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Beyond Shadows
N.J. Walters


Dedication
 
Thank you to my husband who is always pushing me to be better while cheering me on.
 


Prologue
 
He sat in his massive chair at the head of the table. A dark figure with his hands wrapped around the chair’s intricately carved arms, he looked out over the large stone room and into the gloom. There were few of them now, his Shadow Ryders. Like him, they had been slipping farther and farther into the shadows that beckoned to them, promising comfort and respite, but in truth offering a sort of suspended animation, a waking dream in which nothing mattered. Nothing had mattered in quite a long, long time.
But that situation had recently undergone a transformation. Yet more changes were needed if he and his men were to survive.
How long had he lived in this castle of shadows? Civilizations had risen and fallen, thousands of years had come and gone in the blink of an eye. Even his name was lost in time. He was the Shadow Lord, immortal and powerful. A leader of men who, like himself, had been powerful warriors in their own times. Men of unequalled skill, determination and conviction.
He had gathered his men to him over the long years. One at a time, he had gone to each of them as they lay dying and offered them a chance to right the particular wrong done to them. He did not offer vengeance, but justice. Many times he had met Death as that dark figure had come to claim a warrior, but always with the chosen few, Death had stepped back and allowed the Shadow Lord to make his offer. If the fallen warrior declined, then Death took them on their way to the other side. If they accepted, they became warriors of the Shadow Realm. Soldiers of justice.
At least that is what they had been. Now the shadows that had been their salvation had become their curse. Before Gideon’s departure into the world of man, it had been several centuries since any of them had bestirred themselves from this realm or shown any concern for what was going on in the world from which they had all sprung.
Once, they had trained daily, keeping their skills sharp so they were ready when needed to face down evil. Now the greatest evil they faced was their own apathy. They could not die unless beheaded or exposed to complete daylight without shadow. But they could drift into this sea of never-ending gloom for eternity. And while the Shadow Lord was no longer concerned about himself, he did care about the men who had sworn allegiance to him.
His eyes pierced the darkness, seeing everything it sought to hide. For far too many years the men had lounged on benches and stared into nothingness. Seldom did they eat, drink or laugh anymore. At one time, laughter had rung freely though the hall. Now if he listened, he could almost hear its mocking strains still echoing. It shocked him to realize how many were missing, lost in the cloak of darkness. He did not know if they could be reclaimed, but he would not rest until he had fought for each and every one of them.
He had the power to see the future, and what he had seen had shaken him out of his apathy. If things did not change from the course they were on, soon they would all be lost. Forever.
It had started with Gideon. He’d sent the loyal warrior into the world to save the unborn child of a woman. In doing so, Gideon had found a worthy mate and a single light had been lit within the dark chambers. If more were to be lit, it had to come from within them. Only with their hearts and spirits could they drive back the all-encompassing shadows.
It wasn’t much, but it was a beginning. Where there was one light, there was hope.
It was time to send another of his men out into the world. There was another woman whose life was in jeopardy. This woman was as necessary to their survival as her sister had been. Josephine Harris had turned Gideon’s life around, becoming his mate and adding her light to their world. Now it was her sister Jacqueline’s turn.
The atmosphere in the darkened chamber had changed these past days. There was an air of energy, of expectation, that warmed his soul and quelled the bitter regret in his gut. The warriors were waiting for his word.
Only a dozen had answered his original call. There were dozens more out there and he would search them out and haul them back, kicking and screaming if necessary. But for now, he would start with these men in front of him. His deep, fathomless eyes skimmed over them one at a time. No detail was too small or insignificant for him. One never knew where the key to salvation might lie.
All tall, all strong, all warriors. From different periods of time, from different cultures and countries, they had formed a brotherhood all their own. Bound by their word and their bond to one another, they had fought together, lived together, celebrated and mourned together for thousands of years.
Determination filled him anew as he stared out over the room, searching every dark nook and cranny. Eyes, dark and black, saw right though every man and straight to his very soul.
The air seemed to shimmer and the energy in the room shifted. Most would never see the difference in the darkness, but he could. But it was still only a beginning.
The Shadow Lord rested his elbows on the arms of his chair and pressed his fingers together. Who to send? The answer came to him as soon as the question had been asked and the corners of his mouth turned up the tiniest bit. It wasn’t a smile, not really, but it was closer than he’d come in far too many centuries.
His men shifted uneasily as they too felt the change. He stirred in his chair and they all looked his way. He crooked his finger toward one particular warrior. “Blade, I have a task for you if you are willing to undertake it.”
Blade detached himself from the crowd and sauntered forward. The Shadow Lord could see the curiosity burning in his eyes and knew he had done the right thing.
“My lord.” The warrior’s voice was raspy with disuse. He placed his hand over his heart and inclined his head, his dark eyes never leaving those of his master.
The Shadow Lord gave silent thanks to the loyalty that still bound his men to him. It was truly the only thing that could save them all.



Chapter One
 
“You should never have eaten that piece of chocolate cake for lunch,” Jacqueline Harris muttered to herself as she sized up the tiny bathroom window.
The smell of urine and stale beer permeated the room, seeping into the very fibers of the floor and walls. The raucous sounds of heavy metal music and raised voices could be heard through the thin wooden door, which was all that stood between her and disaster. The lock was a simple bolt that a twelve-year-old could probably bust. Still, it was better than nothing.
How had she, a quiet, reserved accountant, found herself in such a situation? She always crossed the street at the crosswalk, gave change to the homeless people on her walk to work and paid her taxes on time. Her sister Jo was the cop, the risk taker, the tough one. Jo would have been right at home in Whitey’s Bar with its dirty floor, battered tables and chairs, and even nastier-looking patrons.
But that was Jo. Jac always played it safe and did what was expected of her. Which was exactly how she’d gotten into this predicament, she reminded herself. If she hadn’t been so intent on doing her job right, none of this would have happened. She’d be home in her pajamas, curled up on the end of her sofa, watching television.
Eyeing the rust-stained sink, she wiped her hands on her wool slacks.
“You can do this,” she told herself. Hoisting her foot up onto the edge of the sink, she grabbed the window ledge with her fingers and pulled herself upright. Balancing on the corner of the sink, she shoved at the window. Panic filled her when it didn’t budge.
She glanced nervously over her shoulder. The door was locked, but that, and the fact that this was the ladies’ room, wouldn’t keep Dirk Becker out. The man was a hardened criminal and certainly not concerned with propriety. Barging into the ladies’ bathroom was definitely not something he’d worry about.
Biting her lip, she threw all her weight against the window. It wasn’t easy, given her precarious perch. Decades of dirt had all but melded the window with the frame. She contemplated breaking the glass, but that would certainly bring unwanted attention, and all she wanted was to get out of here without getting herself into any more trouble.
She didn’t want to think about the fact that she could die. The men she was investigating were not the type to lose sleep over killing someone. In fact, she thought that some of them would probably even enjoy it.
Jac glanced longingly at the door, wishing she could simply leave and walk out the front door of the bar. But she’d asked one question too many and Dirk Becker had joined her uninvited at her table. From the deadly gleam in his eyes, she knew that she’d given herself away.
Whatever had possessed her to think that she, an accountant, could investigate organized crime? It had been pure fluke that she’d been sent to Romero’s Bar and Grill from work earlier today. Her boss, Mr. Holloway, usually handled that client personally, but he’d had to go to the dentist for an emergency root canal, and his frazzled secretary, who was still new and only a few weeks into the job, had handed off the file to her.
She knew now that had been a mistake. But that didn’t change what had happened. She’d gone to the business and was met with distrust and suspicion. She ignored it, used to the fact that, even in this day and age, many businessmen still didn’t think women were capable enough to be handling their financial affairs.
Still, Mr. Romero set her up in an office and she’d settled into work. Numbers had always fascinated Jac. She understood numbers in a way that most people couldn’t. Reading the stock market trends was easy for her and she had a knack for knowing when to invest and when to sell. In fact, she could have retired several years ago and lived off her investments, but she wanted to work a few more years to pad her nest egg.
Now she wished she’d bought the house in the country she’d always dreamed about. “You could have been digging in that vegetable garden you always wanted. But no…” She dug into her purse and pulled out the pocketknife keychain that Jo had given her last Christmas. Opening the blade, she scored the corners of the frame. Shoving the keychain back into her purse, she pushed the window again.
“You had to have the second million. One wasn’t enough for you.” She knew why she’d continued working. She’d wanted to be able to give her sister the other million. She worried about Jo risking her life as a cop. She’d had visions of the two of them living side by side, enjoying life to the fullest. Instead, she was running for her life.
If only she hadn’t seen that tiny discrepancy in the books. It was nothing really. Most accountants would have passed over it. But Jac’s mind didn’t work that way. Something wasn’t right and she needed to know what it was. Knowing she shouldn’t, she poked through her client’s office files, looking for the documentation she needed. The computer files she’d been given access to simply weren’t extensive enough to answer her questions. She figured it would take her ten minutes at most to clear up the misunderstanding. Instead, it had led her down a slippery slope of deception.
Romero’s was a front for criminal operations. They were involved in laundering money, gambling, drugs and prostitution. And the man behind Romero’s wasn’t Sydney Romero. He was just a figurehead. The real owner was one Dirk Becker. And he owned a lot of other property around the city.
Shocked at what she’d uncovered, she’d copied as much as she’d dared and stuffed the papers into her briefcase, all the while marveling at the stupidity of the criminal mind. Who in their right minds broke the law and kept meticulous records of it? Unless of course they were an egomaniac or an accountant, she mused. Nobody ever said criminals were smart.
She’d expected to be caught any second, but no one had come through the door while she’d been returning everything to its rightful place and tidying up the workspace. It had taken every skill she possessed to smile at Mr. Romero and assure him that his books were all in order before casually walking out the front door of the upscale bar and grill.
When she’d returned to work, her boss had called her into his office immediately. He’d come straight back from the dentist and wasn’t pleased she’d been sent out to handle his client. Rattled, she’d blurted out what she’d found. Mr. Holloway had tried to convince her that she was mistaken by what she’d seen. She’d at least had the presence of mind not to tell him she’d photocopied documents. It hadn’t taken her long to realize that he knew about the crime and was covering it up. That meant he was in league with them all along.
Shaking her head at her naiveté, Jac hit the window frame again and was rewarded when it gave slightly. Renewed energy filled her as she shoved with all her might, which was substantial, considering she was a tall woman. If she’d been shorter, she would never have been able to reach the high window.
Ignoring the undetermined filth that coated her hands, she pushed again. This time the window popped open. “Thank God,” she muttered under her breath. Grabbing her purse, she shoved it through the open window and heard the muted thud. Now if only she would fit through as easily.
Grasping the edge of the window frame, she hauled her lanky five-foot-eleven frame upward, using her feet to push off the wall. Her boots slipped and she cursed. Sweat plastered her blouse to her body. The air was cold and her jacket was still out in the bar. But it was a sacrifice she was more than willing to make. She didn’t think that Dirk would have let her go to the ladies’ room if she’d taken her coat with her.
