
        
            
                
            
        

    
They’ve been hiding from the past. Now it’s time to fight for their future. 


Red Rock Pass, Book 4 
New England is ideal for vampire Adam Dubois. His cozy home in the Great North Woods reminds him of a happier time when werewolves and witches were stuff of legends, and he was a simple lumberjack. 
Hiding from past failures has worked for over eighty years, but a life debt owed to the Red Rock alpha has forced him to leave his retreat—and come face to face with a woman who challenges and tempts him on every level. 
Hiding secrets is a lonely business, and Cindy Shepherd is lonely with a capital L. Red Rock isn’t exactly crawling with available men, but her interest in the mystery-shrouded new vampire in town seems mutual. After all, it’s only sex—there’s no danger he’ll dig deep enough to unleash the demons of her past. 
Casual flirtation turns deadly serious when Adam discovers that the vampire plaguing Red Rock is using his mistakes as a road map. When it comes to his life, he knows Cindy has his back. But in order to secure the future, they both must trust each other with more—even if it means sacrificing themselves to save everything they hold dear. 
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Dedication 
This is for John, who heard about the vampire lumberjack and informed us we were to write it at once. 
Your wish is our command, sir. 
We’d also like to extend special, heartfelt thanks to Ann Aguirre, who always listens and encourages us, and to Molli, who is the fastest beta reader in the contiguous United States. 
Chapter One 
Cindy gritted her teeth and peeled the backing from the last lead. “I’ll have to see what the EKG 
shows, but you sure the hell look like you’re having another heart attack.” 
Gavin had to move the oxygen mask and unclench his jaw to speak. “It’s not as bad this time.” 
He was pale, sweaty and trembling, and she barely managed not to call him a liar. “Put the mask back on and keep it there.” She turned on the machine and checked the signal integrity. “Sit still while I talk to Sam.” 
Gavin’s wife hovered in the doorway, tension in her dark eyes even though she’d fixed a stern look on her face. “For God’s sake, do what she says or I’m going to finish you off before your heart gets a chance.” 
Instead of arguing, he nodded and leaned his head against the raised headboard of the bed. 
Cindy pulled the door shut behind her and watched Gavin through the window. “There’s not much I can do here, Sam. It’s the same as last time. I’m not a cardiologist.” 
“Damn it.” Sam squeezed her eyes shut as she lifted her fingers to rub at her temples. “What if I gave him some of my energy? Sasha and the lot of them should be back this afternoon. Maybe if she used magic to bind us…” 
“It wouldn’t do anything but hurt you, Sam. Werewolves have accelerated healing, and we live a long time.” But not forever.  Gavin’s problems were mundane, and the sort they rarely saw, even in a sanctuary town like Red Rock. “He’s just…not a kid anymore.” 
“And this war is killing him.” Sam exhaled sharply. “He can’t keep this up, can he?” 
Cindy urged Sam to the chair beside the doorway, keeping tight hold of her hand even after she sat. 
“There are a lot of things that don’t help, things a werewolf wouldn’t normally have to worry about. The smoking, for one. And yes, his stress level.” 
“He doesn’t think Keith’s ready. That’s why he can’t slow down.” Sam’s voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. “When Keith found Abby… You know how he’s been. It was the first time we’d seen him alive in years. And Gavin thought he might be ready to take over. But when Keith got hurt…” 
No one knew better than she how close he’d come to dying. “Keith is recovering faster than I’d hoped. The hard truth is that, physically, he’s stronger than Gavin now.” 
“Then Keith needs to know that.” Sam sat up, her fingers tight around Cindy’s as she gathered the formidable will for which she was known. “Will Gavin be able to come back home tonight?” 
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“It depends on the EKG. He might need thrombolytics, or just aspirin.” She felt helpless, and she hated it. Even your average small-town doctor could refer patients to a hospital if their condition called for it. All Cindy had was herself. Worse, she was all the town had. “I’ll know more in a little while.” 
“Can I sit with him?” 
“If you can ignore me while I work.” 
“Of course. Cindy, I know this is a lot to ask of you, but I need you to tell Keith. My husband can yell at me over it if he wants to, as long as he’s alive to yell.” 
“This evening,” she promised. Once she got Gavin stabilized, she could take the time to visit Keith. 
“Come on.” 
When they walked in, Gavin opened his eyes and pulled at his mask. “I heard every word you two said.” 
“Good. Now that you know how badly you’ve scared your poor wife, you won’t give me as many problems.” Cindy sat in front of the computer monitor and scrolled back through the electrocardiogram. 
“Definite ST elevation. How’s the pain?” 
“Better.” 
“Raging headache?” 
He grimaced. “Just like last time.” 
“That’s the nitroglycerin. If you can stand it, no morphine.” 
Gavin glanced at Sam and tried to smile. “I’m all right.” 
“And you’re going to stay that way,” Sam whispered, her voice suspiciously thick. “You think you’re going to do Keith any favors if you drop dead and he has to blame himself because you didn’t trust him with this?” 
Cindy stared at the monitor. It looked like a heart attack, but she couldn’t be sure how much damage had been done without lab work. He needed angioplasty, but it was beyond her capabilities. “I can give you medications and hope they help, but what you really need is to go to a hospital.” 
Gavin shifted on the table and frowned at her. “You know that’s not possible, Cindy. Too many questions.” 
“Yeah.” Too many questions. “Okay. You can also lay off the smoking, fatty foods and stress. Which would you like to start with, Sam?” 
“I’ve been trying to get the ornery bastard to quit smoking for years.” Sam smoothed her fingers over Gavin’s forehead, brushing back hair that now held more gray than black. “Cindy’s going to tell Keith about the heart attacks, Gavin. And then the two of you are going to decide how to lift some of this burden from your shoulders. I’m not ready to live without you.” 
None of them were, which was part of the problem. 
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“So she’s going to make him quit smoking, for starters.” 
Keith made a rude noise and leaned back against the counter. “Fuck. How long has this been going on, Cindy?” 
She gripped the coffee mug. “The first one happened right before you came back. From overseas, I mean.” 
“Shit.” All hints of humor faded from his eyes, replaced by guilt and a trace of anger. “How many?” 
He wouldn’t like her answer, but the time for secrets was over. Gavin didn’t have the luxury anymore, and neither did the town. “He had a third today. I don’t know how much heart muscle was killed because my facilities here are limited, but he’s getting weaker after every one.” 
“Cindy, you should have fucking told me.” Keith pushed off the counter and paced to the other side of the room, leashed energy filling the kitchen in an uncomfortable rush. “He should have told me. God damn it.” 
As if the decision had been hers to make. “He’s the alpha, Keith. Beyond that, he’s my patient. I can’t go around telling people he’s on his last legs, not without his permission.” 
Keith froze. “Last legs?” 
“Apparently I’m doing a bad job of impressing upon you the gravity of his condition.” Her chair scraped over the tile floor as she rose. “Gavin’s led a hard life, and he spends every waking moment worrying about this town and the world outside of it. If he were human, the stress would have killed him by sixty. He’s twice that age now, old even for a werewolf.” 
“And he didn’t think I was ready.” Keith swore and kicked a chair out of his way, sending it flying into the table so hard that it rebounded and clattered to the floor. “I am one self-absorbed ass.” 
“Uh-huh.” They didn’t have time for guilt and blame. “Was that before or after a crazy woman tried to gut you with a knife and you nearly died?” 
Keith turned that hard glare on her. “Before, smartass.” 
He’d always been strong, and she had to fight not to shrink away from his anger. “Simmer down. I’m just saying that sometimes life gets in the way of our plans.” 
“Yeah.” He bent and picked up the chair. “Joe’s about an hour out with his caravan of road-trippers. 
I’ve got that much time to figure out how to deal with an alpha who might not be ready to step down, a witch half the town still doesn’t trust, and a vampire some of them won’t believe exists.” His fingers clenched around the chair’s back until Cindy thought the wood might snap. “Could this situation get any more fucked up?” 
“Dylan will look after Sasha.” Thinking about her ex-lover and his new flame should have hurt more. 
“Worry about Gavin and the vampire.” 
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Keith eyed her as if he wasn’t entirely sure he believed it didn’t hurt more. “You okay with all of that? 
Dylan and Sasha, I mean. I know he was the first guy you got close to.” 
Cindy retrieved her mug from the table and finished her coffee. “It wasn’t going to work, and that had nothing to do with Sasha.” The worst part was having to own up to how recklessly she’d pursued Dylan. 
Maybe if she’d given it a little more time, she could have saved them both the heartache of a failed relationship. 
“He was a nice guy,” Keith said, his voice quiet and too gentle. “I liked the idea of you having a nice guy. After all you’ve been through, Cin—” 
“Keith, please. I’m a grown woman, and this isn’t overprotective big-brother time.” She rinsed her mug in the sink. “Dylan is a nice guy. He’s just not the one for me, that’s all.” 
“Was that code for ‘butt the hell out’?” 
“I don’t need to dance around your delicate feelings.” 
“Never have before. Life’d be boring if you started now.” 
The banter was comfortable, easy. “Is there anything you and Abby need? Abby, especially. I think your convalescence has been harder for her than for you.” 
“She’ll be better when her sister’s back in town. Brynn tried to fudge the details of what happened in Maine, but Dylan blew it and spilled the whole story.” 
Just the little Cindy had heard from Sam would have been enough to turn Abby’s hair gray. “Her baby sister was out there with vampires and corrupt alphas, and you managed to keep her sane? You deserve a medal.” 
Keith grinned. “It helps he didn’t give her the really bad details until they’d already hit New Hampshire. And Joe wasn’t going to let anything happen to Brynn.” 
“No, he wasn’t.” It was a side of Joe she hadn’t seen in the years she’d known him. She’d known there was more to him than the easygoing playboy most people saw, but his relationship with Brynn had brought out an intensity and devotion she barely recognized. 
Keith’s smile faded. “Hey. Smile for me, sweetheart. If I have to take over Gavin’s place, I’m going to need all the help I can get.” 
She managed a small grin. “Just remember that Joe might be burly, but I’m smart. I’d make a damn good second-in-command.” 
“Screw second-in-command. You’re the doctor. You’re the boss of everyone.” Keith tugged fondly at her hair. “Now do me a favor and go upstairs and tell my mate that I’m not an invalid anymore, or she’s going to have her own heart attack when I tell her I’m about to move up the food chain.” 
“I can do that.” Cindy leaned up to kiss his cheek and headed for the staircase. And all the way up, she told herself it was stupid to feel alone in a town full of people. 
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Adam couldn’t decide what was worse—when Dylan or Sasha sat up front and peppered him with endless questions, or when their saccharine puppy love overcame their manners and they ended up cuddling in the backseat of his rental car. 
Probably the questions.  It had been years since he’d driven a car more than fifteen miles, long enough to admit that he wasn’t very good at handling modern vehicles. They’d made it out of New England before he’d stopped trying to shift gears with the emergency brake, and it was easier to concentrate on keeping the car on the road when he wasn’t fielding questions on the history of vampires in the States. 
Dylan had offered to drive more than once, but Adam stubbornly refused to relinquish the wheel. 
With his quiet, rigidly controlled life spinning out of control, he needed this last illusion of order. 
Even if he kept turning on the damn windshield wipers every time he tried to use the blinker. 
The road ahead of them had narrowed until towering trees blocked out most of the light. He’d felt the wards ten miles back, layered so thickly across the pass he was amazed humans didn’t notice them. Even knowing what the magic was and why it was there, he’d had to fight to follow Joe’s Blazer off the main road. It had felt unpleasantly like passing through a thick tangle of sticky cobwebs, and the back of his neck still itched. 
Dylan had finally detached himself from Sasha’s side, which Adam supposed was indication enough they’d almost reached Red Rock. He cleared his throat to catch their attention and raised his voice. “Do you two feel the wards too? Or do I only get them because I’m a vampire?” 
Sasha leaned forward over the seat. “They affect everyone to varying degrees. Do you feel all right?” 
She was so damn earnest it made his teeth hurt. He’d never done well with gentle women, and sometimes Sasha reminded him of the well-bred daughters he’d done his best to avoid in the days before automatic transmissions and cars that told you when your gas tank was low. But none of those spoiled rich girls would have looked at him with wide, worried eyes and shouldered into his personal space like she had a right to be there. 
Like she needed to help him. 
His silence had gone on too long, and Dylan watched him in the rearview mirror. Adam shrugged one shoulder. “Fine. But that magic was made to welcome werewolves, and I’m damn near the opposite of a werewolf.” 
“I suppose.” She offered him an encouraging smile. “Gavin will be happy to see you.” 
The painfully chipper little girl was mother-henning him. As if he hadn’t been alive when her great-fucking-grandmother had been born. “Hope so. Like to wait at least a week between fights with werewolves.” 
“We all do.” Sasha sat back and nestled into the cradle of Dylan’s arm. “It’s a bit of a luxury around here sometimes, though.” 
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Adam eyed them in the rearview mirror again, his gaze sweeping inexorably to the claw-shaped scars that marked her pale cheek. Maybe he wasn’t giving the witchling enough credit. Life in a town full of backwater werewolves couldn’t be any more comfortable for her than it would be for him, but even with the proof of violence carved into her skin, she didn’t turn away from it. 
Still, she didn’t have to be so damn cheerful about it. 
Dylan nuzzled his nose against the girl’s bright red hair, and Adam jerked his attention back to the road. Love made people blissful. Love made people stupid. The couple cuddling in the backseat had faced down a power-hungry vampire less than two weeks ago, and every indication pointed to the inevitable fact that their next confrontation would be five times as bad. Yet they still looked foolishly, joyfully happy. 
For one brief minute, he considered mistaking the parking break for the gearshift again, just to keep Romeo and Juliet from necking in the backseat. Of course, with his luck the car would spin out of control on the loosely packed gravel and they’d end up wrapped around a tree. Dylan might make it out in one piece, but witches were fragile things—and this witch obviously wasn’t wearing a seatbelt, or she couldn’t be half in Dylan’s lap. 
Adam tightened his fingers around the steering wheel, gritted his teeth, and promised himself he’d use kamikaze dives toward large trees as a last resort. Like if he saw tongues. 
“That’s it up ahead.” Dylan’s voice, quiet and unassuming. At the same time, the Blazer in front of them made a sharp left. Adam jerked the wheel to follow, and the trees on either side disappeared, replaced with a steep hill leading down to an idyllic little village tucked into a picturesque clearing. 
The sun had already dropped below the edge of the forest, but Adam had no trouble making out the small cluster of buildings that obviously made up the main bulk of Red Rock. Dirt roads wove into the trees, and lights flickered here and there through the branches like fireflies. The town showed its share of wear and tear, visible even at a distance, but it was easy to see the dream underneath. An old-fashioned, small-town sanctuary. He could have been looking at Bedagi Creek, if Bedagi Creek had been on top of a mountain instead of nestled in the Great North Woods of Maine. 
A blonde in jeans and a flannel shirt watched them as they drove down the main street, one hand shading her eyes from the dwindling sunlight. Joe waved at her through the Blazer window, and she smiled broadly as she approached the SUV. 
“The town’s doctor,” Dylan said, distracting him from the act of coasting to a stop. He had to slam his foot down on the brakes and nearly rear-ended Joe’s vehicle before he managed to park the car. The blonde’s gaze flickered to him and, for one moment, all he could see in her face was pure, undiluted strength, the kind that came from living through hell and getting up on the other side. 
The dark hunger inside him stirred, attracted to the strength of her in the same way the young alpha female in Bedagi Creek had called to him. But he’d known Emily from childhood, leaving his hunger for power strongly tempered by an utter lack of desire. The blonde burned with magic so bright it could turn a 
www.samhainpublishing.com 
11 
Moira Rogers 
man inside out, and had a body that might make him willing to go through the pain, if it meant getting a chance to touch her. 
“Oh shit.” 
Adam jerked his attention to the rearview mirror and glared at Dylan. “Got a problem, puppy?” 
Dylan refused to avert his gaze, which was most of the reason Adam liked the kid. Dylan didn’t care if the man staring him down could break him in half, he’d do what he thought he had to and damn the consequences. 
Apparently now he thought he had to be a nosy bastard. “Cindy’s not going to let you snack on her. 
And if Joe or Keith catches you eyeing her like you’re thinking about it, they’ll get Buffy on your ass.” 
“Excuse me?” 
“They’ll kill you really, really dead.” 
Not an inconsequential threat, but Joe and Keith were still youths, neither of them fifty years old. And Adam hadn’t been thinking about blood for once. Which might be worse.  “Mind your own damn business, Dylan.” 
The doctor leaned close to Joe’s window for a few more moments, then nodded and began to walk toward Adam’s car. When she drew closer, he could see the brittle tinge of wariness in her eyes. 
Judging by the way the couple in the back separated and surged to opposite sides of the seat, little—if any—of that wariness was directed at him. Adam jerked the keys from the ignition and pushed open the door with a small sigh of relief. He tossed the keys on the front seat and glanced at Dylan. “If the car needs to go somewhere else, you take it.” 
“Sure thing.” Dylan opened his own door and climbed out, a cautious smile on his lips. “Hey, Cindy.” 
“Dylan. Hi, Sasha.” 
“Hi.” 
Cindy turned to him and held out one hand. “You must be Adam. Gavin’s told me a lot about you.” 
Touching her was asking for trouble, but he did it anyway. Her hand felt small in his, but not soft. She wasn’t Sasha, with her fragile delicateness. Cindy’s smooth skin hid strength, maybe even a hint of danger. 
It turned him on more than a little. 
“Cindy.” He smiled, the wide, easy grin he used on the rare occasions he wanted a woman to smile back. “So you’re the doctor Sam told me about.” A small lie, since he didn’t think Sam had told him more than that she had a doctor. 
She arched an eyebrow and laughed. “The first thing Gavin told me was that you’re a charming, horny bastard.” 
Son of a bitch. It figured the old wolf knew him well enough, even after all this time, to know the sort of temptation Cindy would present. “Gavin hasn’t forgiven me for flirting with his wife in the early eighties. He holds a grudge.” 
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“Right. He and Sam are at my place. Come on, I’ll show you.” She turned on one heel and walked across the street, her hips swaying with each step. 
He was still watching those hips when Dylan spoke up from behind them, his voice worried. “Did something happen? Did someone get hurt?” 
Cindy spared them only a quick glance over her shoulder. “Gavin’s not feeling well.” 
It was the one thing guaranteed to drag Adam’s attention away from the way Cindy’s jeans hugged her ass. Her tone might have been casual, but he’d heard the minute strain, the way her voice came out a little flat. Amusement died and he caught up to Cindy in two long strides. “Then let’s go.” 
Her house proved to be close to the center of town, a smart placement for their doctor, he supposed. It seemed like a nice enough little home, but on the inside it looked more like an office. Chairs and a couch lined the walls of the entryway, and the two rooms he could see into could best be described as clinical. 
Cindy ignored them both, instead leading him down the hall, past the kitchen into a comfortably homey room where Gavin sat in a recliner, his face ashen. 
He’d kept up with Gavin by phone, infrequent calls every month or two, Adam’s only real contact with the world past Bedagi Creek. The last time he’d actually seen Gavin had been over a quarter of a century ago, when his oldest friend had arrived in Maine with a sweet-faced young woman with too many scars and too much power. Time had still been kind. 
Gavin and time had had a falling out at some point in the last thirty years. His friend looked old. 
Rundown and worn out and half-dead. He looked up and grinned when he saw Adam. “’Bout time you showed up.” 
Adam had to fight to smile and keep his voice light, burying his worry deep. “Just biding my time. 
Figured Sam would leave you and shack up with me if I waited long enough.” 
“In your wildest dreams, Dubois.” Gavin jerked his head to the chair beside his. “Have a seat. Never thought I’d get you out here.” 
Adam sank into the chair. “Never thought I’d come. But what can I say? Only you would send a moon-crazed wolf, a witch and their boyfriends out to fetch me. You got my attention.” 
“Sounds like the beginning of a bad joke, doesn’t it?” He leaned his head back and turned his grin to the blonde. “Cindy, love. Tell Sammie I can have a beer, would you?” 
“Hell no.” 
“You’re a harsh woman, Dr. Shepherd.” 
“Mmm.” She winked at Adam over Gavin’s head. “May as well get the truth out there before your guest starts to think I’m a nice lady.” 
Adam stretched his legs in front of him, grateful for the chance to do so after so long trapped in a ridiculously small car. “Trust me, Dr. Shepherd. Gavin here is hoping I’ll think you’re a nice lady. Never much fancied them.” 
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“Cindy can handle the likes of you,” Gavin grumbled. “And she is nice, in spite of that.” 
“Mm-hmm.” He met Cindy’s gaze. “So what did the old bastard do to put himself in this state?” 
“The old bastard is sitting right here.” 
Cindy ignored him. “Had another heart attack. It’s one of the hazards of being an old bastard.” Again, a thread of tension bled through her nonchalant words. 
“Another heart attack?” Adam looked back to Gavin. “Hell, man, how many have you had?” 
“Three.” His friend fidgeted with the upholstery covering the arm of the recliner. “It’s like the lady says. I’m not as young as I used to be.” 
Neither was Adam, but time had a way of passing him by in his tiny remote cabin. Before young Emily had taken a shine to him, he’d gone for months at a time without seeing anyone besides the casual bedmates who came to him to feed a man’s hunger as well as a vampire’s. 
Footsteps sounded in the hallway, and Adam got another shock when Sam stepped through the doorway. Granted, few women well into their seventies possessed Sam’s strong body and ageless complexion, but worry had left its mark on her face and fear in her eyes. 
She hid it well as she swooped down to kiss his cheek. “Welcome to Red Rock, you impossible man.” 
Flirting with her when Gavin looked like he had one foot in the grave seemed like overkill, but he didn’t know how else to handle the shock of seeing two of his oldest friends looking old. “I thought we agreed you’d leave this sorry ass and come live with me. I waited twenty years.” 
“Only twenty? You’re too impatient.” Her voice sounded strained, and Adam felt the first stirrings of panic. Nothing put that edge of fear in Sam’s voice. Combined with the doctor’s tension, it painted a sorry picture for Gavin—and for Red Rock. 
Cindy leaned close to Sam, one comforting hand on the taller woman’s shoulder. “I have to head to Keith’s and check on Joe. Radio if you need anything, and I can be back here in a minute.” 
“Thanks, Cindy.” Sam squeezed her hand, and Adam caught the look that passed between them. 
Samantha considered the doctor a friend, someone from whom she’d accept support, and it said more about Cindy’s inner strength than anything else he’d seen. 
His attraction to that strength made it so much harder to watch her leave. 
It took Cindy five minutes, halfway down Main Street, to stop trembling. 
You’re doing it again, damn it.  It was the only explanation. She was letting her hormones overrule her good sense, indulging an attraction to an unsuitable man. 
The pull had been there, instant and undeniable, and she wanted to kick herself for flirting with him. 
He was attractive, tall and dark and rugged, but there wasn’t time for that sort of thing. Not with Gavin sick and Keith taking over and a new threat in Helena. 
14 
www.samhainpublishing.com 
Sanctuary Unbound 
Not just any threat—a vampire. And she’d do well to remember that Adam Dubois had come to Red Rock to teach them how to fight that threat. 
“Cindy!” Dylan appeared from between two buildings. “Hey, I was just dropping the rental car off at Sam and Gavin’s. You headed to Keith’s?” 
“Yeah, I want to make sure Joe’s okay.” Seeing Dylan jolted her a little. She wasn’t pining over him, and she certainly didn’t begrudge him his happiness, but he’d been her lover not terribly long ago. “What about you?” 
“That’s the plan.” He sounded different, more confident. Whatever had happened in Maine had healed some of the slowly bleeding wounds he’d come to Red Rock with a few months before. She could see it in his face as he glanced at her. “What’s really going on with Gavin?” 
She’d told Keith because Sam had asked her to. Sam hadn’t asked her to tell everyone. “The stress, mostly. I think Keith’s going to be taking over a lot of things.” 
Dylan frowned. “If it’s not my business, just say it’s not my business. Don’t lie.” 
She blew her bangs out of her face with an exasperated breath. “Okay, Dylan. It’s none of your business.” 
“Fair enough.” He stayed silent as they reached the end of the street and turned toward Keith’s house, his boots crunching loudly on the gravel. It wasn’t until they’d passed another two houses that he cleared his throat. “So. We brought a vampire home with us.” 
“I noticed.” At least the deepening shadows cast by the setting sun might hide her blush. “Gavin seemed happy to see his friend.” 
“He’s…” Another pause, and this one felt apprehensive. “Watch out for him, Cindy. He may be friendly with Gavin, but he’s dangerous. The kind of dangerous you don’t see coming.” 
“You think he’s out to get me?” Even as a joke, the words felt illicit. “Should I string garlic around my neck?” 
He dropped his gaze—only for a second, but long enough to acknowledge she was far above him in the pack hierarchy. “I’m just saying, power makes him hungry. Sometimes he looks at Brynn and I know he sees food.” 
“Yeah, well. If he tries to suck my blood, I’ll punch him in the balls. How’s that?” Not that she was making any promises if he wanted to put his mouth anywhere else. 
“Never should have doubted.” 
“Uh-huh.” Cindy stopped walking and shoved her hands in her pockets. “I appreciate that you’re trying to look out for me, Dylan. But you can’t do that anymore, not for a while. You know that, right?” 
“Wasn’t all that great at it before.” He turned to face her and grinned. “I get it though. And I’m sorry. 
Don’t beat me up.” 
“Right.” She jerked her head back toward her house. “What’s his story?” 
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Dylan shrugged and resumed walking. “Vampire. Old, maybe older than Gavin. We found him making a living carving handmade furniture in a cabin that barely had running water and electricity.” 
“Should be right at home in Red Rock, then.” 
“Guess so. Don’t think he’s been out in the world in a while. You should have seen him trying to manage the rental car.” 
Laughing felt too much like mockery, and Cindy’s amusement faded quickly. “I’m just thankful he came. Gavin could use an old friend around right now.” 
“Don’t get me wrong, I kind of like him. Joe, on the other hand…” Dylan trailed off uncomfortably. 
“Those two are never gonna be friends.” 
If there was tension there, she needed to know. “Did something happen?” 
It took Dylan a second too long to answer. “No. Adam’s careful not to look at Brynn most of the time. 
But back in Maine he made it clear that the way she got turned is going to make her vampire bait. And not in a ‘be my queen of the night’ sort of way. More like, ‘yum, dinner’.” 
If the raw power appealed to vampires, it was no wonder. Brynn was half-feral, wild with it. “I imagine Joe wouldn’t be too fond of that.” 
“Doesn’t seem like it. And I don’t know if he’s thought ahead, but I have. It means Brynn can’t be involved in whatever goes down in Helena. She’s too big a target. And unless Joe’s willing to transfer her bond to someone else, it takes him out too.” Dylan kicked at a rock and sighed. “No wonder Gavin feels like shit. Things are looking pretty damn dire.” 
“What kind of shape is Joe in now?” Joe was proud and a little pigheaded, but he also possessed a refreshing pragmatism. If he was in no shape to fight, it wouldn’t be hard to convince him he’d be better off tending to Brynn. 
Dylan flashed her a weary smile. “You’re the doctor. I guess you’ll have to tell me.” 
“Of course.” She didn’t want to keep walking toward Keith’s house. She didn’t want to hear the details of what had happened, see the extent of Joe’s lingering injuries. She wanted to go home and climb into a hot bath. 
Fingers brushed her arm, a tentative touch that only lasted a moment. “You okay, Cindy?” 
Not long ago, Dylan’s touch would have been more than welcome. Now, she shied away from it. “I’m exhausted. We all are.” 
“I just…” His voice trailed off, as if he knew there was nothing he could say. Not anymore. “Let’s go. 
Joe’s waiting for you.” 
Guilt made her tremble. She’d been the one to end things, and it wasn’t fair to punish him for it. “I’m sorry, Dylan.” 
“Don’t be. Things are awkward. Just means we’re… Well, maybe not human. But normal.” 
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Cindy stopped walking and rubbed her hands over her face. “Tell me one thing. Tell me you’re happy.” 
“I am. Not just living. I’m happy.” 
The truth of the words was written on every line of his face. He wore a contentment that hadn’t been there the last time she’d seen him, and she dragged in a relieved breath. “Then that means us splitting up was the right thing to do. That’s enough for me.” 
“I’m glad.” He tilted his head toward the road that led to Keith’s place. “You ready to face this?” 
Not in a million years, but there was no avoiding it. “I need to check on Joe, and we all need to talk.” 
“Yeah we do, but cheer up. We brought souvenirs.” 
And a vampire.  She almost told Dylan she’d prefer the cheap trinkets, but the image of Adam Dubois’s flashing green eyes rose in her memory, giving lie to the thought. “Let’s go.” 
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It was after midnight when Cindy dragged herself home. She’d refused to allow anyone to walk her, needing the time and solitude to steel herself for the long night to come. Gavin might have been sitting up and talking that afternoon, but that level of activity would have taken its toll, left him weakened. 
God only knew how his body could fail him next. 
She pushed through the back door and stopped short when she caught sight of Adam at her kitchen table. “Hi.” 
He paused with a forkful of mashed potatoes hovering in the air. “Hello.” 
“Don’t let me interrupt.” She hung her jacket on the wall in the entryway and nodded to the plate of leftovers before him. “Verna made the meatloaf and potatoes. Best in three states.” 
Adam set down his fork and rose. “You hungry? I could heat some up for you too.” 
“No, God no. Sit.” She turned to the refrigerator, using the seconds it took her to fetch a bottle of water to steady her hands. He moved with slow deliberation, a careful concert of movements that unsettled her because it was all too easy to imagine that sort of attention turned on her. 
The chair scraped over the floor as he settled into it again. “Sorry for invading your kitchen, but Sam drifted off and I didn’t have the heart to wake her.” 
“Don’t sweat it. She needs the rest.” Cindy took a gulp of her water and sat across the table from him. 
May as well get it out there.  “What about you? Do you need anything?” 
Amusement flashed in his eyes. “Salt and pepper?” 
He was a smartass, but she’d asked for it with her vague words. She retrieved the salt and pepper shakers from the shelf above the tiled backsplash behind the stove. “You’ll have to indulge me with a few silly questions. I know nothing about vampires.” 
“I eat. I sleep. I don’t burst into flame in the sunlight.” If he had fangs, his smile didn’t show them. 
“And sometimes I drink blood.” 
“Mm-hmm. That’s the part I’m curious about.” 
“Not surprised. Not many vampires stray out of New England these days.” 
“So you won’t mind enlightening me.” 
His gaze dropped to the table, studying the salt shaker as he upended an unhealthy amount of salt onto his food. “What do you want to know? The how, the why, or the how much?” 
“Yes.” She tilted her head and smiled wryly. “I’m the pack doctor. These things matter to me.” 
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“I’m not going to lure your pack mates into the woods for a nibble, if that’s what you’re worried about. I need some blood if I’m going to be walking into a fight, but Dylan’s already offered.” 
Protectiveness shot through her. “He did, did he?” 
One of Adam’s eyebrows rose. “I’m sorry, do I need your permission to accept his offer?” 
“I have no claim on Dylan.” It would take the wolf inside her a little time to catch up with that, but it didn’t change the facts. “Why him?” 
“I’ve talked to five wolves from your pack,” he murmured, holding up fingers as he counted each one off. “Dylan, Joe, Brynn, Gavin and Sam. Three of them are hurt or sick, and Dylan said Samantha got herself tangled up in a binding spell with a hungry vamp on the other end.” 
She found herself inexplicably taken aback by his explanation. “If it’s going to potentially affect anyone’s health, you come to me. It’s what I do.” 
Adam frowned. “Come to you? To find another willing donor?” 
“Of course. I could do it myself, if I needed to.” 
“Do what yourself? Find me a donor? Or be a donor?” 
“Be a—” Her voice cracked, and she took a bracing gulp of water. “Be a donor. Hell, we could do it here in my office. Or do you…need to drink from someone?” 
He looked like he was trying not to smile. “The blood is mostly incidental. It’s the power I need, especially if I’m going to be fighting one of my own. The power comes from the willing gift of blood or the violent taking of it. I’ve never had much luck with drawing blood and saving it for later.” 
Cindy had encountered plenty of things that were more of the realm of magic than they were of the physical. It had been one of the hardest things to reconcile as a doctor and a werewolf. “What’s your usual ritual, then?” 
“My usual ritual is not applicable in this situation.” That amusement in his eyes had faded, replaced with something almost like self-consciousness. “Not with Dylan, in any case. I’m hoping Sasha might be able to come up with some sort of magical ritual to enhance the power of the gift, now that she has access to her books.” 
She’d learned to recognize evasion in her patients, and she saw it now in Adam. “How do you usually obtain the power, Adam? The blood?” 
He sighed, a soft, tired sound. “From a lover, Dr. Shepherd.” 
It was so obvious that she felt like an idiot. “Oh.” 
“Yes.” His mouth twitched. “Would you like me to attempt to explain the relationship between sex and magic? I’m not sure I know the details, but I could try.” 
“Wolves have plenty of connection between sex and magic. It’s not an—an alien concept.” 
“I know. Most of my companions came from the local werewolf pack.” He was definitely laughing at her. “It can be a mutually beneficial arrangement under the right circumstances.” 
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“I see.” She capped her bottle and rose. “I’ll talk to Sasha, see if she manages to come up with anything. For the time being, I think you should consider me your potential donor. Just to avoid complications.” 
His gaze stayed fixed on her with an almost tangible weight, and there was no mistaking his sharp interest or the heat in his stare. “It will be my pleasure.” 
“Yes?” She had to get away from him before the throb of lust twisting through her made her do something crazy like ask him into her bed. “I suppose we’ll find out.” 
“I suppose we will.” He seemed to shake himself, and the oddly formal tone of his words vanished. 
“Now if it’s okay with you, I’m going to eat. It was a damn long drive and I hate automatic transmissions.” 
“Make yourself at home.” The words came out husky, almost inviting, and Cindy hoped he couldn’t sense her arousal as she turned to the door. “Good night.” 
“Good night, Dr. Shepherd.” 
Adam was used to being the oldest person in a room. What he wasn’t used to was how tired it made him feel. 
He leaned back in his stout wooden chair and eyed Samantha, who sat at the opposite end of the long table, her fingers curled around the arms of a chair that carried Gavin’s scent. His own chair held hints of Samantha’s favored shampoo, making it clear she’d abandoned her usual spot for the symbolic place of power. 
Gavin was tucked safely back in the doctor’s house with Brynn standing careful watch, and her absence made it easier to deal with Joe’s forbidding presence to his left. Adam didn’t think Joe would ever believe that the power trapped inside Brynn as a wolf turned at the full moon wasn’t enough to push Adam over the edge. Her blood was a temptation, to be sure, but self-control was a virtue Adam had been familiar with longer than Joe had been alive. 
Of course, Joe could have chosen his spot to put himself between Adam and Cindy. Cindy avoided looking at him entirely, seemingly distracted by her murmured conversation with Keith, who sat flanked by her and Sam. Across from Keith was a sweet-faced brunette who radiated power. Adam had been unsurprised to discover that she was Keith’s mate in addition to being Brynn’s sister; Abby had an unshakable core of magic that reminded Adam of the young alpha female from Bedagi Creek. 
And next to Abby… Adam hid a sigh as he caught sight of Dylan’s fingers curling around Sasha’s. 
The lovebirds were still playing footsie, and no one at the table seemed bothered by it. 
No one except Cindy. An almost tangible aura of sadness hung around her, though the same expression lingered on her face when she looked at Keith and Abby, as well. She looked lonely. Isolated. 
Sympathy rose and, for once, Adam didn’t bother to push it away. 
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He tried to catch her gaze, but Joe glared at him instead, a brittle warning in his eyes. Adam responded with an amused smile carefully calculated to be just the right side of challenging. 
It would have been perfect too, if Sam hadn’t chosen that moment to look at him. Her dark eyes flashed, annoyance and exasperation in equal measure. “For the love of God, does a man need to reach his second century before he stops acting like a boy?” 
She sounded frazzled, on edge and off balance, and the unsteady flare of magic that accompanied the words made everyone at the table look uneasy. Everyone but Keith, that was, who proved his worthiness as Gavin’s successor by sliding a hand over Sam’s fingers and smiling. “None of us will ever stop acting like boys, Sam. You love yelling at us too much, and we like making you happy.” 
“That’s the excuse they’ll use, anyway.” Abby scooted her chair closer to Sam’s. “Say the word, and I’ll take them all out back and smack them around a little bit.” 
“I’m not ruling it out.” Sam shot Adam a look that clearly begged him to behave, and the weariness and worry that had etched lines around her eyes made it impossible to do anything but acknowledge her silent plea with a quiet nod. As soon as he did, she relaxed marginally. “I’ve asked you all here because something’s going on that everyone needs to know about. Cindy’s going to explain the details.” 
The doctor did look at him then, a fleeting glance that she quickly turned on the others seated around the table. “Gavin’s sick.” She seemed to anticipate the murmur that swept the room, and she waited until it quieted before continuing. “He’s had three heart attacks, and each one is doing more to damage his heart. 
It’s—” She swallowed hard. “It’s not anything I can fix.” 
Since the news wasn’t news to him, Adam watched the others. From the stoic look on Joe’s face, he’d already known, and both Keith and Abby seemed more interested in supporting Sam. The only two who looked surprised were Dylan and Sasha, which meant the gathering was about something else entirely. 
Sam took a deep breath and closed her eyes, and Adam tensed against the words he suddenly knew she was about to speak. “Red Rock’s at war, but leading us in war is going to kill Gavin and he knows it. If this were any other time I’d take his place, but my ego isn’t so big I can’t see the truth. We need a warrior.” 
Joe spoke. “Which means we need Keith. He’s the one who was raised for this. He’s the one who knows how to do it.” 
Silence reigned as Keith stared across the table at Abby. She stared back and finally smiled. “He’s right, sweetie. You’ve always been the one, and I’ll—I’ll help you any way I can. With everything.” 
Keith nodded. While everyone was watching him, Adam watched Cindy. She looked tense, almost self-conscious, not to mention worried. 
Sasha sighed and turned her attention to Adam. “What about the vampire in Helena?” 
“Can’t say much until I find out more.” Adam shifted uncomfortably. “Didn’t you say there was someone in town that the vampire had formed a blood bond with?” 
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“Justine,” Abby answered, her expression grave. “When Recco took over the Helena pack, he used her to feed the vampire.” 
“For how long?” 
“We’re not sure, and she can’t quite remember. Weeks.” 
Weeks of feeding would have left a taint even magic couldn’t erase. “Can I see her? I might be able to tell something about the vampire. How strong he is, at least, or what sort of power he’s using.” 
“It’ll be fine if Sasha and I can be there,” Cindy told him quietly. “She’ll need us.” 
“Of course. When can—?” 
Keith jerked to his feet, his gaze whipping toward the door. Abby sprang up after him, and Joe’s chair tipped back to the floor as he rose as well. Cindy stiffened, frozen for a moment, her hands clenched around the edge of the table. 
Dylan went pale just as the first hints of sound tickled the edge of Adam’s hearing. Shouts, angry male voices raised in fear and pain. Keith shot toward the door, Dylan hard at his heels, and only then did the voices outside crystallize into words—someone screaming for Dylan, and help. 
There was a backpack in the corner by the door, and Cindy snatched it up on her way out. Only Sam and Sasha remained, and Sam grabbed the witch’s hand before she could rise. “Wait.” 
She was clearly talking to the girl and not to him, but it wouldn’t have mattered if she hadn’t been. 
Adam strode toward the door, unsettled by the tight knot of apprehension in his stomach. 
Outside, he found chaos. Unfamiliar werewolves formed a ragged half-circle around Dylan’s hunched form. Cindy skidded to a stop next to him, and Dylan moved aside enough for Adam to catch a glimpse of a bloody, torn body. Enhanced hearing did little good with so many people talking at once, but Adam caught snippets—Keith questioning one of the local wolves and Dylan whispering soothing, comforting words edged with worry. 
The wind shifted and the smell hit him, thick, fresh blood and some that had been shed hours ago, and the scent of fear, underlain with a tingle of magic he recognized all too easily. A bond—a blood bond, weak but present, one that tied the injured man to a vampire. 
Adam moved forward and knelt next to Cindy before asking the question he already knew the answer to. “He’s not healing like he should, is he?” 
“Hard to tell.” She’d opened the bag already and was packing layer after layer of gauze pads against the boy’s shoulder and mangled arm. “Major injuries can take longer.” 
She was lying, but the kid on the ground was barely coherent, much less in any shape to notice. He clutched at Dylan’s arm, eyes wild. “More. All of us. At the pass—” 
“Bobby, slow down.” Anxiety made Dylan’s usually calm voice sound nervous. “Who’s at the pass?” 
“The pack. All of us—all of us who could run from Recco. Injured and children…” 
Joe swore. “I can’t go. Brynn—” 
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“We’ll round up a few others,” Abby told him. “You need to stay here and keep an eye on things anyway, Joe.” She touched Dylan’s shoulder. “Sasha can help them set up here. They’ll need her.” 
Dylan looked torn for a few seconds, then jerked to his feet. “I’m going with you. If they’re from Helena, they’ll know me. Cindy, can you tell Sasha?” 
She didn’t look up. “I’ll take care of it. Go. When you come back, head for the bar. There’s more room there than at my house.” 
A hand landed on Adam’s shoulder, and he glanced up to find Keith there. “What about you?” 
He shook his head. “This boy’s got a blood bond with the vampire. If you want him to start healing, I need to break it.” 
“What does it take?” Cindy asked. “To form a bond like that, I mean. Can a vampire have more than one at a time?” 
“Not without a witch, not if he wants to stay sane. But if he doesn’t care…” 
“We’ll do what we can.” She brushed her hair back from her forehead with the back of her wrist. 
“What do you need to begin?” 
“Let’s move him first. Where are we going?” 
“Inside for now. If we manage to stabilize him, we can move him to the bar and wait for the others.” 
He picked up the injured wolf—Bobby, Dylan had called him—and carried him toward the house. 
The kid was covered in blood, and Adam couldn’t stop his reaction to it, even when he tried to block out the scent. His mouth watered, his heart beat a little too fast, and every one of the six days since his last feeding felt like a weight around his neck. He didn’t need the blood, but he still wanted it. 
Then again, if he was going to be snapping another vampire’s blood bonds, he wouldn’t make it his usual three weeks between blood donations. At this rate he wouldn’t last another three days. 
A problem for later. 
Inside, they found Sam and Sasha smoothing a clean sheet over the table. Sam gestured sharply, and Adam spoke as he eased the boy to the covered surface. “Bobby. From Helena.” 
“Dylan’s roommate,” Sasha murmured. 
Cindy tore open his shirt and pressed her hands methodically over Bobby’s abdomen, obviously checking for more injuries. “The arm is bad, Adam, but he might keep it if you can cut him loose from the bond.” 
Cut her loose.  The words echoed in his mind as he dropped a hand to Bobby’s head. Cindy’s smooth, bland midwestern accent sounded nothing like the broad vowels and precise enunciation of a Boston debutante, but memories drifted up from decades before, a frantic female voice, begging for help. Cut her
loose. The rest of us will die if you don’t. 

