      Wheeler put his hands up, making a “T” with them. “Time-out. No way am I dragging all of you over to her place this time of the night with no warning—or at all. I need a mental break from all of you.”

      “Hey,” argued Car. “I’d take offense, but I like to take breaks from myself too.”

      “Aye. He does.” Mac nodded.

      Wheeler grunted. “Seriously, I need a vacation.”

      Gus’s groan grew louder.

      Bill stood fully and patted his stomach. “We should gear up. Wheeler, you got a grenade launcher? I’m a big fan of them.”

      Wheeler had seen Bill’s handiwork with a launcher. “What’s going on?”

      Bill glanced in Gus’s direction. “He says your sweetie is in trouble.”

      Wheeler’s vampire side woke with a start, as did the side of himself he kept hidden—the gargoyle. “What?”

      The twins stopped smirking, and both suddenly appeared stone-cold sober and ready for battle.

      They too liked Clara. They’d do everything to protect her as well.

      Bill stared at Gus for what felt like forever.

      “What is he saying?” demanded Wheeler.

      Bill scratched his chin. “I don’t know. Something about the god Mike.”

      Car arched a brow. “There is a god named Mike?”

      Bill shrugged. “Yeah. Met him earlier tonight. Real bag of dicks with girl hair. He’s a threat to Clara.”

      Wheeler heard nothing more as he rushed from his home and into the night.
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      Landros heard Clara’s question, and he did wonder if Nicolette had acted as a buffer between them, but concentrating on anything beyond not wanting to ravish Clara was taking all his willpower. The training and endurance he’d spent a lifetime mastering all seemed to go out the window when it came to her.

      His demon stirred and picked then to surge upward. It nearly caught him off guard enough to win, but he managed to seize hold of it at the last second, keeping it at bay for the time being.

      Do it, it whispered in his head. Take her.

      He shook his head slightly.

      Clara cocked her head to one side and stared at him as if he’d lost his marbles.

      Maybe he had.

      Make it official.

      As his mind caught up with his demon’s train of thought, Landros gasped and released the bottle of wine.

      Luckily, Clara still had a hold of it.

      She tucked it close to her chest, drawing his gaze to the area once more.

      That did nothing to stop his burning need for her.

      She reached out, swallowing hard as she grabbed their empty glasses by the stems with one hand. “Yep. Super weird between us now. If you’d rather go, I’ll understand.”

      I’m not about to leave you.

      He was about to say as much when a knock sounded from the front door. He moved quickly to the living room, followed closely by Clara.

      The glasses clanked as she walked with them.

      The knock came again.

      Clara stiffened and eased in front of him. “Who in the world would be here at this hour? Aside from you.”

      Landros moved around Clara in the blink of an eye, drawing upon his vampire skills. The fierce need to protect her guided his actions.

      She sucked in a huge breath and stared up at him, still holding glasses and the wine bottle.

      He caught her shoulders and dipped his head, taking in her scent once more. “Remain here. I will handle this.”

      Worry knit her brow before she teared up quickly. “What if the reports that came in mean Grid is alive? What if it’s him? What if it’s The Corporation? What if he came to finish what he started…?”

      Her fear moved him to his core.

      He and his demon came to a distinct understanding—they would protect her with their dying breath.

      The glasses in her hand rattled as she began to shake.

      Landros was about to reassure her that the enemy wouldn’t knock, when she picked then to lift her chin more, tears escaping as she did. The sight of her there before him, vulnerable and seeking comfort, was too much for him to resist.

      Against his better judgment, he lowered his head more, his lips slanting over hers in the process.

      He’d had no real intention when he’d started the kiss other than to ease her fears, but the second their mouths connected, need coursed through him. He cupped her face and took the chaste kiss to another level. One second they were merely touching lips, and the next they were in a full-blown, open-mouthed kiss. Their tongues danced around one another and fire ignited in him.

      She tasted like ambrosia. Like she was the embodiment of the nectar of the gods.

      His demon pounded at him from within, wanting more.

      So did he.

      Clara moaned into his mouth, and he vaguely heard glass breaking. The smell of wine filled the area, but he paid no mind to it as he continued to kiss her.

      “Och, Dead-Wheel, you cannae just kick in someone’s door,” said a voice that Landros recognized instantly a moment before there was a loud boom.

      He reared back and spun around just in time to catch a blur coming at him at an extremely high rate of speed. Reacting, he crouched slightly, and then slammed into the mass, every instinct in him on high alert, wanting to keep danger far from Clara.

      From his woman.

      My woman?

      The thought jarred Landros to the point he gave the attacker the opening he needed and found himself being flung across the room, into the refurbished armoire that housed the television. The minute he hit it, he fell to the floor, followed quickly by the massive piece of furniture that fell onto him.

      Clara’s panic struck him from the other side of the room just as hard as the armoire. His demon latched on to her worry and went into a state that shocked even him. With a roar, he thrust the furniture off him and was about to sit up when Clara appeared above him, concern in her large green eyes.

      She reached down and gently touched the side of his head. “Landros? Oh God, how hurt are you? You’re bleeding.”

      He opened his mouth to speak, only to realize his fangs were still distended. He didn’t want her to see him for what he was—a vampire. Saying she was okay with it and seeing the reality before her weren’t the same thing.

      As he focused, he realized his eyes were no doubt filled with flecks of red and black as well. Signs that his demon was riding high. He closed his eyes quickly and turned his head, wanting to prevent Clara from seeing how far gone he was.

      She boldly touched his cheek and forced him to face her from his position on the floor. “Look at me. How hurt are you?”

      “I’m fine,” he bit out, his teeth clenched, his mouth barely opening, and his eyes firmly closed.

      “I’m about to go medieval on your ass if you don’t look at me and let me see where all of this blood is coming from,” she snapped, her voice holding so much power and command that Landros couldn’t help but stare up at her in surprise. Suddenly, their massive age spread seemed so very small.

      She locked gazes with him and lifted her brows a second before touching just under his eyes. “Neat eye trick. Do they fill totally with black when you’re super mad?”

      She wasn’t scared of him?

      Was she insane?

      As he thought more on it, he realized she was certifiable, but then again, she had always been that way. It was part of her charm.

      Reaching up, he caught her wrist gently, holding her hand in place. “Yes. Other things can cause them to fill fully with black as well, not just anger.”

      There was no way he was going to admit that total sexual abandonment could also make his eyes fill with black.

      Curiosity lit her beautiful face. “But it’s all tied to the vampire side of you?”

      He gave a slight nod. “It is.”

      “Very neat. I want to see your fangs,” she said quickly before clearing her throat and looking past him. “Right after Wheeler tells me why he kicked in my front door and attacked you.”

      Wheeler?

      Tipping his head back, Landros found a tall man standing across the room from him. The man had on a light tan T-shirt with a print of a cattle skull on it as well as two six-gun shooters. It was a nod to the Old West. Since the man wearing the shirt was a born-and-bred man of the South, and far older than he looked, that shirt choice wasn’t a shocker.

      Normally, he’d have been happy to see Wheeler Summerbee, but not tonight. Not when he knew something romantic was going on between Wheeler and Clara.

      There was no other explanation for how close the two had gotten in such a short period of time. Who the hell did Wheeler think he was?

      Landros wanted to pummel him.

      Snarling, Landros made a move to get up and go at Wheeler, only to find Clara suddenly partially on him, using her body in an effort to pin him to the floor. He could have moved her with ease, but the feel of her lush body pressed to his was so divine that he froze.

      Clara’s lips were near his ear as her long brown hair hung over his face, eclipsing his view of Wheeler. “Don’t you dare go at him.”

      Landros’s body tightened as he felt Clara’s breasts against his chest. Her smell devoured his senses and the next he knew, he was skimming his hands over her back and toward her hair, his intent to do something he’d no doubt regret later.

      That didn’t seem to stop him any though.

      His dick was all for the idea of going further and currently was the only body part doing the thinking.

      Clara made a move to sit up, and Landros reacted without thought, flipping their bodies so that he was on top and she was on the bottom. She stared up at him with wide eyes, her breath coming in shallow pants.

      His gaze went to her neck, to the spot he knew if he bit would yield the sweetest of fruits—her blood.

      “Do it and I’ll rip your fucking head off, Greek,” warned Wheeler, his Southern drawl evident.

      With a snarl, Landros’s head snapped upward, his focus returning to Wheeler.

      This time, Wheeler wasn’t alone.

      Matching twin towers stood on each side of the cowboy, as if pillars of support. Both men had long, unruly black hair, thick beards, and more piercings and tattoos than anyone could think to count. One was in a kilt, T-shirt, and black boots, and the other was in jeans and a T-shirt.

      Car and Mac McCracken were fellow PSI-Ops. They were normally stationed out in Denver but had come to Savannah to assist another operative several days back. Landros had thought they’d flown home, but the fact he was staring at them proved otherwise.

      The twins crossed their arms over their massive chests.

      Mac, who was on Wheeler’s left, leaned in the direction of the vampire Outcast. “Is he about to try to fuck her on the floor?”

      “Aye,” returned his brother from the other side of Wheeler. “Dead-Wheel, I do nae know how wooing a woman normally works for you, but if this is how it goes, I think yer shite at it. Another man is about to do yer sweetie pie.”

      “Aye,” said Mac, with a nod of his head. “Total shite. Yer lass is about to do it with Landros. Nae that I’m blamin’ her any. Even I have to admit the Greek is attractive.”

      Car rolled his eyes at his brother’s antics.

      “Woo?” asked Clara, pushing on Landros’s chest. “Wheeler and I are friends. We’re not dating.”

      “We’re not?” asked Wheeler, seeming surprised.

      Landros’s temper increased. He flashed fang at the fellow vampire and let his Fae side peek through, something he didn’t do very often. As his magik built, the air around him filled with static.

      Clara gasped, her hands suddenly on his face. “Landros, no!”

      He ignored her, wanting to inflict as much pain on Wheeler as he could—friend or not.

      “Mine,” he said, the demon rising more and more, making his voice deepen.

      Wheeler, Mac, and Car all blinked several times before sharing shocked expressions with one another.

      Car pointed at Landros. “Did the Greek just do what I think he did?”

      “He did,” said Wheeler, his voice barely there.

      Mac gave Wheeler a friendly yet forceful swat on the back, making Wheeler stagger forward a bit. “Good luck tryin’ to date that one. Her mate is fuckin’ ancient and can rip all our heads off without breaking a sweat.”

      “My mate?” demanded Clara, pushing on Landros’s chest more. “If you don’t get off me, I’m going to knee you in the balls.”

      “Mate?” he questioned, remaining in place. “What are you talking about?”

      She poked him in the chest. “You said mine. Then one of the twins, heck if I know which because I can’t tell them apart, suggested I’m your mate.”

      He was about to protest her assessment when he thought harder on everything. About how drawn to her he’d always been, how protective he’d been from day one, and how he couldn’t seem to stay away from her the last couple of weeks. Then there was the fact all he wanted to do was fuck her until he couldn’t move anymore.

      As the reality of it all sank in, he gulped. How had he missed all the signs? It wasn’t as if he hadn’t known countless supernatural males who’d met their mates. He’d seen them all struggle with the obvious. He’d always assumed he’d be smarter than that if it ever came to him. Yet here he was, stunned stupid.

      Clara craned her neck to look at Mac. “That is what you were saying, right? Your accent is so thick I’m not sure. I need a Highlander decoder ring or something.”

      Mac grinned. “Aye. It’s what I was sayin’, lass. Landros is reactin’ as a male who wants to protect his mate. And we dinnae miss him shoutin’ a verbal claim for you. Though it would seem he missed the fact he did it.”

      “Would seem so,” added Car with a smirk. “How much denial do you think is runnin’ through his mind right now?”

      Mac rubbed his chin. “Fair bit is my guess. He’s thousands of years old. Long time to think yer gonna be single for guid.”

      Wheeler shook his head. “No way. He’s known Clara for twenty years. If she was his mate, he’d have said something by now. He’d have claimed her. Right?”

      “No,” said Car, easing forward slightly. “You said he rescued her from a testing lab when she was a wee babe, right?”

      “Yes,” said Wheeler and Landros, as if they both couldn’t wait to hear the logic the Scot was about to drop upon them.

      At that moment, Landros would accept any clarity he could get.

      Car lifted a hand as if he were a teacher about to instruct a class full of students and Landros was a pupil in need of tutelage. “Nature has safeguards in place should a supernatural male meet his mate before she’s of claimin’ age.”

      It wasn’t as if Landros didn’t know that fact. He just hadn’t actually stopped long enough to think it applied to him. Denial was an asshole and Car had been correct. Landros had been neck-deep in it.

      “True,” said his brother with a nod of his head. “Most say it leaves the man’s sex drive shut off. You’d think a man would notice if he’s nae wanted to dip his dick in anything in twenty years. We’re probably wrong. He’s nae a total ejit.”

      Wheeler let out a relieved breath. “He’s dated and had sex in the last two decades. Hasn’t he?”

      Car lifted a brow. “How would I know? He’s nae my type. I do nae pay attention to his sex life. Ask Mac. He thinks the Greek is attractive.”

      Clara stiffened under Landros and then held his face tighter. “Tell them they’re wrong. Tell them how many women you’ve romanced the pants off of in the last twenty years.”

      Landros was about to do as she asked when a thought occurred to him. He stared down at Clara, narrowing his gaze on her. “Why do you sound so hopeful that I’m not your mate? Is it because you want something more with Wheeler? Your so-called friend?”

      Clara grunted. “Yes. That must be it. I mean, it would be totally and utterly ridiculous for me to be worried about what you and I being mates might mean to Nicolette or my father. But, yes, let’s go with your jealous reaction as an explanation instead of a rational one.”

      She had a point.

      He remained on her, disliking feeling vulnerable. It wasn’t something he’d permitted himself to be in over two thousand years. Doing so now felt foreign to him. “Then good thing you and I aren’t… We’re not… We can’t possibly be…”

      Her eyes widened. “Ohmygod, tell me this is like how you can’t say ‘boobs’ or ‘nipples’, and this isn’t a you-being-unable-to-say-we’re-not-mates-because-we-are thing.”

      “The Greek can’t say the words ‘boobs’ or ‘nipples’?” asked Car. “Weird. I say them every chance I get.”

      “Same,” added Mac.

      “Can we focus here?” demanded Wheeler. “Landros, is Clara your mate?”

      Landros took a calming breath. “Of course she’s not my…”

      The words wouldn’t come.

      The idea of finishing the sentence and denying who she was to him struck him with such a force that he half thought the same armoire had fallen on him again. Shocked to the core by what men he trusted were pointing out to him, he scrambled off Clara quickly and backed away from her, as if distance might help him think clearly.

      It didn’t.

      She remained on the floor, staring at him. “Answer the damn question, Landros.”

      “I can’t,” he confessed, lowering his gaze.

      “Why? Because you don’t want to hurt my feelings by saying we’re not?” she questioned, rolling to her side.

      Wheeler went to her and bent to help her up.

      The moment Wheeler’s hand connected with Clara’s, Landros’s demon reared up again. He moved forward in a blur and thrust Wheeler back from his woman. “Mine!”

      The twins caught Wheeler and steadied him.

      Mac grunted. “Well, that answers that. Do I smell food? I’m starvin’. We should eat and celebrate the fact Landros has a mate.”
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      Clara rolled onto her back and stared up at the ceiling fan above, her mind racing with everything that had just been dumped on her.

      Landros was her mate?

      That couldn’t be.

      Could it?

      Suddenly, he was there, trying to help her up.

      She looked at his hand as if it might bite her. “No thanks.”

      “Clara,” he said sternly. “Let me help you up.”

      “No. If you touch me, I might end up shackled to you for life,” she said, only partially kidding. “The more I learn about mates, the more I think when a woman meets her mate and he sneezes, she gets knocked up.”

      “Lass, that’s nae how it works,” said Mac with a sexy laugh. “If you’ve need of me to teach you all about sex, say the word. I’ll chance the Greek’s wrath for a shot at beddin’ you. I bet yer fire between the sheets.”

      The air around Clara thickened, and she recognized the feeling at once as magik. It was a sensation that had started happening to her shortly after she’d learned the truth of who and what she was—Fae.

      The first time she’d felt it, along with the static buzz that seemed to accompany it, she’d been confused. It had happened when she’d found herself driving past Landros’s home—as she often did. She’d worked late that night and then spent an hour in her parked car, reading reports that she’d managed to sneak out of the facility. She’d been stunned at the extent the government went to in order to hide the existence of supernaturals as well as their hand in the creation of some of them.

      Cody had pulled one of his famous disappearing acts, as he often did, so she’d had no one to discuss her latest findings with. Needing to clear her head, she’d driven around the city, or so she’d thought, until she’d realized that she’d basically driven around Landros’s block for nearly thirty minutes. When she’d recognized that fact, the buzzing had started. That was quickly joined by static that had seemed to fill the car with her. When it had burst free from her and released out into the wild, her car had stalled and the city went dark for as far as she could see.

      Within seconds everything came back on, including her vehicle, but she’d been in no shape to drive. She’d pulled over in front of Landros’s home, got out, and walked home, scared of what she’d done, and the fact she’d had little warning it was going to happen and no idea how to control it.

      Not much had changed in the way of her ability to control her magik over the course of the year, but she had learned how her power felt. What was buzzing around her now was not coming from her.

      Instinctually, she knew it was coming from Landros. Not only that, it felt super strong. If she’d been able to take out part of the city’s electrical grid with hers, whatever he was about to do could take out half the population of Savannah, starting with Mac.

      She leapt to her feet and shoved her body against his. “No unleashing magik on anyone! He was joking.”

      “I was?” questioned Mac.

      Wheeler groaned. “He was.”

      Clara stayed pressed to Landros, the air around her still abuzz with power. As she looked up at him, she thought about what had happened between them right before Wheeler had kicked in her door and started World War III. “You kissed me!”

      “He did what?” questioned Wheeler, sounding less than pleased.

      Landros’s hands eased over hers as he stared down at her, his dark brown gaze holding flecks of black. She knew he was struggling with his vampire side and that bothered her.

      A lot.

      “Listen, I don’t know why Wheeler kicked down the door and started a fight with you. And I don’t know why we’re talking about mates all of a sudden when that topic hasn’t ever come up between us before, but I do know that you two tore apart my living room and are acting like idiots.”

      “Whoa. We missed all the fun,” said a new voice from the open front door.

      Clara turned slightly, still standing against Landros, and found a short man who was dressed in high-top trainers, track pants, and a Hawaiian shirt that was open to show off a T-shirt that proudly proclaimed him to be the world’s greatest lover. His hair sprung out in all directions and hung just past his ears. Though she was fairly certain that his ear hair was long enough that it merged with the hair from his head. His eyebrows were bushy and reminded her greatly of caterpillars.

      “Bill, what are you doing here?” asked Wheeler, sounding annoyed. “I told you to wait at my place with Gus.”

      Clara smiled at the sight of the man. “You’re Bill? I’ve heard a lot about you from a friend of mine.”

      Bill licked his fingers and smoothed his hair before moving on to his eyebrows, doing his best to calm them as well. It didn’t work. A blush stole over his cheeks. “Aww, shucks. Good stuff, I hope.”

      Mac snorted. “Oh look. He’s playing coy. How adorable.”

      “Suck it, Little Bo Mac,” snapped Bill at the large man who was clearly an alpha.

      Clara sucked in a big breath, waiting to see if Mac would go on the offensive. Instead, the man merely grinned.

      “Tell me you dinnae leave Gus alone at Wheeler’s,” said Car, appearing worried.

      Bill stepped into Clara’s house more and then moved aside as a tall, thin man entered, walking backward of all things. He didn’t turn to face anyone, but instead, stared out the open front door. His brown hair was close cut and he had on a blue shirt and a pair of shorts that were far too short for him. With it all, he had on a pair of rubber boots that went to his knees. They were bright red.

      “Nah, he insisted on coming too,” said Bill, glancing at Clara. “He was right. He said you were a looker.”

      “Careful,” added Car as he went over to a piece of broken furniture and tried to set it upright. The chair, which must have been broken in the commotion, fell to its side once more. “Landros goes all dark side when someone hits on his woman.”

      “Alpha males are dicks,” said Bill quickly before clearing his throat, his gaze on Clara. “Sorry for my language.”

      Clara sighed. “Don’t apologize. You’re right. He was being a giant dick.”

      “Hey,” protested Landros.

      She glanced at him, and he shrugged.

      “What? It’s not like I could help it,” he argued. “If I had a choice, I wouldn’t have done all of that. I didn’t get any say in the matter. It was instinctive.”

      She stilled. “So you’re saying that should I happen to be your mate that you wished you’d had a choice? That having that choice means you wouldn’t want me?”

      “Yes,” answered Landros before his brow creased. “Wait. I mean no.”

      Hurt by his instant response, Clara forced a smile to her face. He didn’t want it to be true. He didn’t want her to be his mate.

      Stepping back, she squared her shoulders and then pushed her hair behind her ears. As she glanced down at her pajama bottoms, she realized there was something red staining them. At first glance she thought it was blood, only to then realize it was wine. She’d dropped the bottle when Landros had kissed her. “Um, I don’t know why everyone is here, or why Wheeler kicked in the door, but I need to change my clothes.”

      Landros’s hand skimmed her arm. “Clara.”

      She jerked away from his touch. “You can go now. I can give you the choice you wish you’d have had. I’m not alone. Wheeler is here. If Grid or The Corporation show, he’ll be here with me.”

      He flinched.

      “That’s why we’re here, lass,” said Car, slicing through the tension in the room. “Gus over there hinted at an issue and we barely got the message before Wheeler was rushin’ this way. We tagged along in case there was a serious problem.”

      Mac nodded. “We got here and heard something breakin’. Vamp-boy flipped out and the rest is history.”

      Clara swallowed down the hurt she felt at Landros’s rejection and did her best to appear as if she wasn’t on the verge of losing control of her emotions. She went toward Wheeler and patted his chest. “Thanks for worrying so much about me that you kicked in the door. Please tell me you know how to fix it.”

      “I do,” he said, his voice even. “You okay?”

      She knew what he was really asking her. “I’m fine. I need to change. Someone pointed out earlier that you can see my nipples through my shirt.”

      “Aye,” said the twins.

      Mac flashed a wide, sexy smile. “It’s a great shirt, lass. Do nae go changin’ on our account. We’re perfectly fine with what yer wearin’.”

      Clara couldn’t help but laugh. “Thanks, but I’m going to change all the same.”

      Gus, who had yet to face her, began to rock back and forth in place, making a strange noise as he did.

      “Is he okay?” she asked.

