
        
            
                
            
        

    
His mark could bind her forever—or finally set her free. 
Children of the Undying, Book 1 
Fifty years after a demon apocalypse devastated the world, summoners still bear the bulk of the blame. Marci lives in secret, hiding the gifts that could cost her a secure spot in one of humanity’s underground cities, and access to their virtual world. After all, her chances of avoiding the genetic-testing lotto are better than her chances of surviving topside. 
The bastard son of a terrifying incubus, lust heats Gabe’s blood and sex fuels his magic. Innate charm and charisma help him navigate the cultural gap between the outcast town he calls home and the human settlements he infiltrates for trade. His latest mission nets him an unexpected asset—a summoner strong enough to soothe his darkest needs. 
Trust a half demon, especially one who uses a lockdown to trap them together? Not in this lifetime. 
Yet Marci can’t resist Gabe’s offer to see her safely to a selective outcast settlement where she can live without fear. The journey alone is as dangerous as the way Gabe makes her heart race, but it could be her one hope of a real life. 
If only she could be sure Gabe’s telling her the whole truth… 
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Dedication 
This book wouldn’t exist without two editorial geniuses—Sasha Knight and Anne Scott. Thank you both for believing in this world, even when it defies description, taunts convention and gives the concept of genre classification a wedgie. 
Chapter One

“Did you hear that Lee came up in the last lottery?” 
Marci hesitated in her typing and turned her head just a little toward Asha’s soft whisper. The woman knew every rumor that floated through the network, no matter how large or small, but she only passed on the ones she’d been able to confirm. “He’s fine, right?” 
“Nothing was uncovered in the research phase, but he still has to take a blood test.” Asha’s fingers never stopped their dance across her keyboard. “Some of the techs are getting nervous. That’s ten of us this month.” 
“Ten techs doesn’t mean anything,” Marci said quickly. “It could be a coincidence.” Except nothing ever was, not when it came to the city heads’ determination to cull danger from their midst. 
“People are talking.” One of the mill supervisors appeared on the other side of the room, and Asha’s voice dropped again. “Like maybe the trouble with the ADS grid is related.” It had been tetchy lately, with several close calls and even one system failure, though it lasted a matter of seconds before they managed to bring it back on line. “Keeping the anti-demon signal operational is the most important part of network maintenance. If they thought someone was sabotaging it, they’d launch an investigation, not mess around with the lotteries.” 
“Good point.” A rueful smile curved the other woman’s lips. “That was the most reasonable rumor. 
Some guy tried to tell me last night he had proof they’re using the blood tests to install brainwashing hacks on our chips.” 
“At least we won’t know the diff—” Marci’s words cut off with a single indrawn breath. A man had come in with the supervisor, one with dark hair and piercingly blue eyes. She tried to drop her gaze, look away, but she couldn’t. 
Asha followed her stare and nearly whistled. “Wow. Those are some eyes.” Some everything. “I’ve never seen him before.” 
“You think he’s from the city center? We’re not due an inspection, are we?” 
“I don’t know.” All the committee flunkies Marci had encountered had been suits. This guy was dressed in rough leather and homespun fabrics, with a knife strapped to one hip and a gun on the other. 
He looked like an outcast. 
Asha resumed typing, then frowned. “No arrivals from Nicollet today. Not on the schedule, anyway.” Demon Bait 
Where was he from? The closest settlement was a place called Rochester. Quiet, with a policy of open acceptance but a reputation for a strict code of conduct. She’d done her share of research and carefully considered Rochester as a possible place to settle, should she be forced to leave Nicollet. 
The supervisor stopped near the row of servers that powered Gold Mills’ network and waved a hand toward the windows overlooking the main floor. Though the stranger nodded and appeared to be listening, he kept looking away, studying each of the seven workers in the control room. 
He reached Asha, but watched her only for a moment before drifting away. Most men stared at Asha, with her dusky skin and effortless beauty. But when the newcomer looked toward them again, his gaze locked on Marci instead. 
And stayed there. 
The supervisor continued to speak in low tones. After a moment, he tracked the man’s intense stare to Marci and flashed the man a faint frown of confusion that left her bristling. She was used to being casually considered and dismissed, but the bewilderment pissed her off. She might be plain, for fuck’s sake, but she wasn’t hideous. 
The stranger’s blue eyes stayed fixed on hers for another few seconds, then he abruptly turned away. 
Asha leaned in close. “He’s checking you out. Hard.” 
He was, no denying that. The question was why. “Maybe I remind him of someone.” 
“Maybe. Or maybe he—” 
The lights flickered. 
Marci clenched her hands around the edge of the desk until the power stabilized. The building was secure, fortified against any and all unauthorized access. Unfortunately, that meant no ambient light filtered in from outside. A power failure would plunge them into utter darkness. 
Christian, another of the technicians, spoke from across the network control area. “I’ve got an alert in sector sixteen-B. Infrastructure failure.” 
“Shit.” Asha settled into her seat again and reached for her glasses. “I’m going in to do a diagnostic.” 
“No, wait—” Marci grabbed her arm. Silly. Stupid, even—nothing could hurt you, not in the network. 
“Just…wait for the automated—” 
Before she could finish, the spinning red lights above the doors activated, along with the blare of sirens. Lockdown in fifteen minutes, which could only mean— 
“We’ve lost ADS,” Christian shouted. “The entire regional grid’s down.” Asha’s fingers tightened on her VR glasses. “Go, Marci. I’ll be okay.” As senior tech, Christian had to stay, and it was the other woman’s week to pull emergency call as his backup. “I don’t like it,” Marci muttered. “The whole grid? You two can’t fix that. You should be underground with everyone else. Let the city programmers handle it.” 
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“We can get our backup ADS running, at least.” Asha gave her one last look and slipped on her glasses. “Fourteen minutes, Marcelle. Go.” 
Everyone else had already stampeded for the door, desperate to get to their loved ones before the sirens fell silent. Marci grabbed her bag, ducked out into the hall and ran full-force into a broad chest. 
“Sorry, excuse—” 
It was the outcast, the one with the beautiful eyes. 
“The ADS is down.” It wasn’t a question. His hands closed around her arms, firm but not painful. 
“Where are you going?” 
It was stupid to answer, stupid and dangerous. “It’s a lockdown. We’re supposed to grab emergency supplies and head to our quarters.” 
He blinked at her once, then nodded. “Which way?” 
He said it so matter-of-factly that it took her a moment to stammer out a protest. “No. No, you can’t come with me.” 
“No anti-demon signal,” he said roughly. “You shouldn’t be unprotected.” Marci started walking. If she didn’t hurry, she’d be stuck in the endless, serpentine corridors with the crazy man, no matter what. “I won’t be unprotected. I live underground.” One of the steel workers rushed past them, slamming into the stranger’s shoulder hard enough to push him back a step. He regained his balance, but his expression had changed. Worry—maybe a hint of fear. “I don’t have anywhere to go.” 
Damn it, of course he didn’t. And if he was an outcast, he would be used to being shoved aside, no matter what. “Come on, I know a place. We’ll get you some supplies too.” Relief suffused his features. “Thank you.” 
He had a tiny scar on his left cheek, and Marci wasted precious seconds staring at it. “This way.” It had taken her a while after her arrival at Gold Mills to memorize the route from the control hub to her quarters. It was a long walk, almost a mile, and by the time they made it to the supply station closest to her wing, the loudspeaker announced only four minutes left until full lockdown. 
Marci panted for breath. “Water and rations. We’re supposed to grab enough for three days.” Extra bags lined one wall. He took down two in silence, handed her one, and began to fill the other. 
“Looks like a lot of people have been through here already.” 
“We don’t have much time.” 
“How secure is the lockdown?” 
Right now, Marci wished she’d paid more attention to the minute security details. “Everything underground should be sealed off completely. If any demons get past the locks, it’ll mean a total breach.” The corner of his mouth twitched, as if he took wry amusement from her words. He shoved another bottle of water into the bag, looped the strap over his neck and helped her. “And it lasts three days?” 8 
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“Up to.” She let him finish loading her bag because he moved so efficiently, as if he was used to doing this sort of thing every day. “It gives the city time to mobilize defense forces.” 
“Mmm.” He slipped the supply bag’s strap over his neck and reached for her shoulder bag. “I can move faster carrying it. We’ve only got a couple minutes left.” She relinquished it. “There’s a lounge area not far from my place. I’ll take you there first.” Less than two minutes remained, and a computerized voice began to count down the passage of every fifteen seconds. Marci hurried faster. The stranger kept up, even carrying three bags, and they reached the lounge with a minute to spare. 
She didn’t have time for pleasantries, so she snatched one bag and shoved him into the room. “Stay clear of the outer doors. Network connections should still work. I’ll—” His hands closed on her arms and dragged her inside. “I know what you are.” He’d grabbed her before, and she’d been oddly calm. Panic surged this time, and not just at his unshakable grip. “Let go of me.” 
“I’m sorry.” He took a step back, pulling her with him—deeper into the lounge and away from the door. “You’ve got summoner blood. With the ADS down, you’ll call to them.” Her secret, the one thing her mother had tried so damn hard to hide, laid bare. “Who are you?” The voice announced thirty seconds left. His hand slid to her stomach, holding her body tight against his chest. “I’m someone who can keep you safe from demons.” Marci tightened one hand around the strap of the bag. She’d never make it to her own quarters, not now, but she’d be all right in the hallway. With her supplies, she could survive. 
She tensed for a fight, drew back and kicked him hard in the shin. 
A curse escaped him. One knee bent, like he hadn’t expected her to fight back, but his grip didn’t waver. “Damn it, woman, I’m not going to hurt you.” 
Like he’d tell her if he was. A completely inappropriate laugh bubbled up. “And you might be crazy, but you’re not a liar, right?” 
“Oh, I lie all the time.” It seemed like an easy admission. “But I’m not lying when I tell you I could make you stop fighting. I could lean on you and make you think the sky’s pink, honey. Someday I want you to remember that I didn’t.” 
“I—” The heavy door to the hallway slammed shut with an odd, echoing clang, leaving her alone, maybe for days, with a man who’d just threatened her. A man who claimed not only to recognize what she was, but to be able to protect her, even from a demon onslaught. 
As soon as the door closed, Gabe released his grip on the woman and hoped she wouldn’t go for his balls. 
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She made an outraged noise instead, clenched one tiny fist and hit him square in the chest. “You asshole!” 
Better than a foot between the legs, but the woman could put surprising force behind a blow. Gabe rubbed at his chest and took a step back, mostly because retreating might make her feel more secure. “I usually go by Gabe.” 
“Too bad,” she snapped. “What were you thinking? You can’t just manhandle someone like that.” That was the whole problem—he hadn’t been thinking. Not from the moment he’d stepped into that dingy, cramped little control room and caught the sweet whisper of magic slicing through the nagging pain from the building’s anti-demon signal. 
When the ADS cut out, that whisper had become a roar, and instinct had taken over. She was vulnerable, unmarked, with no bond to protect her. A demon wouldn’t have to lay hands on her to enslave her, but Gabe could keep her safe. Cherish her. Convince her to bind herself to him— 
A nice thought, if only she didn’t look ready to tear him apart with her bare hands. “I did what I had to do,” he told her, blunt and uncompromising. “You’re in danger out there. A demon would be able to sense you a mile away.” 
She stiffened. “So you said. And we both know there’s only one way you could possibly have figured that out.” 
Only one way, so maybe he shouldn’t blame her for watching him like he’d grown horns—or wings. 
“Yup. Daddy was a demon.” 
The woman actually cringed. “I would think you’d want me as far away as possible,” she said desperately. “If they can sense me like you say, they’ll come here. That puts you in danger too.” Her fear had a taste. Metallic, and about as comfortable as chewing on nails. Gabe took a shallow breath and eased his stance. Shoulders lowered, hands open, head tilted just a little. Relaxed and easy, and as nonthreatening a pose as he could manage. “It’s okay. I know how to fight demons.” 
“Uh-huh.” She squared her shoulders, still tense and wary. “My name is Marci. Marcelle.” 
“Marci.” He loosed his grip on his power, not much, just enough to project a soothing undertone. 
“You’re a net-tech?” 
“I’m a…” Her words trailed off. She blinked, her eyes unfocused, and a gentle flush crept up her neck and cheeks. “Network technician, yes. I used to work mostly with aesthetic programming before I came here.” 
He didn’t have a fucking clue what aesthetic programming was. “Sounds like an interesting job.” The flush deepened. “Avatars. I coded avatars before I put in for transfer to Gold Mills.” Either she was sensitive to seductive magic, or he’d laid it on thicker than he’d intended. Gabe eased up, letting it simmer down to a quiet murmur. “I thought avatars were just scans.” 
“It’s a little more complicated than that.” Her eyes cleared, and she frowned. “What was that?” 10 
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Shit. She was sensitive, all right—and about to catch him out. He had a split second to decide between a lie and the truth. 
Truth, because she seemed like the type who’d appreciate it. “Legacy from my father. Women liked him, whether they wanted to or not. Some things are genetic, but I can try to keep it under wraps.” She was so easy to read, he’d have known the moment realization dawned even if she hadn’t squeaked in outrage again. “Is that what you meant? Leaning on me, making me think the sky was pink?” Again, he had to make a choice—and again he chose the truth. “No. One is seduction, but the other…isn’t. And I shouldn’t have said that to you, because I’m not going to do it. It’s fucking repulsive.” 
“Yeah, it is. So keep it in your pants.” She stalked past him and tugged on the door with a curse. 
“Damn it. Damn it.” 
“Can the doors be hacked from the network?” 
“No.” Marci groaned and smacked her forehead against the door’s surface. “The lockdown can only be cancelled with a keycode generated on the mainframe in Nicollet.” Waiting for the humans to free him was out of the question. As a smuggler, they wouldn’t be friendly to him. As a halfblood demon… 
Gabe moved to the right side of the lounge, where a round table sat surrounded by chairs, several tipped over in front of half-eaten meals, as if those on break had abandoned their spots when the alarms went off. 
He set down the bags and began to unpack bottled water and packaged rations. “So we need to be ready to spend a few days here.” 
“I distinctly recall telling you that several times.” 
“Let me rephrase. You need to be ready to spend a few days here with me.” She laughed, but the sound was cut abruptly short as she turned to face him. “You’re half-demon. 
What kind?” 
Humans probably had categories and classifications. It seemed like a human thing to do—name a problem and then avoid it. “We don’t bother much with that. Some of us are lovers. Some are fighters. 
Warriors and mediators.” He tossed her a smile. “Which do you think I am?” Marci shivered, a breath escaping her on a soft moan. “Rules. I think we need rules.” He could play along, if it made her feel better. “What kind of rules?” Her short, dark hair brushed the pale column of her neck as she glanced around the room. “I don’t spend a lot of time in this lounge, but it has beds, through that door over there. Just a few, mostly for shift workers who live on the other side of the complex but who need to rest between splits.” 
“All right.” He concentrated on lining up the water bottles on the table and let her work her way around to whatever she had to say. 
“They’re all in one room,” she said evenly, “but there’s no reason we can’t move one out here, yes?” 
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Gabe scanned the rest of the lounge. Besides the table, it held two beat-up couches, a smattering of chairs, and a screen that looked like an old-fashioned television affixed to the wall. 
Posh, all things considered. Probably why people from the city were willing to be posted here in spite of the danger. “I’ll sleep on the couch, if you’re not in the mood to cuddle.” 
“Suit yourself.” 
Her tone made it clear that she didn’t care what the hell he did, as long as he stayed away from her. 
She was pissy as fuck, and he liked that a whole lot better than the fear. 
Especially since she was hot when she was mad. 
Telling himself it wouldn’t be smart to provoke her, Gabe settled on middle ground—and a change of subject. “Is that a real television?” 
“What?” She glanced back at him and then at the wall. “Yeah, sure. We get some programming streamed in from the city, but it’s mostly local-server stuff. Old TV shows, movies.” 
“Why don’t you just…?” He shrugged and waved a hand in a drunken loop, common enough shorthand among his peers. “You know. Uplink and watch it there?” Marci frowned as she opened one of the bags and rifled through it. “Why? It’s hardly worth the disorientation for fifteen minutes of downtime.” 
“Not something I’ve seen much of, is all.” Not that Zel hadn’t tried to bring back some of the conveniences of the old world, but there was only so much he could do with space at a premium. No room for lounges where only a few people could see a screen, not when their techie could build lavish virtual movie theaters large enough to accommodate half the settlement. 
Her quiet voice cut through his thoughts. “You’re from Rochester, aren’t you?” He supposed it was the only logical conclusion. Since he had every intention of taking her back there with him, he didn’t bother to lie. “Yes.” 
“So what are you doing here?” 
“Trade.” He smiled, just a smile, no seductive force behind it. “Bribing people for trade.” From the look on her face—vaguely intrigued, but not surprised—she’d suspected as much. “Do you come here often?” 
“From time to time.” He tested her tolerance by taking a few steps toward the couch. “It’s the flour. 
You’ve got the equipment and resources to make it in bulk. Our settlement can manage a lot, but not that.” 
“I see.” She pulled a small plastic package from the bag. Inside was a simple pair of signal-boosting VR glasses, ready to unfold and use. “I need to get in the network and see what’s going on.” The words held an odd note of expectation. 
Clearly she had no intention of leaving him in this room with her helpless body. An insult, but not one he didn’t deserve, all things considered. His own glasses were in his pack, which was in a truck stashed a 12 
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mile away, but one of the other bags he’d grabbed revealed a second disposable pair like the one she’d uncovered. “Will these boost us to the Global?” 
She shook her head. “They usually restrict Global access for the first few hours of a lockdown. Local only.” 
“Gotcha.” A damn lot of good it would do him. At least with the ADS down, spending time in the network wouldn’t hurt. “Am I going to get in your way in there?” 
“No.” She unwrapped her glasses and hesitated. “They’ll restore Global access eventually, and you can get in touch with people back in Rochester. It shouldn’t take long.” The hesitant concern made him smile. “Are you worried about me, sweetheart?” She turned away. “Someone will be missing you soon, right?” 
“Maybe in a few days.” It wasn’t quite the truth—if he didn’t check in, they might be worried, but no one would raise a panic. If Zel hadn’t trusted him to get the job done, he wouldn’t be here. 
Marci slipped on her glasses, sat on one of the couches and crossed her ankles primly. “Do you have a basic avatar loaded on your chip?” 
Gabe dropped to one of the other couches—far enough away not to spook her, hopefully. “Hell if I know. I always have one wherever I go, so I guess?” 
The corner of her mouth kicked up. “If it sticks you with a generic skin, I might be able to throw together something better. Not like I won’t have plenty of time.” 
“Sounds like a plan.” The plastic covering the glasses crinkled between his fingers and tore easily. 
Nothing fancy about them on the surface—plain black lenses to make it easier to block out the world, with the important part built into the frames. A chip would boost the network wireless and let them both connect, even with a weak signal. 
He’d never liked the network. It was jarring, being out of the world and cut off from the magic he’d been born with. Not that he loved living every day in a body that could be beyond his control—but it was his body, demonic curse and all. 
No choice now. Nothing mattered more than earning her trust, because when he blew out of this joint, he wasn’t leaving her behind. 
The little summoner was already his. 
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The first thing Marci noticed when she linked up was that the constant, low pull of sensation that had gripped her when she looked at Gabe had vanished. 
Mostly vanished. 
She stepped deeper into the plain room that served as a staging area in the local network and turned to face him. “Okay?” 
He looked uncomfortable. His avatar was decent enough—maybe better than it should have been, seeing as how it was stored on his chip, but a tech with a good compression algorithm could make it work. 
The scar on his cheek was missing, and he seemed thinner, like the scan had been done before he gained some muscle. 
His eyes were still impossibly blue, and they seemed even brighter as he managed a lopsided smile. 
“I’ll make it. Not so bad without the ADS.” 
Her heart thumped, and she whispered a curse that she tried to cover with a cough. “They might get the signal back up and running any minute now, so enjoy it while you can.” Gabe shrugged. “Pain’s not so bad when it’s fleeting.” Except that it couldn’t be, not for him. If he was half-demon like he’d said, the signal was designed to be a constant source of grating, bone-deep agony. “Surely it would be better for you to avoid it.” 
“So you want me to drop back out?” 
“No,” she said quickly. Not if it meant having him alone with her body while her mind was engaged elsewhere. “If it starts up, let me know. We can both leave.” 
“Sure.” Easy capitulation, and it sounded like a lie. “So this is your local digs?” 
“This is—” She blushed to realize she’d been doing nothing of use, and certainly not what she’d linked up for. “It’s a lobby, really. If there’s some sort of meeting, it’ll be…” She tracked her gaze around the room until she found the correct door. “This one.” Gabe studied it, then glanced back to her. “They don’t know what you are. And they don’t know what I am. Probably wouldn’t hurt to keep it that way.” 
She’d never been good at deception, which was one of the reasons she’d requested a transfer to an out-of-the-way outpost like Gold Mills in the first place. She was a decent programmer; she could have worked anywhere. 
Demon Bait 
Even now, her hands shook. “We need to find out what’s going on, if there’s news,” she said evenly. 
“But we shouldn’t stick around long, maybe.” 
Marci didn’t wait for him to agree, just reached out and opened the door. 
Inside was chaos—shouting voices and milling bodies. A figure jostled past her, and Marci stifled a gasp when the woman’s arm passed through her own. 
“There are too many,” she murmured to Gabe. “The server can’t handle this kind of processing load very well.” 
“What does that—” 
“Marci!” Asha’s voice, and her friend appeared a moment later, elbowing through the crowd. “I pinged your room and you didn’t answer, I was so worried.” 
“Asha.” Relief warred with nervousness. “We’re in the east-sector lounge. Did you make it out of the control room?” 
“Christian wouldn’t leave, and I couldn’t leave him there alone.” Asha grabbed both of Marci’s hands, oblivious to Gabe’s presence. “But we’ll be fine. We’re locked down, and there are supplies.” 
“What about the ADS?” It didn’t seem right not to ask. Its restoration could save them all, but it would also put Gabe in horrible pain. 
Asha shook her head. “Not the external, and not in the network. Christian is trying to talk Nicollet into a full network reboot.” 
Marci went cold. A reboot could restore the ADS, but they’d have to take the network offline for at least half a day. “Are they going for it?” 
“I think so.” Asha’s gaze finally slid to Gabe, who still hovered just to their right. She lowered her voice and coaxed Marci a step away from him. “You’re not… You said we. Are you trapped somewhere with him?” 
If she tried to explain, Gabe wouldn’t be the only one in trouble. “Not trapped,” she lied. “I stayed with him because he didn’t know what was going on. Everything’s fine.” Her friend shot him another furtive look, one that was far from approving. Appreciation of his looks apparently didn’t extend to trusting him with Marci’s safety. “If they reboot the network, you’ll be cut off. 
You won’t be able to get help if something happens.” 
She’d already considered that, but there was little to be done. “Asha, it’s fine. Trust me.” 
“I trust you. I don’t trust him.” 
“We’re in lockdown. It’s too late now to hole up somewhere else.” Asha blew out a frustrated breath as her fingers tightened around Marci’s. “I know. I just…I’m worried. About you, about all of us.” 
“So am I.” Marci grasped her shoulders for a moment before pulling her into a quick hug. “If they greenlight a reboot, be careful up there.” 
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“I’ll be too busy to think about it,” Asha whispered. “And I’ve got Christian with me. He’s pretty badass, for a tech-admin.” 
“If anyone can get us through it, it’s you two.” 
“When will you—” 
The thunderous blare of an alarm cut her off. Gabe jerked in surprise and lunged toward Marci, almost wrapping his body around hers as he crowded close. 
“It’s an early warning,” she explained automatically. “Asha—” But her friend had disappeared, undoubtedly yanked out of the network as soon as Christian had sounded the alarm. 
Marci touched Gabe’s shoulder. “Time to drop out before it boots us. You don’t want that.” He stared at her for a brief moment and closed his eyes, his face screwing up in an expression of desperate concentration. Then he vanished. 
Marci hesitated before following. There went the possibility of hiding out in the local network, where she could keep an eye on Gabe without having to worry about what he could do if he got his hands on her. 
Now, because of the reboot, she had no choice. 
She closed her eyes and dropped out, mostly to avoid the gut-churning disorientation that came with being forced from the network. 
Gabe was still seated on the couch, his long legs sprawled out in front of him. “What was that?” Marci rubbed her hands over her face. “They’re shutting down the local network and restarting it, hoping that’ll fix the ADS.” 
“How long does that take?” 
“Twelve hours, minimum.” 
“And after that? Your city shows up?” 
“I don’t know. Maybe.” It could take days yet for Nicollet to mount a response, but she found herself holding that information close. “We just have to get through it.” 
“Mmm.” Gabe leaned forward, the movement fluid. Effortless. “When they come, will you go back to hiding and hoping no one ever finds out what you are?” 
“If I can.” If they didn’t run down everyone’s DNA and genealogy, just to be safe. 
His eyes narrowed. He dropped his elbows to his knees and laced his fingers together, studying her the same way she’d consider a tricky bit of code. “Why?” 
“What do you mean, why?” 
“Why would you stay here, where you have to be afraid?” 
“Why wouldn’t I run off to Rochester, you mean?” Marci shook her head. “I’d have to give up everything I know. That’s not something I’m prepared to do unless I have no other choice.” 
“I see.” He tilted his head. “Is it that good here?” 
16 
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“How am I supposed to answer that?” Marci looked away. “I don’t know. It’s all right, better than a lot of places. Is it so great where you live?” 
“For a human? Maybe not. For someone like us? Hell yeah, because no one’s going to drag me out of my bed in the middle of the night and throw me to the demons.” For a human.  Yet another reminder that, try as she might to blend in, she wasn’t one of them. She wasn’t like Asha or any of the other humans huddled in their rooms, waiting for the all-clear from Nicollet. 
And he knew it. 
She cleared her throat. “They haven’t thrown me to the demons.” 
“No, not literally.” He grinned suddenly. “Sorry, I’m being an ass. And I’m doing it because I think you’re going to feel a whole lot better about being trapped in here with me if you’re good and well pissed off.” 
Marci pasted on her sweetest smile. “Or I’ll be forced to murder you in your sleep just to get a little peace.” 
Gabe’s grin turned into one of his too-perfect smiles, a suggestive one that lit up his eyes and whispered of dirty things done in the dark. “Oh, I wouldn’t. Trying to murder a halfblood in his bed is flirting.” 
She hadn’t felt this pull during their scant few minutes inside the network, so it really was a shame she couldn’t escape to the relative safety of virtual reality. Every snappy rejoinder that came to mind tripped up on her tongue, and it was all she could do not to stammer. 
“You’re not being fair,” she whispered when she could finally speak. “You have me at a disadvantage and you know it.” 
“Damn.” The pressure vanished so suddenly she thought her ears might pop, and he looked honestly contrite. “I’m not trying to lean on you.” 
Marci shivered and rubbed her hands over her upper arms. “It happens when you’re not even thinking about it?” 
“Not always. Only when…” He settled back against the couch and shook his head. “I can stop it. I will.” 
What was he hiding? “Only when what?” 
“It happens when I’m talking to someone I find interesting.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “It’s usually not a big deal. Most people don’t react the way you do, but you’re…not most people.” Pressing him for anything more personal would be trouble. “How do most people react?” 
“However they want. The magic only hits summoners.” Gabe rocked to his feet and nodded toward the room with the cots. “I just need a little time to lock it down. The ADS was screwing me all to hell until a half hour ago, so I’m not on top of my game.” 
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“Okay.” Marci looked around, her gaze lighting on the supplies on the table. “We should probably eat something soon, whether we want to or not.” 
“You eat,” he urged, circling around her in a wide arc. “I’ll be having a chat with the demon within.” It sounded ominous, but if it meant she didn’t swoon every time she looked into his eyes, she’d take it. “Gabe?” 
He paused just short of the door. “Yeah?” 
“Thank you. For not—not…” Everything she thought about saying seemed wrong. “Thanks, that’s all.” 
His hands fisted at his sides. Something vicious stirred behind his eyes, but he did nothing more than nod shortly before turning to stride away. 
Though Marci knew he wasn’t angry at her, she still bit her lip and sighed. If only he hadn’t insisted on keeping her with him, she wouldn’t have to navigate the tricky differences between them. 
“It’s your own fault, Gabe,” she grumbled as she began to sort through the supplies. “Your own damn fault. Remember that, Mr. Blue Eyes.” 
He should remember…and she shouldn’t forget. 
18 
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Chapter Three 
Thank you. For not—