Adam closed his eyes and forced his attention to the present, to the boy under his hand and the magic twisted around him. “Even if I break the bond, he’s going to be weak.” 
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“We’ll have to hope for the best.” 
“I can help,” Sasha whispered. “Not much, not if there might be people coming in who are worse off, but…a little.” 
Bobby moved suddenly, his hand shooting out to close around Cindy’s wrist. “No.” His eyes were wild. “I’d rather lose my arm. Don’t—don’t waste power—” A rough swallow. “My girlfriend and her kid are out there. Hurt. And more, so many more—” 
Cindy nodded slowly. “I understand. We’re looking to save your life right now, that’s all.” 
He relaxed and shuddered, and Adam used his distraction to slip beneath the shields all werewolves possessed, whether they realized it or not. 
Bobby clearly didn’t—or maybe his protections were so compromised by the vampire who’d been preying on him that they were of no use at all. Either way, it was easy to find the core of the boy’s magic, a weak, timid flicker mingled with a power that resonated with Adam’s own energy. Death magic, cold and sterile, and the opposite of what lived inside the werewolves. 
Adam unfocused his eyes slightly, just enough to let the currents in the room overlay what was actually there. For a second, Sasha flared, bright, colorful light that pulsed warm and cool in turn. Witches and wizards were always rainbows, full of life and death, though Sasha had obviously embraced the blues and greens of the wild over the blood red of death. 
He tried to turn his attention back to Bobby, but his gaze snagged on Cindy. All werewolf, all cool colors mixed with the golden glow of strength. Magnetic. Potent. The hunger inside him rose, tangled desire for a woman with craving for the sort of power she represented. With her blood, freely given, he’d be unstoppable. 
It made her a dangerous temptation, one he’d do well to avoid. 
Bobby groaned, and Adam forced himself to find that thread of vampiric magic again, this time following it back to its source. Geography meant little with the flows and currents of energy, but his otherworldly sight couldn’t extend beyond the physical. Instead he traced the small thread back by feeling alone, riding it instead of severing it, in hopes of catching a glimpse of what they stood against. 
He felt anger first. Frustration and a frightening determination coupled with reckless arrogance. The trickle of power flowed to its source, and Adam sucked in a breath as he sensed dozens upon dozens of other connections, all stretched thin but still feeding the bloated monster at the center of the grotesque web. 
Bonds like this required complex spells to maintain balance, spells only a witch could provide. 
Without it, one long-term connection to a werewolf was madness. This many crossed the line into insanity—the kind of insanity that would throb in the vampire’s aura and bleed into anyone sensitive to the touch of magic. 
Severing the first connection would be easy, but it wouldn’t go unnoticed. Awaken the sleeping
dragon.  The vampire would fight for every bond after that, and Adam would pay the price. 
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No choice. The boy under his hands would die if he didn’t cut the link. And every bond he broke would take away a source of power, make his opponent weaker. Adam did it in an instant, snatching the bond as if attempting to bind the boy to himself, then releasing it before the attachment could cement. 
He had to have imagined the roar of outrage echoing back across the intervening distance. Adam squeezed his eyes shut until his equilibrium returned, then opened them and met Sasha’s gaze. “He’s bound himself to dozens of wolves. Maybe a hundred.” 
Sasha shuddered, paled. “I didn’t feel that when I broke Justine’s bond. The vampire could—could be taking more every day.” 
“Maybe that’s why they fled here,” Cindy muttered tersely, already pressing a syringe to the inside of Bobby’s elbow. 
“Maybe,” Adam agreed. “But it means he’s going to follow them.” 
Her eyes blazed with cold fire, blue and chilling. “Then we’ll be ready.” 
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He’d been going full-bore for the last two days, and Adam showed no signs of slowing. What he did show signs of was exhaustion. 
Cindy had seen it often enough, both with her classmates and with herself. It was insidious, the kind of work that brought you to the edge of physical as well as mental collapse. There was always more to do, always more people to help. If you stopped, you were letting them down. 
But there came a time when there wasn’t a choice. 
They’d already stopped using the bar as a makeshift hospital. Most of the people who had fled from Helena had only superficial injuries, but too many of them bore the blood bond that had made Bobby’s healing so sluggish. Adam and Sasha had been working overtime to release all the refugees from those bonds. 
And Adam was still at it. Three more people had shown up earlier in the day, a couple and their little girl. The little girl wasn’t hurt, but her bond had proven difficult to break. Cindy had banished her nearly hysterical parents to the kitchen to calm them down and make them eat. Now they paced the foyer, waiting to be let back in to the small room where their daughter had been placed. 
“Adam.” Cindy stopped behind him where he stood by the bed. “You have to take a break.” 
He ignored her, just like he’d ignored her twice before. The little girl whimpered, and his shoulders stiffened as he made an almost soothing noise. “Hold on. Almost there.” 
She fought a sigh. If there was one thing the last forty-eight hours had taught her, it was that arguing with him was useless. Instead, she wet a cloth in the basin on the nightstand and laid it on the girl’s forehead. 
It was torture, ten times worse than Gavin’s heart condition, because this was something she couldn’t even understand, much less treat. She’d been flying blind, patching people up while they continued to suffer under her hands, and it had taken its toll on her, as well. 
She was tired, edgy. Angry. 
The girl sucked in a sudden breath, and Cindy knew the bond had snapped by the way her body relaxed. Adam, on the other hand, looked like hell. A grimace twisted his face, one of pain and steely determination, and he ground his teeth together so hard she heard it. He dragged in one labored breath, then a second, and magic cracked through the room as he stumbled back with a muffled curse. 
Sanctuary Unbound 
He hit the wall and slumped to his knees, both hands balled into fists. His eyes were wild, more black than green, and they didn’t quite focus. “Done.” It was a hoarse rasp. “It’s done.” 
It took only moments to check the girl’s vitals, and Cindy kept watch on Adam as she did so. He looked like this last bond had half-killed him, and an instinct she didn’t understand screamed at her to get him the hell out of the room. 
“I’m going to bring her parents in,” she told him quietly. “Go upstairs and wait for me. I’ll be right up.” He didn’t react, so she knelt in front of him. “Adam.” 
Something dangerous stirred just beneath the surface, feral and hungry. It took forever for him to meet her eyes. “You shouldn’t be this close.” 
A reasonable person would be petrified. “Her parents can’t see you like this. It’ll scare the piss out of them. Go upstairs, please.” 
He rose, slow and deliberate, as if every movement hurt. He seemed to make a special effort not to look at the girl as he cut a wide circle around her on his way to the door. 
He headed in the direction of the back stairs, and Cindy walked into the foyer. The girl’s parents rushed over when they saw her, and she stepped aside to let them into the room. “She should be fine now, but call for me if anything happens.” 
They thanked her absently, all their attention focused on their daughter. She didn’t blame them, and it was just as well, because she had to get upstairs. 
She found Adam standing on the top landing, staring blankly at the wall. “Come on.” She took his arm and dragged him into the bedroom, determined to make her suggestion before he keeled over—or she lost her nerve. 
Locking the door behind them took only a moment. Cindy took a deep breath and pulled her turtleneck over her head. “You need to drink.” 
His gaze swept up her body in a tangible wave, and he moved before her shirt hit the ground. Her back slammed against the door, and he caught both of her wrists and pinned them next to her head with a snarl. “You don’t know what you’re asking.” 
Fear spiked, an instinctive reaction because he’d snapped, moving from calm blankness to feral intensity so quickly. She wasn’t scared of him, and she wanted to do this. He needed her help, and the least she could do to repay him for his was to offer. 
Offer. 

She recalled his words from the first night, when her interest had been more vague curiosity and considerable attraction— the power comes from the willing gift.  So she relaxed in his grip and let her head fall back against the wall. “I’m not asking. I’m offering.” 
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His nostrils flared. His breath fell warm against her throat. “You don’t understand. I haven’t been breaking those bonds. I’ve been stealing them. Stealing them and letting them go, and every time I let one go it feels like slow suicide. I’m out of control.” 
“That’s not true, though,” she whispered. “Not if you’ve been letting them go, even when it hurts you.” 
“Yes, I make a charming martyr. But don’t doubt that selfish self-preservation thrives inside me. 
Eventually I’ll snap. And I’ll take.” 
“So take me.” The moment the words left her, she wanted to snatch them back. This was more than the concerned offer of someone used to caring for people. She was starting to sound desperate, and that had to mean she wanted this more than she realized. 
She felt the slightest pressure, something magical instead of physical, as if he’d stroked her just under her skin. A groan ripped free of him, and he licked a hot line up the side of her neck. “You’re so willing. 
I’m not that much of a martyr.” 
Yes, she wanted him. She trembled with it, burned. What she didn’t understand was why it didn’t feel like it was about sex. Instead, she wanted to feel his teeth sink into her flesh. Wanted to feed him, sate his hunger. 
Give him what he needed. 
She stood on her toes, straining toward him. Anything to get closer to his mouth. “Let me.” 
His body shook. His breath skated over the skin he’d licked, and he lowered his mouth. “Stop me if it’s too much.” 
Cindy had never imagined that she’d practically have to beg a vampire to bite her. “I promise.” 
Teeth closed on her throat. His fangs were larger than normal canines and a little sharper, and she gasped when they broke through her skin. The pain was intense but brief, vanishing in a rush of warmth. 
The warmth built into a hot flare of pleasure, and Cindy gasped again. Her nipples hardened as her body reacted, though the heavy anticipation swelling through her was disorienting. 
He hasn’t really touched me.  The fuzzy thought scattered as he released her wrists and smoothed his hands down to her hips. His tongue stroked her skin, her body throbbing in time with each lick. 
She was wet, ready, and instinct drove her to tear at his shirt. His bare chest was warm under her hands, rough with hair and hard—everything about him was so hard— 
He lifted his head, just enough to whisper. “Let me make it good.” 
If it got better, she’d explode. “Yes.” 
Another stab of pain, more fleeting than the last. When his lips closed tight on her throat this time, magic flared so brightly the world disappeared. He stroked her everywhere without moving his hands from her hips—teasing over her nipples, dragging between her legs and circling her clit. 
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Cindy shuddered and clamped her lips together to keep from crying out. It was too much, all at once, and she couldn’t stop the flood of sensation that rocked her. She clutched Adam’s shoulders for support and rode it out, waited for the peak of pleasure to subside. 
It didn’t. 
Finally his hands moved, from her hips to her thighs, curling under them as he hoisted her higher, grinding between her legs. 
She had to stop whimpering. There were patients downstairs, not to mention other people, but she couldn’t tear her focus away from Adam. She was drowning, losing herself in him. 
“Stop.” The word came out weak, almost inaudible. “Adam, stop.” 
He froze, his back going rigid under her hands. He lifted his head, his breath falling in hoarse pants, but power still pulsed in the air between them. “Are you hurt?” 
“No.” It came out on a moan, and Cindy blinked. “You were going to make me scream.” 
Confusion flashed in his eyes. “Not in a bad way?” 
“No, not in a bad way.” She dropped her hands to his belt and tugged at the buckle, but he was too close. She pushed at him a little and dropped to her knees between him and the wall. “Definitely not in a bad way.” 
That got his attention. He caught her wrists and stepped back, a groan escaping him. “No. No, you deserve better than this.” 
Cindy had no idea how old he actually was. “You’re not one of those guys who thinks a blow job is dirty or demeaning to women, are you?” 
Something flared in his eyes. “I’m a man who thinks you attend to your bedmate’s pleasure first if she’s given you a gift as great as her blood.” 
“Okay, that’s a new one.” She pulled free of his grasp and rose, keeping her eyes averted from his. 
“You don’t have to explain yourself to me at all. No means no.” 
He snarled and locked his arm around her waist, moving so quickly the world spun. Her back crashed against his chest, and he slapped a hand against the wall, not quite pinning her. “Don’t pretend I denied you. You denied me. Denied me your pleasure, and perhaps you’ve been taking the wrong sort of men into your bed if you think I should be satisfied without it.” 
She closed her eyes and tried not to think about how good he felt pressed against her. “I didn’t deny you anything.” 
He laughed, though it sounded more rueful than mocking. “My darling Dr. Shepherd. If I didn’t get to watch your face or feel your body tighten on my fingers, if I didn’t even get to enjoy the pleasure of your screams, then you denied me everything.” 
He was demanding. “Two-thirds of those things were physically impossible,” she pointed out. “The other isn’t happening. I have patients downstairs. The last thing they want is to hear me getting off.” 
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“Fair enough.” He brushed his lips over the side of her neck. “But I should warn you that I’m not incredibly quiet either.” 
The soft touch along with the admission made her want to melt against him, to beg. Anger swept through her—directed at herself, not him—and she ducked under his arm. “Do you feel stronger now?” 
“Stronger than I have in months.” His arms fell to his sides. “Years, maybe.” 
“Good.” That was something, at least, especially since she seemed to be suffering few ill effects. She felt a little lightheaded, but that was easily attributable to the magic he’d worked with her body and not blood loss. 
“Good,” he echoed, but a faint note of wariness had intruded in the warmth of his voice. “I appreciate the gift. I’m sorry you misunderstood my intentions.” 
She touched her fingers lightly to her neck. The holes from his teeth had already closed, and she drew her shirt back over her head. “What intentions? You needed to feed.” 
“Yes, I suppose I did.” He swiped his thumb over his mouth, his gaze still fixed on her throat. “You feeling all right?” 
“Fine.” Cindy almost winced when she heard the chilly tone of her own voice. It probably wasn’t fair to extend her anger to him, even if he had been a jerk. “You said Dylan offered? To do this, I mean. Give you his blood.” 
“Yes.” No inflection, and his eyes had gone hard. Cool. 
“I’ll explain the process to him.” Better to let Adam think the encounter had been nothing more than an emergency and an experiment, her due diligence as the town’s doctor. 
One eyebrow quirked upward. “Best explain it to Sasha as well, then, because I won’t be giving him that experience unless she asks nicely.” 
She was starting to think that playing dumb was the safest way to deal with him, so she favored him with a nod and a vague smile. “Of course. I need to get back downstairs. Will you excuse me?” 
Oh, he didn’t like that. Frustration flashed in his eyes, but he didn’t seem willing to call her on it. 
“Yes, Cindy.” 
Cindy tried to practice as much brutal self-honesty as possible, so she forced herself to admit that she was fleeing as she left her bedroom and hurried down the stairs. What had started as a pleasant encounter with intriguing sexual potential had gone south faster than she’d thought possible, and it was her own damn fault. Somehow, she’d managed to fall short of his expectations, and it had made her lash out. 
Just as well.  She hit the bottom landing and leaned against the wall in the small, dark hallway. The last thing she needed was to get involved with another man she barely knew only to discover he wanted things she couldn’t provide. 
Something more than what she was. 
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So keep feeling sorry for yourself, Shepherd. That’s useful.  Cindy pushed off the wall and headed for the kitchen. It didn’t matter. Someone else could give Adam Dubois his goddamned mystical energy from now on, because she was finished feeling like a failure. 
“Tell me I can go home and sleep in my own bed, Cindy.” 
Adam froze, one hand still lifted to knock against the open door, and acknowledged that he was in deep, deep trouble if Cindy’s scent and presence clung to him so strongly that her own alpha couldn’t tell the difference. 
Granted, Gavin had his eyes closed as he reclined in the same battered old chair, and he looked only marginally more alive than he had on Adam’s arrival. The stress of the last few days had weighed heavily on him to be sure, but not so heavily that the man shouldn’t be able to sense the difference between a wolf and a vampire. 
Then a frown wrinkled his friend’s face, and Gavin opened one eye. “Adam.” 
Oh yes. He was in trouble. “Sam told you all those years of smoking would mess up your sense of smell. Guess it finally happened.” 
Gavin’s frown didn’t dissipate. “I was going by feel, not scent. So, unless you’re hiding my doctor in your pocket, you have some explaining to do.” 
Adam moved to sink into the battered leather chair next to Gavin’s. “I don’t suppose I can convince you I’ve got your doctor in my pocket?” 
“Was it really necessary, Adam?” 
“She’s bossy. And I wasn’t in great shape, Gavin.” 
“I understand.” He finally turned his head to meet Adam’s gaze. He wasn’t angry, only quietly determined. “Now understand me. Leave her be, if you can. She hasn’t had an easy time of it.” 
It wasn’t news, but it stirred the guilt inside him just the same. “I didn’t mean to touch her in the first place. She pushed until I snapped, and I sure as hell ain’t proud.” 
Gavin sighed, something that almost sounded like relief. “Cindy does that sometimes. I thought—
well, it doesn’t matter.” 
“It does matter.” Gavin of all people knew why. “It was willing. It was so damn willing I went from one foot in the grave to a scary kind of powerful, and I didn’t take much. I know we’ve got a war brewing, but power’s a dangerous thing for a vampire to have too much of.” 
“I’ll explain to her why it can’t happen again.” 
Adam couldn’t keep from tensing. “How much do you plan to explain?” 
Gavin flashed him a sharp look. “The reason it can’t has nothing to do with you, and everything to do with Cindy. Your secrets are safe with me, Dubois.” 
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“Christ, Hamilton. What in hell happened to her?” 
“She was human, and a corrupt alpha thought she’d make a good pet. Turned out, she was too strong for that, so he punished her. Tried to break her.” Gavin shifted in the chair with a grimace. “It’s common. 
Too common.” 
It was a common danger even on the east coast. “How long?” 
“Three years.” 
“Is that how long they had her, or how long ago it happened?” 
Gavin grimaced again, and this time it almost looked like pain. “She came to Red Rock seven years ago.” 
Three years of torment, seven years of recovery. Guilt wasn’t just stirring anymore, but screaming. 
“God damn it. I’m a bastard, and you should have put me down eighty years ago.” 
Gavin didn’t deny it. “Like you said, Cindy’s bossy. She’s bossy and stubborn as hell, so what you’ve got to do now is make sure she doesn’t have her mind set on you, for God’s sake. Not as a lover or as a project or anything.” 
“Project?” He didn’t have to pretend to be mildly outraged. “What, should I be worried she’s going to give me a makeover?” 
“Not the kind you’re thinking of, but yes.” 
Damn him for feeling intrigued. “I suppose you won’t elaborate because you don’t want me interested at all.” 
Gavin snorted inelegantly. “I’ll expound at length, my friend, because telling you exactly what she’d do with the likes of you is the fastest way to turn you off her.” He leaned forward. “She’d break you to ride. 
Turn you into a productive member of polite society.” 
After nearly a century of hiding in the Great North Woods, the idea was moderately horrific. “I think you’re overestimating her charms, old friend. She’s a beautiful girl with a delicious temper, but hermit living suits me.” 
“Then you won’t have the slightest trouble minding my words. Stay away from her.” 
“Yes, sir.” Adam closed his eyes and set his chair to rocking. “Keith’s doing a good job. You trained him well, and that girl of his steadies him. But you should be damned to hell for giving him such a romantic streak. Watching the two of them together is sickening.” 
“Has it really been so long since you got softhearted over a woman, you cranky bastard?” 
So long he couldn’t remember her name or her face, just that she’d had curly golden hair halfway to her hips that he’d gotten to run his fingers through once while he stole a kiss. 
And Astrid—
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He shoved away the thought. His unrequited affection for Astrid hadn’t grown deep enough to qualify, and he’d guarded his feelings closely after her death. “I keep my heart out of it these days. Better for everyone.” 
“The rest of us aren’t so content with that.” 
“The rest of you aren’t vampires. Haven’t you ever considered it? We’re the opposite of werewolves in almost every way. You folk are obsessed with your mates. Vampires aren’t built to live in pairs. Maybe just groups or all alone.” 
His friend frowned. “And I think that’s bullshit, but I’m too old and tired to rehash all our favorite arguments tonight. You win.” 
It didn’t feel like winning. The victory was as hollow as the lonely place inside him, as the hunger that craved any connection it could make. Those brief seconds with Cindy under his hands, under his mouth, had been his hottest, wildest moments in decades. He’d taken to choosing his lovers from the weaker wolves in Bedagi Creek, content to draw what he needed to sustain himself without ever letting it become more. No love, no commitment… 
No power. No passion, except the pleasure he gave them in return for their gift. 
If he didn’t stop thinking about it, Gavin would kill him. 
“Do you have to go back?” 
“To Maine?” 
“Yes.” The word came slowly, like a child’s wind-up toy exhausting its last few cranks. “You could stay here.” 
The only thing he could give his friend now was comfort. “I’m in no hurry to get back.” 
“Good.” Gavin’s eyes drifted shut. “I’m sorry I called you out here like this. It should have been a happier visit.” 
“If it had been a happier visit, I wouldn’t have come. It’s not like you didn’t try.” Adam leaned forward and braced his hand on Gavin’s shoulder. “Rest, old friend. I promise not to woo your doctor or your wife until you’re on your feet and ready to knock me off mine.” And that’s at least half-true. 

