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  Chapter One


   


  Whispering Hope, New York, today


   


   


  Harper Hall swatted the fast-fingered hand of yet another horny, middle-aged CPA off her ass, but resisted the urge to dump tequila in this one’s lap. After all, the Prince Valiant haircut and underbite he was saddled with were punishments enough for his crimes.


  “Hey, baby,” Valiant’s friend said as he fondled his shot glass suggestively. “Is that a mirror in your pocket? ‘Cause I can definitely see myself in your pants.”


  Harper rolled her eyes and shot back, “Darlin’, I’m not your type. I’m not inflatable.”


  And with that, she turned on the heel of one of her requisite six-inch platforms and started for the bar as the CPAs chortled and bumped knuckles. They were probably looking at her butt too, but Harper chose not to dwell on that, or on the fact that most of said butt was probably hanging out of her Daisy Dukes. Not her best look, to be sure.


  Lanie Cale, one of the other waitresses, grabbed her arm and leaned in, shouting over the music, “Hey, can you take over for me with the guy at table five? Carlos is letting me dance tonight. I go on in ten.”


  Harper gave her a quick once over. Lanie was five years her junior, ten pounds lighter, and had her beat by a full cup size. If she was Lanie, she’d probably aspire to be a stripper too. But as it stood, she was stuck waiting tables with the other B-cups.


  “Sure,” she answered. “But, Lanie, this guy at table five…he’s not a CPA, is he? I don’t think I have the strength for another CPA.”


  “No way is this guy a CPA. I’d bet Hugh Jackman’s abs on it,” she promised solemnly as she disappeared into the crowd.


  At that moment, the sweaty throng of dancers and customers and waitresses parted, giving Harper her first glimpse of the guy at table five.


  Wow. Hugh Jackman’s abs were in no danger tonight.


  The guy at table five was definitely not an accountant. Serial killer, maybe. CPA…um, no.


  Table five was wedged in the corner, to the extreme right of the stage, which was why no one usually wanted to sit there. But instinct told Harper this guy had refused to sit anywhere else. This was one of those never-let-anyone-sneak-up-behind-you types, maybe with a military or law enforcement background. Paranoid and probably with good reason.


  Everything about him screamed tall, dark, and brooding. From the black hair long overdue for a trim to the black-on-black wardrobe, complete with biker boots and a Highlander-like leather trench, this guy was either a true rebel without a cause, or the best imitation of one she’d ever seen.


  And he was drunk off his ass. Not the kind of happy, silly drunk the CPA’s at table ten had going. No, Harper could tell by the way he was ignoring the half-naked dancer on stage that he was drowning his sorrows.


  Ignoring Misty Mountains wasn’t easy, either. Her brand new double D’s were mesmerizing, and the nipples kind of followed you wherever you went like the eyes on the creepy Jesus picture in her mom’s living room.


  As Harper watched, he polished off a bottle of Glenlivet and set it beside two other empties. She sighed. He’d probably pass out before he remembered to tip her. God damn drunks would be the death of her.


  Harper squared her shoulders and walked up to the table, then knelt beside him so he could hear her over the baseline of Bon Jovi’s Lay Your Hands On Me.


  “Can I get you anything else, sir? Like coffee?” Hint, hint.


  He didn’t even glance at her as he slid the empty bottles to the edge of the table and said, “Another bottle.”


  His voice sent a shiver down her spine. It was gravelly, raspy, almost like he’d growled the words instead of speaking them. Sexy.


  But sexy voice or not, she wasn’t about to serve him another bottle. He was probably a few inches over six feet and maybe a little over two-hundred pounds, but no one—not even a manly man like this one—could down four bottles of eighteen-year-old Glenlivet and blow a Breathalyzer that wouldn’t get him immediately arrested.


  “I think you’ve probably had enough for tonight.”


  He slowly glanced over at her as if he hadn’t really noticed her presence until just then. When her eyes locked with his, she completely forgot what they’d been talking about. Hell, who was she kidding? She forgot how to breathe.


  This had to be the most gorgeous potential serial killer she’d ever seen.


  He had a dark olive complexion most women would kill for, cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass, and eyes that were either black or the deepest blue she’d ever seen—it was too dark in the club to tell for sure.


  His perfectly arched black brows—and they had to be naturally perfect, because she was pretty sure this guy wouldn’t be caught dead waxing—raised sardonically as his gaze moved over her.


  Harper fought the urge to suck in her stomach and desperately wished her uniform was a size eight instead of a four. She had dignity in a size eight. Class, even. In a four…not so much.


  He lowered his gaze to her chest, and then slowly lifted it back to her eyes. “I doubt they’re paying you to think, sunshine.” Sliding the empty bottles even closer to her, he repeated, “Another bottle.”


  He’d said it very slowly, deliberately, in a manner most people reserved for slow-witted children and foreigners. The only part of her that wasn’t at all impressed with the guy’s fallen-angel face—which just happened to be her Sicilian temper—kicked in at that point.


  Harper straightened and snagged the bottles off the table, preparing to verbally flay him, but just when she’d figured out exactly how many four-letter words she could hurl at him in one sentence, a premonition hit her hard.


  People often asked her what premonitions felt like. Imagine someone punching a hole through your forehead and making a fist around your brain, she always told them. This premonition was no different.


  Harper staggered forward and planted one palm on the table to steady herself as images assailed her: a young, blonde woman in an alley pinned to a dumpster by a man twice her size.


  A vampire, she knew instinctively. Cold chills always shot down her spine when she saw them.


  Harper sucked in a deep breath and forced herself to concentrate on details other than the victim, just like Sentry taught her so many years ago. Instead, she tried to picture the dumpster, the buildings around it, street signs…anything that might tell her where this girl was so she could call the police and get her some help.


  And then she saw a logo printed on the side of the dumpster as big as life. Kitty Kat Palace.


  Holy shit, the vamp and his victim were here.


   


  Harper staggered back toward the kitchen, shoving drunks and other waitresses out of her way. In the kitchen, she tipped a wooden stool on its side and stomped on one of the legs.


  She bent down and scooped it up, testing its weight in her hand. Not the best stake, but it would do. Hopefully.


  Normally in a situation like this, Harper would let Romeo go after the vamp first, then help him if necessary. After all, slayers, even crappy ones like Romeo, were ten times stronger than the average human, and unfortunately, being a seer didn’t afford her any supernatural strength.


  But Romeo—the rat bastard—was probably at the Bellagio, hip-deep in hookers and craps winnings at the moment.


  Harper heard the woman scream as she kicked the back door open and stumbled into the alley.


  Just like in her premonition, a biker-clad vampire had the small woman pinned up against the dumpster with the weight of his body, one beefy arm across her shoulders, his other hand clutching her jaw so that he had a clear shot at her jugular.


  Harper’s heart clawed its way up to her throat as she met the woman’s horror-filled gaze. She could practically taste the woman’s fear.


  She swallowed hard and forced herself to break eye contact, taking stock of the situation. Her gaze flicked over the vampire.


  The vamp had at least eight inches and a hundred pounds on her. This could be a problem, common sense told her.


  But as usual, her mouth didn’t listen to common sense. “Hey, asshole.”


  The vampire raised his head from the woman’s throat, a crimson ribbon of blood dribbling down his chin. Cute.


  “Why don’t you pick on someone more my size.”


  Okay, so it was a line she’d picked up from watching Buffy the Vampire Slayer reruns. Witty repartee should never be wasted, even if it wasn’t original.


  He laughed, a hollow, cold sound that slithered up and down her spine, leaving goose bumps in its wake. “Run while you still can, little girl.”


  She shook her head and clucked her tongue. “I don’t think so, Vlad. Running? Not so much a good idea in these shoes.”


  His fangs slowly retracted like a cat’s claws, making him look almost human. Almost.


  “I like a girl with spirit,” he said. “Enhances her flavor.”


  “Wow, that was almost clever. I’m shocked. I had you pegged as stupid and ugly. Maybe I can upgrade you to just ugly.”


  Harper had forgotten how fast a motivated vampire could move. One second he was ten feet away, and half a heartbeat later, he stood close enough to backhand her.


  And backhand her he did. For him it was careless, effortless. Like swatting a fly. It was still enough to fill her mouth with blood and knock her on her ass.


  From her position on the ground, she noticed the blond still frozen in place against the dumpster. “Run,” she mouthed.


  Obviously in shock, the blond stared at her as if she hadn’t noticed, and this time Harper shouted, “Run!”


  The girl finally seemed to snap out of her stupor. She spun on her heel and fled down the alley.


  Harper breathed a sigh of relief as she shakily climbed to her feet and faced a very large, very angry vampire.


  Yipes.


  “Bitch,” he said through clenched teeth, “I’m gonna take you apart piece by piece.”


  Again, common sense wasn’t Harper’s co-pilot as she spat back, “Gee, that might be scary if I didn’t already know you hit like a girl.”


  This time when he swung at her, she was ready for him. Harper kicked out as he lunged for her, catching him in the knee with her gold platforms.


  He went down with a yelp. “You bitch!”


  “Now, I’m getting real sick of you calling me that.”


  Harper tried to kick him in the face, but he was too fast for her. He grabbed her ankle and yanked it out from under her. She landed on her butt with an unladylike grunt.


  God, where was a good crossbow when you really needed one?


  He was on her before she could scramble to her feet, pinning her to the ground with his weight. She managed to free one of her hands and gouged his eye, gagging a little as her thumb sunk in up to the knuckle.


  The vampire screeched and leapt off her, one hand pressed to what was left of his eye.


  Harper stood up and raised the stake. “Now, I don’t want to kill you, but I will if I have to. If you run away now, we can forget this whole thing ever happened.”


  He whipped a wicked-looking hunting knife out of his jacket pocket. “You’re gonna die slow.”


  Harper took a big step back. So much for diplomacy.


  But before she could come up with any other bright ideas, someone moved up fast behind her and shoved her out of the way. She hit the ground again.


  Being a hero certainly wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. Very hard on the tush.


  “Who the fuck are you?” the vamp yelled, clutching the knife in one hand and his eye with the other.


  “Death,” the newcomer answered dryly.


  Harper’s head shot up. She’d know that voice anywhere.


  Standing a few feet away from her, presenting her with his impressive profile, was Mr. Congeniality himself: the gorgeous, potential serial-killer from table five.


  On a happier note, Harper realized that Mr. Personality was at least a head taller than the vamp and seemed to have more muscle weight. That might even the odds a little for the home team, she decided.


  The vamp took a step back and raised his hands, suddenly all friendly and peace-loving. “Look, man, I got no problem with you.”


  Harper snorted. “Who’s the bitch now, you big pussy?”


  She slapped a hand over her mouth. Damn it, she hadn’t meant to say that out loud.


  Her savior glanced over at her and that was all the time the vamp needed. He swung out wildly, slicing neatly into Table Five’s stomach. Harper gasped as blood quickly dampened the fabric of his t-shirt.


  But the wound didn’t even seem to faze Table Five. He caught the vamp’s fist when he took his next shot and used his momentum to pull him closer, then drove his knee into the vampire’s stomach. The vampire dropped to his knees, arms wrapped around his middle as he coughed and gagged. Table Five kicked out without hesitation, catching the vamp in the chin, knocking him flat on his back.


  Table Five yanked him up by the hair and twisted his arm behind his back. A sound akin to a dry twig snapping was closely followed by another pained groan from the vampire.


  Harper blinked. It took a hell of a lot of strength to break a vampire’s bones. An unnatural amount of strength. This guy did it without even trying. Who the hell was he?


  “Quit whining,” Table Five growled at the now blubbering vampire, then gave him a good swift kick in the ass. “And get the hell out of here while I’m still in a good mood.”


  Harper kept her eyes on the vamp until he’d stumbled out of view, then turned her attention to the man who’d saved her life. The man who’d just reduced a violent vampire to tears.


  “Who are you?” she asked suspiciously. “And don’t say Death.”


  He glanced at her and the street light allowed her to see his eyes were blue. Deep, deep blue. Gorgeous, she thought, then mentally slapped herself for noticing something so trivial after what had just happened.


  He paused as if contemplating not telling her his name, but eventually said, “Call me Riddick.”


  Harper realized she was still on the ground and slowly climbed to her feet. All her parts seemed to be in working order, and she hadn’t peed herself. She supposed she couldn’t really ask for more than that, given the circumstances.


  “Riddick?” she repeated. “Like the Vin Diesel movies?”


  He stared at her like she was deranged. Must not be a Vin Diesel fan.


  Then it occurred to her where she’d heard the name before, and Vin Diesel had nothing to do with it. “Are you Noah Riddick? The slayer?”


  He wadded up the fabric at the hem of his t-shirt and pressed it to his wound. “There aren’t anymore slayers.”


  She rolled her eyes. Slayers and seers hadn’t fallen off the face of the earth when Sentry disbanded and vamps earned human rights. They might be jobless, but they still existed. “I’m thinking the vamp with the broken arm still believes in slayers.”


  Noah Riddick in Whispering Hope, Harper thought when he didn’t respond. What were the odds?


  Whispering Hope had been settled largely by Italian, Polish and Irish immigrants who hadn’t enjoyed big city life, which accounted for the fact that there were a ton of great restaurants in her beloved town, but no industry to speak of. And it was too far away from the real city for convenience, so truly, the only reason Harper could think of for anyone who wasn’t born in Whispering Hope to settle here was the food.


  But she’d just bet that Noah Riddick wasn’t in town for a kolache from Majesky’s on High Street.


  Riddick adjusted his makeshift compress and she stared at his bare stomach, not sure if she was more fascinated by the wound—which was pumping out a surprising amount of blood—or by his perfect abs.


  She cleared her throat. “We should probably get you to a hospital. That stomach looks hot…er, I mean it looks like it hurts.”


  Sweet Christ, could she humiliate herself in front of this guy a few more times?


  “I don’t do hospitals,” he said.


  Great. A macho man. Just what she needed more of in her life. “Okay, so, if you don’t do hospitals, do you bleed to death in alleys? ‘Cause if that’s what you’re going for, you’re well on your way, dude.” She gave him a thumbs-up. “Way to go.”


  His gaze moved over her and he shook his head. He shrugged out of his coat and tossed it to her, grimacing.


  “Put it on,” he said. “I can’t even hear myself think over the sound of your teeth chattering.”


  “Gee, and they say chivalry is dead,” she intoned dryly, shoving her arms into the sleeves of the black trench.


  The coat was too long by nearly a foot, and the sleeves hung down well below her hands, but the fabric still held the warmth of his skin, and she was far too cold to be concerned with fit or fashion. The What Not to Wear folks could just kiss her warm, toasty ass.


  He watched her fidget for a while before asking, “Who are you?”


  “I’m Harper.” She shook the sleeves of the coat back, finally finding her hand and extending it to him. “Harper Hall.”


  He stared at her hand, then raised his gaze to hers. “That explains a lot.”


  Harper let her hand sink back into the coat’s depths and narrowed her eyes on him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  “You were Romeo Jones’ seer. That explains why you were willing to take off, alone, after a vamp three-times your size with a chair leg.” His gaze moved over her again, slowly. “In your underwear.”


  She put her hand on her hip and cocked her head to one side. “Are you insulting me, or are you insulting Romeo? Because if you’re insulting me, you and I need to have a serious come-to-Jesus meeting.”


  For a split second, he looked like he might smile, but just when she was deciding whether to go after him with her make-shift stake or chick-fight him with her fingernails, the smile died and pain flashed through his eyes.


  “Let’s just say your reputation precedes you,” he said, hunching over almost imperceptibly.


  Hmmpphh. Noah Riddick talking trash about her reputation. Wasn’t that just rich beyond belief?


  “Well, hello there, Pot, they call me Kettle,” she said dryly. “I hear you’re black.”


  He raised one eyebrow and took a step toward her, only to sway drunkenly before falling to his knees. “Fuck,” he muttered, one hand on the ground, one hand on his stomach.


  Harper rushed to his side, but he stopped her with a fierce scowl. “I’m not Romeo,” he hissed. “I don’t need your help.”


  She straightened and planted her hands on her hips again. “Look, I’ve taken about all the shit I intend to from you. So, as I see it, you’ve got two choices: you can lay there and bleed to death, or you can suck up your stupid male pride and let me help you.”


  He looked at her like he’d rather rip his heart out with his bare hands than accept her help, but after what must have been an exhausting battle of pride and necessity, he allowed her to ease her shoulder under his arm and help him stand.


  Leaning heavily on her, he whispered, “No hospitals,” right before he passed out.


  Harper staggered under his weight, but somehow managed to keep them both vertical. After a moment of struggling and cussing, she was able to lean him against the dumpster and hold him upright with her bodyweight while she mulled her options.


  He didn’t want to go to the hospital, and probably rightfully so.


  If there were any pro-vamp zealots out there looking for a little slayer-bashing action, he’d be a sitting duck in the hospital.


  She couldn’t take him back into the Kitty Kat Palace. Bleeding men tended to draw attention there as well.


  That really only left one viable option.


  Boy, if Riddick thought she was reckless now, wait until he woke up in her bed.


   


   


   


  Chapter Two


   


   


  “Yeah, well, fuck you too, Carlos. You can’t fire me, because I quit.”


  And with that, Harper slammed the phone down.


  What a shitty night, she thought.


  Not only had she gotten herself fired from yet another degrading, meaningless job, but it had taken her two hours—and the help of a nice, but shifty-looking homeless guy—to half-carry, half-drag Riddick back to her apartment. Every muscle in her body—even a few she’d apparently never used before—ached.


  It had taken another hour to get him into her bed and out of his bloody shirt. She’d drawn the line at taking off his pants. Something about a woman who hadn’t had sex in a year stripping an unconscious man out of his pants just smacked of desperation.


  Harper wiped the sweat off her forehead with the back of her hand and plopped down in the chair next to her bed, letting her eyes fall on the fruits of her labor.


  Right now, the fruits of her labor was passed out on her zebra-striped flannel sheets wearing nothing but a big white bandage, a pair of sexy-as-all-hell black leather pants, and the truly hideous pink, orange, and purple quilt her grandmother had stitched by touch after going blind at ninety-five.


  Riddick shifted restlessly and kicked the quilt off. He’d been doing that a lot. Either he was feverish, or the quilt was so ugly his perfect body was rejecting it.


  Harper sighed and leaned forward to prop her elbows on the bed while she watched him sleep. It was a horrible thing for a woman to be with a man who was prettier than her. Not exactly a shot in the arm for the old self-esteem.


  She tipped her head to one side and studied him more closely. Pretty wasn’t really the right word for him, she supposed. He wasn’t really perfect, either. His nose had obviously been broken a time or two, and as she found out while she was dressing his wound, he was covered in scars.


  Most of them were nothing out of the ordinary for a slayer. Puncture wound here, jagged knife scar there. But the one that fascinated and appalled her in equal parts was the one on his throat.


  No, she mentally corrected. It wasn’t on his throat, but around it.


  Someone had apparently slit his throat from ear to ear.


  She glided her fingertips lightly over the raised scar tissue, not even able to imagine the pain he must have suffered.


  He moaned in his sleep and she guiltily folded her hands together and tucked them between her knees.


  She didn’t remember any Sentry gossip about a slayer getting his throat slit. But then again, seers were always the last to hear anything. They were always protected and sheltered from everything. Seers were irreplaceable, she’d always heard. Watchers and slayers weren’t.


  Mischa would know what had happened to him, she thought, making a mental note to visit her ex-watcher friend the next day.


  Harper frowned, trying to remember all she’d ever heard over the years about Noah Riddick. Good kill ratio. Unnaturally good. In fact, if she remembered correctly, the other slayers not only hated him, but feared him. Called him Iceman—which always gave her hot flashbacks of a sweaty Val Kilmer playing volleyball with a pre-freak-out Tom Cruise—because he killed so well without any pesky pangs of guilt or remorse.


  But other than that, what she mostly remembered about Riddick was hushed tones. People walking Sentry halls tended to lower their voices when they spoke of Noah Riddick. Almost as if they were afraid that saying his name aloud would conjure him.


  She wondered what those who feared him would think if they saw him now, vulnerable and wounded in her bed. But no matter what they would think about Riddick, she was positive no one would be surprised to find him in her bed. Harper, unlike Riddick, had been the constant butt of Sentry gossip.


  She never really could understand their fascination with her. So she was a prodigy. It wasn’t like it was such a great thing. She’d had her first horrible, painful premonition at age six instead of sixteen like most seers. Was recruited at ten. Woo hoo. Big hairy deal.


  And she’d also taken a lot of crap from Sentry for watching Romeo’s back when he went after vamps and demons. Even Riddick had alluded to it back in the alley.


  You have the premonition, he slays the vampire. That’s what everyone had always told her. Riddick must have agreed.


  But Romeo had needed more than just backup most of the time. Hell, most of the time he needed a babysitter. Flighty, drunk, manic-depressive…Romeo had it all. The fucker.


  Not that any of that mattered now, she reminded herself. Sentry was obsolete. Nothing but a memory. Lucern Millet had made sure of that.


  Vampires had been out of the coffin for five years. Millet was their spokesperson, and the dude was a publicist’s wet dream: ridiculously good looking, smart, charming, and one hell of a motivational speaker. The minute he stepped in front of a camera, he had the world eating out of the palm of his hand. And Millet was a born politician, a real do-gooder, complete with baby-kissing and helping old ladies cross the street.


  Millet claimed that he chose to “bring vampires into the light” because Sentry had tried to eliminate him, as they had eliminated thousands of his brethren. His calling, he said, was to end their “reign of terror” and bring Sentry to justice.


  Vampires who were more than a century or two old tended to be a little dramatic with their word choices.


  Harper wasn’t sure there was really any justice done when Millet exposed Sentry, but the backlash against the once covert agency was swift and brutal. Vampire rights groups organized worldwide, and led by Millet, the vampires legally earned their human rights.


  Police department’s quickly organized Vampire Crimes Units to investigate paranormal crimes, while governments around the world disavowed all knowledge of Sentry, saying its actions were not in any way sanctioned. Harper couldn’t really blame them. With the public backlash, if governments admitted to authorizing the slaughter of thousands, the result would most likely have been a bloody uprising the likes of which the world had never seen.


  Sentry’s director, along with ten of his top advisors, disappeared before he could be questioned about the organization’s activities. He’d never been seen or heard from again.


  After the director’s disappearance, Sentry fell apart. Three thousand employees worldwide were left jobless, with only an incredibly sketchy resume to show for their efforts.


  Most watchers found other work without too much difficulty. After all, the only requirement for becoming a Sentry watcher was a genius-level IQ. There was always a place in the world for geniuses.


  Slayers had it a lot tougher. The VCU wouldn’t hire them on a fulltime basis for fear of stirring up a PR shit storm. And if an ex-slayer killed a vampire in the line of duty, would anyone truly believe he’d had no other choice? Legally, that question alone could result in a mistrial, and Harper didn’t know of any police department that was willing to take that kind of risk.


  The police were, however, perfectly willing to contract with ex-slayers for difficult tactical operations. In such situations the slayer was lovingly referred to as cannon fodder.


  Ex-seers weren’t viewed as very valuable by the authorities, either. They were generally only called in to help when the police were desperate for assistance on missing persons cases, and their involvement wasn’t ever publicized.


  She wasn’t sure what she would’ve done for employment if Romeo—that asshat—hadn’t approached her about partnering in a PI business.


  Harper loved being a PI. She was good at it, and oddly enough, when people were desperate enough to need a PI firm, they seemed willing to overlook the blot Sentry had left on their resumes.


  They were, sadly, less likely to overlook the fact that she was now a woman on her own, which she’d quickly found out after Romeo bailed on her, sticking her with the business’ debt and forcing her into multiple shitty, part-time jobs to make ends meet.


  She leaned forward and rested her head on her palm, studying Riddick’s handsome face, wondering what he’d been doing since Sentry disbanded.


  One look at Riddick’s hands and she knew he wasn’t a desk jockey. No cube dweller had hands like that. Whatever he was doing, it was honest hard work.


  Thoughts of what his hands might have been doing these past years made her wonder if there was a wife or a girlfriend out there worrying about him. She pictured those large, calloused hands trailing lightly over the perfect skin of the Barbie doll a man like him would undoubtedly be with and frowned.


  Men were shallow scum. Even in her imagination they all sucked.


  Then she shook her head, disgusted with herself. Was she actually jealous of a woman who may or may not even exist?


  Damn. Good thing she hadn’t taken his pants off. She was already pathetic enough as it was.


  She yawned and laid her head down on the corner of the bed. Too much to think about for one night.


  Tomorrow. She’d find out everything she could about Noah Riddick tomorrow.


   


  Riddick woke up feeling like a bomb had gone off inside his skull. Now he remembered why he only drank once a year.


  With a groan, he pried his eyes open and tried to sit up, but his stomach protested. And it wasn’t the normal day-after-a-drunken-binder stomach protest, either. This was more like someone had tried to scoop out his insides with a rusty spoon.


  He glanced down, momentarily nonplussed. First of all, why was his stomach bandaged? But most importantly, why was he lying under what was arguably the ugliest quilt in existence? The rusty-spoon theory might explain the bandage, but it didn’t come close to explaining the quilt.


  After several attempts, Riddick managed to rise up on his elbows. Glancing around, he gauged his surroundings and tried to determine whether or not he needed to be concerned.


  Well, he wasn’t at home. The closet in his bedroom was double the size of this room, and he was fairly certain he hadn’t painted any of his walls cherry red recently. He’d gotten drunk before, but he’d never been sloshed enough to decorate. Black out, puke, pick fights…yes. Decorate…never.


  A gentle snore brought his attention to the woman at his bedside, and all his questions could be answered in two words.


  Harper Hall.


  The lower half of her body was in an orange velvet wingchair and her upper half was on the bed. She had one of her arms swung over his legs and was using his ankle for a pillow. Riddick could just make out the delicate sweep of her jaw beneath her tangled mass of shoulder-length, golden-tipped brown curls.


  He shook his head, half-disgusted, half-intrigued. It was all coming back to him now. He remembered her at the strip club, pure fire shooting from her eyes when he’d insulted her. Then she’d had a premonition—anyone who’d been around a seer for any length of time knew the symptoms of a powerful premonition—and ran out into the alley, half-cocked and half-dressed, to take on a vamp with only a chair leg to protect her.


  She was either the bravest woman he’d ever met or the craziest. A little from column A and a little from column B, he suspected.


  Still, part of him couldn’t help but admire a girl who had the balls to call an angry vampire a pussy to his face. It was probably the same illogical part of him that admired how she filled out a tight tank top and shorts, but still, he appreciated the hell out of her spirit and colorful vocabulary.


  His gaze shifted back to his surroundings. Colorful seemed to be a theme in Harper’s life. Not one piece of furniture in her bedroom matched, and every flat surface was covered with brightly framed and matted pictures, dust collectors, and glossy paperbacks. Glancing towards her closet, he noticed that no two articles of clothing in it were the same color.


  His gaze fell to her hands. He wasn’t sure if it was an actual memory or a hallucination, but if he concentrated, he was sure he could feel those delicate hands on him. Smooth, warm, exploring.


  He shivered and sat up a little straighter, ignoring the pain. Don’t wonder what it feels like to have your hands on her, he warned himself, even as he realized it was a lost cause.


  “Harper,” he said, then cleared his throat as her name came out sounding more like a croak.


  She grimaced in her sleep and turned her head away.


  “Harper,” he repeated, louder and clearer this time.


  Harper mumbled something, snuffled, then lapsed into full-blown snoring again.


  “Harper!”


  “No, for God’s sake, not the marshmallows!”


  Her head jerked up, and she sucked in a deep breath.


  Riddick frowned at her. “Marshmallows?”


  Harper shoved her hair out of her eyes and blinked sleepily at him. “Jeez, that was a weird dream. I was swimming in a giant cup of hot chocolate and…well, never mind. I guess you had to be there.”


  Riddick closed his eyes for a moment. Jesus. Marshmallows. She really was a lunatic. Thank God she hadn’t been his seer.


  She leaned back in her chair and stretched, her breasts straining against her worn-thin Pyromania t-shirt, and suddenly Riddick thought he could overlook insanity if this is what it looked like.


  “Hey,” she said, her voice still warm and raspy from sleep. “You look a lot better. How do you feel?”


  “Like someone tried to scoop out my insides with a rusty spoon.”


  She grimaced. “That’s a visual I didn’t need before breakfast. Talk about TMI.”


  Riddick rolled away from her and swung his legs off the edge of the bed. He winced as his bare feet hit her cool oak floors, only then noticing he was partially naked. “Where are my clothes?”


  Harper stood up and stretched again. “Your boots are at the foot of the bed, but there’s nothing left of your shirt. I had to cut it off.”


  He watched her pad barefoot to her closet, hair sticking out in all directions, loose red sweatpants barely clinging to her hips.


  “I’ve probably got a shirt in here somewhere that’ll fit you.”


  I doubt it, Riddick thought, his gaze moving over her petite frame. She was five-five, tops. Probably not even one-thirty.


  But true to form, Harper surprised him by yanking a t-shirt out of her closet that could have swallowed her whole.


  She turned to him with a crooked smile and offered him the shirt. “There,” she said. “That’s probably your size.”


  Riddick took the shirt and slipped it over his head, doing his best to ignore the warm pull of her smile. After settling the shirt into place gingerly over his bandage, he noticed he now had a Big Dick’s Fishing Poles logo on his chest. He looked up at Harper, one brow raised.


  She shrugged, a red tinge creeping to her cheeks. “It was Romeo’s. He thought anything that said ‘Big Dick’s’ on it was hilarious. Sorry. It’s all I’ve got that’ll fit you.”


  “It’s fine.”


  “Yes it is,” she said, her gaze lingering somewhere around where his chest narrowed into his waist. “Hey, listen—”


  The sound of her doorbell—which, Riddick could’ve sworn played If I Only Had a Brain—interrupted whatever she was going to say.


  She grumbled something about what kind of person would come to visit at this ungodly hour before turning on her heel and heading for the front door.


  Riddick watched her go, his gaze fastened on the gentle sway of her hips until she disappeared from his view.


  He gave his head a hard shake. Time to go. His life was messy enough as it was, and, he thought, glancing around Harper’s room, she seemed to come with way too much mess of her own.


   


   


   


  Chapter Three


   


   


  Harper opened her front door and immediately threw an arm over her face as a beam of sunlight assaulted her eyes.


  “Good morning, doll face,” a lazy voice drawled.


  She groaned inwardly. Detective Lucas Cooper, Vampire Crimes Unit, was tall, muscle-bound, and gorgeous. Exactly the type of man she didn’t want to see before she’d combed her hair or brushed her teeth.


  “What’s up, Lucas?”


  “Got a case for you, darlin’. I checked downstairs,” he said, referring to the small office on the first floor of the building, “but Romeo isn’t in yet. You expecting him soon?”


  She peeked at him from beneath her arm. Yep, he looked great. The bastard.


  She’d worked a few cases with Lucas over the past year. He’d always looked like he wanted to ask her out, but never had. Harper wasn’t sure if that was because she was a freak of nature, or because he was. He’d never told her so outright, but based on the way he moved and the way his eyes picked up a subtle, eerie glow every now and then, Harper would bet all her Sentry training that Lucas was a shifter.


  Harper had always been fascinated with shape-shifters. They were a minority in the supernatural community—incredibly secretive. They generally lived in packs, isolated from humans. In fact, they were usually so isolated that Sentry had considered them harmless and not worth eliminating.


  As far as Harper knew, humans were completely unaware of their existence. Vampires were aware, but like Sentry, didn’t consider them a threat. Shape shifters weren’t immortal. They aged and died like humans. Only in their animal forms were they anywhere near as powerful as vampires.


  But even so, Harper imagined being able to completely alter your physical form must be incredibly cool. True shape shifters could slip their skin at will, and given the predatory grace with which he moved, Harper guessed that when Lucas slipped into something more comfortable, it was into something big, like a wolf or a lion, maybe even a tiger.


  The fact that Lucas chose to interact with humans made him an oddity among oddities, which was attractive to Harper. But she certainly wasn’t going to mention that to him. Especially not since he seemed uncomfortable with the idea of even asking her out to dinner.


  She ushered him in and closed the door behind him. “Romeo’s gone,” she said.


  Lucas’ eyes narrowed thoughtfully on her. “Gone where? For how long?”


  Harper shrugged as she shuffled into the kitchen and started a pot of coffee. “Vegas and don’t care. Why, what do you need?”


  Lucas leaned across the slab of gold-speckled Formica that separated her kitchen from her living room. “Missing kid. We think a vamp coven might have taken him. They snatched him right out of his bed.”


  Harper winced. Vamps liked kidnapping kids and feeding off them because they didn’t take up much space or fight too hard, and supposedly had a sweeter taste than adults.


  Ah, the good old days when the worst threat to a child’s safety was a pedophile.


  “Well, Romeo isn’t coming back anytime soon, if ever, but I’ll help. I’ll just need to see the kid’s room.”


  Lucas shook his head. “You know the Chief won’t pay unless Romeo’s in on this with you.”


  Harper’s hands went immediately to her hips and she cocked her head to one side. “You know, I took orders from Romeo forever so I could earn the 6,000 investigative hours I needed to get my PI license, which I did—and with a very high score on the written test, I might add…”


  Lucas dropped his chin to his chest. “Christ, Harper, it’s too early for this shit. I know—”


  “…Romeo, on the other hand, got his PI’s license because he was an ex-cop. Forget that he got kicked off the force for beating the crap out of one too many suspects. So, I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to hear that the Chief will only hire me if Romeo tags along.”


  “His name is on the door downstairs, you know. It’s not too crazy for people to assume he’s in charge.”


  She scowled at him. “I did all of his investigative work while he drank himself into a stupor every day, and what do I get for it? A building that’s about to be foreclosed on because apparently, no one else wants to hire me without Romeo, either. How nice is that?”


  Lucas sighed. “You don’t have to tell me you’re the brains of the operation, doll face. But the Chief wants his cannon fodder.” He gave her a palms-up gesture. “There isn’t much I can do about it.”


  “It’s because I’m a girl, isn’t it?” She didn’t even pause to let him answer before adding, “He wasn’t even a good slayer, you know. His kill ratio sucked. One lousy stinking kill to every five vamps that got away. Hell, my Grandma could’ve done better than that, and probably did back in Sicily.”


  He merely raised an eyebrow and crossed his arms over his chest.


  “It’s all so Remington Steele. Who knew that after this many years people would be afraid to hire a girl.”


  She blew out a sharp breath. “All right, all right. I’ll stop whining now.”


  “Thank God.”


  Harper gave him her best fuck-you-and-die glare.


  “Don’t try the tough looks with me. You’re too cute to pull that off.”


  She sipped her coffee. “Well, it was worth a shot. And I’ll help find the kid for free if I have to. I mean, the money isn’t important as long as the kid makes it home safe, right?”


  His gaze fell on the stack of bills on her counter, all in various stages of the collection process. “I would think you care about the money.” He took a gulp of coffee and grimaced. “God, you make terrible coffee.”


  She pursed her lips. “Then don’t drink it.”


  “Gotta get my caffeine somehow. Besides, I don’t come over here for the coffee.”


  “And why do you come over here?” she asked, already knowing part of the answer.


  He grinned at her. “’Cause there’s nothing in this world I love more than a woman who appreciates Def Leppard.”


  Before she could formulate a clever yet flirtatious retort, Lucas’ gaze shifted to her right and hardened noticeably, telling her that Riddick was probably standing behind her.


  Slayers were notorious for being able to move about silently. Romeo—may he develop a flaming case of genital herpes, the rat bastard—had always taken great joy in sneaking up behind her and goosing her every chance he got.


  Harper glanced over her shoulder and sure enough, there was Riddick. He looked no worse for the wear, considering what he’d been through, and his color was much better than it had been the night before.


  “Are you okay?” she asked.


  He blinked at her, looking like no one had ever asked him that before. “Fine. Where’s my coat?”


  Harper gestured with her pinky as she took another sip of her coffee. “Hall closet.”


  His hip brushed hers as he moved around her, and fire shot up and down her thighs. She shook her head, disgusted. Lucas was every bit as gorgeous as Riddick in a blonder, less intense way. Why didn’t she get fire-thighs when he touched her?


  Probably because Lucas liked her and Riddick obviously didn’t. There was always something about the ungettable guys that appealed to her. She supposed that made her a glutton for punishment.


  Lucas cleared his throat, pulling her attention away from Riddick’s butt. “Did I catch you at a bad time?”


  He made it sound like he’d caught her naked and underneath Riddick on the kitchen counter. But then again, judging by her disheveled appearance and the fact that Riddick was currently tucking his t-shirt into his pants like it hadn’t been on his back all night—and it hadn’t—was probably enough to give Lucas the wrong idea about what had happened between them.


  Her chin came up defiantly. She wasn’t dating Lucas. She didn’t owe him any explanations.


  “No, it’s not a bad time,” she answered blandly.


  He frowned at her and turned to Riddick, who was shoving his arms into his coat’s sleeves, studiously ignoring them.


  “Hi. Lucas Cooper. Whispering Hope VCU.” He extended his hand to Riddick. “And you are?”


  Riddick pumped his hand once and turned for the door. “Leaving.” He glanced back at Harper once and shook his head almost imperceptibly. “Just leaving.”


  And then he was gone. After she’d practically given herself a hernia lugging his heavy ass back to her apartment and spent the better part of the night patching him up, he up and left without so much as a see ya around.


  “You’re welcome!” she called after him. Of all the ungrateful…“See if I save his life again,” she muttered under her breath.


  Lucas’ brow furrowed. “What?”


  “Oh, nothing,” she snapped. “So, do you want me to help you find this kid, or what?”


  He shrugged and leaned on her counter again. “Of course I do, but I’d hate to see you not get paid. Know any other ex-slayers who’d be willing to fill in for Romeo? All he’d have to do is go in with SWAT after you help us find the kid.”


  Realization slapped Harper right in the face. She did know an ex-slayer, and while he might not be willing to help her out—or thank her for saving his life, for that matter—he owed her one.


  And if the you-owe-me-one card didn’t pan out, she could always threaten to go to the cops with what she’d seen him do to the vamp in the alley. The relatively newly-appointed VCU cops, Lucas not included, of course, were so intent on making a name for themselves they’d love nothing more than taking down a slayer-gone-vigilante.


  She quickly squelched a pang of guilt at the thought of blackmailing him. Guilt wouldn’t pay her electric bill.


  Besides, blackmail was such an ugly word. She much preferred persuasion.


  Harper smiled and took a sip of her coffee. “I think I just might know of someone who could be talked into helping us out, Lucas.”


  Who the hell needed Romeo Jones, anyway?


   


   


   


  Chapter Four


   


   


  Harper leaned forward in her chair and propped her elbows on Mischa’s desk, trying to ignore the eyes of the many techno-nerds that were currently fastened on various parts of her body.


  Mischa Bartone managed the IT department at TEV Technologies, a company several miles outside of Whispering Hope that supplied car manufacturers across the country with components for their machinery. Harper had no clue what Mischa actually did at TEV Technologies. What she did know was that her friend worked with ten of the biggest geeks Harper’d ever seen in her life. Pocket-protectors, Star Trek posters, polyester as far as the eye could see…not a single nerd stereotype was unrepresented. And they all looked at her like she was the last Reese’s cup in the package.


  “Why do they all stare at me like that?” she whispered to Mischa as she tugged self-consciously at the hem of her skirt.


  Mischa waved a dismissive hand and went back to pecking away at her computer. “They’re computer geeks. They’re not used to seeing girls.”


  Harper didn’t bother pointing out that Mischa was indeed a girl. And with her shiny mass of raven-colored hair and the big brown eyes she’d inherited from her Italian mother, Mischa couldn’t be mistaken for anything other than gorgeous.


  But despite her five-foot-two frame and delicate appearance, Mischa’s co-workers called her Little Hitler. Some assumed her inherent bossiness and take-charge attitude stemmed from her power-position with Sentry. Harper knew it really came from growing up as the oldest sibling—and only girl—in a family of eight boys.


  Regardless, Mischa’s co-workers probably didn’t see her as a girl because she scared them shitless.


  “Besides,” Mischa went on, “they think you look like Seven of Nine with curly hair.”


  Harper frowned. “Seven of who?”


  “Exactly my point.”


  Harper shrugged. “So, I have to tell you about what happened last night.”


  Mischa never looked away from her computer or slowed her typing. “Let me guess. You ran out of another temporary job—one you had to take because you incorrectly ‘trusted your gut’ and partnered with Romeo instead of listening to me and logic— because you had a premonition and nearly got yourself killed. Then you got fired.”


  Harper pursed her lips. “Nobody likes a smartass. Do you want to hear this story or not?”


  Mischa sighed. “I shouldn’t encourage you, but of course I want to hear your story. We both know I have no life of my own and have to live vicariously through you.”


  Harper felt a pang of empathy for Mischa. The woman had an IQ of one-seventy-two and had been a watcher for over twenty years, responsible for the welfare of over thirty seer/slayer teams. It was probably just as hard for her to do meaningless computer work as it was for Harper to wait tables.


  In the hopes of spicing up Mischa’s day, Harper gave her a full account of the premonition and the confrontation with the vampire, complete with a reenactment of the fight—the potted ficus she accidentally kicked over probably wouldn’t recover.


  “And then,” she went on, settling back into her chair, “just when I thought I was dead for sure…you’ll never guess who showed up.” When Mischa made no effort to guess, she prompted, “Come on, guess.”


  Mischa grimaced. “I don’t know. Wesley Snipes.”


  “Wesley Snipes? Why the hell would he…oh, right. Blade. Har har. Try again.”


  “Romeo.”


  Harper snorted. “Not even close.”


  Mischa pounded her Enter key savagely. “Just tell me!”


  “Noah Riddick.”


  Mischa’s hands froze over her keyboard and she turned slowly to face a smug Harper. “Noah Riddick, the slayer?”


  “There are no more slayers,” she responded, doing a pretty fair impersonation of Riddick’s gravely, deep voice.


  “Why the hell would Noah Riddick be in Whispering Hope?” Mischa asked thoughtfully. “I’m betting it’s not to get a schnitzel from Helga’s over on Pinewood.”


  “This is what I’m saying.”


  By the time Harper finished telling Mischa about Riddick’s injuries and taking him home with her, her friend was staring at her open-mouthed.


  “You took Noah Riddick home with you,” she said, her voice dripping in disbelief.


  Harper rolled her eyes. “You make it sound like I ate my dinner off his naked body or something.” Hmm. Not an entirely displeasing thought. “He was asleep practically the whole time. Nothing happened.”


  Mischa shook her head so furiously her glasses slid down her nose. “Harper, you need to steer clear of him. He’s…not like other slayers. Trust me on this.”


  “I need to convince him to work with me and help the police find a missing kid. Riddick would be the perfect replacement for Romeo.”


  “Harper, you really need to listen to me. Riddick is dangerous.”