Gabe hissed out a breath and clenched his fists until his fingers ached. The pain didn’t help him concentrate, but the act of digging his fingernails into his palms gave him something to do other than punch holes in the wall. 
Thank you. 

What the hell sort of world had the humans of Nicollet built for themselves? A world where women thanked men for not raping their minds, as if restraint was a favor instead of a goddamned expectation? 
The sanctimonious bastards lived in the pretty little underground cities they’d built while everyone else had been fighting a war. His mother had been fighting that war, battling on the front lines as a young soldier eager to defend her country while the generals retreated to the safety of virtual reality. No blood there, no chance of capture. And when the demons razed Minneapolis, just like they’d leveled every other city in the country… 
Well. There’d been plenty of room for menial workers in their new civilizations—as long as they were pure. The generals had no compassion for the broken and the wounded. No compassion for anyone who wasn’t a safe little worker, content to accept scraps of a virtual life in exchange for endless work with little reward. 
And Marci wanted to stay here. 
Thank—

Gabe snarled and rocked to his feet. He’d had a quiet chat with his darker nature, but it hadn’t been pleasant. Proclivities he couldn’t control recognized the feel of summoner blood, and the need to possess throbbed with every beat of his heart. 
Summoner. An antiquated word for a power that no longer existed. Before the Fall, summoners had been able to control the demons they called forth from whatever world they inhabited. But now demons walked the earth, and they had the power. 
He had the power. Just a little lean, a subtle push, and he could flip her. Tangle his magic with hers, invade the spaces in her aura until she bent to his will. She’d be soft clay in his hands, pliable and sweet, and he could edge her around to his way of thinking with nothing but a whisper. 
Moira Rogers 
Wrong. So very, very wrong. In Rochester, a halfblood who got caught leaning would find himself facing exile—or execution. Free will was not something Dominic Wetzel played around with, not even in service of the greater good. 
Maybe not even when a stubborn summoner was going to end up getting herself killed—or worse—
because she was too afraid to acknowledge how real the danger was. Gabe had seen summoners who’d been thrown to the mercy of the demons. He’d seen the husks—slack-eyed, vacant bodies with nothing inside. A demon could slip beneath a person’s skin and pop his spirit free, but summoners were so easy, so fragile… Sometimes their spirits could be called back, but the trauma never faded. 
Too easy to imagine Marci’s sweet face empty of emotion. Her beauty was the sneaky sort, the kind you might never notice when she sat quietly. The way she faded into the background had to be intentional. 
A defense mechanism, her way of hiding. Anger brought out her passion, the spark she must have worked so hard to crush. 
He had twelve hours to fan that spark into flames. And if he couldn’t… 
Well. She could safely hate him for the rest of her days. At least in Rochester, those days wouldn’t be numbered. 
A soft knock interrupted his thoughts. “Gabe?” 
Breathing deep, he tightened his grip on control and relaxed his hands, hoping the rest of him would follow. “Come on in.” 
Marci ducked her head inside. “I threw some stuff together for dinner, if you’re hungry.” Feeding one kind of hunger might distract him from another. “Sure. Food’s good.” She let the door swing open. “The lounge doesn’t have a full kitchen, but some of the rations are self-heating. It won’t be gourmet, but it’s…” She stopped and squeezed her eyes shut. “I should still be so mad at you. You kept me here when I wanted to leave and that’s not okay.” No, it hadn’t been, but in the moment he literally could not have stopped himself. “So why aren’t you?” 
“I don’t know.” Her shoulder hit the wall, and she leaned there and regarded him thoughtfully. “I guess…because it would be a stupid way to hurt someone, if that was what you really wanted to do.” 
“Is that so?” The innocence of the statement scraped at him, so much that he prodded at her. “You can’t think of any unsavory reasons why a man might like to have a pretty woman trapped at his mercy for a few days?” 
“Sure, but what would you have to gain by pretending?” She shrugged. “We’re locked in. You could just take what you wanted now.” 
Not innocent, then. Practical, and ruthlessly so. “I’m not going to take anything. I never do.” 
“Because you don’t have to.” It seemed more like an observation than an accusation. “Vegetable stew?” 
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“Better than what I’ve been eating lately.” 
Marci had already set out mugs and spoons, and she took a seat at the small round table. “You can handle breakfast in the morning, if you want. After that, the local should be back online.” He considered the four chairs and took the one opposite hers. The stew smelled edible enough—better than the rations in his pack, or the rough camp food he’d left in his bolthole down the road. The equipment he’d need to boost a signal to Rochester’s network was there, too, leaving him well and truly cut off until Trip figured out he was missing and found a way to reach out. 
Twelve hours, at least. Probably twenty-four, since he wasn’t always prompt with his check-ins. Once Marci was asleep, he could start scoping out a way to break out of the room, because he sure as hell wasn’t going to be waiting for the soldiers from Nicollet. 
She might be able to help him, even if she didn’t know it. “You were up in the control room. Is that where you work?” 
“Usually.” She sipped her water. “It’s mostly network maintenance, nothing too difficult.” 
“So you’re a techie?” 
“Depends on your definition of the word. I do some programming, VR and otherwise, but I don’t handle hardware.” 
Every time she swallowed, his gaze drifted to her throat. “I’m shit with all of it. I can barely operate a tablet.” 
Marci laughed a little. “I think you’re exaggerating.” This time he held back the power and only gave her the charm of a smile. “I’m better at mechanical things. Working with my hands.” 
“Ah, so you’re into hardware.” 
“The kind with gears and pistons, not the kind with tiny microchips.” 
“I gathered.” She tilted her head and watched him. “Tell me more about Rochester.” 
“It’s…” He considered half a dozen trite sales pitches, but in the end discarded them all. “It’s the closest thing to freedom that’s left in the world, I think. People living together with halfbloods and summoners. We don’t always get along, but that’s the point. We don’t have to.” 
“Because Dominic Wetzel keeps everyone in line.” She stirred her stew absently. “The Council has a file on him, you know.” 
Gabe didn’t doubt it—though he did doubt a minor network tech would have had access to it. 
“Someone’s been snooping.” 
Her cheeks heated in a blush. “Information is power, right?” 
“Of course.” Modest clothing hid her body, which was a pity. He wanted to know how deeply she blushed, and where. “What did you learn about—” He bit off Zel’s name at the last moment and used his given name, the one strangers knew. “Dominic?” 
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“Zel,” she corrected. “That’s what everyone calls him, isn’t it?” He couldn’t quite hide his surprise. “Good file.” 
“The Council is very thorough,” she told him simply. “They’ve been watching the nearby settlements for years, you know. It was the best place to go for information when I considered the possibility that I might have to leave the city.” 
“Mmm. So maybe you should tell me about Rochester.” 
“Not likely.” Marci shrugged. “It was my best source, but I’m not naive enough to think the Council’s files weren’t biased and needlessly unflattering.” 
Gabe raised both eyebrows. “Zel’s a rampaging monster who eats babies and spirits their mothers off into his personal harem, then? Or does he eat the mothers too?” 
“Something like that.” She set down her spoon. “I think I prefer the way you describe the place. It sounds…” Her voice trailed off, and a wistful expression stole over her face. 
He wanted to stroke her cheek, press his lips against her ear and whisper. Instead, he offered the word to the empty space between them. “Safe.” 
“Sa—” She broke off and blinked, as if she hadn’t meant to echo the word. “Yes, I suppose that’s it exactly.” 
“It’s not perfect,” he said, quashing an instinctive pleasure at her clear distraction. “There are fights, squabbles. Sometimes there’s not enough space or supplies. But no one is hurt or exiled for what they are. 
Only what they do.” 
“And those with summoner blood?” A hint of nervousness thinned her lips into a tense line. “My mother told me stories her parents had told her, about halfbloods fighting to the death for the prize of binding a summoner.” 
Binding.  The word sang through him, stirred his blood and woke a yearning that made the world more vivid. Oh, to bind her. To feel the sweet slide of her aura, tickling warmth smoothing over all of his sharp edges until they dulled under the satisfaction of being tamed. 
His senses were more alive, his own voice like gravel in his ears. “What do you know about binding?” Her lips parted, and her gaze locked with his. “I know I’d be powerless. Completely at someone’s mercy. Is that what happens in Rochester?” 
Flushed cheeks, glazed eyes, short little breaths… She was nervous and aroused, and his pants were too fucking tight. “It’s always what happens. A literal deal with the devil. The mark keeps you safe from every other demon.” 
Her brows drew together, though the desire pulsing through the room didn’t abate. “I don’t like not having a choice.” 
“Who said you don’t have a choice?” It took everything in him not to reach across the table and touch her. “You give your partner the power. They don’t take it.” 22 
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“You can’t tell me no one would hassle an unbound summoner.” 
“They wouldn’t do it twice.” 
That broke the spell—mostly. “So the alternative is to get someone killed for trying to convince me? 
No, thanks.” 
He felt his eyebrows trying to climb again. “If all they were doing was trying to convince you, they wouldn’t get killed. We’re not savages. Halfbloods would try to get to know you, and try to prove their worth. It’s courtship, not a hassle. But if it became known that you weren’t interested, they wouldn’t hassle you, because it’s against the rules.” 
“Okay.” She leaned toward him, her eyes alight with challenge. “I’m not interested. Now is it against the rules for you to put the whammy on me? ’Cause that’s what you were doing a minute ago, right?” It took effort not to back down and apologize. “Yeah. If you come back to Rochester with me, you can get my ass in serious trouble. Good enough reason, huh?” She met his volley with silence, then shook her head. “You’re a tricky one.” 
“Sometimes.” Gabe let himself smile as he leaned back in his chair. “I slipped. It happens when we’ve gone too long without taking care of business, but that doesn’t let us off the hook for it. Halfbloods are expected to behave themselves or get help.” 
“Taking care of business.” Marci pushed away her mug. “Do you mean sex in reality, sex in the network, or plain old self-supplied orgasms?” 
Somewhere, the gods—or demons—were laughing at him. “Honey, if jerking off solved that little problem, I’d have spent the last two hours with my hand around my dick.” She blushed—hard—but didn’t look away. “And virtual sex?” 
“Only makes the itch worse.” The urge to tease her rode him hard, but the need to make her understand the truth was even more important. “It’s not just about sex, though. If you’d been trained, you could wrap me around your little finger.” 
Her tension didn’t ease, but the corner of her mouth kicked up. “Now that’s a mental picture.” Her amusement faded, and she gave him a thoughtful look. “I’m willing to try it, you know. On the off-chance that it works.” 
His mouth went dry. 
The demon purred. 
“It’s—” He had to clear his throat and shift positions in his chair in a hopeless attempt to ease the uncomfortable pressure of arousal. “I wouldn’t know how to explain it. They fold magic around us somehow. Like a blanket.” 
“I have—I don’t know how to explain it, either,” she said helplessly. “But I think I know how. It’s a…a sort of gathering. A force. I can feel it a little already.” 
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He’d been gone from Rochester for more than a week. Eight days without sex or soothing contact of any kind, and he didn’t know which need was going to swallow him first. “It feels different to everyone. 
For me it’s…sharp edges and water.” 
Marci rose and rounded the table with determination, stopping to stand behind him. After a single long moment, she laid her hands on his shoulders. When she spoke, her breath stirred his hair. “Do you have to let me in?” 
He was going to blow. Come in his pants like a teenager who’d hacked his way into an adult sector and discovered naked women. Just the touch of her hands set his pulse to pounding, half of the struggle tied up in how hard it was not to let her feel it. Trust was so fragile… 
Too fragile for anything but honesty. “If I do, I can’t promise you won’t feel everything I’m holding back.” 
Her breath hitched. “I thought you said this didn’t have to be about sex.” 
“It’s not,” he whispered, closing his eyes. “Soothing the itch isn’t about sex, but the original condition sure as hell is. You might feel it before it goes away.” Her breath caught again, her hands shook—and he realized she was laughing. “You mean I’m going to feel like a voyeur?” She stroked her thumb over his shoulder. 
“You’ll feel—” 
The words choked off as magic pounded into him. Not slow or subtle, but an uncontrolled, glorious wave. She wasn’t a babbling brook, smoothing away edges over time. Marci was the ocean, powerful and wild, smashing rocks into sand. 
He shuddered and closed his eyes, tasting her aura as it spun around him in dizzy circles. She was smart, but he’d known that. Cunning too—again, no surprise. She’d hidden herself amongst humans, had blended in until no one suspected she wasn’t one of them. And beneath that… 
Hunger. Passion. Wild curiosity and a sensuality that was pure in a way that made him wonder if a man had ever touched her outside the network. Sex in the Global was clean. Sterile, which was the point, but it left the wildest orgies a fleeting dream that might never have happened at all. 
His demon half was putty in her clumsy hands. His cock was hard as steel. 
Her lips brushed his ear, so quickly he could have imagined it, and then her touch vanished entirely. 
“Uh, no,” she whispered huskily. “That is one hundred percent about sex.” He took a deep breath. Another. “Did you want it to be?” 
“That matters?” 
If he hadn’t been turned on to the point of pain, he would have laughed. “Yes, Marci. That matters.” She crossed her arms over her chest and took a step back. “I think I’m going to get a shower and turn in.” 
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It would be so easy to follow her. She’d let him. He could see it in her eyes, in the flush in her skin, the trembling in her hands. No need to lean, because she’d open for him and he could show her the sort of pleasure a man with sex in his genes could bring. 
Soon,  he promised himself. Knowing the advantages of a slow hunt was in his genes too. She was soft, but not melting. Not yet. “Thank you for helping.” 
“Sure.” She nodded to a door on the far wall. “That’s the bathroom. The showers are through the—
past the bunks.” Then she fled, turning on one heel to hurry away. 
The urge to follow brought him to his feet, but self-control kept him from moving. Instead he rubbed his hand over his aching erection and eyed the door to the bathroom. 
If Trip didn’t find his chip signal soon, Gabe was going to get awful familiar with that room. And the shower. And his own hand. 
At least the thought of water sliding over Marci’s naked curves gave him plenty of inspiration. 
He wasn’t coming after her. 
Marci gritted her teeth and shook her head, sending drops of water splashing on the tile. She didn’t want him to come after her. She didn’t want— 
The arousal throbbing through her proved the lie, and she groaned. The sound echoed in the steamy but otherwise empty space, and she leaned her head back against one wall of the small shower stall. 
Water sluiced over her, hot and yielding, tracing the lines of her body like a lover’s hand. Her skin sure as hell reacted like it was—it was already ridiculously sensitive after her stupid stunt with Gabe, and the warm shower only made matters worse. 
Marci twisted the knob all the way in the opposite direction and braced herself for a cascade of chilly water. When it hit her, she bit her lip to stifle a yelp and groaned again when the cold spray hardened her nipples almost to the point of pain. 
Almost. 
She turned the hot water on again, spun around and pressed her forehead to the tile while she waited for her shivering to subside. Only one thing would ease the hunger that had wound her into knots, and she deserved the discomfort. 
She should have known better than to try out her magic on him. It had always been with her, simmering under the surface, the instinctive knowledge that she could do something other people couldn’t do. Summoning and commanding demons was a thing of the past, but Marci harbored the remnants of that gift inside her. Now, here, faced with the chance to test herself and that power… 
She hadn’t been able to resist, though she should have. 
Gabe could push her. When he let his defenses down and forgot to guard against his own power, the tiny bit that escaped rendered her weak. Who was to say she couldn’t do the same to him? And it wasn’t as 
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though she’d slipped and teased him with it; she’d pushed, reached deep inside. Tapped into the raw reserve of magic she’d always carried inside her. 
He had shuddered under her hands, gone tense and taut when that magic had washed over him. Just the echoes of it had rocked her, stroked her inside and out somehow. Left her aching. 
She lifted one hand to her collarbone, then trailed her fingers down to her nipple. Teasing the hard tip with even the slightest pressure made her moan. She and Gabe had power over each other, and with the realization came a tantalizing thought. 
He wanted her for the magic inside her—because he was a halfblood and she was a summoner. But he was also a man, and she was a woman. She didn’t know much about the forces at play between them, but Gabe’s reactions told her that he hadn’t expected anything as intense as what was happening. 
Maybe he wanted her anyway. 
She dropped her hand lower, past her belly and between her thighs. Stars danced behind her closed lids when her fingertips slipped over her clit, slick and wet from her arousal instead of the shower. Blaming the magic was too easy, a convenient excuse—at least on her part. He was a beautiful man, strong and alive, with eyes that saw everything. Touched her everywhere. 
Oh fuck. 