Vowing to start doing more pushups if she survived this ordeal, she hauled herself upward inch by inch, muscles quivering, until her belly was resting against the window frame. Taking a deep breath, she shoved her head and shoulders through the open window, angling her body so it would fit. It was a tight squeeze and she bit her lip to keep from crying out as something raked her right shoulder and arm. She prayed it wasn’t some dirty, rusty nail. Her tetanus shot wasn’t up to date.
Halfway out the window, she eyed the ground. It was at least ten feet away. This was going to hurt no matter what she did. Using her hands, she pulled herself forward and pushed away at the same time. It wasn’t graceful by any means. At first, her hips caught on the frame and she panicked, wiggling and pushing harder.
Her efforts and gravity finally took their toll and she popped out of the window, plummeting to the ground. She managed to twist so she didn’t land on her head, but both her hands scraped across the gravel in the alleyway.
Sprawled on the ground, face in the dirt, Jac took stock of her injuries. She was alive and she was out of the bar from hell. Her right shoulder and arm hurt like a son of a bitch and the palms of her hands were shredded from the loose gravel and whatever else covered the ground in this alley. It really didn’t bear thinking about.
She’d shower and disinfect herself as soon as she was safe.
She cried out as she tried to push herself upward with her right hand. She rolled over onto her back and cradled her injured hand against her chest as pain radiated up her arm. Tears filled her eyes, but she gritted her teeth as the agony rolled through her. She may have broken it.
Ignoring the nausea roiling in her stomach, she slowly came up onto her knees. The stench of rotting garbage and urine in the alley wasn’t helping matters so she inhaled deeply through her mouth, letting the breath stream slowly out her nostrils. When the pain was manageable, she pushed one foot under her and slowly stood. Wobbling, she hit the wall and leaned against it.
Time was running out. She’d been gone about five minutes now. Surely Dirk would search for her any second. That thought gave her the incentive to move. Grabbing her purse with her left hand, she stumbled out of the alley and down the block to her car, thankful it was still there. In this neighborhood, that wasn’t a given. She fumbled with the keys, almost cutting her fingers on the blade of her pocketknife, which was still open. She thought about closing the small knife, but decided to leave it open, just in case she needed it for protection. It wasn’t much, but it would do until she was locked inside the car.
Breathing heavily, she managed to get the car door unlocked and slide into the driver’s seat. She was safe. For now. But that would change the moment Dirk discovered her missing.
He’d approached her table just as she’d come to the realization that her actions were nothing short of stupid and that she should simply go home and call the police. His large hand had fallen on her shoulder, pushing her back down into her seat.
“Leaving so soon?” He pulled out a chair and sat, his long legs spread in front of him and his hands resting on his stomach as his cold green eyes studied her. He seemed totally relaxed, but she wasn’t fooled. He reminded her of a deadly snake, ready to strike at any moment. “I heard you were asking about me.”
She tried to bluster her way out of the situation. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I just stopped in for a drink on my way home from work.” She picked up her purse, but he sat forward and slammed his hand on the table. The glass of ginger ale she’d ordered clattered and some of it spilled over the side. Jac jumped, her heart racing.
He eyed her tailored pants and her silky blouse. “You’re a long way from work, Miss Jacqueline Harris.” The way he said her name made her want to go home and bathe. He ran his eyes up and down her body as if measuring her for a body bag. Obviously, her boss had called and warned Mr. Becker.
“I’m sorry. Who are you?” She decided to play dumb and wished for a second that she was blonde and busty, instead of lanky with black hair. It would have undoubtedly been an asset in this situation. She thought about batting her eyelashes at him, but he didn’t look stupid.
In fact, he might have been considered good-looking in a rough sort of way if it hadn’t been for the look in those sinister eyes. He was just over six feet tall with broad shoulders and long blond hair, which was tied back at his nape. Scars marred his face, but many of them were partially hidden beneath his short beard. His eyes were cold, warning that this was a man who cared for nothing or no one and would kill to protect himself.
“I’m Dirk Becker and I’ve heard you’ve been asking questions about me.” His voice was low and silky, and the underlying menace made her shiver. She wished for a second that she hadn’t removed her coat. The temperature in the room felt as if it had sunk by more than a few degrees. She was very aware of the quiet that seemed to descend around them. Jac could feel every eye in the place watching them. She wasn’t getting out of here unless he allowed her to go.
It was hard, but she kept her gaze on his and tried to look as innocent as possible. “I’m sorry, Mr. Becker, but you must have me confused with someone else.”
He smiled then, and it wasn’t pleasant. “Call me Dirk.” Reaching across the table, he covered her hand with his. “We’re going to get to know one another a lot better before the night is over.”
Fear almost paralyzed her, but somehow she continued to speak, acting as if there was nothing wrong. “I supposed I could stay a few more minutes.” She glanced at her watch as if to suggest that someone was waiting for her.
“Got somewhere else to be?” His thumb stroked over the back of her hand and she resisted the urge to pull it away and scrub it against the fabric of her pants to remove all trace of his touch.
“No.” She offered a smile. “Not for a while yet.” An idea sprang into her head and she pounced on it, not knowing if it would work. “But if I’m going to stay, I had better make a trip to the ladies’ room.” She motioned to her drink, which was half gone.
He glanced at the short hallway where the bathrooms were located and then returned his gaze to her. Lifting his hand, he stroked the side of her face as he leaned closer. “Don’t be long.” His breath smelled like mint. Jac thought that was somehow wrong. He was the villain. His breath should be nasty. “I’ll be waiting,” he whispered before lounging back in his chair.
He was playing with her. She could see it in his eyes. Keeping up her charade, Jac rose, offered him a vague smile and headed toward the ladies’ room, with her purse tucked tight beneath her arm, and the vague hope of finding a way out.
A shudder raced down her spine, bringing her back to the present. Why hadn’t she called Jo as soon as she’d discovered the crime? Her sister was a cop, for heaven’s sake. But Jac had wanted to get more proof before she went to the authorities. Plus, her sister was on leave from work, recovering from being shot in the leg while on duty. The last thing Jo needed was stress and worry.
She figured it would be easy to stop into one or two of the businesses that had been named in the ledger, ask a question or two and then go home. The first stop, a tiny hole-in-the-wall restaurant had been no problem. She’d ordered a bowl of soup and a cup of coffee and chatted to the waitress. The waitress didn’t tell her anything, but she hadn’t missed the sharp intake of breath or the fear that entered the woman’s eyes when Dirk Becker’s name was mentioned.
Buoyed by her success, she’d decided to drop into Whitey’s Bar before heading home to call Jo. After all, how much trouble could she get into while surrounded by people? She normally didn’t go to bars, and especially not bars that appeared as rough and derelict as this one, but she decided to look on it as an adventure. An adventure that had quickly turned into a nightmare.
God, she was so stupid. But it had all happened so fast, she hadn’t taken the time to think it all through. Was it really only lunchtime that she’d laughed and eaten that delicious piece of chocolate cake with some colleagues from work?
Jamming her keys into the ignition, she started the car and pulled away from the curb. She had to get home and pack a bag. It was time to get out of the city. Her family had a beach house on the Jersey shore. She’d go there and regroup.
Thankfully, on her way to the bathroom, she’d stopped in the hallway and scribbled a note to her sister, written in a code that hopefully only Jo would understand. The waitress had been leaving the bathroom as she’d been going in and Jac had begged her to take the note, along with a fifty-dollar bill. Reluctantly, the older woman had slid the piece of paper in her apron pocket. Whether or not she’d deliver it was anybody’s guess. She hoped to reach her sister soon, but wanted to cover all her bases just in case that didn’t happen.
She didn’t want to think of the reasons why she wouldn’t be able to reach her sister. The top one on the list was the distinct possibility that Dirk or his men might catch her first.
Jac knew her sister would be looking for her within twenty-four hours if she didn’t hear from her. They were extremely close and talked to one another every day. She didn’t dare leave a message at her condo. Not now. She had a feeling that Dirk and his men would be close behind her.
She prayed that the waitress would call the number she’d scribbled on the note and give Jo the message, but she wasn’t counting on it. More than likely the woman would pocket the money and toss the note. Even if the waitress didn’t contact Jo, Jac had no doubt her sister would eventually show up at Whitey’s. As a cop, her sister had a lot of contacts on the street and would use every resource at her disposal. Besides, a lot of people had seen her while she was making her way around the city asking about Dirk. For the right price, someone was bound to remember her. At least she hoped they would. If that happened, then Jo would join her at the beach house in three days’ time, maybe sooner if Jac could get somewhere safe enough to call her sister.
Aftershock was setting in and Jac began to shiver. By the time she pulled into the parking lot of her building, she was shaking like a leaf. She wanted to curl up in a ball and cry, but knew that she couldn’t afford the luxury.
Hauling her aching body out of the car, she hurried toward the back door of the building. Normally, she always used the front, which was well lit and much safer, but she didn’t want to risk running into anyone she knew. She knew she looked a mess and didn’t have time for explanations.
It took her three tries to get her key in the lock and pull the heavy door open. The stairwell was deserted as she climbed to the third floor. Her condo was situated in the middle of the hall and a sense of overwhelming relief hit her as she stepped inside.
A sob broke from her, but she stuffed the back of her hand over her mouth and squared her shoulders. Not now.
Hurrying down the hallway, she bounced off the wall, knocking a picture askew. Ignoring it, she went straight to her closet and pulled out her battered leather suitcase and tossed it onto the bed. A few quick trips to the dresser and the bathroom and she was ready to go. She stuffed the files she’d copied into the case before zipping it up.
It hurt her hand when she lifted the bag to the floor. Jac stopped and looked at her hands for the first time. The skin was scraped and her palms were bloody. Gravel and dirt were embedded in her tender flesh.
“Great.” She lurched to the bathroom and gazed at herself in the mirror, wincing at the picture that greeted her. Her long black hair had almost escaped her usually tidy braid, her face was dirty and her check scraped. Her face was pale, emphasizing her high cheekbones, and her gray eyes looked wild and unfocused.
Blood seeped through the right sleeve of her blouse, but she didn’t dare to stop and change it. Time was of the essence. She flicked off the light behind her and grabbed her bag on her way out of the bedroom.
Going to the phone, she placed two quick calls. The first one was to her neighbor Gabby, asking her to collect her mail for a few days. Thankfully, she got her friend’s answering machine and left her message quickly. She’d drop her mail key in Gabby’s box on the way out. The second call was to work where she told them she would be on vacation for the next two weeks. Truthfully, she was finished at her job, but she had no idea if anyone else on the staff knew about Mr. Holloway’s involvement with organized crime. This just made things easier, plus Jo would be sure to call work to see if she was there. If they told Jo that she was on vacation, her sister would know something was wrong. There was no way that Jac would go on holiday without telling her sister.
She tried Jo’s number again, but hung up when her answering machine kicked in. She didn’t want to leave a message. She would try again when she was settled somewhere safe. She’d pushed her luck just by staying here this long. She needed time to explain everything to her sister so that Jo wouldn’t go in half-cocked and get herself killed. Her older sister was nothing if not protective of her family, especially since it was only the two of them since their parents had died. They didn’t really count the two aunts and uncles on her father’s side, or their six cousins, with whom they’d never been close.
Satisfied that there was nothing else she could do, she hefted her suitcase, ignoring the pain in her left palm. Her right wrist was swollen and throbbing unmercifully. It was probably broken or at least seriously strained. She’d have to do something about that.
Before she turned off the light by her front door, she peered at the tidy, efficient condo she’d called home for the past four years. As she closed and locked the door behind her, she had the strange thought that she might never live there again.