“Sam would break your face.” Gavin chuckled quietly. 
“My face is prettier than yours,” Adam countered. “Granted, there’s never been much accounting for your wife’s taste. She might ugly me up if she wanted me to stick around.” 
“Sammie does want you to stick around.” 
“Then she’s a fool and so are you.” Adam squeezed Gavin’s shoulder before sitting back. “You know I’ll be here until you don’t need me anymore. I owe you too much. You helped me save my people…and I’ll help you save yours.” If he spent all of his time thinking about present conflicts, he could ignore the temptation to dwell on the past, to pick at scabs that eighty years had barely healed. 
“Keith.” 
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“You want me to save Keith?” 
“No, Keith’s people. They’re his now.” He looked relieved and guilty, all at once. 
As if it was that easy. “They’re his to protect. But they’ll always be yours too.” 
“Mmm.” Gavin smiled. “Yes.” 
“Yes,” Adam echoed. “I promised your sweet little witch that I’d let her ask me any question on blood bonds that struck her fancy, so I’m going to get as much sleep as possible before she grills me.” 
“Hmm.” 
Gavin didn’t believe him and Adam didn’t blame him. “Even if I were planning to go behind your back and woo Cindy, I’d have to wait until you weren’t camped out in her damn house.” 
“People in this town aren’t that prudish, Dubois, and that includes me. We’re used to a certain lack of privacy.” 
Adam rose to his feet. “If I was after sex, I’d pay no mind to who might be listening in. But I prefer to deliver my apologies without an audience. Or are you going to tell me I can’t do that, either?” 
“On the contrary, I quite approve of you having to grovel for forgiveness.” 
“Fine.” It took effort to keep the bite out of the word. “I am going back to your place, and I’ll send Sam here to torment you for the rest of the night. I’ll apologize on my own damn time.” 
Gavin leaned back in his chair. “Good. Tell my wife I said hello. And if you do see Cindy, tell her I want to sleep in my own damn bed tonight.” 
“Will do.” And the sooner Gavin was out of Cindy’s house… No, Dubois. Stay away. Stay far, far
away. 

He needed to repay his debt and get the hell back to his cabin and his life, even if that life seemed increasingly empty with every day that passed. 
Even quiet and blessedly empty, the house hummed. 
Cindy tugged on her thermal shirt and flannel pants. She’d never liked wearing pajamas, still didn’t, but the chances that she’d be summoned from her bed in the middle of the night these days were high, even with her house cleared of patients and visitors. Sometimes, she couldn’t afford the extra few seconds it would take her to stop and dress. 
Soon you’ll be sleeping in your shoes.  The thought made her laugh as she tried to imagine the damage her heavy boots would do to the densely woven but delicate cotton sheets she preferred. Or maybe not. 

The upstairs hallway was deserted for the first time in days as she walked to the bathroom. Her thoughts raced, and she used the mindless ritual of brushing her teeth to put them in order. 
She owed Adam an apology, especially after spending the whole day immersed in busy work in order to avoid him. He’d nearly killed himself trying to help over the last few days, and she’d given him nothing but grief. 
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And blood. Cindy grimaced and rinsed her toothbrush, unsure whether one outweighed the other. 
Either way, she’d acted like a defensive ass, and it wasn’t in her nature to let it lie and hope he got over it. 
The sound of a knock drifted up the stairs, too gentle to be another emergency but too late to be a casual visit. Halfway down the stairs, she spotted Adam through the window. 
At least it gave her time to brace herself, and to try to think of something to say. 
She opened the door. “Come in.” 
He stepped across the threshold, unease clear in the tense set of his shoulders and the cool wave of power he brought with him. 
It made her want to lay a hand on his shoulder and comfort him, and the realization jarred her. 
“Would you like some coffee?” 
“Please.” 
He was starting to scare her a little, but she said nothing else until she’d set the coffee to brew and lowered herself to the chair opposite his at the kitchen table. “Is something wrong?” 
“I’m not sure.” He flattened both palms on the table, his wide, blunt fingers sliding absently over the wood, as if testing it for some quality. “I came to apologize.” 
“It’s not necessary.” The words were automatic, habit. 
“That’s for me to decide, not you. And I think I need to apologize.” 
So he wanted to unburden his soul, make himself feel better. She couldn’t fault him for it, since she’d been thinking the same thing not ten minutes ago. “All right.” 
But the words that came were odd. “I’m sorry I tried too hard. I acted like a stupid bastard.” 
“I don’t understand.” 
“All that shit I spewed about getting you off…” His voice turned rough. “Not saying I wouldn’t want to. Just…I was trying too hard. Trying not to be a barely verbal fool who’d nearly fucked you against a wall.” 
Just like that, he bared himself. Exposed his vulnerability. Cindy’s mouth went dry, and she clasped her hands together under the table to hide their shaking. “You weren’t the only one who acted like an ass. I felt rejected. It made me mean.” 
His lips tugged up in a smile wicked as sin. “Never did have much luck with alpha wolves. Too bad I have such a weakness for you.” 
An answering smile curved her own mouth. “You’re helpless when faced with crude, difficult blondes?” 
“Deadlier than garlic and crosses.” 
“Don’t tease.” She tried to look away from the full bow of his lower lip. “I could ask you to my bed.” 
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“And Gavin would rise from his sickbed to drag me from it by the scruff of my neck like an untrained puppy.” Adam’s smile widened, enough to part his lips and show fang. “He knows I like my blondes feisty.” 
“So he already warned you off, then.” 
“Several times.” 
And yet here he was. “Are you that obstinate, or that fascinated?” 
“Both.” His hand smoothed to the edge of the table then traced along the side. “And I did owe you an apology. Gavin said you’re one of the ones who didn’t come to this life by choice, and I know about that.” 
Cindy stiffened. She didn’t want to think about Preston, much less talk about him. “I appreciate your consideration.” 
He glanced up at her, his eyes narrowed. “Didn’t show you much of that.” 
Tossing his own words back at him was ridiculously satisfying. “I think that’s for me to decide, not you.” The coffeemaker beeped, and she rose to fill two mugs. 
When she turned back, he nodded. “Fair enough. I didn’t show you as much as I’d like.” 
“And you’d like to remedy that.” 
“Maybe. I’ve been a hermit for a long time though. Maybe I’m worried I’ll fuck it up more.” 
She didn’t want him to concern himself with such things. The more care he took with her, the harder it would be to remind herself that she didn’t need another disastrous entanglement. She’d almost forgotten already, drawn in by the heat of his gaze and the memory of his hands in her hair. 
Cindy thumped the mug to the table in front of him with more force than she intended. “We’d be better off avoiding any involvement.” 
“Don’t necessarily disagree on that account, sweetheart. When the great adventure here is over I’m going back home.” But he didn’t sound any more certain than she. 
It shouldn’t have made a difference, but it did. “If we know what it is—and what it isn’t,” she reasoned, “then that’s not really the same thing as getting involved, is it?” 
“Not really.” His voice had dropped, taken on a harsh edge. “Don’t know as all the people who want me to stay away from you will agree, but I’m not sure I care.” 
As long as they laid out the rules, she didn’t either. “No more blood. This is about sex, not food.” 
Only a brief hesitation before he nodded. “How much has Gavin told you about me? Anything?” 
“No.” She swallowed. “And I don’t want to know. Rule number two.” 
“That’s a little reckless, don’t you think? Hopping into bed with a century-old vampire who your alpha thinks you’re safer away from without asking a single question?” 
“If Gavin thought for a moment that you posed a physical threat to any of us, you wouldn’t be here, and you know it. You may be his oldest friend, but we’re his pack. Any warnings to leave me alone would 36 
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have been for my emotional benefit, not to ensure my safety.” The coffee left a sour taste in her mouth, and Cindy pushed her mug away. “If you want to say no, just say it.” 
Adam shoved his chair back, his expression caught somewhere between anger and the sort of heat that left her knees weak. The sort that made her think of dark corners and raw, panting breaths blowing in her ear, the hard bite of fingers clutching her hips. “No. I don’t want to say no.” 
“It won’t hurt me if you do.” She kept pushing, and the only thing she could think was that maybe she was trying to piss him off. Trying to make him run so she wouldn’t have to. 
He lifted a hand and touched her cheek, his fingers work-roughened but gentle. “It might hurt you if I don’t. If you won’t hear my sins, at least hear this. I don’t have much experience separating sex from blood. 
Not that I’m not willing to try, but it’ll be…new for me.” 
“I want you to look at me and see a woman, not dinner. That’s all.” It should have terrified her, giving him the unvarnished truth, but she didn’t feel exposed, just excited. Hungry. 
His hand fell away. “I don’t see my lovers as food.” 
“A convenient pick-me-up, then.” Cindy reached for him, then thought better of it. “I don’t want to be that either.” 
His frown tugged down his lips and formed a crease between his brows. “I think I’m learning a great deal about how you view your lovers.” 
His words startled her, and her thigh hit the edge of the table as she took a step back. “I’m acting like an ass again.” And her sinuses and throat burned with tears. “I accept your apology. You should go.” 
“I should.” Adam rose, his bulk filling the small kitchen. “I’m out of touch and I’ve always been a jackass, but I have respect for all the women I bed, whether it’s seduction by candlelight or a hard fuck over a table.” 
“I shouldn’t have said any of it.” Cindy pinched the bridge of her nose and growled softly. “Maybe Gavin warned you about me for you own good. Did you think of that?” 
“Not for a second.” 
“Maybe you need to.” 
“I’ve known Gavin Hamilton a lot longer than you have, sweetheart.” He caught her hand and tugged it away from her face. “The old bastard isn’t the least bit concerned with the state of my heart.” 
She had no idea how she did it, but she willed away the rising tears and stared up at him, acutely aware of his strength as he held her hand. “Now I’m the one trying too hard, and it shows.” 
He didn’t say a word, just drew her against his chest and hooked an arm around her shoulders. “It’s been a long week, and we’re both cranky.” 
Cindy laughed at the assessment. “I stay cranky. I need to let go.” She lifted her face to his. “Maybe even stop thinking.” 
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Adam nodded, as if she’d answered some sort of question, then dropped back into his chair, dragging her with him. She ended up sprawled across his lap, straddling his legs with her hips close to his but not quite touching. “No feeding,” he murmured as he lifted one of her hands. “But give me permission. Let me have one drop, just enough to show you.” 
He was hard under her, solid. “Yes.” 
His other arm went around her waist, anchoring her against his body as his lips brushed the tips of her fingers. He licked first, slow and languid, teasing one finger before she felt the prick of one sharp fang. A momentary discomfort, nothing more, and it vanished in a wave of heat as power spilled over her. 
Her head fell back on a moan, and she accidentally ripped the worn flannel of his shirt. Her apology got tangled up in another moan, and Cindy ground her hips against his. 
“Shh.” A soothing sound instead of a command, and his breath tickled over her palm. Magic tightened around her as he turned her hand and pressed his mouth to the pulse inside her wrist. His tongue swept out, dragged across skin, and pleasure tugged low in her abdomen in response. “This isn’t about food. It’s about sex. Dirty, raw pleasure.” 
She could barely speak. “Dirty and raw, I can handle.” 
“I know.” Another lick, another pulse of pleasure. 
She was at a disadvantage, and she didn’t care. He could have her control if he wanted it, as long as it remained in the realm of the physical. 
As long as it didn’t threaten her heart. 
Cindy leaned down and rubbed her cheek against his temple. “What’s your stance on kissing?” 
“That it’s a dying art and people should do it more.” 
“Mmm.” His voice sent delicious shivers down her spine. So did brushing her lips lightly over his. 
“Then you’ll be happy to know I’m pretty good at it.” 
“Not surprised.” He licked her lower lip. “Kiss me. Show me how you like it.” 
She almost lifted her hands to his face to hold him still for a soft, slow kiss. But her hands were shaking, and soft and slow weren’t exactly what she was going for. So she growled and took his mouth, not bothering to disguise the lust she’d been fighting. 
For a few moments he let her kiss him, but soon enough his hand dropped to her hip and tightened. 
His tongue surged between her lips, stroking with a maddening rhythm, and the magic coiled around them throbbed with every heartbeat. 
Cindy tilted her head to get closer, already buzzing with the possibilities. Adam either knew just how to touch a woman, or he wanted to touch her badly enough for his ardor to overcome the need to learn her body. 
Maybe it was both. 
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He pulled away, his hands still hard on her body and his breath hot against her lips. “And that was just a kiss.” 
“Just a kiss.” It didn’t seem like just anything, but Cindy wasn’t about to contradict him. “What other dying arts do you practice?” 
“The art of honorable retreat.” His fingers smoothed through her hair as he brushed his mouth against her ear and dropped his voice to a dark, smooth whisper. “If you still want me tomorrow, I’ll take you slow and hard and we’ll fuck ourselves halfway to dead with no strings attached. But I’m not going to let you tell yourself I’m a late-night mistake.” 
She didn’t know whether to be irritated or relieved that he’d pegged her so quickly. So ruthlessly. 
“Leave me wound up, and maybe I won’t want you tomorrow,” she told him lightly. 
He didn’t take it lightly. His breath hissed out and his hand dropped to the soft elastic of her flannel pants. “You want an audition?” 
“I was teasing, sweetheart.” She caught his wrist. “Tonight’s a solo performance.” 
He laughed hoarsely. “For both of us. Time for you to take yourself to bed, Dr. Shepherd, because I’m taking you to bed tomorrow.” 
“You make some sweet promises, Mr. Dubois.” Cindy climbed off his lap and crossed the room on shaky legs to turn off the coffeemaker. 
She’d talk to Sam the first chance she had, because Adam was right. Gavin had many strengths, but his judgment tended to be suspect about those he loved. He wanted so badly to believe in the basic goodness of people that he couldn’t acknowledge that sometimes circumstances could align to turn the best of people into monsters. 
Cindy was living proof of that. 
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Adam spent half the night telling himself it would be okay to return to Cindy’s house and take what they both so clearly wanted, and the rest of the night and a good part of the morning dreaming that he had. 
No one came out of the master bedroom as he descended the stairs, and it was just as well. Sam was busy hovering over Gavin, and Adam knew better than to violate the sanctity of the man’s sickroom with Cindy’s scent fresh on his skin. Sam might be fond of him, but not fond enough not to tear a strip off him if he riled Gavin. 
Besides, he had somewhere else to be. His hosts just didn’t know it yet. 
The sun hung balanced just above the trees as Adam stepped into the street. A light dusting of snow covered the ground and the air held the sharp, almost metallic smell that meant more was on the way. The sun held little warmth, but it was enough that he should have felt its pressure, as a warning if nothing else. 
The sun rarely bothered him unless he waited dangerously long between feedings, but he was always aware of it, of its subtle weight. 
Not today. Cindy’s magic still thrummed in his veins, strong enough to make him reckless. 
He couldn’t afford reckless. He followed his faint memory and walked down the hill, following the long road until it merged with the main thoroughfare. Plenty of people were out and about, human and wolf alike, but Adam ignored the curious and occasionally suspicious stares and made his way to the bar that seemed to serve as the town’s focal point. 
It didn’t take a werewolf’s nose to follow the fading scent around the back and up an old set of wooden steps. Dylan might be surprised to find a vampire on his stoop, but Adam wagered Sasha wouldn’t be. The girl was too smart and too well read not to have connected the dots by now. 
Dylan answered the door on the third knock, and his placid expression made it clear that not only had Sasha connected the dots, she’d shared. “So. I guess you were expecting me.” 
“Maybe a little.” Dylan pulled the door wide and gestured. “Sasha’s been going through the books in the makeshift library.” 
They found Sasha hunched over an ancient desk, even older books scattered open around her. She looked up and said simply, “It was you. He got the idea from you.” 
Two sentences, and the most damning words he’d heard in a decade or more. “That seems to be the case.” 
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Her clear gaze held only interest and a little fascination. “He’s doing it wrong, then. Doesn’t know how, or maybe on purpose. Whatever the case, these bonds have distinct directionality.” 
“Wait, wait.” Dylan pulled out a chair and sat before gesturing for Adam to do the same. “I’m only caught up as far as the fact that the crazy vampire in Helena is doing what he’s doing because Adam did something in Boston a hundred years ago.” 
So maybe Sasha hadn’t told Dylan everything. Adam sighed and sank into his chair. “More like eighty, but yes. In the nineteen thirties, I did something reckless and dangerous, and now this vampire’s trying to pull off the same trick.” 
“Or not,” Sasha said again, her finger tracking down the text of one yellowed page. “There are inconsistencies. I just don’t know whether they’re purposeful or because he’s flying blind. Maybe you can help me figure that part out.” 
“How much do you know?” 
“Bits and pieces.” Her voice lowered, took on a sympathetic note. “Rumors, mostly, from accounts written by the Boston alpha. That you fancied yourself strong enough to lead your own pack of wolves, and that you bound them to you by blood.” 
There had always been rumors, the more lascivious and deviant the better. “And that I took an alpha female and a witch as my lovers and we performed obscene sexual rituals under the full moon and corrupted a few dozen impressionable young women who worshiped us as gods and indulged our perverted whims.” 
Sasha sighed. “You asked what I know. I didn’t say I thought it was the truth.” 
Dylan took up the cause with exhausting optimism. “Obviously none of it’s true, but times were different back then and…” He trailed off when Adam quirked an eyebrow. “Okay, maybe some of it’s true. 
I have no idea what sort of freaky stuff vampires get up to for fun.” 
“Vampires get up to all manner of…freaky stuff.” Watching their eyes widen was almost worth dragging it out, but it was a waste of time they didn’t have. “There’s grains of truth in all of it. The witch had the idea first. She had a lover who was a werewolf—a female lover, and the pack wasn’t sympathetic to her. I don’t know how well it’s tolerated now, but it most certainly was not then. And Joan—the alpha female—was strong, but young…an idealist who took her responsibilities seriously. The Boston alpha had grown tired of her insistence on defending the weaker members.” 
“So they came to you?” Sasha asked softly. 
“They came to me. The witch had an idea, a crazy idea. I thought she was insane at first, because vampires who sustain bonds to werewolves for a long time… You’ve seen it now.” 
“And felt it,” she reminded him. “What was different about what you did?” 
“What was it you said? About directionality?” 
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Sasha closed the book in front of her and peered at several of the others. “One account specifically mentioned that your… Well, your pack could draw power from you, and from others through you.” 
Cut her loose, Adam—she’s drawing too much power. 
She’ll  die  without it. 
The rest of us will die if you don’t. 
Adam closed his eyes and ignored the voices. “Astrid—that’s the witch—she used to call me the pack’s reservoir. Power drifted toward me until someone needed it. And if they did…they took it.” 
“You pooled everyone’s power, but also allowed everyone access to it.” Even Sasha’s obvious sympathy couldn’t override her curiosity. “What happened?” 
It was the last thing he wanted talk about with two wide-eyed kids. “What do the books say happened?” 
She closed the book with a thump. “That the Boston alpha drove you out and reclaimed his pack.” 
“Pretty much. What happened doesn’t really matter. It didn’t fail because of the magic. I broke the bonds by choice and didn’t try it again.” 
Sasha looked at Dylan, her gaze questioning, and he nodded as something unspoken passed between them. Then she leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. “Can you tell us how you did it?” 
“Don’t even think it.” Adam flattened both hands on the table and stared Sasha down. “If you’re asking because you think I should turn myself into some sort of power-mad vampire…” 
“I’m asking because it’s what Dylan and I do,” she told him softly. “We collect the lore.” 
It took effort to rein himself in. Sasha might be growing into her own, but she was still a girl who didn’t deserve the thrust of his temper. “When this is over, before I leave, I’ll let you ask me any question you like. When this is over.” 
She nodded slowly. “At your discretion and convenience. I don’t want to push or pry.” 
Dylan reached across the table to cover her hand in a gesture that looked protective and reassuring at once. “We only need to know a few things for now. There has to be a weakness in what he’s doing, other than the fact he’s going crazy.” 
“I’ll think about it. Sasha, if you have any books that discuss the origins of the Guide bond, I think that’s what Astrid based the spell on. It’s probably what the vampire is trying to do—combine blood magic and werewolf binding magic.” 
“I’ll look it up. Thank you, Adam.” 
“You’re welcome. Any more questions?” 
“Just one.” She smiled. “Would you like to come to dinner tonight?” 
Adam hated that he was almost touched. Sasha and Dylan and their puppy love were saccharine enough to make his teeth hurt, but there was something to be said for their dogged, unflagging friendliness. 
He even unbent enough to smile. “I made other plans tonight, but maybe another time.” 
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Dylan studied him for a long moment, and there was nothing saccharine or friendly about it. 
Undoubtedly, he could smell the lingering traces of Cindy on Adam’s skin. Adam met his gaze and, after another second, Dylan looked away. “We’ve got reading to do tonight anyway, Sasha. Keith wants us all to meet tomorrow morning to discuss some plan he and Joe cooked up.” 
“Like you said, then. Another time.” 
Sasha’s words were a clear dismissal—a polite one, but clear nonetheless, and permission to flee. Last night his retreat had been honorable, but today it was self-serving. After mouthing the appropriate pleasantries, he left the two to their lovebird cuddling. 
The sun hadn’t risen so terribly much during his time inside, but it was strong enough that he saw no reason to dwell in it. Shoving his hands into his pockets, Adam set a brisk pace back to Gavin’s house and tried to pretend he had any thoughts left beyond seeing Cindy that night. 
He was too old to lie to himself. 
Cindy stepped into the kitchen and dropped her bag at the end of the counter. “He’s doing better than I expected.” 
“Thank God.” Sam turned, the dishtowel clenched in her hands the only evidence of her tension. “Tell me he’s going to be okay, Cindy. I need to hear it.” 
For now, there was one thing she could give Sam. “He seems to be out of the woods for now, and a lot less stressed out.” 
“And he can stay here?” 
“Don’t see why not, if he keeps improving.” 
“Thank you.” Sam moved to sink onto one of the benches, her towel still clutched in her fingers. “I’m not ready to be in this world without him.” 
“Oh, Sam.” Cindy sat beside her and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “I know you love him like crazy. I’ll do everything I can. We both will.” 
It was a sign of just how bad things had gotten that Sam leaned into her, letting Cindy support her for a few vulnerable seconds as the tension slowly bled from her body. “He’s worrying about you and Adam. I told him there’s nothing to be worried about, but I know I’m lying, so he does too.” 
Cindy sighed, but she might as well get it over with. “Depends on why you’re both concerned, I guess.” 
“There’s so much history, Cindy. When a man’s been alive for a hundred years, he collects more than his share of baggage.” 
It was exactly what Adam had tried to tell her. What she didn’t want to hear. “I’m not trying to fix him, Sam.” 
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“That’s not it, sweetheart.” Sam lifted a hand to Cindy’s cheek. “I’m worried he’s going to try to fix you.” 
It would have been laughable if it wasn’t so damned sad. “Then you’ll be happy to hear he’s as disinterested in my heart and soul as I am his.” 
“That’s what they all want us to think. Helps them preserve their tender masculine egos.” 
“Mmm. I told him Gavin was warning him off for his own good, not mine.” 
Sam’s hand fell away. “It’s not that simple. You of all people should know it never is. Life is messy.” 
A lesson she’d learned early and a little too well. “Do you want me to leave him alone, Sam? Truly? 
Because I will. It’s not that big a deal.” 
“You’re a big girl. The boys are protective asses because it’s in their nature—man and wolf—but you’re a woman who can make her own choices. I’m just asking you to remember that choices are easier when you know all the facts.” 
Sooner or later, she’d have to hear the dirty details, the part of Adam’s past that had left those shadows in his eyes. “Even if knowing those facts makes things messier?” 
“If you think you’re going to climb in bed with Adam Dubois and make a clean getaway just because you cover your ears and pretend the past doesn’t exist…” Sam shook her head. “You’re fooling yourself, honey. Life doesn’t get less messy just because you swept the dust under the bed.” 
Cindy didn’t have the energy to argue. “Let me fool myself, Sam. I can’t afford to get emotional about someone who’s leaving first chance he gets. Maybe I will, anyway, but…if I can just not know…” 
Sam rose to her feet and moved to the polished oak cupboards, where she pulled down a cutting board. “I know. And he will leave. Red Rock is the dream Gavin and I built together, but sometimes I think he got the idea from Adam. Adam was the first. But he failed, and this has got to be torment, living in the reminder of that.” 
“The first to build a sanctuary? For whom?” 
“For wolves.” Onions and potatoes joined the cutting board on the counter. “Eighty years ago.” 
But he failed.  “He was protecting them from other wolves?” 
“The mess out there didn’t come from nowhere. It started a long time ago. Alphas getting crueler and colder bit by bit. Then the Great Depression hit, and everyone was desperate. But back then, in New England, werewolves weren’t the only creatures around.” 
She shivered. “Vampires.” 
“Wolves and vampires stayed out of each other’s way for the most part, from what I understand.” The rhythmic sound of a knife against wood filled the kitchen, an oddly mundane counterpoint to the discussion at hand. “But if you were a wolf scared for your life, or trapped in a bad situation…well, Adam was unusual. He wanted to help.” 
Like he had here in Red Rock over the last few days. “No wonder he and Gavin became friends.” 
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“They’re not so different when you get down to it. Gavin might realize that, but I don’t think Adam does.” 
“No.” The way he spoke of Gavin made that abundantly clear, as if Adam felt a wide chasm existed between the good his friend did and the reality of his own existence. “I’ll talk to him, okay?” 
Sam used her knife to push a pile of chopped onion to the side. “It would settle my nerves a little if you did.” 
She wasn’t sure what bothered Sam more—that this was Adam they were talking about, or that Cindy herself rarely acted without having all the information she could gather. It must have seemed terribly out of character, even frighteningly so. “What is it you’re afraid of, Sam?” 
For several long moments the only noise was the sound of Sam slicing up the other half of the onion, her movements quick and rhythmic. “I’ve always thought people had a right to heal at their own rate,” she said finally. “Werewolves have time. It took me two decades to accept some of the things I did the first year after my change. Others I’m still struggling with.” 
A chill swept through Cindy, leaving her cold except for one hard, burning knot in the pit of her stomach. “This has nothing to do with Preston, if that’s what you think.” 
“Since we’ve never talked about Preston, I don’t really have anything to think about. It’s yours to share—or not—as you see fit. Thus far you haven’t seen fit, and that’s your business. All I can do is hope it’s not eating you up from the inside.” 
She’d never talked about the alpha who’d turned her, then kept her caged for so many months she’d lost count. She couldn’t, for reasons Sam would never understand. Joe suspected and maybe Keith did too, but only because they’d been there. They’d pulled her out of that cage, kicking and screaming. 
Kicking and screaming. 
Cindy shook herself and turned away from Sam. “We all have things that change us. I’m never going to be the person I was before it happened, but I’d like to think I’ve moved on. Made something of my life.” 
“The mistake is thinking one implies the other. I was making something of my life long before I moved on.” 
“Then maybe I’ll never really move on.” The second she spoke the words, Cindy didn’t know whether to be horrified or relieved. 
She heard the soft click as Sam set down her knife, then the whisper of footsteps across hardwood floor. The older woman sat next to her, close but not touching, and warm, comforting power curled around Cindy. “You’re young, Cindy. I haven’t pushed because seven years is nothing. Gavin and I had been married a decade before I told him some of the things I’d done. And I think…he’d known them all along. 
And he’d loved me anyway. I worried for nothing.” 
Because Alan Matthews hadn’t broken her. Sam might have, in her weakest moments, almost given up, but she’d never betrayed herself. “I said I’d talk to Adam.” 
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Maybe getting the truth out there would be a relief for him, and she could give him that. It might derail their headlong rush toward consummating their attraction, but Cindy wouldn’t blame him for that either. Baring your soul was risky, sometimes embarrassing business. 
Sometimes it left you with no option but to walk away. 
By the time she’d retrieved a pan of lasagna from the deep freezer, tried on three different shirts and laid out a crackling fire in the sitting room hearth, Cindy had to admit it was a date. 
She burned her thumb checking the lasagna and cursed roundly. She had a date with a vampire, and nervous didn’t begin to cover it. 
“Wine,” she said aloud. Something red to go with the lasagna, obviously, but she had no idea what Adam liked. She’d wait and let him choose. 
She’d just finished chopping tomatoes for the salad when a knock on the door startled her. After wiping her hands carefully, Cindy walked down the hall and opened the door. 
Adam stood on the other side, in beat-up jeans and flannel shirt. He seemed oblivious to the bite of the air, even though the breeze that lifted his hair was cold enough to send a shiver through her. “Sorry I’m late,” he said by way of greeting. “Keith and Abby stopped by to talk to Sam and Gavin about their plan. 
They asked me to listen.” 
She stepped aside and waved him in. “What did they decide?” 
“They’re evacuating Red Rock, pretty much. Taking the refugees and those who can’t fight to another sanctuary town.” 
It was a good move, one that would protect the weakest among them and afford them more time, but it wasn’t a solution. “Gavin and Sam have to go, obviously, and Joe and Brynn.” 
Adam followed her back toward the kitchen. “I don’t think Joe is happy about not being in the fight, but they need someone strong with them in case things go bad.” 
And Brynn was still far too shaky for a fight of this magnitude. “We’ll all do what we have to do, I guess.” She gestured toward the kitchen table. “Sit. I made lasagna. Well, I didn’t make it. I took it out of the freezer. People feed me all the time so I don’t cook for myself much, but you’re probably used to that. 
Or used to be used to it. The country-doctor thing, I mean.” 
He looked like he was trying not to smile as he dropped into a chair. “Don’t have much need for a doctor. I’m pretty hardy. Did get some help though when I accidentally cut off one of my fingers five years back.” 
“Let me guess. You’d taped it back on and hoped that would work.” 
“No, I know how to use a needle.” His smile widened. “However, the angle was awkward and the results…a bit crooked.” 
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Cindy laughed and pulled two bottles from the cupboard, one merlot and one cabernet, and held them out for his perusal. “Good news is, you got it done. The bad news is, if that healed at all, then yeah. You may as well have just taped it on.” 
“So the pack doctor told me. After the fact.” He was running his hand along the edge of her table again, the gesture almost absent-minded. “Next time I slice off part of my hand, I’ll do my best to keep that in mind.” 
Cindy watched him as he kept touching the table, almost as if testing its grain. “Dylan said you make furniture.” 
“Mmm. Or it’s what I do these days, anyway.” He rapped his knuckles against the top of the table. 
“Not bad quality.” 
“It came with the house.” Cindy opened the merlot and poured two glasses. “What did you do when you were human?” 
“Pretty much the same thing I do now. Hide in the woods with an ax. I remember it being a lot less comfortable in the lumber camp, though.” 
“Of course.” Only he could take the phrase “vampire lumberjack” from humor to straight-faced reality. “How did you transition from a logging camp to fangs?” 
“How do all stories start?” The corner of his mouth twisted up in wry amusement. “A woman. And you could find a few dozen men my age who would give you the same answer to the same damn question. 
Anna-Mae was partial to loggers.” 
“Was she looking for the perfect companion or just inordinately sloppy?” 
“If she had motivation beyond her own amusement, she never shared it with me. She single-handedly made Bangor the epicenter for vampire activity for most of the nineteenth century. By the time I made my first trip to the brothels in the Devil’s Half Acre I should have known better, but I was young and not very bright.” 
It seemed so ordinary, a horny young man’s quest for sexual satisfaction, and yet it had changed the entire course of his life. “So she…turned you? What do you call it?” 
“Shitty luck?” 
“I mean the process,” she told him gently. “How does it work? It’s got to be more involved than drinking, or else I owe you one hell of a beating now.” 
“Magic.” He spread his fingers out on the table and stared at his hand, his gaze slightly unfocused. 
“Intent. Every vampire develops their own ritual, if they do it enough for it to matter. Or they adopt the ritual of the one who made them, because it’s what they know. We’re no different than wolves, really. 
Magic taking root where it doesn’t quite belong and never really fitting right. Only difference is the kind of magic. Life and death.” 
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“Magic isn’t destiny.” She’d seen too many wolves deal in death, and with the kind of swift, efficient brutality she doubted Adam even had in him. 
“You’re being too literal. Everything lives and everything dies. The difference is the magic itself, not the people who use it.” 
Maybe the difference mattered to him, or to others. “The magic doesn’t exist in a void. It’s still channeled through people, good and bad. That’s what I see.” 
Adam reached out his hand. “Come here.” 
“The lasagna’s almost ready.” She went anyway and slid her hand against his, just to feel the spark of awareness that passed between them. 
“The lasagna will be all right.” He lifted her fingers and brushed a feather-soft kiss against her knuckles. “Don’t misunderstand me, Cindy. I don’t think death magic is all bad any more than I think life magic is all good. I’m too old to be that idealistic.” 
Suddenly, she realized why she’d been harping on the subject. “I don’t want you to think that’s how I look at you. Death.” 
“I should have known better than to try to convince a doctor that death is not the enemy.” He kissed her hand again, then released it. “But I’m glad, honey. Glad you don’t think I’m the enemy.” 
“Pain.” She slid one of the wine glasses to him. “Pain is the enemy, not death.” 
“Pain,” he echoed. “That is something we can agree on.” 
Cindy thought they probably agreed on a lot of things, which made their attraction even more dangerous. “Time to eat.” 
Surely they could enjoy dinner before they had to talk of serious matters, and certainly before she had to apologize again. 
Eating dinner with her was a mistake. 
Cindy was the sort of woman he’d always been stupid about. Smart women. Tough women who didn’t need or even want his protection. They reminded him of Joan, the stubborn, fool-headed young alpha who’d led the wolves with him for such a brief time. But Joan had been a lady, a well-born society debutante who’d scolded him for his coarse language and rough manners. That the man she’d eventually fallen in love with had been coarser and rougher than Adam didn’t matter—he’d never been partial to prissy ladies and no amount of power could have sparked attraction between them even if she’d been willing. 
The woman sipping wine on the other side of the worn wooden table was anything but prissy. She was barefoot now, in jeans that hugged slender but strong legs and a shirt with a neckline low enough to make any man’s mouth water. She wore no impractical shoes with heels high enough to break an ankle or 48 
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expensive fabrics that cost a fortune. Her clothes were comfortable and well worn, and it made him harder than any satin or stiletto. She was real. 
And Christ, he wanted her. 
She wanted him too. Her gaze lingered on his mouth and his hands, and she absently rubbed her thumb against the bowl of her wine glass. 
“Cindy.” Her name rumbled out of him, sounding like a caress. An invitation. Which it is. 