She would let him touch her, all right. She rarely had sex outside the network, preferring the anonymity and simplicity to be had under the cover of virtual reality, but with Gabe, it didn’t seem right. 
There was no way simple lines of code could capture him, scent and taste and— 
Fantasy overwhelmed her. What did he like? Something slow and easy? A fast fuck so intense you couldn’t even breathe for a minute after you’d come? 
Intense, she decided finally, but not fast. Marci rubbed her fingers over her clit in firm circles and choked back the cry that rose along with a hot wave of pleasure. Every move Gabe made would be deliberate, from start to finish, a careful choreography of desire meant to keep her coming back for more—
unless he lost control. 
Her knees weakened, and she sagged against the wall and stroked faster, rocking her hips against her hand. She imagined him under her on the couch, naked and hard, his hands all over her. He wouldn’t sit idly while she rode him, she knew that much. He’d whisper encouragement, tease her nipples with his work-roughened fingers and hold her still for his tongue. 
Everything she wanted, and the hell of it was that she knew all she had to do was take it. He was somewhere else in the lounge right now, relieving his own sexual tension. She had only to walk out of the shower and find him, drop to her knees and replace his hand with her mouth. He’d match her ardor, reward it, make her come over and over and— 
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The tight need splintered into pleasure, turning her legs to jelly, and Marci bit her lower lip as she shuddered and slid down the tile. Quick and easy, a release in the truest sense of the word—and it only made her hungrier. 
She moaned and pushed her wet hair out of her face. As tempted as she was to find Gabe and spend the night sating that hunger, it was a bad idea. He had an agenda, one that had nothing to do with their mutual physical attraction, and Marci’s safest bet was to never forget that. 
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Trip pulled him into the Global so smoothly that Gabe didn’t have time to wake up first. 
The dreams had been pleasant enough that not even the ADS killed his hard-on. Pain screamed through his body, banishing the image of Marci’s lips parted on a moan. The seconds after uplinking were always the worst, so Gabe gritted his teeth until agony faded to a throbbing discomfort. 
Glancing down revealed stomach-twisting darkness and empty nothingness beneath his feet, so he squeezed his eyes shut until the world jerked around him again. The ache of the anti-demon signal faded, replaced with an odd tickling buzz that drove a sigh of relief from his lips. 
When he opened his eyes this time, he found himself in a grungy back alley. Graffiti covered the rough walls, and a lone streetlight cast a pale circle of illumination on the door in front of him and its familiar, garish sign. Foot-tall letters spelled out DEMON BAIT in red neon. Someone had taken the time to program an intermittent flicker into the sign, an absurd detail that never failed to make him laugh. 
Everything about Demon Bait was gleefully tacky, from the faux-broken sign to the dress code—black for humans, crimson for demons. 
Unashamedly tacky, perhaps, but useful, if only because the creators had managed to hack the ADS. 
Turning, Gabe found Trip standing on the opposite side of the narrow alley, leaning against the dingy brick. 
“So you found me.” 
“Wasn’t easy,” Trip said lazily. “Had to hack a few satellite feeds, but I got lucky. You square?” 
“Been better.” Rochester’s head tech was a tall, lanky blond with mischief in his eyes, mischief that couldn’t hide his sharp intelligence. Right now, that intelligence was damn comforting. “Is it just you?” 
“Nah, Lorenzo’s in one of the back rooms.” He nodded to his left as a door materialized in the middle of the alley. “Take the shortcut.” 
Gabe reached for the door but hesitated. “You’re not coming with me?” 
“I’ve got things to do.” Trip laughed and shook his head. “You’re not scared, are you?” Lorenzo wasn’t psychic, and even if he had been, powers didn’t work in the network. It didn’t stop the man from being eerily good at reading people—and Gabe had a guilty conscience. 
Not guilty enough to admit it, though. “No, but I might need your help before this is over. I’m stuck in an outpost lockdown.” 
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“The mill, yeah. I figured you must have gotten caught up in that when you didn’t answer my pings.” Trip tapped his temple with one finger. “I’m smart like that. Not going far, either, just into the club. I’ll be on hand if you need me.” 
“Thanks, man.” 
The shortcut was more of a portal, a door that shimmered when Gabe touched it. He hated stepping through them, but the lurching disorientation faded quickly enough as one of the bar’s back rooms solidified around him. 
A few feet away, Lorenzo sat with a redhead on his lap, and another hovering near his chair with a hopeful, hungry look on her face. 
When he saw Gabe, the older halfblood waved the women away. “Hate to be a spoilsport, ladies, but duty calls.” 
“Duty can wait, if you’re busy,” Gabe offered, only half joking. Sex in the network might not take the edge off a halfblood’s more supernatural needs, but it could still put one in a good mood, and he really needed Lorenzo in a good mood. 
“Nonsense.” When the women had disappeared through portals at the back of the room, Lorenzo lifted a glass. “Want a drink before you break it to me?” Fucking guilty conscience. “I got caught in a lockdown.” 
“We figured out that much.” Lorenzo eyed him sharply. “You’re not alone, that’s the problem, isn’t it?” 
“No.” 
“I wouldn’t worry too much about what you have to do to keep your head on straight,” Lorenzo advised. Then he flipped open a notebook and pulled a pen from his pocket. “You have names, I assume?” Lorenzo thought he’d wound up trapped with a few humans and had charmed his way into an orgy. 
The truth was far more damning. “I found a summoner.” That grabbed his attention. Lorenzo’s head snapped up. “At the mill?” After taking a steadying breath, Gabe related the course of events—with judicious editing. He outlined the progress he’d made with his trade contact but glossed over the insanity that had gripped him when the ADS had failed and he’d felt Marci’s magic spinning out like a beacon. 
He fudged the details of how they’d ended up locked in the same room too, but fully confessed to his current state of agitation. “It’s driving me up the fucking wall. She’s got no training at all, not even enough to know when her magic’s spilling out.” 
“But she knows what she is. What she can do?” 
Gabe closed his eyes. “Who knows? She tried to smooth over my rough edges without knowing what she was doing. Clumsy, but it would have worked, maybe, if I’d had fewer edges.” 
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“So she’s strong.” Lorenzo tapped the pen against his chin. “She’s in danger if she stays, and the city heads do in-depth investigations of the mill’s occupants. Are you bringing her back here?” 
“Trying to talk her into it.” Leaning back, Gabe rubbed a hand over his face. “Maybe I can work her around to wanting to come with me, but there’s still the small problem of being locked in and cut off from accessing the Global on our own.” 
“Trip can work something out,” Lorenzo said distractedly. 
The question hung between them, whether Lorenzo realized it or not, and Gabe answered it because it was the only reassuring truth he had left. “I haven’t flipped her.” 
“Did you fuck her?” 
Gabe knew he was in trouble when the words pissed him off. “No, I didn’t fuck her.” That seemed to pacify him. “Good. The last thing we need is for Zel to hear you got carried away and accidentally marked a summoner.” 
No, when he marked Marci, it was going to be on purpose. “If Trip can help us override the lockdown, I can get us out. We may have to go to ground for a day or two if there’s a search, but all of my usual drops are stocked.” 
“I’ll see what he can do.” Lorenzo rose. “How long do we have?” 
“Forty-eight hours on the outside. I’d rather be out in twenty-four.” 
“We’ll be in touch, then.” He hesitated. “If the mill went into lockdown because of a demon attack, it could be dangerous to take the summoner outside with you. She’ll be a big, bold target, and so will you.” 
“I know.” The mill was a mile upstream from where he’d left his vehicle—and his weapons. “That’s why I let the warriors throw me around the practice ring three times a week.” 
“Be careful.” Without waiting for a response, Lorenzo vanished. 
Gabe blew out a breath at having dodged a bullet—for now—and went looking for Trip. 
When Trip had dropped out, Gabe did the same. Back in the lounge’s barracks area, he found Marci stretched out on her stomach on one of the bunks, her bare shoulders and upper back peeking out from underneath a coarse blanket. 
She was naked, or damn near. Her skin was smooth and pale, proving she’d lived her life underground and inside four walls. Too many people did these days. It was possible Marci had never felt the sunlight on her face. 
She was peaceful as she slept, her aura quiet. He could curl up next to her and let the gentle waves lap against him, smoothing away the stress that remained. 
He could, if they had time. “Marci?” 
“Mmm.” She only stirred a little before her eyes fluttered open to focus on him. “What is it?” 30 
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“My people contacted me.” His voice came out raspy, so he cleared his throat. “I know you only got six hours of sleep…” 
The blanket fell away as she sat up, revealing a sheet wrapped tight around her body, and she pushed her tousled hair out of her face. “Are you leaving?” 
She sounded a little uneasy, and it gave him hope as he gestured to the bed. “Can I sit?” 
“Yeah.” She gathered the blanket again and pulled it up to cover her chest. “Is the Global network back up, or did they contact you through your chip?” 
“We’ve got a good hacker.” The thin mattress didn’t have much give, not like the comfortable bed waiting for him back in Rochester. He perched on the edge and gave Marci enough space to hopefully make her feel secure. “He thinks he can override the system in the next twelve hours, but it would be a whole lot easier if he had some inside help.” 
She frowned. “I can’t unlock the building. I mean, I could, maybe, but if we’re under attack, it could put everyone at risk.” 
“Trip can lock it again,” he assured her. “Everyone will be safe. We’ll just be gone.” She was shaking her head before he finished speaking. “We? I haven’t agreed to leave with you, Gabe. We haven’t even talked about it, not really.” 
So much for sneaking it in. “So let’s talk.” 
“Now?” His acquiescence obviously surprised her. “Okay. I—I’m not sure Rochester is the place for me. I’ve pretty much figured out that I can’t stay here—I mean, who knows what’s going on?—but I have money. Credits. I can go anywhere.” 
His heart seized, and not at the subtle rejection. It was the thought of her climbing into one of the trucks that rolled between settlements, rigs run by hard-eyed, stone-cold crews of men no better than animals. 
Haulers made halfbloods look human. “How are you going to find safe passage?” 
“There are ways.” Marci hesitated and bit her lip. “Though I haven’t managed to find a foolproof one yet. I suppose it would be safer to continue that search in Rochester.” 
“Probably.” And maybe he could start breathing again. “If you help me get out of here, you’ll have a safe place to stay until you find a better one.” 
She studied him with wide eyes. “You have transportation? A plan?” 
“The start of a plan. I have an idea. And friends.” For the first time, he found it difficult to read her. 
Anything could be going on behind those big brown eyes. “Once we get out, I can get you safely back to Rochester.” 
“How? It’s miles from here.” 
“The same way I got here. It’s what I do, Marci.” 
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She fidgeted and worried at her bottom lip with her teeth. “When the ADS fritzed out, you could tell. 
About me, I mean. The summoner blood. What about the demons outside?” Brutal as it was, he told her the truth. “I could tell before the ADS went offline. I could tell from four hallways down. A demon could tell from a mile away.” 
Marci went still. When she spoke, her voice was low. “Maybe I should just stay here.” 
“I can protect you.” He started to reach out, then hesitated. “You don’t know me. You don’t have any reason to trust me, but I haven’t lied to you. Ask me anything, and I’ll tell you the truth. Even if it’s an unpleasant one.” 
She didn’t move, but a hint of panic crept into her eyes. “You want to bind me.” Yes. And no—not when the words put fear in her eyes. “Mark you. But I won’t if you’re unwilling. I can’t if you’re unwilling, even if you tell me to. And if I can’t, then I’ll still get you to safety. It’s more dangerous, but I can fight demons. I do it damn near every trip.” Her hands curled around the blanket, so tightly her knuckles turned white. “Is it permanent?” 
“No. It’ll fade if I die, or I can remove it at any time. And if I tried to keep you marked against your will…” Zel would cut him into pieces. Maybe literally. “It doesn’t happen. It’s not allowed.” Marci sat still—barely breathing, her eyes unfocused. “I don’t have a choice.” 
“Of course you do.” He tried to catch her gaze. “I told you, I can’t do it if you don’t want me to.” 
“No, I—” She shuddered. “I can’t stay here. The Council was already putting techs through tests and scans. After this, they’ll check everyone out.” As much as Gabe had tried to convince her to accept that truth, it hurt, watching her hope die. 
“Maybe, but by then, you can be safely in Rochester.” She shook her head. “It’s too much, Gabe. I need a minute to think.” Words bubbled up. Dozens, hundreds. He could drown her in them, make her dizzy, use them as finely honed weapons to lure her to his side. All efficient ways to win her approval—and prove himself unworthy of her trust. 
So he sat in silence, and waited. 
Marci released a shaky breath. “If doing it will keep us both safer out there, I want to. As long as it’s not forever, and you’ll let me go.” 
He made her say it, because he needed to hear it. “So you want to come with me to Rochester?” 
“Yes, I want to come with you. And I want…” She paused. “Your mark, is that what you call it?” Maybe explaining would make it easier for her. “A mark,” he confirmed. “It’s something other demons and halfbloods can sense when they’re close to you. And it makes it harder for demons to lean on you or flip you.” 
“Except for you.” 
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“Except for me. Summoners have…weaknesses in their auras. If I fill yours, no one else can. But if I fill them, then you’re vulnerable to me.” 
Her anxiety was plain, but tinged with an unmistakable curiosity. “Does that vulnerability go both ways?” 
“In some ways.” His voice was getting raspy. “You can’t make me do things, not by force. But you can make me want to give you anything you want.” 
Marci frowned. “Can you tell if that’s happening? Because I—I wouldn’t do that to you, either. Not if I could help it.” 
“I can tell, and so can you.” He grinned, trying to soothe without leaning on her, and told her an easy lie. “It’s okay, though. I’m tough to push around, even for pretty ladies like you.” Instead of returning his smile, she looked away. “I’ll need some time to prepare. When do you want to leave?” 
“My friend is pulling me into the Global in six hours. If I tell him you’re willing, he’ll pull you in too. 
If we get the doors open, we’ll leave then.” 
“I can be ready, but if we’re leaving so soon…” She swallowed hard. “I think we should do the—the thing right now.” 
Mark her. Wind her in magic until anyone with a drop of demon blood knew she was his. 
That part would be easy. The hard part came later, when he had to let her go. 
Marci hoped she looked calm on the outside, because inside she was a mess. Her stomach churned with something a little more like anticipation than fear, and she damned herself a fool for it. 
She didn’t know him, and yet she was about to trust him with everything. If he wanted, he could command her to do anything— anything—and she’d not only do it but smile. Thank him. 
Beg for more. 
She shook away the thought. Gabe hadn’t moved, and she touched his arm. “It’s stupid, but I’m ready. 
I trust you.” 
The words made him smile even as his muscles tensed under her fingers. “You’ll have to, because this won’t work if you don’t. Even if I flipped you now, I couldn’t force you to accept a mark. It’s the one thing we can’t do.” 
Only when he stopped talking did she realize she’d been staring at his mouth. “What do we do first?” 
“Put your hands in mine.” He extended both, palms up, and waited. 
Marci met his gaze as she complied. That simple touch shouldn’t have sent shivers rushing through her, but her skin prickled with goose bumps and heat began to gather low in her belly. 
“That’s it…” Something ghosted past, like music she couldn’t quite hear, and his thumbs folded over to stroke the backs of her fingers. “Think about trusting me. Why you trust me.” 
www.samhainpublishing.com 
33 
Moira Rogers 
Because she believed him. Because he seemed genuinely concerned about her comfort as well as her safety. Because no one with eyes that clear and pure could be truly awful. 
Because he could have had her already. 
“Are you ready?” 
His voice felt like a touch, warm and soothing. “Mm-hmm.” The feeling grew as he stroked her hands again. “You feel safe?” It was what he wanted, for her to see him as a protector, a safe haven. “You won’t let anything happen to me.” 
“I won’t.” The power rose differently than before. Slowly, folding around her in layer after layer, like sinking into a warm bath. Marci felt the same peaceful hush when it finally enveloped her. She was weightless, suspended. Cradled. 
Belatedly, she dragged in a breath and opened her eyes. “You’re beautiful.” He laughed, and it tickled over her. “You’re high on magic.” 
“Lies.” But she laughed too and gripped his hands. “What do I feel like?” Gabe tilted his head and seemed to consider it. “Soft. Strong. Like the ocean.” 
“I’ve never seen the ocean.” 
“Not many around here have. I lived in the west until I was ten.” It was so normal. Just idle conversation utterly at odds with the magic that had just bound them. 
“Gabe?” 
“Yeah, sweetheart?” 
“Isn’t this…” Bizarre.  She never finished the sentence because she needed to touch him more than she needed to talk. So she slid her hand up his arm to his shoulder and shifted closer. 
Kiss me.  Would she be forcing the issue if she whispered the words? Leaning on him like she’d sworn not to do? 
It didn’t matter, because she kissed him, driven by the freedom she’d tasted in his aura. She wanted it—to feel that way, as if nothing mattered but the moment. 
A strong hand settled at the nape of her neck, fingers warm and gentle. Gabe licked her lower lip once and eased back until his breath skated over her mouth as he spoke. “Are you drunk on magic, Marci? Or do you want me to kiss you?” 
“Do they have to be different things?” she asked. “Isn’t that why you want me, because of my bloodline?” 
“I need you because of your bloodline.” The pad of his thumb stroked up the side of her throat, a soft caress that did exactly what it was supposed to do—inflame her libido. “I don’t have to kiss you to get what I need. That’s something I want to do.” 
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A tiny but valid distinction, she supposed, but the truth was that she was beyond separating the two. 
“I’m new to this, so you’ll have to forgive me for being unsure.” Talking was getting her nowhere, so she closed her teeth on his lip in a gentle bite. 
He groaned, and the gentle hand at her nape tensed, holding her in place even as he surged forward. 
Her head tilted back, and his mouth opened in a kiss that demanded everything. 
Everything, and it still wasn’t enough. Marci’s head buzzed with pleasure—at his taste, his touch, how it felt to mold her body to the hard wall of his chest. She gasped for breath and wiggled closer, protesting with a moan when the sheet she’d worn to bed tangled around her legs and halted her progress. 
At least that was easily dealt with. She worked her way free of the sheet without taking her mouth from Gabe’s, and she sighed with relief when she slipped into his lap, wound her legs around his hips and rocked against him. 
Another groan, and his fingers twisted in her hair, urging her head back until his mouth settled against her throat. “Hell, woman, that was one enthusiastic kiss.” 
“You’re the one asking if I really want to kiss you.” She arched her back and clutched at his shoulders. “It’s a stupid question.” 
“Mmm, maybe.” He kissed the spot where her pulse beat frantically. “And maybe I think this is too fast, not the right time.” 
Marci groaned. “I hate you for being right.” 
“No, you don’t.” The words were cocky and utterly self-assured. “If you want to kiss me when we get to my drop? I’ll kiss you anywhere.” Teeth scraped her skin. “Anywhere you want.” She was already shaking, and the words only intensified the ache that plagued her. “It’s really not the magic, is it?” 
“Magic’s not helping us slow down.” The grip on her neck eased as he inched his hand away. “But I’m pretty sure we’re stepping on the gas all on our own.” Shaking her head didn’t help to clear it, so Marci eased off his lap and blew out a sharp breath. “Six hours.” 
“Six hours.” His gaze swept over her before he looked away. “But if you’re going to spend them naked, we’ll be in trouble.” 
Damn it.  Marci snatched up the blanket and covered herself. “There are a few security weaknesses I’ve found that I can exploit. I’ve been saving them, just in case.” 
“And you didn’t exploit them to get away from me?” 
She hadn’t had time, not before she’d started climbing him. “Honestly, I didn’t really have the chance, or I might have.” 
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“Mmm.” A smile tugged at his lips as he eased a hand into his pocket and pulled out a compact tablet with a shiny silver back and a clear screen. “Trip used some sort of hacker trick to download a list of what he needs onto my handheld. Most of it means nothing to me.” 
“May I?” She held out her hand and took the tablet. A quick skim of the list left her nodding. “I can handle it.” 
“In six hours?” 
“Maybe less,” she told him with no small amount of pride. 
His appreciation showed in his eyes. “Good. You’re the expert with this. But once we get out…” He paused. “Have you ever spent time topside?” 
It was unthinkable. “Only in transport. When I had to.” 
“Demons are damn close to blind in the dark, but it’s going to be near dawn by the time we get out. 
We’ll have to move fast, down river, and spend the day in my bolthole. Stick close to me, and I’ll get you there safely. I promise.” 
Skeptical, Marci squinted at him. “If they’re so blind, how are they still so dangerous?” He hesitated, long enough to make it clear he didn’t want to tell her. But he did anyway, voice quiet and firm. “After they pop humans, they can use their eyes to see, control them like puppets. A popped human doesn’t come back. Soul’s just…gone. Body keeps living though, as long as the demons want it to.” Nausea twisted in Marci’s stomach, sharp and sour. “Oh.” Gabe rose in one graceful movement and closed his hands around her shoulders. “First off, that’s only humans. A summoner who gets popped can come back. Second, it’s damn hard to pop someone who’s been marked. That’s the point, Marci. It’d take them a long time to do it, and I’d kill ’em before it happened.” So he kept saying. She’d never seen him fight, but he looked like someone who could take care of himself—and her too. “Okay.” 
“Okay,” he repeated, rubbing his thumbs over her skin in a soothing rhythm. It didn’t ease all her tension, but it helped. “Let’s get out of here.” 
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Three hours in the network, and Marci was starting to see double. 
She ground her teeth and dropped her head to the desk. “That was it—my last idea.” Across from her, the blond tech—Trip—clucked his tongue and waved a hand. One wall of the makeshift room vanished in a dizzying rush only to reappear as a computer screen with the Gold Mills schematic traced in glowing lines from floor to ceiling. “We’re most of the way there. Alarms are down. 
Alerts are rerouted. No one will know you opened a door…if you can open a door.” 
“That’s what I’ve been trying to do,” she shot back. “Every little hole is secure.” 
“So we move on to the tiny ones.” Trip rose like a cat. The man seemed full of lean, leashed energy, even virtually. “The cracks. And if we can’t find them, we can make one or two.” It had been drilled into her head from her first day on the job. “They’ve always said the only way to reverse a lockdown is a mainframe-generated keycode.” Trip scratched the side of his face and considered the map. “That’s a damn dangerous game to play, unless you figure everyone in the building’s replaceable.” 
“Everyone irreplaceable stays in Nicollet,” Marci muttered. It wasn’t right, but she couldn’t act as though she hadn’t known this could happen. She and everyone else who signed up to work in places like Gold Mills knew the score. 
“Tough break.” He leaned closer to the wall, tracing his fingers over the west side of the building, where the river powered the generators. “This sector isn’t on the same lockdown grid. It might not be fun, but you could probably climb through the ducts from the bathrooms to the generator room. Might be a tight fit for Gabe, but he could make it.” 
Marci had been to that area exactly once, when she’d been new and gotten lost on her way to the west-sector dormitories. “Most of the doors in that area of the sector have been taken down. They use the rooms for storage, and maintenance crews only go there when they have to, so they didn’t bother outfitting the place with expensive updated locks, just the overall building security measures.” 
“That’s it, then. Your yellow brick road.” 
Marci vaguely recognized the pre-Fall movie reference. “Okay, now we just have to get out of the lounge. Maybe Gabe should start digging through the wall with a soup spoon.” 
“I considered it,” Gabe drawled, speaking for the first time. “They’re not tough enough.” 
“So find something that is and lay the halfblood smack down on that door.” Moira Rogers 
Marci snorted. “Pry open the door? Just like that?” 
Trip raised both eyebrows. “Are you being modest, Gabe?” 
“I’m being smart.” His stance was still relaxed, casual, but something about it rang hollow. 
Sometimes body language lost something in the network, but Gabe seemed distinctly uneasy. “Brains before brute force, right?” 
Marci stared at him as a shudder wracked her. “Holy shit. You can open the door, can’t you?” 
“Probably.” He shifted his weight, straightening. “It wouldn’t be my first choice, and I’ll need to take apart one of the beds for leverage and have Trip look up the weak spots.” Of course he hadn’t admitted it. Why would he, when he’d gone to so much trouble to trap her with him in the first place? “Fine.” 
Gabe sighed. “How would volunteering the information have helped? I could have let you out into the unprotected hallways and…what? Pried open another door so everyone on the other side would know I wasn’t human?” 
“And ruin how hard you worked to get me stuck with you in the first place, right?” His jaw clenched, and he looked away. 
Trip didn’t. “If there’s something going on…” 
“There’s not,” Gabe snapped. “Can you bypass the perimeter alarm?” Marci dropped her gaze to the display in front of her. “It doesn’t look like Asha and Christian ever reset it.” 
“So pull up the specs on those doors and do the math, Trip.” It didn’t take long. Trip returned to the display and typed something. “Knee height. The doors should spring if you can find something that’ll work as a lever.” 
“The bed frames should work, then,” Marci told him. “They’re solid steel.” Gabe nodded tightly. “Do we need to do anything else?” Trip waved a hand. “Both of you, get out of here. I can handle the rest.” Without a word, Gabe blinked out. Marci followed as fast as she could, rubbing her eyes under the disposable glasses as the virtual room dissolved. 
She rose as soon as she dared, and her legs wobbled a little. “Is there anything else you want to tell me before I discover it by accident?” 
“I snore.” He stripped the sheets from the mattress and dumped them on the floor next to the blankets. 
“I hate eggs.” 
She stalked over and stilled his hand. “Have you misled me about anything else? I’ll ask now and let it go, but I want the truth.” 
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Gabe didn’t meet her eyes. “I didn’t mislead you about that. It’s not going to be easy to get the door open, and I might hurt myself trying. I’m stronger than a human because I’m not human. I never pretended I was.” 
It stung, though she didn’t know what she’d expected. “Okay.” She released him. “Go ahead. Act like I’m being unreasonable, like I have no right to ask.” The mattress joined the growing pile, tossed with a tiny bit of temper. It slid across the narrow room and rattled a plastic chair. “I didn’t want to tell you it was possible,” he admitted, his voice full of spiky edges. “Not until I thought you’d want to come with me.” 
“Then that’s what I want to hear.” She clenched her hands into fists. “The truth, Gabe, that’s what I want.” 
“I’m strong.” The bedframe was metal—solid enough, until he wrapped his fingers around the back and the base and began to bend it. “Most halfbloods are. Most are stronger than me.” The metal creaked under the force of his hands. If most were stronger than Gabe, most scared the hell out of her. “I—” Those same hands had touched her gently. “Okay.” The frame snapped. Gabe didn’t look at her as he tilted the frame up on its side and began the same process with one of the legs. “We get good shit and bad shit. At least this can be useful.” Marci stared at the rent metal for a moment and squeezed her eyes shut. “How do you do that? Make me feel like I should apologize even though you actually were an ass?” 
“Because of what I am.” The words were quiet. “It’s not the same as leaning. Not active, or anything I can stop. People want to trust me. They don’t have to trust me, but they want to.” 
“I want to.” She spoke without thought and instantly regretted it. “Let’s just get out of here. This lockdown is driving us both crazy.” 
But he didn’t move. “The truth,” he repeated. “Did you think about what that means? That’s part of the reason you trusted me when I dragged you into this room. I didn’t force it on you, but I didn’t warn you about it, either.” 
And it was, undoubtedly, part of the reason she’d accepted his mark. “No, you didn’t warn me, but I’m not simple, Gabe. I know there’s something drawing me to you, I just…need to know you’re not doing it on purpose.” 
He didn’t smile. “If it were on purpose, you’d notice. You’d know.” 
“Because I wouldn’t be able to control myself?” 
“Because some little part of you would be screaming for it to stop, no matter how eager I told you to be.” His fingers tightened around the makeshift lever until she knew the metal must be misshapen. “I marked you. I’m not going to let anything hurt you. Not even me.” She covered his hand again. “Open that door, and let’s split. We can talk about it all you want once we get to your place across the river.” 
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Gabe blew out a breath and offered her a half smile. “Get your stuff. Even if I can spring it, I might not be able to hold it for long.” 
It didn’t take long to gather their supplies. “We can stop by a supply closet.” Marci shoved the last bottle of water into one of the bags. “If you think we need to, I mean.” He was already working the piece of metal between the doors, every movement slow and methodical. 
“No. Speed is more important. I have plenty of emergency supplies laid in.” She looped the bag over her neck and picked up another piece of metal from the broken bedstead. She positioned herself across from Gabe, on the other side of the doors, and met his gaze. “Ready?” Instead of answering, he began to exert pressure, the muscles in his arms flexing as he strained against the weight. Marci did the same, pulling in the opposite direction, though she may as well have been trying to move the wall itself. Nothing happened, nothing budged. 
Nothing. 
Then the door groaned, and Gabe snarled and redoubled his efforts, struggling until the muscles bunched in his arms and shoulders and his face turned red. 
A hissing sound filled the room, followed by a sharp crack as the doors flew open. Marci went sprawling and crashed painfully into a nearby chair, though she managed to regain her balance and right herself. 
Gabe was bent over, palms braced against his thighs as he panted for breath. “Fuck.” When he shifted his hands, she could see the deep crimson stains left behind on the fabric, and she grabbed a hand towel from the kitchen station. “You’re bleeding.” He took the towel and winced as he jammed it against his hand. “I’ll heal fast enough. Hand me one of the bags, and let’s get to the west sector.” 
Marci did as he asked and stared at the door for a moment, seized by the feeling that it wasn’t a door at all, but a gaping metal mouth, waiting to slam shut on her as she tried to escape. 
She shook off the image and dove through the doors. “This way.” Her knees shook so badly that only his steps echoing behind her kept her upright. Marci hit the end of the hall, then made a left and a quick right. “There are sets of steps,” she said aloud, mostly to herself. “We have to go farther down before we can come back up.” 
“Makes sense.” For a large man, his steps were oddly soft, as if he was used to moving quickly and quietly. “When they reclaimed this place from the ruins, they would have built down. It’s safer underground.” 
They made it to the stairwell, and Marci hurried down flight after flight, her hands barely touching the cold metal rails. “Two more floors.” She was panting, as much from fear as exertion, and her knees shook even harder when they reached the bottom landing. 
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She pulled at the door handle, but nothing happened. “Shit. Shit, it’s locked.” She knew the system had to be offline, but she tried her keycard anyway, to no avail. 
Gabe eyed the door, slid his hand down the frame and tested the handle. “It’s an old-fashioned one. 
Maybe we can pop the lock, if we hit it right.” 
“I think it’s…” She’d seen people do it in her youth, kids at her school who wanted to impress or scare each other by accessing unauthorized rooms. She pulled the handle, depressing the thumb lever as far as it would go, and gave the door a wallop just above the kickplate. 
It bounced open, and Marci almost let it close again in her shock. “Maybe that’s the last one.” His hand fell to the small of her back, urging her forward. “If not, we can kick them in.” The emergency lights on the lowest level flickered, casting eerie shadows across the cracked plaster and paint. Their steps echoed, and Marci almost stumbled when she saw the door. 
The tiny window had long been sealed and welded with a piece of steel, cut to fit, but she knew what lay on the other side. 
Danger, and freedom. 
This one was locked too, but the release bar sat on their side, along with the numerous deadbolts that had been added. Marci started at the bottom and Gabe at the top, flipping each lock back. Her fingers slipped on the metal, but together they managed to free every lock. 
“Almost—” She shoved against the release bar with her hip, and a shrill alarm pierced the air as the door swung open. 
“Fuck.” Gabe tried slamming the door shut again, but the wail of the alarm didn’t abate. “God damn Trip, code crunchers never remember that not everything is wired into a computer.” The sound—as well as a flashing warning light—emanated from a small red box above the door. “Can you—?” 
He was just tall enough to reach it, but there was no time for finesse. Gabe smashed his bleeding fist against the box until it crumpled, then tore it away and jerked at the wires. The ends snapped free of the base, silencing the alarm. 
Too late, and he confirmed it. “We can’t wait for it to get lighter out, now. Any demons within ten miles will be curious. We need to get downriver. Fast. ” Simple, but far from easy. Marci swallowed hard and slid her hand into his, gripping it tightly. “I understand.” 
“Trust me, Marci.” Only three words, but magic wreathed them, slid around her until he  pulsed just under her skin, warm and sure. 
The time for doubt was past. She’d committed to this, they both had, and now they had to see it through. “Okay,” she whispered, trying to hide her fear with a smile. “Race you to the river.” 
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If she’d been a strong swimmer, it would have been easy. A dunk in the river and a swift trip south. 
The current was fast below the falls, and Gabe had used it to get out of a bind before. In the darkness it was easy to float, and trust on the demon’s shitty night vision to do the rest. 
A woman raised below ground had no reason to swim. Maybe she’d done it in the network, strolled virtual beaches or floated in imaginary pools. The water in virtual reality felt almost real. Wet and refreshing and fun—but no replacement for the real thing. 
Nothing virtual ever was. 
Her fear was real enough. It battered against him as they climbed onto the ruins of a bridge wide enough to accommodate six cars across. Now it was nothing but shattered concrete and steel left to rot in the elements, one of the first victims in the war as the humans retreated toward their underground cities. It was open—exposed—but too massive to skirt around. “Once we reach the other side, we can find cover in the trees.” 
“Maybe they didn’t hear.” Her voice shook. “It could have been anything, right? Come from anywhere.” 
“We’re doing just fine,” he promised, and it wasn’t entirely a lie. Demons could be slow to react at night. Cautious, which made travel safer. 
Safer. Not safe. 
She stumbled across a busted and fallen concrete wall. The stone skittered, and she flinched. “Quiet, Marci,” she whispered, berating herself. “For fuck’s sake.” Using power was dangerous, but he unleashed a little. A quiet murmur, not to force calm on her, but to share certainty. “It’s okay,” he insisted, hopping lightly off the last hulking chunk of cement. He settled his feet, then turned to help her down. “Speed is more important than a little noise.” 
“Animals, right? There are plenty ranging in this area.” She didn’t let go of his hand, not even after she had her footing. “We see them on the remote cameras sometimes. Whole herds of deer.” 
“Deer, goats, cows…” Five hundred yards of barren earth lay between them and the cover of the trees that were slowly overtaking manmade structures. Five hundred yards of being vulnerable and easily spotted. He gripped her hand more tightly, but kept his voice easy. “Before the Fall, there were a lot of farms around here. I guess the city heads couldn’t bring all of the animals underground, so they went feral up here.” 
Marci stared at the distance that separated them from the shelter of the trees. “I can run, Gabe. I train every day, and I’m good at it.” 
Running on a treadmill or even through the halls of the building wouldn’t be the same as a dash for their lives across uneven ground. But it didn’t matter—they didn’t have a choice. “This is it, then. Let’s run.” 
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She kept up with him and his quick but steady pace for longer than he expected, a couple hundred yards. Almost halfway. Enough to make him admit that his ego was far too tied up in being the one who rescued her, the one who saved her, so she’d melt into his arms and stare up at him with big eyes that saw a hero instead of a demon. 
And none of that mattered when an inhuman shriek ripped through the night, and Marci almost tripped. 
Behind them—and above them. Gabe released her hand and spun, his stomach sinking when he caught the flash of wings. Skins were just as deadly in a fight, but wings were harder to pin down. The only weapon he had was the hunting knife he’d strapped to his thigh again, only good at close range. “Run, Marci!” 
She exhaled on a shaky, terrified sob. “Don’t, Gabe—don’t—” Demons weren’t that much larger than humans, but the ground still shook when his enemy slammed to the dirt. Gabe whipped out his knife and lunged. 
His blade nicked the demon’s leathery hide a second before the creature swept him aside with one strong arm and stepped toward Marci with a hiss, moonlight glinting dully off its wings. She dropped to the dirt. 
A smaller target, and her dark clothes would make her harder to see. Rebounding, Gabe got a running start this time, more interested in slamming into his foe hard enough to drive him back. Away from Marci, that was what every cell in his body demanded, a singular dedication of purpose that made every movement painfully sharp. 
His knife landed true this time, sinking in all the way to the hilt. The demon screamed and tried to fight back, sharp claws slicing as his arms flailed. When he failed to dislodge Gabe, he dropped on top of him. 
Pain was unimportant. Maybe even desirable, because every slash strengthened his resolve. Nothing inside him was dark now, not even the parts that were more demon than human. They blazed with possessive fury, the knowledge that the creature fighting to subdue him wanted to slide strange, foreign magic over the summoner Gabe had marked. 
This must be the battle frenzy the warriors spoke of. The thought drifted through his mind, out of place amidst the anger that gave him the strength to roll them both. Even bleeding, he had no problem wrapping a slippery hand around the hilt of his knife and grinding it deeper, reveling in the demon’s shrieks of pain. 
With one last, desperate surge, the demon kicked at him. Gabe tumbled away, the knife ripping free of his grasp. He rolled in time to see Marci slam a hunk of concrete down on the demon’s head with both hands, once and then again. 
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The demon’s skull caved in. Gabe rocked to his feet, shaking as blood dripped to the ground. “He’s down, Marci. We need to move.” 
It took her two tries to stand, but she reached down and pulled his knife free of the fallen corpse. 
“You’ll need this,” she told him, dazed. 
The girl had never been outside before, never stood under an open sky, and he’d dragged her straight into hell. He took the knife gently and eased an arm around her, just a brief, quick hug. “You saved my ass. 
You can do this.” 
She shook her head, grabbed the bag she’d dropped and echoed his words. “We need to move.” And move they did. Gabe pushed through his pain until they were well into the overgrown trees. They trudged past buildings long since abandoned and cars left to rot before he pulled her to a stop against a solid-looking brick wall. “We need to do something about my arm. If I’m bleeding too much, I’ll leave a trail.” 
She looked more startled than anything. “You’re hurt?” It was cool out but not cold, so he stripped his torn shirt over his head. “Some scratches, but one or two aren’t closing up yet.” 
“Oh, Jesus.” She took the shirt and tore off a strip of fabric, wincing at the noise it made. “We need adhesive strips or tape or something to hold the edges together. We can bandage them in the meantime.” Next time—if there was a next time—he wasn’t going anywhere without a tablet, his network connection and a fucking first aid kit. “We have to make do with what we’ve got on us, sweetheart. Can you tie my shirt around my arm?” 
She worked quickly, wincing again when she accidentally pulled the fabric too tight. “Sorry.” It hurt, but admitting it might have hurt more. Her fear pounded against him, so much worse because she was trying to hide it, and the mixture of terror and bravery felt like failure. He couldn’t make her feel safe, but he also couldn’t give her the luxury of being afraid. 
Not yet. “That’ll hold me until we get to my base. You steady enough?” 
“How far is it?” 
“Less than a half a mile.” 
She brushed her hand over the makeshift bandage one last time and nodded. “No sweat. Just a nice little run.” 
“That’s right.” He straightened and nodded to the cracked path leading along the river. The tar had kept the trees from expanding, but in another generation or two, it might be reclaimed by the forest as well. 
“This road leads straight to the museum. Huge silver building on the edge of the river. I’ve got a place in the basement, with plenty of locks and supplies. Even ADS, if we need it. So just keep running until you get there.” 
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Maybe Marci sensed his emotions, because she didn’t wait for him to urge her along, or try to make sure he followed. She took off, sticking close to the cover of the buildings that faced the river. Moving fast—as fast as he could, with half of his senses straining for the slightest noise from behind them. 
Or above them. 
No demons appeared. Nothing appeared, not until they burst out of the trees and into the ruins of what had once been a university. Some buildings stood sturdily enough, and some walls had long since crumbled. Straight ahead was the monstrous metal construction that housed rotting paintings and broken sculptures. 
It perched on the riverbank like a castle out of an ancient movie, representing all the same things. 
Safety. Fortification. If they could get to it. 
With so much of Gabe’s concentration tied up in the dangers lurking behind them, Marci was the one who saw it first. She skidded to a stop and shrank back against him silently, clapping one hand over her mouth. 
The man who stepped out of the side street wasn’t a man at all, but an empty husk. A puppet, one whose jerky steps mimicked human movement in a way that never failed to turn the stomach. 
Popped. The guy’d been popped, which meant a demon was driving him. Recon, probably, since skins couldn’t get a view from the sky like their winged brothers. Tightening his arm around Marci’s waist, Gabe dragged her back behind a building. “They’re slow,” he whispered. “Clumsy. We can get past them or put them down.” 
“They act as the demons’ eyes. I remember you saying that.” She worried her lower lip. “So…we move fast.” 
His safe room would keep demons out, but with Marci’s power blunted by his mark, it would be easier if their enemy wasn’t sure where they’d gone to ground. “We move fast,” he agreed. And make sure
no one’s watching where we end up. 