      Bill nodded. “He says you need to grab a go-bag and come with us. It’s not safe for you to be here alone.”

      Clara glanced around at all the muscle in the room. “I’m hardly alone.”

      He’s coming for you.

      She jerked and glanced around fast. “What in the hell was that?”

      “What was what?” asked Wheeler.

      “No judging me, but I’m pretty sure I just heard a voice in my head,” confessed Clara.

      Wheeler’s attention went to Gus and then back to her. “What did he say to you?”

      “It was him?” she asked, surprised the guy who seemed to be anything but together had sounded so normal in her mind.

      Wheeler nodded. “What did Gus say?”

      She bit at her lower lip. “That Grid is coming for me.”

      Landros roared. “Forget changing your clothing! You’re coming home with me. This instant.”

      She flipped him off but didn’t face him.

      The twins laughed.

      Wheeler grinned quickly and then wiped it away. “Clara, you don’t have to go with him, but you do have to come with me. If Gus is right—and from all the weird shit I’ve seen and heard about the guy doing, he is—it’s not safe for you to be here.”

      Gus began to turn in circles, making a low-pitched moan as he did.

      Bill groaned. “Don’t you go getting mad at her. How was she supposed to know you weren’t talking about a road map? Huh? You didn’t say no name to her. She just assumed it was that guy. Not the bag of dicks.”

      “Road map?” asked Clara.

      “Grid,” said Mac before sighing. “I’m turnin’ into somethin’ of an expert at interpreting Bill. In case yer wonderin’, he calls Wheeler Dead-Wheel.”

      Clara couldn’t help but laugh. “Because he’s a vampire?”

      Bill took a deep breath, looking pleased as punch. “She gets me.”

      Car slid around Wheeler, heading for Bill and Gus. “If Grid is nae the one comin’ for the lass, then who is?”

      Bill stared at Gus, who said nothing. There was a pregnant pause before Bill spoke. “A really evil asshole.”

      “Can he be a tad more specific?” asked Car. “I’ve nae met a bad guy who wasn’t an evil arsehole.”

      Gus kept turning in circles and Car reached out toward him, brushing the man’s arm slightly with his own.

      Gus launched into a full-scale screech and flung himself sideways, crashing into a small table. He fell over it and hit the floor.

      The men made a move to help him, but Clara beat them all to the man. She bent near him but didn’t touch him.

      Bill came to her side. “He don’t let no one touch him but me.”

      Clara stared at Gus, getting a good look at his face for the first time. He seemed so young and so innocent to be wrapped up in a world of danger. Childlike in a lot of ways. Her heart broke for him, but she understood his oddities to a degree. She lowered her voice to a soft whisper as she spoke to him. “Thank you for coming here to warn me. I can only imagine how much you don’t like to be around people. It means a lot to me that you cared enough to do this for me. If you’ll let me, I’d like to help you up, but I won’t touch you if you don’t want me to.”

      His gaze landed on her, and his hand lifted slowly in her direction.

      She took it gently and helped to ease him up to his feet. Once he was standing, she looked him over. “Are you okay? Did you get hurt when you fell?”

      He shook his head, his hand still in hers. “No.”

      The men in the room sucked in big breaths.

      “Did Silent Gus just speak directly to someone?” asked Car.

      “Aye,” replied Mac. “He’s sweet on Landros’s mate too.”
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      Clara rolled her eyes and focused instead on Gus. “Would you like something to drink? I can make some tea for you if you want. That way, everyone can take a moment to calm down, take a breath, and figure out what is going on.”

      He shook his head and glanced away briefly.

      She could feel Landros’s anxiety and deep down knew he was worried about her. That didn’t lessen the sting of his rejection any though. While she’d laughed off the idea of them being mates with Nicolette, it had been more out of a need to protect her head and heart. Hearing he might very well be her special someone but that he’d wished he’d have gotten a say in the matter stung.

      Gus slid his hand over hers more, surprising her. “He has always struggled with how he feels for you. When you were young, it was innocent, pure, a fierce need to keep you safe and close—but not too close. Too close would have resulted in you seeing him as a father figure. That couldn’t be. When you became of age, he began putting as much distance between you and him as he could. He’d leave the country for long periods. He wasn’t consciously aware of the true reason why. That deep down, he knew you wouldn’t be ready for him—for all he brings, his history, his age, the fact he isn’t human. You needed time to grow into the woman you are. And he needed to let go of the last thing holding him back from doing what nature intended—claiming you.”

      Clara simply stared at the man. His enunciation was perfect and his voice was much deeper than one would assume considering how lanky he was. It was a lot like The Rock was talking through him.

      It took her a second to realize the entire house had fallen silent.

      She glanced over to find Wheeler, Car, Mac, and Bill all sharing shocked expressions.

      Wheeler tipped slightly in Bill’s direction. “I had no idea he could hold a conversation like that.”

      “Me either,” stated Bill right before he burped. “Least not out loud. He’s a chatterbox in my head. Rarely shuts up. Must be sweet on her for sure.”

      Mac peppered his gaze over her. “Hard nae to be.”

      Landros snarled.

      Mac shrugged. “She’d be worth the arse kickin’.”

      Clara’s concentration returned to Gus. He locked gazes with her and a strange sense of familiarity rushed over her.

      “Weird,” she said softly.

      “You can say that again,” added Wheeler from the sidelines.

      She slanted her head, her attention on Gus fully. “Ever meet someone and feel as if you’ve known them forever? It was like that with Nicolette when we were little. I just always felt like I knew her. I kind of feel like that with you too.”

      “Uh, how old is Gus?” asked Car.

      “I dunno,” said Bill. “In his twenties, I think. But you should know that everyone under fifty looks about five to me. Why?”

      “Landros, he wasnae one of the kids you rescued and relocated, was he?” asked Mac, seeming to follow his twin’s line of questioning.

      Gus slid closer to Clara. “No. I was not one of them. But then again, Clara did not start where you found her either. We all have very different beginnings.”

      “Anyone else totally freaked out and wondering how long this talking-directly-to-us thing is going to last?” asked Wheeler.

      Bill, Mac, and Car raised their hands.

      Landros simply shook his head and glanced upward as if they were making him tired.

      Clara slipped her arm around Gus’s back in a protective manner. He was taller than her, and she half-expected him to jerk away at her touch.

      He didn’t. Instead, he pressed closer.

      “Did I know you when we were little?” It felt as if she’d known him a long time.

      Gus nodded. Then when he spoke again, it was in her head. You were the first person I spoke to with my mind. You heard and you answered with your mind. We weren’t in the same lab, but our labs were in the same facility to start with. I would tell you bedtime stories. You would help me to center my focus when the scientists did their testing on me. You let me escape into my head, rather than deal with the reality around me. Later, you and some others were relocated to where Landros and the other Ops discovered you. By that time, I was taken somewhere else too. Somewhere not good.

      She teared up at the thought of it all despite not remembering anything he spoke of. “Did they hurt you there?”

      He inclined his head.

      “Were you rescued when you were little too or were you trapped there?” she asked, hoping that he too had been granted freedom when she had been.

      Trapped.

      A tear escaped her. “Have the people who hurt you been held accountable yet?”

      No, but that will come in time. You were lucky. Landros knew the moment he and his friends found all of you that you needed to be hidden away. He saw to that. He kept each of you safe the best way he knew how.

      She swallowed hard, her emotions running the gamut. “You’re pointing that out, so I know his heart has always been in the right place, aren’t you?”

      He nodded.

      She closed her eyes a second to soak it all in. With her head bent, she spoke. “When I was little, things were good with my parents and me. Then when Mom died, everything changed. I’d seen Nicolette with Landros and wished I’d had that—someone who cared enough to be there for me. Someone who wanted me.”

      It still hurts to this day, doesn’t it?

      She kept her head bent and her eyes closed as she answered him. “Yes. It does. And hearing him say he wishes he had a choice about me and possibly being his mate stings.”

      “Lass, nae to interrupt this suddenly one-sided reunion, which I’m guessin’ is takin’ place in your heads, but if I was to be lucky enough to have a mate and cross paths with her, I’d wish I could change that too,” said one of the twins. She wasn’t sure which, since they sounded alike to her. “I’ve a past. Along the way I’ve made a lot of enemies. Ones who would like verra much to hurt the person closest to me—if I had a mate, that would be her. I’d nae wish that on anyone, let alone a woman I love. I’m nae a guid man. I drink too much, fuck too much, and a whole lot of other shite. I’d want better for her than me.”

      Clara snorted because as blunt as it was, the logic was solid.

      “Och, do nae be sayin’ fuckin’ too much is a bad thing,” added the other twin. “I’ll have you know I do that as often as possible and do nae think there is a thing wrong with doin’ it.”

      “Really? Correct me if I’m wrong, but you’ve nae bedded a woman in weeks now. A record for you. Yer prick broken?” asked the other twin.

      “Guys, I do not want to hear about your dicks,” stated Wheeler.

      “I do!” shouted Bill. “Can I see ’em?”

      “No,” said the twins together.

      Someone touched Clara’s cheek tenderly, and she opened her eyes, expecting to find Gus there. It was Landros standing before her now, his hand on her face.

      His eyes glistened and his face was a wash of emotion. “Clara, you understand how I was brought up.”

      She nodded. Life with the Spartans couldn’t have been easy for him.

      “I wasn’t taught to process my emotions any other way than to push them down, deny they exist, and prepare for battle. It’s engrained in me,” he said, lowering his voice. “And Car is right. I’d rather I not be the man for you. I have been alive a hell of a lot longer than he has. My enemy list is nearly never-ending. One, in particular, would rip you away from me in a second to destroy me. He’s done so much to me, my entire life, killing everyone close to me. Hunting my line for centuries. Clara, if he knew about you—about who you are to me—I don’t even want to think about what he’d do to you. I pushed through the pain of everything he’s ever done to me. But if he hurt you—I wouldn’t get past that. I’d become something the men in this room would need to hunt and kill in order to protect mankind. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      Knowing the mood of the room needed to lighten, Clara winked. “That you didn’t really mean vomit when it came to seeing me naked.”

      He appeared confused a second before grinning, then laughing. “Yes. That.”

      “You’re kind of a dickhead,” she said, going into the shelter of his arms.

      He hugged her close and kissed the top of her head. “That has been mentioned once or twice tonight.”

      “This is all well and guid, but is anyone interested to know what danger Clara is in?” asked Car.

      Landros tightened his hold on her. “Yes. I need to know the full extent so I can keep her safe.”

      Wheeler shook his head. “I may not love the idea you two are mates, but I care about her and I want her safe too. That means you’re not in this alone, Landros. I’m here to help protect her too.”

      Mac and Car shared a look before Car spoke. “Us too.”

      Bill grinned from ear to ear. “Ah, they’re a bunch of pussies. I’m the only real protector you need.”

      Car nodded toward Gus, who had retreated to the corner once more. “Before Wheeler went off half-cocked, he told us she was in danger. I do nae know much beyond that. It’s Mac who speaks fluent Bill. And Bill who speaks Gus.”

      Everyone’s attention went to Bill, who walked over to the cheese tray that had gotten knocked onto the floor in the commotion. The man bent and began eating cheese and meat off the floor like it was no big deal. He then held a piece up for Wheeler, who shook his head, appearing disgusted.

      Mac snatched the cheese from Bill’s hand and popped it into his mouth. “Mmm. Guid stuff.”

      “Not to interrupt but can someone please fill me in on what the danger to Clara is? If it’s not Grid, who is it?” asked Landros.

      Bill ate some of the meat and stood. He burped again and it was accompanied by a fart. He glanced at Clara quickly and waved a hand behind him. “Sorry. That one snuck out.”

      “Happens,” said Mac.

      Wheeler rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I cannot wait until you all leave town.”

      Gus took a few steps in Clara’s direction, but paused, seeming wary of Landros.

      Clara touched Landros’s forearm as she looked at Gus. “It’s okay. He won’t hurt you.”

      Gus stood up straight, and for a split second appeared totally and completely in the moment and brimming over with confidence. “For you, he’d hurt anyone.”

      “He’s not wrong,” added Landros. For Clara, he’d kill anyone and anything that dared to threaten her. “But I wouldn’t hurt him. My demon doesn’t see him as a threat for your hand—like it does Mac and Wheeler.”

      “Hey, standin’ right here,” said Car, sounding offended that he wasn’t included.

      Bill nodded. “Yeah. We’re right here, and I’m a catch, Maximus-Dick.”

      Landros turned slowly to face Bill. “Come again?”

      “Nothing.” Bill took a small step back.

      Mac snorted. “It’s nae like you to back down, Bill.”

      Bill side-eyed Landros. “Even I know better than to mess with a food-aggressive dog when he’s by a meal.”

      Clara glanced around. “Hold on, does that make me the meal?”

      Landros chuckled. “I only bite…a little.”

      She smiled.

      Gus picked then to come all the way to her. He pressed himself to her side and would have knocked her over had Landros not grabbed her. “He’s close. Watching. Sees all. From the start to the finish.”

      “Oh guid, he’s back to talkin’ crazy,” said Car. “All is right in the world again. Bill, what the hell did he just say?”

      “I used to think Little Bo Mac got all the brains in the egg sack. Now I’m thinking there wasn’t no brains to start with,” said Bill before blowing raspberries in Car’s direction. “And to answer you, he said what you heard.”

      “Gee. Thanks for clearing that up,” stated Wheeler.

      Clara offered Gus a warm smile. “Who is watching, and what does it mean that he sees all from the start to the finish?”

      Bill tossed his hands in the air. “For fuck’s sake, the god named Mike.”

      “There is a god named Mike?” asked Clara. “Really?”

      Bill nodded. “Yeah. And he’s a bag of dicks.”

      “That wants to hurt me?” she questioned, having trouble following his train of thought.

      Bill turned quickly and swatted at nothing but thin air. He did this several more times before he stepped closer to Mac. “Am I having a flashback or is there a caterpillar smoking a hookah pipe flying around near my head?”

      A slow smile spread over Mac’s face. “Is he sitting on a big mushroom?”

      Bill stiffened. “You see him too?”

      “Aye,” said Mac. “Wait until the white rabbit comes runnin’ by. Gets me every time.”

      Wheeler groaned. “No. There is no caterpillar. Dammit, Bill, we’ve been checking you twice a day for drugs. Where the hell are you keeping them all?”

      Bill narrowed his gaze on the man. “Wouldn’t you like to know. Keep interrogating me and I ain’t gonna shower ever again. Might even start sleeping with a fresh fish.”

      Pointing at him, Wheeler growled. “When this is all said and done, I’m taking you to a self-serve carwash and we’re not leaving until you’re clean.”

      Clara sniffed the air. “Is he the source of that smell?”

      “Yes,” said Wheeler as the twins nodded along with him.

      Bill blushed. “I’ll shower if you promise to let me be your champion. I once saved a princess. Sure, Gus helped, but mostly it was me. We beat the big boss and had to save the werebear’s girl.”

      Clara looked to Mac for help with what Bill was telling him.

      Mac sighed. “No clue.”

      Landros cleared his throat, sounding annoyed. “If someone doesn’t tell me exactly who or what the threat to Clara is, I cannot be held responsible for what I do next.”

      Wheeler stared evenly at Landros. “We need to talk. Clara, can you give us a few minutes?”

      She felt very underdressed and needed a few minutes to think about Landros and who he might be to her. With a nod, she stepped away from him. “Yes. Do I have time to shower quick and get dressed?”

      Landros and Wheeler stared hard at one another, and she got the impression a lot of words were being spoken but none of them were out loud. Finally, Landros inclined his head. “Don’t be long and pack a bag when you’re done. You are coming to stay with me. Understood?”

      Stubborn to her very core, and still unsure what the danger was since it apparently was not Grid, she wanted to stand her ground and refuse to obey. Instead, she found herself agreeing and hurrying past everyone on the way to the staircase.
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      Mirza watched the row house from afar, anger coursing through his veins. He should have killed the smelly old man when the opportunity had presented itself. Now he and the rest of the men he ran with were holed up in the house with Landros and the woman.

      While he could attack now, it would mean more work and could result in an escape by Landros with the female.

      No.

      That would never do.

      His plan required perfection, and he needed to be able to get his hands upon the woman, preferably right after Landros realized who she was to him. That would make her death all the sweeter. Landros’s rage would finally drive him over the edge. He’d see the error of his ways and return to Mirza. He’d readily accept the guidance and friendship Mirza had offered all those years ago.

      He would then be molded into the perfect killing machine. The fun they would have, bonding, like father and son even.

      Just as he’d first imagined it would be when he’d selected Landros to sire.

      No matter how many times Mirza struck out, killing members of Landros’s line, the Greek still managed to serve the side of good. They were weak. They saw mankind as something to protect. Not for the fodder the human cattle truly were.

      Somehow, through all the horrors Mirza inflicted upon Landros over the centuries, the man kept his demon in line. But the death of the brunette would prove to be his undoing.

      There was no way in hell Landros could recover from the loss of his mate, especially if the death happened in front of him. It would forever be etched into his memory. It would fuel his rage until the end of time. But it was vital the Greek understand who the female was to him first.

      Mirza had foreseen a union taking place very soon between Landros and the woman. It was why he’d picked now to come to Savannah. Prior to now he’d simply kept tabs on the female and Landros from afar, coming in person rarely to avoid possible detection by Landros.

      Finally it was time for the long con to pay off. Mirza had invested so much time and cunning into the plan that he was almost sorry it would be over soon. Part of the fun had been the game. But ultimately, the victory would be sweet enough to satisfy all of Mirza’s twisted needs.

      But he first required Landros to figure out who the damn woman was to him. The man had to be close to figuring it out. All the signs were there. Landros could barely manage to be far from her for any length of time and since Mirza had begun stalking her, Landros had naturally upped his protection.

      As a mate should.

      More than once Landros had scoured Savannah, no doubt searching for any sign that Mirza was close. That had only served to drive Mirza onward with his mission. Boldly, he’d tapped into his power over Landros. Since he was the reason Landros was a vampire, it meant he had a certain degree of control over the Greek.

      That being said, Landros was no ordinary vampire, so the control, while there, was limited to a degree. That was part of the fun.

      Mirza had been sure tonight was the night that Landros would attempt to claim the female when he’d smelled desire rolling off Landros in waves from within the home. When he’d used his power to look in upon the home’s occupants, via a reflective surface in the home, Mirza had seen how close the pair were getting. The sexual tension between them had been thick and was quickly leading to bedroom territory. Then they’d kissed and Mirza had prepared to make his move, only to have the others show up.

      The vampire among the newcomers was proving to be a giant pain in the ass. The bastard creation had been made in a laboratory of all things, not the natural way a vampire was sired. In addition, there was something more about the male. Something Mirza wasn’t sure he trusted his senses each time he felt it.

      Gargoyle.

      Mirza had been around long enough to have run-ins with the species before. It was rare, but it had happened. And each time Mirza had been put off by the unpredictability of the species. They were low in numbers, but those that survived were powerful and, when pushed too far, lethal. But they suffered one fatal flaw.

      An allergy to the sun that left vampires looking as if they were sunning beach babes.

      Mirza grinned. For all the newcomer’s annoyances, the only thing needed to defeat him was the rising sun.

      Something even Mirza no longer feared.

      As he continued to watch the home, his ire grew as he thought of how the vampire hybrid had foiled his plans by kicking in the front door and barging in.

      Attacking now wasn’t ideal, but his gut told him he was running out of time. That once Landros claimed the female, if he ever did, bringing him over to the side that stood against the Ops wouldn’t be as easy. That, perhaps, Landros would be lost to him for good.

      That simply could not be.

      Landros belonged with him.

      Not the bitch.

      Disgust filled him knowing she was an extension of him. That her creation had been dependent upon his seed. Sure, he and the scientists involved in the testing and experiments had been sure to introduce so many various strains of supernatural DNA that tracing back to any one specifically would be difficult, if not impossible, but that didn’t change the facts. In the end, the female was technically Mirza’s biological child, yet he felt nothing for her.

      Well, nothing but disdain.

      She was weak and sniveling, as were most women. They were good for easing the ache of his cock but beyond that, they served no real purpose in his life.

      When Mirza had found himself merged with an original demon, he’d had an entirely new world opened to him. The demon knew things the man never could have known without him. Like the location of Mirza’s mate.

      The demon had done him a favor and for one of its first acts of carnage, it had sought out the woman destined for Mirza. And while it controlled Mirza’s body, the demon had ended the female’s life in a heinous way. The rage Mirza had felt over the loss of a woman he had not met in person prior to the demon murdering her had been the driving factor he’d needed to give himself over fully to the darkness.

      To the rage.

      And he would be forever thankful to his demon for that gift.

      A gift Mirza planned to bestow upon Landros very soon.

      The fucking old man and his friends had yet to leave.

      The option of waiting to strike another night was there, but Mirza’s gut gnawed at him, telling him that if he did not strike now, he would lose the chance. That if nothing else, Landros needed a good scare. Then the Greek would come to him.

      Mirza was sure of it.

      And when he did, Mirza would double around and attack his woman. When Landros finally tracked him down, the Greek would find his mate clinging to life, his name on her dying lips.

      It would be glorious.

      Mirza tapped into his magik once more and closed his eyes, mentally riding the wave of power as it traveled over the home, seeking out reflective surfaces. He saw the males all gathered in the front room, talking amongst themselves. It looked as if a fight had occurred.

      No surprise since that tended to happen whenever testosterone-driven males were in close proximity to one another.

      Fools.

      Landros’s demon more than likely didn’t like having unmated males near its woman.

      Perfect.

      If Landros was preoccupied with the men, that meant the bitch was unguarded.

      A slow, calculated smile slid over his lips as he remained in place, his eyes still closed, his power still riding high. He pushed it through the home, going from one reflective surface to another. There were so many to select from. In this modern day of excess, the options were nearly limitless. With limited effort, Mirza found the woman in her upstairs bathrooms of all places, showering.

      Somewhere deep down, where a tiny portion of his humanity still resided, he knew how wrong it was to use the bathroom mirror to spy upon her in her state of undress, especially considering who he was to her, but the demon side—which far outweighed the human—didn’t care. It didn’t see her as anything more than a stupid woman who would serve a purpose.

      A means to an end.

      Nothing more.

      A laugh escaped him as he continued with his master plan. He pushed his power through the room, careful to mask his presence from the other supernaturals within the home. They wouldn’t know he was there until he permitted it. In the meantime, he’d toy with the woman.
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      Landros stood near the end of the stairs, his arms folded over his chest as Mac and Car set about trying to secure the broken front door. The sound of running water from the shower in Clara’s room kept Landros’s demon in check for the time being as he glared at Wheeler.