Chapter Two
 
Blade stood in the shadows.
Watching. Waiting.
The small house was situated almost directly on the beach, the back deck a stone’s throw from the sandy shoreline. Fresh sea air whipped around him and he breathed deep. He could almost taste the tang of the salt on his tongue as he turned his face into the wind. After so many years in the Shadow Realm, this was a sensory delight.
His long black hair was tied back in a neat ponytail at his nape, yet every now and then a strand would lash his cheekbone. He’d grown up by the sea and as a boy had run along the hard-packed sand, watching eagerly for the fishing boats to return with their daily catch. It had been a simple life. A good life. At fourteen, he’d joined the army and everything had changed for him. He closed his eyes, trying to capture a memory of his parents, his brothers and sisters. It was so hard after all these years. They were more a fleeting image than an actual picture.
His dark eyes popped open and he brushed away the remnants of the past. That was more than three thousand years ago and his family had long since been reduced to dust. What mattered was the here and now.
Gliding stealthily through the shadows, he peered in the side window. A bedroom. Even though the room was in darkness, he could see every inch of it. It didn’t matter how dark it was, he could see every detail, every color, perfectly. As a Shadow Ryder that was one of his many talents. Also, he could meld with the shadows, disappearing from human sight or he could ride the shadows back to the Shadow Realm. But he also had talents of his own that he’d honed over the millennia.
His right hand caressed the handle of the knife tucked into the chest harness he wore. Like an old lover, he knew it would fit his palm perfectly. The weight balanced exactly to his specifications. Knives were his passion. They had kept him sane and whole these long years.
When the other warriors of the Shadow Realm had succumbed to the apathy and darkness, it was his love of knives that had pushed him not to give in to the seductive shadows. Every fifty to one hundred years, he’d venture out into the world long enough to see what new advances had been made to his weapon of choice.
He collected them all.
The bedroom held a double bed, a chest of drawers and a nightstand. There wasn’t room for much more. But what interested Blade the most was the suitcase sticking out of the closet. Someone was here.
According to the Shadow Lord and Gideon, Jacqueline Harris was supposed to be staying here. She was in some kind of trouble involving organized crime, but they weren’t quite sure exactly how much trouble. It didn’t matter to Blade. His job was to protect her at all costs and eliminate the threat.
His hand slid lovingly over the edge of the knife before falling back to his side. He was very good at his job.
Tomorrow was the day that Gideon’s new wife Jo was supposed to meet her sister here. What Jac didn’t know yet was that he’d been sent instead. He admitted that he was curious to meet her and see what kind of woman he’d been assigned to protect.
It had taken almost a full day to bring him up to speed on the situation. He’d met with Gideon and Jo, listening to them as they filled him in on everything that had happened. Then he had to quickly learn all he needed to know about the world as it was today. Thankfully, that was another skill imparted to a Shadow Ryder, and he could now walk as easily in this world as he had in his own.
The beach house wasn’t isolated. Jac had neighbors, but the surrounding homes weren’t too close, their lights barely visible in the darkness of the night. There was no one around outside, but was Jac inside?
His feet making no sound on the wooden deck, he made his way to the patio door. It was locked, but no deterrent for him. Within seconds he was sliding the glass door open and slipping inside. He automatically glided into the shadows, listening intently.
The steady plink of a leaky faucet and the creaks and groans of the wooden structure in the wind were all he heard. The kitchen was spartan—a small stove and refrigerator, a tiny counter, a sink with a window above it with an ocean view and an adequate amount of cupboards. The smell of lemons and basil wafted past him.
He caught it then, the lightest sound of a moan. His feet were moving before he even willed them to, carrying him toward the living room. A faded blue sofa, a wooden rocking chair and a recliner filled the room. A scarred wooden coffee table sat in front of the sofa, magazines and papers scattered over it.
Her scent reached him before he saw her—a faint smell of vanilla and honey that had his body hardening. That stopped him cold. He hadn’t had an erection in—he paused to think—hundreds of years. Glancing down, he stared at the bulge in the front of his leather pants. There was no mistaking his obvious arousal or the heavy pumping of blood through his veins.
Anticipation thrummed through him.
What manner of woman was Jacqueline Harris that she could affect him this way without his ever seeing her? He scowled, disliking the implications. He was a man, a trained warrior, not a boy who could not contain his passions. His job was to protect her, not to bed her. Still, his heart pounded as he rounded the sofa and looked down upon the woman who had brought him here.
She was huddled beneath a thin blanket, shivering. Blade frowned, angered that she should be cold. Shaking his head at his wayward thoughts, he studied her. It didn’t matter that she was cold, only that she was alive. The red blanket was pulled up to her chin, but her face was uncovered. Even with only the faint light of the moon streaming through the window, he could see her features perfectly.
Her skin was pale and as fine as porcelain. She had prominent cheekbones, her chin was more pointed than rounded, and her nose had a slight tilt to it. She wasn’t beautiful, not in the classical sense, but Blade couldn’t tear his gaze away. Her lips parted on a sigh and he was gripped by the need to know what they tasted like. They were full and ripe, begging to be nipped and licked and kissed. Her lashes were long, brushing her high cheekbones. He wondered what color they were.
It was easy to see the resemblance between Jac and her sister. Their coloring and facial features were almost identical. But where Jo did nothing for him, save whet his curiosity, Jac stirred his primal sexual interest. He felt all his primitive instincts spring to life within him.
He reached down to adjust his cock, which was pressed hard against the front of his pants, but it didn’t help. He was hard and throbbing as blood surged to that part of his body. A roar filled his head like a rushing waterfall, demanding he claim this woman as his own. It would be so easy to pull the cover away and strip her clothing from her.
He closed his eyes and sucked in a slow, deep breath. It didn’t help. Every cell in his body screamed for this woman, proclaiming that she belonged to him. She moaned again and his eyes popped open.
Her hand came out from beneath the blanket.
Fury raced through him like a freight train. Her right wrist and lower arm was encased in white plaster that wrapped around her palm but left her fingers and thumb bare. Someone had hurt her. A low growl sprang from deep within him. Whoever was responsible would pay.
No one hurt his woman and lived.
Using every ounce of discipline he had, he pulled his emotions back under control. Now was not the time. Her safety came above all else. It was the hardest thing he’d ever done, but he managed to subdue the primal urges surging through him. Calm, cold and calculating, settled over him.
He was named not only for his love of knives, but because he had the ability to be as swift, silent and deadly as his weapon of choice. Like a blade, he was sharp, cold and unhindered by emotion. No one had ever shaken that control before today.
Blade didn’t like this change but he accepted that it was so. Acknowledging that fact was the only way to deal with the situation and not allow it to hinder the job at hand.
Her eyes fluttered open and he had the answer to his question. They were gray, but not the cool, flinty gray that her sister had. Jac’s eyes were a soft, smoky gray that a man could easily lose himself in. Those eyes widened and her soft lips parted.
Then she screamed.
One minute Jac had been sleeping, the next she was aware that she wasn’t alone. The huge shadow of a man loomed over her. Had Dirk or his men found her?
Opening her mouth, she screamed. It was more of a squeal than an actual scream. Not that it mattered. It certainly wasn’t loud enough for her neighbors to hear. Which was just as well. She didn’t want anyone else getting caught up in the mess that her life had become.
She flung herself to the floor, her only thought to escape. In her haste, she’d forgotten about her injured hand. Pain shot up her arm as she struck it, first against the coffee table, and then on the hardwood floor. Her vision dimmed but she battled back the darkness.
She wouldn’t give up without a fight.
Strong arms wrapped around her from behind and she kicked back with her feet, but since she was only wearing socks, she didn’t do much damage. She threw her head back, hoping to hit her attacker’s nose. His head moved at the last second, avoiding the blow. Before she could figure out what to do next, she was facedown on the sofa, his large, hard body pressing hers down into the cushions.
She gritted her teeth and tried to buck him off. He let her take more of his weight, pushing the air from her lungs. It was then she felt the hard bulge of his erection pressing against her bottom. She froze and a whimper broke from her throat. It had never occurred to her that they might rape her before they killed her.
So many things went through her mind at that moment—snippets from the past, things she’d never done, but had promised herself that she would, things she would never do now, along with the future she’d never have. And what about her sister? Jo would be alone without her.
No! She wasn’t giving up. Maybe she could talk her way out of this.
A large hand brushed her hair away from her face and a low male voice crooned to her. “There is no need to fight, little warrior. You’ll only hurt yourself further.”
She froze. He didn’t sound like he wanted to kill her, but maybe he was toying with her first. Maybe she could get away from him yet. “Wha-what do you want?”
His hand stilled and she felt his fingers tangle in her hair for a brief moment, then his weight was gone and she could breathe again. “I was sent to protect you.”
“What?” She was beginning to sound like a broken record, but her mind couldn’t wrap around the situation. “Can we turn on a light so I can see you?” The moonlight filtering in through the window wasn’t enough for her to really get a good look at him. From their short struggle, she knew he was big and very strong. She could smell him though, and he smelled good. Like the sea air, leather and male. Jac pushed herself up into a seated position and took a deep breath. His scent seemed to slip over her, making her toes curl and her breasts tingle. Oh great, now she was losing her mind. What did it matter what he smelled like?
It had to be the remnant of a dream, her sleep-fogged brain decided. That was the only explanation for her instant attraction to a man she hadn’t even seen and who was most likely sent here to kill her. She wasn’t buying his I’m-here-to-protect-you act. That was probably his way of cozying up to her to find out what she knew and who she’d told it to before he killed her.
There was a low snick and then a light almost blinded her. He’d turned on one of the floor lamps. She had to blink several times to clear her vision. It wasn’t that the light was so strong, but that she’d been in darkness seconds before.
He was sitting on the edge of the coffee table, patiently waiting for her to look at him. For a brief moment, Jac wished she’d never asked for a light. Darkness was preferable.
Her assassin was gorgeous.
Even though he was sitting down, she could tell he was tall. His shoulders were encased in leather and appeared solid and very wide. His jaw was square and covered with a light stubble that made him look sexy. His skin was swarthy, whether it was tanned or part of his heritage, she couldn’t be sure, but if she was a betting gal, she’d bet he was of Mediterranean descent. His nose was straight, his cheekbones high. But it was his eyes that captured her.
Dark and fathomless, they seemed to look within her all the way to her very soul. They were like the sea on a moonless night, cold and unforgiving. She shivered.
He reached out and she flinched back in spite of her resolve to be brave. He didn’t touch her. Instead, he grabbed the blanket that had been tossed to the end of the sofa in their struggle. Shaking it out, he tucked it carefully around her without actually touching her.
“Who are you?” She could hear the slight quaver in her voice and hated herself for it. She didn’t want to appear weak.
“Blade.”
That didn’t tell her much, except that maybe she was right about his profession. Blade was the perfect name for an assassin. It suited him somehow. Maybe it was all the black leather and his sharp features.
His hair was past his shoulders and tied back at his neck. When he’d reached for the blanket it had fallen over his shoulder. The light had shone on the black mass, highlighting some strands that appeared to be almost a midnight blue.
She shook her head to clear it. “That doesn’t tell me much.” She was proud that her voice was steady this time, her reply almost tart in tone.
He raised his hand and slowly moved it toward her. This time she didn’t flinch, but met his gaze straight on. His fingers cupped her chin, his thumb stroking over her bottom lip in a sensual caress.
Jac pressed her legs together as she felt that tiny touch right between her thighs. What was the matter with her? As he stroked his thumb over her lip again she could feel herself creaming her panties. This was so not like her. She wasn’t the type for spontaneous attraction. Like everything else in her life, she took her time with men and relationships, moving slowly until she felt certain about them.
This immediate attraction took her by surprise and made her feel uncomfortable.
“All you need to know is that I will kill anyone who tries to harm you.” He said the words easily, as if killing someone meant no more to him than swatting a fly.
She swallowed hard. “So you say.”
His hand stilled and he let it slide downward until he was cupping her throat. She feared for a moment that she’d pushed him too hard and he’d simply squeeze the life out of her. His hand was big and she could feel the hard calluses on it. He was more than capable of ending her life that way.
But his hand continued to move lower. He traced her collarbone, the edge of his hand brushing against her right breast. In spite of herself, her nipple tightened, pressing against the cup of her bra.
His fingers trailed down her right arm until he was touching the cast on her wrist. “Tell me who did this and I will kill them for you.”
Laughter bubbled up inside her and she knew she was on the verge of hysterics if she didn’t pull herself back. She shook her head and snorted.
His grip tightened around her wrist. It was then that she realized that he wasn’t hurting her. In fact, hadn’t hurt her at all yet, even though he obviously had the upper hand here. In their struggle, he’d tempered his strength, using only enough to control her without harming her. It was a revelation. But she still didn’t trust him.
“What is it?” There was a slight accent in his voice, one she couldn’t place, but made him sound as sexy as hell.
“I knew you were here to kill me.”
“I have told you I am here to protect you.” She could sense his rising exasperation.
“Yeah, well, you also said you’ll kill whoever did this to me.” She tugged her arm from his grasp and held it up between them. “I did it climbing out of a bathroom window.”
His black eyes narrowed. “You were running.”
It wasn’t a question. “Very astute.”
“Who were you running from?”
“Most likely the man who hired you to find and kill me.” It was bold and possibly stupid, but she wanted all the cards on the table. No more games between them.
Blade came to his feet in one lithe motion. She looked up. Way up, to meet his black eyes that appeared positively glacial at the moment.
She stood, not liking the feel of him towering over her. She was tall, but he was still several inches above her. With his larger build, he made her feel small, not something she was used to.
He put his hands on his hips and his calf-length leather coat parted to reveal a mini-arsenal. He was wearing a harness of some kind with handles of metal and wood visible at various intervals. Knives! She could feel the blood draining from her face as she imagined the sharp edge of one of those sinking into her flesh.
“I have said that I am here to protect you, Jacqueline Harris.”
“Call me Jac.” The response was automatic and out of her mouth before she could stop it. Now probably wasn’t a good time to correct him.
Blade’s fingers curled inward, his hands fisting. It was either that or he’d wrap them around her shoulders and shake her until her teeth rattled. No other person, man or woman, had ever questioned his integrity to such a degree as Jacqueline. No, Jac. Like her sister, she insisted on being called by the shortened version of her name, a man’s name. Did they think that it made them seem tougher or detracted from their femininity in any way?
If so, it was a waste of time and effort. Yes, both women were tough, but if Jac thought that a masculine name made him think of her less as a woman, she was sorely mistaken. If anything, it emphasized her utter femaleness.
Yes, she was a tall woman, but her build was slender and curvy, not hard and sinewy like a man. Her black hair was braided, but the end reached just above her heart-shaped bottom. He licked his lips as he imagined her naked, bent at the waist, her ass facing him as he fucked her from behind. Her hair would be loose, hanging over her shoulders as he rammed his cock into her and took them both over the edge to completion.
He grunted as the image faded. His erection continued to throb nonstop. Thankfully, she didn’t seem to notice. Her attention was focused totally on his chest. No, not his chest. The knives he had strapped to it.
“Jac.” Her eyes flickered and she raised them until she was staring straight at him. Once again her gray eyes darkened. With fear? Certainly. With desire? Possibly. “I have said that I was sent to protect you. Your sister, Jo, sent me.”
Jac’s relief was palpable as she let out a deep breath and a half laugh. “You’re a cop. I should have guessed. What are you? Vice or something?”
It would be so easy to go along with her assumption. That would certainly make things run a lot smoother. But Blade discovered that he didn’t want to lie to her. Couldn’t lie to her.
He shook his head regretfully. “No, I’m not a cop. I’m your personal bodyguard.”
“Oh.” She sat down on the edge of the sofa again, as if her legs could no longer hold her.
Concerned, he sat down beside her. “Are you all right?” She was pale and he could see the dark rings beneath her eyes. The last couple of days had obviously been rough on her.
“Yeah,” she nodded. “I’m fine.” She peered at him intently. “Jo sent you?”
Normally, Blade would have been long out of patience with the situation, but Jac was different. He wanted her to feel safe around him. To trust him. “Yes.” He wasn’t about to tell her that her sister was basically mated to another Shadow Ryder. It was up to Jo and Gideon to explain that, when the time came.
She licked her lips and he almost groaned as his balls tightened. Such a little action, but he felt it as if she’d licked the length of his shaft. Apparently totally unaware of the torture she was putting him through, she nodded. “Okay.” She paused. “Okay,” she repeated as if reassuring herself.
He reached out slowly so as not to startle her and covered her hand with his. Her hand was smaller, her skin paler and softer. His was dark and rough with calluses. She was much too fine for a warrior like him, but he wanted her anyway.
Jac sent him a tiny smile and heat blasted through him like a lightning bolt. “I guess that means Jo got the message from the waitress.” A lock of hair had worked its way loose from her braid and she started to push it away, only to realize she was using her right hand. The movement was made awkward by the cast and Blade couldn’t resist reaching out and doing it for her. Her hair was so soft and silky. Jac stilled but didn’t stop him as he gently tucked the stray lock behind her ear.
What had she said? It took him a moment to replay her last words. “Yes, Jo got the message. Why didn’t you just call her?” That fact had baffled Jo.
Jac gave a laugh and lowered her face into her hands. “I can only plead temporary insanity,” came her muffled reply. Blade waited. Jac scrubbed her good hand over her face and sat back, leaning against the sofa cushions.
“It all happened so fast. I discovered that a business client was actually a front for organized crime and I stumbled on who I thought was in charge of it all. His name is Dirk Becker and he was the real owner of the business, plus he owned a bunch of other businesses around the city.”
She stopped and closed her eyes. Blade waited for a moment and then prompted her. “And then?”
“And then, I thought I’d be really smart and stop at a couple of his other places on my way home from work and ask a few questions.”
Blade’s blood ran cold at the thought of Jac blithely asking questions about a hardened criminal. She could have been killed.
She opened her eyes and turned her head toward him. “Stupid, wasn’t it?” She didn’t seem to need an answer, but kept on talking. “I think that I doubted my own findings for a while, even though I knew I was right. My boss certainly tried to convince me I was wrong.”
“He was part of it?”
Jac nodded. “That was my take on it. I went to a restaurant first and then stopped into a bar—Whitey’s.”
Blade inclined his head. Gideon had filled him in on the bar and its patrons.
“Who knew that Dirk Becker would be there and overhear me asking the waitress about him?” She shivered. “He pulled out a chair and sat down at my table.”
“What did you do?” He tightened his grip on her hand, wrapping his fingers around hers.
“I played the ditzy woman, pretended it was all a misunderstanding. Then I excused myself to the ladies’ room. I had to leave my coat behind to throw off suspicion. I managed to climb out the bathroom window and I ran.”
Blade knew there was much more to the story than that simple rendition. He questioned her carefully, pulling more and more details from her. She cradled her arm against her chest when she recounted her fall from the window.
“I know I should have called Jo then, but I couldn’t reach her and didn’t want to leave a message. I was afraid she’d go in half-cocked and get herself shot again.” Jac sighed and rubbed her forehead. “I’d planned to call her as soon as I settled in here, but I detoured to a hospital on my way here and got my arm X-rayed. A simple break, so they put it in a cast. By the time I arrived here, my entire body was aching, so I took a couple of the painkillers they gave me at the hospital. Those things packed a punch and knocked me out for hours. By the time I woke up and called Jo, all I got was her answering machine. I didn’t want to leave a message. I kept trying to reach her, but she wasn’t answering her phone.”
Blade knew why she wasn’t answering her phone. Jo had been in the Shadow Realm with Gideon for a while. After that, he’d kept her pretty busy in bed.
“You’re sure she’s all right?”
He could hear her fear for her sister in her voice. Not only was she courageous, but she was loyal as well. “She’s fine. She has a warrior of her own guarding her.”
Jac laughed. “Jo won’t like that at all. She likes to think she can handle just about anything. And for the most part, she can. She’s brave and tough.”
He could hear the wistfulness in her voice. “And you’re not?”
She shrugged. “I should have gone directly to the police. Instead, I made a mess of things and now I have a criminal searching for me. If my boss is in on things, he’s surely let Dirk know by now that I’m suspicious.” She rubbed her forehead. “What am I saying? I’m certain my boss called him. Dirk did call me by name.” Jac sighed and gestured to the table. “At least he doesn’t know that I have actual physical proof. I have a bunch of computer files as well on an external drive.”
“You shouldn’t have that here with you.”
Her eyes narrowed and she appeared more like her sister. “I’m not totally stupid. These are copies of copies. I’ve put the other set and a copy of the computer files in a safety deposit box in town. I did that before I crashed here.”
“Good.”
Jac yawned but fought off her fatigue to sit up straight again. “That’s my story, but how did you get involved with this?”