She kept up, he had to give her that, and even when faced with the shambling creatures that may as well have been the walking dead, she remained silent. 
Killing them was a mercy, and at least half the reason he veered off course. The first one went down silently, his jugular severed. Gabe spun and sank his knife into the chest of the second, a blank-eyed man who stank of the organic diesel fuel some of the haulers used to transport their equipment. Probably a crew that had gotten ambushed on the road and had paid for a moment’s inattention by being thrust from their bodies. 
Mercy, to be sure, but enough self-interest to speed his steps until he was at Marci’s side again. Ahead lay the concrete foundation and two openings large enough to drive a truck through. “In there,” he managed, straining for breath. “Before any more show up.” 
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She hauled ass into the garage, her steps echoing in the empty, cavernous space. Only one door still stood, the one Trip had helped him secure. Beside it hung a faded yellow sign emblazoned with a distinctive symbol. “Bomb shelter?” she panted. 
“From the last wars before the Fall.” He had to pry the silver casing open, but underneath was an old-fashioned biometric scanner. Pressing his palm to it popped open the door. “Down, quick.” She hurried down the stairs, sometimes taking them two at a time, but she managed not to fall. At the bottom, she leaned against the wall and pressed a hand to her side. “Is that it? Tell me that’s it.” 
“That’s it.” The dull glow of the emergency lights along the stairs barely illuminated her face. He eased past her, groping along the wall until he found the control panel. “There are a few solar panels on the roof of the building. Since I’m not here that often, there’s plenty of energy to run the generators, as long as we don’t have to lay low for longer than a week.” 
Marci rubbed her cheek on her forearm and grimaced at the dirt and blood smudged on her skin. “And a water system? Turns out, running for one’s life is a filthy activity.” 
“You might have to wait twenty or thirty minutes for hot water…” He activated the overhead lighting, then the rest of the commands to bring his tiny shelter online. “But there’s a very nice shower.” 
“I don’t care if it’s cold. I just want to be clean.” Adrenaline was starting to fade, leaving a sick feeling in his gut and exhaustion in his limbs. Bundling her off into the shower so he could spend a moment in quiet panic seemed like the best idea he’d had all day. Maybe, if he wasn’t looking at her, the need to strip her naked and map every curve of her body would abate. 
And maybe the demons would all go back to wherever they’d come from and leave the world in peace. “Follow me, sweetheart.” 
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Marci stayed under the water for longer than she should have. It started to warm, stinging her scrapes, and she carefully catalogued every bump and bruise. She’d been hurt more than she’d realized. They’d been attacked, maybe almost died. 
She’d never felt more alive. 
She towel-dried her hair and dressed slowly. Then she sat on a couch in the shelter’s tiny living area and waited for Gabe to come out of the other shower room. 
When he did, he was wearing nothing but a towel around his narrow hips. The careful speech Marci had been practicing evaporated along with what remained of her sense of self-preservation. 
She rose and licked her lips. “I left,” she told him carefully. “I left the mill, and my life isn’t over. 
That wasn’t it.” 
“Not in the least,” he agreed. “Your life’s just getting started.” Just getting started.  What a shame that he spoke the truth. For so long, she’d done nothing but wait for her world to drop out from under her. Now it had, and all she wanted was to relish every moment of her free fall. 
Marci tingled with anticipation and desire and freedom, with no room left over for doubt or hesitation. 
She stepped close and slid her arms around his neck. “I’m tired of not living, Gabe. Of being so scared I can’t be anything else.” 
Damp hair curled under her fingertips. His chest was broad and bore its share of scars, imperfections that would never appear in the network. But they were real, and so was he as he slid a hand to the small of her back and urged her closer. “Nothing to be scared of here, sweetheart. Just you and me.” The two of them, and no reason to stop. She stretched up and kissed him, soft and slow, like it was the first time. It may as well have been, because the simple touch shocked her with its intensity. No buzzing magic high this time, just his mouth over hers and his body… 
Oh, his body. 
Too soon he lifted his head, feathering teasing kisses along her jaw. “It is just you and me, right? Do we need to take a trip into the network and make sure you still want to take a ride if there’s no magic?” Marci shook her head. “Just us.” Water from the shower still clung to his skin, and it soaked through her shirt to heat and chill her at the same time. The thought of slipping into virtual reality, of losing that dichotomy of sensation, was unbearable. 
Moira Rogers 
He didn’t seem eager to force the issue. The hand at the small of her back fisted, dragging her upward with an insistence that belied his gentle, slow kisses. “If this is your first time outside the Global, you need to tell me.” 
“I’m not a virgin, Gabe.” She’d had more sex inside the network, but she wasn’t completely inexperienced outside of it. 
“Good.” His teeth closed on her ear. 
Marci shuddered and scratched her nails down his back, all the way to the rough edge of the towel around his hips. 
He reversed their positions easily, half lifting her before sinking down on the couch and dragging her astride him. It was so much like her fantasy, but she couldn’t ponder the implications of that, not when his towel parted a little and her inner thigh slid over his hair-roughened leg. 
Gabe seemed fixated on her shirt—and getting her out of it. Both large hands curled in the fabric as he coaxed it up, swearing roughly when it caught on her elbow. “I’m supposed to be smooth,” he rasped, wrestling the fabric over her head. “I am smooth. Usually.” His eagerness was gratifying because it meant she wasn’t the only one losing control. “It doesn’t matter,” she whispered, dropping her lips to his shoulder. “Touch me.” He did, and skillfully, in spite of his protests. Soft at first, his fingertips exploring her back and arms, mapping her skin as he sought her mouth again. His kiss though—that was less gentle. Hungry, even, his tongue teasing her lips to part before stroking over hers. 
Marci had no idea how long they stayed that way, with his hands tracing her body. Her head began to swim, but she wasn’t about to break the kiss and lose the hot glide of his tongue over hers. 
That changed when she wiggled closer and the hard heat of his erection rubbed against her. She dropped her head back with a gasp and did it again. 
“Keep wiggling.” Barely words—more of a growl, really—and his fingers bit into her hips to encourage her rocking movements as the heat of his mouth found the curve of her breast. 
The shocks of pleasure that tingled up her spine left her restless. She moved with his hands but it wasn’t enough, so she slid her hands over his skin, explored the strong lines of his shoulders and back until he closed his lips around the tight bud of her nipple. 
She slipped her fingers into his hair as a wave of dizzy need rocked her. “Lick me.” She wanted his tongue on her skin, maddening and soothing all at once. 
He just laughed and scraped his teeth against her. “Where? So many places to choose from…” One hand eased from her hip to skate across her stomach, his thumb edging under her shorts. “So many places to touch you.” 
One thing he hadn’t learned about her yet was that she liked to bite back. Marci leaned down, closed her teeth sharply on his earlobe and ground her hips hard against his. 
48 
www.samhainpublishing.com 
Demon Bait 
That made him groan. His fingers closed around the waistband of her shorts and jerked, rough enough to rock her body as the fabric tore. “Fuck,” he whispered, pulling his hand away. “Marci, take your damn clothes off before I shred them.” 
She climbed off his lap but hesitated, looking around. Finally, she jerked her head toward a door off the short hall. “Is that the bedroom? Yours, I mean. The one you use?” Something wild filled his eyes. “Yes.” 
Marci swallowed hard and held out her hand. “Take me there, and you can do whatever, as long as you want. As slow as you want.” 
He flowed from the couch, liquid grace in motion. His strong arms swept her up, urged her legs around his hips where they bumped the towel now hanging precariously from his waist. He lost it entirely within three steps, leaving it behind him as his quick strides devoured the hallway. 
Naked, he pressed her back against the door, his body hot and hard against hers. “I won’t hurt you,” he ground out. “Tell me you believe that. Promise me.” 
“You won’t.” She held him tight and brushed her lips over his cheek. “I believe you.” The door spilled open, and she landed on her back on the bed, a coarse blanket scratching at her skin. 
He drew his hands down her body and stripped her shorts and underwear free in one insistent movement. 
He looked even bigger looming over her like this, and Marci raised one leg without thought, rubbing the inside of her calf against his side. 
Those too-blue eyes seemed darker now, hungry, as he dropped a hand to curl under her knee. “I’ve been imagining you like this since you slid all that pretty magic all over me.” She couldn’t help tensing. “I know.” Even though she’d sworn not to lie to herself, she’d almost forgotten what had drawn him to her in the first place. 
“Do you?” He edged her up the bed and stretched out over her, his weight braced on his arms. “Before you laid your summoner mojo on me, I could write every last urge off as an itch. But you smoothed my edges ’til they were shiny, and I wanted you more than before, even when the magic was gone.” 
“So you don’t need to duck into the network either? Make sure this whole thing isn’t about my summoner magic?” 
“Not a chance.” When he rocked, the full, heavy length of his erection ground against her stomach. 
“That’s all for you.” 
Marci bit her lip to hold back a whimper. She longed to be confident enough to take control, to boldly bring Gabe pleasure and take her own in return. 
She reached down and closed her hand around him. “Tell me what you imagined.” Groaning, he slid one arm under her and rolled them, leaving her sprawled against his chest. “Like this,” he murmured, urging her to sit up. Then his hand fell to cover hers, molding it to his rigid flesh. “You looked like you’d been trying to fade away. I thought you were a woman who needed to be seen.” 
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The way he stared at her made her heart race. Marci tightened her hand under his and stroked his cock. “I like having you see me.” 
“You’re worth it.” His grip closed on her fingers, stilled her movements. “Worth watching. Did you touch yourself in the shower? Did you think about me and make yourself come?” Her cheeks heated, but she refused to look away or lie. “Yes. After what happened between us, I needed it.” 
“So did I.” His free hand trailed up her inner thigh and slicked between her legs. 
Every touch was skillful— perfect—and Marci’s legs trembled. She braced herself with one hand on Gabe’s chest, just to keep herself upright, and moved her hips over his hand. “Tell me that part too?” 
“I wrapped my hand around my dick and thought about every way I’d take you.” He worked one finger into her, easing deeper as she squirmed. “Everything from sweet seduction to fucking so dirty you’d swear no one could bend that way outside the network.” His low words stoked the burning ache, and she moaned his name. “I almost came after you. Got on my knees for you.” 
Another finger, and now he was stretching her, his thumb a taunting counterpoint against her clit. 
“You know exactly what you want, don’t you, Marci?” His other hand squeezed hers again, jerking it over his cock. “Take it.” 
Take it.  The words seemed so simple, but it meant she had the power, that he would not only satisfy her desires but relish doing so. 
Such a small thing, but it freed something inside her. “I know what I want.” She eased away from his touch and climbed over him, positioning her hips above his. “I want you, Gabe.” 
“I’m yours.” Raw words, ground out from between his teeth as he urged her to sink onto him. “I’ll give you anything you want. I’ll bend the world in half for you.” All she needed was what she had. She had to go slow, easing down bit by bit, and the sheer intimacy of taking him inside her body brought tears to her eyes. 
His grip tightened at once, soothing noises falling from his lips. “Take me slow, honey, so it doesn’t hurt.” 
“That’s not—” Marci leaned close and kissed him. “It’s not that, I swear.” 
“Slow,” he insisted again, proving himself more than capable of being commanding, even beneath her. His hips began an unhurried roll, working his cock deeper with every advance. 
It was perfect. He knew exactly what to do, and when to start going a little faster. A little harder. 
Marci braced her elbows on either side of his head and let him control their movements, but she couldn’t hold back a soft moan each time he thrust up against her. 
He was groaning too, making low, hungry noises with every thrust, until his hands tightened on her back. “Tell me it’s okay to roll you under me and take you.” 50 
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The words washed over her like a caress, and a pulse of reaction made her clench around him. “Yes. ” In the next moment, they rolled, tumbled. She ended up on her stomach again, on the bed this time, with Gabe’s chest pressing down on her back. One smooth stroke buried him deep again, maybe even deeper. 
“Just like this,” he whispered against her cheek. One arm slid under her body, wrapped across her chest until his fingers curled around the opposite shoulder. It kept her still, utterly immobilized as he ground into her with another rumbling growl. 
She couldn’t move. All she could do was give herself over to whatever he did, to the sensual tension twisting inside her. “I trust you,” she whispered. “I’m yours too.” 
“I know.” He pulled back and bit the back of her shoulder. When he surged forward this time, the depth of his thrust stole her breath. Left her shaking. 
Nothing could have prepared her for this—not sex in or out of the network, not even the mingling of magic when he’d marked her. This was beyond that, far past giving or receiving. 
Possession. 
The world exploded, hurtling in a million different directions, and Marci tumbled with it. As unbelievable as the pleasure was, it was the satisfaction that startled her, the sense of completion that suffused her when he snarled his release against her ear, his hips driving hers to the bed. 
The building could have fallen around them, and Marci wasn’t sure she’d notice. She lay under Gabe, feeling his heart beat against her back, and she never wanted to move. Ever. 
But they had to. At least to their sides, where he curled around her, his breath hot against the back of her neck. “I could do this all day.” 
She relished the solid heat of his body at her back. “Just this?” 
“This too.” 
It made her laugh. “How long do we have to stay here before we can head to Rochester?” 
“Until the demons get bored. A day, maybe two.” 
“How will we know when they’re gone?” 
His hand settled on her hip, and he stroked his thumb over her skin. “If I concentrate, I can feel them.” The travails of the day had taken their toll. Outside, the sun was probably breaking, but underground, in Gabe’s safe house, all Marci wanted to do was sleep. “Will you stay with me?” 
“Of course, honey. As long as you want.” 
“For now,” she mumbled. “Later will take care of itself.” Maybe it was the bliss of good sex, or just the warmth of Marci’s body curled so trustingly against his, but Gabe slept past the assigned check-in time. 
It didn’t stop Trip from dragging him into the network by the virtual scruff of his neck. 
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Demon Bait again, but this time there were no busty redheads. Instead, Lorenzo and Trip sat on either side of a hulking brute with dark hair and the generally surly expression of someone who was pissed off at the world pretty much all of the time. 
Dominic Wetzel was not a man Gabe wanted to cross—not in any lifetime—and his presence signaled trouble. It also made Gabe straighten up and pull his shoulders back, some instinctive recognition of martial power and the danger inherent in crossing a warrior. “Zel. Lorenzo. Sorry I—” Zel cut him off with a sharp gesture. “You escaped?” 
“Yes.” His rational brain reasserted itself over sleepy guilt. Keeping his answers short and to the point was the easiest way to avoid walking into trouble. 
Lorenzo tapped the table. “And the summoner?” 
Careful, Gabe.  “With me. Rattled, but in one piece.” 
“We intercepted all the alerts bound for Nicollet,” Trip told them. “If Gabe has trouble now, it should be entirely demon-related.” 
Zel’s flat gaze landed on him, one eyebrow rising in a silent, unmistakable command to issue his report. Gabe fought the suicidal urge to offer a jaunty, teasing salute. Death wasn’t permanent in the network but pain still hurt, and warriors had notoriously odd senses of humor. “One of the exterior alarms went off while we were escaping. An old-fashioned one. I had to take down one wing and two popped scouts, and I can feel a few demons still circling up there. Not close enough to get an exact count, but I’d rather not fight through them if I don’t have to.” 
When Gabe glanced at Lorenzo, he found the halfblood watching him closely, but he only asked, 
“How are you and your guest fixed for supplies?” 
“We’re set for a couple weeks, maybe a little less, if we don’t get enough sunlight to offset the power we’re using.” 
Lorenzo shook his head. “We could mount a rescue if it looked like you weren’t going to make it out by then.” 
“I doubt they’ll hang around that long.” Though he wouldn’t mind if they took a little bit of time. A few days, maybe a week. Enough to show Marci how very, very good life could be with him. “I can ping Trip before we leave, so you know to expect us.” 
The tech nodded. “I’ll be waiting.” 
Zel was still watching him, his eyes iced steel. “Daily check-ins with Trip. If you have your handheld now, you can ping him instead of uplinking. And Gabriel?” His full name. Never a good sign. “Yes?” 
“Follow the fucking rules, or I’ll come out there and break a finger for every one you’ve disobeyed.” It wasn’t an idle threat, or even a particularly outrageous one. Dominic Wetzel was fully capable of protecting a summoner’s free will with brutal, immediate violence. 
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Gabe swallowed hard and marveled that he could feel the imaginary knot in his virtual throat. “Yes, sir.” 
Lorenzo leaned back in his chair and traced idle patterns on the table’s surface. “She should have drawn demons for miles once you took her above ground. How did you encounter so little resistance on your way to the Weisman?” 
The lie escaped before he realized he’d decided to tell it. “It wasn’t far, and we moved fast. But I’m pretty sure that’s why they’re not going away. I’m going to have to turn our ADS on for a few days, even if it stings like a bitch.” 
Lorenzo inclined his head, pacified. “Do what you have to do.” If he’d had time to consider it, he wouldn’t have dared to lie. Not to Lorenzo, who could smell a lie even in the network, where avatars weren’t quite as responsive and everything was a little off. His desperation and single-minded determination must have made it work. 
He’d lied to the two strongest halfbloods in Rochester. Now he had a week—two, tops—to figure out a way not to die for it. 
Gabe woke in the bed, with Marci leaning over him, her breath coming in frightened pants. “Don’t do that, damn it!” 
Shaking off the disorientation of a fast drop out of the network took a moment. He blinked and tried to focus on her face. “Do what?” 
“Space out on me.” She sat up and pushed her hair out of her eyes. “I couldn’t tell if you were uplinked or if something was wrong.” 
“Sorry,” he mumbled, propping himself up on his elbows. The room still seemed blurry, like an after-echo of Demon Bait lingered in overlapping inverse. “I got pulled in because I slept through the rendezvous.” 
“Is everything okay?” 
“Fine,” he said easily, and now he was lying to her too. Not forgetting to tell her something—flat out lying. “They’re giving us a few days to lie low, see if we can wait the demons out. If it doesn’t work, they’ll come get us.” 
“Mmm.” Marci settled beside him and pulled the blankets up around them again. “More waiting. At least we won’t be bored…” Her fingertips traced through the hair on his chest. 
That was all it took to stir his body, to make him so damn hard it was embarrassing. A brush of fingers on skin, and he was ready to roll her underneath him and spend hours cataloging all the noises she made when she came. 
www.samhainpublishing.com 
53 
Moira Rogers 
It wasn’t an itch, or even the mark. It was her, plain and simple, and a need so frighteningly deep that he’d lied to steal a little more time with her before it all came crashing down and Lorenzo and Zel arrived to pass judgment on the purity of his motives. 
Nothing pure. Not with her magic singing inside him like the ocean and his body aching to claim. 
“Not bored,” he managed, his voice hoarse. “But you might get bored of me.” She kept her mouth close to his shoulder as she laughed and then bit him. “I doubt it very much, Gabe.” 
A trickle of power became a roar, and he did roll her, bringing her body under his with a helpless growl. “We can’t fuck all the time.” 
Her smile faded, and she stared up at him. “We don’t have to. We could talk or—” Her mouth snapped shut. 
Gabe closed his eyes and dropped his head to her shoulder. “We could talk.” With his body shaking with need, he should have been disappointed. Instead, he saw it as an opportunity, one he could snatch at with both hands. He was a halfblood, raised to trust his instincts, especially when they told him that the virtual stranger stretched out beneath him would make his life complete. She needed more. 
She needed to know him. 
He could give her that. 
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They were locked in an old bomb shelter, and it felt like heaven. The kitchen was tiny, and Marci bumped into Gabe for the third time as they tried to prepare a lunch that didn’t come out of a self-heating pouch. “So what happened to the chickens?” 
“I told Jai he had to take them back, but he wasn’t having any of it. So I had to wait until he was at lessons and smuggle them back to their owner.” Gabe lifted the pot over her head and settled it on the tiny electric stove. “In the demon camp he’d grown up in, you got to keep everything you stole. He was twelve before he stopped picking people’s pockets.” 
It would have been funny, if not for the heartbreaking reality of a child dropped into a strange society with no understanding of the way it worked, or of people’s expectations of him. It made her wonder if Gabe had particularly understood his friend’s plight. 
So she asked. “What about you? You said you grew up out west, near the ocean, but you didn’t say where or how.” 
With the pot safely set to boil, Gabe turned and leaned against the opposite counter. “My mother was a prisoner of war in Minneapolis. The demon holding her moved west with a small camp, but fighters rescued her and the other prisoners in what used to be California. So that’s where I was born.” 
“Before or after she was rescued?” 
“After.” He draped his arms over his chest, a movement that seemed like one of tense habit. “We lived in the enclave there. It wasn’t as nice as Rochester. They didn’t have the resources to be. But sometimes I got to see the ocean.” 
She wasn’t tall enough to face him eye to eye, but she managed to rest her forehead against his jaw by stretching up on her tiptoes. “Did she make it out?” 
His rigid posture eased as he looped one arm around her back. “Yeah. She’s back home, actually. 
When I was nine, she found out that her youngest sister had made it out of the fighting and was living with a summoner in Rochester. We moved to be with them.” 
“Good.” She tilted her head back. “A happy ending.” 
“It was,” he agreed with a tight smile. “My mother got to be with people who understood. The mediator halfbloods—the ones like me? We’re usually around because a demon seduced a human man or woman into giving in. Maybe only for a few hours, or a few minutes…but they gave in. I’m one of the lucky ones. My mother didn’t hate me for it.” 
Moira Rogers 
His pain was a tangible thing, driving into the space between them. “Gabe, talk to me.” 
“Zel’s stepfather? Oliver Wetzel? He’s the one who founded the settlement. He used to put all us little halfbloods through counseling sessions.” His laugh was equal parts bitterness and amusement. “Talk about our feelings. About self-directed hate, and guilt. Because we’re all alive because one of our parents raped the other.” 
There was nothing anyone could say to ameliorate the hard, basic truth of his words, of his existence, not then or now. “Okay, no talking. Tell me what you need.” 
“No, that’s not what I meant.” His hands settled at her hips, holding her against him. “Talking isn’t bad. It just… It didn’t help then. They didn’t understand what we were, or what we’d become.” It hadn’t occurred to her that Gabe’s nature might have been just as foreign to the inhabitants of Rochester back then as it had been to her a few days ago. “What did you become? All of you?” 
“Lovers and fighters.” His fingers tightened—not quite hard enough to bruise, but the grip bordered on desperate. “Warriors and mediators. Oliver made up the names when the oldest halfbloods hit the other side of puberty and he realized how very, very different the two could be. After that, we had different training. Different coping mechanisms.” 
“Lovers and fighters.” Shivering, she recalled the short, brutal fights above ground. “I don’t think I’d want to meet one of the warriors in a dark corner.” 
“They can be scary fuckers,” he agreed. “And loyal friends. When we get back to Rochester, you can meet Jai and Bran.” 
“I’d like that.” 
His lips twitched. “Are you just humoring me?” 
“What? No.” Marci leaned in and nipped his shoulder. “They’re your friends, so I—I’d want to get to know them.” 
Gabe leaned close, his breath stirring her hair. “We haven’t really talked about it, even though we’ve been down here for a week now. Do you want to stay in Rochester?” It was the last question she’d expected him to ask now, before they’d even made it to the settlement. 
“I don’t have anywhere else I’d rather be, but I haven’t been there yet. I don’t know what it’s like, I only know—” I only know you. 