She smiled. “Adam.” 
The sound of her lips around his name was almost as hot as the thought of her lips around his cock, an image he hadn’t been able to banish since she’d tried to get on her knees for him. “We going to get dumb over each other now?” 
“This?” She glanced at the table and divided the last of the wine between their glasses. “This isn’t dumb. It’s just dinner.” 
“Oh, dinner is innocent. I bet what we’re going to do before the end of the night isn’t.” 
“Mmm.” She pushed her plate back and rose. “Come to the living room and bring your wine. We’re going to talk.” Her hip brushed his shoulder as she walked past him. 
He followed, but slowly. Slow enough to admire the curve of her waist and way her jeans clung to her ass. “And what should we talk about?” 
She curled up on the sofa and tucked her feet under her. “I need to apologize for not letting you talk when you wanted to. It was rude and stupid.” 
It had been self-defense, and he was old enough to recognize it. “No law says you have to tell me your darkest secrets or listen to mine.” 
“No, but avoiding it hasn’t been working so well for us.” 
He opened his mouth to protest again, but something about her stopped him. Her posture, or the look in her eyes—he wasn’t sure what it was, but instinct told him to proceed carefully. “I suppose it hasn’t.” 
Cindy smoothed her hair behind her ear and turned her face toward the crackling fire. “Tell me what happened.” 
It was easier this time. Maybe because he’d already told the story to Sasha and Dylan, so the edges weren’t so raw, or maybe because Cindy didn’t have the sharp eagerness of a historian confronted with a primary source. 
Because it was easier, he found himself telling her more. About how it was Astrid who came to him first, and about Astrid’s girlfriend, Maggie, a tired, terrified woman in danger of having her will beaten out of her. He even told her about Joan and the surprising strength she’d hidden so carefully beneath her polished society veneer, and for the first time the thought of his two accomplices brought a flicker of fondness instead of only pain and loss. 
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He told her everything about how it started, but nothing about how it had ended. And because he wasn’t quite ready to, he sidestepped the matter entirely. “Joan’s still alive, I think. She married a friend of Gavin’s and they took over some tiny little island together. Turned it into the first sanctuary town.” 
“Breckenridge Island,” Cindy murmured. “Gavin talks about it sometimes.” 
Which meant Joan had kept in contact with Gavin—or Seamus had. It had been easier for Seamus and Gavin, whose involvement in the tragedy had been as heroes come to save the day. In the aftermath, Adam and Joan had fought to meet each other’s eyes, both struggling under the weight of their losses. So many lives broken, and four lost forever, including Astrid, who had died to keep Maggie safe. 
Joan had retreated to her island with a new lover to shelter her in her grief, and Adam had returned to the only place he felt comfortable—the quiet expanse of the Great North Woods. 
“I’m sorry.” Cindy touched his hand, her eyes bright, reflecting his own sadness. “For what happened, and because you still hurt.” 
“It was a long time ago.” He covered her hand with his own, smoothing his fingertips along her skin just to enjoy her soft warmth. “But yes. I’m not so full of pride that I can’t admit it hurts sometimes.” 
She studied him in silence for a few moments. “Who told you what happened to me? Gavin?” 
“Gavin.” Her expression was hard to read, so he stroked her hand again. “He didn’t tell me much, and I wouldn’t have pried. People deserve privacy in their pasts.” 
“Wouldn’t have done any good. He doesn’t know everything.” She pulled her hand from his and sat back against the other end of the couch. “When I was twenty-six, an alpha named Preston kidnapped me. 
He turned me himself. Beat me, caged me, you name it.” 
Anger would do her no good at this point, even if her too-careful recitation stirred long-banked rage to life inside him. Only decades of practice kept his voice steady. “He tried to break you. Your spirit.” 
“Yeah.” She laughed, the sound high and brittle. “But I didn’t break. I shattered…into about a million pieces. Then Preston put them back together, exactly the way he wanted them.” 
He knew he was in trouble when her vulnerable pain hurt so much. He’d never been good at words, not the clever, gentle kind required for diplomacy or comfort. But he could give her truth. “You’re wrong. 
Maybe he broke your mind, or your resolve, but your spirit is there, Cindy. I’ve felt it.” 
She didn’t respond or react, just stared into the fire, tears spiking her lashes. “He died almost three years later. One of his betas killed him and took over. Kendall. By then, Gavin and Sam had heard about me from some of the refugees. They sent Joe and Keith to rescue me.” A shudder wracked her. “I didn’t want to leave. They thought I was scared to, but I couldn’t go. Not until I made Kendall pay, even though he was no worse than Preston.” 
Worse than her mind and resolve. The bastard had broken her heart, had turned her own emotions against her. Adam had seen all too closely how enough abuse could inure a person to the pain, until the 50 
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absence of pain felt like kindness. Few of the rabid alphas he’d met in his day had had the patience for such an endeavor, fewer still the control, but those who did… 
He didn’t know what words to offer her, what he could say that might give her some comfort. “And did you? Make him pay, I mean.” 
“I killed him. For Preston.” She wiped her cheeks. “Your mind plays tricks on you after a while. You get to this point where you’re so starved, for everything, that simple decency feels like something magical. 
And—and I—” She broke off with a sob. “It’s stupid. It’s a fucking survival instinct, and I know that. I know it.” 
His heart ached for her, and his words weren’t enough. So he whispered her name and opened his arms. She climbed into his lap, buried her face against his shoulder and cried. 
It was a level of trust he hadn’t expected from her, and it brought warmth and terror in equal measure. 
He was bad enough with words, but the responsibility of someone’s emotions, of her heart and protection… 
He’d once failed so spectacularly that he’d never again allowed the risk. No one came to him for comfort. The young alphas in Bedagi Creek had come to him for friendship, or out of curiosity. Women from the pack had come to him for the pleasure of his bed, but never anything that extended beyond one afternoon or one night. Never anything important. 
Holding Cindy was easy. So was smoothing his fingers through her hair. He concentrated on the feel of soft blonde strands beneath his fingertips and tried to ignore the fear that built as tears soaked his shirt. 
Almost eighty years had passed, but he might be back where he’d started—unable to be enough. 
Eventually, the tears stopped, and she went lax in his arms. Her breathing slowed, evened into the rhythms of sleep. 
Frantic, dirty sex on every surface in her house would have been less dangerous than the quiet, trusting way she curled against him. Perhaps he shouldn’t have laughed at Gavin’s prediction that Cindy would break him. 
There was only scant comfort in the knowledge that no one had predicted how much he’d like it. 
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Cindy woke to the sun peeking through the curtains and a hard male body warm against her back. 
Adam. 
She snuggled deeper into his arms and froze when she realized they were both clothed. Memories of the night before rushed to the forefront—confessions, secrets and her own mortifying tears. 
The arm draped over her body tightened, keeping her tucked against Adam’s chest. “Go back to sleep. 
I hate dawn.” 
“For obvious reasons?” She hated the huskiness of her voice, the slightly breathless note. 
“The sun won’t kill me, but I don’t like it. Didn’t like it when I was alive, either.” His breath tickled the nape of her neck. “Always wished I could laze about in bed, like I imagined rich people did.” 
He probably came from a time when being wealthy meant gentlemanly pursuits that didn’t involve work at all. “No sleeping in for me, either. I would have been solidly middle-class. My father was a doctor.” 
“Oh yes?” His low, sexy chuckle elicited a shiver. “My father was a carpenter, but he had a poor head for business. We were lucky to have food to put on the table most nights.” 
The conversation somehow managed to be more intimate than the fact that they’d slept together, even innocently and fully clothed. Cindy rolled to her back and tried not to think about how close his face was to hers. “You’re never cold. I thought vampires were supposed to be. More Hollywood bullshit?” 
“Are you going to change into a monstrous half-human, half-beast creature and rampage through the streets?” 
“Only if I don’t get my coffee.” The retort was automatic and embarrassingly defensive. He always rendered her silly, tongue-tied, and it made her sound like an idiot. 
Adam just laughed. “A detail left out of the legends, then.” 
Cindy sat up. “You turn me into a moron.” 
“No, I make you blunt and cranky.” He tucked one hand behind his head and grinned at her. “Lucky for me, I find cranky women very appealing.” 
“You’re awful chipper for someone who hates mornings.” 
“Pretty women ease the pain.” 
Was she this annoying, giving flip answers to everything? “I’m sorry I unloaded on you last night.” 
She smoothed a wrinkle from the quilt. “Thanks for staying, but I’m okay now.” 
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“Didn’t just stay for you, sweetheart.” His hand slid over hers, fingers curling tight. “You listened to me too.” 
Cindy’s chest tightened. She’d found Adam attractive from the moment she’d seen him, but that was vastly different from the tenderness he evoked now. “This is—” She couldn’t even choke out the words. He knew it was crazy, had said as much the night before. We going to get dumb over each other now? 

She’d told herself over and over that it was a bad idea. It was a terrible idea, but that didn’t matter. It didn’t change the way she felt. 
“You know the worst things there are to know about me,” she whispered. “Don’t you want to go?” 
“You don’t know the worst thing there is to know about me.” His fingers tightened around her hand, and his eyes held a haunted look, full of guilt and self-blame. “I let them go. I cut the bonds. They were my people, and they were being hurt, tortured. To wear us down, to take the power and make us weak. I had to choose, and I chose to let them go.” 
“What were your other options?” 
“To let the magic drain the people with me, the wolves who were still free. I made a choice, but no choice would have been good. And that’s because I set myself so high. I had no business having that sort of power with no thought of how to use it.” 
You didn’t have to put yourself in that sort of position to be faced with impossible choices. For the first time, Cindy allowed herself to think of her relationship with Preston like that—simply a way to survive a no-win situation, to stay alive long enough to live. 
“There are things I know,” she said slowly. “If I’d kept fighting him, Preston would have killed me. 
Same thing if I’d pretended to be happy with his…affections. So I know that my mind did what it had to do. What I’m still working on is understanding that I didn’t do the right thing. I did the only thing, and sometimes that’s all there is.” 
“Sometimes that’s all there is,” he agreed, his voice rough. “But he didn’t break your spirit. You’ve come farther in seven years than I have in over seventy. That’s spirit. That’s strength.” 
“Yes, and maybe it’d be easier if I were as broken as I should be. I wouldn’t have to worry that I could have done more, that all my rationalizations are bullshit.” Suppressed tears burned her throat. “I wouldn’t have to consider the possibility that I gave that bastard the one thing he was never supposed to be able to touch, and for no damn good reason at all.” 
“That’s bullshit.” Adam sat up smoothly, bringing his face close to hers. “It’s not a competition to see who can suffer the longest. The fact that I hid in the woods for eight decades doesn’t make my pain real. It makes me a tired, bad-tempered fool.” 
“You’re like a mule.” Even as she rasped out the words, she lifted her hands to frame his cheeks. 
“When I start calling you stubborn, you know you have a real problem.” 
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“I’m old enough to be set in my ways. I earned every damn scrap of stubborn I have.” He turned his head and kissed her thumb. “All of it, honey.” 
He was fascinating, and he scared the hell out of her. “Last chance, Adam,” she whispered. “Don’t you want to go?” 
“Fuck, no.” 
Fighting the inevitable was exhausting, so Cindy let go and touched her mouth to his. She meant it to be a slow exploration, but her hands shook as she rested them on his shoulders. Arousal coursed through her, hotter and faster than anything she could have expected, and she quickly deepened the kiss. 
His fingers thrust into her hair, holding her head still as his tongue stroked over hers. She had to get closer, so she angled her leg over his and slid into his lap. 
He stared up at her from glazed, hungry eyes. “We doing this for the right reasons?” 
She’d already lost track. “What are the right reasons?” 
“Because we’re so hot for each other that we can’t stop ourselves.” 
“I didn’t think there was ever a question about that.” Cindy shifted in his lap, easing her hips against his. He was hard between her legs, solid and hot, and he groaned as she rocked down against him. 
His hands fisted in her hair, tilted her head back until his lips brushed her throat. “Best reason in the world, then.” 
The simple touch streaked hot pleasure through her. “Does lazing about in bed like rich people include torrid sexual encounters?” 
“Even if it didn’t, I don’t mind a little revisionist history.” His tongue dragged across the skin over her pounding pulse, and dark, hot magic twisted tight between them. “The past isn’t as pretty as people like to pretend these days.” 
“Nostalgia’s easier.” Certainly easier than trying to maintain a conversation while he licked her throat. 
“Adam.” 
“Cindy.” Another lick, a little faster. Rougher. 
“You’re a tease.” She turned her head and bit his earlobe, almost hard enough to hurt. 
“Am I?” He braced his hands on her shoulders and pushed her back against the rumpled blankets. 
“Seems to me I’m plenty willing to follow through.” 
“So the unresolved sexual tension is my fault?” Playing around felt good, almost as good as having him lean over her with the promise of such heat in his eyes. 
“Or we’re just both responsible adults in the middle of a crisis.” His fingers trailed down her body, teasing at her breasts through the fabric of her shirt. “Mostly responsible, anyway.” 
Cindy moaned, feeling less responsible by the second. She needed his hands on her bare skin, so she dragged the thin cotton up and over her head. The fabric had barely cleared her hands when he rewarded her, cupping her flesh with warm, work-roughened hands. 
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There was no stifling the cry that rose in her throat. She wanted him too much, and denial had driven her almost to the point of pain. “Don’t stop touching me this time. Please.” 
“We don’t have time for me to take you like I want.” His voice was as harsh as his fingers were gentle, a delicious contrast. “But I’m not leaving this bed until I see you come.” 
Cindy trapped his hands against her skin. “Don’t jinx us like that. We have time, plenty of it.” 
“Shh.” He lifted his hands, moving hers easily enough. They ended up trapped against the bed as he leaned down and let his breath feather over one tight nipple. “Stop thinking so much.” 
She strained toward his mouth, caught between another whimper and a laugh. “It’s what I do.” 
“Not anymore,” he whispered, then closed his lips around her. 
Everything in her zeroed in on that single touch, focused on the hot pull of his mouth and the way he slicked his tongue, rough and wet, over her nipple. She forgot to think, forgot everything except how to moan his name. 
He groaned and lifted his head, eyes blazing. “My name sounds good on your lips.” 
She yanked her hands free and pulled his mouth to hers. There was no finesse in it, no careful caresses specifically crafted to make him want her more. All she could manage was need, and she poured it into every second of the kiss. 
What she got back was passion, pure and simple. He tilted his head and pressed closer, his deliberation fading. Pain lanced through the pleasure as her tongue snagged on the tip of a fang, and Adam stiffened at the hint of coppery blood. 
He lifted his head, breathing ragged. “Sorry, that wasn’t—not on purpose.” 
“I know.” Cindy rubbed her tongue against the roof of her mouth until she felt the tiny wound close. 
“I’m not in control. I’m not—” He laughed and shook his head before leaning down to kiss the corner of her mouth. “I know you don’t want blood and sex to get confused. I’ll try harder.” 
“It doesn’t matter.” She gripped the front of his shirt and kissed him firmly. “As long as you want the sex more, I mean. Of course you want my—my blood.” It felt odd to say, and even odder to be fine with it. 
“No.” Adam caught her hands again, this time pressing them to the bed on either side of her head. “I want you. The blood is a means to an end, Cindy. Sometimes it’s to give me strength, and sometimes…” 
He nipped her lower lip and she felt the tiniest prick before his tongue slid over the spot. Magic roared to life and heat crashed into her as he kissed her again, and this time she felt each hard thrust of his tongue as a hot, tugging pull deep inside her. 
Cindy had already come to associate it with him, the dizzying combination of too much and not enough, and she bucked under him. His grip on her wrists held, somehow soothing the most primitive, animal part of her. Adam was strong, commanding, and she wanted him. 
She relaxed without thinking then, pulled her mouth from his and bared her throat. 
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A wolf might have taken that invitation and bitten her, leaving a very human mark that served an instinctive purpose. Instead Adam licked her pulse and settled his body over hers, his hips cradled between her thighs so his first rocking grind let her feel the hard length of his erection through their jeans. 
The sensation wrenched a cry and a shudder from her. “Adam.” She needed him closer, his skin against hers. Him inside her. 
“Don’t move your hands,” he whispered, then slipped away, leaving a blazing trail of hot, wet kisses along her body as he went. Down, down until his breath blew hot against the skin just above her jeans and his fingers tugged at the button. 
Anticipation sang in her veins, and she lifted her hips before he even got her pants unzipped. He just chuckled and eased her pants and underwear down. The fabric hit the floor and his hands returned, on the inside of her knees this time and urging her legs apart. “You’re gorgeous.” 
Her hands shook, but she left them on the bed. “Take off your shirt.” 
A slow, wicked smile quirked his lips as he jerked the flannel shirt up. A tight, white undershirt twisted with it, riding up to give her a glimpse of a well-muscled abdomen before he wrestled both over his head with a frustrated snarl. 
He tossed the discarded shirts into the growing pile next to the bed and grasped her legs again. 
“Better?” 
“Beautiful.” He was both rugged and elegant, lean and strong. Smooth and rough. 
Teasing and determined. His hands slid slowly up the insides of her thighs, and his gaze never left her face as his thumbs drew swooping half-circles on her skin. When they finally grazed her aching flesh, he groaned and ran one up to brush the slightest touch against her clit. 
Cindy wanted to close her eyes, tilt back her head and drink in every touch until her body fell apart. 
But what she wanted more was to watch him as her pleasure grew, see the way his own stare heated as he pushed her over the edge. 
She held his gaze and moved, just a little, chasing his thumb with her hips. He made a quiet, satisfied noise and shifted his other hand down, one finger teasing just inside her. “You’re hot. Wet. So damn ready.” 
“Yeah, I am.” Fire streaked through her, and she panted his name. “Take off the rest of your clothes.” 
“No.” The bed shifted under her as he moved lower, wedging his shoulders between her knees. When his breath fell against her skin again, it tickled her inner thigh. “You can move your hands, if you want. I don’t mind a woman yanking my hair while I’ve got my tongue inside her.” 
Cindy’s breath caught. “Fuck.” She’d pay him back for this sensual torment, for every single second of— 
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His tongue stroked over her clit, and her breath escaped on a relieved sob. She’d never been so close to orgasm—so painfully close—with barely a touch, but denial was starting to take its toll. They’d been making out like teenagers, stealing kisses and grinding against each other. 
Even now, he moved so slowly she wanted to scream. “You’re killing me.” 
He pushed her legs wider, the soft licks deepening into something demanding. Pleasure flooded her, so intense she saw stars, and she couldn’t stop her hips from thrusting up against his mouth. 
Cindy clutched Adam’s shoulders and tried to watch him as he worked her with his lips and tongue. 
He needed to make her come; she could feel the hunger in the fine tremor of his hands on her thighs. 
“I should make you wait,” she whispered, but it was no use. She couldn’t tease him when she was flying apart, shaking as he drew her to the edge and beyond in a desperate explosion of tension and longing. 
His fingers stroked inside her again, one first, then another, thrusting deep as he flattened his tongue against her clit. His groan vibrated against her, making the world spin. 
“It’ll never be enough,” he murmured against her, twisting his fingers. “You could come a hundred times and it wouldn’t be enough.” 
Another wave of pleasure thundered through her. Cindy screamed his name, her ears ringing with the force of her orgasm, and drove her fingers into his hair. 
He lifted his head and swore, and she realized the ringing noise was unmistakably coming from the extension telephone by her bed. 
She scrambled to answer it, her limbs still shaky. “Hello?” 
“Cindy?” It was Sam’s voice. “Are you okay?” 
“Yeah.” The word came out breathless and froggy, so Cindy cleared her throat. “I’m fine. Is something wrong?” 
“I wanted to make sure you hadn’t forgotten the meeting this morning.” A brief pause. “Not that I usually find you particularly forgetful, but Gavin will be awake soon and might notice that Adam never came back.” 
“Right.” She chanced a glance at Adam, who had rolled to his back and covered his face with his arm. 
“Adam’s coming. With me. To the meeting.” 
Adam choked on a noise that sounded half laugh, half groan. 
“Well. In that case, I suppose I’ll see you two shortly.” Cindy couldn’t tell if Sam was worried or fighting laughter. 
“Uh-huh.” She dropped the receiver back in the cradle and checked the clock before kneeling over Adam’s legs. “We’ve got ten minutes. Are you going to slap my hands again if I try to take off your pants?” 
His laughter cut off, and this time there was no mistaking the noise he made for anything but a groan. 
“Christ, no.” 
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His cock strained against the fly of his jeans, and the buttons gave way with only a little coaxing. 
Cindy lingered, her hand barely grazing his erection through his boxers. 
A snarl tore free of him. “My turn to get teased?” 
He deserved it, and she’d sworn she’d do it too—taunt him with the promise of pleasure until he was as desperate as she was. Only he already looked desperate, and she found herself wanting only to ease that need. 
She touched his face as she kissed him softly. “No teasing.” 
His lips seized hers as he arched up, grinding his cock against her hand. Cindy kissed him hard, then dropped her mouth to his jaw and chest. She trailed her tongue down his stomach and tugged gently at the waistband of his boxers. 
“Cindy.” His fingernails scraped teasingly along her scalp as he buried his fingers in her hair. “God, woman, you will be the death of me.” 
“Really?” His erection was long and thick, hard under her hand when she gripped him. “I’d rather be the life of you.” She licked him once, from base to tip, and looked up to meet his eyes as she closed her mouth around him. 
This time he gasped her name, or at least the first part of it. His hips popped up off the bed, just an inch or so before he stilled, but the lack of control was enough to send a throb of heat through her. 
Slow wouldn’t do. She sucked him hard and deep, as hungry for his pleasure as he had been for hers. 
He grasped at her hair and moaned, just noises at first, then words. Her name, and encouragement, jumbled together with whispered promises of the things he’d do to her when they had time, the ways he’d take her, work at her, claim her. 
He came with flattering speed and a low, throaty noise that rasped out of his chest and tugged at her body and heart. 
If life were perfect, she could curl against his chest and kiss him until their ardor rose again. Instead, she rested her forehead on his denim-clad thigh. “I hate this meeting already.” 
A rusty chuckle answered her as he relaxed his hand and stroked her hair. “Me too. There aren’t enough showers in the world to save us from Gavin’s angry glares. Maybe Sam will convince him to stay in bed.” 
“I don’t care.” She’d intended to make him feel better about risking his friend’s wrath, but she surprised herself by finding she meant the words. “I don’t care what anyone thinks about this but us.” 
Warmth kindled in his eyes as he moved his stroking fingers from her hair to her cheek. “Me either.” 
Cindy climbed in his lap and kissed him, careful to avoid pressing her body to his. “We have to go.” 
“I know.” His tongue snuck out. Traced her lip. “Now.” 
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“Fuck.” She shuddered and climbed off the bed. Digging through her dresser for fresh clothes provided a distraction, but she didn’t dare look back at him, sated and debauched on her bed. “Getting dressed now.” 
The bed creaked, and she heard his feet hit the floor on the other side of the bed. “I’m going into the bathroom to clean up. Meet you downstairs in five minutes?” 
“Sounds good.” 
When he’d gone, she dropped her face to her hands. She’d known the night before that she was in danger of losing her heart to Adam. What she hadn’t known was how imminent that danger was. 