Chapter Three
 
Jac still wasn’t one hundred percent convinced that she could trust Blade, but he hadn’t killed her yet. That was definitely a point in his favor. And she wanted to trust him. She was tired of running, of looking over her shoulder. Her physical injuries and mental fatigue were dragging at her. All she needed was a good night’s rest and she’d feel more like herself again.
She hadn’t told him anything he couldn’t have found out on his own. If he was one of Dirk’s men, then he knew about her escape through the bathroom window. She thought it was a good touch too that she’d let him know about the files in the safety deposit box. But she had lied about the location. It wasn’t here in town. It was back in New Jersey in the joint deposit box she shared with her sister. She’d actually gone to an emergency room in the city and made a quick trip to the bank the next morning before heading out of town.
It had been a calculated risk, but one that had paid off.
What surprised her was how guilty she felt for lying to Blade. She shook it off. At this point she couldn’t afford to count on anyone but her sister. Since their parents’ death in a car crash a few years back, the only person Jac totally trusted was her sister.
She needed to know how Blade had gotten involved in this mess. She yawned, but fought off her growing fatigue and pushed herself upright on the sofa. “That’s my story, but how did you get involved with this?”
Blade held one of her hands in his while the free one lovingly caressed the handle of one of the six knives strapped to his chest. She shivered as she wondered what his hands would feel like stroking her body. His hands were those of a man who worked hard. The nails were cut short and the skin was rough. His hands were as tough as the man himself. Yet they could be gentle, as if he was very aware of his own strength. That was very sexy.
Jac shook herself out of her errant thoughts. Okay, it had to be fatigue making her think these things or maybe the painkillers she’d taken. She didn’t normally take one look at a man and wonder what his hands would feel like stroking over her arms, her breasts, her waist and hips and thighs.
Stop it, she admonished herself. Goose bumps raced down her arms, her nipples tightened and her pussy throbbed. This was so not the time for this.
“Let’s just say that I’m a friend of a close friend of Jo’s.”
It took Jac a moment to wrap her head around what he’d said. “That tells me absolutely nothing,” she responded sharply. She was tired of getting the runaround. She needed to know if she could trust him. “I need to try to call Jo again.”
She started to stand but Blade cupped her face in his hands. His face was serious, emphasizing the sharp planes and angles of his face. His nostrils flared slightly as he closed his eyes for a brief moment. Jac was once again fascinated by how thick and long his eyelashes were. They were the only soft feature on his otherwise harsh face. When he opened his eyes, she was sucked into their dark depths. They were filled with shadows of pain, grief and, strangely enough, hope.
Suddenly, her vision dimmed as if she were staring down a tunnel. “Blade,” she whispered as the world receded, replaced by a vision of the two of them making love. This couldn’t be happening.
But it was. The women in her family were gifted or cursed, depending on your perspective, with the ability to recognize the love of their life within moments of meeting them. Both she and her sister had grown up on tales of the family legend, but neither of them wanted to believe it. Her family was legendary for quickie weddings.
It always happened before their thirtieth birthday, but when it hadn’t happened to Jo before her birthday, they both figured that this family gift had skipped a generation. They’d both professed to be pleased, but secretly she knew that her sister had been as disappointed as she had been. Jac still had eight months until her thirtieth birthday and now she knew that the family legend was indeed true. Or so it appeared.
The vision faded, replaced by the man in front of her. She could see the concern in his eyes as he called her name. This cold, deadly stranger, a man she wasn’t sure she could even trust, was the love of her life?
At this moment, she wasn’t sure she wanted to believe in her family gift. She had a choice over who she loved, didn’t she? Of course she did. At least she hoped she did. Her thoughts weren’t making much sense right now. She shook her head, trying to dispel the last of her vision.
Fate, you couldn’t outrun it or hide from it. If she believed what she’d just seen in her vision, it didn’t matter whether either of them liked it or not. They were destined to be together.
“Jac.” His voice was rough as he moved her head gently from side to side with his hands. “What’s wrong?”
“I’m okay.” She pulled away and was slightly disappointed when he released her, dropping his hands back to his sides.
This time it was she who reached out to him, this man that fate had chosen for her. Her curiosity was driving her to touch him, to discover all there was to know about him. It was crazy, but there it was. She was too tired to fight this overwhelming attraction to him any longer.
He stilled as she ran her fingers over his forehead and cheekbones before tracing the straight line of his nose. His lips were surprisingly soft against her fingertips and his tongue snaked out to lick them. She laughed and then groaned as he sucked one of her fingers inside his mouth, caressing it with his tongue.
Her skin began to tingle and it got harder to breathe. Her breasts felt full and heavy, the tips puckered into tight nubs. Cream slid from her core, softening her, preparing her for what was to come. If Jac knew one thing for certain, it was that she and Blade would make love before this night was done.
Blade could hardly fathom the difference in Jac. She’d gone from distrustful woman to sexy siren in the blink of an eye. For a moment it had almost seemed as if she drifted into a trance of some kind. He wasn’t afraid to admit that it had frightened him. Her body had been next to his, but he’d felt her spirit drifting away.
Then, just as suddenly as she’d left, she was back, but she was different. For the first time since he’d arrived, she reached out to him. Her fingers were as soft as a butterfly’s wings and as light as a breeze as she touched his forehead, chin and nose. Every muscle in his body tightened when she touched his lips.
Unable to resist, he touched one of her fingers with his tongue, before sucking it into his mouth. She tasted slightly salty and warm, and oh-so alive. He could see her nipples outlined against the fabric of her blouse and the way she pressed her thighs together. She was as aroused as he was.
He scraped his teeth over her finger and was rewarded with a breathy moan that reverberated from the tips of his toes to the roots of his hair. God, he wanted this woman in a way he could never remember wanting another. She reached inside him, touching a piece of his soul he thought he’d lost several thousand years ago, making him yearn for things lost—home, family, peace.
She pulled her finger free, her smoky gray eyes soft and inviting. He’d killed hundreds, maybe thousands, of men as a Shadow Ryder. He was past all emotion. Even his fellow warriors thought him cold. But Jac warmed him, thawing the ice that had surrounded his heart, protecting him.
With her, he had no defense.
He didn’t like it. A vulnerable warrior was a dead one. But he also knew himself well. Jac belonged to him and he would protect her with his life. The men hunting her were already dead. They simply didn’t know it yet. But he was death and he was coming for them.
Blade knew it was impossible for them to be together. She was human and he…well, he hadn’t been human in a long, long time. He swallowed the lump in his throat at the thought of never seeing her again. That was his job—to protect her and eliminate the threat. Once that was done, he had to return to the Shadow Realm and Jac would stay here in her world.
The mere idea of her with some nameless, faceless man made his blood run cold. His imagination ran wild with thoughts of another man’s hands on her skin, touching her breasts, being warmed by her heat. A low growl rumbled up from deep in his chest.
“Blade?” Jac tilted her head to one side, watching him. He shook his head, unable to speak, to voice his fears. It wasn’t her problem anyway. She hadn’t asked for any of this. He would see to her safety and then he would leave.
She licked her lips and he could sense her uncertainty as she scooted closer to him. Her hands slid inside his leather jacket and shoved. “Take it off.”
Surprise filled him as passion surged to life within him, roaring like a wild beast in need. He fought with his animal instincts. Jac had no idea what she was asking of him. She wasn’t the type of woman to sleep with a stranger and that’s what he essentially was. She was also too fine, too refined for a rough warrior like himself.
But, oh, how he wanted her.
“Do it,” she whispered, her fingers finding his bare flesh beneath the knife sheath. He hissed in a breath at the gentle touch. Her warm skin set his on fire.
She pushed at the thick leather and he found himself shrugging out of it and tossing it aside. It landed on the rocking chair with a thunk, setting the chair in motion. The low creak and their heavy breathing were the only sounds in the room. The refrigerator kicked in from the kitchen, adding a low hum to the background.
“You are so beautiful.” The words were pulled from him as he memorized her face so he would remember it always.
She gave a small laugh and bent her head. He could see the slight flush on her cheeks. “Thank you.” The soft smile she gave him made his balls pull up tight against his body.
Tentatively, she reached out and touched the handle of one of the knives strapped to his chest. She didn’t need to know he had another one strapped to his back and six more tucked in his boots. “They’re all different.”
He nodded, withdrawing the one she’d touched and holding it out to her. Made of one piece of metal, the sides were dull, but the tip was deadly sharp. It was perfectly balanced and Blade had killed more than one man by sending it flying straight into his heart. “They’re all for throwing, but some are better in certain situations than others.”
Jac shook her head. “Knives make me nervous.”
Blade held out his hand, waiting until she took it. Grasping her wrist gently, he placed the handle of the knife in her palm. Her fingers automatically closed around the handle. “There’s no need to be afraid. This is for your protection.” What he really wanted her to know, to really understand, was that he would protect her. Blade wanted her acceptance. Her fear of the knives was really a fear of him.
His cock jerked when she stroked the top of the blade with her fingers. It was as if she was touching his hard, hot shaft instead of cold steel.
“You can really throw these?”
He nodded. The temptation to show her exactly how good he was with a knife was almost overwhelming, but he resisted. He needed all his knives on him in case of attack. He couldn’t forget for one second that Jac’s life was in danger, no matter how much he wanted her.
She handed the knife back to him and he sheathed it. “Will you show me sometime?”
Her interest pleased him greatly. “Of course.”
Smiling, she ran her finger down the center of the leather strap that ran across his chest. “Now you need to remove this.”
“I can’t.” His blunt words made her smile disappear and once again she appeared flustered.
“I’m sorry.” She started to move away but he stopped her, cupping the back of her neck with his palm. “This is embarrassing.”
“What is?” He didn’t understand this sudden change in her. Not surprising. He’d had little to do with women over the course of his long life. Beyond bedding the occasional willing woman, he’d spent his life fighting or living in the Shadow Realm.
“I thought you…you know.” She gestured with her hand, pointing first at him and then back at herself.
He might not have a great understanding of the way a woman’s mind worked, but he wasn’t stupid. He knew the smart thing to do was to let her assume that he didn’t want her. It would make his job easier. He knew he had to leave eventually and not getting physically involved was smart. It would make his leaving easier on both of them. But he couldn’t lie to her, couldn’t let her think for one second he didn’t want her.
Jac pulled away. “Forget I said anything.” She straightened her shoulders and plastered a fake smile on her face. “You want a coffee or something to eat?”
“No.” He stood and tugged off the knife holster, setting it carefully on the arm of the sofa within easy reach. Thin leather straps still circled his shoulders, attached to the sheath on his back. That one he left in place.
Jac’s eyes got larger as she stared at his chest and the large black tattoo that covered most of it. Her hand was halfway there before she pulled it back.
“Touch it.”
The muscles in his stomach rippled in anticipation as her fingers gently caressed his chest.
“It looks so real.” He could hear the wonder in her voice. “Almost as if it’s alive.”
Blade clenched his fists at his side, fighting the urge to pounce on Jac and stake his claim. She had no idea how right she was. The animal tattooed on his chest was as much a part of him as the knives he wore.
All the Shadow Ryders had tattoos, but they were all different, yet intrinsic to each warrior’s nature. The animal was part of the warrior, lending its strength and unique characteristics to the man.
Jac stroked the head of the sleek panther and a purr-like rumble escaped him. The animal part of him recognized its mate as much as the man did. They were one in their need of this particular woman.
She jerked her hand back as the tattoo undulated beneath her hand. “Wow. It looks so real, I swear it just moved.”
If he were a better man, he’d put his coat back on and take her up on her offer of coffee. But he was a warrior, a man who’d led a rough, lonely life. For once, he wanted to take something just for himself.
Jac rose to her feet. “Um…I’ll just go and get that coffee started.”
He knew he was blocking her way, but he didn’t move. She was a tall woman, but slender, clearly no match for him physically. Yet she didn’t back down from him. She simply crossed her arms over her chest and cocked her eyebrow at him in question. He almost smiled. She was no match for him, yet she showed no fear.
“I don’t want coffee.”
“What do you want? I don’t have much in the kitchen, but you’re welcome to it.”
He closed the gap between them in one smooth step. Clasping her shoulders in his hands, he leaned down until their noses were touching. “I want you.”