He rubbed his temple against hers. “I’ll let you go, if you want me to. If you ask me to. But I’ll miss you so damn much.” 
She told herself it had to be the power of the bond between them—had been telling herself that for days—but it didn’t matter. Gabe was a part of her now, a friend and a lover and somehow still so much more. “I want to stay,” she whispered. “To try, I mean. For you. ’Cause I’d miss you too.” 56 
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The water on the stove was boiling now, but Gabe didn’t seem to care. He lifted her and turned to deposit her on the two square feet of bare counter, leaned in until the bulk of his body blocked out everything else. “Kiss me.” 
A hundred different touches for a hundred moods. Sometimes Marci offered him teasing caresses, testing how long it would take him to give in with a groan and come to her. Other times, like now, she was the one giving in. She framed his face with her hands, holding him still for a soft, wondering kiss. 
In return he seduced her, following her lead in a slow exploration. Good all on its own, but the magic made it better, made the air sing when he edged his way between her knees and stroked his hands up her sides. 
Marci shivered. His touch elicited far more than sexual arousal, and she wasn’t sure whether to blame that on the magic too, or if something far more serious had happened over the last few days. “Here?” she murmured against his mouth. 
He chuckled. “Would you like it?” 
“I like it all.” And it was true. She loved talking to him as much as kissing him, loved the quiet companionship as much as the way he growled under his breath when he slid inside her. 
The wicked light in his eyes eased, turned into something else. Something hungry and vast, something that melted the last vestiges of doubt lingering in her heart. “Marci—” His body went tense and his head whipped to the side, toward the hallway. The fingers on her side slipped down to her hips again, then tightened as his eyes went black with rage. 
Fear froze her in place. “Gabe?” 
A crash sounded from above, then a clang as the bomb shelter’s door opened. 
Gabe bared his teeth and lunged for the sitting room—and his weapons. The closest thing at Marci’s disposal was a drawer full of kitchen knives, so she grabbed the largest one and followed him. 
He filled the narrow hallway, tense energy vibrating through him that didn’t dissipate when an angry voice roared, “Gabriel Yates, get your insubordinate ass up here. Now. ” She pressed close to his back. “Someone from Rochester?” His answer made no sense. “I’m sorry, Marci.” 
Amazing, how quickly the heat of fear could turn to an icy chill. “For what?” Footsteps sounded on the stairs, heavy boots that scraped over concrete with no attempt at stealth, perhaps because Gabe and Marci had no place to run. 
Gabe still backed up, hustling her a step or two before whirling to grab her shoulders. “I was going to tell you,” he said, the words quiet and quick, almost overwhelmed by the sound of her knife clattering to the floor. “I just needed a few days. I needed to give you a chance—” He stumbled away, almost fell, and Marci caught sight of a dark-haired man dragging him away by the back of the shirt. “Stop it,” she rasped. “Let him go—” 
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The stranger crashed Gabe into the wall hard enough to make her wince, but Gabe didn’t fight. He closed his eyes and held up his hands, a clear sign of surrender. 
When the newcomer turned, Marci found the face she’d seen in Dominic Wetzel’s file staring at her, his cold gray eyes assessing. “Are you uninjured?” 
“I’m fine. Will you please get off of him?” 
Zel didn’t blink. “Lorenzo. Get down here and make sure she hasn’t been flipped.” 
“I haven’t been—” I’m sorry, Marci.  His words, vague enough to have meant anything, but they made her hesitate, dread uncurling in her belly. “Gabe?” 
“No. No. ” The second man approached, and something feral filled Gabe’s face as he lunged, only to be yanked back by Zel. “I didn’t flip you, Marci. That’s not— don’t touch her.” The other man—Lorenzo, Zel had called him—stopped several feet from Marci and held out a placating hand in Gabe’s direction. “Calm the hell down, Yates. I’m going to check her out, that’s all.” 
“I’m fine,” she said again, though even she heard the desperate note in her voice. She needed to believe it, so badly, but the longer they all looked at her like that… 
Lorenzo stared at her, searching her eyes. “Not flipped,” he said finally. “Definitely marked.” It seemed to satisfy Zel, who released his grip on the back of Gabe’s vest. “Tell her,” Zel ordered. 
Gabe stumbled forward and hit the floor on his knees. “I lied,” he said, voice dull. Numb. 
Marci stared, her heart in her throat. In pieces. She didn’t want to ask, didn’t want to open her mouth and say, “About which part?” 
He didn’t answer, and the silence dragged on until Zel spoke. “There aren’t any demons up there. 
They’ve been gone for five days.” 
Her mind whirled, kept circling back to those words and what they meant. Five days.  Gabe had kept her here, let her believe it was for their safety. It sounded all-too-familiar, just like his rationalizations for locking her in the lounge with him in the first place. 
Five days in his bed, in his arms. Five days of ignorance. 
And that ignorance was no one’s business but hers. She’d spent her life mercilessly guarding her privacy, and that habit died hard. She faced Zel and shook her head. “He did it for me. I wasn’t ready to leave.” 
On the floor, Gabe’s body went stiff. 
Zel, however, sighed. “If we stick around until we’ve untangled this, we will have demons on top of us. Back to town, and then I’ll sort this out, one way or another.” Rochester wasn’t what she’d expected. Then again, that had happened a lot over the last week and a half, so much that she wasn’t even surprised. 
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Though she’d been privy to the most complete nonclassified records Nicollet had on Rochester, she’d somehow envisioned the settlement as a larger version of the bomb shelter at the Weisman. A series of holes in the ground, lined with concrete and fear. 
Instead, the town consisted of segmented dwellings and common areas, all connected by hallways bustling with activity and laughter. Everything Gabe had claimed, which meant there were definitely some things he’d been honest about. 
Now, she stared down Dominic Wetzel again, this time with her shoulders squared and her hands clenched into fists at her sides. “He told me they were gone, and I asked him for more time. I’m sorry if it caused problems or compromised anyone’s safety.” 
Zel glanced to his left, where the petite woman he’d introduced as his second-in-command stood with her arms crossed over her chest. At his look, she shook her head with enough force to make her brown hair swing. 
Turning back to Marci, Zel exhaled roughly. “Hailey has summoner blood and demon blood. Among her other talents, she can tell when people are lying to her.” 
“Maybe her lie detector’s broken,” Marci suggested. “Or maybe I’m not telling you the whole truth because it’s sort of naked and completely obscene.” Hailey laughed. “She’s actually not lying about that part. I guess she liked Gabe’s pretty, pretty eyes.” Zel made a rumbling noise, a lower, rougher version of Gabe’s growl. “Not helping, Hailey.” 
“Do you want the truth, or not?” 
The man ground his teeth together and pinned Marci in place with a stare. “Fine. Why he lied isn’t the issue, unless you want to make it one. We’re here to talk about you.” 
“What about me?” 
“You’ve had a rough few days, Marci.” He leaned back in his chair. “In no small part because of one of my men. Do you have any grievances you want to air about Gabe? Any way in which he crossed the line?” 
She relaxed a little. “I know you’re trying to do your job, and this is part of it. I respect that, I do. But anything that happened between Gabe and me? It’s not a matter of judgment and punishment. It’s personal.” 
Again, Zel glanced at Hailey. This time she nodded and spoke to Marci herself. “Things are different here. They have to be, a little bit, to make sure we can all live together safely. And if you’re going to stay here, you deserve to know that upfront.” 
“I understand.” And, because the reassurance was something she could offer without lies or hesitation, she said, “He didn’t cross the line. Really.” She’d been a willing participant, fully aware of what she was getting herself into by becoming involved. 
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“Fine.” Zel quirked one eyebrow. “That doesn’t get him out of trouble, you know. In case you were trying to protect him. A halfblood doesn’t get to lie to me. Not if he wants to live in my city.” Marci nodded. “That part’s between you and Gabe.” 
“Yes, it is. Hailey?” He gestured, and the woman stepped around the desk. “Hailey will get you settled in. Find you a place to stay, explain how things work. Most new residents get a two-week probationary period, a chance to find where they fit in. Trip’s already suggested to me that you would be able to earn your keep working with him, if that’s what you choose.” She might as well stay busy, do something familiar. “That would be great, thanks.” 
“If you need anything, you can come to me.” That terrifying face from the file didn’t look so forbidding when it smiled. In fact, Zel looked almost friendly. “Welcome to Rochester, Marci.” 
“Thank you.” Hailey smiled at her too, and Marci self-consciously returned the expression. “Besides a place to stay, I guess I need to know where and how to buy things.” 
“I’ll explain all of it,” Hailey promised as she guided Marci toward the door. “We have our own internal system. Barter and credits for work done for the good of the community. If Trip puts you to work, you’ll be in good shape.” 
“I have money,” Marci hurriedly assured her. “But I don’t mind working too.” 
“We can convert some of your credits into a local account.” Outside in the hallway, plenty of people watched them pass, but everyone moved quickly out of their way. Hailey paid the onlookers no notice as she led Marci into a narrower corridor. “Some people like to keep city credits to trade in the Global, though.” 
Marci avoided their gazes out of habit before remembering she had no reason to blend into the background here. So she stood straighter, held her head high. “Is there a marketplace, or is trade scattered? 
Staged during a certain time?” 
“Every day, from the second to sixth chime. Some of the crafters work by appointment, though.” Hailey stopped at an intersection. “Let’s get you settled in, and then I’ll give you a tour. Or…” Both of her eyebrows went up. “Do you want to talk to Gabe?” 
What Marci wanted paled when measured next to harsh reality. “I—I need to, before I do anything else.” 
“I understand.” She gestured to the right. “He’s with Lorenzo for now, but by the time I get you entered into the system, they should be done. Let’s go chat with Trip.” 
“All right.” It would be good to have time to order her thoughts, and the chance to see a somewhat familiar face. “Trip’s office, then.” 
They took Marci away, and that was the worst part of all. 
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Gabe paced the confines of the old bank vault, counting the steps out of habit. Ten paces, which was just enough space to feel confining without being claustrophobic. Not for him. A warrior, on the other hand, might be climbing the walls already, which made confinement in the vault an abject lesson. 
Gabe knew the worst was yet to come. 
And come it did, in the form of Lorenzo, who walked in shaking his head. “She’s covering your ass pretty good, isn’t she?” 
The fact that Marci had lied for him—apparently was still lying for him—gave him some shred of hope. She could forgive him, maybe, if he was still around to forgive. 
Lorenzo eyed him with a sigh. “All Zel’s trying to figure out is if you misled her, because he doesn’t get us—what we are. Not really. But we know the score, don’t we, Gabe?” 
“I didn’t flip her,” Gabe said, because he wasn’t ready to answer the real question in Lorenzo’s eyes. 
They both knew the truth—there was more than one way to bend someone to your will, and some didn’t require magic at all. 
“You seduced her.” 
“I didn’t lean on her, either.” Gabe refused to blink. If he closed his eyes, he’d see Marci. Her face, her smiles, her body and the way she offered it to him with shy trust and innocent boldness. “But I seduced her.” 
Lorenzo folded his arms over his chest and nodded. “After I asked you if you were having sex with her?” 
As if it were that easy. As if part of him hadn’t been watching her cues, evaluating her body language. 
Admiring her body. “When does a seduction start, Lorenzo? When you get them into bed?” 
“When you start trying like hell to make it happen.” 
He closed his eyes. “I tried not to let it happen. But after I marked her… She saved my life out there. 
Brained a demon who was about to kill me. What would you have done?” Lorenzo barked out a sound that didn’t quite manage to be a laugh. “You should know better than to ask me that question, Gabe.” 
Yes, he should have, especially when imagining the answer stirred possessive rage. Anyone Lorenzo desired, Lorenzo would have. “Then why are you kicking my ass over this?” The other halfblood stalked closer. “Because she just lost her home, everything that she was. She wasn’t in a good place for seduction, no matter how earnest or well intentioned. Marcelle McClure was vulnerable, and you took advantage of it.” 
The words should have cowed him. Shamed him. Instead they rang false. “You don’t know her,” Gabe replied stiffly. “She’s stronger than you think.” A chime sounded from Lorenzo’s pocket, and he spoke as he pulled his handheld free. “For her sake, I hope so.” He stabbed at a button. “Hailey?” 
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Her voice spilled free. “Marci wants to talk to Gabe before she settles in. Are you in the east vault?” 
“We are. Are you close?” 
“No. Send Gabe to my office. We’ll meet him there.” 
“You’ve got it.” He disconnected the handheld. “Do I need to walk you?” At least they were letting him out of the damn vault. “No.” 
“Watch the attitude,” Lorenzo advised, then keyed in the code to unlock the door and held it open for him. 
The vaults were a good mile from Hailey’s spacious office in the basement of one of the old hotels. 
Above ground it might have been a quick walk, but here below he was confined to the winding tunnels that connected the basements of dozens of abandoned buildings. 
He knew Zel had dreams. Enhanced ADS would make the upper stories of the buildings safe to live in again, and adequate protection would allow them to move livestock out into the sun, to grow crops without hydroponics. 
A good dream. Gabe had believed in it, had risked his life for it, going out into the world in search of trading partners and connections, anything Zel needed to make it work. One moment with Marci, and he’d thrown it all away. 
It would be worth it. It had to be worth it. 
When he reached Hailey’s office, he found Marci frowning at the small tank on one of the shelves lining the wall. She glanced up, then back at the tank. “She has goldfish.” Hailey had clearly vacated her office to give them privacy, but Gabe suspected she wouldn’t be far away. “Her husband gave them to her. I heard they cost him three months’ worth of credits, but they make her smile.” 
“There aren’t any pets in Nicollet,” she said absently. “They’re a waste of strained resources, or something.” Marci walked over to the desk and leaned on the edge of it. “Did they give you a hard time?” He couldn’t tell whether she was angry or not. “Not as bad as it could have been.” 
“That’s—” She wove her fingers together, clenched her hands so tightly her knuckles turned white. 
“Let me go, Gabe.” 
“Marci.” His heart clenched. Shattered. He bit back the words that welled up, the ones that would cajole, convince. 
The ones that would seduce. 
Her decision. His burden. “All right.” 
“You lied to me,” she said, as if he hadn’t spoken. “Not even that. You manipulated me from minute one, pointed me in the right direction so I would do what you wanted. And that’s worse than a lie.” Her eyes shone bright with tears, the same tears he could hear in her choked words. “You mostly used the truth. 
That’s the shittiest part.” 
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He wanted to protest, but in his gut, he knew. He’d assessed her from that first moment. He’d told her the truth—not because it was the right thing to do, but because some instinct, some magical fucking demon sense, had told him that this was a woman who could be wooed with the truth. 
Just not all of it. 
A lie wouldn’t salvage things. Maybe nothing would, but at least this time he could tell the truth because she deserved it, even if it painted him in a horrible light. “I did what I thought I had to do. First to keep you safe, then to give myself time. I was wrong.” She bowed her head, and a tear splashed on her sleeve. “How do you—” Her voice broke on a half-sob. “How do you do it? Take away your—your mark?” 
He made it two steps toward her before he managed to stop himself. The right to hold and comfort her was no longer his. “Close your eyes and relax. It won’t hurt, I promise.” She laughed through her crying. “That’s the last thing I’m worried about, you know.” Another step, close enough to touch her, but she reached out instead. One hand rose, and her fingers curled around the edge of his vest. She pulled him down, closer, until his lips met hers. 
He groaned. He couldn’t stop himself, not from reacting and not from curling a hand in her hair so he could kiss her, really kiss her. Swallow her taste and her sounds and tell himself it might not be the last time. 
She broke away too soon, turned her face from his and rested her forehead on his shoulder. “What do I do?” 
It was easy, and so, so hard. Such a simple task, but it was a fight to pull back into himself. If she was the ocean, he was fighting his way free, struggling against the pounding surf when all he wanted to do was return to the still safety of the deep. 
In the end he had to do it a bit at a time, peeling his magic out of her aura in painful pieces, each cutting deeply through his self-control. She sat silently, her eyes squeezed shut and her body trembling. 
When it was over, she slowly opened her eyes. “It’s done?” 
“Yes.” His voice was as raw as his heart. 
She didn’t say another word, just edged past him and hurried out the door, leaving him tired and alone in Hailey’s bright, welcoming office. Leaving him staring at her stupid goldfish, who swam in happy circles, unaware that their existence was proof that some halfbloods could get things right. Hailey’s husband was a warrior—an edgy, violent fighter—and he still fumbled his way through the small gestures that meant something. 
Gabe had done everything wrong. Given Marci truth for the wrong reasons, given in to his need and his weakness and his helpless certainty that the spirit inside Marci’s fragile flesh was the indomitable partner that he’d craved. The woman who could wash away his edges and pain in quiet strength, could tame him. 
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He didn’t deserve her. He hadn’t earned the trust she’d offered, had abused it, and now he’d pay. 
Whatever punishment Zel and Lorenzo had planned would be severe. Humiliating, no doubt, and likely public enough to make an example out of him. A halfblood didn’t break ranks in Rochester. To violate authority was to challenge it, and Zel was going to kick him into place hard enough to leave boot marks on his back. 
None of it would hurt more than this moment, standing alone and aching and envious of a couple of fucking fish. 
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“It’s a matter of balance,” Marci told Trip as they circled the unmoving man standing in the middle of the room. “With some things, you can’t sacrifice quality. Faces, for one. It’s the most noticeable thing.” 
“And the biggest resource hog,” Trip countered. “Faces were the last thing they got right back in the twenties. Even full articulation wasn’t as hard as organic expressions. Sure, they’ve tightened up some of the algorithms, but even the next-gen hacks eat memory like a bitch.” 
“The eyes,” she whispered. If she closed hers, she could still picture Gabe’s, the clearest, most arresting blue she’d ever seen. She forced away the image and leaned closer to the frozen avatar she and Trip were studying. “You have to get the eyes right to capture nuance of expression, but that’s a relatively small percentage of the average face, right?” 
“Usually.” Frowning, Trip circled the avatar to stand next to her. “Though Jai’s avatar is a bad example to work with. The man’s stone cold. If you get anything from his eyes, it’s because he wanted you to.” 
Jai. Gabe’s friend, the one who’d stolen the chickens. Marci felt torn between laughing and crying, so she carefully focused on the blank brown depths of the avatar’s eyes. “No one is stone—” The eyes blinked. 
Marci stumbled back, and barely managed to catch herself before falling. “Jesus Christ.” Jai’s lips twisted down, a frown closer to a scowl, but his eyes remained blank. Guarded. “Trip, what the fuck are you doing with my avatar?” 
“He was helping me with something,” Marci interjected. “A project. I’m sorry.” 
“You’re Marci.” It wasn’t a question. “I’m Jai.” 
“One of Gabe’s friends,” Trip supplied, gaze flicking between them. “Marci’s helping me optimize avatars. Lighten some of the server load so we can expand the—” 
“Uh-huh.” Jai was still watching her. “Have you seen the training hall?” 
“Uh, no.” She’d seen her tiny apartment and Trip’s office, and that was about it. Hailey had dragged her to the dining area a few times, though she hadn’t really felt like eating. 
Jai jerked his head in the direction of the far wall, where a row of portals could be programmed to connect to Rochester’s various virtual areas. “Want to go check it out?” She didn’t, not particularly, but she couldn’t think of a good way to say no—not to mention the tiny voice that whispered, wanted to know how Gabe was doing. “Okay.” Moira Rogers 
Trip pulled a small tablet from his pocket and typed something one-handed. “You’ve been working too long anyway. Go take a break, and don’t forget to drop out and eat.” One of the portals slid open onto a large, mirrored room with weapons and padded mats strewn about. 
Marci followed Jai through the doorway, which vanished behind them. 
It looked like the sort of place devoted to hand-to-hand combat. The bloody kind. “I guess they have places like this in Rochester too. Outside the network, I mean. Real places.” 
“For the body,” he confirmed. “But there are different lessons you can learn in the network.” 
“Sure.” They used the network for different things here than back in Nicollet. “In the city, it’s for recreation, more than anything—escape through the network because you have no place else to go, but you don’t want to be where you are.” 
“I hated it at first.” He lifted a hand, rubbed his fingers over the back of his neck, where his chip must have been implanted. “Coming to this city was enough change. In the network, you can have quiet.” She’d had quiet. “It’s overrated. I think I’d rather have—” Breathe, Marci.  She turned away, but the mirrors everywhere ensured that she was facing Jai, no matter what. “How’s Gabe?” He watched her reflection. “In hell. He’s been reassigned to farm duty for the rest of the month. 
Cleaning up after the animals that live in the lower levels.” 
“That does suck.” 
“Yes,” he agreed. “But I don’t think that’s why he’s in hell.” 
“I know.” She’d never thought Gabe didn’t care. If anything, he’d cared too much, too fast, before he really knew her. “He doesn’t trust me.” 
Instead of offering empty reassurances, Jai tilted his head. “Why do you think that?” 
“Because he thought he needed to steer me around.” She turned to face him for real, to meet his gaze. 
“I fell in love with him, and he was so busy trying to make sure I was starry-eyed and infatuated that I don’t think he noticed.” 
“He’s stupid.” Jai moved toward the far wall, the one lined with dozens of weapons. “Halfbloods are stupid when they’re in love.” 
“Sometimes I think maybe that’s the human condition.” Curiosity overwhelmed her. “What did he tell you about me?” 
“That you’re in a strange place, and that he’s worried that you’ve spent so much time working to be invisible that you won’t try to make friends.” Jai turned abruptly and offered her a smile. “He didn’t send me, though. He likes you too much for that, and I’m not good with people.” Neither was she. “I don’t think I could avoid making friends. You people here in Rochester are pushy.” 
“Most of us remember being new and scared. Gabe helped me. Figure someone should help you.” 66 
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“Yeah.” They were pushy, but their hearts were in the right place, which was a lesson most people could stand to learn. 
Including her. 
The water was cold. Salty. Waves crashed against him, battered him on their way to smash against the sand, and the undertow dragged at his legs, hungry to pull him out to sea. 
The ocean, as perfect a recreation as Trip had been able to make for him, and now it was ruined. 
Standing waist deep in the water, Gabe stared out at the endless horizon, unable to stir himself to start swimming. What had been a retreat, a place of solace, was now an open wound. The ocean reminded him of Marci, of how he’d wanted to bring her here, to this private slice of paradise. Swim with her in the water. 
Make love to her on the beach. 
Chimes sounded, echoed in a warning zip up his spine. Gabe sighed, closed his eyes and endured the teeth-grinding drop back into his body just in time to hear his door chime again. 
Jai, probably, or Bran, come to drag him out of his moping. Or worse, it could be Lorenzo, ready to deliver a fresh punishment. Neither option seemed appealing. 
The blind hope that it might be Marci was all that made him rise from his chair to open the door. 
She stood on the other side, after all, too pale, with dark smudges of shadow under her eyes. “Hi.” 
“Marci.” She looked exhausted. Miserable, and there was no satisfaction or triumph in the realization, just guilt and a gnawing need to chase away her pain. “Do you want to come in?” 
“Can I?” 
“Of course.” He stepped aside, gestured her past him and jabbed at the console with his thumb. The door slid shut without a sound, leaving them alone in the silence of his room. 
Marci glanced around before holding up a small painted bottle stoppered with a plain cork. “Jai said this was a good choice if I wanted to get you a gift.” Dumbfounded, Gabe stared at the bottle. “You’ve been talking to Jai?” 
“I met him.” She set it on the small table. “It’s an apology. The gift. Because I’m sorry.” A hint of smile curved her lips. “Do I want to know what it is?” She probably didn’t, not unless she really was sorry and wanted to enjoy what he could do with massage oil designed to seduce the senses. Except he couldn’t let her words lie. “You don’t need to be sorry. I do. And I—” 
“Time,” she cut in softly. “Right before Zel and Lorenzo came into the bomb shelter, you told me that you needed time.” 
He had to think back to what he’d said, to the panic that had prompted it. “I wanted you to get to know me. To see if you could believe what I already knew.” 
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Marci nodded. “I don’t like it, but I understand feeling like you’re living on borrowed time. It’s pretty much been the story of my life, ever since I was old enough to understand what I am.” 
“You’re not, though, not anymore.” He wouldn’t let himself hope. Not yet. “You have all the time in the world.” 
“Yeah, I guess I do.” She gestured to a chair. “May I?” He nodded blindly, still uncertain what she intended. 
She sat and folded her hands in her lap. “I met Jai and Bran. I met a lot of your friends.” 
“I didn’t know that.” Which made sense in Jai’s case—Jai was always tight-lipped to the point of taciturn. But Bran was easygoing, for a warrior, and had stopped by the previous night without giving so much as a hint that he’d met Marci. “I didn’t ask them to bother you. If they were.” 
“I know that.” She smiled. “You have so many of them. Friends, I mean. I never really did. My mother didn’t encourage those sorts of ties. She was trying to protect me, I know that now, but it was hard.” Gabe’s heart ached at the thought of her, young and alone, cut off from something as simple as friendship. “You’ll have a lot of friends here. You don’t need to hide.” Marci rose, as if she couldn’t bear to sit still. “You surprised everyone. Nobody came out and said it, but I could tell they were curious about me because of it.” That he could believe. “I’m considered pretty even-tempered for a halfblood. That’s why Zel trusts me to infiltrate human settlements. I don’t give myself away.” He winced. “Usually.” Her eyes glittered with tears. “So why me?” 
This time, the words had to be the right ones. Not the prettiest, not the most seductive. Heartfelt and true. “You didn’t leave me in the hallway,” he said finally. “One look at you, and I knew you spent every second making sure you didn’t stand out. But while everyone else was running, you stopped. For me.” She tucked her hair behind her ear and stepped closer. “The whole thing gets so twisted up. I knew you were a good man, but how could I believe my own mind when you were so careful to lead me where you wanted me to go?” 
Gabe closed his eyes, unable to meet her gaze. “I’m sorry. I was scared. Being scared made me stupid.” 
“I don’t want you to apologize. You already did that. It’s just—” She touched his arm, his face. “If you weren’t a good man, really good, then all those people wouldn’t love you. I wouldn’t love you.” His heart skipped a beat. Two. Maybe it had stopped altogether, and that was why his chest felt tight and achy as he blinked at her. “You were always different. Halfbloods like me, we fall in and out of love all the time. But I’ve never—” He caught her hand and pressed it to his chest. “It’s not healing without you.” Marci hitched a breath that sounded like a sob. “You’re going to have to trust me, Gabe. No games, and no nudging. Can you?” 
Just the truth, all of it. “I can try with everything in me.” 68 
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“Me too.” Her hand trembled under his. “Mostly? It’s been one damn miserable week without you.” 
“Fuck.” His self-control broke, and he folded her against him, one hand curling in the loose strands of her hair. “Fuck, I missed you. I haven’t known you long enough to miss you this hard.” 
“Maybe not.” The words were muffled against his shirt. “Does it matter, though?” 
“Never did to me. I knew. Magic or instinct or demon blood, whatever it was…” He eased her head back. Met her eyes. “I knew. I belong with you.” 
Smiling, Marci blinked away tears. “Will you show me?” 
“Kiss me?” 
Her smile softened, and she slid her arms around his neck. “Always.” She was tiny, but she was willing. Gabe slid his hands under her ass and boosted her up, catching her mouth with a groan. So soft, so perfect, like a favorite memory, like something he’d missed. 
She locked her legs around his hips and kissed him hungrily, already tugging at his shirt. 
A smart man might have taken his time. Seduced her with words and touches, bound her with desire. 
Instead he gave her the truth, his truth, desperation so frantic he tore the hem of her shirt trying to guide it up. Two stumbling steps crashed them sideways into the wall, and he turned, pressed her back against it and bit her lip with a possessive, hungry snarl. 
Marci panted against his mouth and bit him back with more force, then broke away to strip off her shirt. 
He had to set her down, but only long enough to strip away her shoes and pants. Their clothes ended up tangled together and flung wildly about, his shirt over the chair, hers covering his small desk. 
It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered until he had her naked and then against the wall, her legs around his hips and his shaft grinding against the wet heat of her. He found her ear with his lips. “You have to tell me to slow down. You have to draw the lines. Is this sex, or is it everything?” She buried her hands in his hair and laughed, low and husky and happy. “It’s a beginning.” The words thrilled and humbled him. He licked her earlobe and rocked against her again. “Someday, when we’re not in a compromising position, I’m going to ask you to accept my mark. The right way, this time.” 
Marci pulled his head back and stared at him, affection and desire sparkling in her eyes. “Someday, I’m going to say yes.” 
A promise, judging by the tone of her voice, and it was enough. He eased her higher, braced her body and sank home, pressing into her in a long, slow thrust that made him whole. 
She breathed his name and bent her head to whisper against his shoulder. “I need you, Gabe. So much—” 
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“All of me.” As frantic as he’d been, now he savored a slow thrust, and the feeling of her body trembling against him. “I’ll do anything for you, Marci.” Another thrust, and the clenching heat around his cock drove him halfway to crazy. “Anything.” 
“Hold me.” A plea, simple and raw. “Love me.” 
“Forever,” he promised, and gave himself over to the pleasure of making love to her. He focused on the way she bit her lip against a helpless moan, and the way she clutched him closer with every thrust until her head fell back and she started to beg. 
The begging gave way to his name—a desperate, rhythmic chant that still somehow sounded like a plea, until that too broke with a cry. She tensed, came, her body convulsing around his. 
He could send her over the edge a thousand times and it wouldn’t be enough. It wouldn’t even be a start. But now he’d have that chance, to touch her and love her, and the knowledge undid him like nothing else. He buried himself in her body one final time and whispered her name as climax tore through him. 
This was where he belonged. A dangerous weapon sheathed, his halfblood temper and unreasoning hunger bound by her touch. Her love. 
He’d never miss the peace of the ocean again. 
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Marci reclined on the beach, shading her eyes against the midday sun. “I can see why you like this place. Warm breezes, cool water…” She grinned as she rolled to her side and propped her head on her hand. “Clothing’s optional.” 
His gaze drifted down her body, taking in the tiny bikini she’d designed just to tease him. “I don’t know. I like what you’re wearing.” 
It had taken her six hours to code, even working from a base model, and it was worth every second. 
“This old thing? It’s just something I had lying around.” 
“Liar.” Gabe reached out and trailed his fingers over her hip. “You wouldn’t have blended in very well in this.” 
He was beautiful, especially when he looked at her like that. “According to some people, I didn’t blend in very well, anyway.” 
“It’s in the eyes.” His hand reached her shoulder. “Yours are alive.” He was biased, but it would do no good to point that out, even though Marci’s relationship with Gabe was the one thing about her defection from Gold Mills that hadn’t shocked her old friend Asha in the slightest. 
She’d contacted Asha with a message and then a meeting. Apparently, mill administration had covered up her escape, and the official word was that Marci had been transferred after accepting a more lucrative position. Her Global identification status was now classified, and God only knew what would happen to her if she tried to return to Nicollet. 
She didn’t care either way, really—if they wanted to maintain their illusions of security and resident satisfaction, they were welcome to. She had something better. 
Gabe smiled at her and brushed his thumb over her lower lip. “Ready for a swim?” The heat in his gaze made it clear he’d be equally happy to do other things with her, instead. “Didn’t you bring me here for a reason?” 
“Being here is the reason.” His expression melted into something a little more serious. “This is my place. I traded credits for it so it would be private. No one else has ever been here. Not even Jai and Bran.” Just her. She eased closer and nestled against his shoulder. “Thank you for sharing it with me.” Moira Rogers 
“You’re the reason I don’t need it anymore.” Her hair stirred as he pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “This is where I came to get perspective. To float in the ocean and listen to the waves and feel like my rough edges weren’t so rough. Now I just…go to you.” What he spoke of was something she’d never known—belonging, holding someone’s heart and giving him yours in return. “And I’m glad you don’t let me disappear, even when I try to.” Gabe’s arms tightened around her. “No hiding necessary, ever again.” A lovely sentiment because it was true. “I think Zel’s ready to rename a sector in my honor. Trip told him how much server space I could save by optimizing people’s avatars.” 
“Everyone will love you, then. More server space means more resources for recreation. Personalized applications. Simulators.” He eased back to smile at her. “You’ve made life better for everyone.” 
“A ragingly biased overstatement.” 
“And why would I be biased?” 
“A simple matter of deduction, given the fact that your hand is on my ass.” 
“It is?” He pulled a shocked face and rolled her beneath him, pressing her down into the sand. “I guess I shouldn’t blame the bikini, if I ever want you to wear it again.” 
“I’ll have to think about—” He cut her off with a blistering kiss, one that curled her toes and heated her body in a way the manufactured sunlight could never hope to equal. 
It went on and on, until he finally eased back just enough to whisper a hoarse invitation. 
“Swimming?” 
“Swimming,” she echoed blankly, then blinked and laughed as a little of her sense returned. “Yes. 
Take me swimming.” 
He rose to his feet and pulled her up with him, backing toward crashing waves. “I’ll take you anywhere you want to go.” 
In his arms, in his bed. In his heart. Marci tightened her hands around his and brought them to her lips for a kiss. “You already have.” 
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Their desire could be their destruction...or their greatest strength. 
Cipher 
© 2011 Moira Rogers 
Southern Arcana, Book 4