      Bill and Gus were cleaning up the mess in the living room, or so Bill had claimed. Gus was the only one doing any real work in the clean-up effort. Bill was simply eating food off the floor. He dove for an olive that rolled a foot before stopping. Bill picked it up quickly and plopped it into his mouth. Then he used his pinkie fingernail to pick at his teeth before gathering up additional olives.

      Had Landros actually ever had an appetite for food, the sight of the strange man eating from the floor would have ruined it—for good.

      Wheeler grunted. “Stop giving me a death glare. I already told you that I kicked the door in because I thought Clara was being attacked. I heard glass breaking and I shut off. My only thought was keeping her safe. She’s my friend.”

      “Pretty sure you thought she was your sweetie pie,” said Bill from his position on the floor, with meat and cheese cuts all around him. He popped more meat into his mouth, chewing obnoxiously.

      “You’re not helping,” warned Wheeler.

      Bill tipped to one side and farted loudly. “I know. Carry on. I want to see who is gonna win in a battle to the death. My money is on the Greek. You’re good for a dead guy, but I saw a doco where three hundred guys held back an entire Persian army.”

      “Och, no one is fighting to the death,” said Car as he held the door for his brother, who was doing his best to get the door to stay in place. “And that movie wasnae historically accurate and it wasnae a documentary. Did you notice there is a ‘u’ after ‘c’ in the word?”

      “Says you,” said Bill, grunting. “That one of them British spelling things? You Brits with your fucking up words and shit. And while we’re at it, a trunk is a trunk, not a boot. And a sweater ain’t no damn jumper. It’s no wonder we kicked your asses in the American Revolutionary War.”

      “I’m Scottish,” returned Car evenly but with a note of irritation in his voice. “And I do nae think there were any elephants involved in the Battle of Thermopylae, nae to mention other things. But I could be wrong. It happens time to time. Rare though. We could just ask Landros. He was probably there.”

      Bill chomped his food. “I rode a mechanical elephant in Vietnam. It’s how I got my nickname. Wild Bill. Hey, Greek, you ride one of them elephants in that, uh, battle of thermostats or thermometer something or other?”

      “Thermopylae,” said Car, Mac, and Wheeler.

      “So, were you there?” questioned Bill of Landros.

      “I wasn’t there for that one. I was in Athens at the time.” Landros had a difficult time focusing on the conversation because his thoughts continued to return to Wheeler thinking he had something more with Clara.

      Bill ate a slice of cheese as his bushy eyebrows drew together. “Did you ever face off against the Persians?”

      Landros inclined his head. “I did. On many occasions.”

      And have been standing in opposition to one for centuries.

      “Same time frame as that doco?” questioned Bill.

      Landros did his best to follow the man’s logic. Seeing as Bill was no doubt certifiably crazy, it was difficult to do. “Are you asking if I was a soldier at the time of the Battle of Thermopylae?”

      “Yeah, that,” said Bill.

      “I was.”

      “Man of many words,” added Bill, continuing to eat from the floor as if it were no big deal. “Can I see your abs?”

      “My what?” asked Landros, caught off guard by the sudden shift in the line of questions.

      Bill lifted his shirt and patted his hairy gut. A piece of bellybutton lint fell free and onto a piece of meat that was on the floor. Bill grabbed the meat and wiped it clean of lint.

      “You do realize there is other food here and we can get you something you want. You don’t have to eat off the floor,” said Landros.

      Bill shrugged. “Why waste food? Now about your abs, Greek. You got abs like the guys on that doco?”

      “He does,” said Mac, drawing the attention of the others.

      His brother blinked several times, astonishment on his face. “And you know this how?”

      “Och, you cannae tell me you have nae noticed Landros when his shirt is off. Women dig it,” said Mac as if that explained away everything.

      “Nae apparently as much as you,” said Car with a glance in Landros’s direction. “I do nae want to sound as if I’m into you or anything, but the lasses do seem taken with you. Now that yer off the market, can you give us yer little black book? We’ll put it to guid use.”

      “Aye.” Mac grinned. “Verra guid use.”

      “I don’t have a little black book,” said Landros.

      “Like you two have any issues with the ladies,” said Wheeler with a snort in the twins’ direction.

      “I do nae have the hots for another man’s mate, so I am winnin’ compared to you,” said Mac, earning a grunt from Wheeler in the process.

      Landros heard very little of the conversation after the portion regarding Wheeler believing he had something more with Clara. “You considered Clara something more than a friend?”

      “He’s really stuck on that,” said Bill. “Answer him so I can find out if he rode one of them elephants. Us elephant riders gotta stick together.”

      Wheeler’s jaw set. “Fine. Yes. I kind of thought something was blossoming between me and Clara. Can you blame me for wanting more with her? She’s funny and smart.”

      “And a looker,” added Bill.

      Wheeler averted his gaze. “That too.”

      Landros’s demon sat perched on the edge of bursting free. It wanted to challenge the fellow vampire. It wanted to prove who was alpha. Who had the right to breed the woman.

      Breed the woman?

      He took a large step backward, nearly slamming into Car in the process.

      “Vampire, watch where yer goin’,” complained Car.

      Mac laughed. “He cannae. He’s too busy freakin’ out about the lass bein’ his mate. Look at his facial expression. How many men have we seen lookin’ like that recently?”

      Car chuckled. “Too many. The matin’ bug is bitin’ hard.”

      “Which one do you think it will get next?” asked Bill. “Maybe the twins?”

      Mac dropped the door and it fell outward. He retrieved it quickly but not before it broke down the center. “Shite. Sorry.”

      Bill laughed as he ate cheese. “Bunch of grown-ass men scared of marriage. You’ll fight in battles of thermostats, but you go all yellow-belly at the first sign of commitment.”

      Landros lifted a brow, soaking in the sight of the human. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you’re not married, are you?”

      “Hell no,” protested Bill. “I have to stay a free agent. I’d break too many hearts if I ever tied myself down to any one woman. Besides, there isn’t a woman around who could handle me.”

      He had a point.

      Landros couldn’t imagine there was a woman out there who could deal with everything Bill would bring to the table.

      Gus, who had been relatively quiet in his corner, began to moan softly at first. Then he lifted a hand in the air, holding it near the side of his head as he jerked his head slightly, making a sound that resembled a strangled cry.

      Just like that, Gus stopped and stared at the wall, his back to everyone.

      “Gus says your mate is crying right now,” said Bill, his tone changing. He was suddenly very serious. It was easy to see he liked Clara.

      Landros stiffened and tapped into his vampire hearing. He didn’t hear Clara crying. All he heard was the shower running. “She is?”

      Gus stopped straightening the living room and faced away from Landros. He nodded.

      “Lookie, Greek didn’t deny her being his mate this time. Real progress there,” added Bill sarcastically.

      “Enough,” snapped Wheeler. “This has to be a lot for him. Landros, focus. Answer me straight out. Is Clara your mate?”

      Landros’s demon, human, and Fae sides all aligned for a split second, coming to a mutual understanding. “Yes.”

      “Then go on up and check on her,” said Wheeler, defeat mixed with resignation in his voice. “We’ll hold the fort down here. But we need to get to a more secure location soon. I don’t know what or why Gus is insisting Clara isn’t safe, but I trust him.”

      Nodding, Landros hurried up the stairs in the direction of Clara’s room. All he heard was the shower water running, nothing more, but then again, he wouldn’t hear her cries if they were silent over the water. He hated that he was no doubt the reason she was upset. It had never been his intention to cause her emotional pain.

      He came to a stop outside her door.

      “Clara,” he said, knocking softly. The urge to draw her into his arms and comfort her was great.

      She didn’t respond.

      He knocked louder. “Love.”

      Love?

      What had prompted him to say that? They were only just coming to an understanding about who they were to one another. Love hadn’t entered the mix yet.

      Clearing his throat, he spoke again. “Clara? Can I come in?”
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      Clara stood under the hot water of the shower with her head bent as she thought about the strange turn her night had taken. The smell of her shampoo and conditioner filled the area as well as steam. Her hands pressed to the subway tile that ran the length of the wall that housed the showerhead and handles. The rest of the shower was composed of three full glass walls. One of which was the door to the shower.

      The bathroom had a claw-footed tub that sat off in the far corner, his-and-her sinks, and a toilet. It had been part of the remodel and update that Landros had seen to when he’d purchased the home and in all honesty was one of her favorite rooms in the house.

      She loved soaking in a warm tub in the evenings with her hair up in a bun or taking a long hot shower when she needed to think and clear her head.

      Like now.

      What had started as uneasiness about being alone had ended with a houseful of men and a possible mate. All she wanted at the moment was to have some alone time.

      Time to think.

      Time to make sense of a very chaotic night that was far from over.

      A very long call to Nicolette was in order, and she planned to do as much the minute she got a chance. It had already been late when she’d talked to Nicolette before. As much as she wanted to stop everything and call her now, she didn’t want her worried.

      Finding out Gus thought she was in danger, after Nicolette had already stressed that she was worried for Clara, would send her best friend into a full-blown panic. That would result in even more supernaturals invading Clara’s life.

      Not that they were a hardship on the eyes or anything, but they were certainly hard on doors and furniture. She didn’t even want to think about the massive amount of cleanup that would be involved in getting the house back to normal.

      Not that normal was something she’d ever have again.

      For the past year, she’d lived a double life. Knowing she was something more than human but keeping that from Nicolette, in hopes of protecting her, had been hard. She’d hated lying to her friend, but her fears had come true. Their past with The Corporation had come back to haunt them. And it seemed the nightmare was far from over.

      “You can do this,” she whispered in an attempt to give herself the same pep talk Nicolette would offer if they spoke. Of course, Nicolette would spoon someone in the eye for her. She’d seen it happen. Jabbing an assailant in the eye with cutlery had been far more effective than one would think.

      Wheeler had suggested more than once that Clara allow him to work with her on self-defense techniques. Cody had offered much the same thing. She wished she’d taken them both up on it all, and she planned to do just that once things settled.

      If they settled.

      The news that Landros could very well be Clara’s mate meant even if The Corporation was no longer an issue, things wouldn’t return to the way they were. For one, Nicolette was now married with a baby on the way and living far from Savannah. For another, finding her mate would mean a future that Clara wasn’t sure she was prepared for. Was she ready to be someone’s wife? Especially someone who had lived as long as Landros?

      Plus, if it turned out to be true, that Landros really was Clara’s mate, breaking the news to Nicolette wasn’t going to be easy. After all the initial shock factors were out of the way, Clara had to hope that Nicolette would be happy for her.

      Now she just needed to be happy for herself.

      It was hard to be happy when she felt as if she’d been on an emotional roller coaster for the past hour or so. She had a feeling the highs and lows had only just begun. She and Landros had a history together. Sure, it wasn’t sexual, but it wasn’t a blank slate either.

      And while he’d given an explanation for wishing he’d been given a choice in who his mate was or wasn’t, it was hard to shake the emotional blow he’d delivered when saying as much.

      Having her father basically walk out of her life when she was only thirteen had left a lasting scar and a deep-seated fear of abandonment. She knew she was projecting some of that insecurity onto Landros and their situation, but she couldn’t stop herself. It was how she felt.

      Trusting didn’t come easily to her.

      Rightfully so.

      Clara was so deep in thought and mental turmoil that at first she didn’t notice the air pressure changing. It wasn’t until the pressure had closed in around her that she took note.

      Buzzing trickled over her skin, and for the smallest of moments she thought it was Landros’s magik, since it wasn’t her own. Not that she was anything close to an expert on Fae magik. What she’d learned of her own had basically come by accident, and she had limited control over it. Enough to know to avoid trying to use it on her own whenever possible. In addition, that side of herself was new and so foreign to her that she was afraid of it. Afraid of possibly turning someone inside out, as she’d read another woman had done not long back.

      The woman, named Mercy, had been new to her gifts, coming into them later in life as well. Clara hadn’t been able to read all the files she’d stumbled upon at work, but she’d read enough to know how deadly her power could be if not mastered.

      And she was no master.

      She was pretty much just winging it. While that worked in some areas, the supernatural wasn’t one of them.

      It was all too much.

      Overwhelmed and tired, Clara couldn’t help but start to cry. The tears came quickly and didn’t want to stop. Maybe she just needed a good sob to get it out of her system.

      The pressure around her increased.

      “Landros?” she asked, the slightest hesitation in her voice.

      She couldn’t imagine him entering the bathroom without knocking—or at all, since she was naked. Then again, if they really were mates, he’d be seeing her without clothing a lot so maybe he had decided to throw caution to the wind.

      As the pressure around her increased to the point of pain, Clara got the distinct feeling it wasn’t coming from Landros. It was strangely familiar to her, but she couldn’t place it. She was far from an expert on everyone in the house, but she didn’t think anyone had Fae in them. That meant if it wasn’t her, and it wasn’t Landros, someone or something else was in the bathroom with her.

      That couldn’t be good.

      There was no way Landros or Wheeler would allow any random person to just walk up the stairs and enter Clara’s room. That meant something had happened to them.

      That had to be it.

      No one could get by them without notice.

      As hurt as she was by Landros’s comment about wanting a choice in mates, she didn’t want him hurt. And Wheeler was her friend. Truth be told, she didn’t want any of the men in her house harmed. They were all good people.

      In a panic, she nearly slipped rushing from the shower. She didn’t bother to shut off the water, her fear that something bad had happened to everyone downstairs driving her every action.

      She grabbed for the clothing she’d taken into the bathroom. In a hurry, she put on a pair of panties and her under-cami before heading for the door with her slacks and shirt in hand. Her intent had been to finish getting dressed as she ran through her room.

      As something slammed into her, knocking her up and off her feet, she lost her hold on the shirt and slacks. They fell to the tiled bathroom floor a second before she did. She hit with a hard thud and cried out, scrambling to her feet just in time to catch faint movement in the reflection on the long mirror that ran above the double sink area.

      Her mind took forever to register what she was seeing.

      A man who matched Landros in height and build was there, plain as day. He wasn’t actually next to her in the bathroom. Yet he was very much present in the mirror.

      His long black hair hung to his shoulders and his goatee was clipped in a way that screamed douchebag or bad guy. He looked incredibly fit—and the expression in his dark gaze said he was deadly and intended to do her harm.

      The reports and secret files she’d scoured over at work had never mentioned anything about a mirror monster. Whoever was in charge in recordkeeping and monster-tracking needed to be fired. A mirror monster was a hell of a thing to let go unmentioned.

      The man grinned, and the expression skyrocketed him into the supervillain stratosphere.

      Clara wasn’t sure how someone as handsome as this man could manage to appear so ominous, but he did. He downright screamed scary bad guy without saying a word.

      “What the—?” The words barely left her lips before another blow from seemingly nothing struck her. She just missed hitting the glass shower enclosure and skidded to a stop near the base of the toilet.

      “Landros!”

      The man in the mirror tossed his head back and laughed long and hard. “Scream all you want. He cannot hear you until I permit it. None of them can. My magik blocks them.”

      Whoever Supervillain Dude was, he had the mysterious unplaceable accent and creepy threats things down pat.

      She sensed another blow coming, and it suddenly felt as if she had been dunked in ice-cold water. Her extremities went numb for the briefest of moments before the sensation of a sleeping limb waking filled her.

      In the next breath, power shot free from her, but it didn’t go at her attacker.

      No.

      It pretty much just went wild, bouncing off everything around her. It behaved as chaotically as she felt.

      When it bounced off the wall and hit her, she inwardly cursed. It hurt. A lot. And didn’t seem to want to stop attacking her.

      Clara scrambled across the floor, in search of anything she could use as a weapon. She made it to the sinks and threw open one of the white cabinets. A frustrated growl came from her as she realized there was nothing of use under there unless a box of feminine hygiene products could be used to defend anything.

      “There is no point in resisting,” said the man in the mirror. “Accept death and I will make it quick and relatively painless.”

      Her hand wrapped around the box of period products. She yanked it out from under the sink just as her own power whipped at her, narrowly missing striking her in the face. Clara pushed up and off the floor quickly, tears streaking her face as she held the box of plastic applicator products. Her gaze connected with the man in the mirror. “Fuck that!”

      She threw the box at the mirror and it bounced off before falling into one of the sinks. Despite the product’s claim, it had done anything but provide maximum protection. In all fairness the company had never claimed it could stand up against an evil supernatural guy who appeared in a mirror, so she was willing to cut them some slack.

      Clara grabbed for the soap dish and was about to throw it at the mirror next when her power struck her from the side and knocked her onto the floor once more. It slid her across the floor as steam from the running hot water filled the room to the point it was hard to see clearly.

      Yet, through all the steam, the mirror remained fog free.

      “Landros!” she screamed through her mass of tears.

      The man in the mirror laughed more, mocking her. “Landros, Landros, Landros,” he repeated with a contemptuous grunt.

      Yep.

      Supervillain extraordinaire.

      For the briefest moment, Clara thought for sure she heard Landros’s voice. It was faint but there at least for a second. While that was weird, the fact she was sure he’d called her Love as a pet name took the cake.
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      “Open the door, please.” Landros rapped lightly on the door as he stood there, his forehead to the wood. Every fiber of his being wanted to simply bust the door down, which would take very little effort on his part, but he’d done enough damage already. He needed Clara to come to him willingly. He couldn’t force it, regardless of how much he wanted things right between them.

      She didn’t respond.

      Closing his eyes, he put one hand around the doorknob and the other flat against the wood of the door. He tapped into his Fae side and let his magik up slightly, already aware of the fact Clara could sense power. She’d done so at her home when he’d nearly unleashed a load of it on Wheeler.

      He pictured her room in his mind, already knowing it like the back of his hand. He used his power to see, scanning the room for Clara, needing to simply feel close to her even if there was a door between them.

      The room was so her, a mix of sophisticated and wild. Lingering over her large king-size bed, Landros found it impossible to avoid imagine laying her out upon it and exploring each and every inch of her. A pair of black stiletto heels were on the floor near the door to her closet. Next to them was a pile of black, silky material that he could only guess was something she wore under her normal work attire.

      The thought of her in the undergarments caused his cock to respond at the worst possible time. According to Gus, Clara was upset. She didn’t need Landros picturing himself fucking her senseless. She needed his care and concern.

      His dick was up for offering all of the above—especially the fucking her senseless part.

      He didn’t see her in the room, which wasn’t cause for alarm since there was a full bath off the room. Landros released the doorknob and was about to walk away, to give Clara privacy, when the overwhelming urge to keep using his power hit him hard.

      An inner struggle ensued, and the victor left him pushing his power into the room more, easing it over the bathroom door. He used his magik to knock on the inner door, hoping she’d respond, even if to tell him to sod off.

      She didn’t.

      Worry knotted his stomach. “Clara?”

      “Greek,” said Bill, startling Landros as he’d not heard the man approaching.

      Bill was at the top of the stairs.

      “Not now, Bill,” said Landros, concern for Clara still riding him high.

      Bill nodded to Clara’s door. “Gus says go in.”

      “And have her more upset with me? I don’t think so,” argued Landros, his palm still on the door. He wanted desperately to do as Bill suggested but he knew Clara’s temper well. It was notorious. “I’ve messed things up so much already.”

      “Yeah, you’re a real fuck-up, but this ain’t about that, Greek,” stated Bill, staying far from the door.

      It took Landros a second to realize Bill had a tear on his cheek. The man wasn’t a crier.

      “Bill? What is it? What did Gus say?”

      Taking a deep breath, Bill began to shake in place. “That you have to go in there. That she can’t control it. That the same thing happened when she was real little, but the doctors did something that hampered that gift. The bag of dicks being close did something to unlock it again. But she ain’t got no real clue how to handle what she can do.”

      With his magik still coating the guest room, Landros struck the door and it broke open with ease. He rushed in and went right for the bathroom door. He banged on it, still wanting to afford her privacy. “Clara!”

      She didn’t answer.

      His mind raced with the possible reasons why.

      Had someone managed to break into his home, past his wards? Did they take her? Did they kill her? Would he open the door to find her broken, bloody, and dead?

      His demon roared within him and then did something that stunned him—it was the first to calm. Not the man. His vampire side pointed out quickly there was no smell of blood. No smell of death.

      “If you ain’t gonna man up and go in, I will, but she wouldn’t want me seeing her like that. You’re her mate. You can see her nearly naked,” said Bill, suddenly at the doorway to the guest room.

      Landros locked gazes with him. “Is she ignoring me or is she in danger?”

      Bill glanced off to the side, and Landros had a good idea that the man was communicating with Gus mentally. When he looked back at Landros, his eyes were moist again. “She tried to reach out to you. Tried to get you to hear her. But he stopped it. He blocked it with his power. She can’t reach you right now. But she needs you.”

      That was all Landros needed to know.

      He kicked in the bathroom door and it took his mind a moment to catch up with what he was seeing. It was clear a struggle had taken place in the room, but he couldn’t smell anyone other than Clara.

      Objects were flying round the bathroom of their own accord.

      Clara was on the floor, near the far wall, curled into a partial ball as the shower water ran, steaming up the room.

      Landros barely registered the fact she was in just a tank top, which was now see-through, and panties.

      Her green gaze locked on him. “Landros, the mirror!”

      He was to her in the blink of an eye. He went to grab her, only to find himself being thrust away by an unseen force. It was strong enough to lift him off his feet and send him hurtling backward into the bedroom he’d only just started in.

      Landros hit the floor and bounced up fast, rushing at the bathroom once again, only to find the door slamming shut in his face. He struck it, expecting the door to give as it had moments prior. It didn’t budge.

      He punched the door with enough force that it should have caused the door to explode into a hundred pieces. All that happened was that it felt as if he’d shattered every bone in his hand.

      Not that he cared. It would heal fast. Quicker if he drank blood.

      His only worry was his mate.

      “What the ever-loving fuck is going on up here?” demanded Wheeler from the doorway to the room.

      Landros spun to face him. “Clara. Hurt. Magik.”

      Bill lifted an arm, causing the back of his hand to touch the front of Wheeler’s shirt. “Let me interpret for him. Bad. Bad shit is going down.”

      Wheeler was suddenly next to Landros, trying to break the door down as well. It didn’t budge.

      Before Landros knew it, Mac and Car were there, aiding as well.

      Four supernatural alpha males didn’t make so much as a dent in the door.

      Shutting off fully, Landros gave himself over to his demon. It would find a way into the bathroom—to Clara—to their mate. He knew it.

      Then he found himself rushing at the wall next to the door. He struck it and went through, slamming into a mass of magik that wasn’t his own. It wasn’t Clara’s either. But he recognized the power, as did his demon.

      Mirza.

      What the hell was he doing in Savannah? If he was here, no one was safe—especially Clara.