Chapter Four
 
Jac could barely breathe as Blade stepped toward her and placed his hands on her shoulders. She was afraid she’d misread the signals. She’d been almost certain he wanted her, but then he’d seemed to be pulling away from her. Yet there was no mistaking his blunt declaration.
He wanted her.
She placed her good hand over his heart and could feel the heavy thud beneath her palm. His skin was warm, almost hot and, although she knew it was impossible, the tattoo felt almost alive. She knew it must be her imagination, but when she’d touched it the first time, she would almost swear she’d felt the soft brush of fur beneath her fingertips.
Blade was an enigma. There was no doubting the fact that the man was lethal. She might not have seen him in action, but she had no doubt that he could use all those fancy knives he had strapped to his chest. He carried himself with a quiet confidence she found appealing. It was as if he had no need to brag about his skills. That was quite a change from the men she worked with and sometimes dated. Although, to be fair, any of the men she knew would pale in comparison to Blade. One look at him was enough to know that this was a man who meant business.
She shivered as he nuzzled his nose against hers. He was so close she could see his eyes perfectly. They were so dark, she couldn’t tell the pupil from his iris. His eyes appeared cold at first glance, but Jac could sense the wild emotions roiling below the surface. Like the dark ocean at night, there was more to this man than the surface showed.
Jac was filled with the sudden need to know everything about him. Blade was like a shadow, sliding in to her life suddenly, and she was afraid he would disappear as quickly. She decided, then and there, that she wanted him for as long as they had together. Her instincts told her she could trust him even as her intellect demanded caution.
“Jacqueline?” he whispered her name as he licked her bottom lip, pausing to nibble at the corner of her mouth.
“Yes.” She knew what he was asking, and she wanted it too. She wanted to feel their bodies naked, sliding together as he drove himself deep inside her.
He gave another one of those sexy growls that sent goose bumps racing down her spine as his mouth settled over hers. Once again, he surprised her. She’d expected him to be forceful, claiming her mouth as his. Instead, he coaxed her lips apart, slipping his tongue briefly inside her mouth before withdrawing.
Jac whimpered. It wasn’t enough. Grabbing him by the shoulders, she pulled him closer. The cast made it awkward, but she managed. Her breasts throbbed and her panties were soaked. Her need for Blade ran deep.
If she had time to think, she might convince herself that it was the situation that heightened her attraction to him—the violence, the fear and the unknown that exaggerated every sensory experience.
But she knew it would be a lie.
It wasn’t the experience, but the man himself. He was like a force of nature, overwhelming and dominating. Yet her fear of him had faded. Rightly or wrongly, she wanted him. He was the man fate had chosen for her. They were destined to be together, but for how long was anybody’s guess.
She’d wanted him before her vision. She wanted him even more now.
Arching against him, she tried to ease the aching in her breasts as she deepened their kiss. She plunged her tongue into his mouth, tasting the wild essence of the man. He tasted hot and salty and she could smell the wind and the sea on his skin.
He groaned and his hands cupped her face, tilting her head so he had better access.
God, he tasted good. Like really expensive dark chocolate melting on her tongue. She could feel the hard ridge of his erection pressing against her belly and she shimmied her hips against it.
He froze. Then he pounced.
Here. Here was the kiss she’d expected. His mouth covered hers, sucking the breath from her as his tongue plundered. He touched her teeth, her tongue, exploring every nook and cranny. She felt overwhelmed, yet she gave herself freely.
There was an untamed quality about Blade that called to something deep within her. Unleashing it for the first time in her life, she should have been scared to death. Instead, she felt as if she were coming alive.
He tore his lips from hers. A lock of his hair had worked itself out of the short ponytail he wore. She rubbed her face against it. It was so soft.
Blade jerked his head back, grabbed the collar of her blouse and yanked. Buttons flew everywhere, bouncing off the coffee table, the wall and the sofa before falling to the floor.
The violence of his action had her heart pounding, but not in fear. His hand wrapped around her throat, but she wasn’t afraid this time. She leaned into him as his fingers moved lower, tracing the lace edging of her bra.
He pushed the fabric over her shoulders, stopping when he saw the scabbed-over cuts on her arm, a reminder of her desperate escape through the bathroom window. Bruising ran from her shoulder to her elbow, dark blotches, tinged with sickly yellow. “You’re hurt.”
He leaned forward and touched his lips to one bruise and then another. Jac closed her eyes, savoring his care and concern. That is, until he started to pull her blouse back up her arm. “No.” She shook her head. “I want this.”
“I don’t want to harm you.” She could see the raw need stamped on his face, but beyond it, she could see his genuine worry for her.
Jac shrugged out of her blouse, letting it fall down her arms. It caught on her cast, but she shook it away. Blade heaved a sigh and cupped her breasts. “Are you certain?”
“Yes,” she whispered.
His nimble fingers twisted the front hook of her bra, releasing the clasp. The cups fell back, one of them catching on her nipples. Blade hooked his thumbs beneath the straps and slowly lowered them over her shoulders and down her arms, careful of her injuries. The house was slightly chilly, yet Jac didn’t feel the cold. She felt as if her skin were on fire.
Her bra dropped to the floor behind her as his fingers skimmed back up the insides of her arms. Her chest rose and fell quickly, making her breasts shimmy.
“So beautiful,” he murmured in his accented voice as he circled her nipples. When his thumbs grazed the turgid peaks she cried out. The touch was gentle, yet the sensations shooting through her were anything but.
Cupping her breasts in his hands, he squeezed carefully, his eyes never leaving her face. The contrast between his swarthy skin and her pale flesh was arousing. Her breath hitched in her chest as he once again stroked his thumbs over her nipples.
It suddenly occurred to her that she wasn’t touching him. All this exposed male chest at her disposal and all she was doing was looking.
His skin was smooth and warm, but what was underneath it was pure steel. There didn’t seem to be an ounce of fat anywhere on the man. Like the weapons he carried, he was honed to perfection.
His hands were large, his wrists wide. Even his forearms were roped with muscles and sinew. And his biceps were big. Not bodybuilder huge, but substantial. These were the kinds of muscles built by hard work, not in a gym.
She traced the edges of his tattoo much like he’d done with the lace of her bra. He moaned as she stroked her thumbs over his flat brown nipples before moving down his chest. His abs were hard beneath her hands, yet she felt the subtle ripple of muscles undulating beneath her palms. It was intoxicating.
When she reached his waist, she paused. Then she was touching the very essence of his maleness. His erection was large and hard, pressed tight against the front of his leather pants. Opening her palm, she rubbed it over his entire length. She could feel it pulsing and her pussy began to throb with the same rhythm.
“Enough.” He covered her hand with his, pressing it harder against his swollen flesh before pulling it away.
For a moment, she was afraid that he meant to stop. But he was just getting started. He practically tore the button of her slacks before yanking down the zipper. His hands dipped into the opening and cupped her ass, squeezing and caressing it. She’d never really thought about her behind being an erogenous zone before, but with Blade there didn’t seem to be any part of her body that didn’t respond to him.
He shifted his grasp, working his fingers beneath the waistband of her panties. “You have a great ass.” His voice was harsh with need.
Jac was shocked. No man had ever talked to her in such a way before. But she liked it. “Do I?” Her voice was sultry and barely a whisper.
“Oh yeah. And I’ll bet your pretty little pussy is already hot and wet for me, isn’t it?”
Speechless, Jac didn’t know how to respond, but she didn’t have to worry, Blade was already shifting his hands to find out for himself.
He cupped her mound, insinuating two fingers between her slick folds. “I knew you’d be wet.” He worked his fingers back and forth. Jac spread her legs wider, wanting a more intimate touch. He rimmed her opening, but didn’t press inside.
Jac moaned, arching her hips into his touch.
“How hot are you, I wonder?”
“Hot,” she gasped as the tip of his finger dipped barely inside before withdrawing.
Blade brought his fingers to his mouth, his tongue darting out to taste her essence, which coated them. “Hot and sweet.” He lifted one finger to her mouth. “Taste.” Unable to refuse him, she tasted herself on his skin. A fresh gush of cream flowed from her body. She was so primed and ready it wouldn’t take her long to climax.
Taking a step back, Blade flicked open the front of his pants. His erection sprang forth, thick and hard and ready. The bulbous head was already wet as it bobbed toward her.
Wrapping her hand around his cock, she squeezed. He closed his eyes and threw his head back as she slowly pumped up and down. She’d never known a man quite as large as Blade, but, oh, how she wanted to feel every hard, hot inch of him inside her.
He gave that sexy growl of his when she cupped his testicles in her hand, rolling the heavy sac around her palm. A bead of creamy liquid seeped from the tip. She had to taste it. Lowering herself until she was sitting on the edge of the sofa, she swirled her tongue over the tip.
“Jacqueline.” His fingers tunneled beneath her hair, holding her tight to him. No one ever called her by her full name, yet when he said it, she liked it. A lot. It made her feel exotic and sexy, not like her usual staid self at all.
“What?” she teased as she ran her tongue around the ridge at the base of the head. He tasted salty and musky and she wanted more. She pulled back and blew gently on him. He shivered and groaned.
“This will be over before it starts if you don’t stop,” he warned.
“Hmmm,” she answered as she sucked him into her mouth. She hadn’t given oral sex many times in her life. Hadn’t wanted to. But something about Blade made her want to have him come in her mouth as she pleasured him.
His hips bucked, driving him deeper into her mouth. It startled her, but she quickly adjusted. With one hand cupping his testicles and the other wrapped around the base, she took him as deep into her mouth as she could before sliding her lips back to the tip. She plunged her mouth down again, repeating the action over and over.
“Jac.” He tugged at her hair, pulling her back until she released him with a wet popping sound. She stared up at him, wanting him desperately.
He all but fell back on the sofa, his pants around his hips, his cock wet and magnificent, waiting for her to ride him.
As if he could read her mind, he held out his hands. “Come.”
Standing, she quickly shimmied out of her slacks and panties, kicking them aside. She skimmed off her socks and climbed onto his lap. She felt no embarrassment or self-consciousness at being naked in front of Blade. It felt natural and right.
His hands gripped her waist as he lifted her. His cock nudged her inner thigh, leaving a damp trail behind it. “Put me inside you.”
His rough command had her shaking with need. Reaching between their bodies, she gripped him, guiding the head to her opening. He lowered her, the head of his cock pushing past the natural resistance of her tight channel. Then he stopped.
“Be sure, Jacqueline. Once I do this, you are mine.”
She wanted this. She had no idea what he meant when he said that she would be his. She already knew that he belonged to her. It didn’t matter that they’d barely met. It didn’t matter that she didn’t know anything about him. The only thing that mattered was that they’d be together for whatever time they had.
She pushed herself down, driving another inch of him into her core. Blade hissed, his fingers tightening around her waist. “I’m sure,” she panted as she tried to wiggle herself lower. Her inner muscles were pulsing harder. She needed him inside her, filling her.
“Mine!” he roared as he pulled her down, arching his hips as he did so. He was big and she hadn’t had sex in a long time. Her body resisted at first, clenching tight. But Blade was relentless, pressing onward until he was seated to the hilt.
They both sat there gasping for breath as she tried to accustom herself to him. He stretched her to her limits. It bordered on pain, but it felt good instead. She squirmed to try to get more comfortable. Blade swore under his breath. She glanced at his face. Sweat beaded on his brow and several strands of his hair were plastered to his forehead. Blade smiled at her then. She was taken aback by how it changed his appearance. It also made her realize how serious he normally was.
He looked even more handsome than he had before. And he’d looked so good to her before that it should be illegal. No, he wasn’t handsome in the classical sense, but he had strong features that all fit together to form the perfect man. Or at least perfect to her.
He lowered his head, nuzzling her breasts, his lips caressing her skin. His tongue snaked out to lap at her nipples. One at a time, he stroked and teased each tight bud until they were both aching for something more. When his lips closed over one of the hard peaks and sucked gently, she almost came off the sofa. Only his hands around her waist kept her there.
She could feel the slickness of their skin where they were joined. She was so wet, but she needed more. Now that her body had accustomed itself to his size, she wanted—no, needed—to move.
Coming up on her knees, she raised herself a few inches before dropping back down again. They both moaned. Jac had never felt this kind of pleasure before. It was as if his cock had been fashioned for the sole purpose of satisfying her. His length and width seemed to reach and caress every sweet spot within her.
“Oh God,” she groaned as she shifted up and down his hard shaft again.
The next time she did it, Blade lifted her higher until only the head of his cock was still inside her. When he brought her back down, he brought her down hard. She arched her back and screamed as the pleasure rocketed through her.
“Jac,” he rasped. “Are you all right?”
She couldn’t answer, couldn’t talk, couldn’t think. She was a bundle of need. Rising up again, she tried to move.
Blade’s laugh turned into a moan as she plunged back down again. His fingers tightened around her waist as he began to rock them. Slowly at first, but then faster and harder.
“More,” she demanded. Her body was slick with sweat and her breasts bobbed with every thrust. His cock drove hard, stretching her deliciously. Every nerve ending in her body tingled. Heat permeated her body, engulfing her as Blade drove himself deeper into her body and soul.
It frightened her how much she wanted this man, how right their joining felt. But she didn’t care. Her pussy rippled, clutching at his shaft as he withdrew. She was so close.
Wrapping one arm around her back, he reached down to where their bodies were joined and slid his thumb over her swollen clit. That was all it took.
Jac cried out as her body exploded in a burst of desire so deep that it bordered on painful. Her hips jerked and her inner muscles spasmed as waves of pleasure shot through her. She’d had orgasms before, but never like this. The other ones had been pleasant releases from sexual tension. This was devastating to her mind, body and senses.
The world seemed to recede as her entire being was focused on her climax. She vaguely heard Blade yell, then felt the flood of his semen fill her as he came. Amazingly, that started another round of contractions deep in her womb.
She sucked in air, barely able to breathe as she slumped toward him, totally boneless. Blade caught her in his arms, holding her close to his head. She nuzzled his neck, tasting the salt of his sweat against her lips.
He groaned and she could feel his cock still pulsing within her sheath. Contentment flooded her and she gave herself over to the feeling, relaxing against him.
Jac had no idea how much time went by but she was suddenly aware of feeling chilly. Now that the heat of the moment had passed, reality was starting to intrude. The sweat on her body was beginning to dry and she felt sticky. Sticky!
“Ohmigod,” she gasped, sitting upright. That simple movement pushed his still semi-erect cock a bit deeper. She ignored the pleasant sensation as the enormity of what she’d done washed over her.
“What?” Blade was suddenly alert and ready, his eyes scanning the room, searching out danger.
“What have we done?” She tried to scramble off his lap but he gripped her waist, keeping her there. She shivered, crossing her arms over her chest and rubbing her arms.
Blade swore, grabbing the blanket and wrapping it around her. “I told you to be sure before we did this.” His words were harsh, but his hands were gentle as he tucked the blanket around her. It was a replay of earlier when he’d done the same thing.
It took her a second to understand what he was talking about. “No,” she blurted out. “I didn’t mean that.”
“What do you mean?” He was back to being the inscrutable man she first met, the one who looked more like an assassin than a lover.
“We didn’t use anything,” she hissed.
He cocked his head and she could see the question in his eyes.
She couldn’t believe he was being this dense. Although, being a man, he didn’t have to worry about getting pregnant. Then there was disease.
“A condom. We didn’t use a condom.”
When he shrugged, she smacked his shoulder, which hurt her hand more than it hurt him. It was like hitting a rock. “I don’t have any diseases. Do you?”
Blade shook his head.
“Well, that’s something. I can’t believe I did something so stupid.” She shook her head. “I don’t think it’s the right time for me to get pregnant.” She nibbled on her lower lip. At least she hoped she was right.
Blade looked shocked, as if the idea had never occurred to him. That didn’t bode well.
“You can’t tell me that you didn’t think about it.” Nerves were getting the better of her now and she couldn’t stop herself.
“No.” He shook his head, his gaze falling to her midsection. She tucked the blanket tighter around her body. When he raised his head, his black eyes were filled with emotion. “Would that be so bad?”
The image of a tiny black-haired baby with big, dark eyes popped into her head. She tried to ignore the feeling of love and happiness that it brought with it. “I don’t know. You tell me. I barely know you. For heaven’s sake, I don’t even know your last name. For all I know, you were sent to kill me.”
She didn’t mean the last statement, but it slipped out anyway.
Blade’s face closed, his expression growing darker by the second. She could feel the fury brewing within him. “Do you truly believe that?”
“No,” she huffed. His anger seemed to leach from him. “I’m just mad with you, with myself. I’m normally so careful about these things. I plan everything. I don’t do things on impulse.”
She didn’t know herself anymore. The past few days she’d seemed to morph into a totally new woman. One who took risks and threw caution to the wind. It was hard to reconcile after a lifetime of living safe and by the rules.
“Rules were meant to be broken.” The certainty in his voice confirmed what she already knew—Blade was the type of man who made his own rules.
She hadn’t realized she’d said the last aloud until he answered her. “Maybe by some people, but it’s not what I do.”
Blade shrugged and then lifted her. She felt her inner muscles tightening around him and heard the wet slurping sound as his semi-erect shaft slipped from her body. She slid from his lap, wrapping the blanket around her.
He quickly closed his pants and pulled on the leather holster, fixing it so his knives were strapped to his chest once again. It was then she realized that while she was naked, all he’d really done was undo his pants. He’d been mostly dressed while they’d made love. And probably armed too. Although she couldn’t see any weapons, she had no doubt that he had a few more stashed somewhere on his body.
Who was she kidding? There was no love. It was simple human biology and need. They’d scratched each other’s itch, so to speak. All because she was attracted to him and she’d had that stupid vision. It didn’t necessarily mean anything.
And she hated it when she lied to herself. He meant something to her. She simply wasn’t quite sure what that was yet.
“You didn’t even bother to take off your clothes.” She could hear the accusation in her voice, but she couldn’t seem to help it. She could still smell Blade on her skin and it started her skin tingling again.
He paused before standing and grabbing his leather jacket from the rocking chair. “No, I didn’t.” He studied her as he slid on his heavy coat. “Your safety is still at risk. I had to be ready to fight if necessary. Nothing is more important than keeping you safe.”
Put like that, her accusation seemed petty and small. She scrubbed her hand over her face. “I’m sorry. I’m not myself right now.” Jac didn’t know what else to say. She didn’t feel like herself. She felt confused and uncertain, and she didn’t like it one bit.
“I’m going to take a shower.” Sliding off the sofa, she tried to skirt around him, but he stopped her simply by stepping in front of her. She looked up at him, hoping her expression appeared calmer than she felt.
He brushed a lock of hair out of her face. She could only imagine what a rat’s nest her hair must look like after her sleeping on it, coupled with their vigorous lovemaking. “I’ll be here.” His voice was comforting and she was filled with the urge to lean forward and rest her head against his shoulder. She fought it. It was time for her to stand on her own two feet and figure out where to go next in this tangled web that was her life. “And my name is Blade. Just Blade.”
“Okay,” she answered because he seemed to be waiting for her to say something.
He swooped down and captured her lips in a hard, hot kiss. Her knees wobbled, but she stiffened her legs, determined not to give in to any more sexual urges until she had time to think about things and sort out the situation.
It took her a second when he stepped back for her to come back to her senses. Sometime during the kiss she’d closed her eyes. Blinking them open, she saw that Blade had moved out of her way. He looked totally composed and unruffled by the kiss.
That pissed her off. Jac quickly gathered her clothing and stalked out of the room without looking back. She desperately needed a shower and time to think.