Fourteen months ago, Kat Gabriel learned a brutal truth. Under the wrong circumstances, her empathic ability is no gift. It’s a deadly weapon. Now her soul bears the inescapable weight of those deaths—and it aches for the loss of the easy relationship she once shared with Andrew Callaghan. 
Unleashing her power saved his life, but she couldn’t save his humanity. 
Since the attack that turned him into a werewolf, Andrew’s sole focus has been to make himself stronger. Pushing her away hurt like hell, but Kat doesn’t need a friend. She needs a protector strong enough to shield her from the supernatural world that forced her to kill. Strong enough to resist their volatile connection. 
As Kat’s quest to understand the violent legacy of her past leads her into the darkest underbelly of the psychic world, Andrew is at her side. Yet every step forward rips open old emotional wounds and shakes their control. Where they’re headed, distractions of any kind can be fatal—especially when the greatest threat they pose is to each other. 
Warning: This book contains a dangerous shapeshifter who could kill you with his bare hands, an
empathic hacker who could kill you with her mind, a psychic cult determined to kill everyone, a lot of
violence, a little bit of hope, and a happily-ever-after seven years in the making. 
Enjoy the following excerpt for Cipher: 
She did what he’d done. Reached up and framed his face with her hands, and shivered at the texture of his beard against her palms. “I will never be afraid of you, Andrew Callaghan.” His chest heaved with shaking breaths, and he groaned as he grabbed her wrists. “It’s dangerous, Kat. 
I’m dangerous.” 
“So am I.” She swiped her thumbs over his cheeks and willed him to believe the same words he’d told her the day before. “Andrew, I’m still mostly burned out, and you’ve got strong shields for someone who’s not a psychic. But I couldn’t just hurt you—I could destroy you. I could drive you to your knees and make you crawl for me. I could take away everything you are.” He closed his eyes, but he didn’t release her. “Then that makes this a doubly bad idea.” Andrew was going to walk away from her again, and the tense parts of her that had started to unwind over the last few days would shatter. The only way to save anything was to let him go before he came up with a polite, stilted reason. “I understand.” 
“No. No, you really don’t.” 