Fifty percent of men in the room were glaring at Adam like they’d gladly kill him. 
Granted, in this case fifty percent amounted to two, but Gavin and Joe had more than enough ire between them to make up an army’s worth of disapproval. Dylan looked more unsettled than upset, though he seemed to be splitting his worry between Sasha and Brynn, who Sam had seated at the opposite end of the table, as if Adam were in danger of lunging at any moment. 
He should have been. A week ago the power surging through Brynn had made his mouth water. It hadn’t settled in that time; if anything, the chaos and upset of recent weeks had whipped the feral energy inside her to a frenzy of magic. Tempting, to be sure. But easily resisted. 
Too easily resisted, and that spelled trouble. 
Keith, at least, had more important things on his mind. “Did you find anything that will do what I need?” 
Sasha toyed with the aged volume in front of her, then slid the book toward Keith. “I’ll need Adam’s help, and Cindy’s, but I think it’ll work.” 
Keith squinted at the book for a few moments, then shook his head. “It’s gibberish to me. Translate?” 
“It’s not that complicated,” Dylan said, leaning forward with all the eagerness of an excited puppy. 
“It’s a spell that combines bits of magic from all three—” 
Keith held up a hand. “I don’t need to know how it works, just that it will. You’re sure this will convince Recco and the vampire that the refugees are still in town?” 
She nodded. “I’ll be able to…sort of broadcast their auras. To anyone who knows what one is like, it should feel like a vampire’s blood bond. Like Adam’s bond.” 
Adam stirred himself to ask a question, even with Joe’s stare burning a hole in the side of his head. 
“What do you need from me?” 
The witch lifted a slightly nervous gaze to his. “I need to feel what a blood bond is like from a vampire’s perspective. Dylan’s offered to let you feed and form the bond so I can familiarize myself with it.” 
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Not an intimacy he particularly wanted to share with Dylan, but if the town and its people were at stake… 
Adam glanced at Cindy, who hesitated before asking, “Would you rather I do it instead?” 
He bit back the immediate negative because it would require too much explanation. A bond with Cindy would certainly be preferable—until Sasha started probing at it with her magic. There was no telling what she would learn about the complicated tangle of affection and lust twisting inside him. 
Of course, he couldn’t admit it out loud. 
Dylan saved him by shaking his head. “No, Sasha needs to pull the bond into herself to learn how to duplicate the feeling, which will link her to whoever shares the bond. She’s familiar with me, and I’d rather be the one connected to her. Adam, you won’t have to hold the bond with me for more than a few minutes at most.” 
For the first time, Adam felt sincere gratitude to Dylan. “I can do that.” 
“What about me?” Cindy asked. 
Sasha closed the spell book. “I need you to gather blood from the refugees, as well as anyone else who’s leaving. A drop from each should do it.” 
“Dylan, you can help her,” Keith said from the end of the table. “The refugees could use a friendly face.” 
Gavin spoke. “Most of us are going to spend the day getting ready to go, or helping others do the same. We’ll center everything at the bar. That should make your task easier, Cindy.” 
“It should,” she admitted. “Having everybody in the same place.” 
And by nightfall the town would be all but empty, most of the weaker inhabitants gone, along with Joe and Brynn. Neither looked particularly happy about that as Keith and Gavin discussed the evacuation route, but neither argued, either. Red Rock was a town where people trusted their leaders, a town where responsibility and honor lived side-by-side. 
For the first time in years, Adam wondered what sort of town Joan and Seamus had built with the remnants of his people. Maybe it was something like this. Something safe. Something good. 
“Adam?” 
He started and realized Keith was looking at him, his expression expectant. “Yes?” 
“Are you okay staying with them at the bar in case Sasha and Cindy have questions?” 
“Of course.” 
Gavin pushed back his chair and rose. “If it’s all right, Keith, I need Adam’s help with something.” 
Keith nodded, clearly distracted, and Adam spared a smile for Cindy before rising to follow Gavin out into the backyard. 
60 
www.samhainpublishing.com 
Sanctuary Unbound 
He was braced for an angry accusation, but Gavin only pulled a cigarette from his pocket and stared at it. “I’ve already asked too much of you, but I—” He groaned. “This is hell. My pack’s going into a fight, and I have to tuck tail and run in the other direction.” 
Reminding him that the pack belonged to Keith now would only make it worse. Besides, once upon a time, Gavin had helped him save his own pack, his own life. Honor demanded he repay the wolf for the assistance. “You can ask whatever you want. I owe you too much.” 
“Help them.” The entreaty was hoarse. “They’re strong. They can handle this, but…in some ways they’re so young, Adam. I don’t know if we were ever that young.” 
“We weren’t young in the same ways they are,” Adam agreed. “It’s a different time. A different damn world. They’ve been through hell, but none of them were born into it. Doesn’t mean much when push comes to shove though, does it? Joan was a wide-eyed kid and she’s the one who went out and made something of her life. Sometimes us broken old bastards need to let the people who aren’t so damn tired take the lead.” 
Gavin looked through the window set in the door. “Time for me to let go, is that what you mean?” 
“Time for you to step back.” Adam rubbed at the back of his neck and closed his eyes. “Me, on the other hand… It’s time for me to step up.” 
“You’re here now. That’s what matters.” 
“Is it?” 
Gavin knew exactly what he meant. He tensed and avoided Adam’s eyes. “I tried to warn you about Cindy.” 
The phrasing annoyed Adam for no reason he could figure. “Maybe you should have warned her about me.” 
Gavin snorted. “Cindy’s stronger than she knows. If you two become involved and it goes bad, she’ll be fine. Hurt, but fine. You?” Worry creased his face. “I’m afraid of what would happen if you fell in love with her and then lost her.” 
His pride rebelled at that, but he was too old to let it sting him for long. “She reminds me of Astrid, a little.” 
“Oh, Jesus Christ.” Gavin’s hands closed into fists. 
Adam realized how it sounded too late. “Oh, shit Gavin, not like that. I’m not… Christ, don’t be an idiot.” 
“What the hell am I supposed to think, Adam? You mourned Astrid for years, longer than anyone else you lost in that whole mess. I figured it out a long time ago.” 
“Then you figured out the wrong thing.” Adam scuffed his boot on the ground and shook his head. 
“Astrid didn’t want me, and I failed her. I spent forty years trying to convince myself those two facts weren’t related.” 
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“What did you figure out?” 
“That I’m not that kind of bastard. That I did every God damned thing I could to save them.” He closed his eyes. “And that’s the terrifying part, isn’t it? I’m back where I started, with a woman I’ve got complicated feelings for, only this time my brain’s all muddled and it’ll hurt a thousand times more if I fuck it all up.” 
“There’s a world of difference between this and Boston, Adam. You’re not saving these people. 
You’re helping them save themselves.” 
It all felt the same now—crushing responsibility. “I promise I’ll do better by your people than I did by my own.” 
Gavin’s expression turned bleak. “If that’s how you see this, you need to go. Today, when everyone else leaves. You can head back east.” 
“Damn it, Gavin, what do you want me to say?” 
The door swung open, and Cindy stepped out on the back porch, her arms crossed over her chest. “Is everything all right?” 
Adam snapped his mouth shut and drew in a sharp breath before letting himself reply. “Fine, Cindy. 
Gavin and I were just having a spirited little chat.” 
She hesitated. “Gavin? Are you being an ass?” 
“It’s my resting state, love.” His tone fell just short of teasing. “Ask anyone.” 
Cindy wasn’t buying it. “Sam wanted to see you.” 
“Guess that’s my cue, then.” He looked at Adam. “We can talk more before Sammie and I leave.” 
He didn’t doubt Gavin would find time, even if there wasn’t any to be readily had. “I look forward to it.” 
Gavin brushed a hand over Cindy’s shoulder as they passed each other on the porch steps. She gave him a strained smile in return and gave Adam a questioning look as the door closed. 
The wind tugged at a strand of her hair, pulling it across her neck. Adam reached out and smoothed it back into place with a smile. “History. Ancient history.” 
“He wasn’t giving you a hard time over staying at my place last night?” 
“Maybe a little of that too.” It didn’t seem prudent to tell Cindy that Gavin was concerned over the state of Adam’s heart instead of hers. 
“Ignore it,” she urged quietly. “We don’t deal with change very well around here, but once we get used to things…” Her words trailed off, and her cheeks reddened. 
It was his fault she thought he was taking off for Maine as soon as the dust cleared, and he didn’t know what to say. Promising that he wouldn’t might put too much pressure on them both, but a reassuring lie was still a lie. He settled for a middle ground. “At least Gavin will have other things to think about. I’ll stick around long enough once he gets back to yell at me until it’s out of his system.” 
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She nodded silently and looked away. “I have to get set up at the bar. I’ll see you later.” 
The last thing he wanted to do was spend another hour listening to werewolves bicker over evacuation and battle plans. “I’ll come with you. They’ll be fine without me.” 
“Okay.” Cindy held out her hand. “I’m glad you’re here, Adam, and it has nothing to do with this fight.” 
“Me too.” Her hand was small for being so strong, but he liked the feel of it curled in his. “Let’s go before they drag us back in there.” 
Her smile widened, and she pulled him down and kissed him, soft and slow and warm. It wasn’t the easy kiss of a convenient lover or a casual sex partner. Her lips under his made his heart race and his blood heat, and signaled danger. Too much danger. 
He supposed with the world falling in around them a bit more danger wouldn’t matter, which made it easy to kiss her again. 
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Cindy laid the last of the folded shirts into Gavin’s suitcase and held up the small white paper bag she’d brought from her office. “Everything is clearly labeled with instructions. Some are only in case of emergency. Call me if you can. Otherwise, ask Joe.” 
“We’ll be fine, Cindy.” Sam didn’t look up from her desk, the scratch of pen on paper almost as loud as her voice. “I need to talk to you about some worst-case scenarios before I leave.” 
They couldn’t afford pretense. All it did was stave off the inevitable. “All right.” 
“I keep contacts in Helena, and some in Minneapolis. This town wouldn’t have survived cut off from everything, not even with my money.” She signed the bottom of the page, her signature a mess of loops and swirls, then pushed the paper away. “When Keith left a few years ago, I made some changes in my estate. 
Everyone knows I inherited money from my father, but most people don’t know how much.” 
Sam had never denied her a request for a necessary piece of equipment or technology, regardless of the expense. “I always assumed you had plenty.” 
“And I do. I’ve always kept my investment risks conservative. Red Rock’s needs are supported entirely by the interest, and during the years we don’t lend assistance to other packs, I tend to reinvest the extra.” Sam folded the paper carefully and slipped it into an envelope. “If something happens to us, the bulk of the money goes to Keith first, then Joe, then you.” 
The unspoken line of succession. Cindy cleared her throat. “What do you need me to do?” 
“You just need to know. Keith knows, and he’s telling Joe. I’ve also set up accounts for all three of you. Emergency funds. If the transfer of the estate doesn’t go smoothly, you’ll have enough to keep the town running for a year or so.” Sam held up the envelope. “Debit cards and checks are in here, as well as some cash. I keep an emergency stash in the darkroom Gavin built me. The bottom box in my stack of chemicals.” 
The extent of Sam’s planning scared the hell out of her. “Are you taking extra pains to be prepared, or do you have some reason to think you won’t make it back?” 
The older woman’s smile was exhausted but real. “I think we’re going to drive to St. Anthony, and Albert and Sally’s great-grandchildren are going to crawl all over Gavin until he never wants to leave. And you lot will do us proud. But if things go badly, I want to know everyone will be taken care of.” 
Sam was so tired, even more so than Gavin. Cindy closed the suitcase. “We had the best mentors, didn’t we? You two have taught us everything.” 
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“You of all people know how badly we wanted children. And now we have them.” 
Tears threatened, and Cindy blinked them back. “I’d be dead if it weren’t for you and Gavin.” 
“Oh, honey.” The chair scraped across the floor. “Come here.” 
She wanted to fall into Sam’s arms, to let the woman who was usually her friend be her mother. 
Instead, she folded her into a hug. “You take care of Gavin and of yourself. Don’t worry about anything else.” 
“I’ll always worry about you.” Sam was tall, tall enough to kiss the top of Cindy’s head. “I don’t know what you’re doing with Adam, but all I need to know is one thing. Is it making you happier than you were?” 
“That’s a reasonable question.” Cindy laughed and wiped her cheeks. “I like him. I don’t know what we’re doing either, but he makes me happy.” 
Sam smiled and released her. “Good. Sometimes all we need is a little joy. I’m going to tuck the envelope in my desk drawer. It’s got contact numbers in it too. Not just for Idaho, but for Seamus and Joan in Maine.” 
“Joan.” Maybe, after everything had settled, Adam would take her number and get in touch with her. 
Pick up the frayed threads of friendship, maybe even visit. 
The pain that lanced through her at the thought of him leaving was so sudden and shocking that Cindy almost gasped. Only one hand braced on the back of a chair kept her from swaying. 
Sam’s eyebrows came together. “Adam and Joan were never… I mean, if that’s what you’re thinking, it’s foolish. Joan’s been happily married longer than I’ve been alive.” 
“What? No, that’s not—” She took a step back. “I know how things were between them.” 
“Then I don’t understand.” 
As if the puzzled expression on Sam’s face hadn’t told Cindy as much. “Just occurred to me, that’s all. That Adam probably won’t be staying.” 
“Oh.” Sam moved to the bed and hoisted the suitcase. Her next words were slow, too casual…and a clearer sign of worry than the hugs and tears had been. “It’s just occurred to you? Or it just matters more now?” 
“Both, I guess.” It was easy to be rational, to recognize and accept the harshest realities when your heart wasn’t in danger. She’d known he would leave—he lived across the country, for Christ’s sake—but she hadn’t felt it until now. 
Sam nodded but didn’t reply until she’d set the suitcase on the floor and turned to face Cindy again. 
“It’ll work out, but don’t forget what I said about Adam being more like Gavin than he knows. You can see what this is doing to Gavin, not being able to protect his people. Adam takes things even harder.” Sam smiled and clasped Cindy’s hand. “But that means he’s worth it. All the men who care hard are worth it, whether they know it or not.” 
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Adam was something beyond oblivious, and far more damaging. Events almost a century past had convinced him of his lack of worth. Of his weakness. “Adam and I have more in common than he realizes, I think.” 
“Maybe you do.” Sam didn’t sound particularly surprised. But then, she wouldn’t be. 
“Work on Gavin while you’re gone.” Cindy smiled. “He still thinks Adam is taking advantage of me.” 
“All Gavin wants is to see both of you happy, be that together or apart.” Sam nudged the suitcase with her foot. “You put his medication in here, didn’t you?” 
“Along with the instructions.” She hugged Sam again. “Tell Sally and Al that I said hi.” 
Sam held her a little longer than usual, but when she let go her eyes and expression were clear. “You better run on. Tell Keith and Abby where the money is. I’ll make sure Joe knows too.” 
“Come back,” Cindy found herself saying. “There’s more to this sanctuary thing than money. We need you.” 
“You don’t need us.” Confidence filled Sam’s voice, along with warmth and pride. “But I sure as hell am coming back.” 
“The best of both worlds, then. You can come back to a relaxing, fulfilling retirement.” 
“That’s the plan, anyway. Take care, Cindy.” 
Stepping back took a conscious effort, and Cindy crossed her arms over her chest. They both had more to do, and not much time left. “I have to check on a few of the refugees before you guys head out. I’ll see you when I see you, Sam.” 
She ducked out of the room and hurried down the stairs before the tears choking her could find their way free. They’d planned all they could, and the rest was up to chance. They’d make it or they wouldn’t. 
Only time would tell. 
Sasha opened the apartment door before Adam managed to knock. “We’re ready.” 
It would be uncharitable to accuse them of being excited. “Of course you are. Let’s get this over with.” 
She’d set out books and herbs on the coffee table in the living room. Folded beside the spell components lay a white cotton cloth dotted with dozens of spots blood. Adam paused to examine it, brushing his fingers along the edge of the fabric. “The Helena wolves?” 
“Yes. Well—” She flushed. “Most of them. Cindy thought it would be more believable if it seemed like not everyone survived.” 
Adam considered it, weighing the possibility against what he’d felt from the other vampire. “He knows I stole the bonds. He can’t know I released them. It’s not an easy thing to do, so he might not even know it’s a possibility. Yeah, if I’d kept taking power from the weak and injured, they’d be dead now.” 
Sasha knelt and flipped through one of the books. “Cindy’s smart about those things.” 
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It seemed like an offhand statement, but at the base it was anything but innocent. “About the horrible things people do to each other?” 
“No, not just that.” She looked up at him thoughtfully. “Eventualities. Looking at the big picture. I would have made sure I didn’t miss anyone when I collected the blood, and that would have been wrong. 
It’s too neat. Suspicious.” 
“I suppose so.” Adam straightened and surveyed the cluttered room. “Where’s Dylan?” 
“Talking to Bobby. He’ll be here soon.” Sasha closed the book carefully. “We should talk about what I plan to do. It can be jarring, and I’d rather warn you now than have you angry or embarrassed.” 
“All right.” He lowered himself to the couch more to put himself on eye level than out of any real desire to sit. “Tell me, then.” 
“It’s more intimate than you know, my process,” she confessed. “I’ve grown accustomed to ignoring the baser aspects of my magic, but I’ll still be privy to your knowledge—and your thoughts—for a short time. Most people find that uncomfortable.” 
Adam had to tell himself not to show his amusement. “Sasha, sweetheart, I was bound to a witch and a werewolf for nearly four years. Most of the bonds weren’t intimate, but Joan and Astrid and I had to learn how to stay out of each other’s heads.” 
“Don’t be condescending, Adam,” she said mildly. “This isn’t as simple as a bond. Your experience will help you keep Dylan out of your thoughts, but you can’t hide from this magic. If you could, the spell wouldn’t work.” 
He was showing his usual talent for communication. “I didn’t mean I could keep you out. I was saying I’m used to it.” He smiled a little. “You don’t know invasive until you’ve had a prissy teetotaler debutante getting judgmental with you over every inappropriate thought. Just promise not to faint, and I’ll be fine.” 
A gentle smile answered his. “I’ll try to be strong.” 
The staircase outside rattled, the uneven footsteps giving the impression of someone taking the stairs two at a time, and the door popped open. Dylan bustled in, slightly out of breath, his red hair disheveled. 
“Am I late?” 
“Not at all.” Sasha’s face lit at the sight of him. “We were just talking about the spell.” 
Dylan’s grin was all for Sasha as he kicked the door shut behind him. “Oh good, I’m not too late for the biting.” 
It was impossible not to poke at him a little. “Unless you want me to skip the middle man and just bite her. She looks tasty enough.” 
“Behave,” she admonished. 
“I’m sorry, did I give you two the impression I was prone to good behavior at some point?” 
“No, but a girl can hope.” 
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“Let me know how the hoping works for you, sweetheart.” 
Dylan groaned. “Christ, Adam, you’ve got some sort of uncanny valley of inappropriate humor. I don’t know if I want to laugh or stab you.” 
The words made sense on their own, but Adam couldn’t figure out how in hell they fit together. “An uncanny what?” 
“You know. The uncanny valley?” Dylan made a vague gesture. “When robots get so real they’re almost…” He trailed off, looking a little uncertain. 
Adam stared at him. 
Dylan cleared his throat. “Don’t you ever watch movies?” 
“I don’t have a television, Dylan.” 
“Yeah. Right.” The young werewolf considered that for a moment, then grinned. “Your jokes are only funny when nothing’s going wrong or everything’s going wrong. Hold off a few days before telling any more, huh?” 
It made him smile in spite of himself. “I’ll take that under advisement.” 
Sasha held up a book. “You two finished?” 
Adam arched an eyebrow at Dylan, who had the grace to look mildly contrite as he answered. “Yeah. 
We’re finished.” 
“Then we have a spell to prepare.” 
Dylan nodded. “Should Adam just bite me? Or do we need to do something first?” 
She scribbled something on a notepad and shook her head. “I need to know some things. Can I ask you a few questions, Adam?” She looked up, her eyes dark and guarded. “Tough questions.” 
It took effort to keep his expression placid as he nodded. “If they’re necessary.” 
“I wouldn’t ask if they weren’t.” 
“Then go ahead.” 
She laid down her pen. “The reason we need to do it this way, with you biting Dylan, is so I can truly feel what it’s like. But there are aspects of the experience that will be missing. I need to know what emotions you might experience if there’s nothing holding you back. If your plan is to take and take.” 
Uneasiness stirred. “If I wanted to be like him.” 
Her lips pressed into a thin line. “If we wanted to make him believe you’re just as greedy as he is and just as determined to make us all yours.” 
It wasn’t something Adam had ever wanted to consider closely, but he supposed he didn’t have to. 
He’d felt the other vampire, had endured the slimy touch of grasping magic and hungry power with every bond he’d broken. “I have the feel of him in my head. Do you have any way to take that?” 
Sasha nodded slowly. “If you’ll let me see that, I can work with it.” 
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Adam held out his hand silently, and Sasha laid her palm against his and wove their fingers together. 
Energy thrummed, charging the room until it felt like the moments before an electrical storm, dry but somehow heavy. Oppressive. 
Then magic flared in an almost tangible wave, and Sasha sucked in a sharp breath as the air around him tightened. 
The sensation of having someone drift through his thoughts hadn’t gotten any less uncomfortable in the intervening decades. It was easy to remember how Joan had looked after the occasional accidental intrusion, her pale face tight with the disapproval she clung to as her only defense. He’d given her plenty to disapprove of in that time, maybe more than he should have, but she’d needed that fire and confidence to fight. 
It might have been another lifetime, but he hadn’t forgotten how to order his mind and push only the thoughts he wanted to share to the forefront. He delivered the memory of the rival vampire, his hatred and bloodlust and all the greedy entitlement that festered until nausea roiled inside Adam. 
He gave the witch what she needed with most of his attention, but the rest he focused on keeping one thing safe. The memories of Cindy he bundled up tight, layering them in every protective trick he knew. 
Sasha might be discreet, but Adam couldn’t suppress an odd sort of jealousy at the idea of anyone seeing Cindy the way he had. Absurd, when she’d clearly enjoyed her share of lovers, but there was something powerful about remembering her blond hair spread over the pillow in a tousled cloud while she stared up at him and smiled… 
No, those memories he held safe. Tight. They warmed him from the inside as Sasha explored his more readily accessible memories. Then she pulled away, though it took another minute for the magic in the room to settle. 
Sasha’s usually gentle eyes blazed, and she breathed heavily. “I think I have what I need.” 
Dylan cleared his throat. “So…time for the biting?” 
She reached for him and kissed his mouth lightly. It would have looked like a casual caress, if not for the rise of magic that accompanied it. “Ready, darling?” 
“Always.” Dylan’s voice had dropped a little, taken on a husky quality Adam felt better not thinking too closely about. The two of them exuded self-satisfied infatuation with a steadiness that might make it love. Puppy love, granted, but love just the same. 
He hated being a little jealous, and it made him curt. “Please tell me I don’t have to feed while you two are necking.” 
“Don’t be rude.” Sasha looked flustered, and almost glared at him as she pulled away and grasped Dylan’s hand. 
Guilt stirred, and he hated that too, especially when Dylan shot him a coolly disapproving look that shouldn’t have carried much punch. Of course, he shouldn’t have liked the damn kid so much either. 
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Too late for should-haves. Adam held out his hand. “Your arm is easy enough. I don’t need much.” 
Dylan extended his arm in silence, his fingers still curled around Sasha’s. Adam shifted closer and fought another cascade of memories, these painted with remembered fear and frustration. He’d fed from Seamus like this once, a moment of desperation when power had been the only thing that could save the people in his care. 
Seamus had been willing, but his wolf had struggled. Had fought the rush of magic until straight-laced, prissy little Joan had knelt in front of Seamus and distracted him with the clumsy kiss that had started their eighty-year relationship. 
Eight fucking decades, and he was back where he’d started. Sasha stared up at Dylan like no one else existed, and Adam waited for the loneliness that had gripped him when he’d watched Joan do the same thing. 
He waited…and it didn’t come. 
Dylan’s fingers curled into a fist, and he turned to slant an expectant look at Adam. “Am I doing something wrong, or do I look really unappetizing?” 
No loneliness, just exasperation laced with an odd affection. “Just thinking. I know that fad went out before you were born, but it’s good for the soul.” 
“Huh.” Dylan turned back to Sasha, a tiny smile playing around his lips. “Guess vampires have souls.” 
“Quit teasing him. He’s doing his best.” Sasha held tight to Dylan’s hand but took a small step back. 
“It’s time. I need to cast the spell so Recco and his vampire will think the refugees are still here. That they can come, stomp us into the ground and get them back.” 
“It’s time,” Adam agreed. He took a deep breath and pushed everything from his mind. Joan and Seamus were easy—memories of them were like ghosts fading a little more with each passing year. Dylan and Sasha were harder, but it was Cindy who haunted his thoughts as he closed his eyes and gathered the power slumbering inside. 
He would do this because he had to, because he owed Gavin and liked Sasha and Dylan and believed in the dream of this place. He’d do it for them, and wouldn’t wonder how much of his determination and stubborn will had solidified into the need for action when Cindy had turned those big, tired eyes on him and smiled through her nerves and fear. 
It was a comfortable sort of denial, and he clung to it as he lowered his mouth to Dylan’s arm. Better for them all if he was simply doing a good deed. Maybe no one would ever find out just how far he might go to earn one of Cindy’s smiles. 
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By the time dusk fell and shadows lengthened in the streets, the town had emptied. Cindy drew her jacket more tightly around her as she walked back to her house alone. 
She passed the deserted bar on her way. She didn’t have to be told where everyone was. They faced certain attack in the next few days, and were bound to be outnumbered when that attack came. Keith and Abby would be holed up at their house, Dylan and Sasha at the apartment she’d claimed above the bar. The others would be home, as well, completely absorbed in spending what could be their last few hours with their loved ones. 
It reminded Cindy that she didn’t have any left. 
Her route brought her to her back door, the one she used most often. Only strangers come through the
front door, Cynthia.  Her mother’s words. Her mother, who’d never given up hope that she’d find her little Cindy, her only daughter, even after she’d been missing for years. 
She’d been lucky. She’d been able to see her mom again, to tell her she was all right and set her mind at ease. It had been difficult at first, trying to explain where she’d been and why she couldn’t go to the police or simply resume her old life. Finally, she’d told her mother just enough of the truth to make her understand that something fundamentally life-altering had happened to her, and there was no going back. 
Only forward. 
Cindy had lost her mother to cancer only a few years after escaping from her ordeal at the hands of the Dayton alphas, and one of the last things her mother had made her promise at the end of her very long fight was that she would continue to do what she had to. To survive. 
To keep moving forward. 
Light spilled out of the window above the sink, and Cindy could see Adam moving around in the kitchen. His propensity for drinking blood and advanced age aside, her mother would have loved him. He had exactly the combination of blunt honesty and humor she’d always appreciated. “And he’s easy on the eyes, Mom,” she whispered. “Nothing not to like.” 
His dark hair glinted gold as he bent his head over his task. Then he froze, looked up through the window and smiled at her, wide and relaxed enough to show a hint of fang. 
Cindy laughed helplessly and reached for the door. She didn’t have a mate or a husband, but she did have a fascinating vampire in her kitchen, and that suited her just fine. 
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The gentle warmth of the kitchen enveloped her as she peeled off her jacket in the entryway. “Smells good. What is it?” 
“Whichever casserole dish was closest to the top. Barely figured out your oven though.” He jerked his thumb in the direction of the stovetop. “It’s got as many buttons as Emily and Ethan’s, and that thing scares me half to death.” 
“Unless the middle is still frozen, it looks like it worked out okay.” She laid her hand over his and relished the surge of desire that rose. “You didn’t have to do this. I would have.” 
“Used to feeding myself.” His voice deepened, taking on a warm, deep timbre. “Been doing it a while now.” 
“I meant…” She trailed off, because it didn’t matter. “I’m scared, Adam.” 
Adam turned and hooked an arm around her shoulders. “I know, honey.” 
“Do you? Because it’s not about how dangerous everything is, or what we’re going to face. I’m scared of me.” 
“Then maybe I don’t know.” His other arm snaked around her waist and urged her close. “So tell me.” 
It was hard to articulate because she barely understood it herself. “I’m not afraid to die. I mean, I wasn’t…until I realized that nobody knows me, not really.” She swallowed hard. “I’ve probably opened up to you these last few days more than anybody else, ever.” 
“Hey, now.” Warm fingers brushed against her chin and tilted her head back. “You think that means anything? That people only know you if you tell them what to know?” 
“Probably not. Feels that way though.” She closed her fingers around his forearms and held on, letting his strength flow into her. “Maybe your mind just plays tricks on you on a night like this.” 
He stroked her cheek, rough fingertips gentle as they slid against her skin. “Maybe. Don’t fool yourself, Cindy. The people here know you, and they love you. Doesn’t take a genius to notice.” 
“Yeah.” She turned her head and closed her eyes when her lips brushed his hand. 
“Tell me,” he whispered, voice rough as sandpaper. His thumb brushed over her lips. “Tell me the things you want someone to know.” 
In the end, there was only one thing that mattered. “I’ve never wanted anything the way I want you.” 
“You can have me, sweetheart. I’m all yours.” 
She had to kiss him, if only to quiet the yearning. Cindy drew him closer and rubbed her cheek against his before skating her lips across the corner of his mouth. “All mine.” The words sparked a different kind of need, the need to confirm his admission. 
To mark him. 
Her mouth trailed over his jaw and down to his neck. She growled and licked him gently, then bit him, hard. 
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His breath hissed out in a desperate curse. The hand at her back clenched tight, closing around her shirt and pressing her hard against the bulk of his body. “I like it when you bite.” 
“Shh.” She kissed him, and her last defense broke apart inside her, the final wall she’d held between them. There was no telling how long it would last—a night or a month or a lifetime—but she had him now. 
She had him, and not just his body. Even the wildest of his kisses had been carefully controlled, but now he showed no such restraint. His mouth slanted over hers, hard and so hungry he didn’t seem capable of holding back. 
One fang pierced her lip, and the hint of blood forced a hard groan from him. Hot hands clutched at her ass and dragged her up his body until her toes barely touched the floor. 
Cindy pulled her mouth from his with a ragged breath. “Take me here, no more waiting.” 
Adam backed her up two steps and hoisted her onto the table, then froze. “Fuck. Condoms.” 
She answered absently, her attention already on the buttons lining the front of the worn flannel shirt he wore. “The drawer closest to the entryway.” 
He caught her hands and coaxed them away. “Take off your shirt. I’ll be right back.” 
She watched him cross the room as she stripped the cotton over her head. “Most people come to the clinic during office hours, but sometimes…” 
Adam turned back to her, an economy size box of condoms in his hand, and a smile played about his lips. “You should have told me you had high expectations. Flatter my enormous ego.” 
A laugh bubbled up. “You’re beautiful, and your ego doesn’t need my help.” 
“You sure?” He tossed the box on the table and stopped in front of her, his large hands falling to her knees. “Because I’m fighting quite the battle here. Part of me wants to take you upstairs and love you right, slow and patient. The rest of me…” 
The heat sparking in his eyes stole her breath, and Cindy cradled his face between her hands. “Why can’t we do both?” 
“Cindy, I was born in the nineteenth century. I should be too damn old to do both.” Gentle pressure eased her legs apart as he wedged his hips between her thighs. “You make me forget I’m old and broken.” 
Because he wasn’t. Damaged like she was, maybe, but not broken. “I think you’re perfect…for me.” 
“Good.” His fingers curled in her hair and urged her head back. Adam brushed a hot kiss to the spot where her pulse throbbed just under the skin, then teased it with his tongue. “You wolves and your marks. 
I’m not going to bite you. Not yet. Not until the second time.” 
She clutched his shoulders and wiggled to the edge of the table, where her hips could press tight against his. “I like it when you bite too.” 
“Soon.” His mouth moved lower, pausing at the hollow of her throat so his tongue could trace slow, wicked patterns. He kept at it, tormenting her with the barest press of teeth, never enough to give more than a hint before his tongue was there, ravenous as he explored the curve of her breast. 
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What he seemed to want more than anything was her pleasure. His lips grazed her nipple through the thin fabric of her bra, followed by the wet rasp of his tongue. Cindy hissed in a breath and arched to his mouth, determined to give him what he desired. 
His fingers fumbled with her bra strap and a groan left him, as he lifted his head and snapped it without warning. Glazed, eager eyes found hers as he stripped the fabric away. “I’m impatient tonight.” 
The mental image of the two of them entwined on her bed, naked and wild with hunger, drove a moan from her throat. “I approve.” 
“I hope so.” He returned his mouth to her breast, encasing her nipple before his tongue flicked out. 
A new wave of dizzy pleasure washed through her as he unbuttoned her jeans. She lifted her hips and helped him push the denim down her legs. 
Adam raised his head and claimed her lips with a hoarse moan, and his hands returned to her body. He stroked and caressed, explored with fingers that grew clumsy every time she gasped or moaned. Every time she tensed and jerked into his touch. 
Cindy braced her hands on the table behind her as she kicked off her shoes and pants. “Your clothes.” 
He shed his shirt and reached for his belt, hands shaking. “Tell me you want this like I do. Fast, on the damn table, because I swear to Christ, Cindy, I’ll take you right here.” 
She’d go crazy if he didn’t. Her gaze traced the lines of his body, from his broad shoulders down to his stomach and the dark line of hair that disappeared beneath his jeans. “I need you.” She met his eyes. 
“It’s been too long already.” 
“Too damn long,” he agreed, the words nothing more than a rasping whisper. His belt came free and he jerked his pants open, gaze still fixed to hers. “Hand me a condom.” 
Cindy felt for the box and ripped it open. Strings of packets tumbled out, and she snatched one before it could fall. “Can I do it?” 
He answered with a rough laugh as his fingers skated up her thigh. “You can wrap your hand around my cock just about any damn time you want.” 
The foil tore easily, and Cindy gripped his shaft for a moment before smoothing the latex down its hard length. She’d had him in her mouth, but nothing came close to feeling as good as the way he thrust into her touch, like he was desperate to be buried in her body. 
He didn’t even get his pants off, not all the way. The rough denim chafed the insides of her thighs as he hooked his fingers under her legs and dragged her closer, until she was precariously balanced on the edge of the table and his cock slipped against her as he ground his hips against hers. “You ready?” 
“I already told you yes.” Shaking with anticipation, she wound her arms around his neck and licked his throat where she’d bitten him. “Don’t ask now. Take.” 
“I don’t take.” He ground the words between clenched teeth as he adjusted her hips with his hands. 
“Not metaphorically—” A tiny thrust, just enough to push the head of his cock inside her, and Cindy had to 74 
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bite her lip to keep from crying out. He rocked again and groaned. “And not actually. I give. I’ll give you all of me. Can you take it?” 
The effort it took to form a reply was almost too much. “You don’t take, but I’m supposed to?” 
“Isn’t that what you’re doing?” His hand slapped the table behind her as he leaned her back a little, the sudden movement driving him deeper. “Taking every damn inch of me?” 
“But I’m giving you my body—” The word broke into a moan she couldn’t hold back. “Giving and taking, Adam. It has to be both to be enough.” 
He wrapped his free arm around her back and held her tight to him. “Giving and taking,” he agreed in a hoarse whisper, then surged forward until his hips bumped hers, seating him so deep inside her that thinking became an impossibility. 
She could only feel, and what she felt was fire. Every tiny movement shocked her with sensation, drawing her closer to the edge. “Adam.” 
The steel of his arm around her body tightened as he lifted her from the table completely and sank into the nearby chair without releasing her. “Just like this.” He helped her move, kept her so close that the coarse hair on his chest abraded her nipples as he pulled her down hard. “Show me. How fast, how hard, how deep. How you want me to take you.” 
There was no way she didn’t want him, but her tongue wouldn’t cooperate when she tried to tell him that. So she grasped the arched back of the chair and rocked over him, pushing her toes off the hardwood floor. 
He panted and watched her through lidded, glazed eyes, his hands resting lightly on her hips until he caught the rhythm. Then he helped, lifting her just a little higher and pulling her down harder, driving into her with a choked noise of pleasure. 
Cindy cried out and caught his mouth again as heat streaked through her. Kissing him helped her focus on something besides falling apart in his arms, and she needed that, to imprint this moment in her memory the way Adam had already branded himself on her heart. 
He tore his mouth from hers and pressed his lips to her ear, the gravelly tones of his voice rough and low. “Better than I imagined. Better than the dirty dreams. You’re better than everything, riding me.” 
Sheer force of will drove her to meet his sensual torment with her own. She rocked down, tilted her hips tight against his, and froze. “Tell me what you want.” 
His fingers spasmed on her hips, trying to move her, but she was strong. A frustrated growl worked its way up out of his throat. “I want to watch you come when it’s just me, just my body and my cock inside you. No magic but us.” 
How long had it been since he’d connected with someone without magic? Without blood? “No feeding.” Cindy kissed him softly and held his gaze as she leaned back and began to move again. “Watch me.” 
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No one had ever stared at her like her eyes held the only pleasure anyone could want. His hands kept her moving, kept guiding her up and down, but his gaze stayed locked on hers. “You’re so damn wet, so damn hot.” 
The words washed over her along with the sweet weight of his stare, driving her wild. Nothing had ever been as important as release—taking his and giving him hers. 
She rocked harder, moaning his name when the friction sent her spinning, need racing through her. 
Her toes slipped on the floor, and she clutched his shoulders. “More. Adam, please—” 
Muscle bunched under her fingers, and the world spun. Adam lowered her gently to the floor, then braced his hands next to her shoulders and levered his body up. He kept up the rhythm she liked, thrusting quick and deep before withdrawing just slowly enough to let her feel every inch of him. 
She drew her legs up to grasp his hips as everything clenched, tense and tight. His next thrust set off the first hot pulses of orgasm inside her, and they quickly gathered into a cascade of pleasure that curled her toes. She heard her own voice, far away and pleading, begging him not to stop. 
He didn’t, sinking into her over and over, his raspy words of encouragement fading into hard, panting snarls. “Come again.” 
It was impossible not to. Cindy bit her lip and tried not to scream as another wave mounted over the first. Adam threw back his head, exposing the strong column of his throat and the mark she’d left on it. 
“Fuck, fuck—” 
His thrusts lost their steady pace, and his hips snapped against hers. Once, twice more, then grinding down as a moan of relief tore free of him, riding on a rush of power that flooded the kitchen with pleasure. 
Cindy trembled under him, panting, torn between satiation and a need that wouldn’t be fulfilled until she’d had him time and again. “Thank you.” 
Adam groaned and rolled over, dragging her with him. He hissed when his back hit the floor, then swore roughly. “Next time I swear I’ll make it upstairs. The floor’s too damn cold.” 
“I didn’t notice.” It was too late for the truth of the words to scare her. She nestled closer with a soft sigh. “Are you hungry?” 
“Mmm.” His hands traced a long, lazy path from her shoulders to her hips. “Just for you.” 
She smiled. “Then why did you heat dinner?” 
“Can’t live on sex alone. Figured we’d need it before the night’s out.” 
It would be hours before her need for food outweighed her desire for him. “Thinking ahead, huh?” 
“Trying to think at all.” His thumbs swept along her sides. “It’s not a night for thinking. It’s a night for clinging to everything good.” 
“Like this?” She didn’t need an answer, so she kissed him one more time, slowly. His mouth parted and he let her take her fill before his fingers curled in her hair and his tongue thrust between her lips, proving him still every bit as hungry as he’d been. 
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If she didn’t stop kissing him, they’d stay on the floor. “Not so fast.” Cindy pulled away carefully, climbed to her feet and held out her hand. “Floor’s cold, remember? My bed, on the other hand…” 
She might not have forever, but she had tonight. She’d make the most of it, and deal with the rest as it came. 
Knowing they probably weren’t the only people fucking themselves into exhaustion didn’t make Adam feel any less reckless for fighting back sleep. The night passed in a blur of skin and moans, interrupted only by a trip to the kitchen to reheat the forgotten casserole. He’d indulged Cindy shamelessly, mindlessly, unable to deny her every time she reached for him. 
He was drunk on her even now as she dozed in his arms under blankets tangled beyond hope. His preternaturally enhanced stamina felt strained, though there was a simple solution to that too. 
Blood. 
He hadn’t taken it. Not when she’d offered the second time, not when her pulse had throbbed beneath his tongue. He’d taken her mouth and her body, had buried his face between her thighs and reveled in her taste and her screams…and he hadn’t once twisted magic up inside her. Every panting whimper, every whisper of his name had been her need for him. A man. 
Drunk indeed. 
“I can feel you thinking,” she murmured finally. 
“I do it sometimes.” He stroked his thumb over the soft skin of her hip and kissed the back of her neck. “Usually try not to get caught. Ruins my ax-wielding psychopath image.” 
She wouldn’t be distracted. “What are you thinking about?” 
“I’m thinking I’ll need power soon, and I should want it more. But it’s…nice like this.” 
Cindy turned in his arms and rubbed her cheek against his chest. “Does feeding have to be about sex?” 
It didn’t seem like the time to remind her that he’d been intending to feed off of Dylan. “No. It has to be about something to be effective, but that doesn’t mean sex all the time.” 
“No, I meant—” Her cheek heated. “Will it be about sex if it’s about me, or can we have something different?” 
He’d fed from women without sex. Only a few weeks ago he’d taken power from Emily and given it to Ethan, fueled by nothing but asexual affection and desperation. But Cindy… 
Oh, it could be good. It could be amazing. 
It could reveal too damn much. 
She deserved to know that. Adam stroked her hair and tried to find the right words. “It’s…intimate. 
With sex it’s about the pleasure, and everything’s lost in that. But without it, it’s harder to hide. Not that I want to hide from you, but you may not want me rolling around in your most personal feelings.” 
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Cindy looked up at him, her eyes bright even in the darkness. “You have a right. They’re all about you.” 
The knowledge roused something primitive inside him. “Doesn’t give me the right. Does give me a powerful curiosity, though.” 
“Then feed,” she whispered huskily. “I want you to, Adam.” 
He could only resist temptation so far. “Roll over again. On your side, with your back to me.” 
She did, nestling back against him, her head tilted to expose her neck and throat. He smoothed her hair back, then pressed a soft kiss to her shoulder. “Can I use magic to make sure it doesn’t hurt?” 
“Nothing but us, remember? It won’t hurt for long.” 
He didn’t want it to hurt at all, but when he slid his arm around her waist her fingers found his and twined around them with such sweet trust that his chest ached. The skin of her neck was warm against his lips as he lowered his mouth and bit her. 
She gasped, and that trust bloomed inside him, stronger than the pain of his fangs cutting through her skin. Stronger than anything. Her hand tightened around his, and the trust gave way to affection and need, so much need… 
He’d never realized that being needed could feel so good. Or maybe he’d just never been needed for what he was instead of what he could be. 
Cindy moaned his name softly, and the need magnified until it became something almost like a plea. 
Power rose, a thousand times more potent than fear or lust or desperation, because it was her, and all the wildness inside her whirling around and around until he was lost in an ocean of life. 
In the end, he didn’t take much. He didn’t need much, because a tiny bit of blood went a long way when it packed such a punch. He turned his face to her hair and panted for breath as the magic settled, shaken by the depth of their connection. No magical bonds, no binding spells or blood connections…the power had revealed the depth of their growing feelings but it hadn’t created that intimacy. 
No, they’d done that themselves, somehow. Which meant he was a thousand miles past screwed. 
She reached up and touched his cheek. “Do you think, when this is over…that you might stay for a while?” 
The part of him that had lain bruised and broken for so many years urged caution. Permanence was a short step from failure, and more than anything, more than living, he didn’t want to fail Cindy. 
If you fail Cindy, it won’t matter. There won’t be a later.  Adam tightened his arms around Cindy as the unhelpful thought drifted up, morbid and unwelcome. Agreeing because he had nothing to lose felt like a betrayal of the quiet warmth kindled between them. 
Cindy deserved more than that. 
Adam turned his head and kissed her palm softly. “I think Maine’ll be just fine without me for a while.” 
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She smiled. “Maybe someday soon, Montana can live without me for a few weeks at a time too.” 
It wasn’t quite a commitment, but it also wasn’t a cowardly retreat. Adam brushed a kiss to the top of her head this time and closed his eyes. “Might make my cabin a little less lonely.” 
“A little louder, anyway.” 
“You should know I’ve only had electricity out there for five years. The girl who sells my furniture for me whined until I let her boyfriend have it set up. She tried to give me a computer too, but there are limits.” 
“No technological advances past the first half of the twentieth century?” Cindy teased. 
“Nothing that might be smarter than I am.” 
She laughed. “Like my oven.” 
That laughter melted a tiny bit of his heart. “Like your oven. Don’t know how I feel about microwaves, either. Something unnatural about that.” 
“Don’t worry, it won’t boil your insides if you stand too close.” Her words had slowed. “Trust me. 
I’m a doctor.” 
“A tired doctor.” The blankets were a hopeless mess, but by dawn it would be chilly. He untangled them and covered them both, then relaxed with her body tucked close to his. “Get some rest, sweetheart. 
God knows we won’t be getting much tomorrow.” 
“Mmm.” Her breathing deepened. “Rest.” 
Adam needed to rest too, but not even the quiet sounds of the night could ease his restless tension. 
The woman in his arms trusted him—too much, maybe. Now there was no choice. He had to find a way to defeat their enemy, because failing again, failing her— 
The first time had broken his will. Failing now might break what was left of his heart. 
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Two days of nothing but waiting, and Cindy was ready to scream. 
She glared at Keith across the kitchen. “How are you not freaking out as badly as I am?” 
Keith jabbed a fork into the hunk of meat in the skillet in front of him and flipped it over without looking up. “I’m older and wiser.” 
“Older, yes. Wiser? Keep dreaming.” 
“Maybe I’m just better at hiding it.” He turned and leaned back against the counter. “So here we are again. Me, cooking steak for a double date. Should I go make scary protective noises at the vampire?” 
“God, no. Not you too.” Cindy dropped her head back against the wall with a thud. “Things are too dangerous right now for anyone to worry about something as mundane as my love life.” 
“Love life, huh?” 
She cursed the blush that rose in her cheeks. “Sex life, whatever. You know what I meant.” 
Keith’s insufferable grin didn’t waver. “Pretty sure you meant love life. But what do I know? You guys just keep me around to burn meat.” 
Cindy refused to shy away from the conversation. Keith had always been there for her, and that hadn’t changed just because he was now her alpha. “I like him. A lot. Gavin thinks it’s a bad idea, but I don’t care.” 
“I don’t know if Gavin thinks it’s a bad idea.” He nodded to a chair. “Sit. I want to talk serious for a second.” 
She took her coffee cup with her. “What’s wrong?” 
Keith hesitated just long enough for her to know she wouldn’t like what was coming. “Sam told me she talked to you about what happened when Joe and I went to get you. And knowing Sam, she skated around it in dizzy circles without saying anything, because the woman’s a God damned hypocrite when it comes to who gets to have secrets.” 
She had to look away. “You don’t talk this much unless you have a point.” 
“My point is, I knew. Most of us knew. But Dylan didn’t, and Adam doesn’t. And the only way I think this is a bad idea is if you’re just picking men who won’t ever have to—” 
“I told Adam what happened with Preston. Everything.” Cindy clutched her mug and stared at the table. 
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Keith didn’t speak. A fork clicked against the edge of the pan, then a sharp sizzle rose, proof he’d flipped the steak again. Another clink and soft footsteps, then Keith’s lips brushed the top of her head in an affectionate, almost paternal kiss. “No growly protective noises. I’m glad you found someone to tell.” 
“Thank you, Keith.” She hadn’t wanted to argue or defend her involvement with Adam, and relief left her weak. “It’s not that I didn’t trust you or Sam or anyone else. It was about me, about being ready to understand. What happened with Preston helped make me who I am, but it isn’t who I am.” 
“I know.” Keith slid a finger under her chin and tilted her head up. “Listen to me. I love Sam like I loved my own mother, but she’s not any more infallible than the rest of us. You figured out something she’s still working on, and you don’t need to worry about taking your time getting there.” 
“I do need to worry about hiding from myself, though. I’m tired of it, Keith.” 
“Then I’m glad you stopped. But only because you’re tired of it. Not because someone else thinks you needed to.” 
She offered him a small smile. “I didn’t plan on this, but I care about him. He cares about me. What we need now is time to figure out what that means.” 
“Time.” Keith let out a bitter laugh as he turned back toward the stove. “What the fuck is up with time, anyway? We should have been fighting two days ago. I can’t figure out what in hell they’re waiting for.” 
“Maybe Recco is battling more dissent. Maybe he’s trying to fool us into thinking an attack won’t come so we’ll let down our guard.” Cindy shrugged. “Or maybe he’s just messing with us.” 
“Or maybe Sasha and Adam are right, and the vampire’s the one pulling the strings.” 
Unthinkable, except that Sasha would know better than anyone. She and Dylan were the only ones who had come close to meeting the vampire, albeit through magic, and the witch seemed certain the vampire was dominant. “I suppose so.” 
Keith stabbed his fork into one of the steaks hard enough to show his frustration. “They don’t understand. Dylan doesn’t, either. They don’t understand why it’s wrong.” 
“For the new leader in Helena to hand over power to a vampire?” Cindy could barely fathom it herself. “More proof he doesn’t deserve to be anyone’s alpha, if you ask me.” 
“Gavin’s been preparing to hand this town to me for forty years, and it still tore him up, even halfway to death’s door. It’s Alan Matthews all over again. It’s crazy, and you can’t plan for crazy.” 
The words—and the lack of control they indicated—should have scared her even worse. Instead, a curious peace stole through her. “Yes, you can. You prepare yourself to the best of your ability, but acknowledge that you have to deal with things as they come.” 
Keith dumped both steaks onto a nearby plate and dropped the still-sizzling skillet into the sink. 
“You’re right. I know you’re right. Hell, a few months ago I was telling Gavin the same thing. Now I understand how much harder it is to see when you can feel every single life on your shoulders.” 
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Cindy abandoned her coffee and pulled two beers from the refrigerator. “I’m intimately acquainted with the feeling.” 
“I suppose you would be.” He accepted one of the beers with a smile. “Should we go save your new friend from Abby? She had a lot of questions to ask him.” 
Abby was one of the few people who wouldn’t use the opportunity to truly interrogate Adam. “Is she ready for this? To be your mate, an alpha in her own right?” 
“In the ways that matter.” Keith drained half of the beer, then closed his eyes. “She doesn’t understand our traditions, our culture. But she understands protecting the people in her care. The rest will come.” 
Abby was strong, and Cindy had no doubt that she could handle whatever happened, as long as she had Keith’s help. “What did she want to talk to Adam about?” 
“No idea. She wouldn’t say.” 
Knowing Abby, she’d wanted an excuse to show Adam that not everyone in Red Rock was bothered by his presence in town—or in Cindy’s life. “You have a sneaky, matchmaking woman, Winston.” 
Keith’s smile made him look more like a man in love than a badass warrior. “And I like her just fine that way.” 
“As always, your talent for understatement amazes me.” 
“Decades of practice, sweetheart.” 
“How does Abby deal with you?” 
“You really want to know all the details?” 
“No, she doesn’t.” Abby stood in the doorway, looking amused. “Are you two done teasing each other? Or were you having a serious conversation?” 
“Too many serious conversations.” Cindy grimaced. “I think I’ll stick with teasing.” 
Keith drifted across the kitchen, a seemingly absent-minded movement that nonetheless put him within arm’s reach of Abby. He made it look natural—instinctive, even—to toss his arm around her shoulders and drag her tight against his side. “Where’d you dump the vampire?” 
Adam was right behind her, and Keith knew it. Cindy pushed back her chair and beckoned. “Want a beer?” 
“Sure.” Adam sidestepped the embracing couple and offered Cindy a small, quiet smile. “It’s surreal, isn’t it?” 
“Which part? Dinner, or that we might have to cut this scene of domestic bliss short because our watch shift starts in an hour?” 
“The latter. If this is what being under siege feels like, I’m glad I was a lumberjack instead of a soldier.” 
Keith made a rude noise. “If being under siege was this cushy, I would have stayed a soldier.” 
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“It’s the waiting.” Cindy remembered it well from her emergency rotations in school. “The waiting is a killer. Too much time to think.” 
Adam lifted a hand and touched her cheek. “At least it gives us time to talk.” 
They’d done nothing but talk for the last two days, but there was still so much to say. “There is that.” 
The wicked glint in his eyes was a reminder that they had taken a few breaks from talking. “And now that I’ve jinxed it, maybe we should eat.” 
“Or maybe—” A distant howl split the night, and Cindy jumped to her feet so quickly she overturned her bottle, spilling beer across the table. “That’s Mac.” 
Keith had already started for the door, but he pulled up sharply and pointed at Adam. “You watch her damn back. Cindy forgets everything when people are hurt.” 
“We’ll take care of our part, Winston. Go.” 
Cindy snatched up the bag she’d brought with her. “You can join the fight, Adam. They need everyone they can get. I’ll call if I need you.” 
Abby and Keith’s footsteps sounded loud on the front porch as Adam shook his head. “Keith’s with Abby. Dylan’s with Sasha. I’m with you. Keith’s no fool, Cindy. He understands instinct.” 
No point in arguing, even if she wanted to. Cindy hurried out the door as more howls rose in the night. 
“Sounds like it’s coming from the main road into town.” 
Adam paused outside the door to snatch up his weapons, matching hatchets with wickedly keen edges that had been polished until they gleamed. “Not what we’d expected, but it’ll make ’em easier to kill.” 
Unless they didn’t fear making a full frontal assault because they vastly outnumbered the Red Rock wolves and knew it, or because they had more fighters slipping quietly through the woods for a flank attack. Cindy drew a deep, sharp breath. “We have to hurry.” 
The end of the main street already looked like a battlefield, with wolves fighting on four legs and two, with weapons as well as claws and fists. Guns fired, knives gleamed, jaws snapped—and Cindy almost stumbled under the oppressive weight of sick power that filled the air. 
“Something’s wrong,” she whispered, the words eclipsed by shouts and screams. 
“The magic.” Adam’s voice sounded strained. His eyes followed the path of one of the wolves, who charged recklessly down the main road toward them, every stride jerky and uneven. Adam’s fingers tightened on his weapons, but he didn’t move. “They’re fighting it.” 
“You mean they’re being controlled somehow?” 
“I don’t know. It doesn’t…” He bit off a snarl. “We need to find Dylan and Sasha.” 
“We need—” Cindy cursed. “Mac. They would have gotten to him first, and I don’t see him.” 
The staggering wolf lunged toward Adam, who met the movement with a strong swing and broadsided the werewolf’s head with the side of his hatchet. He went down in a crumpled pile of fur, and Adam shook his head. “It’s wrong. The magic feels wrong, but I don’t know why.” 
www.samhainpublishing.com 
83 
Moira Rogers 
She gripped her bag so tightly her knuckles ached. “I know. Come on.” 
“Stay behind me,” Adam replied shortly, then took off toward the bar. The attacking wolves charged him, but he knocked them back with singular ease, making it clear he was used to using the blades on more than trees. 
Two familiar wolves, Julie and Hans, met them in the street, Mac sagging between them. “He fell not far from his post,” Julie said with a grimace. They stumbled under Mac’s weight and lowered him to the ground. 
The ashen hue of his skin scared the hell out of Cindy. “Hey, Mac,” she said soothingly. “I was looking for you.” 
One arm was a ruined mess, and his abdomen had been torn open. “Found me.” 
“Smartass.” There wasn’t much she could do. His healing was sluggish at best, too slow to outpace injuries this severe. “Julie, Hans, you two go. I’ll stabilize him here, and Adam can help me get him to the bar.” 
“Tell my wife—” Mac’s words caught on a cough, deep and racking. “Love her. Kids too.” 
Pretty words were a waste of time. “All I need is ten minutes. If you can hold on that long…” 
A snarl sounded from their left, followed by a grunt, a pained yelp and a thud as a body hit the dirt. 
Adam’s shout cut through the air. “Gennaro!” 
Mac shuddered and groaned. Cindy looked up from her bag and caught his eyes as she gathered gauze in both hands. “I mean it, Mac. Just a few minutes more. I’ll catch up to this, give you a fighting chance.” 
A grunt, which might have been assent. “Stubborn bitch.” 
“You don’t know the half of it, sweetie.” 
Sasha came running, bounding down an alley with Dylan on all fours at her side. “He knows them. 
Dylan says—” She clutched her side and panted. “Dylan says these wolves wouldn’t be fighting.” 
“He knows them from where?” Adam snapped, tension clear in his voice. 
Dylan yipped and butted his head against Sasha’s hip. She closed her eyes, almost as if listening. “The towns Alan took over. The ones he kept around for the money.” 
“What the hell did they do? Fill them up with magic and send them out here?” 
The witch went pale. “I think that’s exactly what they did.” 
Cindy secured the last roll of gauze around Mac. “Help me get him to the bar, and you can talk to Keith. There’s got to be something we can do.” 
The bar wasn’t far, but the trip was chaotic. Keith met them halfway, his eyes worried. “One of you better know what the fuck is going on, because none of this makes sense. I swear to God, half of them are trying to run away now, but every time they hit the town limits something turns them back.” 
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“Magic,” Adam gritted out as an unfamiliar man arrived at his side. Keith gestured and the man eased Mac from Adam’s grip and helped Cindy move him into the bar. “Dylan thinks these wolves are from the towns Alan took over. Cannon fodder.” 
Keith looked at the witch. “Do we need to try to restrain them? Other than Mac, most of the damage they’re doing is accidental. As soon as they started meeting resistance, whatever was keeping them focused broke, I guess.” 
Sasha looked grave. “I can dispel the magic binding them, but to do that I have to dispel all the magic, even the spell we cast to make Recco and the vampire think the refugees were still here.” 
“Adam? Thoughts?” 
“They’re full of power,” Adam watched as one of Keith’s men took down a crazy-eyed attacker. 
“External power. Wild, probably power the vampire harvested from the pack and forced on them. They’ll make Brynn look subdued, and they’ll suffer without an outlet.” 
“And they’ll die if they keep fighting us.” Keith didn’t hesitate. “Free them, Sasha. I’ll spread the word to restrain them if possible.” 
She hesitated, her gaze flickering to Adam. “What he said about an outlet…” 
He knew where she was going and cut her off with a sharp gesture. “We’ll deal with it afterwards. 
There’s got to be a temporary alpha out there, or a leader. One wolf he’s feeding the power through. We need to find him.” 
“And kill him?” It was Keith, quiet and practical. 
Adam just wished he had an answer. “If it comes to that.” 
Keith nodded and shot off, leaving Adam with Sasha, who stared at him. “Before I separate them, I need to know. Will you help those wolves?” 
“Take that magic into myself, you mean?” He tried to fill his words with derision, but underneath some tiny part of him rejoiced. The power was wild, untamed—but he was an expert. A vampire who’d played with blood bonds in a way few could dream of. In the darkest depths of his soul he was hungry for it—hungrier than he’d ever been in his life, and that dark other-self whispered promises of what they could do with that power. Anything. 
Sasha spoke. “If you can’t, it might be more merciful to kill them than to break the bonds.” 
Adam turned to look down the street again, at the ragged, disjointed fighting. Some of the wolves had already died, and more lay injured or unconscious, disabled by wolves who had instinctively recognized that the fight wasn’t quite right. Keith had already begun to gather up the stragglers, some of whom fought him wildly. Others seemed almost relieved, throwing themselves to the ground at his feet and begging in disjointed words that weren’t audible from so far away, though the tone was clear: relief. 
They were innocents, twisted inside and fighting the power the same way Brynn did. For Brynn, the power was always there. These wolves just needed relief once. 
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With their power, you can keep Cindy safe. 