Chapter Five
 
Blade’s heart was pounding so hard that he was sure that Jac would be able to hear it. Yet she seemed oblivious to it as she stomped out of the room. He heard several dresser drawers being opened and slammed shut before a door was closed heavily. Finally, after what seemed like hours, but was probably only a minute or two, the shower came on.
He released his breath on a long, drawn-out sigh. Jac was lethal to his self-control. What the hell had just happened? He’d been sent to protect Jac from the men searching for her, not make love to her.
The corners of his mouth turned up in a grin and he had to force his lips back into a stern line. He never smiled. Or at least he hadn’t in more years than he could remember. There was something about Jac that made his heart feel lighter.
She’d made quite the picture, staring up at him with the thin blanket clutched tight in her fingers. Her hair a tangled mess, her lips swollen and her skin glistening with sweat. She looked like a woman who’d been loved thoroughly and well. The blanket had dipped lightly, giving him a view of the tops of her pale, firm breasts. The memory alone was enough to have his cock twitching again.
Reaching down, he adjusted himself. It didn’t help, but that was too bad for him. He had to focus on the task at hand and stop thinking about Jac’s delectable body. It was time to check in with Gideon and see if he’d learned anything new that could help.
He reached into his coat pocket and drew out a slim device. A cell phone, the Shadow Lord had called it. With it he could talk to Gideon, or anyone else, with ease. Amazing. He flipped it open, his fingers poised over the buttons, but he paused.
The rushing water of the shower wrapped around his senses. Jac was down the hallway, a short distance away, her body slick and wet as the water pummeled her. Blade had taken a step toward the bathroom before he’d even realized what he’d done.
“Fuck!” He rubbed his hand over his face, pressing his thumb and forefinger against his eyes. He had to stop this before he drove himself mad.
Still, the thought drifted into his brain and he was unable to stop it. He knew what she looked like, all sleek and soft and welcoming. She might be slender, but her hips were curved and her ass was a handful. And her breasts…her breasts were tipped with delicate pink nipples that begged a man to taste them.
It was all too easy to imagine himself sharing the shower with her, his soapy hands sliding over those breasts, plucking at her nipples. Blade licked his lips. He could still taste her. His erection grew and started to throb. He tossed the phone on the kitchen counter and braced his hands against it. The urge to barge into the shower and join her pulled at him.
He wanted to bury his face between her thighs and discover every inch of her slick pussy. She’d taste sweet and spicy, a heady combination, much like the woman herself. Jac might seem soft and feminine, but there was a core of steel beneath. He liked that. He liked that a lot.
It would be so easy to strip off his clothing and walk the short distance down the hall. He had no doubt that she’d welcome him, in spite of the fact that she was annoyed with him. With his heightened senses, he could smell her arousal, her heat.
The animal within him shifted restlessly, demanding he claim her, mark her again and again with his body until she never wanted to leave him. Every muscle in his body was pulled taut as he fought his need to go to her.
Her hair would be down, not confined to a braid. He longed to feel it brushing over his body. His erection twitched, pressing hard against the confines of his pants, demanding to be set free. Oh yeah, that would feel incredible. The silky strands would brush the tops of his thighs, his balls and his cock as she touched every part of his body.
He sucked in a deep breath but it didn’t help. He’d just had Jac but he wanted her again. Blade was afraid that no matter how many times he had her, he would still want her. Jac was like a fire in his blood and there was no quenching it.
His tattoo began to burn and he rubbed it, trying to soothe the beast within. “Soon,” he promised. His first priority was her protection. That came before anything else.
Pushing away from the counter, he grabbed the phone and quickly hit the button, which would connect him directly to Gideon. It was answered on the first ring.
“Jac?” the female voice demanded. Blade could hear Gideon’s voice in the background insisting that she give him the phone. He shook his head. He was beginning to understand what his fellow warrior was up against. There was something about the Harris sisters that could unnerve and undermine the strongest of men.
“No. Let me talk to Gideon.” He kept one ear on the conversation, the other attuned to the rest of the house.
“Have you found Jac? Is she at the beach house?”
“I need to talk to Gideon.” He was running out of time. The shower had just shut off.
“Listen, buster, don’t you make me come out there and hurt you.” Her threat made him smile. He had no doubt that Jo meant business.
“Jac is fine. I need to talk to Gideon.” He walked to the patio doors and scanned the darkness beyond, searching for any telltale sign or sound of trouble.
He could hear a tussle in the background and then his friend’s voice came over the line. “What’s the situation?”
In concise terms, Blade relayed all the information that Jac had given him. Gideon relayed it to Jo. He heard her cry of dismay, quickly followed by her swearing when she’d discovered what her sister had done.
Blade had to agree with Jo’s assessment. It was foolish, but it had also been a courageous thing to do. It would have been easier to pretend she’d never found anything. That’s what most people would have done. But not Jac. She couldn’t turn her back on the criminal activities she’d uncovered, because it would go against everything she was as a woman and a person. He sensed she had the same moral code that her sister did.
He heard Jo demanding the phone from Gideon and then she was back on the line. “It doesn’t make sense that she’d stash the proof in a safety deposit box there, not when we have a joint one here. I’m going to go down to the bank first thing in the morning and check it out.”
A bitter pain went through him. Had Jac lied to him? Not that he could blame her. She barely knew him, still half believed he was an assassin. Which he was, but not when it came to her. He’d protect her with his life and kill anyone who threatened her.
Still, it hurt. Turning his back away from the dark, he strode back into the living room to look at the papers strewn on the coffee table. “She said there were papers and a copy of some computer files as well.”
“Okay. If Jac says there is enough there to convict them, then there is. She’s nothing if not thorough. I want to talk to her.”
“She’s in the shower.” Which wasn’t precisely true. He could hear her rummaging around in the bathroom and knew she was getting dressed.
“Tell her to call me,” Jo demanded.
“I need to talk to Gideon again.” He heard Jo sigh, but she put her mate back on the line. Blade wasted no time in relaying his plans. “We’ll be moving as soon as Jac is ready. I want her somewhere more secure before the sun comes up.”
“It’s supposed to be cloudy in the morning tomorrow with some sun, now and then, later in the afternoon,” Gideon informed him.
That was a little bit of good news. Shadow Ryders could be out and around as long as there was a shadow somewhere for them to attach themselves to. Straight sunlight was deadly to them—one of the few things that could end Blade’s existence. That and being beheaded.
Other than that, he was immortal.
But Jac was not, and she needed to be protected at all costs. The Shadow Lord had said that she was important to them all. He knew that their leader had abilities that went beyond what the rest of them possessed, including visions of the future. If he said Jac was important, then she was.
It was more than that now, more than just another mission. Jac was a part of him. She belonged to him and he would give up his life to protect her. “I’ve got to go. I’ll call again when we’re settled.”
“Make sure that Jac is able to talk to Jo when you call again.”
Blade didn’t envy Gideon at the moment, but his senses were tingling. They had to move and quickly. “Will do.” He closed the phone and stuck it in his pocket just as Jac opened the bathroom door and stepped out into the hallway.
Her long hair was still damp and had been braided again, but she looked refreshed. He glanced at her right hand in its cast and had a pang of guilt. It must have been hard for her to manage her shower.
“Is your cast wet?” He took a step toward her.
Jac shook her head. “I had a plastic cover in my suitcase that I used. I bought it at the pharmacy. Did I hear you talking to someone?”
Blade studied her. She looked stronger, more alert than she had. She was wearing faded blue jeans that cupped her thighs and her ass perfectly, a heavy cream-colored sweater and a pair of tennis shoes. “Get your coat and gather your things.”
Alarm crossed her face and her mouth tightened. “Why?”
“It’s not safe here any longer.”
“How do you know?” She glanced around, searching the shadows.
Blade’s head came up as both beast and man scented danger. He hit the switch on the living room lamp, plunging it into darkness. The bathroom light was still on and there wasn’t time to do anything about it. “Get down,” he barked as he shoved her down on the floor, planting himself in front of her.
He pushed back the edges of his coat and two hard metal handles were in his hands before he even had to think about it. The knives were part of him, an extension. He’d crafted them himself, standing at the forge he had set up in a quiet corner of the Shadow Realm. He’d sweated over them for hours, until they were perfect for him, weighted exactly to his specifications. He had newer knives, ones that he’d purchased on his visits to Earth, but these were his preferred weapons. Sharp and deadly, he knew them as well as he knew himself.
They were cloaked by the shadows but Blade would have preferred total darkness. Glass shattered as bullets pierced the glass. He felt Jac flinch, but she didn’t cry out. Two men burst through what was left of the patio door.
Blade sent the first two knives whistling through the air. They each gave one full revolution before embedding themselves in the necks of the two armed men. Both men dropped their weapons, clutching at their throats.
Ignoring them, he turned to the front door as it was kicked open. Two more knives went flying with sharp precision, whistling as they flew through the air. The intruder jerked and fell, both blades buried in his chest.
A piece of glass tinkled as it fell to the floor. A low moan came from one of the two fallen men lying by the patio door. Blade stilled, listening to the night. Wind whipped through the place, bringing the scent of the ocean with it. It was safe. For the moment.
He strode across the room to the man crumpled in a heap beside the front door. The stranger was sucking in breath, wheezing more than actually breathing. Blade withdrew his knives, wiping them on the man’s shirt before returning them to their sheaths. “Who sent you?” He wanted to make sure that Dirk Becker was indeed the man in charge of this operation.
The man’s lips moved. Nothing came out but a death rattle as his breathing slowed. His eyes were glassy and unfocused. Blade knew from experience the intruder was too far gone to be of any use. He quickly went to the other fallen men and retrieved his knives. Cleaning them quickly, he returned them to their proper place and tugged his coat back over them to hide them from view.
Jac was crouched on the floor where he’d pushed her. Even though she was in the shadows, he could see her perfectly. Her face was deathly pale and her eyes were wide. He could smell her fear.
She jerked when he approached, her back hitting hard against the wall behind her. Rage welled up in him but he tamped it down. The fear he sensed wasn’t against her attackers, but against him. In her eyes, he was probably no better than they were—a cold-blooded killer.
He held out his hand to her. “Come. We have to go.”
Jac’s gaze slid to the men by the patio door.
“No,” he commanded. “Don’t look at them.”
“You killed them.” Her voice was barely a whisper.
“They came to murder you. They got what they deserved.” Blade felt no remorse for what he’d done. He’d seen these kinds of men over and over again in the thousands of years he’d lived—men who liked power and money and preyed on the weak to get it. Men who liked inflicting pain.
Blade didn’t understand them at all. A warrior’s job was to protect those weaker than he was. As for killing, Blade didn’t enjoy having to do it, but it was a job that needed to be done. And he was damn good at it.
Jac stared up at him and swallowed hard. “I don’t understand any of this.”
Blade was once again reminded of how different Jac was to him. Violence was not part of her life, or at least it hadn’t been. Of course, she was frightened by what had happened.
He crouched down in front of her and slowly raised his hand to cup her chin. She didn’t flinch this time. “I told you I would protect you.” She licked her lips and started to turn her head toward the man lying by the front door, but he stopped her, his touch gentle. “No, don’t look at him. Look at me.”
Jac stared up into his face, her gray eyes dark and disturbed. “You killed for me.” He could hear the disbelief in her voice.
“Yes.” He brushed his thumb over her bottom lip. “I will kill anyone who tries to harm you. Anyone.” He stood and held out his hand again. “We have to leave now. Someone will have heard those gunshots and the police will soon be here. I’d rather they didn’t find us.”
A siren in the distance seemed to galvanize her to life. Jac ignored his hand, scrambled to her feet and raced for the bedroom. She returned a moment later with her suitcase in her hand and her purse slung over her shoulder. While she was gone, he’d grabbed the papers from the table. She took them from him as soon as she reentered the room, jamming them into her purse.
“I’m ready.” Jac’s face was still too pale and her hands were trembling, but her gaze was steady. “I have to look at them. I have to know.”
Blade didn’t like it, but it was the smart thing to do. They needed to know if she recognized any of them. He doubted that Dirk Becker had come to do the deed himself, but maybe Jac would remember seeing one or more of them at the bar.
Tucking her beneath one arm, he walked her toward the patio. “I can’t see,” she muttered. He’d forgotten that she didn’t have his special abilities. Reaching out, he hit the wall switch, illuminating the kitchen and eating area.
She gasped and swallowed hard, but she studied each face carefully. Both men’s eyes were wide open and their mouths were gaping. Blood covered their necks and torsos. She shook her head.
Blade turned off the light and herded her out the front. He wanted to protect her from the grisly sight of the dead man on the way out the door, but knew he couldn’t. Once again, she stopped and stared. “I don’t know any of them.”
He hustled her down the step and into the driveway. “Can you drive?” He could drive in theory, but he hadn’t attempted it yet.
She seemed startled but quickly replied. “Yes.” She dug her keys out of her purse, dropping them on the ground. Blade scooped them up and handed them back to her, ignoring her muttered “thanks” as he surveyed the area. All seemed quiet, but he knew that wouldn’t last much longer.
As she unlocked the car doors, he took her suitcase and dumped it in the backseat. “Let’s go.” They both climbed in and shut the doors.
Jac fumbled with the key, jamming it into the ignition. Starting the car, she reversed quickly and backed out into the road. The house faded from view as they put more distance between them and it. They managed to make it to the main road and merge with traffic before two police cars passed them, sirens blaring.
Blade watched Jac carefully. She was shocked by what she’d seen, but was holding up well. He gave her directions to the motel he’d picked out before he’d found her. It was on the way back to the city, but should give them safety for the day. The sun would be up in a few hours and then he would be at his weakest. He wanted to make sure they were settled someplace where Jac would be safe before that happened.
She drove by rote, following his instructions. Blade breathed a sigh of relief when they pulled into the parking lot of the motel, pulling around back where the car wouldn’t be visible from the road.