He bent his head and kissed her. 
The world stopped. 
His lips were warm. Firm. As firm as the fingers locked around her wrists, holding her hands to his face. She’d played out this moment in a thousand girlish daydreams and more than one guilty adult fantasy, and imagination hadn’t provided the little details. The heat of his body, the strength of his grip, the way she melted, like chocolate left in the July sun, and from nothing but that innocent contact. 
His lips, on hers. Parting, and oh God, he knew how to kiss, like he was hungry, like he loved the taste of her, and Kat became mortally certain that her knees were going to give out if he got his tongue in on the action. Her body throbbed with the rhythm of his mouth moving on hers, until she was one exposed nerve, and she would have begged him to touch her anywhere—everywhere—if she wouldn’t have had to stop kissing him. 
When he released her wrists, it was only to grip her hips and lift her, mold her to his body, and she moaned her gratitude. He was harder than he looked, an unforgiving wall of muscle and smooth skin, so distracting and arousing that she didn’t realize they were moving until he stepped over the threshold. 
Into the bedroom. 
“Open,” he rasped, and lowered her to the bed. 
Her back touched the mattress—gentle, so damn gentle—and Andrew stretched out over her, shirtless and beautiful, and her brain fritzed out like a fried circuit board as she obeyed and parted her lips. 
He touched them with his tongue, a soft sweep of one lip and then the other, and kissed her again, deeper, one hand winding in her hair. That stirred old memories, brought to life every unacceptable fantasy she’d had of their anger and hurt and longing all coalescing into a dark passion that would satisfy her body even as it cut her heart to pieces. 
But there was no darkness in the grip of his hand, just a gentle control, a sweet hint of dominance that barely deserved the description, but thrilled her anyway. The throbbing was back, magnified into an ache that pulsed in time with the stroke of his tongue. Every time she tried to catch a breath it escaped in tiny, helpless noises that would have embarrassed her if she hadn’t been burning alive. 
He dragged his mouth to her chin and then her throat, nipping lightly when she tilted back her head. 
The scrape of his teeth curled her toes, and the sheer insanity of the way her body reacted splintered fear through her. 
She fisted both hands in his hair and dragged his head back, panting for breath. “What are we doing? 
Are we—” 
He panted too, his eyes glazed with pleasure and need. “Are we what?” If she let him keep touching her, she’d fly apart before she got her pants off. “We can’t do this without talking about it. Sex with an empath as strong as I am—it’s not that simple. I could hurt you. Hurt both of us.” 