The thought triggered an instinctive reaction, intense and so overwhelming the words escaped from his numb lips without thought. “I’ll do it.” 
The witch nodded and sank to her knees. Her hands dug into the earth, almost as if she was trying to root herself in it. She began to murmur, slow words that increased in speed until they became a feverish, rhythmic chant. 
Magic snapped through the air, leaving a pulse that rolled out from Sasha in ever-growing waves, something that brushed against magic and swept it away. The night fell still, silent, even the spell-sick wolves who’d attacked them. 
Then the first one screamed. 
Adam closed his eyes and reached for the energy around them, invoking that ghostly echo so that when he opened them again he could trace the eddies of power. 
Sasha burned the brightest, lit up like a rainbow of magic—life and death, earth and spirit. A shimmering green cord connected her to Dylan, whose subdued aura held sharp, protective edges as he hovered close to his witch. As Adam watched, the bond between them flared and snapped, leaving a mere echo in its place. 
Turning gave Adam a clear view down the street. The wolves of Red Rock burned brightly too, but the light around them was eclipsed by the angry power roiling in the invading wolves. Sickly green edged with red and black, the power of the wild that had been twisted with death. 
After that, it should have been easy. Every wolf had a thin bond trailing away, magic running inexorably back to its anchor. It had been the same way among his wolves, a secret he’d never told Joan because he delighted in her consternation when he never had any trouble finding her. Every wolf in their pack had been bound to her with chains of magic, visible only to someone who knew how to look. 
Adam knew how to look—but as he did, the first bond snapped, succumbing to the lingering power of Sasha’s magic. 
With every pulse, more bonds disappeared. Adam set off at a run, following the tug as more and more of the flickering bonds tangled together, all flowing toward the same source. 
At the center of the quickly vanishing web he found Abby and a young man who couldn’t have been older than twenty. The werewolf huddled on his hands and knees, bleeding and shaking. “What happened?” 
Abby clutched one bruised hand. “I don’t understand. We were fighting, and then he started trying to herd everyone back the way they came.” 
So their leader, at least, had been strong enough to fight the madness. “These aren’t Helena wolves. 
Dylan said they’re from nearby towns that paid tithes.” Adam sank to his knees and laid a soothing hand on the boy’s back. “They’ve got more power shoved in them than Brynn does right now, and it’s making them crazy.” 
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“Jesus.” 
The boy tried to scramble away, but Adam cursed and caught his shoulders, holding him steady. “Son, listen to me. The bonds between you and the other wolves are snapping, and every time one does all that power snaps right back to you. Let me take it, so it won’t hurt anymore.” 
“Take.” His terrified voice cracked. “That’s all anyone ever does. Even when they give back, it’s nothing but pain.” 
“No more pain,” Adam promised, gentling his voice. “Just one drop of blood, that’s all I need. One drop freely given, and any pain will skip right on past you and come to me.” 
He nodded. “I don’t care if you kill me. Just make it stop.” 
The pain in those tired, hopeless words shredded Adam’s nerves as he reached for the boy’s wrist. It didn’t take much, a tiny prick of teeth and the first taste of blood, and magic roiled up, hungry and eager. 
Forging the connection hurt, but it was a pain Adam could master. He let the connection fall into place and braced himself against the onslaught of power, but even that wasn’t enough. It roared over him, through him, flooded him in life and death and pain and grief and sorrow, so much sorrow he wanted to weep— 
It didn’t stop. More bonds broke, still failing under the press of Sasha’s spell, but the bond between him and the boy stayed strong. Adam siphoned off a tiny bit of the power to strengthen it, using it to reinforce the connection until not even Sasha’s magic could break it. With each shattered binding, more power slammed into him, until he was full of it, floating on it. 
Madness beckoned, but Adam closed his eyes and forced it away with one thought. One face. One need. “Cindy. I have to get back to Cindy.” 
Abby was already kneeling by the boy, who’d gone limp in her arms. Her face was calm, but her eyes saw too much. “She’ll be at the bar. Hurry.” 
If the run from the bar had been chaotic, the walk back was eerie. The intruders had dropped where they stood as their bonds failed, and perplexed-looking defenders milled about as Keith organized them to start gathering the fallen. 
Inside, Cindy stood by the raised stagelike dais, cleaning up. She grinned as she gathered discarded plastic and paper, along with opened packages of medical paraphernalia and bloodied gauze. 
She looked up when he walked in, her smile widening. “Hey, Mac’s going to be—” The words cut off in a harsh intake of breath, and she dropped the half-full trash bag she held. “What’s wrong, Adam?” 
Every instinct focused on her, but he was afraid to take another step. “I had to take their power.” 
“The wolves?” She reached for him. “How do you get rid of it?” 
“I don’t know. There are rituals…spells, maybe.” The darkest part of his soul protested, and he crushed the rebellion ruthlessly. “Getting rid of power isn’t exactly a common goal, sweetheart.” 
“There has to be a way. We’ll find one.” 
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Sasha walked in and leaned against the open door, one hand tangled in Dylan’s fur. “I only know of one way. Adam…is familiar with it.” 
A shudder worked through him, and he was helpless to stop it. “Those were weak wolves, Sasha. 
Subordinates. Submissives. The only one with serious power was Joan.” 
“We have to do something, don’t we?” 
Cindy laid a hand on his cheek. “Christ, Adam, you’re burning up.” 
“I know.” He closed his eyes and clutched at her shoulders, using her presence to ground him. “It has to be Winston. Someone needs to get him.” 
“I’m already here.” A strong hand locked around Adam’s elbow. “Cindy, help me get him to a chair.” 
It was all Adam could do to keep from driving his elbow into Keith’s chest. “I’m not an invalid, Winston.” It came out as a snarl. 
Keith had no problem snarling right back. “Park your ego at the door and sit your ass down. If you don’t care about yourself, think about Cindy.” 
“Yes, think about Cindy,” she interjected. “Is someone going to tell me what’s going on?” 
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Cindy had thought she couldn’t get more terrified than when Mac had been brought to her, torn and bleeding, and she’d had to confront the possibility that it could have been her, or any of them. 
It could have been Adam. 
But that fear paled next to this, next to him looking half-dead and half-crazy in turn, and Sasha talking about doing something that sounded suspiciously like— 
“No.” She knelt in front of him, gripping his hand as tightly as she could. “You don’t have to forge these bonds. You can give it to me.” 
His hand came up to cup her cheek, and he managed a weak smile. “No. At least I have practice with this.” 
All that wouldn’t matter if it broke him. “Are you sure?” 
“No.” His thumb swept over her lips, a gentle, tender touch. “What I have to ask of you is far worse. I only hope you won’t hate me for it.” 
She had only one answer, and she meant it with everything in her. “Anything.” 
Adam closed his eyes. “With this much power, I can protect the town. If I bind your wolves to me, the way I did it before, they’ll heal a hundred times faster. They’ll be stronger. And with their strength at my disposal, their willing strength, this vampire doesn’t stand a chance.” 
A curious numbness unfurled inside her, and she shook her head. “You said you had no business having that sort of power with no thought of how to use it. Does that mean you—you’ve figured it out?” 
“No, sweet Cindy. It means I can save your town and your wolves, but I might become a monster.” 
The numbness splintered into horror. “Adam—” 
“Shh.” He looked up to where Keith still hovered, then shifted his gaze to Sasha and Dylan, who watched in silence. “Can we get a few moments?” 
Sasha backed away. “We’ll check on things outside.” 
Cindy heard them file out, but she couldn’t tear her gaze away from Adam’s face. His lips and cheeks were red with fever, his eyes glassy. “You can’t sacrifice yourself for us. It isn’t right.” 
His other hand came up, both cradling her face. “It’s too late, Cindy. I already took the power, and I can’t contain it all. Forgive me. I need you to forgive me, for not waiting—” 
She cut off his frantic words with a quick, hard kiss. “Nothing to forgive, Adam. Just…tell me what you need me to do.” 
Moira Rogers 
“Stay with me.” He smoothed his thumbs over her cheeks, his voice dropping to a whisper. “I’ll fight with everything in me, darling. For you, for your friends…but they’re not just words. Power corrupts. No vampire I’ve heard of has taken this much power before. You’ll need to bring me back. And if you can’t…” 
Her eyes burned, and she couldn’t breathe. Adam would rather die than live that way—out of control, mad with power. A danger to others. She knew that. 
She knew it. 
It didn’t help. Cindy realized she was holding her breath, and she released it on a ragged sob. Her first instinct was to argue, and her second was to demand that he ask someone—anyone—else to bear this responsibility. To shoulder the burden of killing him. 
But she couldn’t. There was no one else with a fighting chance of breaking through his madness, if it came to that. She had the best chance of holding him there, of keeping him anchored and sane. 
She blinked until the tears clouding her vision fell, tracing hot lines down her cheeks. “Tell me how to do it quickly. I don’t—don’t want it to hurt.” 
Adam pressed his lips to her forehead. “Sever the spinal cord. But I swear to God, Cindy, I’m going to try.” 
“Please.” She held his wrists and closed her eyes. “Does this mean I have to stay outside the spell?” 
“Yes. I don’t want you in it.” He kissed her forehead again, then each eyelid. “I can bring the vampire here. Once I have the power, I’ll find him. Challenge him. He’ll know I took what was his, and he’ll come.” 
And then, one way or another, it would end. “We’ll be ready.” 
“I know.” His mouth covered hers and he kissed her, hard and hungry, so desperate it felt like he was trying to condense a lifetime of kisses into one moment. 
But it couldn’t last forever. Cindy heard footsteps, and Abby murmured their names. “No more time. 
The kid—the leader? He said everyone else was an hour behind them at most, and they’re bound to be in a hurry now. We need to do this.” 
Adam released her and lifted his head. “Keith and Sasha.” 
“I’ll get them.” Cindy wiped her face as she rose. She had to have a moment to compose herself, to strengthen her resolve. 
Outside, Keith was standing with Dylan, who’d shifted and found a pair of sweatpants somewhere. 
“The kid might have been the strongest one they had,” Dylan murmured as Cindy stopped next to them. 
“Matthews only let a pack stay in a nearby town if they tithed heavily, and he went in once a year to stamp out anyone strong enough to present a challenge. They’re going to be as helpless as the Helena subordinates would have been.” 
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Keith shook his head. “You of all people know better than to underestimate a wolf with nothing to lose, Gennaro. You took down Alan Matthews with a handgun after all of us had failed. Maybe we can give them a little hope worth fighting for.” 
“Adam’s ready for you and Sasha.” Cindy marveled at how steady and calm the words sounded. 
Keith nodded to Dylan. “Go talk to the ones you know.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
Keith turned to Cindy next and grasped her arms. “You okay, sweetheart?” 
“No.” She laughed helplessly. “I won’t be part of it, Keith. The pack bonding. I’m the safety switch, I guess. If things go wrong.” 
For one second, he stared. Then he swore viciously as his fingers tightened. “I’m going to kill that son of a bitch.” 
“There’s no one else, just me.” It was a truth she could barely fathom. “He trusts me.” 
“Cindy, you don’t—” He cut off and cursed again. “Damn it all to hell, we don’t even have time to fight about it. Sasha! With me, and explain what the hell’s going on.” 
The witch was there in an instant. “We need to redistribute all the power Adam took from the wolves. 
He’s going to use me and you to do it.” 
“Is this like that spell he used in the thirties?” 
“Pretty much exactly.” She frowned apologetically. “I don’t have time to find another way.” 
“Fine.” Keith’s hand slid down to curl around Cindy’s hand, squeezing. “Let’s do this. And Cindy, I want to leave someone else with you, so if something has to happen…” 
It might be easier to let someone else be the one to end Adam’s life, but it could haunt her for the rest of hers. “I can do this, Keith. I will, for him.” 
There was a moment of silence as they pushed through the door, and Keith nodded. “Sasha? What do we do?” 
When she answered, she addressed Adam. “Bind Keith. After that, I’ll draw the bond into myself and thread it out to the rest of the pack.” 
It wasn’t showy, though energy gathered in the room until it felt like every molecule was electrified. 
Sizzling. Keith held out his arm without waiting to be asked, and Adam grasped his wrist in silence. A muscle in Keith’s cheek twitched when Adam bit him, but the vampire’s throat worked only once before he pulled back, eyes squeezed shut and jaw clenched. 
The first proof that anything had happened was Keith’s sharp inhalation. Magic wound through the room, but it tasted like Keith, not Adam. It built until Cindy’s ears buzzed, as if all this power was a living, noisy thing, whispering its demands of them all. 
Sasha stepped forward, and the buzzing grew louder. She held out one hand, her fingers hovering just shy of Keith’s skin. The electric atmosphere intensified, and magic began to lash through the air. 
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Cindy closed her eyes as energy zipped around her, questing. Searching. She waited for it to envelop her… 
But it never did. When Sasha finally dropped her hand and opened her eyes, Cindy stood alone. The magic had solidified, webbed around her, but she was untouched. She shivered. “Is it done?” 
Keith’s voice seemed to echo. “It’s done. Christ. If this is what Brynn feels like half the time, no wonder she starts so many damn fights.” 
“Power can make you reckless.” Adam came to his feet. There was something graceful and almost predatory about the way his gaze drifted across the room and fixed on her. “You should gather the wolves. 
If I challenge the vampire, it should be one-on-one, but I doubt he’ll hold to the rules once he realizes I have what he wants.” 
He was watching her, so Cindy blinked. “You—you want me to do it?” 
Keith had already started for the door. “Stay with him. Sasha, you too.” His voice brooked no argument. 
The door slammed behind him, but Adam still watched her. Darkness stirred in his gaze, and he held out a hand. “Cindy.” 
She couldn’t look away. “Adam.” His hand was hot under hers, but steady. 
He seemed oblivious to Sasha’s presence as he pulled Cindy forward until her body stretched out against his. “Tell me you’re not afraid of me. Tell me you’ll still want me if we make it through this.” 
Perhaps he could feel her fear—not completely, but enough to misunderstand it. “I’m terrified, but I want you, Adam, always. If we make it through this…” She lifted her hands to his face. “Even if we don’t.” 
He shuddered under her touch. “I’m too damn old to fall in love, and too damn smart to fall this fast. 
But hell, Cindy, if we don’t… I would have—” 
Her chest ached, and she had to press her fingers over his mouth to stop the words. “Tell me in a while?” Outside, she heard distant, threatening howls. “Just a little while now.” 
Adam jerked her hand away and claimed her lips in a kiss so hard his fangs scratched her lips. Cindy met it eagerly, glad for the tiny wounds she knew his teeth would leave. It was a little more of him she could have for a bit longer, even if things went badly. 
When the howls rose again, he tore himself away and spun, striding for the door with jerky, abrupt steps, as if he had to force himself to walk away. And walk away he did, out the door and into the street, where his voice rose along with the borrowed power in a challenge that must have echoed off the hills. “I
challenge you for blood rights to the state of Montana and every wolf within its borders. Show yourself or
forfeit. ” 
Adam didn’t even know the enemy’s name. 
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It was a trivial detail to be concerned about when the mountains around them vibrated with the roars of challenging wolves. Magic thrummed in his veins, magic he’d stolen mixed with power freely given, and the world lay crisp and sharp around him, connected to him in a way he’d never imagined. 
He could number the pine needles on distant trees and count the grains of sand in the rocky gravel stretched out before him. Somewhere on the edge of town a furious force gathered, the vampire marshaling death and life as he screamed a wordless response to Adam’s challenge. Too far gone to remember the rituals, or too lost to madness to care. 
Recco’s wolves streamed down the street, healthy and hungry for a fight. The real warriors, the ones Red Rock would have to defeat in order to live free. Safe. 
A small gray wolf shot past him and stood in front of him, snarling, legs stiff and trembling. He could feel the others, but not her. Not Cindy. 
She launched herself at the first attacker to head his way, jaws snapping in ferocious, protective rage. 
The wolf yelped and went down, and Adam shuddered and fought the need to draw more power, to take it from Red Rock’s defenders and channel it into a weapon to protect Cindy. 
Cindy didn’t need his protection. She fought like she’d been trained, which she had been, knowing Keith and Joe. Another wolf fell before her and still the vampire didn’t appear, though his presence weighted the air, left it heavy. 
So much magic, so many bonds, but no bridge between them. Without a link, there was no way to force his enemy to show himself. Not before the situation was dire and lives had been lost. No way except— 
A wolf got past Cindy and lunged for Adam’s throat, and he twisted fast and wrapped both arms around its body. Sharp teeth snapped shut an inch away from his face, and arrogance grew inside Adam, reckless and unchecked. 
Ignoring the battle around them, he lifted his arm and shoved it into the wolf’s mouth. Those deadly teeth tore into his skin, shredding his arm as the startled beast bit down. Hard, almost hard enough to snap bone, and pain ripped through Adam like shattering glass, burning away everything but his goal. “Drink, you flea-ridden fucker.” 
Crazed though the wolf might be, it clearly recognized danger. As it should—over time Adam’s blood would poison the wolf, death magic festering until it consumed the creature from the inside. It tried to pull back, but wrenching its head only carved deeper paths in Adam’s arm, and the blood ran freely. 
Too freely. It wasn’t the easiest way to forge a connection. There was no gift here, no willing participant. Adam used the excess magic thrumming inside him to force the bond into place with brutal strength before releasing the wolf, letting the creature fall to the ground in a whimpering, confused sprawl. 
Adam ignored the hot slick of blood running down his arm and closed his eyes, tracing that tentative bond back to the wolf. 
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Without the power surging inside him it would have been impossible, but it was so easy to reach out and draw in a little from Red Rock’s defenders. Savage, willing magic rose at his slightest thought, and with it he seized energy from the wolf at his feet, wrapping himself in its aura as he found the second bond and followed it back to its source. 
The vampire sat at the center like a bloated spider, huddling in the protective web he’d made from the wolves’ life force. Magic didn’t carry thoughts easily, but intentions were clear enough. The coward meant to use his wolves, use them up if he had to, anything to drain the reserves of the defenders. 
Fear permeated the connections, the fear of the attackers, whose opponents healed faster than any wolf should, and fear from the vampire himself, who couldn’t understand why Adam’s circle of power shone strong and controlled where his was a chaotic mess. 
It was such a mess that the vampire didn’t even notice when Adam stole the first wolf from him. He snatched the bond as easy as breathing, and added it to the endless reservoir of strength building inside him. 
The second came to him just as easily, but with the third a roar split the air, and the attacking wolves went wild as the vampire lost his grip on sanity and charged. 
Adam opened his eyes to find Cindy hovering, her fur streaked with blood, and none of it hers. She’d obviously heard the roar, the challenge, and she lunged only to draw up short. She wouldn’t leave him, but she didn’t have to. 
The vampire would come to them. 
Then he did, a pale specter who charged down the street, knocking people and skirmishing wolves out of his path. He was past his prime, the evidence of too much magic twisting his frame, leaving him physically weak. 
The power inside him was another story. At any other time, Adam would have been wary of it. Now, he welcomed the chance to extinguish it, like a licked fingertip on a lit match head. 
“You can’t have them.” Even his voice was unholy, an echo of itself rasping free of his throat. 
“They’re mine!” 
Adam laughed, let the sound ring out and echo off the surrounding buildings. Words came, stiffly formal and dripping with disdainful challenge that felt more real than he intended. “You’re a mewling, pathetic boy trying to play a man’s game. I invented the rules, you fool. You think to best me?” 
“I know about you.” The vampire smiled viciously. “You spent the last century hiding from this power like a little girl. You don’t deserve it.” 
The words should have hurt more, but what could possibly hurt him now? He was fucking invincible. 
“I may not deserve it, but I’m the one who’s got it. You couldn’t quite pull it off, could you, you sorry bastard.” 
“Your way is weak. You give them too much power.” 
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“And your way is working out for you?” Adam spit on the ground. “Let them go, or I’ll take them from you. Every last one.” 
Cindy snarled, and the vampire looked at her. “Or I’ll take yours from you,” he murmured. 
Faces flashed before his eyes. Women and girls, young wolves who had been taken from him, tortured and killed to teach him his place in the world. They’d been his to protect, his to hold safe for all that they’d given their loyalty to Joan. They’d been his— 
—and not one of them had touched him as deeply as Cindy. 
For the first time in his too-long existence, someone had stirred the embers of affection until love simmered just beneath the surface, ready to burst into flames. Cindy was life. Cindy was everything. 
Adam dragged power from God-knew-where and flung it at his foe as he lunged, sense and reason gone. No one would touch Cindy, not while he lived. Not if he had to kill every last one of them to keep her safe. 
Magic shattered through the night. Cindy’s first instinct was to tuck her tail and run, to get out of the way of such ravenous, uncontrolled power. Then Adam charged past her and she realized it was coming from him. 
Her back legs almost gave out as the two vampires clashed. Adam had the clear advantage in strength and sheer physical brawn, but the invader had command of the attacking wolves, who abandoned their battles and converged on the center of town, more than ready to tear Adam apart. 
Cindy howled a protest and hit the nearest one. He held his ground, paws scrabbling on the asphalt, and snapped at her. But Keith had taught her to fight, and she ducked those jaws and countered by raking sharp nails across the wolf’s eyes. 
Her adversary rolled away with a pained yelp. A familiar wolf pounced on him—Keith, who snapped his jaws shut on the back of his enemy’s neck. More wolves from Red Rock appeared, and some werewolves in human form holding weapons that had become all but useless in the writhing throng of fighting bodies. 
There was nothing to do but keep fighting, so she did, until Keith stumbled and fell under a sloppy attack he should have been able to fend off with ease. He bounded immediately to his paws, but his fatigue was plain. 
The wolves were beginning to falter, allies and enemies, and it took Cindy several seconds to realize that Adam and the other vampire were still fighting, going strong when others were beginning to succumb to exhaustion. 
They were draining the wolves. 
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Cindy fought free of the melee and panted for breath. She remained outside the bond; she’d be fine, but she didn’t know how long that would be true of the other Red Rock wolves. If Adam didn’t kill the vampire soon, they might all fall. 
Or she could do it herself. 
The thought sent a shiver racing through her. Well, why not?  Adam had told her how— sever the
spinal cord—and the vampire was distracted, fully focused on defeating his most dangerous enemy. 
Adam had left his hatchets leaning against the outside wall of the bar, not far from the door. Cindy shifted back to her human form when she reached them, shivering a little in the night air. Her hand trembled, and she steadied it by closing her fingers tightly around the handle of one hatchet. 
With most of the attack centered around Adam, she had a clear path to the other vampire. One swing,
Cindy. End this. 
No one blocked her or moved to protect the vampire. Perhaps they could only do his bidding, and his own hubris wouldn’t allow him to believe anyone but Adam posed a threat to him. 
Maybe they wanted to be free of him. 
She caught the vampire on the side of the neck. Blood spurted, but he didn’t fall. Instead he roared in pain and spun, lashing out blindly. The blow landed, snapping her head to one side, and pain exploded through her cheek and jaw. 
“Cindy!” Her name tore free of Adam’s throat, rage and terror shredding it into a pained cry as the invading vampire lunged for her, fingers grasping for her hair. His mouth opened, baring gruesomely sharp fangs. 
He almost bit her. His teeth scraped her neck in a rough, glancing blow, fangs slicing across skin instead of piercing. The pain helped her focus, driving her determination as she hit him in the side of the head, knocking him away. 
He grabbed at her arm, the one holding the blade. It drew her attention, and she didn’t see his fist coming at her again until connected, knocking her back in a wild stumble. 
As Cindy recovered, she caught sight of Adam, practically walking over combatants to get to her, a terrible fury twisting his features. If he engaged the vampire while in the grip of such blinding rage… 
The vampire reached for her. She sidestepped his grasp and swung again, this time burying the hatchet in the pale skin at the back of his neck. The blade wasn’t big enough to take off his head, but it didn’t have to. As soon as she felt it bite through his spine, she let go and fell back. 
The vampire started to fall, but Adam snarled and finished the job she’d started, grabbing his enemy’s head and separating it from his body with brute strength and wrath alone. 
Magic crackled in the air like electricity, the shock nearly audible in the sudden hush. The attacking wolves began to drop one by one, sprawling to the ground in eerie silence. 
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Cindy almost fell to her knees. Adam looked wild, his eyes wide with almost berserker rage, and it was only then that she remembered the fallen vampire could well be the least of her worries. 
She held out her hand. “Adam.” 
He flung the head aside and reached for her, fingers slicking over her blood-soaked skin with an urgency that betrayed his terror. “They hurt you. They hurt you.” 
The side of her face throbbed, but nothing else pained her. “No, I’m fine. It’s not mine. Not my blood.” 
His hands tightened on her arms, bearing down until she knew she’d have bruises that wouldn’t heal overnight. “I’ll protect you. Forever.” 
The words should have sounded like heaven, but the wild power surging through him perverted the sentiment. He’d protect her with stolen magic, with the bonds he’d never wanted to keep. “Adam, you have to let go.” 
“I’m not strong enough without them.” A desperate, shamed admission that he whispered with closed eyes. “I can’t do it again. I can’t fail this time. Last time I let them go and I wasn’t strong enough.” 
More of the ghosts haunting him, and this time they could kill him. “Adam, please.” 
“They killed them one by one, to keep me in line. I let them go to save them, and I only killed them faster.” 
Damn it.  “You tried. Just like you have to try now.” 
His fingers tightened. “I will try. I won’t let them hurt you.” 
“This isn’t the way to do that,” she argued desperately. “You can’t keep everyone bound to you. Not like this.” 
Dylan appeared, smeared with blood and tense. “Sasha can’t break herself free. Not herself and not the wolves. He’s holding them too damn tight and people are starting to hurt.” 
Cindy nodded but kept her attention on Adam. She slid her hands up to his face and whispered to him, desperate to make him hear her. “You don’t want me hurt. I understand that, but you need to know that you will hurt me if you do this. I can’t let you put my friends in danger.” 
The first glimmer of sense returned to his eyes, and his hands came up to cover hers. “I don’t—I don’t know if I can—” But he closed his eyes and shuddered, and with her skin pressed tight to his she felt the stir of magic. 
It looked agonizing. His body shook as that tenuous power grew, gathering inside him, and her wolf wanted to shy away. 
She stood firm. Tighter and tighter it wound, until Adam whispered a curse and it snapped, flying out in a thousand directions. 
Dylan staggered and groaned. Keith hit the ground on his knees, and Abby followed, one arm thrown protectively over him despite her own shakiness. 
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Terror threatened to choke Cindy, and she shook Adam, just enough to make him look at her. “Are you all right? Talk to me.” 
His glazed eyes took forever to focus on her face. He smiled, tired and tentative, and touched her cheek. “I would have loved you with everything I had.” 
He collapsed without warning and Cindy followed him, pain splintering through her. She remembered what it had cost him to break the bonds over the refugees, and these had been far more numerous, and stronger. Tighter. 
He needed to feed, and there was only one way she could think of to get him to do it. “No magic but us,” she whispered, and kissed him hard. As his teeth cut into her lower lip, she silently begged him to take what she offered. 
Beneath her, Adam stirred. His tongue slid against her lip, wet and hot, and when he plunged past her teeth to taste her, the coppery tang of her blood flavored his kiss. Energy burned inside her, still riled from the fight and her own fear, but the longer they kissed the softer it became, soaking into him through the magic they’d made together. 
Breaking the kiss was unfathomable, and Cindy held on even when he rolled her onto her back and covered her with his body. 
An eternity passed before he pulled away and planted his hands on either side of her head, levering the bulk of his weight off of her. “You pack a hell of a punch in a tiny bit of blood, lover.” 
She was floating, giddy with relief. “Do you feel okay?” 
“I’ll make it.” He sounded hoarse, ragged around the edges. He rolled again and brought her on top of him. “Too damn cold for you to be sprawled naked on the ground.” 
Keith’s dry voice cut through their moment. “It’s too damn cold for anyone to be out here naked. You two feel like getting your asses inside? I think it’s time to clean up and call our people home.” 
Home.  “What about the alpha? Recco, I mean.” 
“Dead.” Keith’s darkly amused laugh rumbled through the night. “Abby ate his head, which might just make her the new alpha of Helena.” 
“Fantastic.” Cindy swallowed hard. “Unless you literally mean she ate his head, in which case I might be sick.” 
“Purely figurative. Either way, someone’s going to have to clean house in Helena. Gavin may have to come out of retirement yet.” 
With the support of a nearby sanctuary city, Gavin could handle things in Red Rock, at least for a few more years. “He’ll be thrilled to hear it.” 
“Less thrilled if he’s mourning the death of his favorite doctor, who froze her fool ass off.” Keith’s voice was filled with fond exasperation, cut with the buzz of victory. 
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They’d won. Helena had been defeated, and their way of life was safe. Cindy looked down at Adam. 
“I don’t give a damn if we’re lying in the street and I’m naked and everyone I know is watching. I love you.” 
Adam’s fingers drifted up to smooth her hair back from her forehead, and his quiet smile was all for her. “Love you too, Dr. Shepherd.” 
Words she never thought she’d hear, not from someone like Adam. Happy tears stung her eyes, and she sank down to his chest. “Take me home.” 
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With all the changes in his life over the past six months, it had taken Adam a while to notice a subtle but profound one: having male friends. 
He’d spent decades in the woods with the occasional female playmate as his only real company. Even in recent years, it had been Emily who had cut a path to his door, towing her reluctant mate behind her. 
During the time he’d spent on the farm with his witch and his wolves, he’d been surrounded by women, and then the token men had regarded him with more suspicion than friendship. 
In Red Rock, friends were everywhere. He had Keith’s steady respect, Gavin’s long-standing friendship and Dylan’s nervous but endearing curiosity. Even Joe had come around…somewhat. Enough to join Keith and Dylan more often than not as the four of them chopped and sawed and leveled and hammered. 
Building a house was more complicated now than it had been in the thirties, when he’d hidden himself away in the northern part of Maine. Dylan had shown an unexpected flair for the eccentricities of modern plumbing—something he self-deprecatingly credited to his former landlord’s ineptitude, and Keith had droned on about wiring and voltages until Adam’s eyes had glazed over. Without them, the project might have stalled before it got started. 
With them, though, Adam had built a house. 
It wasn’t grand or fancy, but it had something more valuable. Every corner, every room, every bit of it bore Cindy’s touch, details they’d worked out together during the long winter months when Red Rock had seemed like a snowy dream, cut off from the world and locked in the post-battle revelry of people who hadn’t expected to win. 
Of course, they weren’t building it very fast. Dylan had other duties to deal with most of the week, and Joe and Keith could only help on the weekends, when they needed a break from the hard work of rebuilding the Helena pack. But they still showed up, almost every weekend, and it meant more to Adam than he’d realized at first. 
They finished the inside paneling on the morning of Gavin’s birthday, and Adam celebrated by pulling three chilled beers from a nearby cooler. “I was expecting Dylan by now. I imagine he’s gotten distracted, though.” 
Joe accepted his beer. “That’s one way to put it. He’s probably still over at Cindy’s with Sasha.” 
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“Boy moves fast,” Keith drawled as he twisted the cap off his beer. “I hear Sam keeps butting her ass in, trying to ‘loan’ him money for an engagement ring. Subtle like a grenade.” 
Adam couldn’t help but laugh. “Samantha’s a little old-fashioned, and Gavin’s not exactly from a time where babies are supposed to come before marriage. But Dylan’s fine. He lowers his eyes and yes ma’ams Sam until she backs off, then ignores her.” 
“Eh, he’ll get Sasha down the aisle soon.” Joe sat against the wall and stretched out his legs, mindless of the plaster dust. Keith used one hand to hoist himself up onto a sawhorse, balancing precariously. 
They both looked relaxed. At home. Adam drained half his beer and shrugged. “Don’t think either of them cares. They’re happy. That’s what matters.” 
“Cindy’s happy too,” Keith murmured. “Which is good. Now we don’t have to bring it, Rise of the
Lycans style.” 
A long winter in front of Cindy’s television hadn’t made the younger generation’s idea of humor much easier to understand, but Adam had learned to shrug it off. “If that means you’re going to stop plotting my death, I’m relieved.” 
Joe grinned. “If Cindy were in the throes of some hormonally induced bad judgment, it would have faded by now. Which means she really does love you, and we’re duty-bound to at least try to like you.” 
“I bet I’m not hard to like from Helena.” 
“Nah, you’re all right.” 
Keith lifted his beer. “To Red Rock’s own vampire lumberjack.” His eyes glinted with a humor that made him look more like a mischievous young buck than a man nearing his fifth decade. “So your house is pretty damn close to done. You owe us. Tell us how the hell Gavin has a dark secret that involves a madam with a pet monkey.” 
Gavin would murder him, and Adam didn’t care. He settled back against the table and took another sip of his beer. “Well, old Gavin wasn’t always the most law-abiding of men. He ran with a pretty wild crowd of bootleggers, and one of their favorite stomping grounds was owned by the infamous Black Magic Betty, a madam who might’ve been a witch to boot, and she’d trained her little pet monkey to pick men’s pockets while the girls had them distracted…” 
Both men laughed as Adam played up the tale, spinning out the story of Gavin’s legendary run through the brothel, stark naked and determined to bring the thieving monkey to justice. Reminiscing didn’t hurt anymore; his lingering ghosts had been more than exorcised over the months, as Cindy had coaxed tales of the past from him. Slowly at first, as if she knew how much it still hurt sometimes, but always there. Always caring. 
Joe and Keith’s laughter reminded him how nice it was to have friends, but it was eclipsed by how very nice it was to have Cindy. 
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That warmth carried him through two more beers and a dozen stories that would surely have Gavin running him out of Red Rock. By the time Adam made the short walk back toward Cindy’s house, the sun had dipped toward the edge of the trees and people had already filled the streets, their laughter echoing through town as they converged on the bar to begin preparations for Gavin’s birthday party. 
More laughter drifted from the living room as he pushed open the back door, but the voice was too high to belong to the young refugee doctor who’d been spending most of his time learning the ropes of Cindy’s day-to-day job. 
Cindy ducked into the kitchen, a pleased smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “I was wondering where you were.” 
“Telling Keith and Joe stories about criminal life in the nineteen twenties.” Her eyes held a hint of mischievousness that probably meant trouble. “We have company?” 
“You have company.” She stretched out her hand. “Come into the living room.” 
Still perplexed, he slid his fingers into hers and followed willingly enough—until she tugged him over the threshold into the living room and he found himself face to face with the past. 
Joan. 
So many years had passed, but there was no mistaking her. She had aged gracefully, her dark hair swept with silver but her face still smooth, and only a few wrinkles to mark the decades she’d lived. Smile lines, they looked like, and it mended something he hadn’t known was broken to realize in that instant that Joan had lived a happy life. 
She smiled at him from her spot on the couch, tentative but friendly, as if her husband wasn’t wrapped half around her and watching Adam with a wariness that said more than a thousand verbal threats. In spite of her smiles, Joan was nervous enough to have Seamus’s back up. The werewolf might be even older than Gavin, but Adam could see the past in him, the dangerous criminal who’d crashed into their lives in the midst of chaos and swept prim and proper Joan off her feet. 
The air was redolent with protective magic, and it took Adam a moment to realize it wasn’t just coming from Seamus. Cindy all but shook with it, a dominant wolf ready to keep her mate safe by any means necessary, and Adam tensed, recognizing the potential for unpleasantness hovering in the air. 
Joan noticed it as well. Her lips pursed, as if laughter might erupt at any moment. “Oh, Adam. Say something, before one of them explodes. It would be a depressingly short fight, since Seamus is too old fashioned to hit a girl.” 
“Chauvinism has its advantages,” Cindy interjected. “Advantages I’d be unashamed to press.” 
The old wolf eyed her. “I think she really would kick my ass.” 
Cindy relaxed a little. “And it would serve you right for underestimating me.” 
Some of the tension dissolved as Seamus laughed. “A pretty lady? Never.” 
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“Behave,” Joan murmured, and the slightly exasperated tone sent Adam spinning back to the past. Not to the painful memories of when it had all gone wrong, but to the good times. Long nights around a family-sized table he’d put together himself, with Joan presiding at the head, wreathed more often than not in blushes and stern disapproval every time the conversation had grown ribald. 
He doubted she was a prim little innocent now, not after nearly a century of marriage to a barely-reformed blackguard like Seamus Whelan, but she could still make a man feel like a misbehaving schoolboy with a stern look. She held the look for a moment, then dissolved into laughter. “I don’t get nearly as much practice as I used to. Now that I’m a great-grandmother, people have started guarding their tongue around me. I hope you’ll all be amazingly inappropriate.” 
Adam felt his own smile form, wide and easy and free of lingering sadness as he hooked an arm around Cindy’s waist and pulled her close. “What do you think? Is anyone likely to say anything remotely appropriate to her the entire time she’s here?” 
“Only if Seamus and Gavin glower at them.” Cindy softened the words with a wink. 
“Trouble,” Joan’s husband declared, laughing. “Sure you can handle her?” 
“Nope,” Adam replied easily. “But who wants a woman they can handle?” 
“No man worth having.” Joan found Adam’s gaze, and he saw his own relief mirrored in her dark brown eyes. They softened, and she tilted her head, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper. “A long time ago you told me to let Seamus love me.” 
The memory came easily enough. Numb with pain, magically drained. Seamus and Joan had come to the rescue, covered in blood and radiating the sort of power that only came when two strong people became one mind, one heart. 
He’d felt so alone, so damn tired. So confident in his own unworthiness. “I remember. And I remember you asking me a question too.” 
“If you’d ever let anyone love you.” 
“That’s the one.” He’d lied. At the time he’d told himself he’d done it well, and she’d believed him. 
Maybe they’d both been fools. “I told you I would. Someday.” 
Joan nodded. “Someday was worth the wait, I think.” 
“I hope so.” Cindy leaned up and kissed his cheek. “Catch up. I’m going to make coffee, and Seamus is going to help me.” 
The man mock-groaned. “But I’m old.” 
“And I’m a doctor,” she shot back. “Buck up and come on. You’ll be fine.” 
He followed her through the doorway into the kitchen, leaving Adam and Joan alone. “So,” he said as he sank into a chair. “I suppose we have a lot to catch up on.” 
“We certainly do. Where do you want to start?” 
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Gavin’s quiet birthday celebration had turned into an out-and-out shindig. Werewolves and humans filled the bar and spilled out into the warm spring night. The tired old jukebox had been retired for the evening, replaced with a half-dozen strategically placed speakers and an MP3 player, which Adam had declared damnably small and more like magic than any spell Sasha had ever woven. 
Sasha herself was enthroned on the dais next to Samantha and Gavin. Dylan had finally been persuaded to leave her side for a laughing dance with Abby, whose smile lit up the room. 
Everyone was happy and jovial. Wolves and humans, a witch and one vampire. Red Rock had never seen a celebration like this, but hopefully it would see many, many more. 
“I think Seamus is scandalizing Brynn,” Adam murmured from behind Cindy, sliding one arm around her waist. “I bet she didn’t know she could be scandalized.” 
It would take some uncouth comments, indeed. Cindy watched as Seamus said something and then chuckled as Brynn blushed redder than Sasha’s hair. “I bet he has some wild stories to tell.” 
“I’m guessing so. He and Joan make an odd match. A bootlegger and a teetotaler debutante.” Adam’s lips brushed her ear. “Almost as odd as a vampire lumberjack and a werewolf doctor.” 
A thrill of awareness and arousal raced through her. “Around here, odd matches are the rule rather than the exception. No one bats an eye, you know.” 
“Think they’d bat an eye if we slipped out of the festivities early?” 
Even if they did, Cindy didn’t give a damn, and she told him as much. “Let’s get out of here.” 
The music was loud enough to spill out into the still, clear night. Adam held her hand and led her past couples who’d drifted out into the street to dance under the stars. Cindy threw a wave to Mac, who’d fully recovered from his injuries and was enjoying a dance with his wife. 
Life is good.  It was written in the smiles and laughter of the revelers outside, and it echoed in Cindy’s heart. 
Adam pulled her down the street, away from her house, so she dug in her heels and asked, “Where are we going?” 
“Not telling.” He grinned and tugged at her hand. “Walk, or do you want to go there over my shoulder?” 
“These are my options?” 
“Or we can stand in the street arguing about it until someone drags us back to the party.” 
“Good point.” She affected a sigh and let him drag her along. “Be gentle with me.” 
Adam steered her toward the long path that led up to their new property. “You’re smart. You can figure it out.” 
“The house?” Even though Adam had devoted every spare moment to construction, it was still far from done. “What are you plotting?” 
“You’ll see” was the only reply. 
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The woods opened up into a clearing near the top of the hill, where Adam had built their home. Under the silvered light from the moon, the cabin looked like a postcard come to life, an idyllic log cabin set alone in the forest. He guided her up the front steps and inside, then nodded to the hallway that led to the master bedroom in the back. 
She held on to his hand, pulling him behind her as she walked down the hall. “Do I need to close my eyes or—oh. Oh God.” She looked around the bedroom in awe. “It’s finished.” 
“Just the bedroom…but everyone helped.” He smiled, a little bit rueful. “Mostly so we’d have a place to stay now that your protégé has all but moved in to your old house.” 
“He’ll make a good country doctor, once he settles in.” She couldn’t take her eyes from the wide bed that dominated the room, the walls, even the polished hardwood floor. 
The walls had been painted dark blue and tan, colors echoed in the curtains and a coverlet that had to be Abby’s handiwork. Framed photos hung around the room, candid shots of Adam and Cindy, proof that Gavin and Sam had helped too. The frames were recognizable as Gavin’s solid, impeccable work, and only Sam could have captured the moments in the photographs. 
“I don’t know what to say.” She gave immediate lie to the words by whispering, “I love you.” 
“I love you too, sweetheart.” He wrapped his arms around her waist and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “Joan was right. You’re worth the wait. Worth everything.” 
“So are you.” She’d tried to hide from him, to shut him out of her heart, but her struggle had been short-lived and futile. He’d dashed past every defense and taken her heart in his hands, and she realized now that it didn’t matter. He would always protect her, always love her. 
That brought a smile to her face as she pushed him toward the bed. “Is there anywhere you need to be anytime soon?” 
“No.” He tumbled onto the bed and brought her with him, leaving her sprawled against his chest. “I intend to be right here. With you. Pretty much forever.” 
It was a sentiment that was all too easy to return. Easy as breathing, the most satisfying thing she’d ever done. “Forever.” 
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He’s only been surviving. Her magic can show him how to live. 
Sanctuary’s Price 
© 2009 Moira Rogers 
Red Rock Pass, Book 3