      His maker’s magik knocked Wheeler and the others back as they tried to join him through the hole he’d made in the wall.

      The magik wrapped around Landros’s throat and began to choke him. It lifted him off his feet slowly, still stealing the air from his lungs. He didn’t care if it granted him a second death. He just wanted to get to Clara.

      Additional magik struck him, this one without malicious intent behind it. The power was familiar to him, yet he’d not sensed it in twenty years.

      Clara.

      Landros struggled against the mystical hold his maker had upon him.

      Movement from the other side of the bathroom caught his attention, and he saw it then, a man in the reflection of the mirror. It was Mirza, standing there, plain as day, as if he were really in the bathroom. While it had been a very long time since they’d last saw one another, Mirza hadn’t changed in the least.

      He was still an asshole.

      Mirza’s hand was around Landros’s throat in the reflection as he held Landros off the ground.

      “Uh, Landros is floating,” said Wheeler, sounding slightly dazed.

      “Holy fuck!” shouted Car. “Look at the mirror! There is someone there!”

      “I can’t see shit because of you idiots,” protested Bill. A second later, he said, “That’s the god named Mike. Told ya he’s a bag of dicks.”

      Mirza’s laugh filled the room. “Tell me how it feels to know your mate is about to die by my hands.”

      “I. Hate. You,” said Landros, barely whispering the words as he tried to get the blind panic for his mate and her well-being out of his head long enough to gather control of his magik and his vampire side.

      “I know,” replied Mirza. “But you love her, yes?”

      Landros looked at Clara as she tried to stand, only to be knocked over by magik once more. Every feeling he’d ever denied having for her hit him all at once, rushing through him. Love didn’t even begin to cover what he felt for the woman. She was his mate. He understood and fully accepted that now.

      She was his life.

      His everything.

      And there was no way in hell he was permitting Mirza to end her.

      While Landros could feel Mirza’s icy grip around his neck, he could only see him in the mirror. If he didn’t pull his shit together, Mirza would make good on the threat of killing Clara. Landros would have to watch her die.

      No!

      That was not an option.

      He would not go through life without her. He’d wasted too much time with her as it was. Digging deep, he tapped into a resolve he wasn’t even aware he had.

      With a roar, Landros broke the mystical hold on him and threw magik out and at the mirror. It shattered, breaking the link through which Mirza was using to funnel his power.

      While Mirza’s magik instantly vanished, Clara’s remained, and it was not happy.

      It struck Landros hard enough to send him back toward the other men.

      Mac and Car caught him and righted him as Wheeler tried to go for Clara.

      Her power lifted the other vampire clean off his feet and flung him so hard at Bill that Landros thought for sure the human would end up dead. Much to Landros’s shock, Bill moved with a speed he shouldn’t have, narrowly avoiding being struck by Wheeler.

      Wheeler landed with a hard thud near the now unstuck bathroom door. “Ouch. What the hell is that?”

      “My mate,” said Landros, locking gazes with Clara. “Focus on me, Clara.”

      Fear filled her expression. “I’m doing this, aren’t I?”

      He nodded and took a small step in her direction before putting out his arms. “Everyone else, go! The threat is gone now. Get out of the room. She needs to calm down and she’s barely dressed.”

      “Och, Greek, I do nae know if yer aware of it, but yer woman is a serious threat herself,” said Car. “Or did you miss her tossin’ you about as if you weighed nothin’?”

      “Go!”

      They left but not before the twins added a few lewd comments.

      Typical.

      When it was just Landros and Clara, he took another step in her direction and then bent, much the same way he’d done in the kitchen earlier. He lowered his arms and his voice, hoping to appear as nonthreatening as possible to help her calm down. “Clara.”

      Her lips trembled as her attention went to the broken mirror. “There was a man. You saw him, right? I’m not crazy, right? There was a supervillain in the mirror.”

      “I saw him,” he said evenly.

      She pushed to a seated position on the bathroom floor as her power continued to fling around the room. “I don’t know how to stop this. I don’t even understand how I started it.”

      “Can I come closer?” he asked.

      “I don’t want to hurt you,” she responded, crying harder. “I already hurt you enough.”

      “You didn’t hurt me at all. You just temporarily relocated me into the arms of two shifter morons.”

      She cocked her head to the side and her lips began to twitch. The next he knew, she started to laugh. The more she laughed, the less her power bounced around. Before long, it faded away, and Clara was left sitting on the floor, still laughing.

      She took a deep breath, and the laughing gave way to sobbing.

      Landros moved in quickly, going to her and lifting her to her feet. He held her tightly to him before he began checking her over for signs of injury. He found no outward signs but could sense she was sore.

      “The man in the mirror?” she asked, her voice shaking.

      “Is gone for now. His point of entrance is broken. And now that I know he was here, I can block him,” said Landros. “I’m just worried about you.”

      “I’m fine,” she said, still shaking in his arms.

      His hand throbbed, reminding him that he’d broken it, but he pushed the pain from his mind, relieved Clara was safe for now.

      He hugged her to him, the feel of her lush body pressed to him igniting his desire once again. Try as he might, he couldn’t get control of his libido. It had been on hiatus a long fucking time and now that it had its mate so close, barely dressed, it wanted more.

      Too bad.

      She needed comfort.

      Clara’s palms came to his chest and she ran them over his upper body. Then she eased them over his arms, down toward his hands. Gently, she touched his injured hand, as if sensing it was hurt. “What happened?”

      “What do you mean?” he asked, wondering if she was syncing to him as he’d seen other mated pairs do.

      “Really? You’re going to pretend your hand isn’t sore as can be right now?” she asked, giving him a stern look.

      He grinned. “It will be fine once I feed. Let’s get you dressed and to my home. There are some wards here but they’re years old. I haven’t been able to properly address them for some time. My place is safer for you. I know you hate being told what to do but, Clara…”

      Reaching up, she pressed an index finger to his lips, silencing him. “There was a mirror monster here. No way in hell am I staying in this house. You’re going to need a crowbar to get me away from you. In fact, you’re going to have to evict me to get me out of your house when it’s time for me to come home. Why didn’t anyone ever mention mirror monsters before?”

      Landros used his good hand to move her finger from his lips slightly. The woman clearly had no idea what a tempting package she presented standing there with her long wet hair causing the top of her cami to be damp. “You’re my mate, hon.”

      She tensed but gave the smallest of nods.

      “It’s past time we were on the same page,” he said, needing her to understand that she wouldn’t be evicted from his life. That she was basically stuck with him. Like it or not, she had a stubborn Greek to contend with for the rest of their days.

      Her attention returned to his injured hand. “Landros, when is the last time you fed?”

      His gaze snapped to her cleavage, then eased up her chest to her collarbone, and then her neck. His throat worked as his gums burned with the need to release his fangs and feed. He wanted to ease his mouth over her neck and sink his teeth into her, sampling all of her in the process.

      If showing her his fangs hadn’t scared her, feeding from her would.

      Closing his eyes, Landros did his best to think of anything other than drinking her blood. It didn’t work or help any.

      He basically just pictured himself drinking from her while he fucked her.

      That was as far from helpful as he could get.

      She raked her nails over his chest, sending a jolt of desire through him.

      Gasping, he looked down at her. “Clara?”

      She gathered her long hair and pulled it to one side, tipping her head as she did. The act left her neck exposed to him.

      He jerked back fast and ended up stumbling into the open shower. The water, which had cooled tremendously, struck his back and he reached out fast, shutting it off. A half of a second later, he regretted the decision because his gaze snapped to Clara’s neck once more.

      “S-stop,” he said, the word barely forming.

      She bit at her lower lip and moaned. “If I beg, will you take off your shirt? I’ve pictured you naked in that shower way more times than I can count. I’d like to know if I was seeing it correctly.”

      “Clara!”

      She grinned. “What? I’ll take mine off if you take off yours.”

      He couldn’t help but eye the handles for the water. An ice-cold shower was certainly in order. “We have to…Mirza. Threat. My house. Now.”

      “Or,” said Clara, easing closer to him. She then had the nerve to lift her cami top, exposing her stomach to him. As she lifted it higher, the underside of her breasts began to show.

      Any and all resolve Landros had shattered into a million pieces and he launched from the shower and at her. He lifted her off her feet and captured her mouth with his.
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      Clara bit Landros’s lower lip as they kissed in a way that said much, much more was to come. That was fine by her. She needed what he was providing. Needed to have something to dive into in place of screaming about the fact bad guys could attack her in her own home through a mirror of all things. And everything in her said this was right, giving herself over to the pull she had to Landros.

      That the time had come.

      To hell with it being opportune or not.

      Wrapping her legs around his waist, she didn’t bother with slowing down or taking a moment to think harder about everything. She was taking what she wanted, and right now, she wanted Landros.

      She bit harder on his lip, drawing blood without meaning to.

      Landros growled into her mouth and the next she knew he was depositing her gently on the countertop.

      She went for his shirt and broke the kiss long enough to yank it up and over his head. She’d never actually seen him without his shirt on. He was amazing. Chiseled like the statues of old, his tawny skin rippling with muscle. A light dusting of dark chest hair was sprinkled perfectly over his pectoral region before forming a happy trail in the direction of his groin.

      Faint crisscross white scars littered his otherwise perfect skin. They didn’t take from his appeal. Rather, they told a tale of what he’d endured. She ran her fingertips over some of them as he stared down at her, his breathing ragged. “I always knew you were a sexpot.”

      His hands moved over hers and he closed his eyes, tipping his head back. “I need to get you to somewhere safer. He shouldn’t have been able to breach the wards here as easily as he did.”

      She wanted to know as much about the man in the mirror as she could, but not now. Not when she had Landros partially unclothed in front of her. Not when she needed to be reassured that they were both okay and that she wasn’t going to blink only to learn they weren’t really mates.

      Grabbing the waist of his pants, she let her intention show in her eyes as she began to unbutton them. It was much like unwrapping the world’s hottest gift ever. Landros lifted his hands out to his sides as she began to unzip him. Every ounce of her wanted to trace her tongue over the line of dark hair that disappeared below his pants. She exposed more of it and it gave way to a neatly trimmed thatch of black hair. The top of his shaft was there, angled to the side. If that was an indication of what the rest of it would look like, she’d been right when she’d commented on him having six pounds of package in a one-pound area.

      “Clara,” he whispered, his voice heavily accented. “I need to get you somewhere…”

      “Listen up, Greek,” she said sternly, easing his pants down over the top of his ass cheeks. “This is happening. Now. Unless you don’t want it to. Do you want it?”

      He responded but she didn’t understand one single word he said since none of it was in English.

      She blinked up at him, her fingernails lightly scratching his ass cheeks. “Was that a yes or no?”

      “Yes!” he shouted. “It was a fucking yes!”

      “Good,” she returned before freezing. “Landros?”

      “W-what?” he asked, sounding strained.

      “Are you going to touch me?”

      He swallowed hard. “Y-yes?”

      Unable to help it, she laughed. “Anytime soon?”

      “That depends.”

      She lifted a brow. “On?”

      He exhaled slowly. “On how much it will scare you if I do what I want to you. If you’ll panic if I fuck you as hard and as furious as I want. And if me taking your blood will ruin what is finally happening between us.”

      She pushed his pants down more and then slid her hands around his now fully exposed erection. It was a doozy.

      Suddenly, it was her turn to gulp. “Landros! You’re huge!”

      A nervous chuckle escaped him.

      She paused before stroking him. “You’re not a virgin, are you?”

      “Pfft? No,” he said. “Are you? Wait. Don’t answer that. I don’t want to know about you and other men. Why did you ask me if I’m one?”

      “Because you’re acting like you’re scared of me and like this is your first time getting laid.”

      He cupped her chin gently, his smoldering gaze locking onto her. “Clara, this will be the first time I’m with you—my mate. I want it to be perfect. To be right.”

      “I just want it to be hard and make me come,” she returned. “Oh, and for it to be the first of many, many, many times.”

      His lips quirked before he began to ease her cami up and over her head. Once she was free from it, he stared down at her chest. He didn’t move or say a word.

      She tugged gently on his cock as she began to stroke him. “Landros?”

      He just kept staring at her breasts.

      With a groan, she rolled her eyes. “My mate can’t say the word ‘boobs’ and he can’t speak when he sees them in the flesh.”

      “What? Who?” asked Landros as if coming out of a daze. “Boobs? Yes. They are very nice boobs. Erm, breasts. Good breasts. I mean great breasts.”

      She snickered. He was hopeless.

      He tilted her head upward and then kissed her, chasing away her laughter. He then eased his hand down her, sliding it under the top of her panties, heading straight for her sweet spot.

      Clara moaned into his mouth as he eased a finger into her wet core. Her body tightened around him and he jerked his hips, pumping them, causing her to stroke him harder and faster.

      Landros tweaked her clit with his thumb and Clara gasped, breaking their kiss momentarily. He didn’t pull away from her any though. Keeping his lips close to hers, he grinned, easing his finger in and out of her as he caused pressure to build from the bottoms of her feet upward. Her inner thighs began to quiver, and she raked her nails up the tender flesh of his shaft before releasing it quickly.

      “Sorry,” she said.

      “Don’t be,” he returned. “I like a bit of pain.”

      Slowly, she eased her hand around his long, thick, hard cock as best she could and began to caress him once more.

      He did something with his thumb that rubbed her clit just right, sending the building pleasure in her legs crashing through her middle region. All at once his fingering sounded extra wet and Clara panted against him as she continued to orgasm.

      “Landros,” she whispered.

      Nodding, he took control of his shaft and lined up with her hot wetness. He locked gazes with her, and she nodded, wanting him in her.

      As he pressed the head of his cock into her, Clara began to rethink her decision. She wasn’t new to sex, but her number of bed partners had been rather limited. None had been his size.

      He began to kiss her again, chasing away her fears and concerns.

      Before Clara knew it, she was squirming against his cock, wanting to take more of it in her. It seemed like forever before Landros began feeding more of himself into her, inch by painfully slow inch. When she was sure he couldn’t possibly have anything left to offer, she found the courage to meet his gaze.

      He eased in more.

      Her eyes widened. “H-how much more is there?”

      He ran his hand into the back of her semi-damp hair and gave one good jerk, forcing her head back. The act probably looked highly aggressive, but he’d done it in a controlled, gentle manner. The result was raw need slamming through her as aftershocks of her orgasm wracked her body.

      Reaching around him, she grabbed at his ass cheeks and used her legs and hands to jerk him against her more, wanting all of him.

      He drove home, going balls deep in her, and she cried out in his arms, the pain ebbing away quickly, replaced with nothing but blinding pleasure. Clara rocked on his body as he began pumping in and out of her at a high rate of speed.

      Warmth spread through her upper chest, but her arms and hands cooled quickly. They also went numb. As her mind caught up to what her body was doing, she clung to Landros’s arms, wanting to warn him that her power was about to release again, and that she had no control over it, but he picked then to tug on her hair more.

      He lowered his head, his mouth slanting over her neck a second before she felt the slightest of pinches.

      The next Clara knew, her entire body had so much pleasure racing through it that she tried to get away from him, from it, from the feeling that she was about to explode. Crying out, she tried to break free, when all she really wanted to do was fuse herself to the man for life.

      Landros held her there, feeding from her as she came on his cock. His hips jerked a second before he rooted deep in her.

      He lifted his mouth from her slightly. “Mine.”

      Clara’s limbs tingled and then power burst free from them, slamming into him. Fearful she’d hurt him, she screamed, and he caught her face between his hands gently. There was no panic in his dark gaze.

      He wasn’t worried about what was happening between them?

      Was he nuts?

      She made a move to push away and ended up scratching the hell out of his upper chest. Blood welled in the spot instantly.

      Landros ran his fingers through it and lifted them to her lips, nodding as he did.

      Clara stared wildly at him. “I’m not about to taste your blood.”

      No sooner did she say the words than she felt the overwhelming compulsion to lick his fingertips. She did and her magik pushed through her more, feeling as if it were weaving a web between them. It took her a second to realize another power was there, guiding and joining hers.

      She bit lightly on the tips of Landros’s fingers, giving him a dirty look, which only caused him to laugh, his cock twitching deep in her. She opened her mouth to give him a piece of her mind and was stunned at what popped out. “Mine.”

      In the next breath, the buzzing and pressure around her dissipated at once and she was left feeling as if she were holding an invisible string. At the other end of the string was Landros. While she couldn’t see it, she could feel it. Could feel the connection. As her mind caught up with the reality of the situation, her jaw dropped.

      “You claimed me!” she spat.

      “I’m aware,” he returned, dipping his head and kissing her tenderly. He pumped his hips more and Clara was lost once more in the pleasure he caused.

      Unable to stop herself, she cried out loudly as she came again.

      Everything on her was pleasantly numb from the aftermath of ecstasy. The moment could have only been better if it hadn’t followed a mirror monster attack. But even that seemed minimal next to being claimed by Landros.

      A lazy smile touched her lips as Landros pushed in deep, holding firmly there, his body shaking as he found his release.

      “Clara, I heard a scream, are you…?” Wheeler’s voice sliced through the moment like a sharp blade.

      Yelping, Clara’s legs wrapped tighter around Landros’s waist as she buried her face in his chest, hoping to hide as much of herself from Wheeler’s view as possible.

      Landros growled. It was low and left little room for interpretation.

      Get out or suffer his wrath.

      “Sorry,” murmured Wheeler as he fumbled with the broken bathroom door.

      Some of the tension leeched out of Landros as he pushed her long hair over her shoulders. “Love, he’s gone now. It’s just us.”

      She kept her head to his chest, feeling hot. “I cannot believe he just saw us having sex.”

      “For the best,” said Landros with a slight shrug. “While I hate that he got a glimpse of you in this position, I’m thankful he saw with his own eyes that you are mine. Now and forever.”

      She thumped her head lightly against his steely chest. “Macho caveman crap aside, we just had sex.”

      “I was there,” he said with a laugh. “In fact, I’m still in there.”

      She grinned and mustered the courage to look up at him. When she did, she saw something that surprised her in his dark gaze.

      Pure, raw, unadulterated love.

      He touched her cheek tenderly. “Let’s get you home.”

      She nearly opened her mouth to express that she was home when she realized what he was saying. They were mated now. Man and wife. Her home was with him now and that felt right.

      She nodded. “Okay, but we have got to do something about all the statues you have in your house. I feel like they’re always watching me.”

      He snickered. “I do not have that many statues.”

      She eyed him. “Dude, you have a crap ton of them. Is that a Greek thing?”

      He waggled his brows.

      She ran her gaze downward. “Are you going to pull out?”

      “No. I think I’ll just remain here. It’s perfect,” he said.

      She laughed and wiggled on the counter a small bit. “It’s really wet down there. To the point it’s uncomfortable.”

      With a sigh, he eased out of her slowly, looking pained at the prospect of doing so. “Swear to me I get to spend what is left of the night in you once we get home.”

      “Pretty sure we need to focus on mirror monsters and not sex,” added Clara, liking his suggestion more than she should. “Plus, we need to break the news to Nicolette and my father that we’re mated.”

      His expression fell. “Can we do that after I spend the rest of the night in you? That way, if Kippar kills me, I die happy.”

      She groaned and pushed on his chest before sliding off the counter. “Dad won’t kill you.”

      She wasn’t so sure of her words.

      “Erm, he probably won’t kill you,” she revised.

      He snorted. “You’re worth it, wife.”

      She stiffened.

      Landros chuckled. “Wife. Wife. Wife.”

      She shook her head as he tucked himself into his pants and buttoned up. “What are you doing?”

      “Getting you used to the idea that you’re mine.”

      “How old are you again?” she questioned.

      “Old, why?”

      Clara walked past him on the way to her room, her intent to get new clothing to change into. “Because right now, I’d say you’re about sixteen. If that.”

      His laughter followed her.
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      Wheeler stared around Landros’s front entryway and half thought he’d stepped back in time. The décor was an interesting mix of modern with ancient Greek. There was a fair number of busts that sat upon columns flanking the front entrance. Behind them, set back in the recesses, were full-size marble statues that looked as if they’d been plucked out of history. To the sides of each of them were various swords that were mounted to the wall. They were pristine, as was everything else in the house from the looks of it.

      One sword, in particular, was mounted and lit in a way that made it a focal piece. Wheeler wondered if that had been Landros’s personal sword that he’d used in battles of old. From the looks of it, someone still sharpened it and tended to it regularly. It was important to him.

      Since the majority of Wheeler’s life after having become an immortal had been spent on the run from his own government, he’d not been able to hang onto many items that had significance to him, from before his testing in the I-Ops Program. One acoustic guitar was all he had left from his life before becoming a vampire. While he had plenty of money and countless other guitars he’d purchased over the years, that one held a special place in his heart.

      Much like the sword with all the lights on it that was mounted on Landros’s wall.

      While Wheeler knew Landros and had been aware of the location of the vampire’s home, he’d never before been in it. Nothing about it was to Wheeler’s taste. Everything so far was something found in a museum and wasn’t homey in the least.

      Then again, Wheeler didn’t hail from ancient Greece so maybe to Landros it did feel comforting.

      Gus was currently standing close to the head of a woman while Bill was staring at the exposed breast of the female bust.

      Mac and Car were bumping into one another in the center of the foyer as they did their best to avoid getting close to any of the statues.

      Car pushed Mac. “Stop crowdin’ me.”

      Mac stumbled into the bust of a man with long hair and a matching long beard. If Wheeler was right, the bust was created to represent the god Zeus. Mac snatched hold of the bust, keeping it from falling from its base. He then stared at his brother, a panicked expression on his face.

      “Och, do nae shove me. If I break one, I’m pretty sure I’ll end up cursed,” said Mac, his eyes wide as he continued to hold the head of Zeus. “Or do you nae remember that time I broke that one statue when we were last in Greece?”

      Car grinned. “Was it nae at Landros’s estate there?”

      Mac nodded. “It was.”

      Car ran his hand over his beard. “Aye. I recall. You ended up havin’ a shite year after that.”

      Mac made sure Zeus wasn’t going anywhere before he stepped back from it slowly. “Aye. I was cursed. I do nae know what the man does with his magik, but I think he uses it to put curses on people who break his shite.”

      “Sure he does,” added Car, a disbelieving note in his voice.

      “If yer so sure that he doesnae do it, then why are you stayin’ far from them all too?” questioned his brother.

      Car cleared his throat, attempting to appear aloof. “No reason.”

      Bill ran his fingers over the nipple of the bust he was near. “Aphrodite has a great rack.”

      Clara came around the corner and stopped, watching each of them carefully. “Uh, why are you all still standing there?”