  Harper went on as if she hadn’t spoken. “We’d have to get him a PI license, but that shouldn’t be too hard…”


  “Oh,for God’s sake, Harper—”


  “…And once I have another slayer working with me, the cops will be able to hire us, and other clients won’t feel weird about hiring a woman—”


  Mischa scooped up a pad of post it notes and flung it at Harper’s head.


  “Hey!” Harper rubbed her forehead. “What the hell?”


  Nerds rushed to her rescue from all corners of the building, but Mischa scared them off with a harsh glare and a graphic threat of bodily harm. They slunk back to their cubicles, defeated.


  She turned her attention back on Harper, who wished she could slink away with her would-be defenders. “You don’t listen to a damn thing I say! My God, Harper, the last thing in the world this guy needs right now is to be around a seer. After what happened to him with Cecelia, you’re lucky he didn’t kill you.”


  Harper’s brain reeled. Cecelia. Cecelia…oh, Cecelia Reeves. Tall, blonde, pencil-thin, big-boobed Cecelia. Riddick’s seer. Easily the best-looking one in the business. But her ratio of good to worthless premonitions was one-to-five. Not exactly top-notch as far as Sentry was concerned. The girl had been lucky to remain on the payroll as long as she had. In Harper’s opinion, she’d either been sleeping with Sentry’s Director, or she had pictures of him in compromising positions with farm animals.


  Or maybe, seeing as she’d been paired with Romeo, Sentry had an unwritten policy of pairing the crappy seers with the best slayers, and vice versa.


  “What happened with Cecelia?”


  Mischa stopped her tirade and blinked at her. “You didn’t hear?”


  Harper rolled her eyes. “I generally was the gossip. No one ever told me anything.”


  Mischa leaned forward and lowered her voice. “When Sentry disbanded and the names of the slayers with the best kill ratios were leaked to the press, one of the vampire rights groups approached Cecelia about setting a trap for Riddick.”


  Oh shit, Harper thought, realizing where this story was going and not liking it at all. Hell, even as much as she hated Romeo, she’d never set him up to be murdered. Marinated in melted popsicles and staked to an ant hill, sure. Murdered, no.


  “Supposedly,” Mischa went on, “whoever approached her told her they’d kill her kid if she didn’t cooperate. But anyway, they convinced her to set Riddick up. Long story short, she faked a premonition, got him to go to some abandoned warehouse, and Riddick got his throat slit.”


  Harper’s hands went instinctively to her own throat. Poor Riddick. If she ever saw that bitch Cecelia again, she’d wipe the floor with her anorexic little size zero ass.


  After what his seer had done to him, Harper was lucky he hadn’t let that vampire eat her for dinner. No wonder he’d been so quick to get out of her house. He probably thought she was going to turn him over to those People for Vampires freaks. “How did he survive?”


  Mischa shrugged. “No one is sure. Some random anonymous guy found him and called an ambulance. He was in Riverview Hospital for two days before he walked out without saying a word to anyone. And no one’s heard from him since. Except you, that is.”


  “Did the VCU get the guys who did it?”


  Mischa nodded. Lowering her voice to a near whisper, she said, “Two days after Riddick got out of the hospital, the cops found five guys on the front steps of the police station. They were bound and gagged, and they all had signed confessions pinned to their chests. Not to their shirts, mind you. Pinned to their chests.


  “Okay, eeewww,” Harper said with a shudder.


  “They confessed to attacking Riddick and to killing five other slayers. And…one of them was…uh, missing an arm.”


  Again, eeewww summed up Harper’s feelings nicely. “His arm had been cut off?”


  Mischa’s olive skin turned a bit pasty. “Not cut off.”


  Harper swallowed. Well, that explained how he’d managed to get a confession out of them.


  Okay, she needed to think this through logically. Not always her first impulse, logic, but it was worth a try.


  First of all, even though he’d—gulp—ripped a man’s arm off, Riddick could’ve easily killed his attackers, and he hadn’t. He’d handed—no pun intended—them over to the cops. That told Harper he probably wasn’t as cold and ruthless as Sentry legend made him out to be.


  “He saved me from that vamp last night,” she reasoned. And gave her his coat. Not exactly the actions of the big bad wolf. “I just don’t get the idea this guy’s a killer.”


  Mischa pushed her glasses up with her index finger and fixed Harper with a cold stare. “Make no mistake: Noah Riddick is a killer.”


  Harper’s chin came up involuntarily. “No, he was a killer. It was his job. But it’s not his job anymore. There’s no reason to assume he would hurt a human, especially a girl.”


  Besides, she thought, she'd seen her fair share of killers, and they didn't have eyes like Riddick’s. Warm eyes that she could feel on her even when she couldn’t see them on her. He had the kind of eyes that could stare at her intensely without freaking her out.


  Intuition told her Riddick wasn’t one of the bad guys. True, her intuition regarding men was often…off, but hell, she needed him. And no one’s intuition could be wrong all the time. As her mother always said, even a blind squirrel gets a nut every now and then. Maybe she was due to pick a winner.


  Mischa frowned. “There are things about his past you don’t know. You can’t trust him. He’s…unpredictable.”


  Harper thought of the stack of bills on her counter at home, the home she was in danger of losing. The only thing that was predictable in her life these days was imminent foreclosure proceedings on her building. She didn’t have the luxury of being afraid of Riddick. She needed him too much.


  “He was one of your slayers, wasn’t he?”


  “Yeah. I found him and recruited him.”


  “So, you probably have a list of his common aliases, right? Like the one he’s probably renting an apartment under?”


  Mischa sighed and let her head fall back on her neck, muttering something about wasted breath. “I imagine that if I refuse to give it to you, you’ll just find another way to get it.”


  Harper grinned. “I’m very resourceful, you know.”


  Mischa snorted. “That’s not really the word I’d use. Listen, just promise me you’ll be careful, all right?”


  Harper’s grin split wider. “I’m always careful.”


   


   


   


  Chapter Five


   


   


  “There is no hunting like the hunting of man, and those who have hunted armed men long enough and liked it, never care for anything else thereafter.”


  Ernest Hemingway said it; Noah Riddick lived it.


  Riddick lay on his bed, hands behind his head, and waited for the sun to go down. Waited until it was time to hunt again.


  Hunting was a habit he just couldn’t seem to break. He’d been trained from the age of sixteen to track vampires, and although he’d tried, he’d never been able to shut those instincts and that training off.


  Without a seer to guide him to new crimes, all he could do was work off of the list of known predators he’d kept in his head since Sentry disbanded, hunt them down one by one and deliver them to the cops like Christmas presents.


  Not nearly as satisfying as killing them had been, but at least he was getting vamps who were still slaves to the blood thirst off the streets and away from innocents.


  Riddick knew all about blood thirst. It was every bit as bone-deep and instinctual as his need to hunt. Blood thirst made men weak, unaware, and completely unconcerned with anyone’s needs but their own.


  He knew that in his need to satisfy the thirst, he was capable of hurting anyone at any time, which is why he’d chosen to isolate himself from society.


  He rarely regretted his isolation. Now he found himself despising it. Because of her. Harper Hall.


  Everything about her screamed life, reminding him that he really didn’t have one. She was the embodiment of living, breathing, energy. And a selfish part of him he thought he’d killed off long ago wanted to situate himself right in the middle of all that life and absorb it.


  Riddick groaned. Christ, give him a few more days alone with his thoughts and he’d be spouting poetry about a woman who—no matter how alive and interesting—was obviously insane.


  A rhythmic pounding on his front door jerked him thankfully back to reality.


  Riddick was out of bed and at the front door before he remembered that no one ever came to see him. He paused with one hand on the doorknob and the other on the hunting knife he kept tucked under the back waistband of his jeans, weighing his options.


  “Don’t you dare pull a knife on me, Noah Riddick,” a disgruntled female voice said from the other side of the closed door.


  He yanked the door open and gave her his best dead-eyed stare, hoping she’d take the hint and run for her life.


  She rolled her eyes and elbowed him out of the way, letting herself into his apartment. “Don’t give me the stink-eye, either. I’m not afraid of you.”


  He watched as she shrugged out of a leather jacket and tossed it onto his couch, too stunned to wonder what a stink-eye was or why she wasn’t even bright enough to be afraid of him. “What the hell are you doing here?”


  “Son of a bitch,” she muttered, glancing around. “I always knew Sentry paid slayers more than seers. This place is huge.”


  For some reason, he didn’t want her to know that his Sentry money had run out long ago. Vampires faced with the thought of heading to jail were quick to bribe him into letting them escape. He usually let them…then he turned them over to the cops anyway.


  She finally turned to him, hands on her denim-clad hips, and frowned. “No, ‘nice to see you’, or ‘thanks for saving my life last night’, or ‘gee, how’d you know I was going to pull a knife on you,’ huh? Boy, you’re just a wealth of social missteps, aren’t you?”


  He returned her frown. “How did you know I had a knife?”


  She turned away from him, not bothering to hide the fact that she was checking out his apartment. “Oh, every slayer I ever saw had one just like it. It’s like a fraternity pin for you people.”


  When she turned back to him, her expression was something akin to pity. “This is where you live? This is…home?”


  He looked around his apartment, seeing it for the first time through someone else’s eyes. Everything looked…cold and sterile, temporary. Nothing at all like her place. No books, no TV, no photos…no life.


  And he suddenly was faced with another new emotion: embarrassment. To have this woman see him here, pitying him, was embarrassing and emasculating and infuriating all at the same time.


  He latched onto the anger, as it was the only emotion he was even remotely comfortable with. “How the fuck did you find me?”


  She fixed him with a haughty glare. “Hel-lo? Detective?”


  He merely raised a brow and crossed his arms over his chest. “I saw the stack of bills on your counter. If you were good enough to find me, you’d be able to pay some of those.”


  She scowled at him, but didn’t bother trying to argue her skills. “Okay, so I didn’t detect so much as I asked an old friend of yours.”


  “I don’t have friends.”


  “You’re kidding!” she deadpanned. “I spoke to Mischa Bartone and she gave me your list of aliases, then I had a friend on the force track one of them to this address.


  “Mischa Bartone,” he said more to himself than to her. Now there was a name he hadn’t uttered in a while.


  “Yeah, you know, your old—”


  “I know who the hell she is,” he snapped.


  Her eyes widened a fraction. “Jeez, chill out. I just needed to talk to you, and knew she could help me.”


  “Why would you need to talk to me?”


  She plopped herself down on his beat-to-hell brown leather sofa and tucked one leg underneath her, looking to all the world like she intended to stay. “I have a proposition for you.”


  Riddick leaned against the wall and eyed the impressive expanse of cleavage exposed by her low-cut t-shirt. There were several propositions he’d be willing to entertain at the moment, but he somehow doubted he’d get that lucky.


  Harper cleared her throat and he lifted his gaze back to hers. “Look, I need help. The police department offered me a job. Actually, they’ve offered me and Romeo a job, but he’s run off to Vegas, so unless I want to wait tables for the rest of my life—and I don’t—I need you to work with me to find a kid who was taken by a vamp coven…”


  Her nervous ramblings were painful to hear. She obviously wasn’t accustomed to needing anyone, let alone a man of questionable morals and character like himself.


  “Let me guess. The cops don’t want to hire just a seer. They also want a slayer who can go in with SWAT and help the VCU boys bring the vamps in,” he interjected.


  She blew out a relieved breath. “Yes, thank you. Will you do it?”


  “No.”


  She pursed her lips. “Give it a second, quick draw. Let it roll around your brain a bit before you shoot me down.”


  He pretended to think it over, then said, “No.”


  “Well, why the hell not?”


  “I work alone.”


  She pushed herself off the couch and moved toward him, stopping only when she had to crane her neck to look him in the eye. He didn’t much care for the effect her nearness—or the warm, sweet smell of her perfume—had on his pulse.


  “But you can’t do this alone,” she reminded him quietly. “Even if you tried, by the time you were able to track the kid down by yourself, the vamps could’ve moved on to another victim.”


  “Why do you care? Do you know this kid or something?”


  Her brow furrowed. “No. I don’t know him, but that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t care about him. He’s a little boy. A little human boy. Don’t you care about what happens to him?”


  Oddly enough, he did seem to care. But he didn’t want her to know that. It would be much better for both of them if she’d just leave, thinking he was a complete asshole. “How much is in it for you?”


  “Not a lot, but enough to pay my bills for a while.” She shrugged. “But even if you don’t agree to work with me, I’m going to help the police for free. Because it’s the right thing to do,” she added pointedly.


  He cocked his head to one side. “Are you telling me I should work with you because it’s the right thing to do?”


  Harper swallowed hard. “If that doesn’t do it for you, then you could work with me so that I don’t go to the cops about last night. I mean, that vamp probably won’t report the assault, but you know how gung-ho the new vamp squad is. They might come after you just to make a point.”


  He couldn’t help it this time. He smiled at her. By God it had been a long time since anything had actually amused him. “Are you trying to blackmail me, sunshine?”


  A thousand expressions flared in her green eyes, but the most obvious was anger. It should have been fear.


  “Don’t call me sunshine,” she whispered through clenched teeth.


  “You’re blackmailing me. I think I could probably call you worse.”


  She stared at him a few moments, silent, defiant, before blowing out an exasperated breath. “Damn it. I can’t do it. I can’t blackmail you when you only did it to save me. I thought I could, but I can’t.”


  He’d expected her to come at him—all bravado like she had last night—and threaten him, giving no thought to consequences and danger. She’d thrown him off guard, and surprise had him backing up and crossing his arms over his chest again.


  She groaned and started pacing his floor. “I can’t even do blackmail right. All I want to do is the one damn thing I’m good at in this world and be able to pay the fucking electric bill every now and then. Is there something wrong with that?”


  Apparently it was a rhetorical question, because before he could decide whether or not he was supposed to answer, she plowed on.


  “I mean, if I can’t do this, if I can’t use these stupid, painful, ugly premonitions for something, what’s the point?” She stopped pacing, but didn’t face him. “Why am I like this if I can’t even help people?”


  She’d said that last part so quietly he imagined most people wouldn’t have heard her. But he had. Probably because he felt exactly the same way.


  Still not looking at him, she moved to the couch and grabbed her jacket. “Look, I’m sorry I bothered you. I’ll just go.”


  He grabbed her upper arm as she brushed past him to leave. She stared at his hand on her arm for a moment before slowly raising her gaze to his.


  “I’ll help.”


  She looked as surprised to hear him say it as he was to hear himself say it. Hell, he hadn’t meant to agree to help; it had just slipped out.


  And he’d like to say it was because he hated to think of a kid suffering a grizzly death. Or even that he’d done it because he understood what she was going through. But the truth was much more pathetic and selfish than that.


  He just wasn’t ready to see her walk away from him.


  Harper blinked those big green eyes at him. “You will?”


  No, he begged himself to say.


  He nodded.


  A confused frown creased her smooth brow. “Can I ask what I did to change your mind? For future reference?”


  He let go of her arm. “Don’t push your luck,” he said, knowing all the while she couldn’t help herself.


  She squealed and threw her arms around his neck, jumping up and down a little. “You won’t regret this. I’m a great partner, I swear. You won’t even—”


  Riddick disengaged himself from her embrace and set her away from him with a gentle shove. So much for sleeping anytime soon. The feel of her firm breasts pressed to his chest would doubtlessly keep him up nights. Jesus. He smoothed a hand over his face. “Look, we’ve got to get a few things straight.”


  Her expression grew somber, but her eyes were still dancing, which told Riddick she was only humoring him and pretending to listen. “I mean it,” he growled. “I’ll only do this if we do it my way, so we have to agree on a few rules right now.”


  She cringed at the mention of rules, but after a moment, she nodded her agreement. “Okay, lay ‘em on me.”


  “First of all, you’re not going in with us to get the kid. You tell the cops and me where he is, and then you’re done. You will stay out of danger this time, Harper. Do you understand me?”


  Harper twirled a curl around her pinky and affected a high, ditzy voice. “Gee, I’m just a girl. Why would I even want to go in with all you big, strong men?”


  He threw up his hands and started to turn away from her. “Okay, never mind. We’re done here.”


  “No, no, no.” She grabbed his arm to keep him from turning his back on her. “I’m sorry. I was just teasing.” Putting one hand in the air and the other on an invisible Bible, she added, “I will stay out of the way and out of danger.”


  He frowned, realizing he was having trouble staying irritated with her. Not a good sign.


  “Second of all, we’re not partners. After this one job, we go our separate ways. No more coming here, asking me for help.” Looking like an angel and smelling like heaven just to torment me.


  She glanced around his apartment, brows raised. “Yeah, I see how I’ve interrupted your busy schedule.”


  “Third,” he went on, ignoring her smart-ass comment, “We’re not friends. We don’t have to…talk about things.”


  “Conversation. The horror.” Before he could comment, she tacked on, “Is that it?”


  He should tell her to go now, that he’d changed his mind and this was a terrible idea. Instead he said, “Yeah, that’s it.”


  She held out her hand. “Then I agree. Not partners?”


  He took her hand, trying not to notice how cool and smooth and delicate it was. “Not partners.”


  “You won’t regret this,” she called over her shoulder as she practically skipped out of his apartment.


  “Probably not,” he answered ruefully. “But you might.”


   


   


   


  Chapter Six


   


   


  The boy’s room was the size of an average walk-in closet. And with two large men in it with her, Harper felt like she’d been crammed into a shoebox.


  She scooped up a signed baseball, tested its weight in her palm, then replaced it on the boy’s nightstand.


  “Anything yet?” Lucas asked.


  Harper gritted her teeth as his hot breath stirred the hair at her nape. “Nothing yet.” Then she spun around and smacked him with an open palm to the center of his forehead.


  He jerked back. “What the fuck was that for?”


  “If I can do that, you’re standing too close to me. Back off.”


  He moved to lean against the doorjamb, doing the macho equivalent of a pout. She tossed a challenging glare at Riddick, but he wisely kept his mouth shut and avoided asking her any annoying questions.


  She rolled her neck from one side to the other and took a few deep breaths. If she didn’t have a stupid premonition soon, she was going to scream. When she didn’t want premonitions, she was drowning in them. When she was trapped in a tiny room with two hulking men breathing down her neck, she couldn’t have a premonition to save her life.


  Okay, relax, Harper. You need to do this.


  Taking a deep breath, she carefully examined the room. It was a typical little boy’s room, she decided. Her brother’s room had been adorned in the same cowboys and Indians wallpaper. This boy—Dylan, according to Lucas—kept his dirty clothes piled on the floor in typical little boy fashion too.


  But something very atypical had happened to Dylan. She couldn’t yet see it in a premonition, but she could feel it. He’d been taken from this very room. Evil had been here, right where she was standing, and some part of it was still here, occupying space and raising goose bumps across her flesh.


  She bent to pick up a stray cleat and that’s when the premonition hit her hard enough to wobble her knees.


  “What do you see?” a voice asked from what sounded like a million miles away.


  Pain seared through her temples and tears burned her eyes. Through the haze, she saw the boy: blond curls, dimples, and terrified blue eyes.


  “I see him,” she whispered.


  “Where is he?” the voice asked.


  “Oh, God, he’s so scared. He’s crying.”


  “Harper, where is he? Concentrate, sunshine.”


  She raised shaking hands to her temples, and applied as much pressure as she could. Forcing herself to look away from the boy, she focused on another shadowy figure. “I see a man with the boy. A vampire, I think…no, I’m sure it’s a vampire.”


  “What does he look like?”


  Harper felt someone pull her hands away from her temples and replace them with a warm, steady pressure that eased her pain and helped her concentrate on the vampire.


  “He’s tall,” she said. “At least six feet. Dark hair…and a tattoo on his wrist.”


  “What kind of tattoo?”


  “A-a bird with its wings spread. There’s…fire below it.”


  And then, just as quickly as it had hit her, the premonition evaporated.


  When her eyes cleared, she found herself lying on the floor, looking up at Riddick, who was leaning over her with an especially intense expression. Her head was in his lap and his hands were woven into her hair. It took her a minute to realize it had been his voice guiding her through the premonition, his hands gently massaging her temples.


  She felt a flush that had nothing to do with embarrassment start in her cheeks and work its way down the length of her body.


  “Are you all right?” he asked, his husky voice even lower than usual.


  “I think so,” she said, her own voice sounding like she’d just awakened. “Thanks for not letting me fall.”


  He nodded, not making any attempt to move her or take his hands out of her hair.


  “Do you guys want to be alone?”


  Harper lifted her head a fraction and glanced up at Lucas. His voice had taken on a distinctly snotty tone, though his stone cop-face remained firmly in place.


  She shot him a glare, refusing to feel guilty because he was jealous. First of all, as she kept telling herself, they were not a couple. Second of all…no, screw second of all. Her first of all was good enough. No other justifications were necessary.


  Riddick eased his hands under her arms and stood, lifting her with him as if she were weightless.


  “That hardly seemed worth it,” she grumbled, brushing off her backside. “I didn’t see a damn thing.”


  “You saw plenty,” Riddick said.


  “What did she see?” Lucas asked, incredulous. “We’re looking for a vamp with dark hair and eyes? That could be anyone.”


  “It’s the tattoo. I’ve seen it before.”


  “Where?” Harper asked.


  “A vampire who calls himself Phoenix. That’s what the bird is: a phoenix rising from the ashes.” He muttered a curse and a muscle in his jaw jumped. “Damn it, I should’ve killed the son-of-a-bitch when I had the chance.”


  “I’m gonna pretend I didn’t hear that,” Lucas said dryly. “Tell me what you know about the guy.”


  Riddick told Lucas a few things about Phoenix and what he liked to do to women and children that Harper would’ve rather not known. She rubbed her hands up and down her arms, suddenly feeling like she’d mainlined ice water.


  Damn it, they just had to find Dylan. Soon.


  Lucas radioed the information in to dispatch and put out an APB on Phoenix. When he was finished, he turned to Harper and Riddick. “Now, I know I can count on the two of you to stay out of this thing until we find the kid, right?”


  Harper and Riddick glanced at each other, then at Lucas. “Absolutely,” Harper answered innocently.


   


   


   


  Chapter Seven


   


   


  An hour later, Harper and Riddick were on the west end of town in front of a bar Phoenix frequented.


  “So, how long has it been since you’ve seen this bird guy?”


  “A while,” Riddick answered as she maneuvered her 1968 Mustang—somehow it just made sense that she drove a muscle car—into a slot in front of the Rag Tag.


  The Rag Tag was the kind of bar where the regular patrons were drunk by noon and the owner was sweeping up eyeballs by last call. He’d broken a pool cue over Phoenix’s head several years ago and had been ready to drive it through the bastard’s heart when the cops showed up. He’d managed to talk his way out of an arrest, but Phoenix had gotten away in the process.


  “Do you think he’ll be here?”


  “No, but I’m hoping someone else will be here.”


  Harper shot him an exasperated look, telling him she’d hoped for a little more info. He’d forgotten about the upside of not being social: he didn’t have to explain himself to anyone.


  “Benny Scarpelli,” Riddick said. “He’s here all the time. He’s a halfer.”


  He didn’t think he needed to explain further. Halfers were half vampire and half shifter. They were incredibly rare, weren’t truly accepted by either race, and tended to have all the weaknesses of vampires and shifters with precious few of the advantages. This collection of pathetic traits did, however, make them excellent spies. If Phoenix had been here, chances were Benny saw him. And since Phoenix wouldn’t have been in any way threatened by Benny, he might’ve said anything in front of him.


  “What species is he?” Harper asked.


  “Wererat.”


  She cringed. “That’s unfortunate. Can he be bought?”


  Riddick gave her a half-smile. “No, but he has a low threshold for pain.”


  “So, we’re going to torture an old, pathetic drunk?”


  “I’m going to torture an old, pathetic, drunk halfer who can probably lead us to the guy who took the kid.”


  She grimaced. “Okay, but don’t do anything to draw attention to us. We certainly don’t need attention in this neighborhood.”


  Riddick made no promises. Benny was a bottom-feeder, and the only reason he wasn’t dead already was that he was generally harmless.


  “Stand next to the car and leave the passenger’s side open.”


  She frowned. “Why would I—?


  “For the love of God, Harper,” he said, exasperated. “Just do it.”


  When her eyes darkened and shot emerald darts at him, he added, “Please.”


  As he entered the bar, he almost smiled as he heard her mutter something about being unable to refuse because he’d asked so nicely.


  Unfortunately, Riddick thought as he stepped through the duct-taped front door, the inside of the Rag Tag wasn’t any nicer than the outside. No one had bothered to patch the bullet holes in the walls, and the only lighting in the place consisted of a few bare bulbs. The stench of alcohol and cigarette smoke and unwashed bodies had long ago seeped into the cheap vinyl booths, and the jukebox played nothing but off-key steel guitar blues. But then again, Riddick supposed, no one came here for the ambiance.


  Once his eyes adjusted to the dim room, he glanced at the bar where he knew Benny would be. Sure enough, the little bastard was hunched over a Bloody Juan, a mixture of pig’s blood and Tequila that was all the rage with the white-trash vamps in town.


  Riddick walked up behind him and slapped him on the back hard enough to topple him across the bar. “Well, if it isn’t my buddy Benny.”


  Benny spit a mouthful of his drink on the bar and whirled around on his stool. “God damn it, Riddick.”


  “Ah, you remember me. I’m touched.”


  The bartender reached a hand under the counter. Riddick knew from experience he was going for his sawed-off shotgun.


  “That won’t be necessary, Tiny,” Riddick told him. “My buddy and I were just leaving.”


  “I-I ain’t going nowhere with you, man,” Benny stuttered as he clamored to his feet. “You’re nuts.”


  Riddick grabbed him by the collar of his stained jacket and tossed him across the room. “Sure you are, Benny. You wouldn’t want me to think you don’t like me, would you?”


  Benny rolled across a table as he fell, sending beer bottles and shot glasses crashing to the floor. He tried to find his footing, but Riddick snagged him by the back of his collar and hoisted him over his head. Benny went limp in Riddick’s grasp, like a marionette whose strings had been clipped.


  “What are you gonna do, man?” he asked. “You know you can’t take me out of here in the daylight.”


  “Oh, sure I can, Benny,” Riddick answered, moving toward the door with Benny’s five-foot-four-inch body still held easily above his head. “You’ll just have to dive into the ’68 Mustang out front before you burst into flames.”


  And with that, Riddick tossed Benny out onto the curb. Benny shrieked and made a mad dash for the car as his skin sizzled and smoked in the early-afternoon sun. Once Benny was safely—a relative term, of course, considering he was a halfer outside in the middle of the day—huddled down on the floor of the passenger side with his brown leather jacket pulled up over his head that Riddick noticed something was missing. Namely, Harper.


  His heart fell to his shoes. God, if something happened to her while he was in the bar, he was going to kill Benny just for the hell of it.


  And just when he was getting ready to pull Benny from the car by his throat, he saw her. He took a deep breath, trying to control his breathing.


  Harper was sitting on the sidewalk by a parking meter a few feet away. The homeliest dog Riddick had ever seen was sitting on her lap with its paws on her shoulders while it licked its way up and down her face. Harper was rubbing the dog’s back and ears, all the while cooing and talking to it while it drowned her with kisses.


  Riddick took a few deep, calming breaths as he moved toward her. She was safe, he reminded himself. He might kill her for actually making him care that she might have been hurt or in trouble, but she was safe.


  Looking down at her with his arms crossed over his chest, he said, “I thought I told you to stay with the car.”


  She looked up him, shielding her eyes against the sun with one hand. “The car’s right there. I’m, like, two feet from the car.”


  More like fifteen, but Riddick saw no point in mentioning that. He’d never understand how her brain worked, and it wasn’t even worth trying. “What is that?”


  “She’s a beagle-mix, I think.”


  If pathetic was a breed, this dog would represent it at Westminster, Riddick decided. It—she—had the red-and-black-splotched body of a beagle and the stumpy legs of a dachshund. All in all, she looked kind of like a hot dog on steroids. Lots of steroids. Harper’s foundling probably weighed about twenty pounds more than she should.


  And she’d turned her sad, weepy, abused-dog eyes on Harper like she’d follow her to the ends of the earth.


  “She’s chained to this parking meter with a bicycle lock,” Harper said. “But she doesn’t have a collar or a bowl of water or anything. I’m worried that someone might have abandoned her.”


  “Hey, grab that dog. That’s my lunch,” a muffled voice called from the Mustang.


  Riddick’s chin hit his chest as he saw the storm clouds gathering in Harper’s eyes. This was going to get real ugly real fast. She was mute with fury, and glaring at the Mustang like she could bore holes into it with the fire in her eyes.


  “She’s your what?” she asked, her voice frighteningly calm.


  Clueless to his impending demise, Benny answered, “My lunch. I like to have something fresh in the afternoon.”


  Harper glanced back up at Riddick. “Then these marks on the dog’s neck are…”


  “Fang marks,” Riddick confirmed. “Benny’s been feeding on her.”


  The look in her eyes promised Hell’s fire and brimstone, but her expression remained placid. “Will you please help me get her unlocked?” she asked in a low voice.


  If he said no, she’d turn all of that pent-up fury on him instead of on Benny, and he really didn’t have time for that, so he leaned down, grabbed the parking meter’s base in one hand and the lock in the other, and tugged. The lock crumbled in his hand.


  “Thank you.”


  Harper stood up, gathered the hefty little dog in her arms and marched to the car, head held high.


  She paused at the open passenger’s door, drew back her booted foot, and kicked Benny swiftly in the ass. “What kind of no-good—“ another kick “—low-life, scum-sucking—“ another kick “—rat-bastard feeds on a helpless—“ two kicks “—dog?”


  Benny wailed like a girl with every kick and scrambled into the backseat. “Jesus, Riddick, get her off me!”


  Riddick shook his head slowly. “I think that might piss her off, Benny, and I sure as hell don’t want to get on her bad side. She’s looking pretty scary right now.”


  Harper shot him a glare and blew a stray curl off her forehead. He couldn’t hold back a smile at the picture she made while she literally kicked Benny’s ass.


  He’d told her he didn’t want to be her friend, and that was true. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t like her just a little.


  “I don’t care about drawing attention anymore,” she informed him, climbing into the Mustang. “Do whatever you want to this miserable little freak.”


  Oh, what the hell? Riddick asked himself. What could it hurt to like her a lot?


   


   


   


  Chapter Eight


   


   


  Benny lived in a disgusting hovel of a duplex a few miles south of the Rag Tag. It was the kind of place where one could always play a good game of identify-that-odor-and/or-stain.


  Harper cringed as she stepped over a mysterious wet spot on Benny’s cracked tile floor. She sniffed delicately. The place reeked of blood and unwashed bodies.


  She had always been able to identify an odor in three sniffs or less. Her skills had been honed during the many times she’d found Romeo face down in his apartment in a puddle of his own vomit…or worse.


  Riddick kicked Benny’s legs out from under him and forced him down into a rickety kitchen chair. “Don’t move.”


  The “or I’ll kill you” was implied, not stated, Harper noticed. For a man of few words, Riddick certainly had no trouble expressing himself.


  “Why’d we bring him here, Riddick?” Harper asked as she kicked an empty pizza box out of her path. “This place is disgusting.”


  Riddick glanced at her, one brow raised. “Look at him. Would you want him in your apartment?”


  She grimaced. “Point taken.”


  Benny crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you done insulting me and my home? ‘Cause you can go anytime.”


  Harper planted her hands on her hips and tilted her head to one side as she studied Benny’s grimy face. “You know who you remind me of? Did you watch that show Prison Break?”


  “Oh, hell yeah. When T-Bag had that vet sew his hand back on…man, that was wicked.”


  Harper nodded enthusiastically. “You look just like the actor who played Michael. Only…shorter. And…less muscley. And, well, dirtier.”


  His eyes lit up. “Ya think? Chicks think that guy’s hot, don’t they?”


  “Ooohhh, yeah. I bet if you cleaned yourself up and, you know, quit eating dogs you’d have no trouble getting—”


  Riddick cleared his throat harshly and glared at her. “Are you done? Because I’d like to get the hell out of here sometime today.”


  Harper frowned. “Jeez, I was just trying to help the guy out. I don’t wanna be here anymore than you do, you know.”


  “No one’s keepin’ ya here,” Benny interjected in a near-whine.


  Riddick swung his leg over another kitchen chair and straddled it backwards. “We’ll go. As soon as you tell me about Phoenix.”


  Benny’s chin came up. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”


  Harper sighed. “Oh here, let me. I don’t want to be here all freaking night.”


  She edged a hand toward Benny, then wrinkled her nose, averted her face and touched the back of his hand with the tip of her pinkie. The premonition that hit her was so fleeting it only gave her a twinge of a headache.


  She grimaced and scrubbed her pinkie on her pants. “He’s lying. He works for Phoenix.”


  Riddick slapped him upside the head with an open palm. “I hate liars, Benny. How did you end up working for Phoenix?”


  Benny frowned. “Dude’s a freak. He told me I was either with him or against him. And I think you know what he does to people who are against him.”


  Riddick nodded. “So where is he?”


  He shrugged. “I’m just a lackey, man. I have no idea.”


  “I’m losing patience, Benny. Where and when did you see him last?”


  Benny looked at him petulantly. “You kidnapped me and threw me out in the sun. Why should I tell you anything?”


  Riddick raised one shoulder lazily. “You don’t have to. But if you don’t, I’m gonna remind Harper about what you did to that dog she’s got down in the car and let her take over the interrogation.” He leaned over and smacked Benny on the shoulder good-naturedly. “If I were you, I wouldn’t piss her off again.”


  Riddick glanced over at her and winked. Harper felt heat rise to her cheeks just as it had when he’d smiled at her earlier. All those straight white teeth played hell with her concentration.


  Benny gulped, but said, “I ain’t afraid of no girl. You telling me you’re afraid of a girl, Riddick?”


  Riddick’s eyes met hers and held for a moment. “Absolutely terrified,” he said quietly.


  It was Harper’s turn to gulp under the intensity of Riddick’s gaze. She had no idea if they were having a genuine moment, or if he was simply playing good cop to her bad cop. But then he blinked and his expression went back to its usual indifference, leaving her to wonder if she’d imagined the whole thing.


  Benny grunted. “Well, I don’t care what you have your bitch do to me—“


  Whatever Benny was going to say next was interrupted by Riddick’s fist smashing into his mouth. Harper and Benny both blinked in surprise as blood trickled from the corner of the halfer’s mouth. Neither of them had even see Riddick’s hand move.


  “Don’t call her that again,” Riddick said, deadly serious and deadly calm.


  Benny licked the blood off his mouth, his gaze darting nervously between Riddick and Harper. “S-sorry, lady. I didn’t mean nothin’ by it.”


  Harper knew the feminist in her should be outraged by Riddick’s Neanderthal behavior, but she couldn’t bring herself to listen to that part of her nature. After all, no one had ever defended her honor. The gesture was touching…in a twisted kind of way.


  “It’s OK. I’ve been called worse. Look, just tell us what we need to know and we’re out of here.”


  “I can’t,” he whined. “I’m telling you, Phoenix is one scary dude. He’ll kill me.”


  “And you think I won’t?”


  Silently, Harper begged Benny just to give them the information. Because no matter how scary Phoenix was, right now, Riddick was scaring the holy hell out of her. The look in his eyes was downright feral. She really didn’t want to see Benny lose an arm…or some other body part.


  Benny’s left eye began to twitch. “Being a killer and being a sadistic bastard are two different things. I’d rather have you kill me than Phoenix.”


  Riddick was out of his chair and standing over Benny before Harper knew what was happening. “So,” he said in his low, gravelly voice, “I guess you just need a demonstration of what a sadistic bastard I can be, huh?”


  Benny didn’t answer. Not because he didn’t intend to, but because before he could formulate a response, Riddick had pulled him out of the chair by his neck.


  Holding Benny’s small frame a couple of inches off the ground in front of him, Riddick made his way to the sliding glass door at the opposite end of the room that led to the patio. With one swift kick, the door shattered and Benny and Riddick were outside.


  Benny shrieked as his skin started to smoke. He clawed frantically at Riddick’s hand on his throat. “Put me down,” he choked. “Put me down!”


  “Where’s Phoenix?”


  Benny continued to struggle against Riddick’s hold. “Please…”


  Riddick shook him until he stilled. “Where’s Phoenix?”


  Harper held a hand over her nose and mouth to block the stench of burning flesh. “For God’s sake, Benny, tell him what he wants to know!”


  “Okay, okay, I’ll tell you.”


  Riddick didn’t move.


  “I said I’d tell you!”


  Harper grabbed Riddick’s arm. His gaze darted to hers, and the look in his eyes reminded Harper of a wild animal.


  “He can’t help us if he’s dead,” she reminded him urgently.


  Slowly, as he stared into her eyes, his gaze returned to some semblance of normal. Wordlessly, he turned and threw Benny back into the apartment through the shattered door.


  Harper didn’t release his arm, and he made no move to break away. “Are you okay?” she asked him.


  “Jesus, is he okay?” Benny wailed as he huddled over his kitchen sink, running water over his arms. “That crazy son-of-a-bitch tried to burn me alive!”


  Riddick took a few deep breaths as Harper answered, “And he’ll do it again if you don’t tell us where to find Phoenix.”


  “Last I heard his coven hangs out at the old distillery.”


  “How many in the coven?” Harper asked.


  “I swear to Jesus I don’t know.”


  Harper glanced up at Riddick. “I’ll call Lucas.”


  Riddick shook off her hand and left the apartment without a word.


  Well, of all the ungrateful…“You’re welcome!” she called after him again.


  She looked at Benny and shrugged. “He has some issues.”


  “No shit,” Benny replied, holding up his singed arms.


   


   


   


  Chapter Nine


   


   


  Riddick’s hands had been shaking when Harper drove him home from Benny’s place, and they were still shaking as he peered through a cracked, grimy window at the old distillery an hour later.


  And it wasn’t his frustration that the VCU refused to storm the place without a huge task force—and a fucking hostage negotiator, for Christ’s sake—that would take two hours to assemble. What bothered him most was he knew the shaking would stop the moment he choked the shit out of Benny, and he couldn’t do it.


  Damn it. Somehow Harper Hall had managed to get under his skin, in his head. He hadn’t wanted to…Hell, he wasn’t exactly sure what he was afraid of. But he had a sneaking suspicion he was afraid she’d think less of him if he killed Benny for no good reason.


  He almost laughed out loud at the insanity of it all. He’d only known her two days, and the chances of her holding a high opinion of him now were slim, but yet he was shaking—shaking for God’s sake—because he hadn’t wanted to do anything to shock or offend her, make her fear him.


  If he had to guess, he’d say he was developing an unhealthy obsession with his new “not” partner.


  But Harper wasn’t around now, he reminded himself. Phoenix’s coven was fair game.


  With an assessing eye, he surveyed the building. It was huge and open, probably about the size of a football field, and three coffins were spaced in shadows a fair distance apart.


  He’d never fit through any of the windows, but one corner of the building looked to have at one time been office space, complete with drywall and a drop ceiling. He could go in through the ventilation system and easily come down through the ceiling tiles in the old office.


  He glanced at his watch. It was almost six o’clock. He had precious little time to get in, find the kid, and get out before the vamps started rising. If they rose before he could get out, things would get dicey. With the spacing of the coffins, he could take out one, probably two of the vamps without any trouble, but taking out three could get messy.


  He tried to squash the thrill that chased through his blood at the thought of taking on three vamps at once, but couldn’t quite manage it. Right or wrong, this was what he was about: the hunt, the kill.


  And then he saw him. The boy—Dylan, if he remembered right—was chained to a pipe that jutted out of the cracked concrete floor in the far corner of the warehouse.


  Riddick fought for cool detachment as he stared at the boy’s sickly pallor, the scabbed-over bites on his neck and arms, the dull look in his blue eyes.


  A pebble skittered across the battered wood planks of the dock behind him, as if someone had kicked it.


  He had company.


  Acting on pure instinct, Riddick dropped, spun, and neatly swept the intruder’s legs out from under him. The man’s weapon clattered to the ground as he went down on his back hard, arms wind-milling.


  Before the man could catch his breath or reach for another weapon, Riddick was on him, pinning his arms above his head.


  Riddick glanced down at his uninvited guest, and let loose with every cuss word he’d ever heard in his life. “God damn it, Harper. What the fuck are you doing here?”


  He felt her try and fail to suck in a deep breath. Her eyes widened in panic. He’d probably knocked the wind right out of her when he’d dropped her on the dock. Shit.


  Riddick sat up, straddling her hips. “Calm down. Take a deep breath through your nose.”


  As usual, she didn’t listen to him. She opened her mouth and shook her head frantically.


  “You can do it.”


  He let her try again to breathe through her mouth, then gave up being patient and leaned down so that his mouth covered hers. Her eyes widened even further and she immediately sucked in a huge breath through her nose.


  “There you go,” he said against her mouth. “I thought that would do it.”


  “That’s not fair,” she whispered.


  He eased off her and helped her to her feet. “No one ever accused me of playing fair. Besides, you’re not supposed to be here.”


  She dusted off her backside. “Neither are you, but here you are nonetheless.”


  He frowned at her. “How did you know I was here?”


  “Oh, please. I saw the look in your eyes when Lucas said it would take two hours to gather the team. No way were you going to wait. I knew you were going hunting.”


  Riddick crossed his arms over his chest and glanced at the crossbow she’d dropped. “And you thought I’d need your help?”


  She mimicked his stance. “Maybe. I know you won’t believe this, but I’m pretty good with that thing.”


  He fought the urge to snort. “Harper, you shouldn’t be here. Go home.”


  Her chin came up, and he knew that unless he threw her over his shoulder and carried her out, Harper wasn’t going anywhere.


  He shrugged. “OK, you had your chance.”


  Riddick bent at the waist, dodging smoothly under the arm she threw up to ward him off, put his shoulder into her stomach, and upended her.


  “Damn it, Riddick,” she wailed, pounding his back with her fists. “Put me down!”


  He put his hand on her butt—to steady her, he lied to himself—and shifted her weight so that she couldn’t punch him in the kidneys again. “I will. Just as soon as you get in your car and drive yourself as far away from here as humanly possible. Are you willing to do that?”


  She got quiet, which was answer enough for him.


  “All right, then. You’re going to have to wait in your trunk until I get the kid out.”


  “No! I can’t go in the trunk!”


  He steeled himself against the panic in her voice. He’d rather have her scared than dead. “You’re not giving me any choice.”


  She gave him one more good punch to the back before he set her on her feet, fished the keys out of her pocket, and popped the trunk. Grabbing her fist a heartbeat before it connected with his nose, he wrenched her toward him and moved to toss her in the trunk.


  “Please, Riddick, no. It’s too small. I c-can’t go in there.”


  He paused, looking down into her wide, terrified eyes. “Will you stay in the car while I go in there?”


  She nodded without hesitation. “Just don’t make me go in the trunk.”


  Great. Now he felt like a bully for trying to keep her safe. How did she manage to do that to him?


  He tipped her chin up with his thumb, forcing her to look him in the eye. “If I’m worried about you, I’m not worried enough about the kid. Do you understand?”


  Harper opened her mouth—no doubt to object—but quickly snapped it shut and gave a jerky nod instead.