After a decade under a corrupt alpha’s thumb, Dylan Gennaro is still reeling from the changes in his life: a new home, a new alpha, a pack at war. Even normal things like an ending relationship. Still, when he’s asked to work with an outcast witch, he agrees without hesitation. Maybe by protecting her, he’ll rediscover his own inner strength. If, indeed, it exists. 
Sasha Wallace lost her mentor in a vicious attack that left her scarred in spirit as well as body. While she’s grateful for the refuge offered by the Red Rock alpha, it’s tough living with the pack’s suspicion. 
Even though—or maybe because—she’s willing to use her powers to help them fight their war. Except for Dylan. When she’s finally free to find a new home, he’ll be the only one she regrets leaving behind. 
Their attraction is a balm to their wounded hearts, until their journey for knowledge brings them face to face with a terrifying vampire. Neither has the strength for this fight—but if they can let go of their pasts and trust each other, they might just be able to do it. Together. 
Warning: Contains dangerous magical binding spells, a flannel-wearing vampire lumberjack,
paranormal road-trip hijinks and a quietly brilliant werewolf willing to defy his society and his past to
protect the witch he loves. 
Enjoy the following excerpt for Sanctuary’s Price: 
Dylan closed the book with a great deal of care and set it on the mattress before turning to look at her. 
“Tell me about her.” 
“She was my grandmother’s best friend.” Sasha shut her eyes and immediately called up the image of leathery, blue-veined hands sorting herbs and tracing out runes. “My grandmother died when I was ten, and my parents the next year. Car accident.” She rolled to her back and stared at the ceiling as she continued. 
“The court placed me with my other grandmother. My dad’s mom. She spent two years thinking I was crazy or maybe possessed. Maritza was in Italy, but when she found out what had happened… She came and got me.” 
The corner of the bed sank slightly and Dylan’s hand slid over hers. “And she taught you magic?” 
“Along with my mother and Gram.” She clutched his hand. “But they weren’t very practiced, and there were a lot of things I didn’t know when Maritza took me to Europe.” 
“I haven’t met many witches, but you seem pretty strong to me.” He rubbed his thumb over the backs of her fingers in a soft caress that sent a shiver through her. “I can feel you. Your energy, or power, or whatever it is. Like another werewolf.” 