      When they’d first arrived, some ten minutes prior, Landros had ushered Clara upstairs, carrying her bag as he went. He’d left the rest of the group downstairs. No one had bothered to venture farther into the home. “Didn’t want to interrupt Bill copping a feel.”

      Clara eyed the twins more. She grinned. “You’re freaked out by all the statues, aren’t you?”

      “Och,” sputtered Mac.

      Car shook his head. “No. We’re nae afraid of…”

      She pointed to the bust of Zeus. “Ohmygod, that one moved!”

      The twins screamed in tandem and ended up running into one another in the center of the foyer.

      Wheeler didn’t bother to hide his laugh as he strolled past them, going right to Clara.

      Landros’s claim on her was so new and so strong that the vampire side of Wheeler nearly caused him to quit walking to her. The vampire knew the truth of the matter. Landros’s demon was far more powerful and dangerous than his could ever hope to be. And since Wheeler’s was nothing to sneeze at, that was troubling. Then again, ruthless was something they’d need to deal with whatever the fuck that thing in the bathroom had been.

      “Where is Landros?” asked Wheeler.

      Clara offered a warm grin. “He went to his office. He mentioned something about calling someone named Seth.”

      “The Egyptian god?” asked Bill, earning him shocked stares from everyone. He shrugged. “What? I know stuff.”

      Wheeler shook his head. “Seth as in the guy who heads the Crimson Ops Division at PSI.”

      Bill’s eyes widened. “An Egyptian god heads the Fang Gang?”

      “No,” said Wheeler, looking to the twins for help explaining it all to Bill.

      Car’s lower lip slid over his teeth as he bit it lightly. “You know, more than once the rumor mill has had Seth being a god.”

      “Yeah, right,” said Wheeler with a snort.

      “To be clear, the guy with gargoyle in him doesn’t believe an actual god from mythology could be real and running something like the Crimson Ops?” asked Clara, leveling her green gaze on him.

      “Well, when you put it that way,” said Wheeler.

      Clara smiled at the twins. “Come on. I’ll show you guys around. Unless of course, you already know your way around.”

      “Nope,” said Mac. “We’ve never been to his house here in Savannah.”

      “Probably because you break his shit,” said Bill with a snort, still caressing the bust’s nipple.

      “Need some alone time with that?” asked Wheeler.

      Bill’s attention went to Gus, who was still standing close to the same bust Bill was fondling. “Nah. I don’t. Gus might though. He’s taken a shine to it.”

      Car feigned shock. “What would Mona say?”

      “Hey, they ain’t exclusive. Mona said she wanted to see other people,” argued Bill. “She broke it to him last night, right before we got her a new body. It was a peace offering but she wasn’t that grateful for it. Typical woman.”

      Wheeler sighed, locking gazes with Clara. “Which direction is Landros’s office?”

      “This way,” she said, leading the group through the huge home.

      It took Wheeler a second to realize Bill and Gus weren’t joining them. He paused. “Uh, one second. I don’t feel good leaving them unattended.”

      Mac grabbed for Wheeler, pulling him along. “Leave him. If he breaks it, he’ll be cursed and that will take care of him bein’ our problem.”

      “Or we get all his bad luck since he’s hanging with us,” returned Wheeler.

      Car and Mac ran for Bill. They each took a side and lifted the man, carrying him through the house as Gus hurried along after them. He was facing backward while they were facing forward. Bill’s feet dangled and he moved them as if he were peddling a bicycle.

      Wheeler fell in step next to Clara, ignoring the others. “You doing okay?”

      They’d not had a chance to really talk since he’d walked in on the tail end of her being claimed.

      “Are you asking if I’m fine you saw me naked and having sex or if I’m okay that some creepy man in the mirror attacked me in my own house?”

      “Sorry again that I walked in on you,” he said, averting his gaze. “I heard you scream. I was worried.”

      She winked. “I know. I was teasing you. Thank you for coming when you thought I needed help.”

      “Any time. Well, I don’t mean I want to walk in on that any time, just… Never mind. You know what I meant.” He took a deep breath. “And I was asking if you’re okay being mated now?”

      She hesitated with her next step and reached out fast, taking his hand in hers. “Honestly, I haven’t had a chance to let it sink in. Tonight has been a really weird night.”

      She stopped just outside of a set of large white double doors that were open.

      Landros was inside, standing near an oversize desk, talking on his cell phone with someone. He glanced up and his gaze snapped instantly to Wheeler’s and Clara’s joined hands. He pulled the phone from his ear. “If you wish to avoid becoming an extra-dead wheel, I’d suggest you stop holding hands with my wife.”

      “Wife?” asked a familiar voice from the other end of the phone.

      Wheeler’s hearing was off the charts and he held back a smile, recognizing the voice as belonging to Garth. “Haven’t had a chance to explain to him how you claimed Clara? Can’t wait for Nicolette’s reaction.”

      Clara released his hand at once and her shoulders slumped.

      Wheeler realized then that she was concerned how her friend would take the news. “Sorry.”

      With a grunt, Landros pulled the phone back to his ear. “Yes. You heard that correctly. Yes, I did claim Clara.”

      Clara stepped back, bumping into Car, who was still holding Bill. Car stared down at her. “Lass, do nae fear. Yer friend will understand. It’s rare for our kind to have a mate let alone find them. It’s somethin’ to be celebrated.”

      Clara didn’t look as though she believed him. “So, if your mate walked in right this second, you’d be thrilled to have to give up all the other women and your bachelor lifestyle?”

      Mac scoffed. “No.”

      Bill, who was still facing the other direction as the twins held him off the ground, tipped his head back to see Clara better. “Don’t let any of them fool you, Clara. They’d all give their right nuts for a chance at getting hitched. Crazy alphas.”

      Wheeler avoided outright agreeing with Bill, but the man had a point. When it came right down to it, every man Wheeler knew, including himself, would be thrilled to find out he was lucky enough to have a special someone.

      Landros held the phone farther from his ear as a shrill screech came from the other end. That was decidedly not coming from Garth.

      “Put me on speaker!” shouted Nicolette.

      Wheeler spotted a fraction of uncertainty in Landros’s gaze before he did as instructed.

      “Clara?” asked Nicolette.

      Clara edged into the room marginally. “I’m here.”

      Car nudged her lightly. “Go ahead, lass. You cannae hear it in yer friend’s voice, but we can. That’s nae anger. That’s excitement.”

      “Really?” asked Clara, hopeful.

      Wheeler hadn’t known Nicolette or Clara long, but he’d gotten incredibly close to Clara in a relatively short period of time. He knew how much Nicolette meant to her.

      Wheeler nodded. “He’s right.”

      “Yes! He is!” shouted Nicolette. “I mean, yuck that you’ve actually seen my uncle naked, and I don’t want to think about him ever having sex, but yay! You’re mated too! Hurry up and get pregnant. I don’t want to crave funky foods alone.”

      Clara paled. “Pregnant? No. I’d be a horrible mother.”

      “I call bull,” said Nicolette, sounding giddy. “You will be an amazing mother. Oh no.”

      “What?” asked Clara, easing forward more.

      “I just thought about the fact that my uncle would need to have sex for there to be a baby. Ohmygod, there could already be a baby if he claimed you. Wait. Garth explained to me that claimings all involve sex. Is that true?”

      “Yes,” said all the men present.

      “Now I’m sick to my stomach again,” Nicolette said, her voice trailing off a moment before Garth came back on the line.

      “Beauty’s stomach is touchy. She’ll be fine. Congrats on the mating,” said Garth, pride in his voice. “Now, tell me more of the attack in the bathroom. Landros, you said you do not think my brother was behind it. How can you be sure?”

      Landros’s body tensed. All the tells were there. He knew a hell of a lot more than he was letting on but didn’t want to say as much.

      “Spill it,” demanded Wheeler, earning him a threatening stare from the Greek.

      “Careful there, Dead-Wheel,” warned Bill with a snort. “I may not be your biggest fan, but I don’t want you too dead to annoy. Who else is going to bitch nonstop about me needing to shower? The Double-Scotts don’t care.”

      “Heed the stinky man’s warning,” said Car.

      “Bite me, asshole.” Bill made kissing noises at Car.

      Wheeler didn’t back down as he stared at Landros. Sure, Landros could and most likely would hand him his ass, but Wheeler didn’t care. Clara was in danger. “What the fuck do you know that you’re not saying?”

      “Uncle Landros?” questioned Nicolette. “What attack in what bathroom?”

      “It’s fine,” said Clara quickly. “I’m okay. Landros stopped the man in the mirror from hurting me.”

      “Time out. What man in the mirror?” asked Nicolette, worry in her voice. “Someone hurt you, Clara? And they did it with a mirror? That’s it, Garth. We’re flying out this second.”

      “Beauty, be calm. They’ve more than enough men there. Your friend is safe. Need I remind you that your uncle is with her?” Garth’s voice changed when he spoke to his mate. It softened.

      Wheeler wasn’t about to point that out to the Viking. It was bad enough he already had an ancient Greek pissed at him. He didn’t need to start adding other immortals from other countries too. Especially not ones with a thing for collecting weapons like Garth.

      “What do we need to know about this arsehole from the attack?” asked Car. “And how is it yer sure he’s nae workin’ with Grid?”

      “Because I know the man who was behind it,” said Landros.

      “Well, who the hell is he?” demanded Garth, his Scandinavian accent thickening.

      Landros swallowed hard. “My maker.”

      Clara looked to Wheeler, clearly wanting guidance on what that meant.

      Wheeler motioned with his head to Landros. “The man who attacked you in the bathroom is the same man who turned Landros into a vampire.”

      “Mirza?” asked Garth.

      “Yes,” responded Landros.

      Clara stared at her mate. “You let that man near you? I get immortality must have looked pretty damn great, but he’s a nut case. Why didn’t anyone tell me vampires could be mirror monsters? Can you do that too?”

      Landros glanced at Wheeler and the twins.

      “Lass,” said Mac softly. “I do nae think Landros was turned willingly and I do nae think the man is just a vampire. Like Landros, I think he’s somethin’ more.”

      Clara sucked in a slow, long breath. She began to shake as she stared at her mate. “He forced being a vampire on you?”

      Landros glanced away but nodded a tiny bit. “Yes.”

      Pivoting on her heels, Clara was suddenly charging past Wheeler, nearly knocking Car over in the process. Wheeler caught her quickly. “Whoa. What are you doing?”

      “Going to find the Mirza-mira-mirror-man-jackhole so I can rip off his head with my bare hands,” she said with all the certainty in the world.

      “No. You’re not.” Wheeler tried to hold her but found she was suddenly very difficult to contain.

      Car released his hold on Bill to help Wheeler get control of Clara. “Och, lass, if this man sired Landros that means he’s verra, verra old and powerful. Landros struggled against the man’s power and yer husband is feared by everyone I know. Me included.”

      “Me too,” added Mac.

      Wheeler groaned. “Same.”

      “Pussies,” said Bill, jerking free from Mac before rushing past Gus and back in the direction of the topless bust.

      Gus ran after him.

      Wheeler just stood there, holding on to Clara, wishing his life was semi-normal.

      “We saw what he did to yer mate tonight. And how he handled Wheeler,” said Mac.

      Landros cleared his throat. “The Wheeler-getting-hit-with-magik thing was Clara’s doing. She didn’t mean it. But it was her power, not my maker’s.”

      Clara stopped struggling against Wheeler and Car. “Sorry, but if you don’t let me go hunt that whack-a-doodle, I might have to figure out how to fling power at you again.”

      Wheeler chuckled at her threat. “Okay. I’ll keep that in mind. While I’m living in fear of you, can you stop and think clearly a second here? The guy managed to breach wards Landros had on your place. Ones I’m guessing that were made especially for the man—to keep him out.”

      Landros squared his shoulders. “Yes. They were specific to him.”

      “You knew he’d go after Clara?” asked Car.

      Shaking his head, Landros took a small step forward. “No. I didn’t realize who she was to me until tonight. I had no reason to think he’d single her out. I had the wards in place to protect Nicolette. Mirza has been hunting and killing members of my line for over two thousand years.”

      Clara stopped struggling to get free and turned partially in Landros’s direction. “Really?”

      “Yes,” said Landros with a sigh. “Mirza has hunted my line from the moment he and I first met on the battlefield. He’s obsessed with me and he hates that I turned my back on him and his ways. I’m not like him.”

      “Yeah,” said Clara with a snort. “You’re not batshit cray-cray. He got sick joy out of the fact none of you could hear me yelling. And he wanted to kill me in front of you.”

      Mac scoffed. “Mirza referred to Clara as yer mate. He said you’d have to watch yer mate die. How is it he knew who she was to you so quickly after you figured it out?”

      “I don’t know,” said Landros. “But now that he’s aware, she will be target number one for him. He will stop at nothing to try to harm her. I reached out to Seth; because of his age he’ll be able to help lend a hand and magik to stop Mirza, but for now, the best thing I can think of is to keep Clara here, protected. And for me to hunt Mirza. If I can find where it is he’s hiding out during the day, I can catch him at his most vulnerable.”

      “Uh, slight issue there,” said Car. “Yer a vampire. Daylight is nae yer friend.”

      Landros shook his head. “It doesn’t matter what happens to me. The only thing that matters is that I hunt and kill him once and for all. I can’t let him hurt my wife or anyone else.”

      “He comes near Beauty and I’ll tear him into tiny pieces,” said Garth with a snarl.

      Landros nodded. “My gut says the moment you claimed my niece it took her off the table as a main target. He’s crazy but he’s not stupid. He wouldn’t want to go head-to-head with you, Garth. The only reason he’s able to gain the upper hand with me is because he made me. That means his magik is able to control mine to a point.”

      Clara shook. “Can he kill you?”

      Landros glanced away and that was all the answer he gave, but it was enough.

      Yes.

      Mirza could kill Landros and that meant he was one hell of a threat.

      “That settles it then,” said Car, puffing out his chest. “Mac and I will try to find where this arsehole is callin’ home base durin’ the day. We’ll track him and then reach out to you.”

      “We will?” asked Mac, sounding shocked by his brother’s proclamation.

      “Aye,” added Car. “If it were us, and we had mates who were at risk, Landros would do it for us.”

      “True,” said Mac before inclining his head. “We’ll hunt for him since the sun will be up soon. You and Wheeler can remain here to keep Clara safe and to rest. Yer no guid to anyone if yer nae at full strength.”

      “No. I’ll hunt for him,” protested Landros.

      “Uncle Landros,” said Nicolette. “Please let them help.”

      He stared at the phone. “Not with this. Mirza will cut through them like they aren’t even there. I won’t let anyone else die for this. I’ll handle it. He’s my problem. And I’m the only one who is going to be able to track him.”

      Wheeler stiffened as he thought harder about everything that had transpired. “Hold up a second here. What is his end game with Clara?”

      “To kill her,” snapped Landros.

      “Then why didn’t he do it when he had the chance?” asked Wheeler. It wasn’t that he wanted Clara dead, but something wasn’t sitting right with him. The entire ordeal seemed fishy to him.

      The twins shared a look that said they were coming around to Wheeler’s way of thinking.

      “Could it be he wanted to announce himself to Landros?” asked Car. “Mayhap put the fear of god in him about his mate bein’ in danger?”

      “Aye,” added Mac with a nod. “Nothin’ makes an alpha male go nutty faster than puttin’ their mate in harm’s way. The best way I can think to get the Greek off his game is to threaten the lass.”

      Wheeler eased forward. “Get Landros and his demon riled to the point they run off half-cocked hunting him.”

      The men all looked toward Clara, but it was Car who spoke. “All the while leavin’ the lass without Landros’s protection. Guid plan if you want to scare Landros, get him fired up, and then annihilate the woman he loves.”

      “He doesn’t love me,” said Clara quickly.

      “Really? That’s news to me,” said Landros.

      She closed her mouth tight, her eyes widening.

      Landros ran his hands through his hair, messing it up as he did. He then began to pace the length of his study before stopping and looking upward. “Fuck.”

      “Greek just figured out we’re more than likely right,” said Mac out of the side of his mouth.

      Landros sighed. “I’ll give you a list of things to look for when hunting for his day hiding place. But do not under any circumstances engage him without me there. Am I clear?”

      “Aye,” said the twins, doing what Wheeler could only suspect was supposed to be something of a salute.

      Landros didn’t appear to buy their pledge. “That is an order.”

      The twins might have been masters of bending the rules, but at the root of their being they were soldiers. Warriors who respected the chain of command and the man issuing the order.

      Their smirks left their faces and they gave curt nods.

      “Understood,” they said at the same time, making Wheeler wonder if they did indeed share a brain.
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      Landros lifted the oversize, antique mirror from the wall with one hand before double-checking where his mate was. He didn’t want to turn quickly and bump her with it. She was near the foot of the bed, her arms folded under her breasts, shaking her head. Just as she’d been doing since he’d ushered her into the room and insisted she rest.

      Clara wanted to be in the thick of the activity, but he wanted her safe. That meant eliminating any potential points of mystical entrance that Mirza could use.

      Landros’s Fae side wasn’t something he used on a daily basis, but that didn’t mean it was weak. It only meant the vampire portion him tended to get more attention because its needs were greater.

      The Fae side didn’t require blood. And it craved sunlight, while the vampire side didn’t thrive in light.

      They were polar opposites on the supernatural spectrum, but they were both part of him. While he trusted his abilities with magik, there was no telling what tricks Mirza had up his sleeve. Taking a chance when Clara’s life was at risk simply wasn’t an option.

      Since the incident at her home had taken place in the bathroom, Landros had started with the mirrors in those, removing any that he could. Wheeler had assisted and they’d been putting them in a contained room in the carriage house, while covering any that weren’t as easy to take down with sheets in addition to shoring up their wardings.

      He’d tasked Bill with helping to cover any other reflective surfaces in the house. At last check, Bill had opted out of lending a hand and instead was watching television in the entertainment room.

      “Do you think you might be overdoing it?” asked Clara.

      “I think I’m under-doing it. Mirza is old. He’s powerful. And he’s downright deadly,” replied Landros, walking the mirror to the door and stepping into the hallway to find Wheeler approaching.

      Landros lifted the mirror some and nodded to the other vampire.

      Wheeler ran toward him and took the mirror from him. “Got it. I’ll put it with the others. How many are left then?”

      “This is it,” answered Landros.

      Wheeler glanced into the bedroom. When he saw Clara, who was still doing her version of an angry stance, he snorted before centering his attention on Landros. “Best of luck.”

      “Thanks,” said Landros, giving the man a knowing look before stepping back into the room and closing the door.

      He walked past Clara and checked the windows to be sure they were not only locked but that his warding on them was firm and holding. He then moved to the French doors that opened to the Juliet balcony.

      Everything was secured.

      Clara sighed. “Landros, you’ve checked them three times now.”

      He knew as much but he didn’t care. “I need to know you’re safe.”

      “I understand and I appreciate the concern, but wouldn’t I be safer by you instead of up here alone?”

      He faced her. “I brought him into your life. He’s trying to hurt you because of me. I’m the last person you’re safe by.”

      She came for him and reached up to cup his face in her hands. “You’re being dramatic but thank you for worrying about me. Now, what can I do to help? I know there are things I could be helping with. Just tell me and I’ll do it.”

      He put his hands over hers and closed his eyes momentarily, loving the closeness to her. “Would you believe me if I said the biggest help you could give me is the peace of mind of knowing you are getting some rest? I know you’re sore from your run-in with Mirza. And I know I claimed you at the worst possible time. I should have seen to your needs first, not fucked you like an animal.”

      Clara lifted a brow. “I thought fucking me like an animal was seeing to my needs.”

      The edges of his lips drew upward.

      She grinned in a tempting manner and then rubbed herself against him slightly, igniting his seemingly nonstop hunger for her. “You should do it again.”

      “I plan to. But not until I know you’re safe,” he returned.

      She gave him a stern look. “Don’t make me jump your bones. I’ll do it. You may have me by like eight inches and eighty pounds, but don’t think I can’t take you.”

      “Uh-huh, you can totally take me,” he said, kissing the tip of her nose. “Do me a favor and try to rest. I’ll be in and out to check on you.”

      “What if I agree to get in the bed and wait for you?” she asked.

      Landros eyed the bed and his new bride. The idea of joining her there held a lot of sway. He’d have given in to the temptation, but he wanted to check the wards on the house one more time.

      Just to be sure.

      Then he’d need to call his contacts about Mirza.

      There was a lot to do and, if he knew Mirza, not a lot of time to do it in.

      With a sigh, he gave his wife a chaste kiss and then swatted her backside lightly.

      She laughed. “Naughty.”

      He grinned. “Off to bed with you.”

      Clara touched his chest, and for a brief moment her emotions washed over him as if they were his own. It was a by-product of the claiming, and with time that act would be something they did automatically. Raw pain and worry ate at her. None of it was for herself. It was all centered around him. She was also confused and doing her best to adjust to the reality of being his mate.

      No surprise there; he too was struggling to wrap his mind around who she was to him. Oddly, after claiming her, he couldn’t fathom how he’d missed all the signs over the years. He’d have time to think on it all once Mirza was no longer a threat.

      “I will be fine,” he said in a low tone, hoping to ease her fears.

      Her brow knitted. “How did you know what I was thinking?”

      He touched her chest, above her heart. “I felt it. For a quick second we synced emotionally.”

      “Like in the bathroom?” she asked, shock flashing through her eyes.

      “Yes.”

      “Can you still feel what I’m feeling?”

      He shook his head.

      “About what you said downstairs.” She glanced away, suddenly appearing uncomfortable with the line of conversation.

      “I said a lot of things downstairs,” he replied. “I’ll need you to be more specific.”

      “When I said you don’t love me,” she said, still refusing to look at him.

      He took a deep breath and thought best on how to respond. He didn’t want to blow it with her any more than he already had. “Clara, I know this is new to you. It’s new to me too. But how I feel for you isn’t new. I think I’ve been in love with you for years now, I just pulled my head out of my ass long enough to notice.”

      She not only continued to look away, she also attempted to draw back from him.

      He didn’t let her. “I’m sorry if this is all too much for you. But I can’t change the way I feel. I wouldn’t want to.”

      “Earlier, you were upset that you didn’t get a choice about me being your mate,” she whispered.

      He took her chin lightly in his hand and guided her gaze back to him. “I wish I could have given you the choice of a better mate. One who knows how to say and do all the right things. One who doesn’t have a mortal enemy trying to harm you. Someone better than me.”

      “I wouldn’t want anyone else,” she said, her gaze locked firmly on his.

      “And you are the only woman I want,” he said, keeping his hand on her chin. “And I love you. Hear me when I say the words because I mean them.”

      She teared up. “Please be smart about Mirza. I’m really worried you’ll rethink running off after him and end up dead. In case you’re wondering, I’d be super pissed off if you got more dead.”