  Riddick closed his eyes and released the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “Okay. I’m going in. I’m gonna try to get him out without waking any of them up, but if something happens to me, call Cooper and don’t try to go in yourself.”


  She grabbed his bicep as he started to turn away from her.


  His gaze locked with hers. The panic was gone, replaced by concern. He laid his hand over hers. “Dylan will be fine,” he assured her.


  Her fingers tightened, digging into the muscle. “Be careful,” she said, her voice shaking.


  It took a moment for words to sink in. Something more powerful than blood lust surged through his veins as he realized she was worried about him. She would feel…something if he died. No one in the world deserved her concern less, but he didn’t care. With Harper, it seemed, he’d take what he could get.


   


   


   


  Chapter Ten


   


   


  Harper watched through the broken warehouse window, holding her breath when Riddick came into view. As if he hadn’t just fallen twenty feet and landed sure-footedly like a cat, he backed toward the wall, keeping his eyes on the coffins around him.


  Dylan’s gaze followed his every move, but he said nothing and didn’t move a muscle. Thank God for small favors.


  She said another heart-felt thank you to whatever Gods might be listening when no vamps rose out of their coffins.


  If he was able to grab the kid and get out without killing anyone, it would be a miracle.


  She saw Riddick kneel down in front of Dylan, snap the boy’s shackle, and extend his hand to him. Dylan flinched away as if Riddick had swung on him.


  “Come on, kid,” Harper muttered under her breath. “Go with him!”


  But even as she said it, she knew Dylan wasn’t going to budge. After all, even Harper had to admit that Riddick looked more like a bad guy than a good guy. And given the way he’d recently handled her, she seriously doubted Riddick’s ability to put the kid at ease and finesse his way out of there.


  If the kid cried, they were both dead. Riddick was no doubt strong and fast, but he was only human. There was no way he could get the kid out before the vamps figured out what was going on.


  Scooping up her crossbow, she started looking for an entrance other than the ceiling. After all, she might be stupid and crazy, but hell, she wasn’t suicidal.


   


  Riddick swallowed a growl of frustration as he watched Harper open and back through the tiny window closest to the kid.


  He’d just have to kill her, he decided. It was the only way he’d ever again have a moment’s peace.


  With stealth he didn’t know she possessed, she eased herself soundlessly to the ground. She spared him a nervous glance. He made a slashing motion with his finger across his throat and mouthed, “Later.” She swallowed and averted her eyes.


  He turned his attention back to the coffins. No movement there. At least something was going right.


  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Harper go down on one knee in front of the boy and extend her free hand to him, still clutching the crossbow in the other. The boy glanced at the crossbow, then back up at Harper. She smiled at him and motioned with her hand. After an initial hesitation, he went to her.


  Riddick breathed a sigh of relief as Harper scooped him up into her arms. She hooked one arm under his butt to support him as he wrapped his scrawny little arms around her neck and buried his face in her hair. Smart kid.


  Okay, Riddick thought grudgingly as she made her way back to the window, maybe he wouldn’t kill her.


  Just as Harper turned her back to him and moved to lift Dylan through the window, Riddick heard a whisper of movement behind him, and a cold chill shot down his spine. His luck had finally run out.


  “Get out of here!” he shouted to Harper, who’d stopped and was looking at him through wide eyes over her shoulder.


  Instinct kicked in once again as Harper pushed Dylan through the window. Riddick drove his elbow back into the vampire’s nose, then whipped around and smashed his knee with one solid kick. The vampire shrieked and fell to the ground, clutching his temporarily ruined knee. Riddick took grim pleasure in the fact that not only was the vamp out of his hair for a while, but he would also be in blinding pain until his bones regenerated.


  But Riddick didn’t have time to savor his victory. Two more vamps came at him in a blur of movement. One landed a solid punch to his stomach, and the other managed to slice his forearm with what looked to be a ten-inch hunting knife before he got his bearings.


  The two vamps backed-off enough to circle him and give him a good look at them. Riddick stayed still, but his eyes followed their every move. He recognized the larger of the two as a six-foot-five freak named Hart, a follower who’d been letting Phoenix herd him for at least ten years.


  Hart had a hollow-cheeked face, sallow skin and skeletal body, all of which were rare for a vampire. After all, vampires were just as image-conscience as the average human, and most of them only chose to change pretty people. The vamp who’d changed Hart obviously had no sense of aesthetics.


  The other one was a short, stocky guy Riddick didn’t know. Judging by the graceless way he moved, he estimated the vamp couldn’t be more than a year or two dead. Unfortunately, Hart was a lot older than that…at least a century or more.


  And the good-news-bad-news scenario of the moment was that Phoenix was nowhere to be found. Good news that he wouldn’t have to fight Phoenix and Hart at once, bad news that Phoenix was sleeping elsewhere.


  “Well, well,” Hart practically purred, his floor-length leather trench brushing the filthy concrete as he moved, “if it isn’t Noah Riddick. I’d heard you were dead.”


  Riddick gave him a cool smile. “You should know better than anyone that I’m not that easy to kill.”


  “Yes, unfortunately.”


  Hart was one of the first vamps Riddick had ever taken on, and he hadn’t faired too well. He’d done his fair share of damage, but Hart had still handed him his ass. If Mischa hadn’t sent in a team to bail him out, there was no doubt in Riddick’s mind that Hart would’ve killed him.


  But that had been twenty years ago, and Riddick had learned a thing or two since then.


  But then again, Hart might’ve learned a thing or two himself.


  “Oh, do shut up,” Hart muttered to his fallen comrade who still lay on the floor in a crumpled heap, moaning and whimpering occasionally. “There’s something terribly disconcerting about a cold-blooded monster sobbing while lying in the fetal position, don’t you agree, Riddick?”


  Riddick ignored the question and nodded in the direction of the other vamp. “Who’s your boyfriend?”


  Hart chuckled, but Riddick heard the other vamp growl low in his throat. Yep, he thought. Hart’s little buddy didn’t have the control to be over a year dead. That went a long way towards evening the odds.


  “I can see you’re still sorely lacking in the social graces, Riddick.” He stopped directly in front of Riddick, close enough that he could smell stale blood on the vamp’s breath. “Although, from what I could see, you still have impeccable taste in women. This one isn’t as classically beautiful as Cecelia, but she’s…hotter, more sensual. Perhaps after you’re dead, she and I can get acquainted.”


  Riddick felt a muscle in his jaw tense inadvertently, and he silently cursed himself. That was exactly the kind of weakness Hart was hoping to see.


  Any hope Hart hadn’t seen the little tell was annihilated when he let out a short bark of laughter. “Why, Noah Riddick, I’m shocked. I never thought I’d see the day you’d let a woman make you weak.”


  “Yeah, well, she’s not your average woman.”


  Hart lifted one brow. “Indeed? Well, I suppose I’ll find out when I have her bent over that work table.”


  The last syllable had barely left the vampire’s mouth before Riddick gave up trying to talk his way out of the situation and smashed his forearm into Hart's throat.


  It had been a boring conversation anyway.


  The blow sent Hart reeling sideways, gagging. Riddick used Hart's momentary preoccupation to rid himself of the younger vamp.


  As the young vampire lunged at him, Riddick unsheathed the stake scabbarded in his boot top and pitched it overhand. The stake struck its target—the forehead, not the heart, as long as Harper was watching—precisely, burrowing deep into the vamp's skull. A river of blood trickled out of his ears and down his neck before he crumpled to the ground, motionless. It’d take days for a newly dead vamp to recover from a blow like that one, Riddick realized with a grisly smile.


  On a rush of pure adrenaline, he spun back towards Hart. Unfortunately, the century-old vamp had recovered from the blow to his throat and had murder in his eyes.


  "You're fucking dead," Hart whispered through clenched teeth.


  “I've heard that before."


  Hart moved surprisingly fast for a dead guy. His text-book perfect roundhouse kick caught Riddick in the solar plexus. Riddick flew back several feet, smacking the back of his head on the concrete wall behind him.


  He forced a smile even as he felt a trickle of blood ease its way down the back of his shirt. "You still hit like a girl, Hart."


  This time when Hart came at him with a right hook he was ready. Riddick caught Hart’s wrist and snapped it backward in the same motion. Then, because he was pissed off, he head-butted the bastard.


  The shock of the broken bone and the head wound would’ve knocked an average human into a coma, but unfortunately, Hart wasn’t human. Or normal.


  Hart shook his head like a wounded bear and came at him again. But before Riddick could decide whether or not to snap his spine like a twig before staking him just for meanness, the decision was taken out of his hands permanently.


  An arrow whistled past Riddick’s left ear and struck Hart right between the eyes. Hart looked to Riddick with wide, shocked eyes before he keeled over sideways, his head hitting the concrete with a satisfying, hollow thud.


  Riddick turned slowly, his eyes following the path the arrow had taken. He wasn’t at all surprised to find Harper where it began.


  With her legs braced apart and the crossbow held high with steady hands, her eyes still narrowed on her target, Harper looked like an avenging angel come to usher in the end of the world and unleash hell.


  She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. He’d never before wanted to kill and fuck a woman all at the same time. It was more than a little troubling.


  “Nice shot,” he finally conceded.


  She lowered the crossbow. “You’re not mad?”


  “Mad’s not exactly the right word for what I feel right now, Harper.”


  Harper bit her lower lip. “Oh, boy, you’re really mad, huh? Look, I’m sorry. After I got Dylan out, I just thought you could use some help, and since there was only one vamp left…crap!” She spun away from him. “I left the kid alone! We’ll have to talk about this later,” she called out as she wiggled through the window again.


  Riddick blew out a deep breath. If she had any idea what he was thinking, she’d never talk to him again. In fact, she’d probably run screaming in the opposite direction.


   


   


   


  Chapter Eleven


   


   


  “Do you see him?”


  Riddick winced as Harper dabbed at the wound at the base of his skull with more enthusiasm than necessary. Harper gave a sympathy wince. “Sorry.”


  He snatched the tissue from her hand. “No, I don’t see him.”


  They were parked outside of the hospital so Harper could catch a glimpse of Dylan when his parents took him home. He’d been in there for over two hours.


  “Do you think they’re keeping him overnight? For observation or something?”


  He shrugged out of his jacket and glanced at the knife wound on his arm. “I don’t know. Maybe.”


  Harper looked over at him and sucked in air. “Holy crap, Riddick, you didn’t tell me you were hurt bad!”


  His gaze rose to hers and his brow furrowed. She rolled her eyes. Obviously, he didn’t consider a bone-deep slash bad.


  She reached over him and grabbed a roll of gauze and some tape from the glove box. At his quizzical glance she shrugged one shoulder. “Normal people keep maps in the glove box. Seers keep first aid supplies there.”


  She brushed his hands away when he tried to take the gauze from her. Winding the bandage around his arm, she reminded him that since he refused to let a professional take care of him, he’d have to clean the cut properly when he got home.


  Home to his sterile, cold, TV-less apartment. She’d go home to her huge stack of bills and the very real possibility of a foreclosure on her building. And there was really no reason why she’d have to see Riddick again now that Dylan was safe.


  “Tell me again why we’re here.”


  Harper cleared her throat to dislodge the lump that had inexplicably settled there. “I just want to make sure Dylan gets home okay.”


  “We waited with him until the police were close by. Hart and his buddies are in jail. Phoenix will probably go to ground for a while. I’m sure Dylan’s fine.”


  “I know.” She sighed. “I guess I just wish we could have done more.”


  He frowned. “You saved his life. What more did you want to do?”


  Harper pulled off a piece of tape with her teeth and secured Riddick’s makeshift bandage. “I hate it that we had to hide when the police got there. I hate it that we had to tell Dylan not to mention us to anyone. I miss the old days when we could’ve ridden in the ambulance with him and kept him company until his parents got there. When Sentry would have taken care of protecting our identities so that we wouldn’t have to even think about it. You know?”


  “I know.”


  The warmth in his voice caught her off guard. She looked up and her gaze locked on his. What she read in his eyes was thrilling and terrifying all at once. It was more than just simple heat and desire. It was…hunger, longing, need.


  An answering hunger had her slowly leaning toward him, toward the body heat she was already close enough to feel. He was so close, so beautiful.


  And he wouldn’t turn her away. She knew that to be true. She could feel it. All she had to do was tilt her head upward ever so slightly, brush her lips against his, and all that heat could be hers…


  The driver’s side door was suddenly yanked open and Harper tumbled out onto the pavement. Mouth open in shock, Harper found herself flat on her back on the sidewalk, looking up at a very large, very angry police detective.


  “Lucas,” she squeaked. “What a pleasant surprise.”


  Lucas bent down, grabbed her wrist, and hauled her to her feet. His cheeks were mottled and she could practically see steam rising off his head.


  He paced in front of her as she leaned back against the car. Every now and then he’d stop, point a finger at her, open his mouth, then shake his head, mumble something unintelligible, and start pacing again.


  It was truly an amazing sight. She’d pissed off a lot of men in her day, but this was the first time she’d ever struck one mute.


  She glanced over at Riddick who’d settled himself Indian-style on the hood of her car. He was looking at Lucas with something akin to sympathy. At least as close to that particular emotion as Riddick was probably capable.


  “Look at me, damn it.”


  Harper’s gaze snapped back to Lucas, who had stopped directly in front of her, hands on hips. His eyes glowed yellow so briefly, Harper wondered if she'd imagined it until Riddick said, “Get it under control, man, or get the hell away from her.”


  Harper blinked, immediately realizing what Riddick meant. He thought Lucas was in danger of shifting.


  Lucas closed his eyes and took a step back, along with a few deep breaths.


  “I don’t even really know where to start with you, Harper,” he eventually said, his voice breaking a little on her name. He paused and sucked in another deep breath. “Why don’t you tell me where you were tonight. Both of you.”


  She swallowed hard. She’d always been a lousy liar. “Riddick and I were…” Christ, why did all the alibis that popped into her head involve nudity and semi-lewd acts? “…visiting my friend, Mischa. I dropped my dog off at her place for a while.” At least that last part was true, she thought.


  Lucas stared at her for a full minute, and by sheer force of will she managed to keep her gaze from shifting away from his eyes.


  “And why are you here?”


  She gulped. “Riddick hurt his arm. I’m trying to convince him to have it looked at.”


  Lucas looked over at Riddick, who held up his injured arm helpfully.


  Lucas narrowed his eyes on Riddick. “And I guess you’ll corroborate her story.”


  Riddick shrugged. “Whatever.”


  Lucas snorted and turned back to Harper. “Oh, that’s just fucking great. Christ. You two could have been killed, and you could’ve gotten the kid killed. Going into that place without backup was reckless and stupid. And I hope your friend doesn’t mind lying to the cops since your pretty little ass is in need of an official alibi.”


  She flinched. He was right, of course. It hadn’t even occurred to her that Mischa might have to make an official statement. Damn it, she hadn’t thought any of this through.


  Lucas nodded. “There we go. Remorse: that’s what I wanted to see.” He shoved away from her. “Next time, I want you to remember this feeling, and don’t go all vigilante on me. Think before you act, God damn it. And call me.


  Now I have to go lie to my Captain and say we have no leads at all on this thing, and that what the boy told us must be true.”


  He turned and started back toward the hospital through the ambulance bay. “Wait a minute,” Harper called after him.


  He faced her again, but kept walking backward away from her.


  “What did the kid say?”


  “He said an Angel saved him.”


  Harper couldn’t help but smile at that.


  “Oh, and Harper? Since technically you were with your friend tonight, you won’t get the reward for the rescue.”


  That wiped the smile right off her face.


  Lucas laughed. “Later, doll face.”


  When he was gone, Harper and Riddick slid back into the car. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him that angry,” she said.


  Riddick eased back in the seat and rolled his head towards her. “You know he’s crazy about you, right?”


  He didn’t sound at all jealous, and that bugged Harper a little. Okay, more than a little. Not that she’d ever admit it aloud.


  “I wouldn’t say he’s crazy about me.”


  Riddick snorted. “You should cut him a break and go out with him.”


  Okay, now she was pissed. One minute he was almost kissing her—or was she almost kissing him?—and the next he was telling her to go out with someone else. “Well, maybe I would if he’d ever ask me,” she snapped.


  “He’s probably just intimidated.”


  She frowned. “By me?”


  He gave her the well-duh look she thought she’d cornered the market on.


  “I’m not intimidating,” she scoffed. “I’m very approachable.”


  “Oh, come on. You’re brave and gorgeous and you have super powers. How’s the poor bastard supposed to not be intimidated?”


  He wasn’t looking at her when he’d said it. It was almost as if he’d said exactly what was on his mind without thinking about it at all. The casual comment lodged her breath in her throat and made her heart skip a beat. He thought she was gorgeous.


  “He has super powers too,” she reminded him.


  He snorted. “Shifting into a big dog isn’t a super power.”


  “I knew it! He is a wolf. How can you tell?”


  “I can smell it. Can’t you?”


  Lucas had always just smelled like soap and cologne to her. “No, but—”


  “Hey,” Riddick interrupted, sitting up straighter. “There he is.”


  Giving herself a mental smack across the face, she followed his gaze and saw Dylan’s parents carrying him out of the hospital. He had a bandage around his wrist and another on his neck, but other than that, he looked thankfully, blessedly okay.


  They watched as his parents loaded him into their car. “You think he’ll be okay?”


  “His parents seem…good. I’m sure they’ll help him through this.”


  She’d had an incredibly supportive mother who would have thrown herself on a live grenade if it meant saving Harper one minute of the pain her premonitions caused, and she hadn’t turned out that well, Harper thought, remembering the stack of bills on her counter…and the vigilante justice she’d just dispensed with Riddick.


  She wondered about Riddick’s parents, but didn’t ask. He probably wouldn’t tell her anything anyway. And judging by his lifeless apartment and complete lack of social graces, she felt pretty safe in assuming they hadn’t helped him overcome too much in his life.


  “Good luck, Dylan,” she whispered.


  “Let’s get out of here,” Riddick urged gently.


  Harper swiped at her suspiciously moist eyes and turned the key. “That’s the best idea I’ve heard all day.”


   


   


   


  Chapter Twelve


   


   


  An hour later, Harper was sitting on Mischa’s sofa. Riddick had barely said a word to her on the way to his apartment and had mumbled only a half-hearted goodbye when he’d gotten out of her car. And for some reason, Harper had spent more time talking about that than the kid she’d helped save and the vamps they’d fought.


  She was not at all normal.


  Mischa set a tray of milk and Oreos on the table in front of the sofa and settled herself next to Harper, tucking her feet underneath her. “So then what happened?”


  “He got out of the car, and I yelled, ‘you’re welcome’ out the window, then he was gone.”


  The dog pawed impatiently at her leg, but before Harper could bend down and pick her up, Mischa snapped her fingers and pointed to the floor.


  “Cane, sit,” she said, her voice stern without being mean.


  The dog immediately plopped down on her round little butt and gazed up at Mischa, adoration plain in her big brown eyes.


  Harper frowned. “You trained an abused street beagle to sit in a few hours?”


  She shrugged. “Dogs are pack animals. They want a strong pack leader.”


  Great. As if her self-esteem wasn’t low enough after the incident with Riddick, now she doubted her ability to be a good role model for a street beagle. Then something else occurred to her. “Cane?”


  “It’s Italian for dog.” She looked sheepish. “It’s all I could come up with.”


  It suited her, Harper decided. Not too feminine, but not exactly butch either.


  “So why did you say, ‘you’re welcome’?” Mischa asked.


  “I do something nice for him or even save his life, he totally ignores me, and I yell, ‘you’re welcome’.” She sighed. “It’s kind of our thing.”


  Mischa shook her head. “Some couples have a special song. You two have ‘you’re welcome’. Interesting.”


  “We’re not a couple. He barely speaks to me.”


  “He barely speaks to anyone. He worked for me for years and he’s said more to you in the past two days than he ever said to me.” Her dark eyes moved over Harper curiously. “I think he likes you.”


  Harper felt her cheeks heat at the prospect. “Whatever he thinks of me, he obviously isn’t interested in being my partner, so I guess I’m back to square one.” Which, by her calculations, meant she was royally screwed.


  “That’s for the best. Like I said, he’s unpredictable. You’re better off without him.”


  Harper considered Mischa without comment. It was unlike her to be so adamant and so vague all at the same time. “So, what do you have against him? What’s his story?”


  Mischa bit her bottom lip. “I don’t guess you’ll let this go anytime soon?”


  Harper merely raised a brow.


  She sighed. “All right. I’ll tell you. But you have to keep this to yourself. This is classified.”


  Harper fought the urge to roll her eyes. Sentry didn’t even exist anymore. How could any of their info be classified?


  “You’re not going to like this, but just hear me through, all right?”


  Harper only nodded, too curious to heed her little inner voice, which was telling her she didn’t really want to hear what her friend was about to say.


  “Slayers aren’t the same as seers. You seers are all born with your abilities. Sentry just seeks you out and…hones your skills, makes you more accurate.”


  She paused, and Harper felt her heartbeat kick up. If Mischa was having trouble choosing her words, the conversation couldn’t possibly be going anywhere good.


  “There are actually two kinds of slayers,” Mischa went on. “There’s chosen slayers, and then there are natural-born slayers.


  Chosen slayers are hand-picked by Sentry. They’re pretty much the lowest common denominator of society. Criminals with violent histories, the jobless, the friendless, those with no families or loved ones…pretty much anyone who wouldn’t be missed if he was killed.”


  If she didn’t know Mischa, Harper would have been shocked at the callousness of her words. But Harper knew her well enough to realize that Mischa cared very much about her charges. Maybe even too much.


  Mischa cleared her throat. “Chosens agree to enter the program for a few reasons: it gives them a chance to kill and maime, they’re thrill-seeking, or it gets them out of prison.” She shook her head sadly. “But basically, once a chosen agreed to enter training, we pumped him full of testosterone and performance-enhancing drugs so he could hold his own against vamps. They were walking science experiments.” She paused. “Then there are the naturals.”


  Mischa raised her eyes to Harper’s, and the gravity Harper saw in their brown depths almost made her flinch. “Go on,” she whispered.


  Mischa nodded. “Naturals are born with a need to hunt and kill. They never need drugs. They’re just naturally as strong as, maybe stronger than, vampires.”


  Harper’s brow furrowed. “But I thought all slayers were born with that need to hunt.”


  “No. For the chosens, that need came with the drugs. Only the naturals were born with it.”


  “Why doesn’t anyone know about this?”


  She pursed her lips for a moment. “It’s hard to explain.”


  Harper thought it was probably going to be just as hard to hear, but that wasn’t going to stop her. “Try.”


   


   


   


  Chapter Thirteen


   


   


  1991…


   


  The man sitting on the dirty cot in the even dirtier prison cell didn’t look like a natural-born killer. He looked like a scared kid.


  Mischa felt a tug at her heart that was so foreign to her she was momentarily caught off guard. She hadn't been with Sentry long, but she knew better than to feel sorry for the slayers. Especially the naturals.


  She hated normal recruitment, but checking out naturals was the worst part of her job. She’d rather scrub toilets at Sentry headquarters with her toothbrush than be the judge, jury and executioner for a complete stranger.


  Giving her head a shake, she approached the cell, ignoring the hoots and hollers of the other prisoners. “You Noah Riddick?”


  The kid didn’t even glance up. “Who wants to know?”


  She sighed. The old tough guy routine. She’d seen it so many times she was no longer impressed by it—if she ever had been. “Look, I haven’t got all day. Are you Noah Riddick or not?”


  He stood and moved to the bars, cocking one knee through them. A shiver skated down her spine. Any doubt she’d had about him being a natural was obliterated.


  He moved like a predator.


  “I’m Riddick,” he answered, his voice low and calm, uninterested.


  She knew better than to shake his hand. Gail Weaver, a fellow watcher, had every one of her fingers crushed by a natural when she was dumb enough to take his hand in hers.


  “I’m Mischa Bartone. I’m with an organization called Sentry.”


  He snorted. “Save your breath. I’m not interested in fighting vampires.”


  She cocked her head to one side, not at all surprised that he knew about Sentry. Sentry recruitment was probably the talk of the prison. And her superiors never really tried to quell it. After all, even if word got out of the prison, who was going to believe a bunch of murderers and rapists on death row?


  “What makes you think I’m here to recruit you? What makes you think Sentry would even have you?”


  He gestured to his surroundings. “I doubt you came here for the ambiance.”


  True. Cell Block C was where all the monsters resided. The criminals who were too violent to be put in Gen Pop. She was surprised to find a pretty boy like Riddick still in one piece. More proof that he wasn’t the average criminal.


  “Still,” she said, “that doesn’t mean I’m here to recruit you. Sentry only retains the services of…special individuals.”


  “Yeah, like Vinnie Caprizzio over in Cell Block D. He was real special.”


  The emphasis he put on special let her know he realized what kind of people Sentry recruited to be slayers. “But you’re nothing like Vinnie, right?”


  He shrugged. “I’m here, aren’t I?”


  She nodded. “True. But Vinnie killed for kicks. Why did you do it?”


  A veil seemed to fall before his eyes, his expression going completely blank. “You people are supposed to know everything. Why don’t you tell me.”


  Mischa opened her file folder and pretended to read from it, even though she knew it by heart. “Noah Riddick, age sixteen. Mother, Eileen Willis, died of breast cancer at age twenty-five when you were five years old. You went to live with your father, Ken Riddick, an out-of-work roofer. Ken turned you over to child protective services and terminated his parental rights when you were seven. By all accounts, he was a drunk and a real bastard.”


  She glanced up at him, but his face was still set in stone. “You went through six foster homes after that, finally ending up with Daniel and Colleen Hendricks last year. You’d been there awhile when you had an altercation with Mr. Hendricks, who ended up with a severed spinal cord.”


  She flipped her file shut. “Want to explain how a sixteen-year-old boy breaks the spine of a two-hundred-sixty-pound man?”


  A muscle in his jaw ticked, but he remained silent. She moved a little closer to the cell, close enough to get a better look at his eyes, but not close enough for him to reach her.


  “I said everything I had to say in court,” he said after a long silence.


  Which hadn’t been a single word, she knew from reading the court transcript. He’d refused to say a single word in his own defense or even explain what had started the confrontation with Mr. Hendricks. His silence read like guilt and lack of remorse to the jury and judge, who sentenced him as an adult to life in prison without the possibility of parole.


  “Okay, then, if you don’t have anything to say, let me take a stab at it. You’ve always been different. Stronger, faster, smarter. You never really fit in anywhere, in any of the foster homes or at school. If I was to ask anyone what they thought of you, most of them wouldn’t have an answer because they didn’t know anything about you. Those who did know enough about you to form an opinion were scared of you or intimidated by you.”


  She stopped and looked him dead in the eye. “How am I doing so far?”


  His expression flickered just long enough for Mischa to glimpse something in his eyes that she’d never seen before in a natural.


  Humanity.


  He looked…sad. Embarrassed. If Sentry was right and Noah Riddick was a natural, he shouldn’t even be capable of sadness or any other normal human emotion. He should be a cold-blooded killing machine.


  This time she did move close to the bars, close enough to wrap her fingers around them. If he wanted to, he could reach through and snap her neck. He just looked at her and blinked, too stubborn, proud or ashamed to speak.


  “It was self-defense, wasn’t it?” she asked quietly. “Your foster father…you were defending yourself and things got out of hand, didn’t they?”


  His jaw came up. “I don’t see how that’s any of your business, lady. I said I wasn’t going to fight vampires. You can go now.”


  Oh, boy. How to explain this one. “I’m afraid your case is a little different than Vinnie’s, Riddick. You don’t have the luxury of saying no.”


  He smiled, and Mischa blinked, momentarily dazzled. That straight, white smile instantly transformed him from a sullen-looking teen to a handsome young man. If Sentry didn’t execute him, he was going to turn into one helluva hot adult.


  “What’s so funny?” she prompted when he said nothing.


  “You’re all of five-foot tall and maybe a hundred pounds. Are you telling me you’re going to drag me by force back to Sentry?”


  “I’m five-foot-two, and my weight is certainly none of your business,” she said primly. “And no, I’m not suffering from the delusion that I could make you do anything against your will. What I’m saying is that you’re…different from other slayers I’ve recruited. You most likely won’t be given the opportunity to walk away.”


  “Like James Beckett.”


  Mischa was a woman without fear, and Beckett had scared the living shit out of her. He’d been a serial killer who made Ted Bundy look like a teddy bear. He’d been housed two cells down from Riddick. She’d come, spoken to him and made the determination that he was a natural a month before. Sentry had put him down like a rabid dog.


  She nodded, searching his eyes for some sign that he was sickly complimented by being compared to Beckett. She found none. “Yes, Noah. I do think you’re like Beckett. In some ways. In others…not so much.”


  His eyes lowered, but not before she saw the sadness in his eyes. A deep sadness that someone his age shouldn’t even be able to experience.


  “So, if I’m like Beckett, why are you still talking to me? Shouldn’t you be half way back to Sentry by now with a recommendation to kill me already written in that little notebook of yours?”


  She searched his eyes again. Such young eyes. “I’d rather take you back to have you evaluated by our team at headquarters before I make any determinations.”


  He nodded, looking solemn. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”


  Oh, God, he was breaking her heart. He thought she should have him killed. She could hear it in his voice, see it in his eyes.


  Those sad blue eyes of his would haunt her until the end of time if she signed his death warrant without giving him a chance.


  “Of course I’m sure it’s a good idea,” she said with a conviction she didn’t feel at all. “I never make mistakes.”


   


   


   


  Chapter Fourteen


   


   


  “It was a mistake,” Mischa said, shaking her head. “He was always…too good at what he did. Too efficient. It was scary. Every day I wondered if he was going to snap and kill innocents.”


  Harper nodded, trying to take in everything. “If he was so scary, why did they keep him around?”


  “Are you kidding? Sentry adored him. They spent years studying him. I mean, if they could study him and find ways to harness the power of naturals without having to deal with their psychosis, vampires didn’t stand a chance. He was their idea of the perfect assassin: ruthless, pitiless, cold.”


  “Well, Riddick is anything but cold.”


  Mischa’s skin flushed and Harper hastened to add, “I’m not talking about that. I mean he’s…detached, sure, but not cold. He wouldn’t have helped me find Dylan otherwise.”


  “That’s what scares me. I think he helped you not because of Dylan, but because he likes you. He really seems to care about you. As far as I know, he’s never cared about anyone. I worry about…what he’d be willing to do for you.”


  “You think he’d kill for me?”


  “Yes. He might.”


  Harper scowled. “Well don’t answer right away. Give it some thought,” she intoned dryly.


  Mischa threw up her hands. “I don’t know what he’s capable of, Harper. That’s my point.”


  Harper knew what he was capable of. She’d seen it with Benny. For a short time, he’d completely lost control, of himself, of his strength.


  “I tried to tell you he’s dangerous and you wouldn’t listen,” Mischa added.


  Dangerous? Sure. But dangerous to her? Harper wasn’t so sure. Hell, he’d threatened to throw her in her trunk to protect her, then couldn’t do it because she was afraid of small spaces. That didn’t strike her as the act of a man who would hurt her.


  She couldn’t explain why, but she trusted Riddick. He was…like her in a lot of ways. A freak who’d been born with a gift that was painful and scary.


  She shook her head. “Misch, I appreciate what you’re saying, but I’ve got to go with my gut on this one. I think Riddick’s one of the good guys.”


  Mischa smirked at her. “If you’re so sure of your gut, why don’t you put your money where your mouth is?”


  The only thing Harper was sure of at the moment was that she wasn’t going to like what Mischa had to say. “What are you talking about?”


  But Mischa didn’t say a word. Only raised a brow expectantly.


  Harper groaned as she picked up her friend’s train of thought. “No way. No way am I taking Riddick there.”


  Mischa merely smiled, completely innocent.


  What Mischa was suggesting would be awkward and uncomfortable. Painful even. But damn her, it was a brilliant idea. It was quite possibly the only way to really prove that working with Riddick wouldn’t be a colossally bad idea. “You’re a real bitch, you know that?”


  Mischa’s only response was a harsh laugh. “So I’ve heard.”


   


   


  1993…


   


  There was nothing Tina Petrocelli despised more than a shrink, and nothing she loved more in the world than her children. These were two well-established facts.


  Most times, this wasn’t a problem. Michael and Marina Petrocelli were average in every way, never having any reason to see a shrink.


  But Harper was…different.


  Every teacher and most of the parents at PS 279 had suffered the wrath of Tina Petrocelli at some point since Harper entered school. The girl was forever in trouble, and her mother was always there to defend her.


  No one wanted to tangle with the woman. Some of the teachers swore she could read minds, because she was always three steps ahead of them in every conversation, as if she’d known exactly what they’d planned to say before they said it. And her tongue was sharp enough to flay a person alive. More than one teacher had been reduced to tears by Ms. Petrocelli’s words.


  But today, Harper’s mother couldn’t help her. Today, what Harper needed more than anything was a good shrink. Everyone said so.


  Somehow Harper doubted this guy was the one who could fix her.


  He wore glasses so thick Harper wondered if he’d even notice if she slipped out of the office. And his tie was polyester. No way would a shrink who was good enough to fix her wear a polyester tie. A guy good enough to fix her would wear Armani and drive a Mercedes. This guy probably drove a Chevy Malibu.


  She glanced over and saw skepticism clearly etched on her mother’s features, read it in the look she leveled on the little man sitting across from them. Dr. Giles was his name. He’d been recommended to them by Mr. Watkins, the school guidance counselor, who’d conveniently decided to take an early retirement the same day Harper told him about her most recent dream.


  Dr. Giles must have felt the disapproval rolling off her mother as well, because he kept clearing his throat and nervously adjusting his collar.


  Harper crossed her arms over her chest and turned to stare out the window. Somewhere, kids her age were playing on a playground. What she wouldn’t give to be with them. What she wouldn’t give to be like them.


  And if wishes were horses, we’d all ride, her grandfather had always said.


  The little man kept blathering on about his credentials. Harper didn’t bother to listen. She’d been down this road before. She’d tell him about her dreams and he’d diagnose her with some kind of disease with a long, complicated-sounding name. He’d prescribe some pills that sucked the life right out of her, and she’d still be stuck with her dreams. Head-splitting, terrifyingly real dreams that happened any time, day or night.


  Two family physicians, three neurologists, four internists and Mr. Watkins. All came up with a different theory that explained her headaches and dreams. None of them helped her in the least. All of them decided in the end she was hopeless. Crazy. Maybe even dangerous.


  “So,” her mother interrupted, mimicking Harper’s closed-off posture. “Are you going to tell me what you think is wrong with my little girl, or are you going to sit there and give me your resume all day?”


  He cleared his throat again, and Harper almost felt sorry for him.


  “Well, um, Ms. Petrocelli, you see…”


  Harper shook her head. “Dude, just spit it out or you'll piss her off more.”


  Her mom pinched her arm.


  “Ow, Ma, what the hell was that for?”


  “Show some respect to your elders.”


  “You’re treating him like crap, how come I have to show him respect?”


  “This little turd is not my elder.” She waived a hand dismissively in the guy’s direction. “No offense.”


  He quit clearing his throat, his cheeks flushing a dull red. “None taken,” he said dryly. “What I was going to say is I don’t think there is anything wrong with your little girl, Ms. Petrocelli.”


  Harper sucked in air through her teeth and slouched in her seat, because surely her mother was going to start swinging at any moment. She would absolutely die of embarrassment if her mother decked someone.


  But her mother merely leaned forward, offering him a terse smile. Her voice was deadly calm as she said, “My daughter’s last dream left her unconscious for two days. Do your notes tell you that?”


  “Yes, ma’am. In fact-”


  “And the one before that…she bled from her eyes for an hour. Bled from her eyes. Do your notes tell you that too?”


  “Well, yes, but-”


  “And I assume your notes tell you that my little girl—my sweet little girl who I love more than life itself—dreams of monsters that rip people’s hearts out and eat them. Right?”


  “Indeed. But what—”


  “Then I’m going to give you one more chance to tell me what’s wrong with my little girl, because what I’ve just described to you is not a figment of our imaginations. And if you’re trying to insinuate that we’re lying or that she’s faking this,” she shook her head, “well, I might be tempted to remind you that you are just a weasel-dicked”—Harper cringed, thinking, ew, my mom said dick—“little leech who feeds off the misery of others and makes a living off of it.”


  She straightened her little pink pillbox hat daintily. “But I wouldn’t actually ever say that, Dr. Giles, because I’m a lady. Now, do you want to try again to tell me what is wrong with my little girl?”


  He stared at her slack-jawed for a moment, then seemed to mentally slap himself across the face and pull it together. “Ma’am, I think it would probably be easier to show you what I mean rather than explain it.” He pulled a small stack of photos out of his desk drawer and fanned them out across the desk.


  Harper’s mother glanced at the photos, then traced a cross over her chest. “Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” she whispered.


  Harper readily agreed. What her mother probably didn’t understand was that Harper had seen all of these images before. In her dreams. She glanced back up at him. “Where did you get these?”


  “These are crime scene photos, Harper. And the dates that these murders happened…all of them occurred days after you had one of your…dreams.”


  Her mother grimaced, then looked at her daughter, wide-eyed, obviously comprehending what the doctor was getting at. “Baby…is this what you see when you have your dreams?”


  “It was these times,” she said, reaching for a photo.


  “No!” The doctor grabbed them and slid them back into the drawer. “You mustn’t touch those. We haven't tested the strength of your gift and have no idea what kind of premonition they could trigger.”


  Harper blinked. “Premonition?” She turned to her mother. “Ma, does he mean premonitions like Grandma Gia had?”


  Her mother rolled her eyes. “No, baby, not like Grandma Gia.” She looked back at the doctor with a knowing expression and raised an imaginary bottle to her lips.


  “Yes…well…,” he cleared his throat again. “Premonitions are exactly what your daughter is experiencing. In other words, Ms.Petrocelli, your daughter sees crimes before they happen. Harnessed properly, she could overcome many of the physical symptoms of her premonitions and use her gift to save people’s lives.”


  Harper closed her eyes, sure that she’d never heard anything so wonderful, so terrible and so scary all at the same time. Her granddad had always said that everything happened for a reason. And if what this guy was saying was true, then she’d been given…premonitions to help people. Like some kind of angel or something.


  Her mother shook her head. “But my baby sees monsters. Are you telling me monsters are real?”


  “Precisely,” he responded, sounding more sure of himself than he had in their whole conversation. “Monsters are definitely real, Ms.Petrocelli, and your daughter is one of a very select few who can stop them from killing innocent humans.”


  Dr. Giles explained that he represented an agency called Sentry who was funded by the government to protect humans from monsters. Paranormals, he called them. Vampires and shit like that.


  And they wanted Harper to come work for them. To help people. They didn’t think she was damaged or a freak or crazy. They thought she was special. Extraordinary. Gifted.


  Her mother opened her mouth, but snapped it shut when she glanced at her daughter. The naked longing must have shown on her face because instead of arguing, she said, “Tell us more, Dr. Giles.”


   


   


   


  Chapter Fifteen


   


   


  Riddick paced from one side of his living room to the other, his bare feet moving silently across the cool oak floors. He threw a quick glance to the window. At least another hour before he could go hunting.


  He barely repressed a growl. Damn it, would the day never end?


  He was feeling edgy and mean and there wasn’t a damn reason in the world for it. What the hell was the matter with him?


  You miss her.


  This time he let the growl go. He’d done what he had to do, God damn it. Had he pushed his luck and found a reason to stay in her life, she would’ve ended up hating him, and he might’ve gotten her killed. His life—not to mention his nature—was too unpredictable. Together, they were a disaster waiting to happen.


  But knowing that didn’t make it any easier to walk away from her. Didn’t stop him from wanting to go to her instead of pacing his floors until it was time to hunt. Didn’t stop him from wanting to throttle that cop for interrupting them before he could pull her under him right there in the front seat of her car.


  He had at least a dozen fantasies that involved that front seat and doing things to her in it that could get them arrested.


  God, he was one selfish, pathetic bastard.


  An impatient pounding on his door jerked him from his fantasies. Fuck, was he now so needy he could conjure her up out of thin air?


  When he jerked his door open, Harper stood close enough to touch with her hands on her hips and one foot beating an impatient staccato rhythm on the tile outside his door. His greedy gaze took in as much of her as he could at once.


  Like usual, her hair curled wildly around her shoulders, but her clothing was surprisingly subdued. For the first time in their acquaintance, she wore a black skirt that covered her to the knee, a simple scooped-neck button-up white blouse, and a pair of moderately heeled black leather boots.


  “Who died?” he asked.


  She shot him a sour look. “This from a man who makes Johnny Cash’s wardrobe look festive.”


  “Why are you here, Harper?” he asked quietly.


  Color rose to her cheeks as her gaze moved over his chest. Only then did he remember he hadn’t bothered to put on a shirt or shoes before he answered the door. But seeing as she wasn’t invited, he’d be damned if he was going to rush to make himself more presentable. Hell, she should count herself lucky he wasn’t bare-assed.


  Riddick crossed his arms over his chest and cleared his throat pointedly. Her gaze jerked to his and she swallowed hard.


  “Um, put some clothes on, would you? We’ve got places to go.”


  He frowned. “What are you talking about?”


  “I’m taking you to dinner.”


  He felt a frown line grooving its way into his brow. He felt it because it was new. Jesus, now the woman was prematurely aging him. “Dinner?”


  “Yeah, dinner. It’s what you eat after lunch but before breakfast.”


  When he didn’t bother replying, she shoved past him and barged into his bedroom. He heard her opening and closing drawers.


  “My family has a restaurant on Sixth,” she called out. "We all eat there every Wednesday. My mother, my older brother, my sister, my cousins, my uncle Mickey, my grandfather…pretty much everyone.”


  “And you’d want me there because…?”


  She reemerged from his bedroom with a black t-shirt in her hand. “Because of your sparkling conversation?” She smiled. “We both have to eat, right?”


  He could only stare at her, dumbfounded. God help her, she sounded serious.


  Harper raised an eyebrow. “You’re going to complain about a free meal?”


  Just as he was going to tell her he wasn’t hungry, his stomach growled loudly. “That’s not a good—”


  “Oh, come on,” she scoffed. “It’s only one meal. I promise it won’t make us friends or anything horrible like that. Please?”


  It was the please that got him. She sounded genuine. For whatever misguided reason—and surely, any reason she could have for wanting him to meet her family was misguided—she truly wanted him to come to dinner with her.


  And it wasn’t like every fiber of his being wasn’t begging to go with her.


  He was lower than pathetic.


  He sighed. “Fine. I’ll go.”


  She smiled triumphantly, dimples slashing into her cheeks, and Riddick wondered if she’d ever not gotten her way.


  “You won’t regret it,” she sing-songed.


  You won’t regret it was starting to be the theme of their relationship, he thought wryly.


   


   


   


  Chapter Sixteen


   


   


  Petrocelli’s had been in Harper’s family for generations. It didn’t look like much from the outside—the faux adobe finish on the building and cheap tiled roof was beyond tacky—but the manicotti and risotto were unbeatable.