Chapter Six
 
Jac stood inside the door and stared at the generic motel room. The dim light from the lone lamp didn’t improve the look of the place.
As soon as she’d parked the car, Blade had disappeared inside the motel and returned a few minutes later with the key to a room facing the rear of the building—the room she found herself in now. Half dazed, she stared at the faded wallpaper and the beige bedspread.
She jumped when she felt a hand on her back. Blade ushered her farther into the room and shut the door behind him. The snick of the lock was loud. The only other sound was the hum of the heater as it kicked in.
“Are you all right?” She could hear the concern in his voice, but wasn’t quite sure how to answer.
Was she all right? Her life had been so normal a couple of days ago, her biggest concern picking up her dry cleaning on time. Now, she had no idea when or if it would be safe for her to return to her home again. Her job was most certainly gone. Not that she’d want to work there anymore. She rubbed her hands over her arms, trying to drive back the chill.
It didn’t work.
She could still see the pale, lifeless faces of those men who’d been sent to kill her. There had been so much blood. It was like something out of a movie, except that it was very real. If it hadn’t been for Blade, she’d be the one lying on the hard, cold floor. She swallowed back the lump that clogged her throat.
“Jacqueline?” Her name flowed from his lips, his slight accent making it sound exotic. His arms wrapped around her from behind and she could feel his strength and his warmth surrounding her. “You’ve had a shock.” She felt his lips graze the top of her head.
“I’m all right.” She had to get a grip on herself. This was no time to fall apart. “We need to call the police.” As easy as it would be to lean on Blade, she had to stand on her own two feet. She pulled away from his embrace, feeling the chill as soon as his arms slipped away from her.
She turned and saw that he was watching her, a curious gleam in his eyes.
“I’ll tell them it was self-defense.” She gestured uselessly with her hands and then wrapped them around herself again. Her head was spinning. “We have the evidence.” Where was it? She glanced around the room, breathing a sigh of relief when she saw her suitcase and purse sitting by the door. Blade must have brought them in from the car because she couldn’t remember doing it.
She shook her head to try to clear it. That only made things worse. Her entire body ached and she could feel herself trembling slightly. Reaction. It was just reaction to the violence. She’d be fine. And if she told herself that often enough, she might actually begin to believe it.
Blade shifted, the leather of his coat creaking. It was the slightest of movements, yet the atmosphere in the room changed. Jac could feel the thickening of the air, the faint hint of menace. “We can’t go to the police. Not yet.”
Of course they had to contact the police. There were three dead bodies in her family’s beach house. “The sooner we contact them, the better.”
Blade shook his head. “Not until the threat is eliminated.”
“But that’s what I’m talking about. Once I hand over the evidence and the police arrest Dirk Becker, I’ll be safe.” It was obvious to her what they had to do.
He took a step forward, and Jac took one back, her calves bumping against the side of the lone double bed. “Once the threat is eliminated,” he repeated. His mouth was firm, his eyes fathomless. There was no mercy to be found in his face.
“Oh God.” She sat down hard on the bed. He meant to kill Dirk Becker. “You can’t,” she whispered.
Blade moved closer and hunkered down in front of her. It should have made him look less threatening, but if anything, it made him even more frightening. She could sense the coiled power within him, waiting to erupt at a second’s notice. He’d moved so quickly at the house, his knives flying through the air, that she’d seen it only as a blur. The men had been dead before she’d realized it.
“I can.” He captured her hands in his, holding them carefully. “He sent them to kill you.”
And for Blade it was as simple as that. She could see it in his eyes. Dirk Becker had sent men to kill her and for that reason he was a dead man. Jac shuddered and closed her eyes as powerful emotions rocked her. On one hand, it was hard to reconcile the careful, patient lover with the assassin. Yet they were both one and the same. The same hands that had caressed her body so lovingly, bringing her pleasure unlike anything she’d ever experienced had also killed three men.
All within the span of an hour.
Blade released her hands and stood. She opened her eyes, staring up at him. His face was unreadable once again. “We need to call Jo.” Her sister would help them.
“We will.” He went to the window and pulled the curtains shut. “Jo seemed to think that you would have put the evidence in your joint deposit box back in the city.”
Jac jumped up from the bed. “You talked to Jo? When?”
Turning back from the window, Blade crossed his arms over his chest, his legs braced apart. Like an apparition from the dark, with his black pants and jacket, he seemed to suck the light from the room. “While you were in the shower.”
Hurt ricocheted through her and she rubbed her chest. “Why didn’t you let me talk to her? I’ve been trying to reach her for days.”
Blade unlocked his arms and started toward her, but she held out her hand to ward him off. He stopped dead in his tracks. “There wasn’t time.”
“There wasn’t time,” she mimicked. “There was time for you to talk to her, but not for me.” Her life had spiraled out of control and this was the final straw. “Who gave you the right to decide if there was time or not?”
Two steps had Blade standing right in front of her. Even though he was only a few inches taller than her, he seemed to tower over her. “I gave myself the right.”
She tilted her chin back and glared at him, anger overriding common sense. She’d just watched Blade kill three men, yet she wasn’t afraid he’d harm her, at least not physically.
Before she could speak, he caught her chin between his thumb and forefinger. “You gave me the right when you shared your body to me.” Leaning down, he brushed her lips with his.
Jac caught her breath as she felt that simple kiss all the way to her toes. Anger quickly dissipated, turning into something even more basic—lust. Her breasts swelled and her core began to throb. She shifted her stance, trying to ease the growing ache, but it didn’t help.
She didn’t know how to fight this deepening attraction to Blade. She leaned her forehead against his shoulder and sighed. They were little more than strangers, yet she wanted him with a need that bordered on madness. She should be calling the cops. She should be scared for her life. And she was. But the need for Blade was greater.
The problem was that he didn’t feel like a stranger to her. There was something about him that was familiar, as if a part of her soul recognized his. Plus there was the fact that he’d killed to protect her. That was a very primal and powerful action.
Blade eased her back down on the bed, but he didn’t join her. While their kiss had rocked her world, he seemed all business. “You lied to me.”
She was caught off guard by his question and frowned, trying to recall what they’d been talking about before he kissed her.
He glared at her, his black eyes watching her every move. “About where you put the evidence. It’s in your safety deposit box back in New Jersey, isn’t it?”
“Of course I lied about it.” Sexual frustration and anger welled up inside her, spewing over. “I might have done a few stupid things, but I’m not a total idiot. I didn’t know you from Adam and I’m just supposed to trust you. I’ve got nasty people chasing me and I thought you might be one of them.”
Blade nodded as if she’d confirmed his suspicions.
“What I want to know is how you know Jo and why she trusts you so much?”
He ignored her question, firing back one of his own. “You hungry?”
As if on cue her stomach growled. “A little.” She was having a tough time keeping up with his rapid change of subject. Once again he’d ignored her questions.
“I’m going to go out and get us something to eat. The sun will be up soon.”
“What does that have to do with anything?” She frowned, the throbbing in her head getting worse. She knew she needed a cup of coffee and some food. The last few days, she hadn’t had enough of either.
“Everything.” He headed toward the door. “I’ll explain when I get back.” He turned to stare at her. “Promise me you won’t leave and don’t open the door to anyone. I’ll only be gone a few minutes. There’s a diner around the corner that’s open.”
He stood waiting for her reply. She knew that if she didn’t promise him, he wouldn’t leave. “I promise.”
He smiled then and started her body tingling all over again. As she watched, he slipped out the door, closing it behind him. Jac buried her face in her hands, swallowing back a moan as her pussy lips swelled and softened with need. “What has that man done to me?” she muttered.
She’d never been an overly sexual woman before. Sure, she had needs, but when she was between long-term boyfriends, her vibrator worked just as well. But this, this thing with Blade was way out of her understanding. It was if her body responded to him without her even having to think about it. It was disconcerting and it was as arousing as all get-out.
He said he wouldn’t be gone long and she believed him. She was quickly discovering that Blade was a man of his word. Jumping from the bed, she grabbed her purse, digging inside. Frowning, she turned it upside down on the bed. Papers, wallet, makeup kit, keys and loose change all hit the bed. Where was her phone?
She slumped down on the mattress beside the contents of her purse. Had Blade taken it or had she lost it? She struggled to remember. The last time she’d used it had been in the living room back at the beach house. Maybe it had dropped between the cushions on the sofa. It was too late to worry about it now. Her gaze went to the phone on the bedside table. She lunged for it, grabbing up the receiver, breathing a sigh of relief when she heard the dial tone. She wouldn’t put it past Blade to disable it somehow if he didn’t want her talking to her sister. The man had all kinds of skills.
That, of course, sent her brain scrambling down a slippery slope as pictures of how skillfully he’d stroked her body rushed through her brain. Her body hummed at the memory, cream sliding from her core in anticipation of a repeat performance.
“Stop it,” she scolded herself. She had more important things to deal with at the moment than thinking about another sexual encounter with Blade.
She quickly dialed her sister’s number and waited, tapping her toes against the dingy brown carpet. “Pick up.”
When her sister’s voice came over the line, Jac almost cried with relief. “Jo?”
“Where are you? Are you all right? Where is Blade?” Jo shot her questions rapidly.
“I don’t know. At some motel. I’m fine. Gone for food.” She answered her sister, but she had questions of her own. “Just who is Blade?” Jo hesitated and that had Jac’s radar humming. “Jo?”
“He’s someone you can trust with your life.”
Even though she already knew it in her heart, it felt good to have it confirmed by someone she trusted. “How do you know Blade?”
“It’s a long story.”
Why was her sister evading her questions? It wasn’t like Jo at all. She was usually straightforward and honest, holding nothing back. Jac could hear a male voice in the background as her sister talked. “Who’s with you?”
“That’s Gideon. Like I said, it’s a very long story. I met him when I went looking for Dirk Becker.”
“You did what?” She’d hoped it wouldn’t come to that, but she’d known her sister would go in with guns blazing and get in trouble. “What happened? Are you okay?” Jac couldn’t bear the thought of her sister getting hurt because of her.
“I’m fine. Gideon came along and protected me.”
Jac could hear a different note in her sister’s voice. “You’re sleeping with him,” she blurted.
Jo laughed, the sound low and husky. “More than that.” Her voice lowered. “He’s the one.”
She immediately knew what her sister meant and confided back. “Blade’s the one for me.” Jac could tell she’d surprised her sister by the silence on the other end of the line.
“Let me talk to Blade.” The male voice was low and commanding. Jac held the receiver away and stared at it for a moment before returning it to her ear. He sounded as bossy as Blade.
“You must be Gideon.” She sat down on the bed and leaned against the headboard as fatigue washed over her. “Blade’s not here.”
Gideon swore. “Where is he? He’s supposed to protect you.”
Fury, hot and swift filled her, giving her a jolt of energy. How dare this stranger question Blade’s actions? “He already has. He killed three men protecting me.” As if the reality of it hit her for the first time, she burst into tears.
She could hear arguing in the background and then Jo was talking to her again. “It’s okay, honey,” her sister soothed. “I’m heading to the bank in the morning and I’ll contact the proper authorities. Everything will be okay.”
“I’m sorry.” She swiped at her cheeks, feeling like a baby. She forgot about her cast and clunked her forehead, barely stifling a moan of pain.
The door to the room swung open and Blade stood there with a large bag clutched in one hand. As soon as he saw her, he shut the door, locked it and strode across the room. “What’s wrong?” He dumped the bag on the bed and sat down beside her.
She shrugged as fresh tears flowed from her eyes. “Nothing.”
Blade pried the phone from her hand. “Who is this?”
“It’s Jo.”
“What did you do to upset Jac?” She fought him for the phone, but Blade wrapped his free arm around her and pulled her tight against his chest.
“Nothing. We were talking about the fact that you had to kill three men to protect her.” Jo’s voice got louder with each word until she was yelling. Jac winced, but Blade was unfazed as he explained what had happened.
Blade’s coat was chilled from being outside, but his chest was warm. In a world gone mad, he represented safety and she burrowed closer to him. She only heard his end of the conversation, which didn’t amount too much more than a few grunts. He hung up the phone before she could ask to speak to her sister again.
“Hey, I wasn’t done yet.”
“Yes, you are.” He shifted her away and kissed the tip of her nose. Her eyes felt gritty and she knew they had to be red. “You need to eat and then you need to sleep. There’s plenty of time to talk when you wake.”
“Are you going to rest too?” A yawn took her unawares and she couldn’t stifle it. She’d yell at him about his heavy-handedness as soon as she got her energy back. Crying had drained her.
“Yes.”
“Where?” There was only one bed.
“With you.”
That proclamation had her entire body humming as Blade stood and removed his coat, tossing it over the lone chair in the corner. As he reached for the bag with the food, she saw the large sheath running down the center of his back. Curiosity got the better of her.
“What is that?”
He casually turned as he carried the bag over to the small table, tugging on it until it was alongside the bed. “What’s what?”
“In the sheath on your back.”
Reaching behind, Blade pulled out a straight, sharp dagger with about a twenty-inch blade. She could only imagine the damage Blade could do with something this lethal. He flipped it in his grip, catching it perfectly between his thumb and forefinger with the hilt facing her.
She took it, examining it carefully. “What kind of knife is this?”
“An Arkansas Toothpick. I picked that one up…” he hesitated, “a long time ago.”
“Do you have others?” Like the man himself, the weapons were deadly, yet fascinating. She laid the knife carefully on the bed and he quickly returned it to its proper place. There was no way she could do the fancy trick of reversing it and the blade was too sharp for her to want to mess with it.
“I have an extensive collection back home.” His hand went to the pocket of his pants and he withdrew what looked to be nothing more than a handle. Then he flipped it open, revealing the short, but deadly sharp blade within. He skillfully flipped it closed and held it out to her. “A balisong.”
She shook her head he slipped it back in his pocket. “Anything else I should know about?”
His lips quirked as he reached into his boots. She heard a swish as the metal left its sheath. This one was different, with two parallel bars running down from the base of the blade, connected by a crosspiece. “It’s called a Katar.” He demonstrated the grip, closing his fingers around the crosspiece so that the blade seemed to be an extension of his fist. “It’s a punching sword.” His hand shot out, the weapon whistling as the air shot past it. Jac could see how it would be very effective.
He tucked it away again and went back to unpacking their meal. Jac was amazed at how casual he was with the weapons. Then again, his name was Blade. But it was more than that. She’d sensed his innate pride at his weapons and his ability to use them. Whoever Blade really was, he was a throwback to another time, a true warrior in the purest sense of the word.
He was also a nurturer, although she had a feeling he might deny it. Yes, he was rough and tough, but he was also gentle, at least with her. She scooted to the end of the bed, curious about what he’d bought for them to eat. The table was filled with food. He had pancakes, eggs, bacon, ham, toast, bottles of juice and a large, steamy cup of coffee.
She reached for the coffee and pried off the lid, taking a quick sip. It burnt her lip, but she didn’t care as the flavor hit her tongue and the caffeine flowed through her system. “Perfect,” she sighed as she rested the cup back on the table.
“I wasn’t sure what you’d like.”
Suddenly she was hungrier than she’d been for days. “I like it all.”
Blade tugged the chair over and the two of them ate in silence, but it was a companionable silence, not an awkward one. Jac hadn’t realized how hungry she truly was until she started eating. The food tasted so good that she had a bit of everything. When Blade held out a piece of bacon for her, she opened her mouth and let him feed it to her. It was as natural to her as breathing.
His fingers brushed her lips as she took the bacon and that had her hormones surging to life again. Her hunger vanished in the blink of an eye to be replaced by another need, this one deeper and much harder to sate.
Jac gulped down the last of her coffee and excused herself to the bathroom, stopping to grab her suitcase along the way. By the time she was ready for bed, she had herself back under control and she was yawning once again. She thought about taking down her hair, but decided it was too much trouble. She’d leave it braided for tonight and worry about it in the morning.
She glanced at her pale face in the mirror and grimaced. Not much she could do about that. She wasn’t vain enough to wear makeup to bed, even if she’d had any. Which she didn’t. Lipstick and powder were all she had with her and that was in her purse in the other room. Besides which, Blade had already seen her at her worst. Too late to worry about that now.
She turned from one side to the other, checking her appearance. Her light blue nightgown went all the way to her ankles, covering her as well as any dress, yet she felt self-conscious. Ridiculous. There was no way for him to know she wasn’t wearing any panties. Her hand shook as she opened the door and stepped into the bedroom.
Blade had been busy. The bed was empty, the contents of her purse had been returned to their proper place and the purse now sat on the floor by the side of the bed. The covers were turned back and the table had been cleared and put back in its original spot.
She didn’t see him at first. He stood in the corner, almost completely covered by the shadows. He didn’t move as she scuttled across the floor, her socks making a low shushing sound against the carpet.
Jac sat on the side of the bed long enough to tug off her socks. Rolling beneath the covers, she pulled them up to her chin. Blade moved then, gliding from the shadows. He turned off the light and for a moment she couldn’t see a thing. Before her eyes had a chance to adjust, he was beside her.
She sighed as he settled himself on top of the blankets and wrapped his arm around her. “Won’t you be cold?” She worried about him even though he radiated heat.
“No.” His voice was low and intimate in the dark. “I won’t be cold.” He tucked her body closer to hers. Her butt was tucked against his pelvis and she could feel his erection. But he did nothing more than hold her.
She yawned again and snuggled farther beneath the covers.
Blade groaned and then gave a soft laugh. “Sleep well.” His lips caressing the back of her head was the last thing she remembered.