      He struggled to keep from laughing, knowing it was a serious moment between them. “I will do my utmost best to avoid getting more dead.”

      “Promise?”

      “I do,” he responded. “Only if you promise to rest.”

      “You suck,” she snapped.

      He grinned. “I do.”

      Clara smiled and then hugged him.

      They held one another for a few minutes, neither seeming eager to let go.

      Dawn’s light was fast approaching, and while he wanted to believe that would prevent Mirza from trying anything else, he couldn’t be sure.

      He kissed the side of Clara’s head. “Get some rest.”

      “Okay. I’ll try.”

      He couldn’t help but look in the direction of the bag she’d brought over. It had basics in it and he fully intended to buy her anything she wanted and needed. In addition to that, he’d see to it her things were moved to the main house as soon as she was ready for that big of a change. He wouldn’t push her.

      Landros had watched her pack the bag she’d brought. He knew that within it was a long white silk nightgown with a matching robe. From the second her fingers had connected with the article of clothing, he’d wanted to see her in it. “Are you putting on the nightgown?”

      “No. I was going to sit up, stay dressed, then lie and tell you I tried to sleep,” she confessed with a snort.

      He knew her well enough to know that was her plan all along. “I really want to see you in that nightgown.”

      “If I put it on, will you hurry back?” she asked, a hopeful note in her voice.

      “As fast as I can,” he said, meaning every word.

      “Then I’m putting it on.” She drew away from him and went to her bag.

      Landros practically sprinted for the door. “If I stay to watch you change, I’ll never leave.”

      Her laughter followed him as he rushed down the hall.
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      Landros entered his bedroom, careful to avoid making any noise. Clara was there, asleep on the huge bed, her long brown hair cascading out around her. The silky white nightgown she had on looked even better on her than he’d imagined. All he wanted to do was unwrap the prize inside.

      Sadly, getting Bill and Gus settled in for the day to sleep, since they’d been up all night, had proven to be quite the task. It had taken Landros and Wheeler nearly two hours to convince Bill to shower and put on clean clothing (that didn’t fit him in the least because they were Landros’s).

      Wheeler had been downright ecstatic when Bill had finally emerged from the bathroom smelling human once more. Not like he’d rolled in a city dump on a hot summer day.

      Gus had been equally as resistant to getting some rest but had finally given in when Landros carried the bust of Aphrodite into the guest room he’d assigned to Gus. The man was now curled up around the bust, sleeping soundly.

      Bill was in the guest room next to him and Wheeler was down the hall.

      Once Wheeler and Landros had gotten Bill and Gus settled in, they’d gone through his home making sure all the points of entry were locked and warded. Landros had to admit he was slightly out of practice using his Fae side, and increasing the mystical wards had drained him.

      It didn’t help that the sun had risen. That naturally left his kind tired.

      He needed to feed as well but hadn’t wanted to take any more time from being near Clara than necessary.

      Wheeler had opted for the pig’s blood that Landros kept stocked in the refrigerator.

      PSI would deliver actual human bagged blood later in the day. It would be needed to help Landros and Wheeler be at peak performance.

      Landros had the option to feed from Clara, but he didn’t want to take from her if he could help it. Doing so could put a strain on her system if she was run down—which she was.

      He wasn’t taking any chances with his mate.

      At some point during all the pre-bedtime hoopla, he’d felt the strain the night had taken on Clara. He’d sensed her in the master bedroom trying to wait up for him but finally succumbing to sleep.

      As much as he wanted to touch her, caress her, lose himself in her silken depths once more, he knew she needed rest.

      He did as well, but he wasn’t tired. The idea of shutting his eyes at all with Mirza in Savannah was absurd. Landros might never sleep again if the man wasn’t caught and dealt with.

      As he soaked in the sight of his wife on the bed, a hollow pit formed in his gut. He had to find Mirza and kill him once and for all. The man could not be allowed to escape or win. If he did, it would be the same as signing Clara’s death warrant.

      Flashes of the carnage Mirza had caused in Landros’s life flooded back to him. Though in place of the family members Mirza had murdered was Clara. It was her he saw dead each time. Her he saw limp and lifeless. Her he’d been too late to save.

      His pulse raced as anxiety overtook him.

      He spun around as his demon rose fast. Using his magik, he shut off the bedside lamp that Clara had left on for him, not that it was needed. He could see perfectly in the dark. He didn’t want to chance her catching sight of him with his demon riding him high. Fangs were one thing. Seeing his face contort and take on the shape of the demon that inhabited him was something entirely different.

      Something she wasn’t ready for.

      He closed his eyes tightly, trying to will his demon down. It was already on edge because of Mirza. Landros was so focused on gaining control that he nearly spun around and attacked the second a hand fell upon his shoulder. But his demon knew the touch of its mate.

      So did Landros.

      He cringed. “You should be sleeping.”

      He knew his voice was extra deep because of the state he was in.

      Clara slid her arms around his waist, hugging him from behind. She then kissed his back before putting her cheek to it, rocking in place.

      His hands eased over hers as he savored her touch.

      “Come to bed,” she said, her voice husky with sleep. “You need to rest too.”

      “Clara.”

      “Shh,” she said, kissing his back once more. Then she slid her hands down the front of him and stopped at the top of his pants. “Come to bed, Landros. I’ll make it worth your while.”

      His demon nearly backed down with the offer of sex on the table. “I can’t. Not right now.”

      She eased around him and he was thankful he’d killed the light so she couldn’t see him. Couldn’t see what she was mated to.

      A monster.

      Clara didn’t bother asking as she undid the front of his pants.

      He caught her wrists gently and then released them. He wanted what she was offering. Needed it. Needed her.

      She freed his cock and surprised him by going to her knees before him.

      A protest died on his lips the second her mouth eased over the head of his cock. He was hard in an instant, his dick eager for more. She took him deep, drawing a moan from him as pleasure rushed through him. The woman had the nerve to add her hands to the mix, stimulating his balls as she continued to move her head up and down most of the length of him.

      She varied licks and sucks and he shook, doing his best to stave off his orgasm. He wanted to prolong the pleasure and he didn’t want to look like a chump and come within seconds of her starting.

      But it was damn hard to resist hitting his zenith.

      The moment Clara licked a line down to the base of his shaft, his hands found their way to her head. He eased his fingers into her hair and gave in to the bliss she was providing. With two more pumps, his ball sac tightened before his cock twitched, his seed releasing into her mouth.

      She remained there before taking one long suck and pulling her mouth from his shaft.

      Landros’s legs suddenly weren’t as stable as they’d been only moments before. In addition to that, his demon had receded during the sex act but Landros had been too swept up with his mate to notice.

      My mate.

      He liked the ring of that.

      Liked knowing she was his wife.

      Bending, he scooped her up, making her gasp and then laugh. Her arms wrapped around his neck. “You scared me. I can’t really see you. I sort of had to feel my way to you and then down you.”

      He stared into her beautiful face, seeing her with ease. “Might I add that you felt your way around me perfectly.”

      “Liked that, did ya?” she asked, grinning wickedly as he laid her out on the bed.

      “I loved it,” he said, sliding his hands down the length of her as he stood fully. He kicked off his boots and then went to work removing the rest of his clothing. He cast it aside with little concern, his only focus his mate.

      When he returned to her, she reached for him, fumbling slightly in the darkness. He laughed as she nearly stuck her finger up his nose.

      “I can’t see a damn thing,” said Clara with a huff.

      “You can. You just need to learn to trust your supernatural side. Let it up more,” he soothed as he inched her nightgown up her thighs little by little.

      Clara sighed and rolled her eyes, clearly thinking he was full of crap.

      He wasn’t. “Trust me.”

      “I do trust you,” she said, reaching for him again. This time she connected with his cheek the first time and then skimmed her thumb over his lower lip.

      Landros caught her thumb in his mouth and bit it lightly.

      “Mmm, you’re a biter. Kinky,” she said with a wink, making him laugh.

      His hand eased over her hip and he lowered his head, kissing her lips first before kissing his way down her jaw, to her neck, then her collarbone. He slid his tongue lightly up to just behind her ear where he nipped at her earlobe.

      He wasn’t a shifter, but a low rumbled growl of longing came from deep within him. It teased her ear and his mate arched her back to him, her hands finding his shoulders. She dug her fingers in slightly, holding him to her.

      “Landros,” she breathed.

      He kept his mouth to her ear and spoke in his native tongue, telling her how much she meant to him and how he’d do anything and everything to keep her safe.

      He knew he should leave her be to rest and go downstairs to make calls to all his contacts. Someone might have gotten word on where Mirza was hiding.

      But the idea of being away from Clara a second longer than he had to left him glued to her. He rubbed against her, his cock hardening. It didn’t matter that he’d only just come. His downtime between sex wasn’t like a human male’s.

      He could and would go for hours, days even if Clara was willing and able.

      She raked her nails over his back. “I think I’m going to combust.”

      He smiled against her ear. “Good.”

      With one hand, he cupped her pussy, which was covered by the thinnest scraps of material he’d ever seen in his life.

      And he fucking loved it.

      All her panties should be that exact size.

      He’d see to that.

      He eased the material aside and used his middle finger to part her wet slit, where he went to work rubbing her clit. Landros read the tells Clara offered via her body. When he found a rhythm that left her squirming against his touch, he increased his pace, before inserting his finger into her.

      She gasped.

      He used his thumb to rub her swollen bud.

      When he sensed she was on the verge of coming, he stopped and slid down the length of her.

      “Landros?”

      He shoved her legs apart and dipped his head, pushing her panties aside once more before burying his face in paradise. Her scent filled his head and the taste of her sweet cream nearly drove him mad with need.

      Clara grabbed for his shoulders, her nails digging into his skin. She released him fast. “S-sorry.”

      She had nothing to be sorry for.

      He kept going, kept licking her while he moved his fingers in and out of her. She tasted so fucking good. He loved the way she ground her hips, rotating them with each swipe of his tongue. She wasn’t ashamed to go for what she wanted. Not that he was surprised.

      Clara had always been bold.

      That extended to the bedroom as well.

      Her legs began to shake a moment before they squeezed together, catching his head in the act.

      Grinning against her slit, he continued his sensual assault and she pushed her hips up, nearly bucking him free from her hold.

      He kept going.

      She cried out and jerked.

      Cream flooded her sex and he lowered his head more, lapping it up.

      Clara tossed her arms out wide and her body went limp.

      He stood and she moaned, reaching for him.

      He took hold of her panties and eased them off her. He then brought them to his face, inhaling their sweet scent. He didn’t want to tell her, but he planned to keep them.

      “Tell me you’re not smelling my underwear,” she said sternly.

      “I thought you said you couldn’t see in the dark,” he returned.

      She grunted. “I can’t. But I heard you take a deep breath, like you were…never mind. I don’t actually want to know what you’re doing.”

      He laughed and she joined in.

      Landros used that moment to slide up the length of her. His cock needed no instruction or assistance on where to go and what to do. It found her welcoming core and sheathed itself fully in her, making her cry out once more.

      Her legs wrapped around his waist, permitting him to go even deeper.

      His thrusts were almost urgent to start with, as if he might not have all the time he wanted with her. It took him a bit to reassure himself enough to slow his pace. As he did, Clara smacked his upper arm.

      “Harder!”

      Landros caught her mouth with his and gave into her demands. He fucked her with long, deep strokes. The fluttering walls of her sex nearly caused him to lose his seed, but he held firm, maintaining control as he pumped in and out of her.

      His eyes burned for the slightest of seconds and he knew they were filling with black. He was happy she couldn’t see him fully.

      His demon was there, just below the surface, taking pleasure from the act as well. But it wanted more. It wanted blood too. Her blood.

      He closed his eyes as he fucked Clara, hoping to push away the need for her blood.

      It didn’t work.

      As she reached orgasm, he lost his fight with his demon. He went at her neck and only barely managed to avoid being too rough as he bit into her flesh.

      Clara reacted by clawing his back, yanking him tighter to her, her pussy constricting around him more and more as the act prolonged her ecstasy.

      As her blood coated his throat, his eyes rolled back and his body moved faster and faster, like a piston. In a frenzy, he rooted deep and found release, pulling his mouth from her neck before he took too much blood.

      He pumped more, the need to push his seed deeper into her automatic. When his body calmed, he licked the spot he’d bitten, closing it over at once.

      Clara touched his cheek. “Holy shit, Greek. That was awesome. Let’s do it again.”

      “Did I hurt you?” he asked, fearful he’d gone too far.

      “Uh, no. Not even a little. I can’t feel my toes right now. Is that normal?” she asked.

      He grinned.
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      Clara lay in bed watching Landros as he slept silently next to her. The man made no noise. Twice since she’d woken, she’d checked to see if he was breathing. Unable to help herself, she’d used the light on her phone to get a better look at what her husband looked like totally naked. She’d had a decent glimpse of him in her bathroom, but everything had been so fast and furious that she’d been too swept up to really appreciate the specimen before her.

      It was certainly a sight to behold.

      Husband.

      It was beyond weird to think of him in that light, yet somehow it felt just as right as it did strange. She couldn’t make sense of it, and she didn’t want to. Right now, she simply wanted to enjoy being close to him. Plus, she was a little concerned about waking him. He didn’t seem to have an off switch when it came to sex, and it wasn’t as if he was a small man.

      Slightly uncomfortable in her nether regions, Clara did her best to ignore the sensation. The pleasure that had been brought about during the marathon sex session had been well worth the discomfort later.

      Her stomach picked then to growl, and she blushed, thankful Landros was asleep. It did it again, this time so loudly that she wondered if he’d wake.

      It was pushing noon and they’d not gotten to sleep until after six in the morning. Then at some point she’d woken to find his head between her legs and his tongue doing things that should have been outlawed they were so sinfully delicious.

      While she wasn’t above accepting the pleasure that he’d given her, she was concerned about him being at full strength if Mirza showed up again.

      He needed more rest and additional blood. Especially if nightfall would mean more of Mirza.

      A shiver of fear raced over her at the thought of the man from the mirror. He’d not only taken supervillain to new levels of bad, he’d choked Landros, lifting him off his feet. Something she was sure not many could claim bragging rights to.

      The knowledge that the man who made Landros was probably more powerful than him—a guy the other Ops seemed to fear—scared her. She didn’t want him out there hunting for the madman. She pretty much wanted to pack a bag for him and take him on the lam. But she understood that wasn’t an option.

      And deep down she knew that a showdown between Landros and Mirza was inevitable. The second she began to wonder would what happen in said battle, she felt hot and sick to her stomach.

      Landros turned slightly and reached out for her in his sleep, as if he’d sensed her fear and wanted to comfort her. The act made her smile and she eased closer to him on the bed, her lips finding his. She gave him a chaste peck and then smoothed his hair back from his face with the gentlest of touches.

      He remained asleep.

      That was a good thing.

      Her stomach growled more and she gave in, knowing it wouldn’t stop until she ate something. Quietly, she slid out of the bed and went to the overnight bag to retrieve the robe that matched her silk nightgown.

      Slipping it on, she made her way to the door only to stub her toe on the edge of a side table. She’d known it was there but the low lighting in the room didn’t help her see it any.

      Cursing inwardly, she hopped on one foot a second, waiting until the pain in her toe subsided before leaving the room and heading down the hall. Bill’s door was closed, as was Wheeler’s, but Gus’s was wide open.

      Clara paused near it, expecting to find it was empty and Gus was up and about already for the day. What she found was Gus out cold with one arm draped over the bust he’d been so taken with. He looked so peaceful and innocent there, in spite of the fact he had a partially nude bust with him.

      She didn’t remember him from when she was little, but she couldn’t remember much of anything before she’d been adopted. But she did feel a kinship with Gus. She trusted him and liked knowing he was close and safe. He’d had a long night as well and she hoped he’d get as much rest as he could before nightfall.

      She nearly laughed at the idea that if everything managed to work out perfectly in her life and Mirza vanished, her days and nights would forever be mixed up. Well, that was if she wanted to spend time with her husband.

      The word “husband” jarred her once again. It would take some time to get used to her new reality, which was fine because it had the potential to be a great one.

      So long as no monsters leapt out of mirrors again.

      She couldn’t help but notice the large sheet draped over the mirror on the chest of drawers in the guest room Gus was occupying. She doubted very much that Gus had been the one to cover the mirror.

      Her guess was Landros.

      The sounds of her growling stomach reminded her that she’d been on a mission for food. The irony that even with all the danger and upheaval she’d faced in her life as of late, her appetite was the same.

      Always on.

      Clara left Gus sleeping soundly and made her way downstairs. She made a mental note to take a protein bar and juice with her the next time she went up to the master bedroom because Landros’s home wasn’t small by any means. She didn’t want a workout every time she wanted a snack. Unlike Nicolette and Landros, she did not take every opportunity she could get to slide in physical fitness.

      Then again, how she’d spent the better part of the early hours of the day would qualify as physical activity for sure. Was there a workout to help her girlie parts be able to handle everything Landros brought to the bedroom?

      A smile touched her lips as she entered the kitchen.

      It wasn’t like she could pick up the phone and call Nicolette to announce that her vag felt like it had gone ten rounds in a ring with a heavyweight champ. Somehow Clara didn’t think Nicolette would want to hear about her uncle’s prowess.

      A sharp ringing cut through the silence, making Clara nearly jump out of her own skin. It took her a few tense seconds before she realized the noise was Landros’s home phone.

      She neared one of the handsets on the far end of the kitchen and spotted Nicolette’s name on the caller ID. Answering, Clara nearly laughed at the fact her friend had apparently sensed she was being thought of.

      “Were your ears ringing?” asked Clara. “I was just thinking about you.”

      “You okay?” It was very easy to hear the level of concern in Nicolette’s voice. “My big lug of a husband is refusing to let me come down there. He and my uncle seem to think it’s safer if I stay here.”

      “It is safer for you there,” said Clara. “How is your tummy today?”

      “In a knot because I can’t stop worrying about you,” confessed Nicolette. “I spent the night pumping Garth and his men for information on Landros’s maker. He’s a real piece of work.”

      “Tell me about it,” said Clara as she went to the refrigerator. She opened it to reveal next to nothing that appeared fit for human consumption. There were glass bottles filled with thick red liquid. She didn’t need to be told what they held.

      “Gross. Landros only has blood in the fridge. I’m not sure if he understands, but there is no way I’m putting food in there with blood. Nope. Not happening,” said Clara, shaking her head as she shut the door. “I’m hungry.”

      “I’m shocked,” said Nicolette with a slight laugh. “Have you tried the pantry?”

      “You mean the giant room that is bigger than our living room that he calls a pantry because he’s way too loaded for his own good?” questioned Clara with a grin.

      “I almost feel bad for the man. He has to deal with you daily for life,” said Nicolette. “And you’re a handful.”

      “Thanks.” Clara headed toward the pantry, which had a set of double doors that didn’t actually look like doors at all. They looked like white tiled wall panels. But that was an illusion. They opened like French doors. Lights automatically lit in the expansive room that was lined with shelves and even had its own sink, backup refrigerator, and stove. “Dear God, I almost forgot how decadent his place is.”

      “You mean your place,” corrected Nicolette.

      Clara stiffened as she stared around at the dried foods all put in glass and plastic jars or wicker baskets. It looked as if it had been staged by a home magazine for a photoshoot, not something someone used on a regular basis.

      She remembered then that Nicolette had mentioned her uncle had someone who did his shopping for him. As she looked around the pantry, she got the feeling that it was staged. Made to make him appear human and normal, while offering options for humans to eat.

      All of them required cooking.

      While Clara was very capable of cooking, she didn’t feel like doing it.

      “Talk to me,” said Nicolette. “I need to know you’re not lost in the pantry.”

      Clara snorted. “Totally a plausible scenario in here. Does the man own cereal?”

      “Doubtful,” returned Nicolette. “He didn’t keep it stocked when I lived at home because I don’t really like sugary foods.”

      “Freak.”

      Nicolette laughed. “Wait until you’re pregnant and start craving weird things. All I wanted two days ago was hamburgers.”

      “You rarely eat burgers,” said Clara, a note of surprise in her voice. She then thought harder on it. “Aww, your shifter husband’s DNA totally got a little shifter in your belly and it wants red meat. Nice. There is hope for you yet.”

      Nicolette giggled. “Garth said the same thing. He says the baby is making me crave things it will need. Here is to hoping that you won’t want a bag of blood.”

      Clara’s nose curled up at the idea. “I sure in the hell hope not. It was freaky enough that during the claiming I totally licked Landros’s blood from his fingertips. I don’t want to start thinking of blood like ketchup. You know, dip my fries in it and stuff.”

      Nicolette groaned. “I don’t want to think about you doing the deed with my uncle at all, let alone the kink of bloodletting.”

      “Then I was right to assume you won’t want to hear about the fact my lady parts feel like they’ve been mule kicked this morning?” asked Clara with a laugh.

      Nicolette groaned. “No. I don’t. Also, I get what you’re saying. I’m still getting used to Garth. I don’t think the man gets tired when it comes to sex. He’s not exactly small if you catch my drift.”

      “Drift totally caught and can I add a ditto without grossing you out?” asked Clara.

      “Nope.”

      The women laughed at the same time.

      Clara exited the pantry and went to the freezer, hoping to find something in there she could toss in the microwave for a quick meal. She struck out. With a sigh, she shut the freezer. “I’m going to die of starvation here.”

      “Doubtful,” said Nicolette. “Tell Landros you’re hungry. He’ll get you everything you need and more. He’s known for excess.”

      “True. He is,” added Clara before sighing. “He’s sleeping. He had a long night.”

      “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but I really hope his long night was because he spent it in bed with you, not fighting his maker.”

      Clara leaned against the marble countertop and white cupboards. “After we finished talking to you again last night, he and Wheeler were down here dealing with Bill and Gus for hours. I ended up falling asleep but that’s how I roll. But I’m not going to lie. The sex part came a bit later and lasted a long time. I’ll spare you the details, but I’d like it noted that every guess I have ever had about the man’s bedroom skills were not only correct, but grossly understated.”

      Nicolette laughed so hard that she barked like a seal. “Stop. I’m torn between peeing myself and throwing up.”

      “Tough choice.” Clara spotted a notepad on the center island that had the world’s worst handwriting on it. She’d seen Landros’s writing before. The man had immaculate penmanship. This looked as if a toddler had scrawled a ransom note on the paper.

      It took a second to read it but when she finally figured out what it said, she tensed. “Bill is gone.”
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      “What?” asked Nicolette.