  Harper’s mouth watered at the mere thought of her grandfather’s risotto as she whipped the Mustang into her reserved spot by the kitchen door. She glanced over at Riddick. He looked like she was driving him to the hospital to have a boil lanced.


  “Relax,” she said, grabbing her purse from the backseat. “It’ll be fun.”


  Well, not fun, she added silently. Evenings spent with her family were usually embarrassing and demoralizing, but the food generally made it all worthwhile.


  And it was the only way she could think of to put Riddick in a room with her mother without making it obvious that she wanted her to read him.


  Despite what many people thought, her mother wasn’t a mind reader. Not precisely, anyway. She was, however, a very powerful empath.


  When Harper was recruited by Sentry, her mother refused to let her go into the training program alone. Since her other two children had already grown up and gone off to college, she’d had nothing to lose by entering the program with Harper. She quickly became invaluable to Sentry as a human lie detector, able to read any species with frightening accuracy. No one could interrogate a prisoner better than Tina Petrocelli.


  Harper had always stubbornly refused to let her mother read the men in her life, insisting that it was important for her to make her own decisions, learn to trust her own instincts. She’d been so insistent, in fact, that she’d made her mother block her abilities whenever she brought a man home.


  Looking back on it now, Harper could admit that she'd been an idiot. Her mother could've saved her tons of time and heartbreak over the years.


  She’d give her mother no restrictions tonight. And if Riddick truly posed a threat to her, Tina would spill her guts before dessert was served.


  Then she could safely stick her tongue out at Mischa and say, “I told you so” with complete confidence.


  Harper breathed deep the familiar scents of garlic and fresh baked bread as she pushed the kitchen door open with her hip. She glanced over her shoulder to make sure Riddick was with her. He was still wearing the boil-lancing expression, but he was there, at least.


  Busboys scurried past and called out greetings as she walked past a row of commercial dishwashers to the food-prep area. She spotted her grandfather slowly stirring a ridiculously huge pot of pesto.


  Bernardo Petrocelli’s wardrobe consisted of walking shorts, black dress socks, and white gym shoes—sadly, all worn together and for all occasions. And since he didn’t generally take the time to brush it after his morning shower, his fluffy gray hair usually stood out in all directions. The hair in combination with the clothes kind of made him look like an Italian Albert Einstein after a few hits of meth.


  His intense concentration on the sauce didn’t waiver until she leaned over, kissed him on his cheek, and said, “Hey, Pop.”


  His face split into a wide grin. It was a well-known fact that she was Pop’s favorite. Why, no one had any idea.


  “Bella,” he said, his thick accent demonstrating his Sicilian heritage more clearly than his pet name for her. “Where have you been? They’re all waiting on you.”


  “I’m sorry, Pop.” She glanced in the pot. “Looks good.”


  “Of course it does,” he said, indignant.


  His gaze flicked to Riddick, then back to Harper. “You bring a boyfriend, Bella?”


  “Pop, this is Riddick. We worked on a case together for the police. Riddick, this is my grandfather, Bernardo Petrocelli. But everyone calls him Pop.”


  Riddick mumbled a greeting and shook her grandfather’s hand. Pop turned back to her. “He’s not your boyfriend?”


  “No,” Harper and Riddick answered in unison.


  Pop shook his head. “That’s a shame. Your momma's gonna be real sad, Bella.”


  “Why?” she asked.


  “Pretty grandbabies.” He gestured between them with his wooden spoon, dribbling sauce all over the floor. “You two would make her many pretty grandbabies. You wait and see if she doesn’t say it.”


  And let the humiliation begin, Harper thought, feeling a blush coming on. She glanced at Riddick, who looked neither amused nor appalled as she would have expected. He just looked…intense as he stared at her.


  She shifted uncomfortably under his scrutiny, wondering what he could possibly be thinking. And this wasn’t the first time that had happened, either.


  Sometimes, just every now and then for a brief moment, he looked at her like a drowning man looked at a life preserver. Like she was all that stood between him and hell. It was kind of thrilling and terrifying all at once.


  “Go on, Bella. Introduce your young man to your mother. I’ll be in later.”


  She didn’t bother reiterating that Riddick wasn’t her young man. You couldn’t tell a Petrocelli anything he didn’t already know.


  Turning to Riddick, she said, “That was the easy part. Are you ready for the fun part?”


  He blew out a deep breath. “As ready as I’m gonna get, I guess.”


   


  Pop was right, Riddick thought. Harper’s mother looked at him as if she was silently calculating his sperm count.


  She smiled benignly at him when he caught her staring and turned her attention back to her plate.


  Riddick glanced around him, never feeling more out-of-place in his life. Harper’s family surrounded him on all sides as they talked, ate, and laughed in Petrocelli’s private party room at the back of the restaurant.


  Harper’s mother—Tina, if he remembered correctly—sat directly in front of him. And if her appearance was any indication, Harper took after her father.


  While Harper was slender and golden-haired with light eyes, her mother was stocky, black-haired and dark-eyed. Her older sister, Marina, who was sitting to Riddick’s left, looked like her mother’s younger, thinner doppelganger.


  Harper sat on his right, and her older brother, Michael, was next to her. Michael was the only relative who even looked like he belonged in Harper’s gene pool, and the resemblance didn’t have much to do with physicality.


  Michael was tall, lanky, and dark-haired, but something about the wit and intelligence in his eyes and the smart-ass way he’d answered his mother’s questions about when he was going to settle down and get married reminded him of Harper.


  Harper’s Uncle Mickey, who looked eerily like Marlon Brando in The Godfather, sat at the head of the table, and his two daughters, Teresa, the three-hundred pound nutritionist, and Selena, the chain-smoking respiratory therapist, sat on either side of Tina.


  All in all, it looked like a typical family reunion. Except for him, of course. He didn’t fit in and never would, and if it weren’t for the best manicotti he’d ever had, he would’ve bolted long ago.


  So, he did his best to keep his mouth full and his head down. He only spoke when spoken to, and ignored the speculative looks Harper’s family kept shooting in his direction.


  But something about the way her mother was looking at him right now told him his bob-and-weave technique wasn’t going to work on her.


  He didn’t have to wait long for her to strike.


  “So, Mr. Riddick,” she said, shoving her plate out of the way and leaning forward to rest her chin in her palm. “Tell me how long you’ve been dating my daughter.”


  Beside him, Harper dropped a forkful of spaghetti and pushed her own plate away. “Ma, don’t start with that particular line of questioning.”


  Her eyes widened innocently and she laid a splayed hand on her chest. “Don’t start what? What did I say?”


  “They aren't dating, Ma,” Michael said. “Harper already told you that.” He pointed his fork at her. “Just back off.”


  “Teresa and Selena are single,” Mickey said, gesturing to his daughters, who smiled encouragingly at him. Riddick barely repressed a shudder.


  “Back off?” Tina said, incredulous. “My daughter—painfully single and almost thirty—comes to dinner with a handsome stranger and I’m not supposed to ask any questions?”


  “I’m not painfully single.”


  Her mother snorted. “Married and divorced with a broken engagement, all before thirty.” She turned her attention back to Riddick. “Does it get more painful than that?”


  He turned in his seat to face Harper. “You’ve been married, divorced, and engaged again?”


  Harper crossed her arms over her chest and scowled at her empty glass. “Where the hell is that wine, anyway?”


  “She’s too picky,” Selena said around her cigarette. “Always has been. That one you were gonna marry was cute, Harper. Whatever happened to him?”


  Harper frowned. “I found out his ex-wife was more wife than ex.”


  Tina frowned. “Why that miserable little bastard.” She shook her head. “And to think, I put out the good china when you brought him over that first time.”


  “Corelle isn’t exactly good china, Ma,” Michael said dryly.


  Tina ignored him. “Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner?”


  Harper shrugged. “It wasn’t important. I dumped him, and that was that.”


  “He’d be dead if we were in Sicily,” Mickey mumbled around a mouthful of linguini. “Good riddance.”


  Riddick stared as everyone around him turned and symbolically spit on the floor.


  “Where’s Romeo these days?” Teresa asked. “Like a hero from a Harlequin, that one is,” she told Riddick, who felt a new frown line coming on.


  “Sooooo hot,” she went on. “You should hook up with him, if he’d have you.”


  Harper glanced at Riddick, and he would have sworn she blushed. His gaze narrowed. He knew that look. She had hooked up with Romeo. At least once.


  Not that he didn’t understand it. Seers and slayers hooked up all the time. Hell, who else but a slayer could understand what seers went through on a daily basis? Even he and Cecelia…well, that was a road he was better off not traveling. The point was that Harper could do a hell of a lot better than Romeo Jones.


  Not that he was jealous. No way.


  He sighed. Christ, now he was lying to himself. That couldn’t be a good sign.


  “Romeo is irrelevant,” Harper said instead of admitting what Riddick already knew to be true. She wrinkled her nose. “And he is not at all hot.”


  Selena blew out another puff of smoke and chuckled. “You’re kidding yourself, hon. I’d lick that boy like an ice cream cone.”


  Nicotine, ice cream, and Romeo Jones. Riddick did shudder at that.


  “Yeah, well, you can have him,” Harper said. “If you can get him away from his cheap Vegas whore, that is. He took off with her and stuck me with the business and all of his debt.” She raised an eyebrow at Teresa. “How’s that for your soooo hot Harlequin hero?”


  “That fucker,” Marina said at the same time Uncle Mickey said, “If we were in Sicily, he’d be dead already. Good riddance.”


  This time the spitting didn’t faze Riddick.


  The Romeo issue might be over for them, but he wasn’t soon to forget it. He might just have to make a trip to Vegas…


  Tina looked disappointed, but not terribly surprised. “That one I wouldn't have even needed to read. Didn’t take an empath to see the twist in him.”


  Empath. No wonder she’d been staring at him like she could see into his soul. She probably could.


  “I know, Ma,” Harper said. “I knew it was a risk when I started the agency with him. I just didn’t have many other options at the time.”


  “What are you going to do?” Tina asked.


  Harper thanked the waiter by name as he filled her glass before answering her mother. “I’ll keep working. I’ll figure something out. It’ll be fine.”


  Her mother smiled at her. “That’s my girl.” She turned to Riddick. “She’s always been independent.”


  Marina snorted. “It’s easy to be independent when you don’t ever need help. She always gets her way eventually. She’s charmed.”


  “Oh, please,” Harper said with a groan. “I do not always get my way.”


  Riddick lowered his head to hide his smile. The fact that he was sitting here at all proved she generally did tend to get her way.


  Selena’s laugh faded into a wheeze. “Puh-lease. You forced Tina to change your name when you were six, then forced the rest of us to take an oath never to speak the old name again.” She leaned toward Riddick, who instinctively leaned back to escape the cloud surrounding her. “Now I ask ya, if that’s not a girl who always gets her way then who is?”


  He turned back toward Harper, still trying to process all the information her family was spewing. “Your name isn’t Harper?”


  Harper opened her mouth, but Tina beat her to the punch. “Technically, yes, it is. We legally changed it. With any other child, I wouldn’t have agreed to do it. But Harper was always so sensitive about everything.” She lowered her voice and added, “I think it was because she was an overweight child.”


  Harper groaned and threw her hands up. “There it is. I knew that would come up. It always does.”


  “Jesus, Ma,” Michael said, shaking his head. “Why don’t you just tell him what pretty grandbabies he’d give you and scare him off for good?”


  Tina blinked. “What did I say now?”


  “You just told a potential boyfriend she used to be a cow.”


  Uncle Mickey leaned over and smacked Michael with an open palm to the back of the head.


  “Hey,” Michael yelped, “what the hell was that for?”


  The Godfather pointed at him with a be-ringed pinky. “Don’t call your sister a cow.”


  “I didn’t! I said she used to be a cow.”


  Tina’s chin lifted. “I don’t see anything shameful in being a little overweight. She grew out of it. Just like she grew into her head.”


  Riddick’s gaze went back to Harper when she banged her forehead on the table.


  “She used to have a huge head,” Marina explained, digging a fork into her rotini. “I mean huge. Like Nancy Regan, mutant-huge, you know? It was really kind of freaky. But she grew into it. Eventually.”


  Tina smiled fondly. “We had to have her Easter bonnets made special for years. My little Butterball. Do you remember the time…”


  “Whoa,” Harper interrupted, holding up her hands in supplication. “Let’s just clear the air here. Okay, yes, I’m divorced. I married James Hall when I was barely legal and ditched his miserable cheating ass a year later. I got engaged to he-who-would-be-dead-if-we-were-in-Sicily a year after that. That engagement lasted all of three months.” She had to pause and suck in air, having said all of that in one breath.


  “I hated my name when I was growing up because it was so easy to make fun of, and because kids suck and can be really creative.”


  Riddick opened his mouth to speak, but she cut him off with, “And before you ask, no I won’t tell you my old name.


  Finally, yes, I did grow into my head, and my metabolism sped up when I hit puberty.”


  She turned on her mother. “To reiterate, Riddick is not my boyfriend, we only worked together on a police case, so everyone can stop picturing a little replica of him on a wedding cake next to a little replica of me.”


  Tina opened her mouth, but Harper shushed her. “And before you ask, yes I’m still working with the police occasionally, and no, I have no immediate plans to stop, find a nice Italian boy, or settle down.”


  Her gaze moved from one family member to the next. “Does that about cover it, or are there any other embarrassing tidbits you’d like to discuss in front of Riddick?”


  After a long pause, Selena said, “The blonde highlights? Not so much real.” She stuck her tongue out at Harper, who gave her the finger.


  “She snores like a buzz saw,” Michael added helpfully. “And she’s afraid of clowns.”


  Harper glanced at Riddick, her cheeks red. “You can’t trust anyone who wears that much makeup,” she grumbled. “They’ve obviously got something to hide.”


  “She was the only girl in PS 279 history to get kicked out of the Brownies for fighting.”


  “That wasn’t her fault, Marina,” Tina said. “You know that horrid little Sparacino girl was asking for it. When she told the troop leader that Harper ate all of those Girl Scout cookies herself, why, even I wanted to beat the tar out of her. And I did have a few choice words with the little brat’s mother. You remember her, don’t you, Mickey? She was the tart who always washed her car in a bikini in front of the house where God and everyone could see?”


  Mickey nodded and dabbed at his mouth with his napkin. “Yeah. Fat ass. Nice rack, though.”


  Harper banged her head on the table a few more times as her family members debated whether or not Amy Sparacino had been asking for a swirly, which Riddick learned—thanks to Michael— involved having her head flushed in a toilet.


  Riddick crossed his arms over his chest and leaned towards Harper while the swirly debate continued. “Is it always like this?”


  “No,” she answered dryly, lifting her head. “Sometimes they talk about me like I’m not even here.”


  He shook his head as he surveyed these people who ate dinner together every week and talked about their lives and loves and tribulations, and he’d never felt more conspicuous.


  Because no matter how much they picked on her for the way she lived her life, Riddick knew Harper could call on any one of these people, day or night, and any one of them would be there for her. Had he ever had someone like that in his life?


  He imagined he should be envious or jealous, but no matter how much he searched, he just couldn’t find those emotions within himself. It was all too outside of his experience to fathom.


  “You’re very lucky,” he said quietly.


  She glanced over at him, startled, then turned her gaze back to her family and smiled. “Yeah. Maybe I am charmed…and cursed. Kind of…semi-charmed, I guess.”


  “Semi-charmed,” he repeated.


  “Is that how you feel about being a slayer?” she asked. “Blessed with the strength and speed, but cursed with all the other crap that comes with it?”


  His gaze fell to her mouth, then back up to her bright, curious eyes. Against his better judgment, he reached out and tucked a stray curl behind her ear, letting his fingertips graze her smooth cheek. Her eyes widened slightly and she drew a deep, slow breath. He supposed the answering spike in his blood pressure and the fact that for once, he didn’t feel like hunting, might mean he was feeling a little blessed.


  “Only recently, Harper,” he whispered. “Only recently.”


   


   


   


  Chapter Seventeen


   


   


  Harper set a beer in front of Riddick, slid onto a barstool next to him, and took a sip of her drink to toast their successful survival of a Petrocelli family dinner. Such a function had sent lesser men running for the door.


  She glanced over at Riddick, who still looked a little tense. The tension wasn’t obvious to anyone who didn’t know him, but to her, the set of his shoulders gave him away.


  She had no idea what else she could do loosen him up. After all, she’d already persuaded five couples to move out of their seats so Riddick could sit with his back to the corner. He hadn’t asked her to do it, but she knew he’d feel better if she did.


  Leaning toward him so he could hear her over the band, she asked, “Do you like the place?”


  His eyes moved around the bar systematically. Obviously, he couldn’t shut off his slayer instincts with this many people around him. “It’s fine,” he answered without looking at her.


  Clary’s Pub was way better than fine. Great live band, no drink minimums, no yuppies allowed, dollar margaritas on Tuesdays, right next door to Petrocelli’s…what wasn’t to love? If Riddick couldn’t appreciate this place, he was worse off than she thought. Oh well, she’d just have to distract him.


  “Do you want to dance?”


  “I don’t dance.”


  Now there was a shock. “Oh, come on. It won’t kill you.”


  He glanced in her direction. “It wouldn’t kill you to tell me your real name, either.”


  “Point taken,” she muttered.


  After a few moments of awkward silence as she groped for a new topic, she asked, “So, after meeting my family, do you still think I’m crazy?”


  He gave her a crooked smile that made her heartbeat stutter. “Harper, after meeting your family, I think you’re saner than you have any right to be." He took a drink. "So, did you find out what you wanted to about me from your mother?”


  Harper blinked. “What makes you think I wanted to know anything from her about you?”


  “Because you're not dumb, and a not-dumb woman—especially one with an empath for a mother—would find out everything she could about a guy like me.”


  She sighed. “Guess there’s no point in lying about it. Want to know what she said about you?”


  “Not really.”


  “You are no fun whatsoever. I’ll tell you anyway. The truth is that she didn’t say a thing, which tells me everything I need to know.”


  “Whatever makes you happy, I guess.”


  That was as good an opening as she was ever going to get. “Do you still think that working together would be a bad idea?”


  He went back to surveying the crowd. “It’s the mother of all bad ideas.”


  “Why? I think we were pretty good together.”


  When his eyes caught hers again, longing flickered in their depths, so intense her heart—not to mention certain other parts of her body—ached.


  Then he blinked and the look was gone, replaced by his normal, guarded poker face, the one that gave absolutely nothing away. Oddly enough, that made her ache too. Just in a different way.


  “That was luck.”


  Harper snorted. Everything had gone wrong, and there wasn’t anything lucky about what they’d had to do to rescue Dylan. But they’d still managed to pull everything together when it really counted.


  “It wasn’t luck,” she argued. “We’re just good together.”


  This time it was Riddick who snorted. “I’m not good with anyone.”


  Harper took a deep breath and a fortifying swig of liquid courage. Okay, there was never going to be a good time to ask what she really wanted to know, and she wasn’t any good at beating around the bush, so after another gulp of beer, she spit out, “Areyouatallattractedtome?”


  He looked so adorably stunned for a moment that her own humiliation was almost worth it. Almost.


  “I mean, I’m kind of attracted to you”— all bow to the Queen of Understatement—“and I thought maybe I’d noticed a little…zing…of something between us”— oh, God, kill me now, he looks horrified—“and I wondered”— why the hell can’t I stop talking? —“if you felt it too, or if I was just imagining things.”


  Harper decided it was a good thing slayers didn’t have heart attacks, because Riddick looked like he could blow a blood vessel at any moment.


  After a few more agonizing moments of silence, Riddick cleared his throat and said, “You’re not imagining anything.”


  Immense relief and nervousness slammed into Harper in equal measure. Thank God, was her first thought, which was quickly followed by, what the hell are we going to do now?


  When it became clear that Riddick didn’t intend to elaborate on the matter, Harper prompted, “Don’t you think we should talk about that?”


  “God, no.”


  Her jaw went slack. What kind of testosterone-stunted logic was he using? “What do you mean ‘no’? Don’t you—”


  “Having fun, kids?”


  Harper and Riddick swiveled on their bar stools to look at Mischa who—in her pristine white blouse and preppy khaki capris—looked patently out of place in the dimly lit pub.


  “How long have you been here?” Harper asked her friend.


  Mischa shoved her tortoiseshell glasses up with her index finger. “Long enough,” she answered dryly.


  “How’s Cane doing?”


  “Fine. Getting dog hair all over my new chenille comforter.” She turned her attention to Riddick. “Hello, Riddick.”


  He gave her a half nod. “Mischa.”


  Harper’s inner drama queen screamed for more emotion from the two drollest people on earth, but that obviously wasn’t going to happen. “While I hate to break up such a heartwarming reunion, what are you doing here, Mischa?”


  “I got a call from an old contact of mine a while ago,” Mischa told them. “Phoenix is a bit upset about his men and the kid.”


  And of course by a bit upset, Mischa meant raging, scary-ass, psycho-insane pissed. Harper might be a drama queen, but Mischa was nothing if not the High Priestess of sarcasm, which usually tickled Harper shitless. But not tonight.


  “Does he know it was us?” Harper asked, already knowing the answer.


  Mischa nodded. “Someone ratted you out, and it wasn’t his men. They’re still recovering in a holding cell, from what I hear.”


  “Benny,” Harper and Riddick said in stereo.


  Harper glanced over at Riddick. His expression remained as impassive as Mischa’s. Was she the only one who was freaked out to be on a serial-killing vamp’s shit list?


  “What do we do now?” she asked. “What do you think he’ll do now?”


  He stared at her for a minute, expressionless. “Do you want me to sugar coat it for you, or do you want it straight up?”


  Harper fought down a wave of nausea. “Dealer’s choice.”


  “Phoenix won’t come after me.”


  He met her gaze steadily, giving her time to comprehend his meaning.


  She gulped. “You mean he’ll come after me to get to you.”


  He nodded and drained his beer in two deep swallows. A muscle in his jaw ticked, and only then did she notice he wasn’t as calm and cool as he’d like her to think.


  Somehow that didn’t make her feel any better.


  Well shit. “For the record, from now on, I want the sugar- coated version,” she grumbled.


  His expression bordered on pity. “That was the sugar-coated version, sunshine.”


  Double shit.


  “I’ll call a few other ex-watchers,” Mischa said. “Maybe one of them has heard something about Phoenix’s plans or where he might be now.”


  Harper looked back to Riddick for more words of wisdom and comfort—not—and found that his attention was focused elsewhere.


  She squinted, trying to follow his gaze. “What’s wrong?”


  “Vampire,” he answered.


  Her eyes landed on the back of a tall man with shoulder-length black hair. He was leading a pretty little redhead out the pub’s back door. And when he spared one glance over his shoulder, Harper caught a glimpse of the vampire’s face. “Riddick, that’s…”


  She trailed off because Riddick was gone.


  Mischa tugged at Harper’s sleeve. “Was that…”


  “Yep,” Harper answered as she leapt to her feet. “That was him. But Riddick doesn’t know that.”


  Harper didn’t even stop to see if Mischa was behind her as she rushed for the door. If she didn’t stop Riddick, things were going to get ugly in the ally behind Clary’s, and not just for the little redhead who’d walked out of the place with the oldest vampire in the city.


   


   


   


  Chapter Eighteen


   


   


  It didn’t take long for Riddick to find the vamp and his victim; he hadn’t bothered to take her any further than the side of the pub.


  The vampire had the woman pinned against the building with his weight. Her legs were wound around his hips and her fingers were woven through his hair. Her halter top had been pushed down to bare her breasts, which were currently filling his hands. She tipped her head back and moaned as his fangs sank into the white flesh of her throat.


  This woman was no victim. She was willing food.


  The city was full of women who thought vampirism was sexy and romantic, and some of them got off by offering up their bodies—and their blood—to vamps. Sick and wrong, Riddick thought, but not illegal.


  And if this vampire liked to fuck his food, who was Riddick to interrupt?


  But just as he turned to go back inside, Harper stumbled into the alley and smacked into his chest full force. He put his arms around her to steady her. “Harper, what the hell…?”


  “Don’t hurt him,” she said on a gasp. “He isn’t a killer.”


  He frowned. “Why would you think I needed you to tell me that?”


  Harper’s brow furrowed. “Um, I uh…” Her gaze moved past him to the vampire and the redhead. Her fair skin flushed candy-apple red and her eyes widened. “Ooohhh. Sorry to interrupt.”


  “So good to see you, Harper. As usual, your timing is perfect.”


  If possible her flush deepened as she met the vampire’s gaze. “Hi, Hunter,” she said weakly.


  Riddick’s chin hit his chest. Was there a single danger in the city she wasn’t up to her neck in? “You two know each other?”


  She shrugged sheepishly. “He kind of lives with me.” When the redhead sucked in an outraged breath, she hastened to add, “In the basement apartment below the office. Just friends, I swear to God.”


  Riddick glanced at the vampire Harper had called Hunter with an assessing eye. His high, wide cheekbones, caramel- colored skin and long, straight black hair spoke of Native American heritage. About six feet tall, nearly two hundred pounds, leanly muscled…physically, it would be a fair fight if he had to take the guy on.


  Unfortunately, Riddick’s gut was telling him this particular Native American was well over five hundred years old. Fuck, the bastard probably had a front row seat when Christopher Columbus first set foot on American soil.


  It would be a fair fight, Riddick thought, but it sure as hell wouldn’t be a pretty fight.


  Fortunately for both of them, he was looking at Harper with fondness instead of lust or malice, so Riddick didn’t feel any pressing need to kill the guy.


  Not yet, anyway.


  Hunter set the redhead on her feet, and she tugged her top up with an impatient jerk. “What the hell is going on here, Hunter?”


  “Why don’t you go home, darling? I need to talk to my friend for a moment,” he said, nodding toward Harper.


  The woman’s face twisted with rage. “That’s it? You’re just going to pat me on my head and send me away so you can talk to this skank?”


  Harper sucked in air. “Who do you think you’re calling a skank you sleazy little bitch?”


  Hunter stepped between them and brushed his hand over the redhead’s eyes, and as quickly as that, her features relaxed, the tension lines around her mouth smoothing almost magically.


  “Why don’t you go home, darling?” he repeated, his voice low-pitched and smooth as melted dark chocolate.


  Her expression went completely blank. “I think I’ll go home now,” she whispered and wandered back toward the door.


  “That’s right, you better go, bitch,” Harper mumbled as the woman walked back into the pub past a scowling Mischa.


  “Some things never change,” Mischa muttered. “Still using mind control, I see.”


  Hunter’s impassive expression flickered for a heartbeat as his gaze met and held Mischa’s.


  “Miss Bartone.” He bowed as if they were embarking upon a waltz. “This is truly a pleasure.”


  Mischa wore the sourest face Riddick had ever seen on her. “I wish I could say the same,” she answered, her voice dripping scorn.


  Before any of them could blink, Hunter had moved to stand directly in front of her. Riddick didn’t think Hunter intended to hurt her, but he went to her side just in case. He wasn’t about to underestimate a vampire as old as Hunter.


  “Come now, Miss Bartone,” Hunter purred. “It’s been nearly…oh, how long has it been since you sent your last assassin to dispatch me?”


  Mischa’s chin came up. “About twenty years. It was about twenty years ago that you killed the last slayer I sent after you.”


  “Surely you wouldn’t begrudge me the right to defend myself.”


  “What I begrudged you was the right to feed off of innocents. Still do. Animal blood and synthetics are readily available, you know.”


  He crossed his arms over his chest. “I only feed off the willing.” His smile morphed into a smirk. “And they generally aren’t at all innocent. Besides, I wouldn't feed a dog that synthetic swill.”


  Her eyes narrowed behind her glasses. “Mind control is illegal. I should turn you in for using it on that girl.”


  “I used mind control to send her safely home. Everything else she did, she did of her own free will. Somehow I doubt the police would be too interested in that story.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Next you’ll tell me you did that girl a favor by sinking your fangs into her.”


  He leaned almost imperceptibly toward her. “Don’t mock what you’ve never experienced, love.”


  Mischa practically vibrated with anger and tension, but held her ground. “Never.”


  “Never is a terribly long time.”


  Her teeth ground together audibly. “I’d rather die.”


  Harper cleared her throat nervously. “Hey, not to change the subject, but did anyone see Game of Thrones last night? I fell asleep during the last fifteen minutes and now I don’t know what happened at the end of the wedding.”


  Neither Hunter nor Mischa spared her a glance.


  His voice remained silky, but Riddick could tell that Mischa’s barbs were drawing blood. For some reason, the vampire actually cared what the ex-watcher thought of him.


  “Such hatred, love. I’ve told you and everyone else at Sentry that I haven’t killed anyone in this century. What would I need to have in order to prove that to you?”


  “A soul,” she answered without hesitation. “You would need to have a soul in order for me to believe you.”


  Riddick sighed. This debate could go on for years, and he needed to get Harper home.


  “Look, man,” he said to Hunter, “if you’re going to try to kill her, would you do it fast so we can hurry up and fight? I need to get Harper out of here.”


  Hunter’s smile held little warmth. He reached out and brushed his knuckles along Mischa’s cheek. “Regardless of what Miss Bartone might think, I’m not in the habit of hurting women. Especially not such beautiful ones.”


  Mischa smacked his hand away, glaring daggers, which drew a chuckle from Hunter.


  “All right, all right,” Harper muttered stepping between them. “No one is going to hurt anyone. Hunter, we didn’t mean to…um…interrupt you. Riddick only followed you to make sure your, er, friend was safe. We’ll all just go now.”


  “Just a minute, pet,” Hunter said, laying a hand on Harper’s shoulder.


  Riddick neatly knocked the dead man’s hand off her shoulder. He didn’t want to fight a five-hundred-year-old vamp, but would if the bastard even thought of touching Harper again.


  God, he was getting more and more pathetic by the minute.


  Hunter grinned. “Pet, you didn’t tell me you had a suitor.”


  Harper frowned. “First of all, no one in this century says suitor. Second of all, don’t call me pet. It makes me feel like Lassie. And third, Riddick is my…friend.”


  Riddick no longer had to wonder if she wanted to be the same kind of friend the redhead was to Hunter. After what she’d said in the pub, he now knew she did. That knowledge would probably keep him awake—and hard—for the rest of his life.


  Hunter’s grin split wider, displaying gleaming white teeth without a hint of fang. “Your friend is very protective. With good reason, I suppose.”


  Riddick scowled. “What reason might that be?”


  “That’s actually what I wanted to talk to Harper about. The word around the more unsavory vampire circles is that Phoenix is coming after Harper.”


  Mischa’s snort wasn’t ladylike in the least. “Old news, blood breath.”


  “Charming,” Hunter said. “What else can you do with that sharp tongue of yours?”


  “Wouldn’t you like to know?”


  “Very much,” he murmured.


  Mischa blushed. From fury or embarrassment, it was hard to say. Not that Riddick cared. His only concern was Harper.


  He grabbed her by the sleeve and tugged her closer. “We’re leaving,” he said, his tone booking no room for argument. “Do you know where I can find Phoenix?” he asked Hunter.


  He shook his head. “No, but I know who might. I’ve heard there’s a vampire wannabe at The Lair who sets him up with victims. Apparently, women who come in by themselves on a Friday night are in danger of being overserved, possibly drugged, and waking up with Phoenix.”


  Sweet setup for a vampire, Riddick thought. Victims delivered on a silver platter, like Meals on Wheels. No hunting necessary. All Phoenix had to do in return was dangle the carrot of immortality in front of the wannabe.


  “Takes a killer to know so much about a killer,” Mischa said under her breath.


  Riddick cupped the back of Mischa’s neck with his palm and steered her toward the door along with Harper. “We’re all leaving now. Thank you for your help, Hunter.”


  Harper looked up at him, a disgusted scowl riding her features. “You suck! You can say thank you, just not to me!”


  He almost rolled his eyes, until he realized that was exactly what Harper would do. “Say goodbye, girls.”


  “Goodbye, girls,” they both parroted in stereo as he shoved them through the pub’s back door.


  Riddick mentally slapped his forehead and did his best to ignore Hunter’s laughter, which he was sure was at his expense.


   


   


   


  Chapter Nineteen


   


   


  The Lair was the only vampire-owned club in Whispering Hope. Even though it was located in a strip mall with a Lady Foot Locker and a Fashion Bug, it looked surprisingly classy, its name above the door spelled out in neon red script, expensive-looking slate covering its façade.


  Harper had dressed for a night of clubbing in a low cut black tank and a pair of black leather pants. In deference to the cool temperature that night, she’d thrown a black leather jacket over the whole thing. All in all, it was a very vampire-bar-friendly outfit.


  The doorman’s eyes caught on the cleavage exposed by Harper’s tank top under her open jacket, then dipped to her skin-tight pants before he lifted the velvet rope and ushered her in.


  He glanced at Mischa directly behind her, his eyes flicking over her with disinterest. Even though she was gorgeous, her simple blue t-shirt and faded jeans were hardly club-worthy.


  Harper threw her arm around Mischa’s waist and tugged her close. “She’s with me,” she said, planting a suggestive kiss on her cheek before blowing in her ear. She let her eyes slide back to the now anything-but-disinterested doorman.


  When they were inside, Mischa shrugged her off. “Did you have to let him think that?”


  “Well, you’re obviously not here to meet men.”


  Mischa glanced down at her outfit, looking completely unconcerned. “Why am I here? I’m hoping you can explain it to me.”


  “It’s Friday night. I thought you’d like to get out of the house.”


  She frowned. “If you’re so hot to work with Riddick, why didn’t you ask him to come with you?”


  It was Harper’s turn to frown. She would’ve asked Riddick if she could’ve found him. She’d haunted his apartment for the past two days and hadn’t seen him once.


  The last thing he’d said to her after their conversation with Hunter had been, “stay home and don’t do anything stupid until I find Phoenix.”


  She was pretty sure he’d classify coming here as “something stupid”, but hell, she couldn’t just sit at home and wait for Phoenix to come after her. If there was something she could do to help find the bastard, she had to try.


  “Riddick’s avoiding me, I think.”


  “Shocking.”


  Harper ignored the sarcasm in her friend’s voice and scanned the bar. It was completely packed with vamp groupies wearing white face paint and Lestat getups. A few losers even had plastic fangs and capes. How embarrassing for them, Harper thought. Oddly enough, the real vampires—of which there were very few—were the normal looking ones in the group.


  The interior of the bar was simple, sleek and masculine. The dance floor was a shiny mahogany, ringed with red and black velvet couches and glass tables with chrome stools. Abstract paintings that Harper knew had been created by local vampire artists decorated the walls. Ultra modern techno dance music pounded through the speakers.


  The place was huge with a capacity in the hundreds and Harper would bet it was more than full tonight. She smiled. With this many people, if necessary, picking up a premonition or two would be a piece of cake.


  She took a deep breath and sighed dramatically. “Smell that, my friend?”


  Mischa sniffed delicately. “Sweat and desperation?”


  “It’s information. The smell of people willing to spill their guts to their friendly local PI.”


  As they made their way to the bar, someone bumped into Harper from behind, knocking her into a table just off the dance floor. She grabbed onto the guy sitting there to steady herself and inadvertently made contact with the bare skin on the back of his hand.


  The premonition that hit her was quick and ugly.


  She curled her lip in disgust and looked the guy in the eye. He was average looking, with thick brown hair, dark eyes, and soft features. He didn’t look like a rapist, but what she’d just seen told her otherwise. “You sick bastard,” she said.


  His eyes widened, and she could almost hear him thinking, what does she know about me? Then he pulled himself together and glared at her. “Do I know you, lady?”


  “No, but I know you.” She reached into his jacket pocket before he could react and pulled out a vial of clear liquid. She tossed it to the pretty blond sitting across from the bastard. “It’s GHB,” she told her. “He bought it off a bartender and planned to slip it into your drink when you went to the bathroom. You can guess what he planned to do when you passed out.”


  Her blue eyes widened, then narrowed. “You son of a bitch,” she said through clenched teeth.


  “B-baby, no,” he stammered. “I would never…I don’t know what she’s…that’s not mine…”


  The blonde stood up and tossed her drink in the guy’s face. “Stay away from me, you freak,” she said, then glanced back at Harper. “Both of you.”


  “Now there’s gratitude for you,” Harper muttered, though she hadn't expected much. Most people faced with disturbing news were quick to shoot the messenger.


  The now dripping wet, angry guy stood up and glared down at Harper. “Bitch, I don’t know who or what you are, but—”


  Harper hooked her ankle behind his and shoved hard on his shoulder, forcing him back down into his chair. Leaning into him with her hands still pressing down on his shoulders, she situated her knee right up against his balls, hard enough to make it uncomfortable and make him think twice about moving, but not hard enough to make him scream.


  “Shut up and listen to me, asshole,” she said directly into his ear. “All you need to know about me is that I know enough about you to put you away for a very long time. I know what you planned to do to that girl, and I know what you did to the brunette last week.” She felt him tremble. Good. “So if I were you, I’d become very celibate, very quickly because if you try this shit with another woman, I promise you: I. will. know. And I will come after you.”


  She pushed away from him. “Now get the hell out of here.”


  He didn’t hesitate. He got up and practically ran out of the bar.


  Mischa scowled at her. “We’re just going to let him go?”


  “No,” Harper said, “I thought I’d let you do the honors and call in the anonymous tip to the cops.”


  “But we don’t even know the guy’s name.”


  Harper pulled the guy’s wallet out of her jacket pocket and handed it to Mischa. “This might help.”


  Mischa shook her head and grinned. “You lifted his wallet when you pushed him into the chair. Nice.”


  “Yep. And I put the GHB back in there while I was at it. Easier for the cops to believe our story that way.”


  Mischa pulled her cell phone from her bag and started dialing. “You’re a scary woman, Harper Hall.”


  “So I’ve heard.”


  Harper watched the bartenders while Mischa spoke to the police dispatcher. Two were vampires. That ruled them out. The remaining two were human, and one had a black eye and a split lip.


  Harper smiled. “That’s my guy,” she said to Mischa after she’d ended her call.


  “How do you know?”


  “Let’s just say I’m pretty sure Riddick has already been here and had a chat with him. It's written all over his face.”


  “What are you going to do?” Mischa asked.


  “I’m going to get him to follow me to the bathroom. Then we’ll have a chat.”


  “How will you get him to follow you?”


  Harper didn’t answer. Instead she took off her jacket and handed it to Mischa, who smirked. “Ah yes,” she said. “You’ll lure him there using the hypnotic powers of your boobs.”


  “They haven’t failed me yet.”


  “Happy hunting,” Mischa said.


   


  Harper shoved her way through the crowd and squeezed between two vamp groupies at the bar. After resting her forearms on the bar—along with her cleavage—she locked eyes on her target. Hopefully he wasn’t gay.


  He slid a gin and tonic in front of the guy next to Harper before looking at her. His eyes dipped to her cleavage and his lips quirked up. Definitely not gay. It was her lucky night.


  “What can I get for you?”


  “Jack and Coke,” she said, giving him her best come hither glance.


  He made her drink in record time and slid it in front of her. “First time here?” he asked.


  “Yeah. I needed something different, you know?” She traced a fingertip around the rim of the glass. “Something…exciting.”


  He leaned forward, seemingly drawn in by the gravitational pull of her breasts. “I’d say you found it, sweetheart. I can give you all the exciting you can stand.”


  He was pretty confident for a below-average-looking dude, she thought. His brown eyes were a little too small for his round face, his nose a touch too long, his dirty blond hair a touch too thin…and yet, he was looking at her like she should immediately drop to her knees and blow him because he deigned to look down her top. The guy’s cocky arrogance could totally work to her advantage.


  She gave him a sly smile. “I’ll just bet you could.” She crooked her little finger at him. He leaned eagerly closer to her.


  In his ear, she whispered, “I’m not wearing any underwear. And if you meet me in the ladies room in five minutes,” she paused to blow in his ear, “you can be in me in six.”


  Harper stood up and walked away without looking back, but she could practically feel his eyes on her ass. She locked eyes with Mischa who was standing outside the bathroom. “You got him,” she mouthed.


  Harper shook her head, half pleased that it had been so easy, and half disgusted. She could be a serial killer or have herpes, for God’s sake, and this guy was willing to chance it for skeazy bathroom sex.


  Harper was sitting on the bathroom counter—a surprisingly clean, nice gray marble that she wouldn't mind having in her own bathroom at home—when her would be tryst swaggered in. She glanced at her watch. Four minutes. A new record.


  She shook her head as he grinned and started unzipping his pants. “This just isn’t your night, friend,” she said amiably.


  He opened his mouth—no doubt to ask what she meant—when Mischa stepped out of the one of the stalls and tased him.


  He convulsed wildly and dropped to the floor like a sack of wet cement. A drooling, twitching sack of wet cement.


  “Nicely done,” Harper said.


  Mishca calmly repacked her Taser’s wiring and tucked it away in her purse. “Why did I have to Tase the guy? Couldn’t you have just grabbed his wrist or something when he handed you a drink?”


  “This is the guy who sold our friend out there the GHB.” She shrugged. “I thought this would be more fun than grabbing his wrist for a quick premonition.”


  Mischa scowled down at the guy before kicking him in the stomach. “Asshole,” she muttered.


  “Block the door for me, will you?” Harper asked.


  Mischa took up position in front of the bathroom door as Harper knelt beside the bartender and cupped her hand around his bicep. She didn’t have to wait long for the premonition.


  “Shit,” she grumbled a minute later, rubbing her throbbing temples. “He’s not our guy.”


  “What do you mean he’s not our guy?”


  “I mean, our guy is a girl. This joker told Riddick about an hour ago that Phoenix’s little wannabe is a chick named Lisa who isn’t on until midnight.”


  Mischa glanced at her watch. “That’s in five minutes. Let’s go wait by the employee entrance.”


  Harper had just put on her jacket and set foot out the employee entrance behind the bar when someone grabbed her and slammed her back against the brick wall beside the door. She immediately brought up her knee, but the guy easily deflected it. He pressed his forearm across her shoulders and leaned into her. Harper blinked up into a pair of very familiar, very angry blue eyes.


  “Hi, Riddick,” she said weakly.


  Riddick’s gaze never left hers as he said, “Mischa, I swear to God, if you Tase me, I’ll hand you over to Hunter for a midnight snack.”


  Harper heard Mischa zip her purse and knew she wasn’t going to get any help there. “Riddick, I—”


  “Don’t,” he said, his voice completely calm and completely at odds with the fiery look in his eyes. “What was so fucking hard to understand about staying home until I found Phoenix?”


  She felt her own temper rise in response to his. “Don’t talk to me like I’m a kid, damn it. I’m a licensed PI, for God’s sake. I know how to track someone down.”


  He choked out a laugh and pushed away from her. “This isn’t some easy skip trace or background check, Harper. This is serious.”


  “Oh, as opposed to all the non-serious cases I’ve solved? Give me some fucking credit for once, Riddick.”


  “Uh, guys,” Mischa said.


  Harper went on as if she hadn’t spoken. “Besides, you can’t just tell me what I can and can’t do. You’re not my damn boss and you’re not my damn mother.”


  “Guys,” Mischa tried again.