“Yeah.” She rolled to her side. He was warmth, a flame, and she was drawn inexorably to him. “It’s the same sort of magic, just working in different ways.” 
“Show me how it works. Show me something magical.” His voice had turned decidedly husky. 
“Magical? You mean like this?” She watched him as she whispered for darkness and then light. The room dimmed, the lamps flickering and dying. When the room lit again, it was from tiny pinpoints of light that shimmered to life between them and floated up and around the bed. 
Dylan stretched out beside her, his hand still curled around hers. The flickering lights cast most of his face in gently changing shadows, but she could see the slow grin that curved his lips. 
It was still there when he rolled to face her and lifted a hand to cup her cheek. “Can I kiss you?” 
“No.” She leaned over him, her heart thumping painfully, and covered his hand with hers. “Because I’m going to kiss you.” 
His breath tickled her cheek as he laughed. “A perfectly acceptable alterna—” 
She cut him off with an open-mouthed kiss. It was too hard, too aggressive, and Sasha didn’t give a damn. He’d spent the last week tormenting her with his proximity, his smiles and the heat of his body. 
A groan escaped him a moment before his hand slid around her waist. He dragged her tight against his body, so tight there was no question that he was already aroused. His other hand came up to tangle in her wet hair as he parted his lips under hers. 
She felt the lights above them explode and drift down in remnants of magic. “I need you.” The words were hungry and muffled, spoken into his mouth. “Dylan.” 
“Shh.” His tongue swiped along her lower lip and he nipped lightly at it before rolling them over. She ended up on her back with Dylan over her, his weight braced on his hands. He kissed her gently at first, and then harder as his hips settled over hers. 
She tried to remember the last time she’d had sex. It had to have been Spain, the wizard in Madrid she always called when she passed through. The memory slipped through her fingers, hazy and finally driven to obsolescence by Dylan’s tongue slicking over hers. It had been another life, a different woman from the one arching her hips off the bed now. 
Dylan lifted his head and nuzzled her cheek. His breath skated over her skin, and he lowered his lips to her ear. “Do you have any idea how badly I want to touch you?” A rock of his hips, and he groaned softly. “I’ve dreamt about it.” 
Her entire body tightened in anticipation, and Sasha slipped her hands under the hem of his T-shirt. 
“What did you dream? Tell me.” 
He scraped his teeth over her ear. “I touched you.” He shifted his weight and got one hand to her waist and under her shirt. His mouth left a hot trail of kisses as he traced a path to where her pulse fluttered underneath her skin. She felt the wet warmth of his tongue just before his groan vibrated over her skin. 
“Tasted you.” 


It was positively poetic next to the sweaty, feverish dreams she’d been having. “Mine pretty much revolved around fucking you until neither one of us could move.” 
His fingers tightened around her waist, and he closed his teeth on her throat with a low growl. 
She half expected to freeze up, for the bite to bring memories of her imprisonment crashing in on her. 
But it brought only pleasure, the kind that exploded through her in a shower of hot sparks and put her earlier light show to shame. “Yes…” 
He licked the spot before moving down her body, dropping a kiss to her collarbone and another to the hollow at the base of her throat. “Tell me,” he murmured against her skin as his lips traced the upper curve of her breast left bare by the thin white tank top. “What were you dreaming about that made you moan in your sleep?” 
Sasha was beyond embarrassment, and his words drew only a throaty laugh of amusement. “You heard me, then. I wondered.” His tongue flicked over her skin, and she gasped. “You. Always you, naked beside me. Or—or behind me.” 
“Over you, under you…” He caught the neckline of her shirt between his teeth and dragged it down with another playful growl. 
The strap of her tank top slid down her arm as he bared her breast, and she dug her nails into his lower back. “Inside me.” 


When the past bites, bite back. 
Blood and Destiny 
© 2010 Kaye Chambers 
Ladies of St. George, Book 1 
For Destiny St. George, shapeshifting lioness and private investigator, her best friend’s looming wedding is little more than a reminder of her failed relationship with vampire king Marcus Smythe. Tired of being only one of many mistresses—and dinner entrees—she’s stayed away from the vampire scene altogether. Until a missing-person case forces her to seek his help. 
Knowing that pressing Destiny is not the way to convince her to give their relationship another try, Marcus has been waiting her out—and his patience is rewarded when she steps into his nightclub. Now is his chance to lure her back into his arms. This time, he plans to keep her there. 
Destiny’s not sure which is worse: working with Marcus, or trying to remember all the reasons she called it off with him. And when it becomes clear the case is an elaborate trap to avenge a millennia-old grudge, she finds herself caught between love and instinct—while the clock ticks down on an innocent victim’s life… 
Warning: Vampires determined to take more than a bite out of the heroine. A lioness sure that she’s
going to have the last word. 
Enjoy the following excerpt for Blood and Destiny: 
“Maybe you should go.” 
His hands froze over the wine bottle. Without turning, he resumed twisting the corkscrew into the wine cork. 
“No car,” he reminded me. 
Oh, right. He had sent the driver to find out news of the new vampire in town. Criminy. I latched on to the next solution. 
“When did you tell Peter to bring my car home?” 
“He’ll bring it after work tonight.” 
Which meant not until the wee hours of the morning at best. I watched Marcus pour the rich red wine into the glasses. 
“Cab?” I suggested out of desperation. 
The look he gave me as he turned to me with the glasses in hand was all the answer I needed. The idea of Marcus in a cab was a little bit ridiculous. 
“I’ll grant that it may have been overly optimistic of me to assume I would be invited to stay the night. Nonetheless, you’re stuck with me for the moment. Come, have a glass of wine. Let’s not let my ego 


ruin this reunion. We can talk a bit and if you’re still anxious for me to leave, I’ll call the driver back.” 
Why did the man have to be so reasonable? Simple. Time was on his side and he knew it. I would have loved to say his confidence was misplaced, but we both knew how much I wanted what he was offering. The question was if my strength of will was stronger than my desire? 
I needed action. Walking past him, taking a glass from his hand as I went, I flipped on the outside light and kept moving to the living room. The apartment wasn’t very big, but it boasted a small dining room, a living room, a bedroom and a centrally located bath. Considering I spent most of my time downstairs, it was all I needed. 
He followed like a shadow, not needing any more light than I did to travel the familiar path across the worn carpet. I skirted the doorway to the bedroom, grateful that I had closed it before heading out earlier, and led him to the couch and love seat. Pointedly not looking at the oil painting centered above the couch that Marcus had given me for my birthday last year, I leaned over to flip the lamp on low before settling into the corner next to it with my feet curled under me. It was a very catlike pose, but it was too late to change as Marcus settled close to me. 
If he felt awkward, it didn’t show. He sat with a casual grace and surveyed the room with an imperial air. Considering nothing had changed since the last time he visited, the rush of anxiety I felt was totally absurd. Of course, my jumble of emotions may have been the kiss and the remaining hum of unfulfilled desire. My libido hadn’t quite realized I was going to be frustrated by morning and responded to the promise of his presence. 
Hell, whom was I kidding? I was already frustrated and the solution was close enough to touch. I couldn’t have been more miserable if I were staring at a display of chocolate-covered strawberries behind the glass of a closed shop. Since breaking the glass wasn’t an option, I had to tough it out with the reminder that I had gone to him, after all. 
I drank from the glass but couldn’t appreciate the rich taste of the wine. The quality of it indicated Marcus had my number on more than one level. The silence stretched from awkward into downright rude. 
When he finally spoke, I jumped, sloshing wine across my hand and onto my slacks. Even as his gaze dropped to the red staining the tan fabric and heated with all sorts of lascivious promises, his words registered. 
“You’ve stayed away a long time, Destiny. I’ve missed you. My heart has been lonely.” 
The tension shifted back to the sexual undertones and I had to beat back my libido. Grabbing on to the only lifeline I could find, I tried to pick a fight. 
“I noticed you said your heart was lonely and not your bed.” 
Months ago, it would have had the desired effect. Either Marcus had gotten wise to me or he had mellowed. Vampires as old as he was didn’t change readily, so I was betting on the former. Instead of rising to the bait, he met my challenging look with a contemplative gaze. 


“Why is my lifestyle so repugnant when yours wouldn’t be very different if you followed your instincts?” 
Our time apart had made him smarter too. I was screwed and not in a good way. I sensed retreat might be in order, but argued anyway. “For starters, female lions are very selective in their breeding habits and don’t have a different male every night of the week.” 
“So your objection isn’t to the other women, just the variety?” 
On one hand, my ego was stroked that he’d wasted so much time thinking about why I’d left him. On the other, it meant I was going to have to be totally honest with both of us. Since moral outrage hadn’t worked, maybe honesty would. 
“I don’t know, Marcus. I wasn’t raised among lions, so my moral code doesn’t exactly jive with my genetic programming. Lionesses in the wild will commit to a male coalition if they’re strong enough to keep the pride safe and they’ll share those males among them. Do shapeshifting lions abide by that same code? You tell me since you’ve known more of them than I have.” 
It came out with a wealth of bitter undertones. I cringed, but held my ground. I thought I had come to terms with the fact my mother had left me on the doorstep of St. George’s Children’s Home as a newborn, but apparently my abandonment issues were creeping up to haunt me at the most inopportune time. It also gave away more than I wanted Marcus to know. Intuitive as always, he picked up on the hidden clue. 
“So if it’s not the sharing that offends you, what is it, dear Destiny?” 
I took the opportunity to look at him, really look at him. The first moment I’d laid eyes on him, his presence had hit me like a blow to my middle. He still had the ability to do that to me. Now it was tempered by familiarity and genuine affection for the man underneath which made it so much more dangerous. With that in mind, I strove for gentle honesty for both our sakes. 
“It’s the being left behind, Marcus. You make time for me on my allotted days and then you disappear until my turn on the rotation rolls ’round again. What bothers me is I’m a type of casual fling for you. It’s not enough for me. Not when you’re more than that for me.” 
His temper prickled along my senses, but he quickly bottled it. Without meaning to, I’d offended him. 
“I gave you more time than any of my other women. Even you can’t feed me more than twice a week without harm.” 
“And did you think that you don’t have to use me as dinner to be with me? How about having your dinner then meeting me for a movie or for a quiet night in? That never occurred to you, did it?” 
His head snapped back as if I’d struck him and I knew I was right on the mark. With a deep breath, I set my wineglass on the side table and turned to face him by shifting my back to the arm of the couch. 
“Destiny,” he began. I watched him decide on the words to use. Apparently, he was being as careful as I was. “You’re right. It never occurred to me to consider spending time together unencumbered by need.” 


I was expecting more outrage and a true argument so his capitulation gave my mounting frustration no outlet. His gaze lingered on mine and he nodded as if making a decision of his own that I wasn’t privy to. 
He rose with all the grace of his station and held out his hand to me. 
“When was the last time you truly rested?” he asked. “When have you truly felt safe in the world enough to sleep?” 
So he was going to use his knowledge of my secrets against me. 
“The absolute last place I want to be right now is in bed with you.” 
Liar, liar, pants on fire.  I ignored my subconscious taunting. 


True love’s path never did run smooth. 
Wolf Games 
© 2010 Vivian Arend 
Granite Lake Wolves, Book 3 
After seven years of total denial, Maggie Raynor’s body—and her inner wolf—are in full revolt. 
Weak and shaky, she literally falls into the very large and capable arms of the Granite Lake Beta, Erik Costanov. The last thing she wants is a mate, particularly when just looking at another wolf scares her to death. And one as big and sexy as Erik? Really bad idea, no matter what her libido says. 
Erik expected to meet Maggie in Whitehorse to escort her to the home of her sister, his pack’s Omega. 
Sheer chance puts him in the right place at the right time to catch her, but the realization that hits him with the force of a full body shot is no accident. She’s his mate. An even bigger shock? She wants no part of him—not until she resolves her issues. 
She’ll have to work fast, because they’re both selected to represent the pack during the premier sporting event for wolves in the north. Not only will she have to work as a team with Erik, she’ll have to face down her fear of wolves. Let the Games begin. 
Warning: Contains uber-sexy werewolves of Russian descent, reluctant mates and exotic travels
through the Yukon wilderness. Includes sarcasm and hot nookie under the Midnight Sun. 
Enjoy the following excerpt for Wolf Games: 
Her bright eyes examined his face closely, as if she was trying to see if this was some kind of trick to impress her. “You’re a very complicated man, Erik Costanov.” 
He shook his head. “I’m as simple as they come. I believe in the golden rule, and I try to live by it.” 
She knocked him off balance by crawling across his legs and straddling him, her butt resting on his thighs. He lay very still, afraid to scare her, but savouring the sensation of her weight on top of him. 
“What are you doing?” There, that managed to come out sounding reasonably intelligible. Damn, he spoke seven languages and right now English didn’t seem to be one of them. His tongue was glued to the roof of his mouth. 
She wiggled a little closer and he bit back a groan. Her hot core now rested against his groin and his cock rose like new bread in an oven. “I want to kiss you.” 
Hallelujahs rang in his brain. Holy freaking exclamations of jubilation, rejoicing and unending glee broke out in a full chorus. But when he spoke, he delivered a measured, “Okay.” 
She leaned forward and brushed her lips over his, and the electric sensation he’d felt before when they kissed buzzed through his torso and up his spine to his brain. Before he knew it, he’d buried the fingers of one hand in her hair, moving her the way he wanted her, while the other wrapped around her body to pull 


their torsos together. Her sweetness filled his senses, tantalizing his taste buds with the desire for more. 
Eager noises rose from her as their tongues brushed. 
The night remained warm, and they both wore only shorts and T-shirts. Having a barrier between them was torture. He broke off their kiss, sat with her still straddling him, and whipped off his shirt. Her eyes bulged for a second before she reached down to caress his abdomen, the fleeting strokes tormenting him even as he savoured his mate finally, finally touching his skin again. 
“Please take off your shirt.” His voice cracked, he needed this so much. He closed his eyes against the disappointment of her saying no, then the rustle of fabric hit his ears. When he looked again, she still wore her bra, but the creamy smoothness of the rest of her skin more than made up for that small disappointment. 
He touched her reverently, stroking from her hips up the gentle indent of her waist until he covered the swells of her lace-covered breasts. She sucked in a gasp as he rubbed his thumbs in small circles over her nipples, the tips beading to tight points that stabbed his flesh through the fabric. “You’re beautiful.” 
He ignored the driving urge to roll her over and take her, and instead slipped his hands back around her torso so their lips met again. 
They kissed leisurely, exploring each other’s mouths and necks, tongues stroking, teeth nibbling. Erik wasn’t sure how long they sat there and frankly, he didn’t give a damn. He’d waited his whole life for her, and they were finally doing what his wolf had been howling at him to do for days. Although the beast was going to be sorely disappointed when they didn’t go all the way. 
Maggie’s breathing grew more rapid and she squirmed against him, her mound rubbing his groin like a firebrand. When he finally couldn’t take it anymore, he grabbed her by the ass and adjusted her until he was happy. He ground them together again and again, and she moaned in his ear. Damn, he was going to come right like this if he didn’t watch it. 
So he lifted her and undid her belt. 
She slapped at his hands. “What are you doing?” 
“Take off your pants.” 
“Erik, we can’t—” 
He was on fire with a desperate need. “We’re not having sex but I need to touch you. Take them off, now.” She hesitated for just a second, then unzipped and dropped both her panties and her shorts, stepping out of the legs where they bunched around her ankles. She stood there, bare-naked except for her bra, with her pussy right in front of him and he had no power to resist. 
He clutched her ass and buried his face between her legs. She cried out softly but he was too busy to warn her to stay quiet. Her sweet scent drew him, and he separated the curls covering her with his tongue and licked the length of her slit. Oh Lord, she tasted good. Her flavour raced through him and drugged his senses. He pressed his tongue into her pussy as far as it would go, lapping at the cream coating her passage. 
She rocked against his mouth, opening her legs wider, her fingers clutching his head. The arm he’d 


wrapped around her ensured she stayed right where he could reach and delve into her body. She made the most delicious noises, and he stopped to take a deep breath and enjoy the sensation of holding her intimately. 
“More,” she demanded. 
“Yes.” He slipped a finger into her depths and suckled her clit with his mouth. 
“Yessss…” Her hiss of agreement trailed off into the contented rumble of a wolf being petted and he smiled. 





Samhain Publishing, Ltd. 
It’s all about the story… 
Action/Adventure 
Fantasy 
Historical 
Horror 
Mainstream 
Mystery/Suspense 
Non-Fiction 
Paranormal 
Red Hots! 
Romance 
Science Fiction 
Western 
Young Adult 
www.samhainpublishing.com




Document Outline
 
	Sanctuary Unbound 
	Moira Rogers 
	Dedication 
	Chapter One 
	Chapter Two 
	Chapter Three 
	Chapter Four 
	Chapter Five 
	Chapter Six 
	Chapter Seven 
	Chapter Eight 
	Chapter Nine 
	Chapter Ten 
	About the Author 
	Look for these titles by Moira Rogers 
	Now Available: 
	Red Rock Pass 
	Cry Sanctuary 
	Sanctuary Lost 
	Sanctuary�s Price 
	Southern Arcana 
	Crux 
	Crossroads 
	Coming Soon: 
	Building Sanctuary 
	A Safe Harbor 
	Undertow 
	Deadlock 
	He�s only been surviving. Her magic can show him how to live. 
	Sanctuary�s Price 
	� 2009 Moira Rogers 
	When the past bites, bite back. 
	Blood and Destiny 
	� 2010 Kaye Chambers 
	True love�s path never did run smooth. 
	Wolf Games 
	� 2010 Vivian Arend 
	Samhain Publishing, Ltd. 
	It�s all about the story� 
	Action/Adventure 
	Fantasy 
	Historical 
	Horror 
	Mainstream 
	Mystery/Suspense 
	Non-Fiction 
	Paranormal 
	Red Hots! 
	Romance 
	Science Fiction 
	Western 
	Young Adult 
	www.samhainpublishing.com 



Table of Contents
Start

cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpg
& MOoRA ROGERS





images/00001.jpg