      Clara touched the note on the counter, reading it once more. “There is a note on the counter here from him. He bitches about the lack of edible food the Greek has, and it says he’s headed out to get some staples. He then lists beer, peanut butter, and cheese. There are so many levels of wrong with this. One, he left without protection when the shit is hitting the fan around here. Two, I respect what he considers a staple.”

      “Did the twins go with him?” asked Nicolette, clearly worried as well.

      “I don’t think so. At last check, they were hunting for Mirza’s daytime hideout. I don’t want to wake Landros over this because every part of me says he needs his rest. And Wheeler is here, sleeping as well, but he won’t be able to help me look for Bill.”

      “Oh, you aren’t looking for anyone,” said Nicolette sternly. “You’re going to stay in the house where you’re safe. Give me a minute. I’ll have Garth reach out to men he trusts down there, and they’ll handle finding Bill to be sure he’s safe and sound. I wish Cody was back. He’d be there in a heartbeat.”

      “We aren’t bothering him with this. We’re going to let him enjoy his time with Gena on their honeymoon.”

      Now that she was newly mated, and totally and completely immersed in the world of supernaturals, Clara understood how important the good moments were. She didn’t want to interrupt Cody and Gena even though she knew Cody would drop everything to try to help.

      Clara didn’t like feeling helpless or reliant on everyone else. She wanted to be out there looking for Bill herself. “The sun is out. Landros mentioned it’s not ideal for him to be out this time of day. The same would apply to the guy who made him, right? By that logic, I’m probably totally and completely safe right now to go hunt for Bill.”

      “Correct me if I’m wrong, but when everything was happening with Garth and me recently, and his brother, unbeknownst to all of us, was hunting me, did you not mock me for my stupid choices? Wasn’t it you who said I needed to have some self-preservation skills and not run straight to the scene of my potential murder?”

      Clara let out an exasperated breath. “I hate it when you use my wisdom against me. You’re a logical killjoy.”

      “Call me what you want. I just want you safe, and running around the city, in daylight or not right now, with that nutjob sicko who forced a demon onto my uncle is about as opposite as smart as you can get.”

      She was right.

      Clara didn’t like admitting as much, but it was the truth. “Okay, I give in. Can you have Garth send guys out to look for Bill?”

      “Yes. I’ll call you back. This number again since you didn’t answer your cell?” asked Nicolette.

      Clara cringed. “You tried my cell first?”

      “I did, why?”

      “Because it’s up in the bedroom, on the bedside table, near Landros, and my ringer volume is set to nuclear,” added Clara. “How did he sleep through that? Ohmygod, do vampires die during the daytime?”

      Nicolette actually laughed. “I don’t know. I’m a supernatural newbie. But I do know my uncle. He does not drop dead during the day. He’s a really light sleeper. Like crazy light. Are you sure that didn’t wake him? Maybe he’s showering or something.”

      “Oh, in that case I’m going upstairs to join him. Bill is on his own,” said Clara, though she was only joking. As much as she loved the feel of being with Landros and very much wanted to jump his bones in the shower, she was worried about Bill.

      “Know that I’m throwing up on the inside,” said Nicolette.

      Before Clara could respond, sirens pierced the room. It sounded as if someone had parked ten fire trucks in the kitchen, yet there were none there.

      “What the fuck is that?” asked Clara loudly over the noise.

      Nicolette said something but Clara could barely make it out because of the sirens.

      The next Clara knew, Wheeler was suddenly racing into the kitchen wearing only a pair of jeans that were partially undone. While she might be newly married, she was not recently deceased. It was hard to avoid noticing how hot the guy was.

      He was to her in a heartbeat, drawing her close and looking her over. He took the phone from her and tossed it aside. His mouth moved but she didn’t hear anything.

      The sirens stopped instantly and the sound was quickly replaced by Wheeler’s shouting.

      “Are you hurt?”

      She blinked several times. “My ears are not happy. You don’t have to shout.”

      He stared around the room. “Where in the fuck is Landros? His wards are tripping and he’s nowhere to be found.”

      “Wards tripping?” questioned Clara. “That was his house alarm, right?”

      Wheeler gave her a look that said he wasn’t sure how to respond to avoid making her appear simple. “Uh, no. That was not the same thing. That had mystical written all over it. My guess is it was that loud so there was no chance he’d miss the signal. He was that worried about you last night, Clara. Where is he?”

      “U-upstairs,” she managed, feeling as if she were living in a haze. It took her mind a moment to catch up with everything that was happening. As she did, she glanced at the phone. “Nicolette called my cell first.”

      Wheeler appeared lost. “What?”

      She grabbed his upper arms. “My cell. It’s by Landros in bed. She tried it first. Then the alarms for the ward thing went off. Landros hasn’t yet come down for that either. He’d hear that all if he was in the shower, right?”

      Wheeler fell silent a moment. “He’s not in the shower.”

      “How can you know that?” she asked, her voice raising slightly with concern.

      “I’d hear it,” stated Wheeler evenly. He took hold of her shoulders and stared down at her. “I’m putting you in the panic room and then I’ll check on him.”

      “He has a panic room? Where?” Before she could think harder on that, her chest tightened with reasons why Landros hadn’t woken for the phone or the alarm. “Ohmygod, he’s dead.”

      “Yeah. Occupational hazard of being a vampire,” said Wheeler with a wink. “Trust me. I get it.”

      She knew he was attempting to use humor to defuse the situation and calm her.

      It didn’t do anything to ease her worry.

      Clara glanced toward the kitchen double doors with large glass panes in them, which led out back to the pool area and guest house. She did a double take when she spotted Bill out back, near the gate that opened to the sidewalk. He was entering with a case of beer under one arm and a bag in the other. “Bill. Look. He probably tripped the ward thing, right?”

      Wheeler glanced at the doors, the pained expression on his face saying he didn’t think Bill was the culprit. “Clara, follow me.”

      She tugged and pointed to the back area. “Bill is out there. If there is a threat, we need to be sure he’s okay.”

      “No. I need to make sure you’re okay. Bill isn’t the priority here. You are,” said Wheeler. “Then I’ll check on Landros.”

      If he was worried about Landros, that meant something was wrong.

      There was a crashing noise from the front door area.

      Wheeler spun around and took on the stance of a predator. “Clara, stay here!”

      With that, he moved so fast from the kitchen that he was basically a blur. Adrenaline coursed through her veins and her attention was pulled back to Bill, who had decided to take a seat in one of the lounge chairs near the pool. He was kicked back with an open beer in his hand, sipping it, enjoying the day, like he didn’t have a care in the world.

      While Wheeler didn’t see the older man as the top concern, Clara did. She didn’t want anyone hurt. Especially because of her. And something deep down told her Bill was vulnerable where he was.

      Her attention went to the carriage house. For a second she was sure she saw light flash in one of the windows. It was so fast that she wasn’t sure if she actually saw it or not. The harder she stared at the guest house, the more dread began to fill her like a gallon of water being poured into something the size of a small paper cup.

      Soon she was running over with trepidation, yet she had no physical proof as to why. Only a feeling.

      And it said something bad was afoot.

      “It’s daylight,” she said out loud, hoping to boost her bravado and chase away the uneasiness consuming her. “That means the odds a vampire will attack me outside are slim. Right?”

      “Clara?”

      She glanced to the right, trying to figure out who had said her name faintly. It took her a second to realize the phone was on the counter, where it had been discarded. Grabbing for it, she pulled it upright. “Nicolette?”

      “Oh God, what is happening there? What was that blaring noise?” asked Nicolette in a panic that matched the way Clara felt.

      “Ward alarms I guess,” said Clara, trying to sound as calm as she could. She didn’t need Nicolette worked up too. “Everything is good here. False alarm. Bill is here now and fine. All is well. I’ll call you back in a minute.”

      “If you hang up this phone, I swear to everything junk food related that you hold sacred, I will find a way past my bloodhound of a husband and come right for you. I don’t care if that means I’m in danger too. I love you like a sister. I’m not okay with you being hurt,” said Nicolette, the conviction in her voice incredibly moving.

      Clara knew the woman well enough to know that threat wasn’t a bluff. Nicolette could and would do as she promised. “Fine. I won’t hang up but you’re coming with me to check on Bill. Bitching will result in hang-ups.”

      “Check on Bill? I thought you said he was back and fine,” Nicolette said.

      “He’s sunning out by the pool. Landros isn’t waking up and Wheeler ran after a crashing noise,” spat Clara, vomiting out everything that was happening. “Basically, the hell in a handbasket analogy kind of rings true here right at the moment.”

      “Uncle Landros isn’t waking up?” asked Nicolette. “Is he…you know…okay?”

      Clara headed for the back doors and took a deep breath, gathering her courage. She needed to have hope that Landros was well and good. The alternative simply wasn’t an option. “I’m sure he’s fine. He spent hours banging my brains out this morning. I bet I wore him out. He’s old. Was bound to happen.”

      A nervous laugh came from Nicolette. “Can’t believe I’m about to say this, but I’m happy to hear about you doing my uncle.”

      Clara exited the house and stopped for a second, waiting for the sky to fall and the world to end. When nothing happened, she nearly laughed at herself. She went right for Bill, who was now dipping his fingers into the peanut butter jar then licking the gooey substance clean from his hands.

      “You still there?” asked Nicolette.

      “Yep. Still here. Still alive and kicking.” Clara stopped near Bill. “Something is happening. We need to go to the panic room.”

      “There is a panic room?” asked Nicolette.

      “That’s what I said.” Clara grinned and then fought the urge to be sick as Bill poured some of his beer into the open area of the peanut butter jar. He swished it around and then took a swig.

      “Mmm. Good stuff. Don’t know why no one has invented a peanut-butter-flavored beer.”

      “Me either,” said Clara, still trying not to hurl. She lifted the open case of beer and turned to head back into the home only to run smack-dab into something solid. Something that had not been there only seconds prior.

      Looking up, she found herself standing face-to-face with the man from the mirror. But this time, he wasn’t showing through a reflection. He was standing there, in the flesh.

      One second he was grinning wickedly at her and the next he seized hold of her throat. He lifted her off her feet and she grabbed for his arm.

      Bill shot out of the chair and bounced off the vampire after charging him. He scrambled to his feet once more and tried again. This time, he bounced so hard and so far that he ended up falling into the pool.

      Clara hit at Mirza’s arm more, panic welling in her as he lifted her higher off the ground.

      “I had no idea how easy he would make getting to you. Gathering all the mirrors in one location aided me in gaining enough of a foothold to break the warding. He was a fool to think he could keep me from you.” He looked her over, seeming to size her up. “You have some of my traits. My nose. The shape of my eyebrows. Beyond that, I see nothing that resembles me. I would have thought a child born of me would be more than you—you are simple. Unremarkable.”

      Child born of him?

      Clara hit his arm more. Was he saying what she thought he was saying?

      No.

      That couldn’t be.

      He couldn’t be related to her.

      Could he?

      “Put her down, you bag of dicks!” shouted Bill, as he climbed out of the pool. “Don’t make me stake you, god named Mike. I’ll do it.”

      Mirza groaned and rolled his eyes before extending his other arm. As he did, Bill’s body lifted into the air and was propelled backward, toward the gate.

      She screamed, fearful that Mirza had killed the man.

      Clara didn’t see much beyond that because she began to black out due to lack of oxygen. As blackness swarmed the edges of her vision, she caught sight of Wheeler rushing out the back doors.

      What happened next didn’t make sense to her.

      Mirza pointed in Wheeler’s direction.

      Energy pulsed around them and she knew then it was aimed at Wheeler and was Mirza’s doing.

      Wheeler’s run stopped in midmotion the moment he came into full sun. It then looked as if he’d been dunked in cement. A cross between Han Solo frozen in carbonite and Medusa turning men to stone.

      Mirza tossed his head back and laughed. “Ah, the fatal flaw of the gargoyles. Let us see how you enjoy several centuries in that state.”

      She used his distraction to do the only thing she could think to do. She kicked him as hard as she could in the balls. Even supervillains had to be sensitive there, right?

      He loosened his grip and she fell to the hard ground. Rolling to the side, she panted, sucking in large gulps of air, her hand going to her neck.

      Mirza stared down at her with nothing short of hate in his dark gaze. He sniffed the air. “He did it. He claimed you!”

      She tried to scramble back from him, but he was faster than her. The kick he next delivered landed on her hip and it was hard enough to flip her over, all while sending pain screaming through her body. She gritted her teeth as her body spasmed.

      Mirza laughed more. “Your precious mate won’t wake from the forced slumber I put him in until I permit it.”

      Clara’s gaze snapped to the outdoor table next to her. One second she was looking at it and the next it was hurtling at Mirza. It struck him hard enough to make him stagger backward.

      He knocked it away but not before his lower lip began to bleed. His gaze narrowed on her. “There is some of me peeking out. Show me more, daughter.”

      Daughter?

      There was no way in hell the supervillain was her biological father. Was he?

      Mirza grinned. “You don’t believe me. It is the truth. I am why you exist. It was my seed used in your creation. It was my idea to blend your DNA with many other supernaturals to mask my scent on you from Landros. I foresaw it all. Foresaw you would be born for him. You are my doing and I will be your undoing.”

      Clara tried to think of a witty retort, something, anything to say that would let him know how much she was not on board with his evil plan. The only thing she managed to come up with was giving him the finger.

      Her gaze went to Bill, who wasn’t moving near the back gate.

      Her heart broke for the man who had only been trying to protect her.

      Mirza was suddenly to her. He bent to grab her and she rolled once more, somehow narrowly escaping his grasp.
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      Landros came awake with a start, grabbing his chest to find it coated in a sheen of sweat. His mind was still racing with the dream he’d been having. He’d been back in ancient Greece with Mirza, during the first few years of being sired. During a time when he’d been forced into being around the man because he’d been newly made and Mirza had pulled so many of his strings. He’d hated every second of it. Hated how twisted his master was and all the death and destruction the man left in his wake.

      And it felt fresh and new.

      Like it was only yesterday, not thousands of years prior.

      Letting out a shaky breath, he was thankful to realize he’d only been dreaming. If his internal clock was correct, it was around noon. If this had been any other day, Landros would have been asleep at this point.

      But this wasn’t any other day.

      He hadn’t remembered falling asleep. The last thing he remembered was watching Clara as she rested peacefully. He’d fully intended to let her be and go down to reach out to his contacts about Mirza and check in with the twins. It wasn’t like him to set aside safety and duty for a nap.

      He felt guilty enough as it was for taking time to make love to his wife when he should have been out there hunting his maker. After all, he was responsible for the madman being in Savannah. Allowing others to fight his battles didn’t come easy to him. All his training demanded he take the lead. That he be first into the fight.

      Not sitting on his ass. And certainly not napping.

      He wouldn’t wish away being intimate with Clara because their relationship was new and needed that connection. But he could have satisfied his carnal needs at a better time. Not only had he picked a poor time, he’d spent hours doing it.

      A grin touched his lips.

      They were really great hours though.

      He fucking loved being with his mate.

      As sappy as it sounded, it was true that she completed him. He felt whole for the first time in his very long life.

      He lay there, thinking about how happy he was, only to have his stomach tighten with thoughts of losing said happiness. He’d known marital bliss for less than a day, but it was enough time to understand he didn’t want to lose it or Clara.

      His gaze traveled to Clara. Only to discover she wasn’t in bed next to him.

      “Clara?”

      He’d never heard or felt her leave the bed.

      “Outside,” said a deep voice from the doorway of his bedroom.

      Startled, he glanced up to find Gus there, holding the bust of Aphrodite under his arm, his gaze in another direction all while he faced Landros.

      “What? She’s outside? What time is it? Is she alone?” asked Landros in a panic, unsure of how long he’d been asleep.

      It’s noon and Mirza is with her. He used his power over you to force you to sleep and doesn’t know you’re awake yet, came Gus’s voice in Landros’s head. Wheeler tried to help. So did Bill. I reached out to the twins telepathically. They’re coming but they won’t be here in time.

      Landros didn’t wait to hear anything else. He was out of the bed and racing through the house using the speed of his vampire side. He didn’t care about his state of undress or that it was noon, which meant the sun would be out and full. None of that mattered.

      Only his wife did.

      He rushed out of the open back doors in the kitchen and was only half aware of the fact that there was a new statue in his backyard that hadn’t been there prior. His concentration was on Mirza, who was leering down at Clara as she lay on the ground, bloody and bruised. This wasn’t Mirza using reflective surfaces to launch another mystical attack.

      No.

      This was his maker, in the flesh, in broad daylight.

      That meant he was serious. There would be no more toying with him, as Car had suggested had been Mirza’s intent with the bathroom incident. This move was the final one. And it had put Landros in check.

      He knew without a shadow of a doubt that Mirza could and would kill Clara.

      “No!” he shouted as he tackled Mirza.

      The two of them struck the brick wall of the carriage house with such a force that part of the brick gave way. The pair fell to the ground and were locked in battle within seconds.

      Mirza looked downright gleeful as they rolled and traded blows, each landing their fair share. They ended up near the edge of the pool, with the sun beating directly down upon them. Neither let up with pummeling the other.

      This battle had been a long time coming.

      One of them wasn’t leaving there alive.

      And Landros had no intention of losing.

      He ended up on top of Mirza. Slamming the man’s head into the hard stone that surrounded the pool, he couldn’t stop the sick satisfaction that came over him as he smelled his maker’s blood and took note of the fact Mirza’s skin was starting to burn. It didn’t matter that Mirza technically had more resistance to full sun than Landros because he was older and had an original demon in him. Or that the fact of it all meant Landros was about to have similar issues.

      He didn’t care.

      The burns would heal eventually. Losing Clara to Mirza was a hole in his heart that he’d never recover from.

      Mirza’s magik slammed into Landros, knocking him free of the man.

      He landed on his back near Bill’s motionless body. Landros’s hand bumped Bill as he was scrambling to get up.

      Bill groaned and came to, lifting his head slightly, his eyes widening as he spotted Landros there. “Listen, I get you’re a catch, but I ain’t into dudes and waking up to find one naked next to me ain’t my idea of a good time. Weirdly, not the first time it’s happened in my life.”

      Bill would be fine.

      Landros hurried to his feet, drawing upon his magik in the process. He twisted and countered the next mystical blow his maker had in store for him.

      Mirza’s eyes lit with a challenge. “Something is different. What is it?”

      Landros chanced a glance in the direction of his mate to find her getting up, favoring her right hip slightly. Rage tore through him and he nearly let his demon take the moment to be in total control.

      “Do it,” said Mirza, taunting him. “Let the demon out to play, Landros. You know you want to. You know it is the only way to possibly defeat me.”

      “Don’t,” said Clara quickly. “It’s what he wants. I think that might be the only way he can gain the upper hand.”

      Mirza flung power at Clara before Landros could mystically block it.

      He cried out, trying to plant himself in the path of the power so that his body absorbed the impact, not hers. He wasn’t fast enough. The power, which was a massive amount, went right for Clara.

      Landros shook his head, horror gripping him as he prepared to watch the death of his mate. The magik struck her head on but she didn’t so much as blink. In fact, she narrowed her gaze on Mirza, looking every bit as headstrong as Landros knew her to be.

      “Listen up, asshat,” said Clara, lowering her voice, glaring at Mirza. “I don’t know what your damage is but let me be clear. He’s just not that into you. Take a hint. Drop deader than usual because you are not getting Landros out of this deal. And you sure in the hell are not my father. My dad has been going through a rough patch since my mother died, and you’re not him. He’s not an evil dickwad. You are. Now get away from my very naked husband.” She did a double take. “Landros, why are you naked?”

      He moved in front of her, worried the fact she’d absorbed Mirza’s power was a fluke. The last thing he was worried about was the fact he was minus clothing. “Clara, run!”

      “Like hell.”

      Landros’s brain caught up with everything his mate had said to Mirza and he jerked around to face her, putting his back to his maker. “Why would you tell him he’s not your father? Of course he’s not your father.”

      “That is where you are wrong, Greek,” said Mirza, his voice holding nothing but truth as he spoke. “I am why she exists. My seed made her. I am why your people got the tip about her location as a child. I put her before you like a present. I wanted you to see her, learn to love her, and realize who she is to you. The bitch who adopted her learned of me and my intent. It’s why I had to silence her.”

      Clara’s expression fell. “You killed my mother?”

      “I did. It was glorious. Almost as much as killing you will be. You see, once you’re dead, nothing will stop Landros’s demon from overtaking him fully. He will walk by my side. We will rule the earth.”

      Landros shook his head, unable to look away from his mate. She was an extension of the man he hated with every fiber of his being. No. It couldn’t be.

      It hit him then that none of that mattered.

      He loved her no matter what or how she came to be.

      “Never gonna happen, my love,” he said. “I am now and will forever be by your side. Not his.”

      “Then that is where you will die,” said Mirza, suddenly sounding much closer than he had been only seconds prior.

      Daggerlike nails sliced into the back of Landros’s neck a second before white-hot pain shot through his lower abdomen. Looking down, he saw a bloody hand protruding from him.

      That was new and hadn’t been there before.

      And it hurt.

      A fucking lot.

      Vaguely, he heard Clara’s screams, and fear for her safety overtook any concern he might have had for himself. He lunged for her, doing his best to keep his body between hers and his maker’s.

      Staggering, he went to one knee as blood ran from the gaping wound.

      Clara grabbed for him and bent slightly, tears filling her green gaze. “Oh God! Oh God! Landros! Don’t you dare die. I will so kill you if you do! You are not allowed to get more dead.”

      Reaching up, he touched her cheek, accidently smearing blood on her. There was so much blood.

      Was it hers?

      How injured was she?

      Disoriented, he couldn’t figure out where it was all coming from. When he realized he was the source, he looked toward Bill. “Get her far from here. Keep…her…safe.”

      Bill made a move to go for Clara only to back up when Clara shot him a hard look. He put his hands up. “No can do, Greek. I’ve seen that look in a woman’s eyes before. That look there says ‘try it and they’ll never find your body.’”
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      Desperation shot through Landros as he stared at Bill, unable to believe the man’s refusal to assist in getting Clara to safety. “He’ll kill her.”

      Bill snorted. “Nah. My money is on her. Not the bag of dicks.”

      Mirza grabbed hold of Landros and yanked him away from Clara. He then tossed him like a rag doll into the pool.

      Water rushed over Landros and he centered his focus, reaching out to his demon, offering it the deal of a lifetime. A fifty-fifty share in what was about to happen.

      It latched on to the arrangement instantly, giving him the additional burst of adrenaline and power that he needed. He defied gravity, breaking the water’s surface, and then landing partially crouched, just behind Mirza.

      This time it was Landros who seized hold of Mirza. He grabbed the man by the head. Every ounce of rage he’d harbored for the monster who had brought darkness into Landros’s life surfaced in that moment. With deliberate quickness, Landros snapped Mirza’s neck.