  Riddick shoved his hands through his hair. “What you really need is damn keeper. You’re out of control!”


  Harper took a step toward him. “I’m out of control? You’re the one who—”


  “Guys!”


  “What?” Harper and Riddick yelled in unison.


  “The bartender? Lisa? The wannabe vampire?” Mischa pointed down the narrow alley between the bar and the neighboring shop. “I think she’s getting away.”


  “Shit,” Riddick muttered as he took off after what looked to Harper to be a streak of blond hair.


  “She’s heading around toward the front,” Mischa told Harper, who’d already raced back into the bar, knowing Riddick had taken the long way around.


  “I’m on it!”


   


  Riddick rounded the corner just in time to see Harper step out the front door and clothesline the bartender, throwing her neatly to the ground. Flipping her over, Harper wrenched the girl’s arms behind her back, pulled a plastic zip tie from her jacket pocket and used it to bind her wrists. The whole thing took less than a minute.


  It was maybe the hottest thing he’d ever seen.


  “What the hell’s going on?” the doorman asked.


  Harper yanked the girl to her feet. “Nothing to worry about,” she said calmly. “VCU. I’m taking this one in for questioning. Tell your boss she won’t be working tonight.”


  “Whatever,” he replied. “Just take that shit away from the door. You’re scaring people.”


  Riddick glanced around. A few people were snapping photos with their phones, but no one looked scared. Except for the girl Harper was pushing through the parking lot.


  “I swear I didn’t do anything wrong, Officer,” she said, her voice breaking pitifully. “I’m innocent.”


  “Oh, save it,” Harper replied, spinning her around and shoving her back against Mischa’s Honda. “You’re about as innocent as I am a cop. Tell me about Phoenix. And give up the big-eyed Barbie doll routine. It annoys me.”


  The girl’s delicate features immediately took on a hardened look as she glared at Harper. “Phoenix will rip your heart out and eat it, bitch. And I’ll laugh while he does.”


  “Yeah, yeah, I hear you. Riddick, hold her here, would you?”


  Riddick held her shoulders against the car. She turned big blue eyes on him hopefully. “Help me. Let me go and I’ll give you whatever you want.”


  He glanced down at her. “Sweetheart, you’ve got nothing I want.”


  Harper chuckled. “Nice try, though.” She laid her hands on either side of the girl’s face and closed her eyes. She frowned after a moment. “Huh. Nothing.”


  "Phoenix probably gave her blood," Mischa said, strolling up behind them. "A lot of vampires do that for their familiars. Makes them immune to seers and empaths, even some psychics."


  "What took you so long?" Harper asked.


  "I don't run unless chased," she said dryly.


  Harper turned to Riddick. "Well, my plan is shot to hell. What was your plan for getting her to talk?"


  He shrugged. "Didn't really have one. Torture usually works, though."


  Lisa shook her hair back and laughed. "Phoenix trained me to withstand torture. I can take anything you can dish out, pretty boy."


  Harper's brow furrowed as she looked back at the girl. "Why do you do this?" she asked quietly. "Is immortality that important to you? You want to stay young so bad you'll condemn innocent women to death? That you'll let Phoenix torture you as some kind of training exercise?"


  Some of the anger bled out of the girl’s features. “You try living with bone cancer and see what you’re willing to do to stop the pain.”


  She didn’t have to explain further. Vampire blood didn’t cure cancer or any other ailment, but it sure as hell could slow the progression of disease and give someone the illusion of health between transfusions. Riddick had never been sick a day in his life, but he imagined that would be a pretty powerful motivator.


  “Shit,” Harper muttered. She turned to Riddick. “If she’d said she wanted to stay young and beautiful forever, or that she dreamed of being like Bella in Twilight, I could’ve tortured her. But now…” She shrugged. “My heart’s not in it.”


  Riddick nodded. “We can keep her until the vampire blood is out of her system, then see if you can pick up a premonition.”


  “That’ll be days,” Mischa said.


  Harper glanced at her and smiled. “I’ve got an idea. Does vampire blood make her immune to mind control?”


  Mischa’s eyes widened. “I don’t like where you’re going with this.”


  Damned if she wasn’t smart and beautiful, Riddick thought. “No,” he said. “She’d still be susceptible to your friend Hunter.”


  “Sweet.” She spun Lisa around, opened the car door and shoved her in. The girl fell across the back seat in an unladylike sprawl of limbs. “Let’s go.”


  Mischa grumbled something under her breath about vampire scumbags as she slid into the driver’s seat.


  Riddick grabbed Harper’s arm as she opened the passenger door. She looked up at him, her eyes wary. He hated that he’d put that look there.


  “I owe you an apology,” he said.


  Her head jerked back as if he’d slapped her. “You do?”


  He nodded. “You were right. I don’t give you enough credit. What you did tonight…it was…amazing. You’re amazing.” Shaking his head in awe, he couldn’t stop himself from reaching out and cupping her jaw in his hand. “So soft and delicate-looking on the outside, tough and smart and fearless on the inside.” He stroked his thumb over her cheekbone. “How can you be all those things at once?”


  She turned her face into his hand gently and closed her eyes. “Wow,” she said, her voice a little huskier than usual. “For a guy who doesn’t say much, you give one hell of an apology.”


  He chuckled. “I didn’t even apologize yet.”


  She gulped. “Better not. I don’t think I can take it. My knees are already a little weak.”


  His gaze dropped to her lips. Heaven was right there. All he had to do was lean forward…


  Mischa laid on the horn. “I don’t have all night,” she barked impatiently.


  Riddick let his hand drop to his side. Harper blinked a few times as if coming out of a trance and turned a fierce glare on her friend. “Timing, Misch,” she muttered as she slid into the passenger seat. “Yours could be better.”


  Mischa’s timing was perfect, Riddick thought with no small amount of regret as he got into the back seat with Lisa. Painful, but perfect.


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty


   


   


  “Riddick is still there, isn’t he?”


  Harper resented the hell out of Mischa’s motherly tone. It was totally insulting that her best friend didn’t think her capable of knowing when it was time for Riddick to go home.


  The fact that Mischa was right not to trust her irked Harper even more. She crossed her eyes and stuck her tongue out at the phone.


  “I know what you’re doing, and it’s childish,” Mischa said dryly, “so stop it.”


  Harper frowned. “The fact that you can see through phones and read minds doesn’t make you adorable and quirky, it just makes you spooky. But if you must know, Riddick is still here. He’s checking out my apartment.”


  Harper was pretty sure that a strong, independent woman wouldn’t enjoy having Riddick thoroughly search her apartment—including the shower and under the bed—for hidden dangers. But obviously, she wasn’t as strong or independent as she’d like to think, because having Riddick there with her made her feel infinitely safer.


  After their near-miss kiss in the parking lot at The Lair, they’d all gone to Hunter’s apartment. As usual, he’d been shirtless. Harper was used to it. She knew he came from a time when men wore buckskin pants and little else. As a result, he didn’t care for modern clothing—so, when he was at home, he didn’t wear much.


  But Lisa, not having the advantage of seeing Hunter shirtless a million times before, had practically fallen to her knees the minute he opened the door and pledged her undying devotion. He barely said a word and the girl started spilling her guts, confessing to everything but killing Kennedy and kidnapping Patty Hearst, for God’s sake. She’d also given up the drop point where she usually left Phoenix his drugged potential victims.


  Lisa had begged Hunter to sire her. He’d politely refused. He had, however, agreed to give her enough blood transfusions to keep her healthy through her trial, and probable prison sentence. And since he was much, much older than Phoenix, it wouldn’t take nearly as much of his blood to keep her going.


  She’d been so grateful she offered to thank him in ways that made Harper blush. Mischa had made a few gagging noises and gone home shortly thereafter.


  Harper had called Lucas who came by and picked up Lisa after arranging for a tactical team to check out the drop point. He’d stubbornly refused Riddick’s offer to lead the team. Harper wasn’t surprised. He’d been fairly pissed about them taking matters into their own hands—again—by pursuing Lisa. But if all went well, Phoenix would be in custody by morning.


  “It’s bad enough you live in the same building as Hunter,” Mischa said. “The last thing you need to do is add Riddick to the mix.”


  Mischa spoke Hunter’s name with the kind of enthusiasm most people reserved for talk of head lice and boils. “Christ, Misch, I get why you’re concerned about me and Riddick, but what have you got against Hunter?”


  “The fact that you don’t already know the answer to that question proves to me your judgment can’t be trusted. I’m coming over in an hour and a half, and if Riddick’s not gone, you’d both better be dressed or I’m kicking somebody’s ass.”


  All right, enough’s enough, she thought. Time to redirect the conversation. “So what’s up with you and Hunter, anyway? You two leak sexual tension all over me every time you get within ten feet of each other.”


  As expected, Mischa sucked in an outraged breath. Probably sucked all the air out of her apartment, Harper thought.


  “There is no sexual tension between me and Hunter.”


  Harper snorted. “Please. I got a contact high just standing between you two.”


  “I can’t even believe you’d insinuate I could be attracted to a vampire.”


  Harper stifled a sigh. A good horizontal mambo with a hottie like Hunter was probably just what Mischa needed to loosen up and live a little.


  “Misch, Hunter is hot as the blazes, vampire or not. And he’s no killer. There’s nothing wrong with being attracted to him.”


  She could practically hear Mischa’s pout. “He says he’s not a killer. Sentry showed me proof to the contrary.”


  Harper rolled her eyes. “I don’t give a rat’s ass what Sentry said. They were obviously wrong. He’s lived in this building for years and he’s never been anything but nice to me. Hell, Misch, he even came up here that time I found the mouse in the pantry and took it outside for me…alive! And he could’ve killed me a hundred times, if he wanted to.”


  “Any vampire in town could’ve killed you a hundred times,” she snapped.


  “Jeez, you’re really cranky when you’ve got the hots for a vampire,” Harper said innocently.


  With a wordless growl of frustration, Mischa hung up.


  Harper chuckled and hung up.


  “Tormenting your friend for your own amusement?”


  Harper glanced up to find Riddick leaning negligently against her bedroom doorframe. “What are friends for?”


  He didn’t answer. Probably because he had no idea what friends were for. As far as she knew, he’d never had any.


  “I assume you didn’t find anything?” she asked, settling herself on her overstuffed sofa, already missing Cane.


  Mischa had been quick to point out that the dog would be safer with her. If she didn’t know better, Harper would think that Mischa—white carpet owner that she was—liked being Cane’s pack leader.


  “No. There’s no one here,” he said, sitting next to her. “So, what’s on your mind?”


  “What makes you think something’s on my mind?”


  He leaned back and laced his fingers behind his head. “It’s a pretty safe bet with you, sunshine.”


  Well, she couldn’t tell him she was thinking how much better her couch looked with him on it, and how much better she’d look with him on her, because that would make her sound like the horny CPAs at the Kitty Kat Palace.


  So instead, she said, “You’ve met my family, and probably know way more about me than you care to, but I barely know anything about you.”


  A now familiar frown line appeared on his brow. She knew she was the cause of that line, and she’d love it if she could be the one to ease it away.


  “What do you want to know?”


  Anything. Absolutely anything and everything. “What did you like to do when you were a kid?”


  “Hunt.”


  Duh, Harper thought. She should have known that. “What were you doing when Sentry found you?”


  “Time.”


  She frowned in confusion, and he clarified, “Prison, Harper. I was in prison.”


  She blinked. She’d forgotten that little tidbit of Mischa’s story. Damn ADD. “Right. I think I remember hearing that. Who was it you supposedly killed?”


  “There’s no supposedly about it. I killed the guy.”


  “Why?” she asked quietly.


  He was silent for so long she thought he was going to ignore her. She jumped when he finally spoke.


  “I was in my…oh, I don’t know, six or seventh foster home at that time, I think,” he said in a lower than usual voice. “Instead of just knocking me around, that foster father had…other plans for me.”


  Harper swallowed hard. Mischa had said he’d acted in self-defense, but Harper had no idea just how bad things had been for him. “Did he…” she trailed off, unable to say the words out loud.


  Riddick shook his head. “No. He tried. I broke his back. Snapped him in half, pretty much. It was as simple as that.”


  But she saw the pain flash through his eyes, and she knew there was nothing simple about it. “They tried you as an adult for his murder?” she asked, her voice hoarse. “Sent you to prison?”


  “Yep. I was there for a few months before Sentry came for me.”


  And promptly told him he was a natural-born killer, then proceeded to study him like a lab rat. No wonder he was a loner.


  Looking at him, with his tense shoulders and set jaw and wounded eyes, she knew now more than ever that he wasn’t the dead and empty killer Mischa and Sentry thought him to be. He was just…ruthlessly contained.


  She waited for him to tell her he was a natural. Instead, he asked, “What happened with you and Romeo?”


  Harper shrugged. “You heard the story. He took off with a dancer. He’s probably passed out in a comped room at The Bellagio as we speak.”


  His gaze was a little too direct for her liking. “That’s not what I mean, and you know it.”


  Oh, boy. She’d been afraid Riddick was going to ask this question since their dinner at Petrocelli's. He’d obviously picked up on her discomfort when her cousin had asked about Romeo.


  Well, she supposed there was no point in lying about it. Especially since she was a terrible liar.


  “About a year ago, Romeo and I had a client named Sara Knowles. Did you read about her in the paper?”


  Riddick shook his head and she went on, “Sara had dated a vampire named Lucius Snow. She ended the relationship, but Lucius wouldn’t leave her alone. He called, he showed up at her job and her apartment all the time…you name the stalker stereotype and he did it. She hired us to help protect her and gather enough info to put him away, because restraining orders don’t mean much to vamps.”


  Her stomach knotted at the memories of the worst night of her life. “We did everything we could to protect her. Hell, I even made sure Romeo stayed sober. But it wasn’t enough.”


  Harper paused, and Riddick quietly asked, “Were you hurt when he came after her?”


  She couldn’t bring herself to tell him what happened when Lucius had come for Sara. Only the police had the whole story about that night. But she could tell he wasn’t going to let it go, so she eased her jacket off and slide the wide strap of her tank top down past her left shoulder.


  Her collarbone had been bitten in half and she had one hell of an ugly, jagged scar. But Riddick didn’t even flinch when he saw it.


  He leaned toward her and gently traced the scar with his index finger, and her eyes fluttered shut. God, how sick was it that he could turn her on by touching her scar?


  “She was killed?” he asked.


  Harper nodded. “Romeo was beat to hell too. We’d just gotten out of the hospital when we…you know.” God help her, if she blushed any harder she’d have a stroke. “I guess we needed the comfort, and no one else could possibly understand what we’d gone through.”


  She cleared her throat and felt compelled to add, “And we never…you know…again.”


  Riddick continued to trail his fingertip over her scar, as if a gentle touch could wipe away every trace of Lucius’ brutality. To distract herself from the tingles of electricity his touch sent through her body, she asked, “What about you and Cecelia?”


  He slowly pulled his hand away, and his eyes grew distant. She nearly groaned at the loss, and by what her gut was telling her.


  He’d had sex with Cecelia. At least once.


  Well, that made sense. Cecelia was the most physically perfect woman Harper had ever laid eyes on, and Riddick was the most physically perfect man, so it made sense that they’d hook up. They were like Paranormal Barbie and Ken, for Christ’s sake.


  Still, the knowledge didn’t do much for her self-esteem. Or her heart.


  “If you two were…” gulp “…involved…why did she set you up and let you walk into a trap?”


  If he was surprised that she knew about what Cecelia had done to him, he didn't let on. “We weren’t involved," he said. "It was a one-time thing, just like with you and Romeo. And she didn’t set me up. Cecelia told me what they asked her to do.”


  So he’d willingly walked into the trap. No way. Riddick was way too smart for that. “Why did you go along with it?”


  “They said they’d kill her daughter if she couldn’t get me there.”


  She remembered his reaction when she’d first asked him to help her rescue Dylan. “And you were willing to die for Cecelia’s kid?”


  His gaze searched hers for a moment before he reached into his back pocket, pulled out a faded, dog-eared photo, and handed it to her.


  From the depths of the photo, a little angel stared back at her, a little angel with long blonde ringlets like Cecelia’s, and big blue eyes.


  Like Riddick’s.


  “What’s her name?” she asked around a lump in her throat.


  “Adrianne.”


  “Pretty name. How old is she?”


  “Just turned seven last week.”


  Riddick had saved her life last week. Harper glanced at the photo, then back up at him, and two more pieces of the puzzle that was Noah Riddick clicked into place.


  She handed him the picture and raised her gaze to his. “When they threatened Adrianne, did they know she was your daughter?”


  He sighed. “No. You and Cecelia are the only ones who know about Adrianne being…my daughter.”


  She’d be willing to bet from the reverence in his tone that he’d never before called Adrianne that.


  Adrianne, the daughter who didn’t know he existed.


  Half of her was humbled and honored by the fact that he’d trusted her with such precious information about himself. The other half of her was pissed off on behalf of the little girl who hadn’t been given the opportunity to know her daddy.


  She chuckled without humor. “Did Cecelia make up a story about how you’d gone off to fight for our country, or something? My mother tried that line on me once. Not that it really helped me or anything. It didn’t change the fact that my father didn’t care enough about me to stick around.”


  He cocked his head to one side. “Are you angry with me?”


  He didn’t sound upset or mad, just curious, which pissed her off even more. “Speaking as a former little girl whose daddy bailed on her, it irritates the fuck out of me that you can calmly sit there and tell me about how—for whatever reason—your daughter doesn’t know you exist.”


  She started to get up, fully intending to stalk away in a dramatic huff, but he snagged her by the wrist and tugged her back down.


  “Look at me.”


  Blowing out an exasperated breath, she did as he asked.


  “Adrianne has a father. Cecelia’s husband is a…he’s a good guy. He’s some kind of financial advisor, and he works from home so he can be with Adrianne during the day.” He smiled sadly and shook his head. “The guy’s a fucking saint.”


  And Harper could see in Riddick’s eyes that it pained him terribly to admit that. Her anger cooled considerably.


  “Don’t you think she deserves to know that she has a father—a biological father—who was willing to die for her? Did it ever occur to you that she would love you just as much if not more than she loves the saint?”


  “Love isn’t really the problem.”


  She leaned forward and rested her chin on her palm. “Love is all that matters to most little girls where their daddies are concerned.” Herself not included, of course.


  “Yeah, until daddy starts missing school plays and talent shows because he’s hunting.” He reached out and wrapped one of her curls around his finger, then let it go and watched it bounce back into place. “Until the latest freak her daddy is hunting decides he can use her to get to me. Then love doesn’t mean much of anything.”


  “Adrianne is why you’re here in Whispering Hope, isn’t it? So you can be close to her even if she doesn’t know who you are?”


  He looked like he didn’t want to answer, but after a moment, he nodded.


  And that’s when it hit her: he’d been drunk out of his mind the night they met not because it was his daughter’s birthday, but because he couldn’t be with her on her birthday.


  It wasn’t a subtle message he was conveying. Anyone he cared about was in danger simply because of what he was. It was the reason his daughter didn’t know he existed, even though he wanted to be a part of her life so badly he had to get trashed on her birthday just to get through the day.


  It was also the reason he didn’t want to get involved with Harper. He was attracted to her, but cared about her too much to put her in danger.


  He intended to push her away for her own good. It was kind of sweet, really…in a bad Regency romance novel kind of way.


  Sentimentality swamped her. Unable to help herself, she slid closer, wrapped her arms around his waist, and laid her cheek against his chest.


  His heart pounded beneath her ear and he pulled in a deep breath. “What’s this for?” he asked.


  “I just felt like it,” she said, blinking back tears.


  It took several moments, but eventually, his arms came around her. “If I’d known talking about prison and the kid I had with another woman would get this kind of reaction from you, I would’ve brought it up sooner.”


  She laughed against his chest. “You do have a sense of humor. I was starting to wonder.”


  “Don’t tell anyone,” he grumbled. “I’ve got a reputation to uphold.”


  “Two funnies in a row. Don’t hurt yourself, now.”


  He chuckled and the sound vibrated pleasantly through her. Her heart melted a little as he relaxed and rested his chin on the top of her head. Their bodies fit together perfectly.


  And that’s when an image of the two of them naked—fitting together perfectly, of course—popped into her head.


  Well, no use pretending she’d intended to thank him for everything he’d done for her or comfort him with this hug. This hug was all about her wanting to molest the man. She really should move away.


  Harper snuggled closer and tightened her arms around his waist.


  She’d never been any good at doing what she should.


  God, he smelled good, she thought, breathing deep. Like soap and laundry detergent and hot male. Why was it that normal soap smelled so much better on male skin than it did on her own?


  Riddick had to remind himself to breathe every so often as he held Harper. And while he struggled to even draw breath, he did his best to memorize the moment, the one perfect moment he’d had in…well, ever he supposed.


  The soft, tousled curls beneath his chin, her warm breath fanning across his shirt, the gentle press of her breast against his side…the reality of her far surpassed his fantasies, which occurred with disturbing frequency of late.


  What had his life been like before she was in it? He couldn’t even remember. It was almost as if he’d failed to truly exist until she found him. Now his world was only as big as the distance between them, which never seemed to be more than arms reach.


  “Keep talking to me, Riddick.”


  He breathed deep, drawing her scent—strawberries and peppermint candy and a citrusy perfume that had been haunting his dreams since he met her—into his lungs and enjoying it more than he had any right to.


  “What do you want me to say?” he asked, his voice even rougher than usual.


  She pulled back enough to rest her chin on his shoulder and look up into his face. “I don’t care. I like hearing your voice. It makes me forget that Phoenix is still out there.”


  Looking into her upturned face, he saw something he’d never before seen in her eyes: fear for her own safety. He felt gut-punched. “I’m sorry, Harper.”


  His guilt warred with lust as she let her hand slide up his chest and rest over his heart. “I can get into plenty of trouble without your help, you know. I would’ve gone after Dylan and Phoenix without you. None of this is your fault.”


  He could remind her that he’d been the one to introduce her to Benny, who’d ultimately led them to Dylan and put them in this mess to begin with, but he didn’t. If he did that, she might stop touching him.


  Instead, he allowed himself the luxury of brushing the smooth skin of her cheek with his fingertips. God, she was beautiful.


  She turned into his touch just like she had earlier at The Lair. God help her. “When do you think he’ll come after me, Noah?”


  Hearing his first name on her lips broke him. Unable to pretend to be noble a moment longer, he tugged her bodily into his lap. “Not tonight, Harper. No one’s going to get close enough to you tonight to touch you. Except me.”


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty-one


   


   


  Riddick swallowed whatever reply Harper was going to make by crushing his mouth to hers.


  The kiss wasn’t gentle or shy. He kissed her with a desperation born of knowing he might never again get the opportunity.


  The single-minded purpose and determination of Riddick’s kiss stole Harper’s breath and had everything inside her clenching with need. When she moaned into his mouth and threaded her fingers into his hair, he tilted his head to one side and deepened the kiss.


  Harper slid her hands down over the corded muscles of his neck, over his sinewy shoulders, and up and down his arms as he wrapped his hands around her waist and shifted so that she was under him, pressing her into the couch cushions with his weight.


  And then his hands seemed to be everywhere at once. His fingers slid through her hair, his thumbs brushed her jaw line, his wide palms cupped her breasts and smoothed across her belly…she lost track of all the places he touched her, but each point of contact made her lose just a little more self control. All the while, the kiss went on, deep, voracious, consuming.


  Harper lifted her hips, pressing against the impressive length of his erection. His moan vibrated through her entire body. She wanted to make him moan like that for hours, days, years.


  He murmured her name as he slid his lips to the underside of her jaw and down her neck. When his tongue dipped into the hollow at the base of her throat, she arched her entire body into his.


  In the course of a few brief moments, she’d gone from merely wanting him to needing him. Needing not only his body, but needing him with an intensity that was frightening.


  That need had her grabbing his t-shirt where it hit the base of his spine and yanking it up as high as she could. He pulled back just enough to let her tug it over his head and toss it across the room.


  Harper’s hands moved over his bare chest and stomach with something akin to reverence and awe. God, how many hours a day did a man have to work out to get a body that hard?


  Her gaze met his, and the heat, hunger, and intensity she read in his eyes made her shiver. In that moment, she knew he was as desperate for her as she was for him.


  His eyes stayed locked on hers as he eased her tank top over her head. When his hot hands spread out across her bare abdomen, the tips of his fingers brushing the undersides of her breasts—thank the good Lord she abhorred bras and had given up wearing them years ago—what remained of her self-control vanished as if it had never been.


  She opened her mouth to ask him if he wanted to move this to the bedroom, because if she didn’t feel his naked body pressed full against her soon she was going to scream, but words—not to mention her breath—left her as he dipped his head and sucked her rigid nipple into his mouth.


  “Oh, God,” she moaned, arching her back so that her bare skin pressed against his. “I want you now.”


  He sucked in a sharp breath and his hands tightened on her waist, but he hesitated, which probably meant he was thinking, and no possible good could come from that. So, before his better judgment could take over, she unbuttoned his jeans, slid her hand inside, and wrapped her fingers around his rigid length.


  Wow. Just…wow.


  She’d probably never be able to look at him again in those jeans without remembering that he went commando.


  With a growl, he kissed her again, long and hard, while he undid her pants. She raised her hips up so he could take them off, which he did with ruthless efficiency.


  Riddick pulled back slightly and his gaze locked with hers once more as he began to ease her panties from her hips, and she could see the unspoken question in his eyes.


  “God yes,” she said, wrapping her palm around the back of his neck and dragging his mouth back down to hers.


  But just as she was a scant heartbeat from having him exactly where she needed him the most, he stopped, frozen, the passion slowly draining from his eyes. She whimpered a little in frustration, then heard that someone was ringing her doorbell, holding it in so it was a steady, obnoxious trill.


  “Shit,” he said, sitting up, forcing her to let go of him.


  Shit is right, she thought as she sat up and watched him button his pants and start looking around for his shirt. It had taken her forever to get him that naked, and God only knew when she’d have another opportunity.


  Halfheartedly, Harper threw on her tank top and pants, irritated as hell and well beyond sexual frustration. “Calm the fuck down, I’m fucking coming,” she yelled at her door. Or at least, I would’ve been coming if you could have waited another ten fucking minutes before interrupting us.


  When they were both decent—well, as decent as she cared to get, anyway—Harper jerked her front door open with way more enthusiasm than was necessary. She cringed as the doorknob banged into the wall, piercing the sheetrock.


  “What?” she growled, not caring who she was greeting.


  Lucas was standing in her doorway looking beat-down, tired and impatient as hell. “What the hell took you so long?” he barked.


  “I was busy,” she barked right back.


  His gaze shifted to Riddick. “I can see that.”


  Harper turned and looked at him from Lucas’ perspective. The finger tousled hair, wrinkled t-shirt, undone top button—God, he looked good—made it obvious what she had been busy doing. Or who, to be more specific.


  Lucas shifted his attention back to her, giving her a good once over. “Your top is inside out. And I think your panties are behind the coffee table.”


  She’d probably be embarrassed about this tomorrow, she thought. But for right now, sexual frustration easily trumped embarrassment.


  “What’s going on, Lucas? I’m not in the mood for games.” Except for naked Twister. She was definitely up for a good game of naked Twister with Riddick.


  Harper could practically hear the snarky comments Lucas was dying to spew, but to his credit, he kept them to himself. Tired must trump snarky and jealous, she decided.


  Lucas gently edged past her and she shut the door behind him with a sigh, silently saying goodbye to the multiple orgasms she surely would’ve had if she and Riddick had been left un-chaperoned.


  “Phoenix wasn’t at the drop point. But she was,” Lucas said carefully, his hard-eyed attention on Riddick. He pulled some crime scene photos out of his jacket and dropped them on her coffee table.


  Riddick glanced at them, then raised his eyes to hers. His expression gave nothing away, but Harper saw that muscle in his jaw tic, and she sank down on her couch in preparation of bad news.


  She knew better than to touch the photos. Touching crime scene photos sometimes gave her flashes—not true premonitions, but brief visions of the dead and what had happened to them. Since they were usually so brief, and since there was nothing that could be done to help the dead, the flashes were generally useless and gave her marathon migraines. Riddick must have realized that, too, because he turned one of the photos toward her.


  Harper bit her lip. Yikes, what a mess, was her first thought when she looked at the photo, which was quickly followed by, why doesn’t Lucas ever bring me crime photos of simple gun shot wounds and knifings? No, he had to bring her pictures of women with their throats torn out.


  “Vic’s name is Shannon Endler,” Lucas supplied. “That’s what’s left of her.”


  For all the blood below the woman’s neck, her face and hair were clean. Oddly clean, in fact. Harper had a clear, unobstructed view of the victim’s heart-shaped face, pale brown curls, and sightless, horrified green eyes, frozen open forever…


  “Wait a minute,” Harper murmured. “She looks…”


  “A lot like you,” Riddick finished for her.


  Harper felt like someone had whacked her in the chest with a two-by-four. “He was going to kill me before to get to Riddick,” she whispered. “Now he wants me dead because I ruined his arrangement with Lisa. Now it’s personal, right?”


  Lucas nodded and reached for one of the other photos. “This was written on the wall in blood.”


  She’s mine now, Riddick.


  Harper blinked back hot, stinging tears. “So this woman… died…just because she l-looks like me.”


  Riddick grabbed her shoulders and forced her to look at him. “No. She died because Phoenix is a crazy son-of-a-bitch. This is not your fault.”


  Lucas cleared his throat. “He’s right, doll face. If it hadn’t been this woman, it would’ve been another. From what I can tell, Phoenix has been killing women for over a hundred years. Hell, Lisa confessed to giving him ten just this year alone. And he’s always been a few steps ahead of the authorities. But now, for once, we’ve got the upper hand.”


  Harper turned and faced him, swiping at her eyes with the back of her hand. “What do you mean?”


  “We’ve never known before who his next target was. Now we know who he’s after.”


  She would have sworn she heard Riddick growl. “You want to use Harper as bait,” he said.


  “It’s the only way.”


  “No.”


  Riddick’s voice was insistent, angry, but she tried to ignore it. She kept her eyes on Lucas. “This really is the only way, isn’t it?”


  “The fuck it is,” Riddick argued.


  She glanced at him. “He’s going to come after me no matter what I do, right? The least I can do is help the police catch the bastard. Set a few traps, you know?”


  “No, the least you can do is get out of town and let me catch the bastard,” he insisted.


  Lucas shifted his weight and crossed his arms over his chest. “And of course what you meant to say is that you’ll help the police bring the bastard in, right, pal?” he asked dryly.


  Riddick snorted. “Yeah, ‘cause you and your boys in blue have done such an amazing job of catching people lately.”


  “Fuck you, Riddick.”


  “Sorry pal, you’re not my type.”


  Harper rolled her eyes. “Yes, you’re both manly men, and I’m sure you can piss equally far. Now that that’s out of the way, can we talk about how we’re going to catch Phoenix?”


  “We’re not doing anything,” Riddick snapped.


  She turned back to Lucas. “I could go out at night, and you could have cops follow me and grab him when he comes after me, right? Is that how you’d get him?”


  “It’s a little more complex than that. We figure you can keep questioning local vamps about Phoenix’s whereabouts, at night, of course, with your undercover police escorts in tow. At some point, we assume he’ll get impatient and take a run at you.”


  Riddick surged to his feet and started pacing, muttering under his breath.


  She shot Lucas a pleading look, and with a sigh, he wandered into her kitchen, out of earshot.


  Harper moved in front of Riddick and laid her palms on his chest to get him to stop pacing. “Riddick, please just listen to me for a minute.”


  He blew out an exasperated breath and raked his hands through his hair.


  “Look, I know you think I’m being reckless and stupid —”


  “I don’t think you’re stupid.”


  “—but you know me well enough by now to know that I can’t just sit back and let this—“ she gestured to the pictures on the table “—happen when I could be doing something to stop it.”


  “Harper…” he trailed off, took a deep breath, and started again, “…do you honestly think a few cops can stop Phoenix from grabbing you?”


  Was this a trick question? “Um…yes?”


  He grabbed her shoulders and shook her gently. “No. I know you can take care of yourself against humans, but Phoenix isn’t human. He won’t let anything stop him. He’ll keep coming until he gets what he wants: you. The cops mean nothing to him. He could grab you and be miles away before they even noticed you were gone.”


  Harper couldn’t help but gulp. “You don’t know that.” God, she hoped she was right.


  His hands tightened on her shoulders, and his expression bordered on desperate. “What I know is Phoenix, Harper. I know how he thinks, how he operates, what drives him. And do you want to know what drives him?”


  She nodded, but she wasn’t at all sure she really wanted to know.


  “Obsession. His obsession changes from one victim to the next, but right now he’s obsessed with you. Nothing will stop him.”


  Harper wasn’t sure what terrified her more: his words, or the extreme emotion behind them. She wasn’t sure she’d ever seen him so out of control. Not even with Benny had he looked this ready to…kill. “How do you know so much about Phoenix?”


  “Because I’m realizing that I’m not all that different from him.”


  She frowned up at him, wanting to tell him that being a natural didn’t make him a murderer like Phoenix. But she wasn’t supposed to know about that. “Riddick, you’re nothing like—”


  “For Christ’s sake, Harper, I’m obsessed with you!” He set her away from him firmly. “I don’t have a single fucking thought anymore that doesn’t begin and end with you, so don’t tell me I’m nothing like him.” His hands shook as he shoved them through his hair again. “The entire Whispering Hope police department couldn’t keep me from you.”


  For once in her life, Harper Hall was speechless.


  He looked torn between yanking her up against him and kissing her senseless, and throwing her out her apartment window. No one had ever looked at her quite like that before, and his intensity was more than a little daunting.


  She could feel Lucas’ attention on her—apparently he’d given up on giving them some privacy and was listening intently to their little soap opera—but she couldn’t take her eyes off Riddick, who still had his hands on his head and was staring at her as if she was going to knife him in the heart at any moment.


  “Please don’t be mad at me,” she whispered, taking a step toward him. She tried not to feel hurt when he retreated a step. “I can’t stand to have you look at me like you hate me.”


  He shook his head helplessly, and after a moment, his expression softened. Well, it softened as much as Riddick’s expression ever softened, she supposed.


  “Harper, if I was capable of hating you, we wouldn’t be in this mess. This thing never should have gone this far.”


  Dread gnawed at her stomach. Something told her she wasn’t going to like what he had to say next. “What shouldn’t have gone this far? The situation with Phoenix…or you and me?”


  He took another step back, and suddenly the distance between them felt like the Grand-freaking-Canyon to Harper. “All of it,” he said with a humorless laugh. “I don’t know what’s worse: you being around Benny and Hart, or you being around me for as long as you have been. I shouldn’t have let any of this happen.”


  Now that really riled her inner feminist. “As I remember, you were against me going with you to see Benny, and you threatened to throw me in the trunk when I wanted to help rescue Dylan.” She moved up before he could retreat another step and poked him in the chest with her index finger. “I do what I want, so you didn’t let anything happen.”


  She glanced over her shoulder and glared at Lucas until he frowned and wandered to her refrigerator, hopefully out of earshot once again.


  Turning back toward Riddick, she lowered her voice and said, “And nothing happened here,” she gestured wildly to the couch, “that I didn’t want—okay, really want—to happen. So don’t you dare say you shouldn’t have let that happen.”


  He scrubbed a hand over his face “Are you going to let them use you as bait, or are you getting out of town?”


  She straightened. “I’m not running away. I have to do what I think is right.”


  “Fine,” he said through clenched teeth. “Then I’m going to go do what I have to do.”


  “Which is?” she asked as he grabbed his coat and stalked toward her door.


  “I’m going to find him before you start walking the streets, begging to get yourself killed.”


  “You’re just leaving me?” she asked, incredulous.


  He paused with his hand on her front doorknob. “It’s almost dawn. He won’t come after you in broad daylight.”


  “That’s not what I meant,” she said quietly.


  But he didn’t hear her. He’d already gone.


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty-two


   


   


  “Riddick, wait.”


  Riddick didn’t even break stride as he hit the street in front of Harper’s building. After all, he didn’t really give a fuck at this point what Lucas Cooper had to say to him.


  In addition to his concern—ok, fear, if he wanted to be totally honest—for Harper’s safety, he was nursing some fairly immature feelings of resentment toward Cooper. He wasn’t exactly sure why, but he had a sneaking suspicion it was because Harper had sided with the cop instead of him on the bait-Phoenix-or-get-out-of-town debate.


  Was this what jealousy felt like?


  Fuck, how did normal people get anything done with so many Goddamned emotions swirling around inside them all the time?


  Cooper jumped in front of him and grabbed his arm. The guy had balls, Riddick would give him that much. Not many guys—werewolves, vampires, or humans—had the nerve to body-block him.


  Riddick glanced at Cooper’s hand on his arm, then raised his eyes to the other man’s, letting him know that while he respected guts, he wouldn’t hesitate to break a cop’s hand. Especially not today.


  Cooper raised his hands in surrender. “Look, I just wanted you to know that I care about what happens to Harper too.”


  And somehow that only made Riddick want to break the guy’s bones even more.


  “I’ll have no fewer than ten cops watching her at all times,” he went on.


  Riddick snorted but refrained from commenting. He’d already had this argument once today, and he didn’t really feel like explaining to the good detective that forty cops watching her at all times wouldn’t be enough.


  Lucas put his hands on his hips and took a deep breath. “I’m not trying to pick a fight with you. All I’m trying to say is that Harper is covered. I’ll personally make sure of it.”


  Riddick cocked his head to one side. “No, what you’re trying to tell me is that Harper doesn’t need me. Trying to clear the playing field, Detective?”


  Cooper’s color heightened. Curse of the fair-skinned, Riddick supposed. Childishly enough, Riddick felt a slight edge.


  “Any idiot can see that Harper cares about you, Riddick. I don’t want to see her hurt when you bail. And you know as well as I do that you’ll bail. Forever isn’t in a slayer’s vocabulary.”


  Riddick felt the words like a punch to the gut. The idea of Harper being hurt simply by his absence wasn’t a possibility he’d ever considered. Hadn’t wanted to consider.


  Cooper got a smug look on his face as he watched Riddick digest his words. Riddick would have loved nothing more than to tell the bastard he’d never hurt Harper, never leave her or let her down, but he couldn’t.


  He knew he wasn’t a long-haul kind of guy. As much as Harper made him want to be that guy, he just wasn’t.


  Which meant he couldn’t let her any farther into his life than he had already. And unfortunately, that meant he wouldn’t have her half-naked, hot, willing, and under him at any point in the near future.


  Riddick rubbed his chest absently. Damn it, he hadn’t even said any of that out loud. Just the thought hurt.


  Forcing a cocky grin, he said, “Don’t worry, Detective. I’m sure you’ll have your chance to convince her you’re the better man. If I can keep her alive long enough, that is.”


  Cooper looked like steam could come out of his ears at any moment.


  My work here is done, Riddick thought as he brushed past Cooper hard enough to knock him slightly off balance and let him know he could have knocked him on his ass.


  “Riddick.”


  Riddick turned and looked at Cooper with an impatient palms-up gesture, still walking backward.


  “If Phoenix turns up dead, I’m putting you away. You’re my one and only suspect.”


  “Having one suspect might help you get the job done right this time, Detective.”


  With a jaunty salute, Riddick left Cooper seething where he stood. But he didn’t take more than a moment to savor his victory.


  It was time to hunt.


   


  Harper stood in the kitchen, arms crossed, and glared at Lucas as he let himself back into her apartment. “You didn’t have the right to say any of that to him.”


  He matched her glare for glare, and moved in close enough that she had to tip her head back to maintain eye contact. God, she hated when men used sheer height to intimidate her.


  “Eavesdropping is a nasty habit, doll face.”


  So was biting her nails, but she did it anyway, and with nothing useful to show for it. At least eavesdropping gave her some good information every now and then.


  “You don’t know he’s going to bail on me,” she insisted quietly.


  He exhaled. “Christ, Harper, that’s what you chose to hear out of everything that was said? Everyone knows he’s no good for you, even Riddick. You’re the only one who doesn’t get it.”


  It would be childish of her to point out that Riddick hadn’t wanted to get involved with her at all, and yet, not only had he helped her save Dylan, she’d had him partially naked on her couch less than an hour ago.


  For some reason, Riddick seemed inclined to stick around. Whether or not he thought it was a good idea.


  “I know you care about him, but he’s not a good risk, Harper.”


  She should cut her losses and walk away, he was saying. To hell with how she felt. To hell with what she wanted.


  He went on, oblivious to her quickly spiking temper. “I’m only saying this because I don’t want to see you hurt.”


  That was the straw that broke the camel’s back. “You know, everyone is soooo concerned that I might get hurt, and yet no one seems to give a rat’s ass about what I want. You and Mischa and Riddick…do you all think I’m just some emotional retard who can’t make her own decisions?”


  He frowned. “I never said—”


  “I mean, really, what would happen if I was left to my own devices and allowed to do whatever I wanted without any of you telling me what was best for me?”


  “Harper, I—”


  “Would the universe as we know it cease to exist?”


  She laughed humorlessly as she warmed to her topic. “Would the fabric of the universe rip, allowing us to slip into bizarro world? Where cats marry dogs and Jessica Simpson is a biochemist? I mean honestly, what the—”


  Lucas wrapped his palm around her nape, yanked her into his arms, and crushed his mouth to hers. When he pulled back, she was stunned speechless for the second time that night.


  He rested his forehead against hers, his breathing labored. “Harper, I’m only gonna say this once, so listen very carefully: I like you. And when this is all over, I want to take you out and get to know you better. A lot better. Doing that would be real awkward if you’re pining for Riddick. Get it?”


  Words still eluded her, so she nodded.


  He pushed away from her. “Good. Just think about it.”


  Great. Because what she really needed these days was more to think about.


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty-three


   


   


  Late the next afternoon, Harper was sitting at her table frowning and thinking way too much an hour later when a knock on the door mercifully distracted her.


  Thank God for pizza, she thought gratefully as she made her way to the door. Distraction food of champions.


  The bad news was that the pizza delivery guy was not at her door. It was Mischa. The good news was that Mischa had her pizza.


  “I ran into the delivery guy downstairs,” Mischa said as she brushed past Harper and set the box down on the table. “I heard about the woman Phoenix killed and had a pretty good idea this was for you.”


  “Good guess.” She frowned. “How did you hear about Phoenix? I just heard about it last night.”


  “I bought a police scanner.”


  Harper raised a brow and Mischa rolled her eyes. “Don’t ask,” she said. “Talk to me.”


  Harper gave Mischa the abbreviated version of the story, but did manage to include details about kissing both Riddick and Lucas.


  She swallowed a mouthful of cheese, pepperoni, and black olives and shook her head. “I’m telling you, Misch, when he told me he was obsessed with me…wow, it was terrifying and sexy-as- hell all at the same time. I hadn’t even recovered from that when Lucas kissed me.”


  “Harper,” Mischa began, taking a deep breath, “tell me that if given the choice, you’d choose Lucas over Riddick.”