Andrew’s chest rumbled, as if a growl formed that he didn’t quite voice. Then he rolled away. “I didn’t think.” 
Disappointment made her voice shake. “You shouldn’t have to. It wouldn’t be that bad if you were anyone else…but with you I’m—I’ve got—” She covered her face with her hands, and now she was disappointed and embarrassed. “My empathy might as well be hardwired into my sexual responses. Is there a girl version of premature ejaculation?” 
He choked on a snort. “I don’t think anyone minds it, usually.” Maybe her violent reactions had nothing to do with magic and everything to do with chemistry. 
Maybe wanting Andrew so long had built a tension that would make even innocent touches feel fantastic. 
Maybe she was in denial. 
Maybe she didn’t care. 
The room seemed too warm as she rolled to her knees. Andrew had his hand over his face, which made asking the question a lot easier. “If it gets too overwhelming…can we stop?” He rolled to his side, propped on one elbow, and studied her, his expression intense. “We can stop whenever you want. Whenever you need to.” 
Christ, she was a teenager, making rules about where her prom date could touch her while they groped in the back of his car. Except she’d never gone to prom. She’d been sixteen her senior year, struggling with the violent surges in power that made puberty a worse nightmare for a psychic than for the average hormone-riddled teen. 
And Andrew—Andrew was not a teenage boy. He was six-foot-something of shapeshifter alpha bastard who had to have his share of instinctive needs. “That’s not going to drive you crazy?” 
“I have two hands, Kat,” he reminded her. “I can take care of things myself.” It was not remotely okay to pause and savor that image, but she couldn’t stop herself. Andrew, stretched out, his face slack with pleasure, the muscles in his arm flexing as he curled his fingers around— 
She slapped her hands over her face and actually whimpered. “That was mean.” 
“Was it?” 
Anything else she said would reveal her newly formed and overwhelming need to watch him and his two hands take care of things. So she leaned down and kissed him again. 
He held the back of her head and fit his mouth to hers, slow this time. Easy. A gentle kiss from a controlled man trying to make her feel safe, with no clue that his tender protectiveness turned her inside out. 
If her empathy had been at full power, she would have come when he stroked his hand from her hair to her collarbone, and then down to her breast. She moaned, imagining how much hotter his callused fingertips would be against her suddenly tight nipples. 
Not that the silly butterfly tank top offered much protection. Kat shuddered and tore her mouth free of 


his, then shoved at his shoulders until he rolled onto his back. Sliding one leg over his body was reckless, and straddling his stomach was insane. “You’re too hot. My brain is going to overheat.” Muscle flexed under her as he shifted slightly and gripped her hips. “Isn’t that the point?” The fine hair on his arms tickled her palms as she touched him, sliding both hands up until they passed his shoulders and she was stretched over him, clutching the blankets on either side of his head. A position of power—if you were fool enough to think an alpha shapeshifter couldn’t dominate a lover from flat on his back. 
She might be on top, but the need pulsing through her answered to him. Her body answered to him, held captive by empathy and her growing suspicion that some of the arousal turning her inside-out was coming from him, in spite of her shields. 
He held her gaze and thrust up, and suspicions and shields were the last thing on her mind as the hard ridge of his erection rubbed against her. Instinct had her moving before she could stop, grinding down to chase the too-perfect pleasure that couldn’t possibly be twisting inside her already. 
But it was. Her elbows gave out, and she sprawled across his bare chest, open mouth pressed to his shoulder. Moaning, she clenched her eyes shut, afraid to move. “I can’t come before you’ve barely touched me.” 
He flipped her onto her back and stretched out over her, one knee between her legs. “You can come whenever you damn well please.” 


His love could damn her soul… 
Far from Heaven 
© 2011 Cherrie Lynn 
Ashemnon’s demonic hunger for Madeleine Dean’s pure, vibrant soul has tormented him throughout every lifetime she’s lived on earth. Now, thanks to her desperate father, he has a blood-tight contract in hand. Soon, her soul will belong to him. 
All her life, Maddie has been haunted by strange occurrences, hallucinations and intense nightmares. 
As her ex-boyfriend walks away, she can almost hear the pieces of her life falling around her. And then she quite literally falls into the arms of a stranger who’s the first person to understand her troubled psyche. 
Ash meant to collect Maddie’s soul, not sweep her off her feet. Yet the moment they touch, the temptation to seduce her is more than he can resist. Despite the risk, he finds himself succumbing to her charms. 
Then Ash learns the reason it’s taken centuries for him to reach her: he’s not the only one with a claim on her soul. The forces of good and evil are in the midst of a tug of war—and Maddie’s the rope. Control wrested from his hands, Ash can only wait for her to make a choice that will either lead them to Heaven, or plunge them into Hell. 
Warning: This title contains obsession, soul possession, and hot carnal transgression. Oh, and a few
scares for good measure. You can’t keep this bad demon down—though you’ll want to try. 
Enjoy the following excerpt for Far from Heaven: He was out of his damned mind. It was the only explanation for why she still drew breath. At any moment, he could have reaped what was his, and yet something in her pleading blue eyes had stopped him cold in his tracks. 
She was miserable…well, yes, that was mostly his own doing, and no doubt simply side effects of his claim on her soul. He’d sensed it the moment he touched her, felt every iota of her torment swirl right through him. Glimpsed the pain her former lover had just caused. For that alone, he’d wanted to rip that one’s soul out. Unfortunately, the man wasn’t tainted enough, or the temptation might have been too much to bear. 
He’d remained homed in on her, fascinated with the play of emotions across her face, across her thoughts. They were clearer with physical contact, but even from a distance, he’d been able to catch traces of her anger and frustration. 
Well, he’d done his job, hadn’t he? She’d been sent back to earth time and again for her strength, her goodness and her compassion. He’d broken her down, taken all of that away from her from the time she was an infant. Now she was desperate. She was weak and afraid. He should have been rejoicing over his 


success, laughing about stealing away and corrupting one of Heaven’s favorites. He might even climb the ranks over this one. 
If he’d get off his ass and take her already. 
Funny how he was contemplating greatness while he felt like some randy incubus whenever she looked at him with those eyes that were seeking answers for her predicament from somewhere, anywhere. 
Little did she know she’d found the only being who could give them to her. 
He watched from the shadows of the cavernous structure where her vehicle was parked. As she’d slid inside the car, her dress had slithered up one pale thigh, leaving almost her entire leg bared down to the dainty unshod foot. His mouth had watered. His cock had pulsed. It was doing so now, a pleasurable ache that was directly responsible for the idiotic decision to disable her car’s engine with a quick blast of his dark magic. To keep her here, to probe her mind and heart some more. To test the silvery threads of desire he’d felt within her roiling emotions, to touch her again. 
She’d been so soft, and it wasn’t often he felt that particular tactile pleasure. His world was hard and black and scorched, the most forsaken, desolate wasteland anyone could envision. It was home, but a few more brushes of that cool, silken skin and he might grow attached to the topside world. It was a risk he was willing to take. 
He approached the side of her boxy yellow car and peered inside. She’d crossed her arms over the steering wheel and was draped over them, her shoulders shuddering. Sobbing. Her hair cascaded over her back and arms, a heavy curtain of silk. 
She might tell him to leave her at this point. He might only frighten her. Nonetheless, he lifted one hand and tapped on the window. 
Her head jerked up and her eyes met his, widening slightly as their gazes connected through the glass. 
She made a quick effort to duck and swipe at her cheeks before popping open the car door. “Um, hi.” Her voice was raw and husky with tears. Despite her efforts, dampness clung to her cheeks, and a stray hair caught in the moisture. He longed to brush it away. 
“Are you having some trouble?” 
Her laugh was without humor…it was actually one of the most despairing sounds he’d ever heard, and that was saying a lot. “If you only knew what a loaded question that was.” Oh, he did know. “I can help. Maddie.” 
She softened at his adding her name to the offer. He saw it. Her eyes closed briefly, then she shook her head. “No. You can’t. No one can. It’s not just that my car won’t start, it’s…it’s everything.” Her lips twisted in bitterness. “Every fucking thing.” 
“He doesn’t deserve you.” But aren’t  you  one to talk? 
She made a breathless sound as her gaze darted up to his again, those luscious pink lips parting with surprise. “You don’t know anything about me. How can you say that?” 


Deciding to risk shattering the fragility of the moment, he lifted his fingers to gently grasp her chin. “I don’t have to know you. I have eyes.” And he let those eyes wander down to where the bodice of her dress cradled her full breasts, to where the skirt dipped between her thighs. Beautiful. Her figure was lush, curvaceous, just beckoning his hands to chart the dips and swells. His thumb stroked her cheek, where the skin looked like porcelain but felt like satin. It couldn’t be his imagination that she was leaning into his touch. 
He would have her throughout eternity. But she wouldn’t be as she was now, alive and still vibrant despite all he’d taken from her. He wanted a taste of her now, the sweetness of her flesh, the salt of her tears. He wanted to breathe deep the musky fragrance blooming even now from her sex. 
Her lips were trembling. “I…do I know you somehow? Have we met before?” Interesting. She never would have seen him, but she most likely would have sensed him near her. She might recognize his presence, know by instinct that he was familiar to her. He allowed a reassuring smile. 
“Maybe we knew each other in another life.” 
She wet her lips, staring at his own now. “This is so not me.” 
“What’s that?” 
“I don’t know you.” 
“I thought we just established that you did, somehow.” That gained him a tiny smile. “You know what I mean.” 
“I think I do. You don’t know me, and yet…” His finger slid down the curve of her neck, over the persistent throb of her pulse. Delicate muscles tensed beneath his touch. He could now read every turbulent emotion as clearly as if it were his own. What would that feel like if he were buried to the hilt inside her? 
To feel those emotions crest as she came apart around him? “You want to. You can’t explain why. You wonder if it’s such a bad thing that you want to let go just once in your life.” His finger reached the neckline of her dress. Her eyes closed, her breath held, as she fell under a spell he wasn’t even bothering to weave…at least not by any magical means. She sat very still, captive by his intuitive words alone. “And it’s all right. I’m here to tell you that it doesn’t matter, not for you. Nothing matters. There’s no one to impress anymore, no one to judge you.” 
“What if I judge myself?” 
“Guilt is so useless.” 
“I think you might be a very bad influence.” 
Ash traced his finger just inside the edge of her dress. “I think you should let me be. Take me home with you.” 
Maddie’s eyes opened and she drew a deep breath. She gave a meaningful nod toward the front end of her vehicle. “I hope your ride is nearby.” 


For a moment he held her gaze, drinking in the molten blue of her eyes. A pretty blush spread up her cheeks, and she made no move to push his hand away. He made no move to test her further. He knew he’d won. 
Giving her a crooked grin, he leaned into her car, reached across the steering column and turned the key. The engine purred to life. Maddie gasped. 
“What the…? A few minutes ago it was totally dead. How did you do that?” He stood straight and shrugged with feigned aw-shucks innocence. “I guess I have the magic touch.” 


Ensnaring the ultimate bad boy has its risks…and its rewards. 
Hot as Hades 
© 2011 Alisha Rai 
It’s not easy being Hades. Constantly guarding his world against other meddling and ambitious deities is stressful work. So when a naked goddess falls directly into his lap, along with the news that he has to shelter her for the indefinite future, he is less than thrilled. Particularly since he can’t help but lust after the beautiful female. 
The Underworld isn’t the first place Persephone would pick for a vacation—who in their right mind would choose a dark palace over sunshine and flowers? Yet from Hades’s first touch, the dark, sexy ruler fascinates her and has her thinking a fling might be just the thing to while away her confinement. 
But trust each other? Not a chance. Until the day comes that Persephone must leave…and they realize that trusting each other is the only way they’ll ever meet again. 
Warning: Contains an arrogant god, a stubborn goddess, horny deity nookie and enough
supernatural friction to set the Underworld on fire. 
Enjoy the following excerpt for Hot as Hades: Persephone preceded him into his office. He shut the door loudly. The click of the lock made her jump. He liked it when she was a little unsure. The hint of vulnerability appealed to him, particularly when she was doing her lady-of-the-manor act the rest of the time. 
Keeping her guessing was a fun game, so instead of rushing to get her naked, he went to his desk and sat in his chair. He took his time making himself comfortable before crooking his finger at her in a way that he was certain would raise her blood pressure. 
She didn’t love orders, his Persephone. Indeed, her eyes narrowed, and he waited for her to snort at his imperious, silent command. 
But a small smile curved her lips, and she sashayed over to stand in front of him, her dress rippling and briefly defining her legs. 
He raised a brow. “You’re in the mood to obey me?” 
“I suppose so.” 
“Why?” 
Her smile grew wider. “Because you want me to disobey you.” Fuck, but she could read him like a book, and he didn’t like that. He was so contrary, he wanted to reward her earlier kind words and actions by proving her wrong, proving that he was no saint. His dominant, autocratic side stretched out of slumber, not that it ever rested for long. “Take off your dress. 
With your hands,” he added, so she wouldn’t simply dematerialize it. 


She raised her hands to the buttons that ran along the front of the dress. Pearl buttons on a pale pink dress—it was his fantasy, his secret kink, innocence on the verge of being despoiled. 
The little V of skin at her throat widened as she released each button, showing him that glorious unblemished flesh. Every time he saw that skin, his selfish, territorial nature made him want to mark it, to claim it as his. He had to forcibly remind himself that Persephone and her skin’s presence in his life was strictly temporary. 
A snarl sounded, and he realized by her startled expression that it came from him. She would leave him sooner or later. 
But for now…now, she was his. Focus on this moment. 

And there was so much to focus on, particularly when she shrugged the dress off her shoulders, surprising him with the lacy white corset she wore underneath. The garment propped up her breasts, her nipples peeking out from the lace like confections on a cupcake. It was sensory overload, the erotic snatches of her body almost too much to take in at once. Corset. No panties. Garters. A combination of silken flesh and material. 
He realized he had been staring at her without speaking when she shifted her weight. “Touch yourself,” he ordered. 
A flush spread over her exposed breasts. “Where?” 
Anywhere. Everywhere. “Your tits. Play with them.” He deliberately used the cruder word, wanting to shock her into refusing him, perverse bastard that he was. 
She didn’t refuse him, though, simply cupped those gloriously full mounds. Her fingers worked the hard nipples, her head falling back with a small moan as she massaged them. 
His cock grew harder, pressing against the weight of his trousers, but he knew if he allowed himself release, it would be over before it began. Her legs spread wider as she toyed with her breasts. One delicate hand started to trail down her body to the open lips of her pussy. 
Hades allowed her to get as far as her lower belly before he spoke. “Stop.” She didn’t listen, her fingers tangling in her pubic hair. 
“Persephone. Stop.” 
She jerked and stared at him, confused and primed for release. 
“Come here.” Hades swore the heady scent of sun and flowers clung to her skin, wafting under his nose as she walked closer to him. “Turn around.” 
She hesitated but turned when he made a twirling gesture. Her ass was full and round, bare but framed by the garter and corset. It made an enticing picture. 
Paying no attention to her jump of surprise, he palmed a cheek and roughly massaged the flesh. “I love your ass,” he murmured. “I love your whole body. It’s like it was made for me. Only for me.” 


It took him a second to realize the import of what he’d bleated aloud. Growling in frustration at himself, he grabbed her hips and spun her around. She teetered, steadying after she grasped his forearms for balance. 
“Take me out,” he demanded. He spread his legs to give her room to work the buttons on his trousers, which were stretched tight over the bulge of his erection. The slightly bent-over position she was in made her tits hang down like ripe fruit. Unable to resist, he leaned forward and licked the top of those mounds, finding them delicious as usual. She stiffened, her hands stopping their work. He released his hold on the chair’s arms to cradle her breasts and bring them to his mouth. He knew what pleased her. She always liked it when he sucked hard, lashing at the nipple with his tongue, so he did that now, bringing a high-pitched cry from her mouth. 
“Don’t stop,” he drew away to tell her. “Take me out. Play with me.” She trembled. He loved it when he made her shake with need. It made him feel ten feet tall. “I can’t concentrate,” she said. 
He released her, giving no heed to her pitiful whimper. “Then I’ll stop distracting you.” 
“Jerk.” 
The word lacked heat, and he grinned. He’d come to read her body well, and he knew she needed him badly. “On your knees, female. Maybe that will help you focus.” She shot him a mock-glare. Her fingers resumed their mission as she sank to the subservient position. 
He had to grit his teeth as those delicate fingers touched and rubbed him through the leather. When she finally managed to get the fly open, his cock almost ran out to greet her, pushing into her hands. The blessed feel of her warm palm over him made him want to shout for joy and pump into her hand for as long as necessary to get him off. 
“Persephone…” He shoved his hips up, groaning as her hand slipped up the shaft and back down, the better to feel that softness all around him. 
“What order would you like to give me now, Lord Hades?” He slit his eyes at her mocking emphasis on Lord. Impertinent baggage. “Make me come.” Her hand jacked him again, and he spread his legs wider, an invitation to continue. Idly, as if she wasn’t kneeling at his feet in a scandalous corset and playing with his naked cock, she tilted her head. 
“With my hands? Or my mouth?” 
He swallowed, the thought of Persephone’s lips wrapped around his cock filling his head. He had a particular fondness for blowjobs but had rarely been able to find anyone who was willing to bestow that favor. Because he was bigger and more powerful than most females, he always had the distasteful impression that he was forcing his partner. 
However, if Persephone chose to grace him with her mouth… 
He said nothing, and she smiled. “I do remember you saying something about drinking your come.” 


His cock jerked at the memory, the dirty words he’d roughly muttered while lost in a haze of sexual need. Without any warning, she licked the vein running along the side of his cock. He gasped, and his hands flew to her shoulders, the little lick punching into his stomach. 
“I guess you like this,” he half-heard her say. Unable to care if her tone held the proper amount of respect for him, he threaded his hands through her hair. 
“More,” he said, aware that he was pleading. 
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