      The act left Mirza’s body crumbling to the ground, but it wouldn’t kill him. Only slow him momentarily.

      As he stared down at Mirza, every atrocity he’d inflicted on Landros and those he loved came flooding back. For thousands of years the monster before him had inflicted horrors the likes of which the devil himself would be stunned by upon countless people. He’d ruined so many lives.

      The time had come to end his reign of terror.

      The next he knew, Landros was bent before the man, punching him again and again in the face. Mirza’s head was no longer shaped correctly. Half of it was caved in as Landros continued to whale upon the monster. He took out every frustration, every bit of anger he’d ever held for the man. At some point, Landros’s fist connected with the stone beneath Mirza’s head.

      Landros wasn’t sure if Mirza could heal something as severe as a bashed-in head, and he wasn’t willing to take the chance that he could.

      Someone whistled and Landros glanced up to find Kippar of all people standing just outside of the open back doors. The twins were next to him with their arms crossed over their chests. They looked impressed with what they were watching.

      Kippar had Landros’s sword in his hands. Nodding to him, he tossed the sword in Landros’s direction.

      Standing, Landros caught it, spun, and brought the blade down, taking off Mirza’s head with one blow. He kicked the head away and was about to shout for someone to set the head and body on fire—so there could be no question as to Mirza being dead or not—when all of a sudden, the head burst into flames of its own volition.

      Or so he thought until he sensed his mate’s magik pulsing through the air around him.

      He glanced over his shoulder to find her there, her gaze locked on the two parts of Mirza.

      The body burst into flames next.

      Pride welled in him at the sight of his mate there, controlling the power she’d been born with.

      Before Landros knew it, there was nothing remaining of his maker but ash.

      Clara ran to Landros and made a move as if to try to support his weight. Her gaze raked down his body, centering on his abs. At first, he thought she wanted him to take her back to the bedroom to celebrate their victory (which he was totally on board with). It wasn’t until she touched him, and her hand came away with blood, that he remembered Mirza had shoved a hand clean through him.

      He surveyed the damage. It wasn’t pretty but it would heal with some time.

      “Don’t just stand there!” she shouted to her father and the twins. “Help him!”

      The twins shook their heads.

      Car was first to speak. “Och, I’ll nae be over there lifting any naked man. Friend or nae.”

      “What he said,” added Mac.

      Car rolled his eyes. “Are you nae the one who thinks he looks guid without a shirt? He’s missin’ all his clothin’ now. Thought you’d run at the chance to be close to him.”

      “Arsehole,” spat Mac.

      It was Kippar who came for Landros. He stared down at the piles of ashes. “He’s really gone? For good?”

      “Yes,” said Landros. “He can’t come back from that. No one can.”

      Nodding, Kippar drew close. “Good.”

      The next Landros knew, Kippar was sucker punching him right in the jaw.

      Clara screamed and pushed between them. “Dad! What are you doing?”

      Landros rubbed his sore jaw and touched his mate’s shoulder. “Clara, it’s okay. I had it coming.”

      “What for?” she demanded.

      Landros met his friend’s gaze. “For claiming his baby girl.”

      Clara tossed her hands in the air. “Idiots. If someone doesn’t help me get my husband out of the sun and some medical attention, I’m going to make Mirza look like he was a cuddly teddy bear compared to what I can do.”

      Kippar grabbed Clara and hugged her a second before he teared up. He squeezed her tight and then stepped back, putting his hands on her shoulders in the process. “Honey, I’m so sorry. I’ve been hunting him for years. I wanted to get to him before he got to you.”

      “Dad?” she asked.

      “You’ve been hunting Mirza?” questioned Landros, doing his best to ignore the ache in his side.

      Bill came up next to him with a pool towel in hand. He lifted it for Landros. “Here, Greek. I’d like it noted the Spartans totally fought naked. Saw a doco about that too and, well, seen it with my own eyes today. Way to behead that bag of dicks.”

      “Uh, thanks,” said Landros, taking the towel and wrapping it around his waist gingerly.

      Kippar came for him and eased his arm under Landros’s, helping to support Landros’s weight. “Yes. I didn’t know his name. All I knew was he was the demon responsible for Norma’s death. And that he’d left me a note scrawled in blood on the wall that said my daughter would be next. I knew his scent when I came home to find Norma dead and blood everywhere. I knew it but I couldn’t place it. It took me a while to connect it back to my templar days.”

      “Templar?” asked Bill.

      Kippar didn’t answer him. He did help Landros to walk toward the house slowly.

      “I’m fine,” said Landros, attempting to pull away as he held the towel with his hand.

      Clara shot him a murderous glare.

      He sighed. “I’m totally fine.”

      “Except for the hole clean through you, jackass,” she spat.

      Bill laughed. “I really like your mate.”

      Just then, Clara gasped. “We have to get him out of the light too.”

      It was then Landros really took stock of the statue he’d run past on his way outside. It was Wheeler and he was solid stone. He looked to be stuck in mid-run.

      The twins hurried out and each checked the statue over carefully before shaking their heads. They made a move to lift Wheeler but clearly hadn’t coordinated the effort first so they both bumped the statue at the same time.

      It rocked and Clara screeched. “Don’t break him!”

      Mac caught the statue, steadying it quickly. He looked flushed. “Whoa.”

      “He was almost an extra-dead-wheel,” added Bill with a shrug. “Figures he’s stone and missed all the action. Dumbass.”

      The twins took their time lifting Wheeler and carried him right into the house.

      Clara hurried in behind them with Bill by her side.

      Landros sighed as Kippar took another step with him. “I want to tell you that I’m sorry I claimed Clara but I’m not. She’s my mate.”

      “I know,” said Kippar.

      Landros arched a brow. “You’re taking this better than I thought. I figured you’d try to kill me, not just punch me.”

      “I’ve had twenty years to get used to the idea,” revealed Kippar.

      “W-what?”

      Kippar shrugged, and the act caused Landros’s shoulders to move as well, which in turn tugged at his abdomen. He winced.

      “Sorry,” said Kippar.

      “How in the hell long have you known she was my mate?” demanded Landros.

      “Since the day we showed up to meet the little girl who needed a home and a family to love her,” said Kippar. “The way you protected her spoke volumes, Landros. And when she turned eighteen, I noticed that your need to protect her was suddenly accompanied by you staring longingly at her when she wasn’t looking. Had you acted on your natural instinct then, I’d have killed you. Thanks for waiting until now. Though I’d have preferred you wait until she was forty or fifty. No. A hundred would have been better.”

      “Why didn’t you say anything to me?” asked Landros.

      They’d been friends for a long time. Long enough that they could tell each other just about anything. He couldn’t believe Kippar had kept something that vital from him.

      “And why didn’t you tell me you were on the trail of Norma’s killer?”

      Kippar exhaled long and slow. “Because telling you what I knew about Clara would have only hurt you and confused you. And had I told you I knew the demon who killed Norma and was after it would have resulted in you trying to help me find him. That would have left Clara unprotected here. I couldn’t stay. Mirza made it very clear he’d be back for her. I had to hunt him. I had to stop him. I had to protect my little girl. And I could only do that knowing you’d be close by to keep her safe.”

      Landros nodded. “I get it. But you still could have told me everything.”

      “What’s done is done,” said Kippar before looking him over slowly. “It’s really sunny out here today.”

      “So Wheeler noticed,” joked Landros. “Wonder if he’s back to normal yet now that he’s out of the sun. Bet he’s pissed.”

      “You’re not pink at all. In fact, there is no visible sign of you having any issue with the sunlight,” said Kippar. “Is it draining you?”

      “No,” said Landros, thinking harder about it.

      Bill appeared in the doorway with Gus by his side.

      Gus still had the bust.

      “Uh, that guy is carrying around your half-naked statue of Venus,” said Kippar.

      “Do I look fucking Roman to you?” demanded Landros.

      Kippar snorted. “No. I only called her that to annoy you. Nothing gets under your skin faster than calling the Greek gods by their Roman counterpart names.”

      Bill had a beer in his hand and chugged it before burping loudly. “Gus says your sweetie made it so you ain’t gotta worry about the sun no more.”

      Kippar tensed. “Claiming my daughter gave him the gift of full immunity to the sun?”

      Bill drank from his beer can once more. “Listen, I interpret as best I can. Now I didn’t put my own spin on that one too much, but it looks like the Greek can start working on his tan without anyone bringing marshmallows to the roast.”

      Gus rocked in place, clutching Aphrodite to him.

      Bill lowered the can from his lips as he was about to take another swig. He stared at Gus with wide eyes. “No way. Really? Well, I know you don’t lie, but I had to ask because the news surprised me. Who am I gonna annoy if Dead-Wheel is stuck like that?”

      “Did the short hairy one escape from a mental hospital?” asked Kippar.

      “Once or twice,” said Bill. “They never really made one strong enough to hold me.”

      Landros’s side began to burn. A sign it was starting to heal. “Bill, are you telling us that Wheeler is stuck in stone form?”

      “I ain’t saying jack crap.” He thumbed in Gus’s direction. “He’s saying it. Shouting it real loud in my head. He likes Dead-Wheel. I don’t know why. Soft on him though.”

      “He can’t be stuck like that,” said Landros, worried for his friend.

      Bill stared more at Gus before polishing off his beer. He crushed the can with one hand. “What kind of answer is ‘for now’? Don’t go talking to me like that. Fine then. I ain’t’ gonna make you a peanut butter and grilled cheese milkshake later. I’m only making one for me.”

      Gus became highly agitated.

      Bill groaned. “Fine. I’ll make you one but I ain’t putting a cherry on top.”

      Clara pushed between the men, her expression grim. “What are you still doing out here? We need to get you to the local PSI office’s infirmary or to one of the Para-Reg clinics. And why are you still in the sun? Are you trying to get serious burns on top of a hole through you?”

      Kippar laughed and attempted to cover it with a cough.

      It didn’t work.

      “This isn’t funny, Dad,” she said sternly.

      Kippar leaned toward Landros, still helping to hold him upright. “It’s a little funny. I know her temper. Best of luck.”
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      Landros entered the kitchen to find his niece and her mate there, along with some of Garth’s team members.

      It had been eight hours since the showdown had occurred with Mirza. The sun had finally set and Landros’s home had been buzzing with activity all day. He’d had countless local PSI and Para-Reg operatives in and out, taking statements, helping to clean up what was left of Mirza, and trying everything they could think of to help Wheeler (who, at last check, was still solid stone).

      Landros knew it was only a matter of time before Nicolette would arrive back in Savannah, but he assumed her mate would keep her out of the cleanup chaos for at least a day.

      Clearly, he’d been wrong.

      In addition, Garth had brought most of PSI-Ops Team Eight. The very team he was head of.

      Just what the house needed, more people in it.

      Though he had to admit it was good to see Nicolette again. While she’d only been gone two weeks, it felt longer, and he disliked the distance between them.

      Nicolette paled as she saw him standing there in nothing but a pair of silk pajama bottoms. He suddenly felt underdressed. Amusing considering he’d fought his maker minus any clothing only hours earlier.

      He still couldn’t quite wrap his mind around the fact Mirza was well and truly gone. The sick son of a bitch wasn’t a threat any longer.

      For thousands of years the man had been the ultimate in evil in Landros’s world. The absence of that would require some adjustment.

      It was a good thing though.

      Once he was fully healed, things would be perfect. It would mean he could bed his new bride again. He’d already tried only to have her shut down his advances, claiming his gaping hole needed to be addressed first.

      He disagreed.

      Sex first.

      Fixing him later.

      Sadly, Clara hadn’t seen it his way.

      She’d insisted he have his wound looked at by a PSI doctor (that she forced to make a house call). The doctor had looked downright terrified of Clara. Landros couldn’t blame the man.

      His mate was a force to be reckoned with.

      That much was for sure.

      Clara had also insisted Landros shower to wash off any traces of Mirza. When Landros had suggested she join him, she’d read him the riot act. Then she had the nerve to force him to rest in bed, standing guard to make sure he did. He’d actually been afraid of her for a while there, giving in to her demands that he heal and let the other men handle everything else.

      It went against his nature to take a backseat when he was more than capable of handling things, wounded or not. But his mate managed to do what legions of demons hadn’t been able to do in thousands of years: make him nervous and make him obey.

      “Clara was right. You were really hurt,” said Nicolette, her gaze on his wound. Her eyes moistened.

      It was easy to see his niece was on the verge of tears. If she cried, he’d try to buy her a doll or something to soothe her and she was way past the age of that working.

      “Actually, this looks much better than it did earlier today,” he said before thinking better of it.

      The blood drained from his niece’s face. She cupped her mouth.

      Garth shot him a hard look as he pulled Nicolette into his arms. He rubbed her back gently. “Now, Beauty, I told you he’s immortal and capable of healing the damage done to him. I also said it may take him a day or two. I prepared you.”

      “I thought Clara was exaggerating when she called to tell me the supervillain guy from the mirror put a hand clean through Uncle Landros,” said Nicolette. “From the looks of it, she didn’t do the injury justice. Are we sure it was just the guy’s hand and arm? It looked like he might have shoved an entire leg through that.”

      Rurik, a rather large, surly Russian were-bear, who also happened to be Garth’s second-in-command, shrugged as he walked past everyone in the direction of the living room. “I’ve seen worse. A leg through a body makes a much, much larger hole than that. I would know. I’ve done it on more than one occasion.”

      Nicolette tensed as she stared off in the direction Rurik had vanished in. “He was joking, right?”

      He wasn’t.

      Landros knew as much but held his tongue on the matter.

      “Sure, he was only joking.” Garth chuckled but tried to hide it as he kissed the top of her head. “Hug your uncle. You were worried about him and I know you missed him.”

      Nicolette rushed to him but stopped before she would have hugged him. “I’m afraid of hurting you.”

      “I’m fine. I promise. It isn’t bleeding any longer and has already started to heal. By this time tomorrow it will look like I have road rash there. Within two days, there won’t be any trace of it.”

      She didn’t appear convinced.

      Landros drew her into an embrace. He gave her an extra squeeze. For the first time since she’d come into his life, he no longer had to worry about Mirza harming her. It was an immense weight off his shoulders. One he’d never thought would lift.

      He released her and stepped back, touching her cheek lightly. “How are you feeling? Is the baby still making your stomach iffy? Have you changed your mind about me killing Garth? I’m willing.”

      “Please do not steal my sunshine. I plan to do it the second she gives the okay,” said a heavily accented French voice from behind Landros. “I believe with the pregnancy hormones, the time will come soon enough.”

      “Dick,” mumbled Garth.

      Landros turned to find his longtime friend and fellow Crimson Op, Auberi Bouchard, standing there, dressed in a blue silk dress shirt, black slacks, and designer shoes. Classic Auberi. They’d not been in the same room since the revelation that Landros had kept Nicolette’s existence a secret from Auberi had come to light.

      Landros expected tension, even anger or animosity.

      He wasn’t expecting the Frenchman to hug him, but he did.

      When Auberi let go, he focused on Nicolette. “See. He is fine. We all said he would be.”

      “I know. I just worry,” said Nicolette. “I’m sorry I screamed at all of you and made you fly here.”

      “You did not make us fly here. Plans were already in motion to do so,” said Auberi. “You simply forced us to include you and leave two hours sooner than we planned.”

      Jannick and Johannes Bach, twin brothers who were also part of PSI-Ops Team Eight, hid their laughs, nodded in Landros’s direction, and then went after Rurik.

      Landros knew their lack of words and nods spoke volumes.

      He’d been in need and they’d come.

      It’s what friends did for one another.

      “Oh good. The gang is almost all here,” said Clara, entering the kitchen, fully dressed, looking as though she was about to attend a fancy dinner.

      Almost all here?

      How the hell many people is she expecting?

      He nearly asked but was afraid of the answer.

      Nicolette ran to Clara and the women embraced, hugging tight before they turned to face the men, locked arm in arm.

      Landros eyed Garth. “Why am I suddenly nervous? They’ve always been close. Why is now different?”

      Garth laughed. “Because you’re married to one of them now and know full well their combined girl power can unman the most alpha of males.”

      “Girl power?” Clara and Nicolette asked at the same time.

      Garth tossed his hands up. “I surrender. I meant woman power.”

      Clara grinned. “Oh good. She has you well trained already.”

      “That she does,” said Garth, his gaze sliding to Landros. “As I suspect you’ll soon do to Landros, if you’ve not already done so.”

      Clara licked her lower lip. “Since you’re here. Willing to say some words for me?”

      Garth’s face reddened.

      Nicolette snickered.

      Clara glanced in Auberi’s direction and then pulled closer to Nicolette. “Bio-dad and Landros are in the same room. Did I miss any fireworks?”

      Nicolette grinned. “Nope. They hugged.”

      A naughty expression settled over his mate’s face.

      Nicolette caught the change in Clara and groaned. “Stop picturing a threesome with my dad and my uncle.”

      “Okay, but I reserve the right to picture it later,” added Clara.

      Auberi went to her and lifted her free hand in his. He kissed the back of it and spoke in French to her, telling her how beautiful she was and how sorry he was that she’d gotten stuck with Landros as a mate.

      Garth snorted. “Told you he was a dick.”

      “I’m not sure what he said, but wow, is it me or did he just get more attractive?” asked Clara.

      Nicolette eyed Landros. “You’re going to need to keep a close eye on this one.”

      Landros grinned, already knowing his wife had a strange sense of humor. “Without a doubt.”

      Garth came to him and offered a manly hug with a handshake included.

      When they separated, Landros asked, “Any news on Grid?”

      Garth shook his head. “Nothing.”

      “Maybe he is well and truly gone,” offered Landros.

      Garth’s shoulders slumped slightly. “I want to hope so, but I’m not sure. I need to be sure. I didn’t get to chop his head off to know for sure.”

      Landros cringed. “You heard about Mirza’s end?”

      Garth winked. “Clara filled us in on everything you left out when you phoned to tell us the threat was no more. Then the twins called shortly after her. They said they ran into Kippar while searching for Mirza. That so?”

      “It is,” said Landros.

      Auberi cleared his throat. “And he’s permitted you to live after claiming his daughter?”

      Clara glanced at the floor, looking somewhat defeated. “I didn’t want to get into it over the phone, but Mirza said he was my biological father. That he had a hand in my creation and orchestrated everything, even Landros getting the tip about the labs all those years ago.”

      Nicolette tensed and drew her friend closer to her. “That nutjob was your father?”

      Kippar walked up behind the women and went right for Clara. He rubbed her shoulders and then drew her back slightly, kissing the side of her head as he did. “Nope. I’m her father. Period.”

      Clara nodded through pending tears.

      Kippar gave her another squeeze. “And I have a lot of lost time to make up for, kiddo. You okay with that?”

      “I am,” replied Clara, a lone tear escaping.

      Landros wanted to go to her and comfort her, but he knew she needed this moment with her father.

      Kippar patted her shoulders. “Good. And maybe since Auberi is in town he can help me prepare for being a grandparent.”

      Clara let out a small laugh, clearly thinking Kippar was kidding.

      Landros’s body tightened as he drew in a deep breath, paying special attention to the scent of his mate. Since Kippar was a shifter, his sense of smell was better than Landros’s. There was no change to be noted.

      Kippar stared over Clara’s head at Landros. “You’ll notice in a few days. I’m sure.”

      Was it true? Did he dare hope?

      Garth sniffed in Clara’s direction as well before smiling wide. “When time permits, let’s have some cigars in your study. We can celebrate.”

      Nicolette wrinkled her nose. “Yuck. I can think of better ways to celebrate the fact Clara and Landros are mated. Can it involve burgers? I’m so hungry for a burger.”

      Clara laughed. “The baby really has you craving things outside of your norm. Speaking of which, you wouldn’t happen to want to make up some of your gray drinks, would you? I’m suddenly really thirsty for one.”

      Landros was to her in the blink of an eye, lifting her off the ground and spinning her in a circle. That resulted in Clara slapping at his shoulders.

      “Put me down! You have a hole in you, dumbass!” she shouted.

      He did, but he kept her close. “I love you.”

      She glanced around at everyone before leaning toward him. “I love you too. Why are you being weirder than your normal weird?”

      “Ohmygod,” said Nicolette. “She’s pregnant, isn’t she?”

      “No.” Clara shook her head.

      Landros stared down at her, doing his best to contain his excitement.

      For some reason, she looked to Auberi of all people as she spat, “I’m not, right?”

      Auberi flashed a thousand-watt smile. “It is too early for me to tell just yet, but the shifters in the room believe so, and if you are craving the drinks Landros perfected for Nicolette to help balance her vampire side, it stands to reason you have a little Landros within you now.”

      Clara slapped Landros’s shoulders again.

      “What was that for?” he asked, laughing more.

      “I don’t know. Felt right,” she said before crying more. “I can’t believe I want vamp-juice. Gross.”

      Nicolette came in for the assist, pulling Clara to her. “It’s okay. I vary from laughing to crying at the drop of a hat anymore.”

      “Yes. You do,” said Garth, his eyes wide as he nodded.

      “No comments from you or I’ll let my father and my uncle do what they wish with you,” she said in a playful tone to her husband.

      Auberi smiled wider. “Tonight is a good night.”

      “Greek, yer house is massive, but I do nae think you need to accept the challenge of fillin’ it. We’ll be overflowin’ soon with everyone showin’ up,” said Mac as he entered the kitchen to stand behind Kippar.

      “Any change with Wheeler?” asked Landros in hopes the situation had improved.

      The Scot shook his head. “No. He’s still stone. I’ve put some calls in to see if anyone can reach out to someone who may know more about his condition. It’s nae somethin’ the rest of us are used to dealin’ with. On a guid note, Car finally convinced Bill to stop trying to chisel the word ‘dick’ into Wheeler’s chest.”

      “That’s progress,” said Landros.

      Mac gave a half-hearted shrug. He too was concerned about Wheeler, but was working hard to avoid showing as much. “Another bright spot is that he goes with your décor. All the damn statues here give me the willies.”

      “Mirza did something to him. He mentioned something about centuries and being stuck like that. I thought when he died whatever he did to Wheeler would end too.” Clara cried harder, and he knew straight away it was because she was worried about Wheeler.

      Well, that and the flux of supernatural hormones.

      Landros went to his wife, touched her chin, and tilted her face upward. “We’ll figure it out. He’ll be back to normal before you know it.”

      She didn’t look convinced.

      Landros wasn’t sure of his words either. He had no idea what Mirza had done to Wheeler or why the man was still in stone form. All he did know was that the Ops community would rally around their fallen friend. They’d figure out something.

      They always did.

      THE END
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