  “I’d like to,” Harper answered weakly. “I know that would be the smart choice, but…I don’t know. Riddick just does something to me, you know? I feel like we have this weird connection that goes beyond the physical attraction. And let me tell you, the physical attraction is smokin’.”


  Without emotion, Mischa said, “You really are falling for him, aren’t you?”


  Harper couldn’t hold back a dopey smile. “Yeah, I think I am. I mean, after everything he’s been through, he could’ve become a monster, you know? But he’s not. He’s the kind of guy who risks his life for others without getting a single thing out of it. The kind of guy who gives up everything he’s ever wanted to keep the people he cares about safe.” She shook her head. “How could I not fall for him?”


  Mischa’s expression bordered on sympathetic. “What are you going to do?”


  Harper swallowed hard. “Catch a killer, get the guy.”


  What else could she do? The alternatives were just unthinkable.


   


  The next night, Harper dropped her purse on her counter and kicked her shoes off with a disgruntled sigh. She’d schlepped herself all over town and talked to dozens of vampires, all with her full entourage of cops lurking in the distance, and her efforts hadn’t earned anything, save a lewd proposition from a sleazy-looking putz who’d mistaken her for a whore—that’s the last time she’d wear that skirt.


  And while she hadn’t seen Phoenix, she had spotted Riddick. When she’d stumbled coming down the steps in front of her building, he’d moved out the shadows with his usual effortless grace, concern clear in his eyes.


  Her gaze met and held his for what felt like an eternity. The connection was broken when Lucas stepped forward and took her elbow. Riddick melted back into the shadows without anyone else seeing him, making her wonder if her overactive imagination had conjured the whole moment.


  All in the course of two days, she’d lost potential multiple orgasms, failed to entice a sociopath into a trap, wasted taxpayer dollars by having half the police force follow her around town for nothing, lost what remained of her dignity—along with the ability to wear her favorite skirt—and pushed away the man she quite probably loved.


  Semi-charmed, my ass.


  Lucas rubbed a hand over her back and she jumped.


  “We’ll get him,” he said gently.


  Harper glanced over her shoulder at him, and in that moment, looking into his sincere brown eyes, she wished more than anything that she could return his feelings. Falling for him instead of a relationship-challenged natural-born slayer would make her life considerably less difficult.


  And it wasn’t that she didn’t find Lucas attractive. A fair amount of zing had always existed between them. Theirs would be a comfortable, safe, emotionally and physically satisfying relationship.


  But for some reason, her heart just couldn’t get on board with her head on the Lucas versus Riddick issue.


  Leave it to her heart to want the most impossible, confusing, and potentially devastating relationship it could get its hands on. If given the choice, she knew she’d take a moment of the passionate, crazy rush of intense emotion she’d felt in Riddick’s arms over a lifetime of comfortable and safe.


  God, she was dumb.


  She wanted a man who claimed to be obsessed with her. A man she’d let lay her out like a buffet on her couch.


  A man who said that even knowing her was a mistake.


  Harper offered Lucas a half-smile, but kept her thoughts to herself. It was too late and she was too tired to break any hearts tonight.


  “I’m gonna go change.” She gestured to the couch. “That’s a pull-out. I’ll bring you back a blanket and pillow.”


  Lucas looked like he desperately wanted to say something to her, but didn’t. He merely nodded and muttered his thanks.


  Harper wandered into her dark bedroom, biting back a curse when she stubbed her toe on the nightstand.


  She was so caught up in her love life soap opera and throbbing toe that she didn’t hear the intruder climb through her window. Didn’t hear a footfall until it was too late.


  A pair of large hands clamped around her throat from behind, choking off her air supply and ability to scream with painful efficiency.


  Harper struggled wildly, clawing at the hands around her neck and trying to kick backward with all her strength. But the more she fought, the tighter he held her.


  He yanked her back against a hard, unyielding chest.


  “Hello, darling,” a deep voice whispered in her ear.


  In that moment, Harper knew Riddick had been one hundred percent correct. The cops couldn’t keep her safe. Hell, having a cop in the next room couldn’t keep her safe.


  Now, if only she could stay alive long enough to hear Riddick say I told you so.


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty-four


   


   


  Riddick paced the ER like a caged tiger, anger rolling off him in waves, every nerve ending on edge. “Explain it to me again.”


  Lucas glared at him from underneath the arm of a nervous-looking young nurse who was dabbing at a cut on his forehead with an alcohol-coated swab.


  “I’ve already told you ten times.”


  Riddick wasn’t sure if it was the threat he hurled at Cooper or the tone of his voice that made the nurse jerk and jab her patient with the swab, and he didn’t care. If the cop didn’t tell him again how he’d managed to lose Harper, a little cut on his forehead would be the least of Cooper’s concerns.


  Cooper sighed wearily. “Okay. For the eleventh time, a little after three, since we hadn’t seen Phoenix or any of his boys, we decided to call it a night. We got back to her place around four. Around four-thirty, she went into the bedroom to change her clothes. A couple of seconds later, someone hit me with a stun gun and I passed out, apparently whacking my head on Harper’s coffee table in the process.”


  He winced and smacked the nurse’s hand away. “Jesus, Nurse Ratchet, give it a rest, will ya? I’ve been beaten up enough tonight.”


  She frowned at him, then gathered up her supplies and with one last nervous glance in Riddick’s direction, scurried from the room.


  Riddick struggled to get his breathing under control, while barely stifling the urge to plow his fist into Cooper’s face.


  His pacing earned him a few more uneasy glances from the nurses’ station as he replayed the night’s events in his head.


  He’d trailed her and the hapless cops on their fools’ errand until Cooper walked Harper back to her apartment. And since he hadn’t seen Phoenix, he’d stupidly assumed he could go hunting for a few hours.


  And after he’d canvassed every known vamp hangout in the city, he still hadn’t learned anything new or even useful about Phoenix.


  Around four, he’d gotten anxious. Riddick never got anxious. That’s how he’d known something was seriously wrong.


  He went back to Harper’s place and found two dead cops outside and one unconscious cop inside, but no Harper.


  Lucas leaned forward on his hospital bed and let his head drop to his hands. “Why did he kill Gomez and Reynolds but not me?”


  “Because Phoenix took care of Gomez and Reynolds himself. One of his toadies—probably Benny Scarpelli—took care of you. Benny is a halfer. He probably didn’t want to kill an alpha shifter.”


  Cooper lifted his head and in his eyes Riddick saw the same panic, guilt, and desperation he was feeling. He felt a little less like breaking every bone in Cooper’s body. But only a little.


  “The guy can’t kill two cops and disappear for long. Every uniform in the city is looking for the bastard—”


  “God damn it,” Riddick burst out, smashing his fist into the wall above Cooper’s head. “You still don’t get it. The cops don’t stand a chance of finding him.”


  Cooper didn’t even flinch as bits of plaster and paint fell into his hair. “I can help,” he said. “I can track her.”


  “You can shift and be strong enough to be of use to me even after an injury like this?”


  His crestfallen look was answer enough. With a wordless growl of frustration, Riddick turned and strode out the door.


  “What are you going to do, Riddick?”


  He didn’t answer. Couldn’t make himself say the words out loud. Because Riddick was about to tread on untried ground, do something he hadn’t done in his thirty-two years of life.


  He was going to ask for help.


   


  ***


   


  The first feeling Harper slowly became aware of as she clawed her way back into consciousness was a throbbing ache in her skull. It felt like someone had tried to rip her brain out through her ears.


  Other aches and pains were slower to exert themselves, but were no less trivial. Her hands were numb. Probably from being stretched over her head for too long. She tried and failed to lower them.


  Cracking one eye open and tilting her head, she saw that her hands were bound with iron cuffs to a pipe jutting from the floor.


  Just like Dylan.


  That’s when she came crashing unceremoniously back to reality. She remembered Phoenix, choking her until white dots danced before her eyes.


  And he’d bitten her. She remembered the brush of his fangs across her neck as he’d leaned over her from behind, holding her off the ground with nothing more than his grip on her throat. His teeth were so sharp the bite itself hadn’t hurt. But ultimately, the combination of blood loss and Phoenix’s chokehold had knocked her unconscious.


  Harper rolled to her side to ease the ache in her back, but the shift of positions did her little good. The bare concrete beneath her was so cold it sapped every bit of warmth from her body, leaving her bones feeling brittle.


  Through slitted lashes, she tried to get a better sense of her surroundings. Not even a stubborn ray of sunlight pierced the gloom, and a musty smell permeated the space, telling her she was most likely in a basement or cellar.


  Chained up in a basement. How cliché. Somehow, she’d expected more from a notorious, serial-killing vampire.


  “Time to wake up, darling.”


  His voice was surprisingly melodious and soft with just a hint of a cultured British accent. It wasn’t the voice of a killer. But then again, Ted Bundy’s victims had probably thought the same thing.


  Still, despite his order, she couldn’t bring herself to open her eyes. She was afraid that seeing him standing above her might make her puke. Or cry. She wasn’t sure which would be worse.


  “I said wake up.”


  And with that, he gave her a swift kick to the ribs. Even though it was probably backed off to a fourth of what it could have been, it was still enough to crack her ribs. Pain exploded in her side and she bit her tongue to keep from crying out.


  Harper opened her eyes and took her first look at what was quite possibly the last person she’d see on this earth.


  Phoenix stood over her, booted feet slightly apart. Without moving her head, her gaze eased up over long, muscular, denim- clad legs and corded arms crossed over a broad chest.


  Taking as deep a breath as her ribs would allow, she looked into his face. Military-short brown hair framed his sharp, angular features. Black, dead eyes stared back at her and a cold smile twisted his thin-lipped mouth.


  He was decent-looking, if a bit chinless, she decided with no small amount of disgust. She would have felt much better if he’d been a fat little troll with pot-marked skin and a comb-over.


  “You’re a lot shorter than I thought you’d be,” she said, her voice sounding more like a croak. Bastard probably damaged her vocal chords when he choked her.


  Phoenix knelt beside her, letting his wrists dangle off his knees. “Is that sass, darling?” He cocked his head to one side. “I don’t believe a woman in this position has ever sassed me.”


  “Sorry to disappoint you.”


  “On the contrary, Ms. Hall.” He brushed a lock of hair out of her eyes, his touch oddly gentle. “Don’t tell me Riddick finally chose a quality whore.”


  She chose to ignore the whore comment. “Oh, please call me Harper. I’m on a first name basis with all the men who chain me to their basement floors.”


  He chuckled, the sound as icy as the floor beneath her. “A sense of humor as well. I’m glad I didn’t kill you right away. You and I might have some fun while we wait for Riddick to track you down.”


  She wished she could spit in his face, but her mouth was too dry. “You should have killed me when you had the chance. The stake Riddick’s going to put through your heart when he gets here is going to ruin whatever little plans you’ve got for me.”


  Harper bit back a yelp as he straddled her body, resting his weight on her hips. “You have that much faith in him?”


  Her chin lifted of its own volition. “He’ll come for me. You can count on it.”


  He leaned over and trailed his tongue slowly up over her throat, gathering blood from where he’d bitten her. She flinched and turned her head away a second before his mouth reached hers.


  “I’m sure he’ll come for you too, darling,” he whispered near her ear. “But not before you’ve come for me.”


  Her eyes narrowed on him, her temper overriding her fear and better judgment. “I’d rather die than fuck a man with a little dick. And from what I can feel poking into my hip right now, you might as well just go ahead and kill me.”


  Obviously unaffected by her insult, he continued to smile down at her as he ran his hand up her leg. He squeezed her thigh, not letting up until he’d forced a soft cry from her throat.


  “Not to worry, Harper. You will die. But not until your lover is here. Wouldn’t want him to miss the show.”


  Her head hurt so much she couldn’t even roll her eyes, but she was doing it on the inside. “No one uses the word lover anymore.”


  “And yet that’s exactly what he is.” He buried his nose in her hair. “I can smell him on you.”


  First of all: gross. Second of all, Riddick wasn’t her lover. Sure, he’d been…on her, but that didn’t make them lovers.


  Phoenix laid down on top of her, crossing his arms across her chest and resting his chin on them. The feel of him touching so much of her all at once twisted her stomach into a knot. She shuddered.


  He must have felt it, because he laughed. “Oh, you are going to be fun. Will you scream for me too?”


  “Never.”


  “Saving your screams for Riddick, darling?” He sneered with derision. “What a waste. He’s not man enough for a woman like you.”


  “On your best day,” she said, enunciating each syllable as clearly as possible, “you’re not half the man Riddick is on his worst.”


  Phoenix sat up and eased a wicked-looking knife out of his back pocket. He slid the tip of the blade under her blouse’s top button. “Careful, darling. You wouldn’t want to hurt my feelings. I might…” he sliced the button off, letting the blade knick her skin slightly, “…lash out.”


  Harper swallowed hard, but refused to whimper as he eased the blade beneath the next button.


  “H-hey, man, I thought you said you wasn’t gonna hurt her.”


  She couldn’t see him, but Harper immediately recognized Benny’s tentative voice.


  “Benny,” she said, struggling to keep her voice from shaking. “Riddick will be soooo glad to see you. And I won’t save your sorry ass this time.”


  He gulped audibly. Good. The little bastard should be terrified. Riddick was going to crucify him.


  Phoenix’s hand tightened on her hip and she squeezed her eyes shut, trying not to think about the knife between her breasts. “What did you do to Lucas?”


  A frown line knit his brow. “Your werewolf friend?”


  “Yes.”


  “He’s fine,” Benny said. “I just hit him with the stun gun.”


  Phoenix’s lip curled. “You’re a disgrace to villains everywhere, Benny.”


  Benny cleared his throat. “Well, I thought we was just goin’ after Riddick. I mean, if I’d known you was gonna hurt Harper, I wouldn’t have…I mean, I couldn’t…well, Harper’s kinda cool, you know what I’m sayin’? And she’s right about Riddick. You ain’t never seen him go all psycho, but I have, man. It’s like the Hulk or somethin’. Maybe we should let her go before he…”


  Phoenix glanced at him and let out a low, rolling growl that raised every fine hair on Harper’s body. Benny shrank into the corner with a whimper.


  He turned back to her with a half smile that almost reached his eyes. She would’ve shrunk back into the corner like Benny if she could have.


  “You seem to inspire unusual loyalty in men, darling…”


  She could think of several glaring examples to the contrary. But why argue with a serial killer, especially when he was on top of her and could break her neck with nothing more than a twitch of his fingers?


  He laid his palms over her breasts and she felt bile rise to the back of her throat. It would serve him right if she puked all over him.


  “…which makes me wonder how you do it. Are you that good with this tight little body of yours?”


  “Um, no,” she said, using every ounce of will power to ignore the feel of his hands kneading her breasts. “I’m actually pretty terrible in bed.”


  He chuckled. “I just might let you live long enough to call you on that bluff, darling.”


  He was still laughing as he pushed away from her and sauntered up the stairs, leaving her alone with Benny.


  She heard the shuffle of Benny’s feet on the concrete, and looked up to find him standing over her. He looked genuinely troubled, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. He wasn’t the one chained to a madman’s floor, after all.


  “I’m sorry, Harper.”


  She heard the regret in his voice but still wanted to pull his balls off and cram them down his throat. “Yes, you are.”


  He swallowed hard, nodded, and wandered up the stairs.


  Only when she was alone did she let the tears she’d been swallowing flow.


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty-five


   


   


  Riddick pounded on the door of the first floor apartment in Harper’s building.


  Hunter opened the door and raised a quizzical eyebrow.


  “He’s taken her,” was all Riddick could bring himself to say, and even that much hurt to hear aloud.


  Hunter crossed his arms over his chest, his eyes going cold. “How long?”


  “Two hours.”


  “Any clues?”


  Riddick blew out a harsh breath. “Nothing. Do you know anything else about Phoenix that might be useful?”


  Hunter nodded. “Phoenix’s real name. Damian Ashworth.” He shrugged. “That might be useful.”


  Riddick had to force himself to stay calm and think, plan.


  Planning and thinking had never been his strong suit. Smashing things, killing vamps, hunting…those were his strengths. Planning had been Mischa’s territory.


  “Mischa,” he said aloud.


  Hunter frowned. “What about her?”


  “She knows computers. With Phoenix’s real name, maybe she can trace his family tree and find his family’s properties.”


  Fortunately, he didn’t have to explain his theory to Hunter. Most vamps kept ties to their old lives, often in the form of family lands and homes. It was a strange but true phenomenon among the undead, but if they could find the Ashworth family estate, there was a chance they’d find Phoenix, and—God willing—Harper.


  It was a long shot, but he’d take it at this point.


  Hunter grabbed a shirt off his couch. “Let’s go.”


  Riddick didn’t argue. With Harper’s life at stake, he was willing to take all the help he could get.


   


  Riddick didn’t bother knocking on Mischa’s door. With one well placed kick, he let himself in. No time for pleasantries or social etiquette.


  Mischa, who’d apparently dozed off while reading, was off her couch like a rocket. Wild-eyed, she whipped a gaudy, gold crucifix out of her sweatpants’ pocket and shoved it in his face.


  Riddick slapped it away impatiently and gave her a palms-up, what-the-hell gesture.


  Taking a deep breath, she laid her hand over her heart. “Sweet Christ, Riddick. I was reading some old Sentry notes about Phoenix when I fell asleep. I guess I woke up a little jumpy.”


  “Yeah, well, sorry to disappoint you, but the crucifix won’t keep me out.” He jerked a thumb over his shoulder towards Hunter, who was leaning negligently against her doorframe. “It might keep him out.”


  “Maybe a couple of hundred years ago,” he intoned dryly, letting himself in and closing the door—what remained of it, anyway—behind him.


  Mischa’s gaze landed on the shirt Hunter hadn’t bothered to button, and her cheeks flushed. She smoothed a hand over her wayward hair self-consciously. “Don’t you have to be invited in?” she grumbled.


  He grinned at her. “Maybe a couple of hundred years ago.”


  “Well, that’s just great. What the hell do you want, anyway? Where do you get off-”


  “Phoenix has Harper,” Riddick interrupted.


  Panic and shock flashed through her eyes, but true to form, Mischa pulled herself together quickly. Riddick wished he could do the same.


  “What can I do?”


  “Hunter found out that Phoenix’s real name is Damian Ashworth. If you can track his family tree and find out where his family’s ancestral estate is, we can at least start looking for Harper there.”


  Mischa elbowed Hunter out of her way and snatched her laptop off the coffee table. She tucked one leg under her and sat on her couch. It took her only a moment to boot up and start typing.


  While she worked, Riddick paced. When he got his hands on Phoenix, he was going to rip the bastard’s liver out and cram it down his throat. No, that would be way too easy. He’d crack his skull open like an egg and—


  “Do you mind?” Mischa muttered through clenched teeth. “I can’t think with you looming over me like that.”


  Riddick turned to find Hunter leaning over the back of the couch, so close to Mischa that the top of her head brushed his chest and the ends of his hair rested on her shoulders.


  He smirked down at her, but didn’t move. “Sorry, love. Computers fascinate me.”


  Any idiot could see that it wasn’t the computer that fascinated Hunter, but rather the feisty little Italian sitting in front of it. Harper would be very interested in the play between the unlikely pair.


  But Harper wasn’t here, and Riddick didn’t give a shit.


  Swallowing an impatient growl, he muttered, “Anything yet?”


  “Wait…just…a…minute,” she said, still typing away. “I’ve traced the Ashworth family tree, and Damian is indeed the last descendant. Judging by the property records, I would say that…ah! Here it is. The Ashworth’s had a three acre farm twenty miles south of town. It’s been paid off for at least a hundred years, and belongs to a D. Ashworth. That has to be him!”


  Riddick was halfway to the door when Hunter laid a hand on his shoulder. “You shouldn’t go alone. I’ll go with you.”


  “The sun will be up soon,” Mischa reminded him.


  Riddick patted the pockets of his coat, taking a mental inventory of the weapons he still had on him. A couple of stakes, a half-sword, and a bowie knife. It would have to be enough.


  Mischa again shoved Hunter out of her way to get to her hall closet. After a moment of rummaging, she produced a crossbow.


  “I’m coming with you,” she announced.


  “Don’t be stupid,” Riddick said distractedly, focusing on the crossbow. That could come in handy.


  Mischa sucked in a breath and glared at him. If glares could kill, Riddick would have sent her after Phoenix by herself.


  She drew herself up to her full height—which still only put the top of her head at his breastbone—and hefted the crossbow onto her shoulder. “I’m going with you,” she repeated. “Harper’s my best friend.”


  Touching, but he didn’t have time for this, Riddick thought. With two steps and a little misdirection, he neatly snatched the crossbow from Mischa. She charged him in an effort to take it back, but he held her at arms-length with a palm to the center of her forehead.


  After a few minutes of struggling and wind-milling while Hunter chuckled under his breath, Mischa took a step back and put her hands on her hips.


  Visibly gathering her dignity, Mischa leveled him with a steely-eyed glare that would have impressed him if he had more time.


  “Riddick, Harper is my best friend.” She swallowed hard. “My only friend. I.Am.Going.With.You.”


  He’d seen this same mutinous look on Harper’s face at least a dozen times. He knew Harper well enough to know that the threat of being locked in a small space was her weakness, the only thing that could knock that look off her face. Before today, he would have guessed Mischa had no such weakness. Now he knew better.


  He threw a quick glance in Hunter’s direction. “You want to help me? Watch her. Make sure she doesn’t leave this apartment.”


  Hunter looked startled, but after a moment, shot Mischa a grin. “It would be my pleasure.”


  Mischa’s jaw dropped. Her gaze shifted between the two men towering over her, finally landing on Riddick. “You can’t leave me with him,” she breathed.


  Rather than the terror he’d seen in Harper’s eyes when he’d mentioned throwing her in her trunk, Mischa’s eyes reflected only anger, maybe a little apprehension. Not enough to make him change his mind.


  “Yep,” he answered. “I sure can. You’ll be safe.” If not happy, he added silently as Mischa’s face turned red, then purple.


  As he turned to go, Hunter laid a hand on his shoulder. “Good luck, my friend.”


  Riddick only nodded. He appreciated the sentiment, but they both knew that if he got Harper back, luck wouldn’t have anything to do with it.


  He spared one glance over his shoulder as he moved to leave and saw Hunter throw an arm around Mischa’s shoulders.


  “Have any other hidden weapons I should know about, love?” he asked with a grin. "Mind if I frisk you?"


  As he pulled the door shut behind him, Mischa shouted, “I hate you, Noah Riddick!”


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty-six


   


   


  Lord, if you help me out of this, I do solemnly swear that I will be more careful, and if Riddick tells me to get out of town, by…well, you, I will.


  Harper had tried at least a dozen variations of the same prayer and still she remained chained up in a maniac’s basement.


  But she refused to pray for Riddick to rescue her. For as much trouble as she usually got into, she’d always been able to save herself. It was only recently that she’d found herself playing the damsel in distress to Riddick’s hero. She wasn’t about to make a habit of it.


  Harper groaned. Oh, who the hell was she kidding? She’d give anything to have Riddick ride in on his white horse, colors flying, and save her from the dragon. She was a disgrace to feminists everywhere.


  The sound of footsteps on the stairs had her stomach and heart fighting for a place in her throat. Then Benny’s face appeared above her.


  “What the hell do you want?” she grumbled.


  He knelt beside her. “Harper, I swear, I didn’t know he planned to hurt you. I thought he’d just…you know…keep you here until Riddick came for you. If I thought he was gonna hurt you, I wouldn’t have helped him.”


  He actually had the nerve to look like he wanted her forgiveness. “Benny, I might actually believe you didn’t want anything bad to happen to me if I wasn’t chained to the fucking floor!” She gave her chains a tug for emphasis.


  He ran a hand through his grimy hair. “I swear to God—”


  “Don’t swear to God, Benny,” she interrupted in a low voice. “Swear to Riddick. It’s his forgiveness you’re going to need, not God’s.”


  Fear flashed through his dark eyes, and Harper could tell he was remembering what it felt like to be burned alive just because he’d annoyed Riddick. Hope flared to life inside her. Benny’s fear just might be her ticket out of here.


  Harper lifted her head so that she could look Benny in the eye. “I know you’re not stupid, Benny. You know what Riddick will do to you if anything happens to me.”


  His left eye twitched. “I know what Phoenix will do to me if I let you go. Believe me, that’s no pretty picture, either.” He shook his head. “Christ, I’m fucked if I do and fucked if I don’t.”


  Her heart pounded. “That’s right. So why not do the right thing for once in your life?”


  “What do you mean?”


  In her head, Harper heard a choir of angels singing the Hallelujah Chorus. He was weakening. “If you get me out of here, I’ll tell Riddick how you saved my life. We’ll protect you until Phoenix has been tried, convicted, and locked up for life. For once you’d be the hero of the story instead of the villain.”


  His eyes narrowed, but not before they’d lit up at the idea of being a hero. “Do you really think you could get Riddick to protect me? He hates me.”


  Understatement of the year. “True. But he’ll do it if I ask. And,” she added pointedly, “If he thinks you saved my life.”


  He wavered for what felt like an eternity to Harper, but God bless his crooked little soul, he reached into his shirt pocket and produced a small key.


  She couldn’t help but grin at him. “Benny, if that’s a key to these handcuffs, I’m going to kiss you on the mouth. Maybe even with tongue.”


  Benny blushed and grinned back at her as he slid the key into the lock. “Then pucker up, baby.”


  When the cuffs snapped open and fell to the concrete, Harper didn’t slip Benny the tongue, but she did throw herself at him and hug him as tightly as her broken ribs would allow. “You’re my new best friend in the whole world,” she said, pressing a smacking kiss on his cheek.


  He slid his arm around her waist and eased her off the ground. “I ain’t never had a friend before.”


  “All of my friends are your friends now.”


  “Even Riddick?”


  Now that one was a poser. She wasn’t even sure she could say Riddick was her friend. “Weeeelll…”


  “Hey, it’s OK. You don’t have to make Riddick like me. If you can keep him from burning me alive at any point in the future, that’s good enough for me.”


  “Deal.”


  But as quickly as Harper’s hopes had risen, they plummeted.


  Benny and Harper had no sooner made it to the steps then Phoenix appeared at the top.


  Well shit.


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty-seven


   


  1992, Sentry Headquarters


   


   


  Mischa dropped her notebook on her desk and slid her glasses off to rub her weary eyes. Damn, what a day.


  Two more vampire targets eliminated, one escaped.


  Her only failure. And he’d been escaping her since her first day on the job.


  Wolf Hunter, for God’s sake. Hell, he was so old he didn’t even have a real name. Back when he was born, the Lakota tribes named young ones according to what they were good at, or their best attributes. Apparently, the five-hundred-year-old vampire who was at the top of Sentry’s most wanted list had been good at hunting wolves.


  And slayers, she thought wryly.


  He’d killed every slayer she’d sent after him. Nine total.


  As far as she knew, no other vampire had ever eluded capture so efficiently. And without bothering to hide. He was always easy to track. Almost as if he had nothing to hide.


  She had just slipped her glasses back on and stood to grab her journal when her door burst off its hinges and the object of her musings appeared in front of her, blocking her access to the outside world.


  He filled her doorway, standing at six-foot-one or a little more, easily two-hundred leanly muscled pounds. If none of her slayers stood a chance against him, she surely couldn’t last a minute.


  She swallowed her fear and held her head high. She’d be damned if she was going to die sniveling.


  The look of pure fury in his eyes dimmed a bit as his gaze moved over her. “You can’t be…”


  She raised one eyebrow. “I’m Mischa Bartone. I’m quite sure I’m the one you’re looking for.”


  The disbelief in his eyes was beyond insulting. “But you’re…”


  “A woman?” she supplied, thinking she just might be able to hold her own with him in a fight if he called her a girl. She’d have rage on her side, after all.


  “You’re a child.”


  She frowned. That wasn’t what he’d wanted to say. She was sure of it. He’d censored himself for some reason. A most unusual trait in a vampire. Most of the time they had no filter between what they thought and what they said. After all, once you died, what did you really have to fear? Certainly not retribution for saying something that might hurt someone’s feelings.


  “How did you find me?” she asked when he remained silent.


  He pulled a sheet of paper out of his coat pocket. It was her letterhead. Orders, most likely, written by her to one of her slayers.


  She’d rather not think about how he’d gotten his hands on it.


  “I tracked your scent off this.”


  Her scent? She had a smell that allowed him to track her from God knows how far away? Christ, maybe she needed a new soap or something.


  He continued to stare at her in an appraising manner that set her teeth on edge. “If you’re waiting for an invitation, you won’t be getting one.”


  “What makes you think I need one?”


  His voice was low-pitched and smooth. It would have been sexy if he hadn’t come to kill her. “Vampires 101. You can’t come in uninvited.”


  “You’ve received misinformation, I’m afraid, Miss Bartone. Quite a bit of it.”


  And yet he didn’t come in, she noticed. “Really? What misinformation might that be?”


  “You and your superiors seem to think I’m in the habit of killing humans. That hasn’t been a hobby of mine for over a century.”


  Hobby. She barely repressed the urge to snarl at him. “I have nine dead slayers that might argue that point.”


  He tossed her something cool and metal. She caught it instinctively, but didn’t take her eyes off him.


  “You have ten dead slayers, Miss Bartone. And I wouldn’t have killed any of them if given any other choice.”


  She gulped, realizing what she held in her hand. Dog tags. She didn’t have to look to know that they belonged to Kevin Daniels, the slayer she’d most recently sent after Wolf Hunter. He’d been good at his job, and yet it would appear that he hadn’t managed to leave a mark on the vampire.


  “Congratulations, Wolf Hunter,” she said around a lump in her throat. “Ten slayers. That must be some kind of record.”


  He growled at her, and she sank into her chair before her knees could give out and betray her cool façade.


  “It’s just Hunter, and I’m not here to brag,” he snapped. “I’m here to tell you to stop sending slayers after me.”


  “I’m only doing my job.”


  “And I’m only doing mine.”


  She stared at him for a moment, then asked quietly, “Can I ask you a question?”


  He pulled back a little, obviously thrown off guard. “I suppose so,” he said, his skepticism clear.


  “Was it…did any of them even present a challenge to you?”


  “You mean did any of them even come close to being able to kill me?”


  She nodded.


  “Miss Bartone, I’ve been around a very long time. I’ve fought in so many wars I probably can’t even remember all of them. I have more training and experience than all of your slayers put together.” He sounded unbelievably weary as he added, “So, to answer your question, no, none of them were even able to hurt me. And to answer what you really want to know, yes, I’ll keep killing the men you send after me, one by one. My existence isn’t ideal, but I intend to protect it nonetheless.”


  She ignored the sadness in his voice. She’d be damned if she’d feel sorry for a vampire who’d killed ten of her men.


  But still, he did make a powerful argument. After this many failures, she was already in danger of becoming Ahab, continuing to hunt her white whale to the detriment of herself and her crew.


  She sighed. “All I can do is make a recommendation to my superiors to stop sending people after you. I can’t guarantee they’ll take it.”


  Surprise flashed through his expression. “You’d do that?”


  “Well, I certainly would rather have you killed, per my orders. But since it doesn’t look like that’s going to happen anytime soon…” she shrugged. “A truce certainly seems to be in my team’s best interest.”


  He scowled. “Truce, huh? I’ve heard that before.”


  She rolled her eyes. “Oh, please. If you bring up George Custer, the whole deal’s off. I’m not going to be held accountable for mistakes made hundreds of years ago.”


  He let out a short bark of laughter and the sound startled her. “Fair enough.” His gaze turned speculative. “You know, Miss Bartone, under a different set of circumstances, you and I could have been…”


  She straightened. “Don’t even think it.”


  He cocked his head to one side. “You don’t look like any of the other watchers.”


  Like she hadn’t heard that a hundred times. “You were expecting someone older? Taller, maybe?”


  “I was expecting someone less beautiful.”


  Heat rushed into her cheeks. “Flatter me all you want, I’m still not inviting you in.”


  He chuckled. “You’re still so sure I need an invitation?”


  “I think you would’ve killed me already if you didn’t.”


  “I didn’t come here to kill you.”


  Sure he didn’t. She fucking hated liars.


  “I have no reason to lie to you. And what an unladylike turn of phrase.”


  Her eyes widened and her jaw went slack. She’d heard tales of vampires old enough and powerful enough to read thoughts. She’d dismissed them as Sentry lore. Apparently she should have paid better attention in her vampire mythology courses.


  She gave herself a good mental slap across the face and forced her features into a cool, aloof expression. “You’re not invited into my head either, Hunter, so stay out of it.”


  He leaned against her doorjamb. “I enjoy hearing my name on your lips.”


  Over the rush of blood in her ears, she heard security scrambling into action. About damn time, she thought. “Security knows you’re here. You’d better go or else our little deal’s off.”


  He winked at her and her breath lodged in her throat. “They won’t even know I’m here.”


  She was just about to ask him what kind of blind retard could fail to notice a huge dead Indian standing in her doorway when she heard Curtis, the night guard who worked her end of the building, hustle around the corner and yell, “Freeze.”


  She barely resisted the urge to roll her eyes as she moved toward the door to catch a glimpse of the twenty-something guard. He sounded like Barney Fife. She wondered if he’d even remembered to load his gun. Sentry probably hadn’t had a break-in this century and the quality of their security guards clearly reflected that fact.


  Hunter also didn’t look impressed. He didn’t even bother to raise his hands as he stared down the barrel of Curtis’ .22. “You missed the intruder,” he said in voice so mellow it made Mischa a little sleepy just hearing it. “He’s long gone. You’ll want to disable the alarm now.”


  Mischa watched, stunned, as Curtis’ expression went completely blank. “Sorry to disturb your work, Miss Bartone,” he said, his voice flat as day-old Diet Coke. “The intruder is long gone. I’ll just go disable the alarm now.”


  Jesus, Mischa thought, feeling a little sick to her stomach. The bastard could not only read minds, but control them.


  No wonder her slayers hadn’t stood a chance against him. He’d probably convinced them to kill themselves!


  Then a horrific thought dawned. “You son of a bitch,” she whispered. “Did you use mind control on me to—“


  He held up a hand to cut off the rest of her sentence. “No. The truce truly was your idea. The extremely stubborn and strong-willed seem to be immune to mind control,” he added pointedly.


  She carefully blanked her mind, not wanting him to read her thoughts and know how relieved she was that he had no control over her. “I think you need to go now before I decide the truce isn’t such a wise idea after all.”


  His answering smile was blinding and her relief dissolved. She hadn’t had a date in some time, and with a smile like that, he just might be able to exert some control over her.


  “Now that is truly good to know,” he murmured a moment before he grabbed her wrist, yanked her into the hall and pressed his lips to hers, quick and firm.


  Before she could raise her hands to push him away, he dissolved into thin air like fog. She sucked in an outraged breath and shouted at the empty hall, “Truce is off, you asshole. If I ever see you again, I’ll kill you myself!”


  Laughter—laughter at her expense—floated back to her on a breeze.


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty-eight


   


   


  Mischa smoothed her hair into a ponytail, then leaned over her bathroom sink and took several deep breaths.


  Whatever you do, don’t think about that stupid kiss. He was just trying to aggravate you, get a rise out of you. It wasn’t that great a kiss, anyway. She’d certainly had better.


  Just because she couldn’t think of a time when she’d had better, didn’t mean she hadn’t.


  “Pull yourself together,” she whispered to her reflection. “You’re smart, strong, and can handle anything.”


  And until a few moments ago, she would have believed that statement. But now…she just wasn’t so sure.


  She blew out an exasperated sigh. What she did know for sure was that she couldn’t spend the entire day in her bathroom. She was barely willing to admit to herself that Hunter made her nervous, let alone let him know he made her nervous.


  With one more glance at herself in the mirror—not that she cared how she looked to a vampire, no siree—she stalked back to her living room, head high like a general leading her troops into battle.


  What she saw when she got there stopped her in her tracks.


  Hunter sat exactly where she’d left him, elbows on his knees, hands steepled beneath his chin. Cane sat at his feet, motionless. Apparently, they were engaged in some sort of eye-contact combat.


  “Your dog has some issues,” he said without glancing away from Cane.


  “Maybe she doesn’t like you.”


  One corner of his mouth quirked up. “Impossible.”


  She frowned and took the seat furthest from Hunter. “In case you haven’t noticed, vampires haven’t been very good to her. She has every reason to dislike you.”


  This time he did look at her. Cane sniffed and shuffled off to the bedroom to enjoy her victory.


  With the full weight and intensity of Hunter’s gaze on her, Mischa felt like a bug pinned to a board in a science class.


  “She has every reason to dislike the vampire who hurt her,” Hunter said quietly. “She has no reason to dislike me.”


  And suddenly Mischa realized they were no longer talking about Cane, which for some reason had her shifting uncomfortably.


  Harper often accused her of being too black-and-white oriented. Mischa had never given it much thought. Those attitudes had been drilled into her by Sentry. Vampires were evil: end of story.


  But Sentry no longer existed. If she thought about it long and hard, she might be willing to admit that Hunter probably wasn’t totally evil. He probably fell somewhere between…oh, maybe not-quite-evil and not-quite-good.


  He chuckled. “That’s very generous of you, love.”


  Mischa narrowed her eyes and mentally moved him back into the totally evil category. “Stay out of my head, bloodsucker. I’m not one of your little alley trollops.”


  “Sorry.” He slouched deeper into the chair and smiled at her. “You’re so lovely when you’re concentrating that I couldn’t help myself. I just had to know what you were thinking about so hard.”


  Heat rose to her cheeks. “Stop that too.”


  His brow furrowed. “Stop what?”


  She waved a dismissive hand. “The compliments. I don’t need or want them.”


  His smile slipped into a smirk. “That’s right. Because you’re smart, strong, and can handle anything.”


  Her jaw dropped. “You unbelievable bastard. You were reading my mind when I was in the…”


  His hands came up in mock surrender. “No, I didn’t. You’d do well to remember that vampires have excellent hearing, however.”


  Mischa couldn’t bite back her growl of frustration. “You are the most infuriating, insufferable…”


  “Handsome, sexy, exciting,” he added helpfully.


  “…blood-sucking jackass I have ever had the misfortune of knowing.”


  His smile widened. Against her will, her inner girly-girl couldn’t help but admire that smile. How did a guy who was born centuries before orthodontia get such straight white teeth?


  And since her inner girly-girl was already traveling down a dark alley, she let her gaze fall to his chest, still half-exposed by the shirt he hadn’t bothered to button. How did a guy who was born centuries before the Bow Flex get such hard, well-defined pecs? If his chest looked like that, she’d just bet she could see a nice set of six-pack abs if that shirt just gaped a little more to the right…


  “Why, Miss Bartone, you’re making me blush.”


  Her mortified gaze shot back to his amused one. But there was something beneath the amusement that bothered her more than a little. Something that Mischa hadn’t seen directed at her in a long time. Not since the last time she’d been this close to Hunter.


  Desire.


  Her heartbeat spiked as if she’d just sprinted up a dozen flights of stairs. Mischa wasn’t used to men wanting her. Hell, most men were terrified of her. And the ones who weren’t, she thought, still hopelessly held captive by the heat in Hunter’s eyes, scared the bejesus out of her.


  As did the answering desire she felt gnawing at her heart and body. Holy Hell, Harper had been right.


  She wanted him too!


  He stood and moved toward her. “So why would that frighten you, love?” Kneeling in front of her chair so that they were eye to eye, he whispered, “I’d never hurt you.”


  “You’re a killer,” she said, though without a lot of the conviction she usually felt when speaking about him.


  He shook his head slowly. “No, I have killed. There’s a difference.”


  She scoffed. “What’s the difference?”


  “Phoenix is a killer. He takes pleasure in the pain of others. I killed in times of war and in self-defense.”


  Mischa swallowed hard. “No, I had records. Proof-”


  “You had proof of nothing,” he interrupted harshly. “Whoever told you I was killing humans lied. I’ve never killed to feed.”


  She searched his eyes using every assessment skill Sentry had taught her, and he met her gaze unflinchingly. And as much as she wanted to find them, she saw no signs of guilt or duplicity in the depths of his dark eyes.


  By God, he was telling the truth. He’d tried to tell her hundreds of times over the years and she hadn’t bothered to listen. It was Sentry who’d lied to her, not Hunter.


  The Director had given her file after file regarding Hunter’s so-called victims. Innocent slayers had died…no, even worse, she’d forced an innocent man to kill innocent slayers in self-defense all because of misinformation Sentry had fed her.


  Oh God, if they’d been lying about Hunter, how many of the other hundreds of vampires her teams killed over the years had been innocent?


  Her world spun its axis. She’d devoted her entire adult life to Sentry. She’d thought she was helping people, fighting the good fight. Was it all a lie?


  Hunter shook his head. “No, love. You did what you thought was right. It’s not your fault.”


  Mischa felt her eyes glaze over with tears and she got up, turning away before Hunter could see her at her weakest. She’d embarrassed herself enough today.


  Her job with Sentry had been everything to her. She had no friends other than Harper, she’d never married or even dated seriously. She had no life because she’d dedicated all her time to a job, a job where her superiors had lied to her and tricked her into killing innocents.


  She jerked as Hunter laid his hands on her shoulders. “I’m a lot of things, love, but no one’s ever called me innocent.”


  Chuckling despite herself, she swiped a hand over her eyes. “Innocent or not, if you don’t stay out of my head, I’ll kill you myself.”


  He eased her back against his chest and rested his chin on the top of her head. “And I believe you just might be the only one strong enough to actually do it.”


  Mischa closed her eyes, shocked at how perfectly her body fit against his, but she refused to let herself relax in his arms. Just because he wasn’t a killer didn’t mean that a relationship with him would be a good idea. He was, after all, a vampire who’d been roaming the earth since before her great, great, great, great grandmother was just a twinkle in her great, great, great, great, great grandfather’s eyes.


  Not to mention that she was pushing forty and getting older every day, while he’d stay looking exactly like this—wrinkle-free and all-together edible—for all eternity.


  Yikes.


  “You needn’t worry about that,” he whispered, his voice sending a hot shiver down her spine. “You’re as lovely today as you were the first time I saw you.”


  Yeah, right. Twenty years and ten pounds ago. “Hunter…”


  Someone pounded on her door.


  Oh, thank God, she thought, lunging for the door. Maybe Riddick had found Harper. And saved her from having a very uncomfortable conversation with Hunter in the process.


  But when she opened the door, she wasn’t greeted by Riddick and Harper. Instead, a pig-tailed little girl and a woman about Mischa’s age stood on her stoop.


  “Hi,” the woman said. “I picked up this flyer on Eighth. We think this is our dog, Slinky.”


  Mischa glanced at the flyer, which featured a sad-eyed Cane, as well as Mischa’s address. Harper must have put the flyers up before Phoenix had taken her. “Well, we’ve been calling her Cane, but…”


  Just then, Cane came trotting out of the bedroom, stopping dead in her tracks at the sound of new voices.


  “Slinky!” the little girl cried.


  Cane/Slinky bounded toward the girl, tail waggling and ears flapping. The girl gathered the dog in her arms and hugged her close, tears streaming down her cheeks.


  “Oh, thank God,” the woman said on a relieved sigh. “Slinky’s been missing for about two weeks and Lily hasn’t been able to sleep without her.”


  Mischa glanced down at Lily as Slinky covered her face in sloppy kisses. “Well, I think everyone will sleep better tonight.”


  Except me, she thought. She’d gotten used to having Cane around the past few days. She wasn’t sure she could sleep without that fat little dog curled up against her stomach.


  But several heartfelt thank-you’s and hugs from Lily later, Cane/Slinky was gone, and Mischa no longer had a dog.


  “If it makes you feel any better,” Hunter said quietly, “the dog liked you better than them.”


  She laughed without humor. “It doesn’t, but thanks for reading the dog’s mind for me, anyway.”


  In the course of one afternoon, she’d lost her faith in Sentry, her dog, and possibly the only friend she’d ever had.


  All in all, it was starting to feel like rock bottom.


  Alone had never before felt so…terrifying and overwhelming.


  “You don’t have to be alone, love.”


  She glanced back at him. The warmth in his eyes beckoned her, promising to fill the empty spaces she’d just discovered in her life, her heart.


  Go with your instincts, she told herself, trying to channel Harper. For once, trust your heart.


  With a deep, steadying breath, she took a step toward him.


   


   


   


  Chapter Twenty-nine


   


   


  Phoenix clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth and swaggered down the first two steps. “Benny, Benny, Benny. I’d say I was disappointed in you, but actually, this is exactly what I expected you to do.”


  Benny eased Harper behind him and grabbed her hand. “Phoenix, this ain’t what you think.”


  Phoenix raised a brow. “You’re not helping her escape?”


  Harper retreated a step, dragging Benny back with her.


  “No way, man. I just wanted to…you know…have some fun with her before you offed her.”


  A credible lie delivered with the skill of a master. But it still wasn’t good enough.


  Phoenix shook his head. “That’s no better than trying to help her escape, I’m afraid. I don’t like to share what’s mine.”


  Harper was about to remind him—using only four-letter words and hand gestures—that she was in no way, shape, or form his when Benny guided her hand to his back pocket.


  Well, this is hardly the time to try to cop a cheap feel, she thought. But then her fingertips touched something that made her regret not slipping Benny the tongue when she had the chance.


  He had a knife in his back pocket.


  With only the slightest of movements, she eased the knife—a switchblade—out of his pocket and slid it up into the sleeve of her blouse.


  As Phoenix came down two more steps, Benny let go of her hand. She took advantage of her freedom by slinking back to the furthest corner of the basement and pressing her spine to the wall.


  Harper had to give Benny credit. For a small guy with questionable morals to face down a practiced killer like Phoenix—on her behalf—took a level of guts Harper hadn’t realized he possessed. Benny didn’t budge an inch as Phoenix moved toward him.


  “You don’t have to hurt her to get to Riddick,” Benny said quietly.


  “Of course I don’t have to. But what fun would it be if I didn’t? I wouldn’t have to hurt you, either…”


  With a movement so fast Harper couldn’t be sure she’d seen it, Phoenix struck out and snapped Benny’s neck. He tossed him aside like a used bath towel.


  Harper could barely hear above the sound of her own blood roaring in her ears. She knew Benny would recover—broken bones didn’t mean much to the undead, even halfers—but he’d need time.


  She was on her own.


  Phoenix finished making his way down the steps and sauntered toward her.


  “Are you ready for me, darling?”


  She let the switchblade slide down to her palm. “Come and get me if you think you’re man enough.”


  As soon as he stepped within striking distance, Harper flipped the blade open and swung it in a wide arch, catching him across the cheekbone. He stopped. His eyes widened in shock and his hand flew to his cheek.


  After his initial surprise, a slow smile crept over his face. The smile—God help her—appeared genuine.


  As he continued to stare at her, smiling, Harper felt her blood pressure spike higher and higher. If she didn’t get out of there quick, she was going to have a stroke before Phoenix could kill her.


  Phoenix pulled his fingers away from his wound and licked the blood off each one, deliberately holding her gaze while he did it. She cringed. God, what a creepy bastard.


  “I like a woman who fights back. And you will scream for me, darling.”


  She raised the knife and gave him a come-closer gesture with her free hand. “Maybe you’ll scream for me, asshole.”


  He lunged for her and she dodged left. With her right foot, she kicked out, catching his left knee. When he grunted in surprise and clutched his knee, she darted for the staircase.


  She’d made it to the second step when he grabbed her ankle. Harper went down with a yelp, landing hard on her wrist. She heard the bone snap, but fortunately, she had far too much adrenaline surging through her veins to feel any pain.


  Phoenix fisted his hand in her hair and yanked her viciously up and back against his chest. The knife clattered to the floor.


  With one arm across her shoulders, and one around her waist, Phoenix held her so that her feet didn’t touch the ground. She squirmed and fought against his hold with all her strength, but it wasn’t enough. He tightened his grip to the point that she could barely breathe.


  “What do you think now, darling? Ready to scream for me?”


  “That’s not going to be necessary.”


  Phoenix—still holding Harper in front of him like a shield—faced Riddick. Harper blinked twice, hoping beyond all hope that she wasn’t hallucinating.


  Riddick stood not ten feet away with a crossbow trained on Phoenix’s head, which was, unfortunately, just an inch above her own.


  “Riddick, you’re smarter than I gave you credit for,” Phoenix taunted. “I was sure it would take you days to find us. You’re ruining my quality time with your little whore.”


  Harper’s desperate gaze moved from his tousled hair to the toes of his black boots and up again. He had dark circles under his eyes and looked to be a good twelve hours past a five-o-clock shadow, and she’d be willing to bet he hadn’t slept a wink or showered in the past twenty-four hours. He was still the most beautiful sight she’d ever seen.


  The crossbow remained pointed at Phoenix, but she felt Riddick’s gaze moving over her, silently looking for wounds and assessing damage. When his eyes met hers, she had no idea how to convey to him that she was okay. Without really meaning to, she whispered his name.


  His jaw tensed and his lips thinned. His gaze shifted to Phoenix, and she’d never seen his blue eyes look so cold.


  “It’s not her you want,” Riddick said quietly. “Let her go so we can fight this out once and for all.”


  Phoenix’s chin dug into the top of Harper’s head as he laughed. “Oh, there was a time when I would have welcomed the opportunity to fight you. Warrior against warrior to the death.”


  His arm shifted from Harper’s waist to just below her breasts. She cringed as Phoenix rubbed his nose against her hair.


  “But I’m over that now, Riddick. All I want is to see the look on your face when I rip her heart out.”


  “You’d be dead before you could even enjoy it.”


  Harper shuddered at his savage tone.


  Phoenix laughed. “It will be worth it.”


  She closed her eyes. This was it. Phoenix wouldn’t let her go, and Riddick couldn’t kill him while she was in front of him like a human shield.


  Tears welled in her eyes. Was this really how it was going to end? God, she’d always thought that if she died young, she’d go out in a blaze of glory, not in a basement. Not like this.


  She exhaled sharply, getting hold of herself. No freakin’ way was she going down like this.


  Using every ounce of fear and adrenaline and rage left within her she started flailing and cursing Phoenix at the top of her lungs. She raised her knees and swung her legs backward, connecting satisfyingly with his shins.


  “Bitch!” he yelped, dropping her only enough that her feet touched the ground.


  She slammed her elbow backward into his gut. He grunted in pain and wrapped his hands around her throat.


  “I’ve grown tired of you, darling,” he hissed in her ear as his hands tightened.


  “Harper.”


  The panic in Riddick’s voice pierced through her desperation. She stopped struggling.


  “Do you trust me?”


  She blinked, thrown off guard by the question.


  “Do you trust me?” he repeated.


  Something told her that her answer was everything to him.


  She didn’t really have the best track record when it came to trusting men. Her father, her husband, her fiancé… she’d trusted all of them, and they’d all let her down. Now, she could count the number of men she trusted on one hand.


  One finger, actually.


  She choked out, “Yes.”


  Relief flashed through his eyes. “You won’t regret it,” he whispered as if they were alone in the room.


  Phoenix snorted. “Touching, truly. But we both know that trust is irrelevant. There’s nothing you can do save her. If I so much as flinch, she’s dead.”


  Riddick’s gaze stayed on hers for a moment, before slowly shifting back to Phoenix and hardening to flint. “Maybe you won’t.”


  “Won’t what?” he sneered.


  “Flinch.”


  And with that, Riddick took his shot.


  Harper felt only a slight breeze as the arrow whizzed right over her head and she found herself dumped on the concrete.


  With adrenaline still churning through her veins, she rolled to her knees and looked back at Phoenix. The arrow had caught him right between the eyes, and he now lay twitching on the floor. It would take him several hours to recover from a shot like that.


  It wasn’t enough.


  Remembering every moment he’d toyed with her, threatened her, and scared the living crap out of her, Harper grabbed the knife, raised it, and buried it with a scream in Phoenix’s groin.


  “There, you son of a bitch,” she shouted, “I screamed. Was it as good for you as it was for me?”


  He merely twitched a few more times and drooled a little.


  Riddick dropped the crossbow and fell to his knees so that they were eye to eye. He looked her over with an assessing eye and ran his hands over her body impersonally, searching for wounds he couldn’t see.


  The wrist had already swollen to twice its normal size, and the way she was cradling her ribs told him a few were bruised, if not broken. Bite mark on the neck along with some pretty nasty bruises, split lip, cuts on her wrists from struggling against cuffs…he took a deep breath, every nerve ending in his body screaming to kill the bastard.


  Then she smiled at him, and he felt his rage dissolve. “Are you all right?” he asked, his voice breaking.


  She nodded. “I am now.” Reaching out with her good hand, she brushed his cheek with the back of her fingers. “You came for me. I knew you would.”


  He swallowed hard. “Always. I’ll always come for you, sunshine.”


  She fell forward into his arms and he lifted her off the ground, cradling her against his chest. He took his first easy breath in what felt like years as she laid her head on his shoulder and pressed her cold nose into the crook of his neck.


  Sirens wailed in the distance. She tried to lift her head, but he forced it back down to his shoulder by laying his cheek against her hair at the crown.


  “How did they know what was going on?” she asked. “We hadn’t even called them yet.”


  “Your friend Mischa must not have trusted me. I think she called in the cavalry,” he answered wryly.


  “Why wouldn’t she trust you?”


  He chuckled, picturing her face when he’d left her with Hunter. “I’m sure she’s anxious to tell you all about it.”


   


   


   


  Chapter Thirty


   


   


  Everything happened very quickly after the cavalry arrived.


  Benny awakened right about the time the vamp squad arrived. Only Harper’s fast talking saved him from being hauled to jail as Phoenix’s accomplice. He gave his statement at the scene, and thanks to Harper, the media was now billing Benny as the hero who single-handedly slayed the dragon and rescued the damsel in distress.


  Riddick was fine with that. Hell, the last thing he needed was his face plastered on TV’s and newspapers nationwide. Let the little bastard have the glory.


  Unlike Benny, Phoenix didn’t come to when the cops burst in. Based on Harper and Benny’s statements, they’d pumped his inert form full of tranqs and hauled him off to jail to await arraignment.


  The paramedics set Harper’s wrist and taped her ribs while she sat on Riddick’s lap because he hadn’t been able to let her go. She hadn’t seemed to mind, either.


  And now, hours later, as Riddick sat at Harper’s bedside at Riverview hospital, he still couldn’t bring himself to let her out of his sight. He’d be in the bed with her if not for fear of disturbing her sleep.


  Harper’s nurse, a pretty young black woman named Jama, shuffled into the room, completely ignoring Riddick as she checked her patient’s vitals. After jotting down some notes on Harper’s chart, she glanced pointedly at Riddick, then at her watch.


  “Visiting hours are over, darlin’. Time to go.”


  Her tone booked no argument, so he didn’t make one. He gave her a look instead.


  She took a step backward and let out a sharp hiss of breath. “Ohhhhkaaaay,” she said after a long, tense silence. “We’ll just let security know that visiting hours don’t apply to you.”


  Riddick forced his expression neutral. He hadn’t intended to scare the woman. Jerking his head toward Harper, he asked, “How is she?”


  As if someone had flipped a switch inside her, Nurse Jama was all business again. Riddick wasn’t surprised. In her line of work, he was sure she’d seen the best and worst of people. To be effective at her job, she had to be able to distance herself emotionally from her patients.


  “She’s doing well. Vitals are strong. She’s only sleeping so hard because the doctor gave her a sedative.” Her expression softened. “She your wife?”


  “No.”


  She cocked her head to one side. “Fiancé?”


  He shook his head. “No. I like her way too much to wish that on her.”


  She rolled her eyes and snorted. “Yeah, I can see where you’d be pretty tough to take, you poor homely thing.” She shook her head and brushed a stray lock of hair off Harper’s forehead. “Lord save us from men who think they know what we need better than we do.”


  Riddick glanced at Harper, wondering how she’d thrown her words into someone else’s mouth. But Harper was still sleeping peacefully.


  The nurse replaced Harper’s chart at the foot of the bed and moved toward the door. She glanced over her shoulder. “Mister?”


  “Yeah.”


  “The cops told me my girl here buried a switchblade in her attacker’s groin. That true?”


  Riddick smiled at the memory. “She sure did.”


  She shrugged a shoulder. “Doesn’t seem to me like a girl who can survive a serial killer and manage to filet his dick in the process is a girl who needs to be sheltered. From you or anybody else.”


  He considered a reply, but when he turned to deliver it, she was gone.


  With a sigh, Riddick gently picked up Harper’s hand and cradled it between his own. He understood what the nurse was saying, and part of him agreed. Harper was a tough, self-sufficient woman who’d managed just fine without him for twenty-nine years.


  But after only a couple weeks of knowing him, here she was, bloodied and broken in a hospital bed. Somehow he couldn’t bring himself to give up the notion that she needed protection. Especially from him.


   


   


   


  Chapter Thirty-one


   


   


  Anyone who didn’t know Harper Hall would say she was fine. But Riddick did know her, probably better than most, and he knew she was anything but fine.


  She’d been home from the hospital for a week. She went through the motions, accepting visits from her friends and family, saying and doing all the right, expected things. But she simply wasn’t there. The light was off in her eyes. She was a shell, existing but not really living.


  Riddick recognized the signs. Hell, he'd lived them.


  She was turning into him.


  He tolerated days of polite, shallow conversation before he decided he couldn’t take it anymore. He’d be damned if he’d let her end up like him. But he knew someone was going to have to break her down before she could be built up again. Force her to acknowledge what had happened to her and deal with the pain. But while he’d take a bullet for her, he’d never knowingly hurt her.


  So, he called the one person he knew was perfect for this particular job. The one person she’d managed to avoid the whole time she was in the hospital and her first week home.


  Harper’s mother hit the door with several casserole dishes and a determined look on her face the likes of which Riddick had never seen. That look told Riddick he’d made the right decision.


  “Where is she?” Tina asked, shoving the dishes into Riddick’s hands.


  “In the bedroom,” he said.


  Tina shrugged out of her coat and tossed it on the sofa, then strode purposefully to the bedroom.


  When she shoved the door open, Harper, who’d been sitting on the bed staring blankly out the window, looked up, and for the first time in days, Riddick saw actual emotion in her eyes.


  She was pissed.


  Riddick nearly fell to his knees in relief at the sight of those green eyes shooting fire at him.


  “I said I wanted to be alone,” she bit out.


  “You’ve been alone long enough,” he said quietly.


  “Little girl, there’s a lot of things I’ll let you deal with on your own, but this isn’t one of them.” Tina moved to stand in front of her, hands on hips. Harper turned her head back to the window.


  “No you don’t, missy,” Tina said, grabbing her daughter’s chin, forcing her to meet her steady, searching gaze.


  They stared at each other for a long moment, and whatever she saw in Harper’s eyes—or read in her emotions—caused tears to come to her own. “Oh, baby,” she whispered.


  Riddick could tell by the set of Harper’s jaw that she was struggling to keep her emotions in check. But the wall had started to crumble the minute Tina walked in.


  Tina sat down on the edge of the bed, not saying another word, and brushed a lock of hair off Harper’s forehead. With that one gesture, Harper broke, flinging herself into her mother’s waiting arms with a sob that damn near tore Riddick’s heart in two.


  Feeling like an intruder—and, if he was perfectly honest with himself, unable to watch someone who had become everything to him suffer when he couldn’t do a goddamn thing to help—Riddick eased quietly out of the room and shut the door behind him.


  Almost an hour later, Tina did the same. She took a seat next to Riddick on the couch. “How is she?” he asked.


  Tina sighed. “She’ll be fine. She’s sleeping now.”


  Riddick felt his gut tighten at her choice of words. Not “she’s fine”, but “she’ll be fine.”


  She must have sensed his discomfort, because she smiled at him. “Don’t you worry. That girl is far too stubborn to let anything keep her down for long. She’ll struggle for a little while, then she’ll pull herself up and keep on living her life. I’d like to think that’s partly because of how I raised her, but mostly, it’s just who she is.”


  He nodded. “What can I do?”


  “Just keep being you.”


  Well, hell, that was maybe the worst advice he’d ever heard. It was being him that had gotten her into this mess to begin with.


  “You can leave for a while if you want,” Tina said, giving him a speculative look. “I’ll stay with her.”


  Riddick glanced at the door and tried to picture himself walking through it, leaving Harper, even for a few hours. “I…can’t.”


  Her answering smile was so bright it reminded him painfully of Harper. “I thought you might say that.”


  He had no idea what he might have said to make her so happy, but at least someone was enjoying themselves.


  “You know, with Harper avoiding me like she has been for the past few days, I never got a chance to thank you for saving my baby’s life.”


  Riddick shrugged off her thanks. “I did what I had to do.”


  “I know,” she said. “I knew the minute I first saw you with her. You’re exactly what she needs.”


  The look he gave her must have been incredibly skeptical, because she raised her hands in mock-surrender. “I know, I know. Don’t think I’m clueless, Noah Riddick. I didn't know you when you were with Sentry—I rarely spent any time with slayers—but I did my research. I’ve talked to Mischa and Harper’s friend Lucas. ”


  Riddick felt his lip curl in an involuntary snarl at the mention of the detective, but Tina went on, “I know all about your past. You want to know why none of that matters to me?”


  “Pretty grandbabies?”


  She laughed so hard she snorted. “No.” Then her expression turned serious. “I saw how you looked at her. You know who she is, the real Harper, and you have no interest in changing one single thing about her. You want her exactly as she is: the gifted, beautiful, flawed, perfect mess that she is. You’ll love her as much as I do. And that’s what every mother wants for her little girl.”


  Wow, if he was what every mother wanted for her little girl, the world was one twisted, sick place. “It’s not like that. It can’t be like that for us.”


  Tina cackled. “Oh, honey, it’s adorable, absolutely adorable that you think you have a choice in the matter. But once Harper sets her mind to something, she gets it. And she wants you. Hell, you might as well stamp ‘property of Harper Hall’ on your ass.”


  He felt his brow furrow as she continued to laugh at him. After a few moments, she wiped her streaming eyes and slapped him on the knee. “Can I get you something to eat, sweetie?”


  He was pretty sure he’d never been called sweetie in his life, but somehow it didn’t surprise him coming from Tina Petrocelli. “Eat?”


  “Yeah, you know, food?” she asked with a teasing smile. “I brought a pan of manicotti.”


  He vaguely remembered shoving a couple of casserole dishes in the freezer. “Save it for Harper.”


  “No, I brought the lasagna for Harper. I brought the manicotti for you.”


  Riddick rubbed the back of his neck. Shit, he really needed some sleep, because he knew she was speaking English and yet, he just wasn’t tracking. “Why would you bring me food?”


  She frowned. “Well, for one, you’re too skinny and need to eat more. Second, I was pretty sure you liked the manicotti when you had it at Petrocelli’s the other night. And finally…well, that’s just what you do for family.”


  “But I’m not family.”


  Her hands went to her hips. “The hell you’re not, mister. You saved my baby’s life. That makes you one of mine.”


  He sat there, stunned silent. Family. Noah Riddick, part of a family. It was ridiculous.


  She leaned down and kissed his cheek before walking toward the kitchen. “It’s decided. I’ll heat up the manicotti. You’ll eat.”


  Her tone booked no room for argument. An unprecedented warmth spread through him. “Semi-charmed,” he murmured. Was this what it felt like to have someone care about what happened to you? It felt surprisingly…good.


   


   


   


  Chapter Thirty-two


   


   


  The week after Harper’s mother visited was almost as trying as her time with Phoenix.


  She would’ve loved living in the peaceful land of denial for a while longer. But she knew her mother and Riddick were right. She had to face what had happened and work through it. Besides, constant calls from reporters—and the huge blood stain on her living room rug where Lucas had apparently lost a few pints—were making it hard to avoid.


  And then there were the nightmares.


  Sweaty, chest-gripping, sit-straight-up-in-bed-and-gasp-for-air nightmares that occurred every night like clockwork. They made her feel weak, out-of-control. And those were two feelings Harper Hall simply would not tolerate in the long term, so something was going to have to give and give soon.


  She just hoped it wasn’t her sanity.


  The one positive she could count on was Riddick. When he took her home from the hospital, he’d had a bag with him. Neither of them mentioned it, but since he hadn’t left her apartment once and didn’t seem to be without clean clothes, she had to assume he’d planned to stay with her even before they left the hospital.


  Not that she minded. Having her own personal slayer in the next room did a lot to soothe her jangled nerves. And while it would be nice if he’d sleep next to her every night instead of on her tiny pull-out, she couldn’t deny that he was always within arms-reach when she needed him most.


  Nightmare after nightmare, the second she sat up in bed, bathed in her own sweat, Riddick was there to gather her in his arms and remind her that it wasn’t real, that she was safe. Sometimes she felt like his voice and strong arms were all that anchored her to reality. All that kept her from sinking into the murky nightmares, never to return to the land of the living.


  One night, driven by a need she couldn’t even begin to explain, she’d gone after the blood stain on her living room rug with a vengeance. She scrubbed and scoured until her fingers bled, sobbing and hyperventilating the whole time.


  Riddick had sat and watched her, letting her get…whatever it was out of her system. When she finally collapsed, he picked her up, carried her back to bed, and cradled her against his chest until she fell asleep. He never said a word that night, or the next morning.


  And somehow, Riddick must have known that quiet acceptance was exactly what she needed most, because after that night, Harper slowly began to feel more and more like herself. She was almost able to sleep through the night.


  Almost, she thought, viciously pounding her pillow with her clenched fist. She glanced at the clock. Midnight and she was still wide awake.


  With a sigh, she rolled out of bed, shoved her feet into her slippers and threw an old cotton robe over her tank top and yoga pants. Maybe some TV would lull her to sleep.


  When she opened her door, voices stopped her in her tracks. Her heart rate sped up, then almost immediately slowed when she recognized them.


  “So then the little Italian gal—I think Harper said her name was Mischa—slammed my head into the wall.”


  “I know. Harper told me. You probably shouldn’t ever call Mischa a ‘hot piece’, Benny,” Riddick said. "She's got a little bit of a temper."


  “Yeah, I got that. Then, as if that wasn’t enough, the big Indian downstairs said he’d rip my arms off and beat me to death with them if I even looked at that little gal again. He looked fairly serious about it.”


  Riddick let out a long-suffering sigh. “I imagine he was.”


  “Since he sounded so sincere and everything, I didn’t have the heart to tell him his threat wasn’t nearly as creative or scary as the gal’s. Oh well, nothing ventured, nothing gained, right? She is a hot little piece, though. Even with that temper.”


  After a moment of silence in which Harper imagined Riddick was grinding his teeth, Riddick asked, “Why are you even here? Harper went to bed hours ago.”


  “Dude, I told you I wanted to binge-watch Prison Break,” Benny replied.


  She could practically hear the scowl in Riddick’s voice as he said, “Why can’t you do that at your house?”


  “I don’t have NetFlix. I’m watching the episodes I missed. Harper promised she’d watch with me next week if I watched up to season three.”


  “What the hell is NetFlix?”


  Benny snickered. “Man, you gotta get out more.”


  After a moment, Benny said, “You think I could get a chick that looks like her now that I’m a celebrity?”


  Riddick sighed, sounding exasperated. “What the hell are you talking about?”


  Harper peeked out of her room and saw Benny gesture with the remote towards the TV. “That chick. Dr. Sara. She’s hot. You think I could get a chick like that now?”


  Riddick, sitting on the couch next to Benny, crossed his arms over his chest. “No.”


  “Aw, come on. Harper says I look just like that Michael guy. You don’t think I could—“


  “No.”


  “You’re just bustin’ my balls. Maybe I couldn’t get an actress, but I bet I could get a chick as hot as Harper.”


  Riddick glanced over at Benny. “That actress isn’t even anywhere near Harper’s league. Give it up.”


  He snickered. “Man, you really got it bad.”


  “Fuck you, Benny.”


  Harper smiled so big it re-split her lip—the damn thing just wouldn’t heal—and she winced, drawing both men’s attention. They both stood as she padded into the room. “Sorry guys. I didn’t mean to interrupt.”


  Benny grinned. “Hey, glad you’re up. I was just—”


  “Leaving,” Riddick finished for him. “He was just leaving.”


  He frowned at Riddick, then glanced back at Harper. “Yeah, I was just leaving, baby. You should go back to bed.”


  Harper said goodbye, kissing him on the cheek, making Benny blush and Riddick scowl.


  When he was gone, she sat down on the couch next to Riddick. “Thanks for being nice to him.”


  “I wasn’t nice to him.”


  “Yeah, but you didn’t kill him. That was nice.”


  He smiled at her. “You’re an easy woman to please, Harper Hall.”


  She shrugged. “I learned the value of low expectations long ago.”


  His smile faded. “Why are you up? Nightmare?”


  “Not tonight.” She shrugged. “Insomnia, I guess.”


  He nodded. “It’ll get easier.”


  “What will?”


  “Everything.”


  Harper leaned back, crossing her arms over her chest. “You sound sure.”


  “I am.”


  “What could you possibly know about fear? You’re not afraid of anything.”


  He frowned. “I’m a natural, Harper. Not a robot. Of course I’m afraid of things.”


  “Like what?”


  His expression turned very serious as his gaze touched her eyes, her hair, her mouth. “Hurting you.”


  She sucked in a shallow breath. “You’d never hurt me.”


  “Not intentionally.”


  Harper rolled her eyes. “You sound like Lucas.”


  “He’s right. You should listen to him.”


  “You’re here, aren’t you?” She leaned toward him so that her breasts pushed gently against his arm. He exhaled sharply and she closed her eyes as the now-familiar tingles shot through her body. “You’ve been here since I got out of the hospital. That doesn’t sound anything like the guy Lucas describes when he talks about you.”


  Riddick turned toward her. His lips were a scant breath from hers when he whispered, “Harper…”


  “Shhh. Don’t say it.”


  She pressed her mouth gently on his. After a moment’s hesitation, he kissed her back. It was a different kiss than their first. Every bit as powerful—her thighs immediately went up in flames—but not nearly as desperate. It was slow, deliberate, devastating.


  Harper reached out to lay her hand over his heart, and he caught her wrist, pulling away from her with a ragged intake of breath.


  Confused, she leaned back. Didn’t he feel the tingles? Then she saw his eyes, saw the almost desperate longing there and she understood. Hated it, but understood. He just wasn’t ready yet.


  “You know we’re going to need to talk about this thing between us eventually,” she said quietly.


  He closed his eyes and raked his fingers through his hair. “I know. But not tonight.”


  She stood, offered him a sad smile, and made her way back to the bedroom, shutting the door behind her. “Good night, Noah,” she whispered.


   


   


   


  Chapter Thirty-three


   


   


  Two days later, Lucas stopped by to talk to her. One look at his face told her that it wasn’t a friendly social call.


  Lucas took the cup of coffee she offered him and sat down at her kitchen table. Harper sat across from him, anticipating that she wouldn’t want to hear what he had to say standing up.


  Riddick didn’t have any such compunction. He leaned over her kitchen counter, watching her. Why, she had no idea. Maybe it had become a habit for him.


  “Doll face, there’s not really an easy way to say this, so I’m just going to say it.” Lucas took a deep breath. “Last night while we were transferring Phoenix from holding to his permanent facility, he escaped. Killed four cops in the process.”


  Harper sat up straighter, and suddenly her scalp felt tight. “He’s out?”


  Lucas took a sip of coffee and grimaced. “Well, he was…for about five minutes. He’s dead.”


  Now, they all knew that dead was a relative term in this day and age. “Do you mean dead dead?” she asked.


  He nodded. “The permanent kind, darlin’. We found his body about three blocks from where he left the transport van.”


  Harper rubbed her temples, doing her best to process the news. “He was staked?”


  “No. His heart was cut out.”


  Her gaze shifted to Lucas’s still-bruised temple, and instantly her brain flashed back to the moment when Phoenix had grabbed her. She hadn’t been able to walk into her bedroom since without remembering the feel of his hands tightening around her throat.


  The thought of him dying a horribly painful death didn’t exactly make her want to dance a jig of glee, but she wouldn’t be shedding tears anytime soon, either.


  But it did make her a little curious. Who could have killed him?


  Harper lifted her eyes to Riddick’s. He returned her gaze steadily, not even a trace of emotion in his eyes.


  Lucas shifted in his seat and turned to Riddick. Obviously he was a step ahead of Harper in the info-processing department. “I need to ask where you were last night.”


  “He’s been with me since I got out of the hospital,” Harper supplied automatically.


  Lucas turned back to her, his neutral cop expression firmly in place. “And he’s been here the whole time? All night last night? You can be sure of that?”


  Not at all, she thought. Her head spun. She wasn’t sure of anything anymore.


  She’d dozed off around one, and she’d slept through the night after that. Riddick easily could have slipped out and—Harper swallowed hard—cut out Phoenix’s heart, then returned as if nothing had happened.


  Oh boy. Suddenly light-headed, Harper fought the urge to put her head between her knees.


  She’d never had a problem with the fact that Riddick had killed vampires. Hell, she’d even killed a few herself back in the day. But until now, she’d never realized what a fine line there was between slayer and vampire. They were both killers; only their motives differed.


  But still, this was Riddick they were talking about. The man who’d saved her life. Twice.


  Harper looked Lucas square in the eye and gave him the only answer she could. “He was with me,” she reiterated. “All night.”


  She was fully aware of what she’d just implied, and she wasn’t sure if it was jealousy or disbelief or anger that flashed through Lucas’s expression. Maybe he realized she’d just managed to look a police detective in the eye and lie blatantly.


  It kind of surprised her too. She’d always been a terrible liar. Apparently when it really counted, she could lie like a pro.


  Good to know, but not exactly something to be proud of.


  Lucas turned back to Riddick. “That true?”


  Riddick merely sipped his coffee, meeting Lucas’s eyes over the rim of his cup.


  Lucas sighed and lowered his head. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”


  Riddick could’ve killed Phoenix. She knew it. Lucas knew it, and could probably prove it if he worked hard enough at it.


  “What happens now?” she asked quietly.


  “Not a hell of a lot. There wasn’t any evidence left at the scene. No prints on the knife except Phoenix’s, no DNA, no witnesses. It’s pretty much a cold case. I could push it if I wanted, but…” he trailed off with a shrug.


  “But,” she prompted, “you aren’t going to?”


  He looked like he wanted to. Dearly. But after a tense moment, he shook his head. “No. I’m not too broke up that someone offed a cop killer. I doubt my Captain or the DA will be, either.”


  Harper believed him, but her intuition was telling her that part of the reason he was backing off the investigation was that she stood to be hurt if Riddick was charged with the murder.


  “Thank you,” she whispered.


  He smiled and tapped her nose with his index finger. “I’m glad you’re OK, doll face.”


  Harper took his cup to the sink and walked him to the door. When he was gone, she faced Riddick again. She had no idea what to say. Hell, she had no idea how she felt.


  He’d cut out Phoenix’s heart while she slept.


  Riddick rinsed his cup and placed it in the sink. “I’m leaving for a while. I’ll be back to check on you later tonight.”


  He sounded perfectly relaxed, but she could tell from his rigid posture and the white-knuckled grip he had on her sink that he was anything but.


  “Okay,” she said, still feeling poleaxed.


  Riddick glanced at her, their eyes meeting and holding for a breathless moment, then he gave her a terse nod and strode out of the kitchen.


  She opened her mouth as he gripped the doorknob, but nothing came out. Her heart told her to say whatever it took to make him stay. Don’t ever let him go, it said. But her brain and mouth just wouldn’t cooperate.


  She flinched as the door slammed behind Riddick.


   


   


   


  Chapter Thirty-four


   


   


  Riddick stared into his untouched beer and told himself everything was as it should be. Phoenix was dead and Harper was afraid of him. It was about time she realized she was better off without him.


  So why did he feel like he was the one who’d had his cut out?


  “You’re being an idiot. Harper is not better off without you.”


  Riddick didn’t bother looking at the man who’d slid onto the stool next to him. “Stay out of my head.”


  Hunter chuckled. “You humans think all vampires are in your heads. The truth is, most of the time, your feelings and thoughts are so transparent most of us who can don’t bother reading your minds.”


  “Transparent, huh? And what is it you think you know about me?”


  “I know you didn’t kill Phoenix.”


  Riddick snorted. “You’d better stick to reading minds. I wanted nothing more than to kill that bastard. What makes you so sure it wasn’t me?”


  “Harper wouldn’t have wanted you to kill for her. You know that. And even though you dearly wanted to kill him, you didn’t.”


  OK, so maybe Hunter didn’t have to read minds. “Yeah, well, it doesn’t really matter, does it? Phoenix is dead and she’s sure I killed him.”


  And she’d probably think his alibi—that he’d stayed up all night watching her sleep—was just as creepy as what she thought he did.


  “He needed to die. He would’ve come after her again and again.”


  Riddick raised his glass and tossed his beer back in two swallows. Hell, he didn’t need Hunter telling him what would have happened if Phoenix had gotten away. He knew Harper never would’ve been safe again. But knowing didn’t make it easier to have Harper look at him with fear in her eyes.


  “You could tell her you didn’t kill him,” Hunter said quietly. “She’d believe you.”


  “I doubt it, pal.”


  “She has more faith in you than you have in yourself.”


  Misguided faith, to be sure. “And how are you so sure of that? You read her mind too?”


  He laughed out loud. “I’ve been alive a very long time, my friend. Nothing scares me…except the inner workings of Harper Hall’s mind. I wouldn’t venture in there for all the money or power in the world.”


  Riddick could certainly relate to that.


  “Besides,” Hunter went on, “Harper’s feelings for you are simple. Your feelings about her…those are a little more complicated.”


  Understatement of the year, Riddick thought. He couldn’t think straight when he was with her, and he couldn’t breathe when she wasn’t around. He wanted to touch her more than he wanted his next breath, but was terrified he’d never be able to stop if started. Were there even words to describe that kind of cluster-fuck of emotions?


  Hunter laughed. “The word you’re looking for? I think it’s love.”


  Riddick snorted. Right. Love. Like he was even capable of something like that.


  Hunter’s expression turned serious. “Being a natural doesn’t make you incapable of love. It just makes you…unpredictable.”


  He turned incredulous eyes on the vampire. “If I remember correctly, naturals used to be a secret.”


  “I read a lot of very interesting minds these days.”


  Even someone as uninvolved as Riddick could see what was going on with Mischa and Hunter. “You know that if you hurt her friend, Harper will crucify you.”


  “I’d be similarly careful not to hurt Harper, or Mischa will do the same to you.”


  Riddick sighed and laid a wad of bills on the counter to cover his tab and Hunter’s. It hadn’t escaped his attention that a vampire was giving him advice on how to manage his love life. Before he met Harper, he probably would’ve killed Hunter before any words could have been exchanged.


  Hunter chuckled. “You would’ve tried, my friend.”


   


   


   


  Chapter Thirty-five


   


   


  When Mischa showed up at Harper’s door later that evening, she was carrying two large pizzas in one hand, and a dog that looked shockingly like Cane in the other.


  Harper took the pizzas and let her in, then raised a brow at the dog. “I thought her family came for her. What happened?”


  “I don’t want to talk about it,” Mischa said, her tone booking no room for argument.


  Harper shrugged as Mischa settled Cane on the sofa.


  Over the course of the next twenty minutes, they devoured both pizzas, a bag of baked potato chips, and four Diet Cokes. Nothing like stress to cause two Italian women to really lose their food inhibitions.


  “And then he left without another word.”


  Harper slid a butter knife into her cast and almost moaned aloud when she scratched an itch that had been plaguing her all day.


  Mischa stared in mute horror at the knife for a moment, then shook her head. “So, now you think that Riddick is a cold-blooded killer.”


  She eased the knife out of her cast and rolled it idly between her thumb and forefinger. “Of course not. As soon as he walked out the door I realized I was being an idiot. I trust Riddick, but…I don’t know. When I thought about him cutting Phoenix’s heart out, I got to thinking about what you said about naturals, and I guess it weirded me out a little.”


  Mischa glanced down at her folded hands. “I don’t think he killed Phoenix. I think…I might’ve been wrong about Riddick,” she whispered.


  Harper blinked and lifted her gaze skyward. Mischa Bartone admitting she could have been wrong about something was surely a sign of impending apocalypse, and fire and brimstone should be raining down from the heavens any minute. But when flaming meteors failed to crash through her ceiling, Harper regrouped and asked, “What are you talking about?”


  Mischa’s dark eyes were tortured as she met Harper’s gaze. “Sentry lied to me about Hunter, which means they could have lied about any number of things. I’m just not sure what to think about Riddick and the other naturals anymore.”


  “What do you mean they lied about Hunter?”


  “False information. The files they gave me, the detailed files about his victims…they were all lies.”


  “I’ve been telling you for years that they were wrong about Hunter. What makes you think that I’m right now, after all this time?”


  “It was all in Hunter’s eyes. He was telling me the truth.” She shook her head. “God, I have great instincts. What’s so ironic about this is that Sentry taught me how to best use my instincts, and I never used them to question my orders.”


  Harper could see Mischa beating herself up, and it was painful to witness such a confident, self-assured woman begin to doubt herself so completely. “I’m willing to bet that the biggest majority of the vampires Sentry ordered us to eliminate deserved it. Hell, all the ones Romeo and I killed were for sure complete bastards. You can’t assume you were lied to about everything.”


  Mischa smiled weakly. “You sound like Hunter.”


  Harper’s ears perked up at the mention of Hunter. Or more accurately, her ears perked up when they failed to detect the usual contempt Mischa held in her voice when she spoke of Hunter. “So, Riddick tells me Hunter was with you the whole day after I was kidnapped.”


  Mischa neither confirmed nor denied, just stared at her clasped hands, which was very unlike her. And a blush had started to glow in her cheeks. Very unusual.


  Harper narrowed her eyes thoughtfully on her friend. “What’s going on, Misch? What happened with you and Hunter? And why is Cane back?”


  At the sound of her name, Cane lifted her head, thumped her tail a few times, and gazed adoringly at Mischa before snuggling back into the couch cushions.


  Mischa cleared her throat. “After Cane’s owners came for her, I was…sad. The next day, they brought her back saying they’d decided to get a puppy. They said they didn’t want her anymore.”


  Harper glanced at the dog. No way had anyone decided they wanted a puppy rather than this adorable sweetie. And then it occurred to her that Mischa hadn’t mentioned Hunter at all in her account of how she’d gotten the dog back. She’d purposefully not mentioned him. Why, if Harper didn’t know better, she’d think…


  Harper drew in a sharp breath and stabbed her index finger at Mischa. “You two had sex, then he gave you a dog!”


  Mischa sucked in an equally sharp breath. “We did not!” She twisted her fingers together. “But, I think he used mind control on Cane’s old owners to make them think they didn’t want her anymore. That’s the only explanation that makes sense.”


  Harper narrowed her eyes on her friend, noting the deepening blush and guilty expression. Maybe not sex, but, something…


  “But you did something, right? Making out and stuff?”


  She shifted her gaze firmly back to her hands.


  Harper laughed and clapped her hands. “Holy crap, Misch, good for you.”


  Mischa groaned and let her forehead drop to the table. “Not good for me. Terrible for me. What the hell was I thinking?”


  “Maybe for once you weren’t thinking. That’s not a bad thing, kid. Especially when it puts you in bed with a hottie who can’t possibly give you herpes or AIDS.”


  Mischa lifted her head, the furrow between her brows telling Harper she hadn’t even thought about just how safe sex with a vampire would be: no pregnancy, no disease. Taking up with the undead definitely had its perks. Not to mention the preternatural stamina Hunter surely possessed.


  Harper knew it was crass, but she couldn’t help but ask, “So, what are we talking about here? Naked skin on naked skin?”


  Mischa nodded sadly.


  “Naked…um, important parts…um…touching?” she improvised, not able to bring herself to say the word penetration in front of her usually prim friend, but also totally unable to let the subject drop.


  Mischa shot her a glare and looked like she might refuse to share any details, but after a few moments, she said, quietly, miserably, “Important…part halfway in.”


  “Shut up! And who stopped, you or him?”


  “Me.”


  Wow, that either took serious willpower or serious stupidity. “And he stopped…willingly?”


  Mischa’s lips compressed. “Well, he certainly wasn’t happy about it, but yes, he stopped when I asked him to.” She groaned. “More proof that he’s not anywhere near the monster Sentry made him out to be. God, how could I have been so dumb?”


  “About Sentry, or about almost having sex with Hunter?”


  “Both. Especially the later.”


  Harper would’ve taken Hunter to bed herself a hundred times if he’d ever shown an iota of physical interest in her, so the only part of the story that struck her as dumb was the almost.


  She shook her head. Mischa had no idea how many women would love to count having almost sex with Hunter among their problems. “It’s not the end of the world, Misch. You almost had sex with a really hot guy who’s been obviously crazy about you for years. And now that you know he’s not a killer, I don’t see the problem.”


  Mischa’s hands clenched and frustrated tears sprang to her eyes. “You don’t see the problem with an almost forty-year-old woman getting naked with a five-hundred-year-old vampire who was turned when he was twenty-five?”


  Oh, OK. Now she got it. Harper probably understood better than anyone. She always fought the urge to suck in her stomach around Riddick. “So, what, he saw you naked and recoiled in horror at the sight of your decrepit old body, right?”


  She almost growled in response. Now that was the Mischa Harper knew and loved. “He didn’t have any complaints,” she said through clenched teeth.


  “And how did he look naked?”


  For just a moment, Mischa’s expression relaxed and she smiled ever so slightly, as if indulging in an extremely pleasant daydream. Harper grinned at her, and Mischa could no longer hold back a grin of her own.


  “Misch, you gotta relax. Go with the flow. Don’t worry so much about what’s going to happen when you’re old and gray and Hunter is still buff and hot.”


  “Go with the flow,” Mischa repeated as if she’d never heard the words.


  Harper nodded. “No one is saying you have to marry the guy. Have some fun. Look, I’ll tell you what. I promise to help you follow your heart and instincts a little more, and you help me understand this whole thinking-logically thing.” She stuck her good hand out toward her friend. “Deal?”


  Mischa smiled. “Deal.”


  “He used mind control to get you a dog so that you wouldn’t be sad anymore.” She shook her head and sighed. “You might not be aware of this, but that’s romantic. In a criminal sort of way, that is.”


  She scowled. “I already agreed to try, Harper. Don’t push your luck.”


  “Can’t help it,” Harper answered. “It’s what I do best.”


   


  Mischa’s heart started beating double-time when Hunter opened the door and braced an arm on the frame. Thank God he had a shirt on this time. Her heart could only go so fast before it gave out.


  She didn’t wait for him to invite her in, or get out of the way, for that matter. The fact that she was able to walk right under his arm without ducking was a little embarrassing, but she chose not to dwell on it.


  Hunter shut the door and turned toward her as she set Cane on the floor in front of an oversized navy blue sofa. She wasn’t ready to look at him just yet, so she took the opportunity to check out his apartment.


  She hadn’t really looked around when she was here with Lisa, Harper and Riddick (Hunter’s lack of shirt had been too distracting). The place was nice, she realized with some surprise. Very masculine, full of dark colors and natural materials. A few very old, very authentic-looking Native American artifacts decorated the walls. It was homier than any bachelor pad she’d ever seen.


  “I’m nearly five-hundred-fifty years old, Mischa. Did you really expect my home to resemble a frat house?”


  Wow, she really loved hearing him say her first name instead of Miss Bartone. It was…intimate, somehow.


  “I think we’re beyond formality, don’t you?” he asked quietly.


  She blinked. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to you reading my mind.”


  He lowered his head and crossed his arms over his chest. “I apologize. You shouldn’t have to get used to it. It’s rude of me to read your thoughts without permission.”


  She shook her head. “I didn’t come here for an apology.”


  “Why did you come?”


  The emphasis he put on the word come made her snort. “You can make anything sound dirty, can’t you?”


  He smiled. “It’s talent. God-given talent.”


  The smile reminded her of the last time she’d seen him smile. He’d been on top of her, looking down into her eyes with an intensity that had stolen her breath. He’d told her that he’d waited for her for so long, and started easing into her…


  That had been about the time she’d panicked. Shoved him off her, grabbed her clothes and ran—literally ran—for the door. She was sure he would’ve followed her if it hadn’t been the middle of the afternoon. He’d called after her, though. The sound had clawed at her heart and brought tears to her eyes.


  “Why are you here, love?”


  She startled at the sound of his voice, and he added, “You’ve no reason to fear me.”


  Mischa carefully blanked her mind. Better that he think she was afraid of him than realize the truth. And the truth was that she didn’t fear him one little bit.


  It was only her complete lack of self-control where he was involved that really scared her.


  She cleared her throat. “I heard some things on my police scanner.”


  He cocked his head to one side. “What kind of things?”


  “There’s some evidence to suggest that Phoenix cut his own heart out.”


  His face went completely blank, which was her first clue he was hiding something. Hunter normally had one of the most expressive faces she’d ever seen.


  “Obviously he wouldn’t have cut his own heart out. Right?” she asked carefully.


  “It seems unlikely that he would’ve done it willingly,” he answered, equally careful in this wording.


  Willingly was the key word, she thought. An extremely powerful, extremely old vampire could easily make a younger vampire do pretty much anything against his will.


  Even cut out his own heart.


  “Why’d you do it? For Harper?”


  He moved toward her and she forced herself to stand her ground. Eventually, he was close enough that she had to crane her neck to meet his gaze. “I like Harper,” he said. “But I wouldn’t kill for her.”


  “Then why?”


  His eyes moved over her face, pausing briefly on her lips before lifting to hers once more. “You love Harper. You’d be devastated if you lost her.”


  Mischa swallowed hard. “You did it for me?”


  “Yes,” he said, then sighed. “So, I imagine this is the part where you call me a killer and tell me to stay away from you.”


  A month ago, that would’ve been true. But now…


  Without a second thought, she hooked her hand around his neck and yanked his head down before kissing him hard on the mouth. He stilled for a moment, but recovered quickly, wrapping his arms around her waist and returning her kiss.


  Using every ounce of her tattered self-control, Mischa broke the kiss and backed away. If she didn’t go now, she never would. And she just wasn’t ready to stay. Not yet.


  She scooped up Cane and headed for the door. With her hand on the doorknob, she glanced back at Hunter, who looked almost comically stunned. Ungodly hot and turned on, but stunned.


  “Thank you,” she said whispered before letting herself out.


   


   


   


  Chapter Thirty-six


   


   


  Much later, Harper jerked her head up and shoved her hair out of her face to find Riddick sitting across from her at her kitchen table, staring at her with an expression somewhere between amusement and bemusement.


  “You’re back,” she whispered, then cringed, realizing she’d just stated the obvious.


  Wordlessly, he plucked a piece of pepperoni out of her hair and laid it on the table in front of her. She felt herself blush to the tips of her toes. That’s what she got for falling asleep on her leftovers.


  She cleared her throat. “Look, I owe you an apology.”


  His brow furrowed. “Why would you owe me an apology?”


  “I got a little freaked out when Lucas was here earlier.”


  He shook his head. “You don’t have to—”


  “No, I do.” She took a deep breath. “The fact of the matter is that I don’t care what happened to Phoenix.”


  “Harper—”


  “No, I really don’t. I know you wouldn’t have done it without a good reason, and that’s all I need to know.”


  “You don’t know me well enough to trust me like that, Harper,” he said carefully.


  She raised her chin. “Then you don’t have as much faith in yourself as I have in you.”


  “I didn’t kill him,” he said quietly.


  Harper sighed. “Thank God,” she whispered.


  He stared at her for a moment then shook his head. “What is it you want from me?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Sometimes when you look at me…I don’t know.” He took her hand in his and traced her pulse at the wrist. “I get the idea you think I’m something I’m not.”


  She sucked in a deep breath as hot tingles shot up and down her arm. “Like what? What do you think I think you are?”


  He shrugged. “Noble. A hero. A good person.” His eyes lifted to hers again. “Not a danger to you.”


  No way was she naïve enough to think he wasn’t a danger to her. No one who could set her body on fire with one simple touch was exactly safe.


  She shifted her hand so that her fingers laced through his. “You are a good person. And noble. And a hero.” She shhs’d him when he opened his mouth to object. “You’re my hero.”


  He smiled ruefully. “I’m your downfall. You just don’t know it yet.”


  Oh, she knew it all right. Just not in the way he meant it.


  “Look, you saved me from Phoenix, didn’t you? And would a bad person have helped me save Dylan when there wasn’t anything in it for him?”


  His fingers tightened around hers. “There was something in it for me.”


  “What?”


  “You. I wanted to be with you.”


  Harper sucked in a sharp breath. Wow, and she’d thought his touch set her body on fire. What he’d just said had her wanting to jump him right there on her kitchen table.


  “You never answered my question.”


  Well, she decided after a moment, if he could be honest with her, the least she owed him was a candid answer. “OK, to answer your question, I want you, Riddick. As my partner at work…and at home.”


  His stone mask slipped and in one brief moment, Harper saw more emotions flash through his eyes than she’d ever seen. Disbelief, confusion, shock, longing…they were all there. She treasured each one.


  One corner of his mouth quirked up. “You don’t want much, do you?”


  She met his gaze frankly despite the hot blush licking at her cheeks. “I want it all. I want you.”


  His gaze fell to her mouth, then slowly rose once again to hers. Any doubts she had about his feelings were erased with one look in his eyes. He wanted her just as much as she wanted him, maybe more, if that was possible.


  He blinked and his expression went blank. Harper almost cried out at the loss.


  “Harper,” he began.


  “No,” she interrupted, “I don’t want your answer today. I want you to think about it for a while. Don’t shoot me down until you’ve thought seriously about it, OK?”


  He regarded her quietly for a moment, then nodded. “All right, Harper. I’ll think about it.”


  She breathed a sigh of relief. Thank God. “In the meantime,” she squeezed his hand, “not partners?”


  He brought her fingertips to his mouth and kissed them, quick and hard. “Not partners.”


   


   


   


  Chapter Thirty-seven


   


   


  Harper laid a bouquet of daisies on Shannon Endler’s grave. “I wonder if she even liked daisies,” she murmured.


  Standing behind her, Riddick slid his arms around her waist and laid his chin on her shoulder. “I don’t know. But I’m sure her family will appreciate the gesture.”


  His body created a warm cocoon around hers, and Harper relaxed instantly. How did he always know what she needed, when she needed it?


  “I know it wasn’t my fault, but I still feel terrible that this happened. I hate it that she died because she looked like me.”


  “I know.”


  Which was why he brought her here. He never once questioned the logic of visiting a total stranger’s grave. Riddick was probably the only man on earth who accepted her exactly as she was. She hoped Shannon Endler had had someone like that in her life.


  Reaching out, she brushed her fingertips along the gray marble headstone and whispered, “Rest in peace, Shannon.”


  Hand-in-hand, Harper and Riddick began the long walk back to where he’d parked her car, silently enjoying the unseasonably warm weather.


  But with Riddick so close, touching her, she couldn’t keep silent for long. “Riddick, have you thought about…us?”


  He stopped walking and faced her. “Do you think I’ve been able to think of anything else since you told me you wanted me?”


  She smiled. “So?”


  “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want you.”


  Her heartbeat kicked up. There was a but there, she just knew it. “But?”


  “But the kind of relationship you want with me…” he trailed off and shook his head. “It just can’t happen.”


  Her smile faded and she tried to ignore the quick pain that knifed her in the chest. “Why?” she asked, her voice thick.


  “I know my limitations.”


  He tightened his grip on her hand when she moved to pull it back. “Harper, if I end this now, if things don’t go any further than they already have, there’s a chance you won’t end up…hurt. Or worse.”


  A preemptive breakup. She’d heard rumors of their existence, but she’d never been on the receiving end of one. “So you’re breaking up with me before we ever even go out so that I won’t get hurt? News flash, Ace: that hurts.”


  He let go of her hand to rake his fingers through his hair in frustration. “Harper, I don’t know how to be the guy you need. I don’t do…relationships because I need…a certain level of control over myself. And I just don’t seem to have any when I’m with you.”


  Her hands went to her hips. “Being out-of-control isn’t always a bad thing. And if it’s not a relationship, what do you call what we’ve been doing?”


  “A mistake. And being out-of-control is always a bad thing for someone like me.”


  He might as well have driven a stake through her heart. At least that would have hurt less. “You’re just scared. This isn’t even about me. You’re just like every other commitment-phobic jerk I’ve ever gone out with.”


  She turned away from him, prepared to stalk away in a dramatic huff, but he grabbed her by the wrist and swung her back toward him.


  “Damn it, Harper, you’re not listening to me. Hell yes I’m scared. You’re the first thing on my mind when I wake up in the morning, and the last thing on my mind before I sleep—that is, if I even can sleep. Most nights I just stay awake, worrying about you or thinking about you or fantasizing about you.”


  Now, damn it, how was she supposed to stay mad at him when he said stuff like that?


  He forced her chin up with his finger so that she had no choice but to look him in the eye. “This…thing between us gets stronger and stronger every day. If we both walk away now, yes, it will hurt. But we’ll get through it. If we keep going in the direction we have been, it could destroy you.” He cringed a little, almost as if the thought alone was painful to him. “If I was the only one at risk,” he added, “I’d grab you and never let go. But I can’t risk hurting you like that.”


  She furiously blinked away the tears that had defied her. “You have no way of knowing that it would end badly…that we would end badly.”


  “Everything ends badly for me.” He gently lifted her casted wrist. “Do you know why this happened?”


  Trick questions again? Weren’t they passed all that? “Um, because Phoenix was a psycho-freak who chained me up in his basement?”


  “Because I was too distracted, too out-of-control to protect you. I was too busy thinking about getting you naked to concentrate on hunting.”


  She swiped at her eyes with her sleeve impatiently. “I never asked you to protect me.”


  He smiled, but it was the saddest smile Harper had ever seen. It hurt her heart just contemplating it. “There are exactly two people in this world I give a damn about, and I’m going to protect them whether they ask me to or not.”


  “Is this because you’re a natural?”


  He blinked in surprise. “How do you know about…”


  “Mischa,” she interrupted impatiently. “I know all about you being a natural slayer.”


  “That’s part of it. Mostly I just care about you too much to let you get hurt again because of me.”


  “So you’re just going to leave? Forget all about me?”


  He brushed his fingertips over her cheek. “I’m not that stupid, Harper. There’s no way I could ever forget about you.”


  Oh God, it just got worse and worse with every word he said. It was like each syllable twisted the knife he’d lodged in her heart when he told her he couldn’t be with her. “Then, what? What do you suggest we do?”


  “There’s not anything we can do.”


  “And you won’t be my partner. At work, at home or in my bed.”


  His eyes darkened at the mention of her bed, but his expression stayed carefully neutral. “I can’t.”


  He was running scared and it hurt her, but it also pissed her off. Did he think she wasn’t scared? She didn’t exactly have much luck in the relationship department herself, but hell, at least she wasn’t afraid to try.


  Maybe it was time to fight dirty.


  She leaned toward him so that her breasts pressed into his chest. His sharp intake of breath was intensely rewarding. “If I was to push this, if I was to kiss you and beg you to make love to me, would you push me away?”


  “No,” he answered without hesitation.


  “But you don’t want me to do that?”


  “What I want really doesn’t matter, Harper. This is what’s right.”


  It really was ironic that by trying so hard to protect her, he was breaking her heart. But she knew better than to argue with him. Even though she could feel how much he wanted her—it was really obvious, right there against her hip and everything—she knew she’d never be able to convince him with words that she was right and he was dead-ass wrong.


  But what he didn’t have was her stubborn streak. Telling him he wasn’t dangerous and that she could take care of herself wasn’t going to change his mind, but she sure as hell could prove it to him over time. Eventually he’d come to see things her way. Everyone did, after all.


  Feeling decidedly better, she went in for the kill.


  “And if I decide to see other people, you’ll be OK with that?”


  “I think you should see other people.”


  The statement would have pained her terribly if his jaw hadn’t visibly tensed when he said it. “Well, Lucas told me he was interested in me. Maybe I’ll go out with him.”


  She heard his teeth grind together and she had to bite back a triumphant smile. She had him right where she wanted him. He’d be hers before he even knew what hit him.


  “It’s your life,” he finally managed.


  Doing her best to appear solemn and still a little wounded, she said, “I don’t agree with you, of course, but I can accept your decision.” She squeezed his hand. “No hard feelings?”


  He narrowed his eyes, looking more than a little skeptical of her easy surrender. “Of course not.”


   


   


   


  Chapter Thirty-eight


   


   


  Harper dove for the door when a decidedly masculine knock sounded. It had been weeks since she’d seen Riddick and she was starting to feel like a junkie going through DT’s.


  But it wasn’t Riddick who greeted her when she yanked the door open; it was Lucas.


  She struggled to keep the welcoming smile on her face despite her keen disappointment. “Lucas. This is a surprise. Come on in.”


  “I’m happy to see you too,” he said dryly, making his way to her living room.


  Harper shrugged sheepishly. “Sorry. I thought you were…someone else.”


  “You thought I was Riddick. At least you hoped I was.”


  Okay, awkward, Harper thought. “I’m sorry, I just—”


  Lucas held up a hand to silence her. “Don’t be sorry. Just tell me you’ll go out with me on Friday night.”


  Cripes. Even more awkward.


  Harper shifted uncomfortably and tried to ignore the way he’d kind of backed her up against her wall. It was…intimate. That made her think of their kiss, which made her think that she needed to get herself out of this situation immediately before an awkward moment turned into something painful.


  “Look, Lucas, I like you and I want to be totally honest with you.”


  He took her hand. “Honest is good.”


  She blinked at her hand in his. Fire didn’t shoot up and down her arms like when Riddick touched her, but his hand was warm and strong, and his touch felt…good. Solid. If Riddick weren’t in the picture, she could definitely see herself spending time with this man.


  Shaking off the wayward thought, she forced herself to look him in the eyes. His incredibly sincere, warm brown eyes. Christ, this sucked.


  “Lucas, I, uh…I think that going out with you would be a mistake. It wouldn’t be fair to you.”


  He nodded. “Because you’re in love with Riddick.”


  “Well,” she hedged, “I don’t know that I’d use the word love, but—”


  “But you have feelings for him, and you think that if you went out with me, I’d get hurt because I’m your second choice.”


  She pursed her lips. “Okay, this is just weird. How does everyone always know what I’m thinking?”


  Lucas laughed. “Doll face, you’re not exactly subtle when you’re passionate about something. Or someone.”


  Harper shrugged apologetically. “I won’t lie to you, because I get the feeling you’d know anyway. I do have feelings for Riddick.”


  His lashes swept down, masking his expression. She wondered if that was his tell, kind of like the muscle that ticked in Riddick’s jaw, letting her know he was hiding an emotion from her.


  “Harper, I talked to Mischa. I know Riddick turned you down. I can't believe he did it, but still, there it is.”


  Mental note: kill Mischa. Getting shot down was embarrassing enough without having her best friend spread the news.


  “He’s just…confused right now,” Harper said carefully. “I intend to change his mind about us.”


  He lifted her hand and brushed a kiss across her knuckles. “I understand. And while you’re trying to change his mind, I intend to change yours.”


  She frowned and tugged her hand out of his. “So, you want to go out with me even though I plan to seduce Riddick.”


  He shrugged one shoulder. “I’m not threatened by Riddick. If I can get you to give me a chance, I can make you realize I’m the better man for you.”


  Wow, that was probably the cockiest thing she’d ever heard. Insanely alpha. It was a little…sexy. And tempting.


  “Harper,” he went on, “Are you sure Riddick's the only reason you're hesitating here? It's not…anything else?"


  She rolled her eyes. "I know what you're getting at. Yes, I know you're a shifter. I've always known. But no, I'm not a shifter-phobe."


  He nodded, looking relieved. "Look, Harper, Riddick…he’s not whole. I’ve seen it a million times in ex-slayers. They’ve seen and done terrible things and sometimes it permanently damages them. He’s not capable of loving you like I can.” He reclaimed her hand. “He’s a shadow, and you deserve better than chasing shadows.”


  She wanted to argue but couldn’t. Riddick had said nearly the same things about himself, only less eloquently. But she’d seen something in him that he’d never seen in himself, something that Lucas couldn’t possibly have seen. Riddick was…a hero. A reluctant one, sure, but a hero nonetheless.


  “Okay, but,” she said, pulling herself together, “it’s not fair to you. I can’t stand the thought of using you to pass the time while I wait for Riddick.” She shook her head. “I don’t want to end up hurting you.”


  He eased a stray curl behind her ear and let his fingertips linger against her cheek. “You let me worry about me, doll face. I think you’re worth the risk to my heart.”


  Which was exactly how she felt about Riddick. Only he wouldn’t let her worry about her. How could she deny Lucas what she’d practically begged Riddick for?


  “If I say yes—”


  He began lowering his lips to hers, and she flattened her palm against his chest to slow him down.


  “If I say yes,” she repeated, “it will be with a disclaimer.”


  He kissed her cheek, a warm, firm press of his lips that made her skin tingle. Very nice.


  “A disclaimer?”


  “Huh?”


  A smile tugged at his lips as he moved to kiss her forehead. “You were saying something about a disclaimer.”


  Pull yourself together, woman! It hasn’t been that long since you’ve had sex.


  “Right. Disclaimer. The disclaimer is that I think you’re wrong. I feel, in my heart”— because my body is totally confused right now and seems perfectly willing to go along with whatever you suggest—“that Riddick is…right for me.”


  “I’ll keep that in mind,” he said, right before he covered her mouth with his.


  The kiss was short and sweet, without the dueling-tongue action she’d had with Riddick. But it was still powerful enough to further convince her body that while he might not be Mr. Right, Lucas could definitely be a fantastic Mr. Right Now.


  Before her body could make any untoward advances, he pushed away from her and headed for the door.


  “I’ll pick you up at seven,” he tossed over his shoulder.


  Testily, she reminded him, “I never said yes.”


  He laughed. “You were going to.”


  She scowled at the door as it slammed behind him. Knowing he was right irritated the hell out of her.


  Mischa was having almost-sex with a vampire, and somehow, of the two of them, Harper now had the more complicated love-life.


  How the hell had that happened?


   


   


   


  Chapter Thirty-nine


   


   


  Riddick paced the floor, fighting the urge to go to Harper. He didn’t want to send mixed messages. “I can’t breathe when you’re not around” didn’t mix well with “I can’t be your partner.”


  Someone pounded on his door hard enough to shake the rafters. He shook his head. Only Harper could announce her presence so effectively without being seen or even uttering a word.


  Even knowing he’d see her when he pulled the door open didn’t prepare him for the sight that greeted him.


  Her cast was gone, thank God, but he only noticed for a split second before her body caught his complete attention.


  Her gauzy black dress dipped low in the front. And as she shoved him out of the way and kicked the door shut behind her, he noticed that the back was nonexistent. The light material draped elegantly over her lithe form, clinging only in the most interesting of places, and stopped a few inches north of her knees.


  He opened his mouth, but words completely escaped him. Damn.


  She turned on him, hands on her hips. He was so busy trying to decide where to look—hot legs, hot breasts, hot face—that he missed the look in her eyes.


  He got a good look, though, when she grabbed two fistfuls of his shirt and slammed him back against the wall.


  The look of pure unadulterated rage that lit her eyes was hot enough to peel the flesh from his bones. “We’re going to talk, Noah Riddick. Right fucking now.”


  Her strappy black sandals gave her an extra three inches in height. The top of her head still barely cleared his shoulder. There was no way she could hold him there, even if she used her full body weight to do it. But something about the brittle tone of her voice told him not to point that out.


  “OK,” he said carefully.


  “And don’t look at me like that,” she snapped.


  “Like what?”


  “Like I’m crazy.”


  He raised a brow and she growled at him—honest to God growled at him.


  “Look, I’ve had a great night. A really great night. Do you know why I’m not happy?"


  He assumed it was a rhetorical question, so he jumped a little when she screeched, “Answer me!”


  “No,” he said, raising his hands in surrender.


  “I was on a date tonight. With Lucas.”


  If that bastard did something to her, he’d kill him. “What happened?”


  “He spoke to me. Actually spoke to me, Riddick. Unlike you, who acts like conversation is a form of punishment.”


  He frowned. “I don’t—”


  She shoved him back into the wall again, cutting off the rest of his sentence. “Then, he kissed me.”


  Riddick rubbed his chest absently. Okay, so he wouldn’t kill the guy. Maiming had possibilities, though. Yeah, maiming was good.


  “Do you know what I felt?”


  Hopefully it wasn’t what he was feeling now, because he was pretty sure he was having a heart attack. Soon to be followed by a murderous rampage.


  She saved him the trouble of answering by saying, “Nothing, Riddick. I felt nothing. Do you know why?”


  He shook his head, still unable to find words.


  “Because he wasn’t you, you commitment-phobic, emotional wreck of a man, you. How pathetic is that?”


  He was pretty sure he had the market cornered on pathetic.


  The fire in her eyes died down a little and she suddenly looked very tired. “Look, I was going to try and get you to come to me, but that obviously isn’t going to happen, so, Riddick, I need to know once and for all, other than lust, what do you feel for me?”


  He sighed. “I told you—”


  She slapped his stomach with the back of her hand. “No! Don’t you dare try to tell me what’s good for me and why you shouldn’t be with me. God damn it, how do you feel about me?”


  He felt his temper rise a little. Partially in response to hers, but partially because it wasn’t in his nature to take a beating. And then there was her complete lack of regard for how he’d been torturing himself for weeks, missing her, wanting her, but knowing she was better off without him and staying away.


  “I said everything I had to say three days ago,” he said through clenched teeth.


  She pushed him again so hard his head slammed into the wall. Her wordless growl had his blood pressure spiking in response.


  “You didn’t tell me shit,” she seethed. “Tell. Me.”


  “There’s nothing else I can tell you.”


  “Tell. Me.”


  “God damn it, Harper, I’m trying to do the right thing for once. Why won’t you let me?”


  “Fuck that. Tell. Me.”


  He felt a muscle in his jaw tick. “I can’t—”


  She tried to shove him again and he reversed their positions, pressing her back against the wall and slamming his palms on either side of her head hard enough to dent the drywall.


  “Tell me,” she said again, though with an uncertainty that he hadn’t heard since she first came through his door.


  “Fine,” he hissed. “You want to talk? Let’s talk.”


   


  Harper gulped, instantly regretting her strategy, or lack thereof. She’d seen this look before. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to fuck her or kill her. Always before he’d looked like fucking had a slight edge over killing. Now she wasn’t so sure.


  He leaned in so that his mouth was just an inch away from hers. It would have felt intimate if not for the raw anger rolling off him in waves.


  “You want to know how I feel about you? Fine. You’re rash and impatient and you seem to care about everyone in the fucking world more than you care about yourself, which makes you go balls-before-brains into just about every dangerous situation you come across.”


  Her jaw dropped. Not exactly the answer she’d expected. She sucked in a breath to defend herself—preferably at a high volume and with many colorful adjectives—and he slapped a hand over her mouth.


  “You said you wanted me to talk, which means you’ll need to shut the fuck up.”


  Harper narrowed her eyes and thought about biting him, but decided against it. Hell, he was right. She’d baited him into this conversation. She’d better just shut up and let him finish.


  After a second of glaring down into her eyes, he pulled his hand away. “And just when I’m sure the only way I’ll ever get a damn minute’s peace again is to strangle you, you smile and I forget about all the shit you put me through.” He threw his hands up in exasperation. “It’s like the whole damn world lights up just because you smile. How fucked up is that?”


  Her eyes widened. Did he just admit that he…


  But he wasn’t done yet. “And then, when I’m with you, it hurts—actually hurts—not to touch you. I can’t think straight when you’re around, but I can’t concentrate when you’re not because I’m too busy worrying about you, missing you or wondering what you’re doing.”


  He shoved one hand through his hair and slammed the other into the wall by her head. “I never wanted to feel like this. Never. I’m obsessed. Crazy. I have no control. I’m—”


  “In love,” she whispered.


  He threw his hands up again. “Fuck, either that or I’m stalking you. How would I know the difference?”


  Tears filled her eyes, but he went on.


  “Being a natural has always kept me…separate from normal people. I never really knew what it was to be human until I met you. Now I’ve got an overprotective mother, a brother, sisters, friends.” He chuckled without humor. “They’re yours, but still, you gave me that. I have a life only because of you, and honestly, I’m not sure that I wasn’t better off before. I’m not…equipped for this kind of thing.”


  She grabbed his shirt again. “You’ve always been human. That has nothing to do with me. You’re a good person, Riddick.”


  His gaze softened, and the naked emotion in his eyes sucker-punched her. He shook his head. “I have absolutely no idea what you see in me, but whatever it is, it’s good. And you make me want to be that guy. The guy who deserves to be with you.”


  “You deserve to have anything you want,” she said, her voice breaking. “You are that guy.”


  He brushed her tear away with his thumbs. “I’m not,” he said quietly. “Not yet. But I want to be.”


  Oh my God, she thought. He was caving.


  He rested his forehead on hers and it took every bit of self-control she had not to kiss him.


  “And despite everything, Harper—what I know is right, what I know I’m not ready for—I don’t care anymore. I’m damn tired of fighting you.”


  He lifted his head, took a deep breath, then went on, “So, here it is: I’ve never had a…relationship before. I will make mistakes. I’ll say and do stupid things because I don’t know any better. I’ll probably never be good at talking about stuff.” He looked a little revolted by the thought. “And I’m sure that at some point you’ll want to kill me in my sleep. But I can promise this: no man will ever try harder to deserve you than I will.”


  “You love me,” she said, shaking her head. “You really do.”


  Not only that, she saw as he looked down into her eyes. Need. He needed her.


  Her hands drifted up into his hair, tugging his head down toward hers.


  His eyes narrowed on her. “This is it, Harper. This is your last chance to come to your senses. Tell me you don’t want me and I’ll leave you alone.”


  It was a plea. A plea combined with him looking like he’d die if she did as he begged.


  She’d never been so sure of anything in her life as she was in this moment. “I don’t care that you’ll make mistakes. I’ll make them too. We’ll learn how to not make them together. And from now on, I don’t care if you don’t want to talk. I’d rather sit in silence with you than talk to anyone on this planet. You’re selfless and brave and really hot.” Then to get back at him for the not-so-sweet things he said about her, she added, “You’re also dark and moody and a little crazy, but hey, nobody’s perfect and I’m willing to overlook all that.”


  His eyes met hers, still searching. She shook her head in wonder. “I can’t believe you think I’d ask you to leave me alone. I’ve loved you almost from the beginning, Noah Riddick. And if you don’t kiss me soon, I’m going to—”


  He didn’t kiss her. Instead, he chucked her over his shoulder and moved purposefully to the bedroom. He tossed her on the mattress without preamble, following her down, their bodies never losing contact.


  She knew she’d remember the look in his eyes forever. Then his mouth met hers and thought escaped her completely.


  Harper had no idea how long they stayed like that, lips locked, feeding countless hot, open-mouthed kisses to one another. It could have been minutes or hours or days. She wasn’t sure, and she wasn’t sure she cared.


  Also a mystery was how they’d both ended up naked without their mouths ever breaking contact. She imagined ripped fabric was involved. And again, she wasn’t sure she cared. All she knew for sure was that if she didn’t get him inside her soon, she was going to die.


  “Hurry,” she said on a moan as his lips shifted from her mouth to her throat.


  He lifted his head and the smile he gave her was full of pure, unadulterated sin. “I’ve waited my whole life for you. There’s no way in hell I’m rushing this.”


  His hand started in her hair, then began a slow, torturous slide down her neck, over her shoulder, her rib cage—skipping her breast, nearly making her choke back a sob of longing—before coming to rest lightly on her hip. Then his gaze followed the same path, and somehow, the weight of his gaze had much the same effect his hand had.


  When his eyes met hers again, they were filled with something akin to awe. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmured.


  Tears leapt to her eyes. The way he looked at her made her feel like the most beautiful woman in the world. No one had ever looked at her the way Riddick did.


  He kissed her cheek where a tear had started to trail toward her mouth. Pulling back enough to look into her eyes, he asked, “Are you OK?”


  She was so much better than OK. She nodded but couldn’t force any words past the lump in her throat.


  He looked concerned enough to stop, so before he could do anything stupid—like put on clothes—she reached up and slid her hands over his chest.


  She’d lost hours of her life fantasizing about what those hard, defined ridges and contours would feel like under her fingertips. For once in her life, her imaginings couldn’t hold a candle to reality.


  His skin was hot to the touch, and muscles jumped and tensed as her fingers brushed over each and every one. Riddick’s eyes slid shut and he groaned before capturing her mouth with his once again.


  Harper’s senses were in overload. The slide of his skin across hers, the sound of her heart pounding in her ears, the feel of his pounding against her breast, the hot, sweet taste of his tongue as it twined with hers…it was too much. She might die if they didn’t stop, but she most certainly would if they did.


  He kissed her like he was starving and only she could save him. She groaned as his mouth left hers, then moaned as it slid down the column of her throat.


  Harper suddenly realized there was way too much space between them. He was holding his weight off her in that way men did when they were afraid of crushing a woman.


  Screw that.


  She cupped her hand around his nape and yanked with all her strength. Caught off guard, he fell on her.


  Skin on skin, every conceivable part touching, Harper trembled as Riddick’s hoarse groan raised goose bumps across her skin.


  She wrapped her legs around his waist and he bit off a curse, making her smile. Take it slow, would he? They’d just see about that.


  Her smug smile lapsed as he slid down her body, closing his mouth over one of her breasts, tugging gently on her nipple with his teeth. She gasped and tangled her hands in his hair, urging him on. He sucked her other nipple into his mouth, pulling hard enough to make her entire body clench with need.


  “Oh my God,” she moaned. “You need to be in me now.”


  He trembled, but slid purposefully lower, ignoring her plea.


  His tongue traced her belly button and her body practically vibrated with tension.


  “Sorry,” she muttered, “but we’re going to have to take it slow next time.”


  In a slick move she’d probably never be able to replicate, she wrapped her arms around his torso, slid her body down on the bed and arched her hips forcefully up, impaling herself on his impossibly hard, long length.


  She was so wet the penetration had been smooth and fast. His eyes flared with shock, but he recovered quickly, wrapping an arm under her hips as he withdrew a little, then plunged forward, deeper this time.


  A gasping cry tore from her throat as pleasure lashed her so hard it was nearly painful. She grabbed his hips, ready to beg him to take her hard and fast, but he caught her wrists in one hand and pinned them over her head.


  “I said we were going to take it slow,” he growled, his mouth on hers.


  “You’re killing me.”


  He chuckled and took full advantage of the way their position arched her breasts by suckling her nipples, gentle and fierce all at once.


  Lying between her legs, he began sliding in and out of her with deep but infuriatingly slow strokes, as if he had all night to devote to the task.


  “Let me go,” she begged, desperately pulling against his hold.


  His tongue dipped into the hollow at the base of her throat. “No,” he whispered. “For once, we’re doing things my way.”


  His way was good, she’d probably be willing to admit later. Really, really good. But for now, he was killing her.


  With no small amount of effort, she managed to hook one leg around his waist and planted her other foot behind his knee, pulling him deeper within her. Her moan melded with his and he blessedly picked up the pace, briefly forgetting his desire to torture her.


  But her relief was short lived as he pulled out completely. Her shriek of outrage ended on a choked gasp as he slid down her body and closed his mouth over her hot, slick flesh.


  A long, slow lick of his tongue paralyzed her. Her arms, still raised over her head where he’d left them, went limp and her thighs fell apart. Sounds she was sure she’d never made in her life, animalistic sounds of pure pleasure, fell from her lips as his tongue sought her depths.


  The tension within her built, coiling tighter and tighter, intense in the extreme. And when his mouth closed over her clitoris and sucked, she broke, screaming his name.


  Riddick slid into her again before the last of her body’s tremors ceased. Panting for breath, eyes soft and dreamy, lips parted and wet…God, had he ever seen anything so beautiful?


  He withdrew, then thrust back in hard and deep. Sweat trickled down his chest. He wasn’t going to last much longer.


  She licked his neck and moaned as he shuddered. Her hands trailed down his sides and up over his back. “You feel so good,” she whispered. She clenched her inner muscles around him and he was pretty sure that if she did that again, he’d come.


  Her tongue traced her lower lip and reached between their bodies, her hand circling him where they were joined. “Mmm…you’re so hard. I love how you feel sliding into me.” She moaned as he did just that and he was pretty sure he’d have a heart attack if his pulse raced any faster. At the very least, his brain exploded and whatever control he’d had left snapped as if it had never been.


  He drove into her again and again, fast and hard until she screamed his name again, her entire body clenching. He followed a moment later, letting the pulse of her orgasm milk him dry.


  It took several moments for their breathing to slow to a somewhat normal rhythm. Riddick shifted so that she sprawled across him.


  “I can’t feel my legs,” Harper said into his chest.


  He let his hand drift down. “I can. They feel great.”


  She lifted her head to stare down at him. “Still think we don’t make a great team?”


  He tucked a stray curl behind her ear. “I love you,” he whispered.


  Her answering smile was blinding. “I know.”


   


  Later, with Harper asleep in his arms, Riddick did something he couldn’t remember ever doing. He prayed.


  “Please, God,” he murmured into Harper’s hair. “Don’t let me fuck this up.”


   


   


   


  Chapter Forty


   


   


  Three nights later, Riddick took a seat next to Mischa at Clary’s and glanced at Harper as she set a tray of empty glasses on the bar.


  Apparently, she’d managed to talk herself into a gig as a weekend waitress. The job didn’t require her to wear spandex and a two-sizes-too-small tank top. Pity that.


  Mischa nodded a greeting at him and handed him a beer.


  She was one of the few people on earth who understood him well enough to know he’d rather sit in silence then make pointless small talk, so neither of them bothered speaking for a long time.


  “Is she off soon?” he finally asked.


  “In a few minutes.”


  Riddick glanced at Hunter as he pulled a stool up next to Mischa, who ignored him while she blushed so hard he thought she might pass out.


  Hunter nodded to him and he nodded back, which, in guy-speak, was the equivalent of a full conversation. That suited Riddick just fine.


  As Hunter leaned over and murmured something to Mischa that Riddick didn’t care about, he let his attention stray to where Harper stood at the bar, loading her last tray of drinks for the evening. She smiled at the bartender as she walked away and he grinned at her retreating back as if she’d made his day. The guys she delivered the drinks to offered her similar smiles.


  There was something about Harper that made people happy, a warmth…an indefinable something that set her apart from everyone else in the bar…everyone else Riddick had ever met.


  “How’s she doing?” he asked Mischa without taking his eyes off Harper.


  “Fine, considering everything she’s been through.” She shot him a speculative look. “She’s missed you the past few days. Where have you been?”


  “I had a few things to take care of out of town.”


  “She certainly has a way with people,” Hunter said, thoughtfully.


  Riddick glanced over at Mischa and Hunter, who had followed his gaze to Harper.


  Mischa sighed. “If I didn’t love her so much, I’d hate her. It’s almost as if she’s…”


  “Semi-charmed,” Riddick said.


  Mischa looked confused, but Hunter smiled, no doubt having read his thoughts. When no one offered an explanation, Mischa shrugged and said, “You know I’ll have you killed if you hurt her, right?”


  Riddick hoped she was serious and still had the contacts to get the job done. “Fair enough.”


  “What if she hurts him?” Hunter asked.


  She snorted. “He’s on his own.” She tipped her bottle in his direction. “God’s speed, slayer. God’s speed.”


   


  Harper dropped into Riddick’s lap after her shift ended at a table in the back of the bar and was welcomed with roaming hands and a kiss hot and urgent enough to draw catcalls from neighboring tables.


  About a minute before they could start ripping each other’s clothes off and risk an indecent exposure arrest, she broke the kiss and glanced toward the dance floor, stunned to see Mischa with Hunter. He held her intimately against his broad chest, but their body language spoke more of battle than dancing. Apparently, Mischa was still having some trouble following her heart.


  “What’s happening over there?” she asked.


  His hand moved over her back restlessly, heating her skin to a slow boil. “He dared her to dance with him. Called her a coward when she said no.”


  Harper laughed. Apparently Hunter knew precisely how to push Mischa’s buttons. They’d make a great couple if her friend could quit overthinking everything.


  She shifted on Riddick’s lap, drawing a groan from him. Wrapping her arms around his neck, Harper rested her forehead against his. God, he felt so good. So right.


  “You disappeared on me,” she said, poking him in the chest. “The way I figure it, you owe me three days’ worth of orgasms. That’s about thirty, by my calculations.”


  One of his hands moved into her hair, cupping her nape. “Thirty?” he said against her mouth. “I can do that.”


  Her whole body tingled in anticipation. She had no doubt he could do that. They’d had sex on every surface in her apartment and on every surface in his, and it got better every time.


  He tugged playfully on the hem of her Clary’s t-shirt. “This is an interesting career choice for a paranormal PI. What are you doing here?”


  “Well, I needed some quick cash to get the agency back on its feet, and given my limited job skills, I could either do this or wear the wiener costume outside the Dog-N-Suds.”


  He smiled, obviously envisioning her dressed as a giant hot dog. “Good choice.”


  She glanced at Mischa and Hunter, then back at Riddick. “What brought you here tonight?”


  He looked down his nose at her. “What do you think?”


  Heat spread through her veins. “I didn’t tell you about this job. How did you know?”


  His smile was lazy. “I have my sources.”


  If anyone else said that to her, she might feel a little creeped out. But because this was Riddick, knowing that he was keeping tabs on her only made her feel…warm. But then again, the warmth might have something to do with the impressive erection currently pressed against her bottom.


  “So, where the hell have you been while you should have been giving me orgasms?” she asked.


  “I had some errands to run. Why didn’t you tell me you needed more money to keep the agency going?”


  She blinked at the sudden subject change. “I thought I could handle it.” She shrugged. “I guess I was wrong, because I haven’t been able to come up with half of what I need.”


  He traced a fingertip along her jaw. “I agreed to be your partner, Harper. That means that just when you think you can’t handle it, I’ll be there.”


  She fought back tears. It was maybe the sweetest thing she’d ever heard. As Harper struggled for words, Riddick stood up, deposited her on a stool opposite him and slid a fat envelope toward her.


  She almost blacked out when she realized the envelope was full of cash. Holy crap…there must be…


  “Forty thousand,” Riddick answered her unspoken question. “It should be enough to cover Romeo’s debts, plus the power and phone service for the building for the next few months.”


  “How did you…just…how?” she choked out.


  “I didn’t. Romeo did. He’s doing well in Vegas. Says ‘hi’.”


  He’d probably also said a lot of things along the lines of “ouch, ouch, not my face”, if she hadn’t missed her guess. Riddick had gone to Vegas and beaten money out of Romeo. For her.


  Harper jumped back into his arms, clinging for dear life. “Thank you.”


  He nodded into her hair. “Now give me your keys, because I’m pulling the car around. We need to get out of here.”


  “Why?”


  “I’m paying you back what I owe you. Now.”


  The tension in his voice had her laughing out loud even as her body wept in agreement. “I’ll grab my coat, say goodbye to Misch and Hunter, then I’ll meet you out front.”


  He paused. “You know, I haven’t ever thanked you for everything you’ve done for me, have I?”


  So he had been listening to her. “No, you haven’t,” she said, still grinning like a fool.


  He grinned back at her and tapped the end of her nose with his index finger, then handed her a second envelope and left the bar without another word.


  Mischa and Hunter rejoined her at the table. “What’s in the envelope?”


  Not sure what could possibly top a fat envelope full of Romeo’s cash, Harper anxiously slid her fingernail through the seal.


  What she pulled out of the envelope was so much more beautiful than cash, she was rendered speechless. Tears shimmering in her eyes for the second time that evening, she handed the contents of the envelope to Mischa.


  “Oh my God,” Mischa said, scanning the document. “This is the deed to your building, marked paid. And it’s in your name, not Romeo’s.”


  “And…” Harper said, gesturing toward the envelope with one hand and dabbing at her eyes with a cocktail napkin with the other.


  Hunter reached across Mischa and snatched the envelope out of her hand. Peeking inside, he said, “It’s a name plate. The kind you hang on a door.”


  “Harper Hall Investigations,” Mischa read off the plate. “I guess that means he’ll be a silent partner.”


  Harper let out a watery chuckle. Of course he planned to be a silent partner. The man hardly ever spoke. What touched her most about the gesture was not that he planned to let her take all the glory for their hard work, but that he trusted her to be in charge. Without being told, he’d just given her her heart’s fondest desire: the opportunity to use her “gifts” to their full potential. The chance to truly help people again.


  And of course, because she knew Riddick wasn’t much with the words and all, she realized what he was trying to say with this latest gesture.


  “You’re welcome, Noah,” she whispered.


   


   


  The End
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