Chapter Seven
 
It was the heat that woke Jac. That and the fact that she couldn’t move. Blade’s arm was banded tight around her body, his hand cupped her breast. Even through the fabric of her gown, she could feel the heat from his fingers where they wrapped around the mound, her nipple stabbing at the center of his palm.
Sometime during the night, she’d kicked the covers away. Her nightgown still covered her, but there was now only the thin layer of cotton separating her from Blade. His chest was bare, so she knew he’d removed his weapons before crawling onto the bed beside her last night. But she had no doubt that they were all sitting on the bedside table within easy reach. However, he was still wearing his leather pants, so he probably was still armed with at least one knife.
Jac couldn’t imagine living that way. Always having to be aware of your surroundings, never being able to relax even in sleep. Could any woman get Blade to put aside his weapons for even a few hours? She was beginning to think not. They were as much a part of him as his hands were.
She started to sigh but stopped, trying not to breathe. Every up-and-down motion of her chest pushed her breast tighter to his palm. Jac felt hot and itchy, her skin stretched tight over her bones. Her body felt heavy and she was damp between her thighs.
Blade shifted and his erection pressed against her butt. Biting her lip to keep from groaning, Jac waited until he’d finished moving before releasing a small sigh of relief. She was one big aching mass of need.
What was wrong with her?
Really, she was acting stupid. Blade had been sent to protect her. When the threat was over, he would go back to his life. Whatever that was. Yes, she’d had the vision of the two of them, and if she believed family legend, then Blade was the love of her life. That didn’t necessarily mean that she was the love of his. Or did it?
She nibbled on her bottom lip. She wished she’d paid more attention to such things when her mother had told them about the legend when she was a teenager. But she’d thought the whole thing was foolish, nothing more than a tale told to explain why her parents had married so quickly after meeting. But this knowing, for lack of a better word, had supposedly been passed down on her mother’s side of the family for generations.
There was nothing she could do about it. Whatever was happening between them would have to play itself out. Jac ignored the fact that her stomach churned every time she thought about Blade leaving when this was over.
It was daytime, but Jac had no idea exactly what time it was. Even though the drapes were shut tight, she could see the light on the other side. Her stomach growled. She was hungry again. Sighing, she tried to turn over onto her back, but his grip tightened, preventing her.
“Go back to sleep,” he murmured.
“I can’t,” she whispered, just in case he wasn’t really awake. She twisted again and this time he loosened his hold enough for her to roll onto her back. His hand slipped away from her breast. She wasn’t sure if she was glad or disappointed that he let her go so easily. She peeked up at him and was startled to find him wide-awake, lying on his side, staring down at her. “Hi.” It was silly, but she suddenly didn’t know what to say. What did you say to a man who’d saved your life and then held you in his arms during the night, protecting you even as you slept?
He stroked his hand over her hair. “Hi.” His voice was quiet and intimate. With the drapes closed and the shadows surrounding them, they were cocooned against the outside world.
“How did you sleep?” God, could she get any more inane?
The corners of his mouth turned up in a sleepy grin. “I slept.”
She noticed he didn’t say he slept well. Jac had a feeling that if he’d slept at all, it was with one eye open. He took his job of protecting her very seriously.
No man should be allowed to look as good as he did in the morning. She felt sweaty and rumpled, but he looked tousled and sexy. His eyes were dark and hooded, totally unreadable. The curve of his jaw was covered with stubble and his lips appeared to be slightly moist, as if he’d licked them. His hair had come loose from its fastening and now lay in silky waves to his shoulders. Reaching out, she threaded her fingers through it.
A low rumble rose from his chest as she rubbed her fingers over his scalp. Like a large cat, he shifted his head so that she could touch more of him. Obviously, the big guy liked having his scalp massaged. Good to know.
His erection shifted and she could feel his hard length against her hip. His hand rested on her stomach just below her bellybutton.
She ran her fingers over his jaw and the slight abrasion of the stubble was a sensual caress, making her palm tingle. Her thumb slid over the curve of his bottom lip and he nipped at it, his pearly white teeth worrying the tip.
The need, the want that swirled deep within her was mirrored in his eyes. There were so many questions she wanted to ask him, so much she wanted to know about him. Who was he really? Where did he come from? But she didn’t speak. Instead, she answered his unasked question. She nodded.
He rolled quickly, covering her with his body. She parted her thighs, making a space for him in the cradle of her hips. His pelvis ground against hers, pulling the fabric of her gown tight and starting another flood of cream from her core.
Grasping her hands with his, he raised them over her head. Palm to palm, fingers entwined, he held them against the pillows. “Mine.” That was all he said before he captured her lips in a searing kiss.
His. Yes, she was his and he was hers. Whatever was between them went beyond the physical. She knew they both sensed it.
Tongues dueled and breath mingled as the kiss went on and on. Jac strained against Blade, but he held her hands tight in his, not letting her escape. She planted her feet against the mattress and pushed upward. Her nightgown got in the way and she gave a muffled cry of frustration. She wanted to feel Blade against her, skin to skin.
Blade released her suddenly, rearing back on his knees. His chest rose and fell with each heavy gasp. The panther tattoo seemed to shift and move with every breath. Jac stared at it, totally enthralled.
A loud rip filled the air as he grabbed the hem of her gown and pulled. The material gave way, parting all the way to the neckline, exposing her body to him. First her blouse and now her nightgown. She wouldn’t have a wardrobe left if he kept ripping it off her. Not that she cared with him watching her with such blatant hunger in his eyes.
He licked his lips. She felt as if Blade were the hunter and she the prey.
Yet fear was the last thing on her mind. Wantonly, she undulated her hips, teasing him, tempting him. She wanted him to lose control, to want her with the same madness that consumed her.
He tugged at the remains of her gown and she shifted her arms, helping him. But he didn’t toss it away, Instead, he held it out in front of him and tore off several long strips.
The possibilities that went through her brain both tantalized and frightened her.
“Put your hands up against the headboard.”
Never taking her eyes off him, she stretched her hands over her head, gripping the slats on the headboard. Satisfaction crossed his face as he leaned forward and wrapped the first strip of cloth around her wrist, fastening it to the piece of wood. Then he did the same with the other, careful to make certain her injured arm was supported by a pillow.
She pulled, but there was no way she could get loose until he released her. Heat flooded her pussy, and she could feel the dampness between her legs. Cream slipped from her slit and rolled down between the cheeks of her ass. She’d never been this excited in her life.
Blade smiled and it was the smile of a predator about to enjoy a meal. “If there was a footboard on this bed, I’d stretch your legs apart as far as they would go and tie your ankles. You’d be mine to do with as I wished.”
“Yes,” she sighed. She wanted that too.
“We’ll have to pretend.” He captured one slender ankle in his hand, raising her foot to his lips. He pressed a kiss in the center of her instep, while his strong fingers massaged the tendons and muscles. The sensations were incredibly erotic. She’d never thought of her feet as an erogenous zone before. Obviously, she had a lot to learn.
Blade lowered her foot back to the mattress and pushed it to the side. Then he reached for the other one. When he was done, her two feet were flat on the mattress, her thighs spread wide, exposing her pussy to his view.
“Don’t move,” he commanded as he sprawled between her legs.
That was easier said than done. She was on the verge of exploding and he hadn’t even touched her pussy or her breasts yet. The man was seduction personified. Jac felt hollow and achy. She wanted him inside her, fucking her hard as they both found completion. “Blade.”
She wasn’t quite sure what she intended to say, but he silenced her simply by blowing across her heated flesh. She hissed, arching her hips upward. Blade ignored her blatant invitation, resting his chin against her pelvis, her pubic hair brushing his chin as he stared up at her.
He nuzzled her hipbones and her bellybutton as he worked his way upward. Her fingers curled tighter around the headboard, needing something to ground her. His tongue traced her rib cage, ending at the curve of her left breast. Levering himself up on his hands, he lapped at one turgid nipple and then the other.
The motion pressed his leather-clad hips against her pussy. His cock was hard and hot even through the heavy fabric and she pushed against him with her hips. She was panting hard now, almost mindless with need.
Blade pushed himself away from her and she cried out at the loss, arching up to meet him. Capturing one of her nipples, he sucked it into his mouth, his tongue curling around the tip. Jac cried out as the sensation shot through her with the speed of a lightning bolt. Her body jerked as she came, her head twisted from side to side on the pillow, her fingers digging into the wooden slat that anchored her.
When she came back to her senses, Blade was still above her, watching. “We’ve barely begun,” he whispered as he pushed away. Standing beside the bed, he unfastened the single button at the top of his pants. The zipper was next. The hissing sounds sent goose bumps racing down her arms and legs.
She licked her lips as his cock sprang forward, hard and heavy. He laughed. “Do you want a taste?”
Jac could almost taste his essence on her lips. “Yes.” She started to sit up, forgetting for a moment she was still tied to the bed. Frustration flooded her and she hissed in anger.
Blade pushed the leather down his thick thighs and kicked it aside. Totally naked, he knelt beside her. “Trust me?”
She did. She had to. There really was no other choice for her. She loved him. There was no way she’d allow him to tie her up if she didn’t. No matter what the future held, he was the love of her life. She knew that deep down in her soul where common sense held no sway.
“I do.”
As if her words were all he was waiting on, he threw one leg over her stomach, straddling her. His erection lay thick and long between her breasts. He cupped the mounds, pressing them around his cock. He groaned as he shifted back and forth, stroking his thumbs over her nipples. Jac could feel his length sliding between her breasts, the tip coming tantalizingly close to her mouth with each stroke.
She parted her lips, flicking her tongue, trying to touch the tip. Blade released her breasts and tilted her head up as he brought his cock closer to her mouth. She opened it wide and took him inside, flicking her tongue over the broad head.
Blade groaned, his eyes closing, his head tipping back in obvious ecstasy. Even tied, she could feel her power over this man, the unique connection that stretched between them.
“Enough.” He pulled away, his cock releasing with a wet popping sound.
“No.” She wasn’t finished with him yet.
He lifted himself off her. The head of his shaft was wet, a combination of arousal and her sucking. He wrapped his hand around himself, pumping twice before releasing his grip. “Soon,” he promised as he lowered himself on the bottom part of the bed again. “First I have to taste you.”
Blade hung on to his control by a thread, but barely. Jac fired his blood like no other woman he’d ever known. The trust she gave him was staggering. And he wanted to show her how well placed that trust was. He wanted to give her so much pleasure she’d never want him to leave her.
Her large gray eyes watched him and he could feel it as if it were a physical caress. He kissed her inner thighs, sensing the ripple of muscles beneath as he did. Breathing deep, he inhaled her essence. Like an exotic spice from the East she surrounded him, permeating his very pores—a combination of honey and cinnamon, sweet, yet spicy.
He parted her with his thumbs, and though the room was dim, he could see every slick, pink fold of her pussy. Lowering his face, he blew softly and was rewarded with a sharp gasp. He followed up with a long lick up one side of her labia and down the other. She moaned and he could taste her cream as it flowed from her slit. Like the finest of wines, it had a kick.
His balls ached and his cock throbbed, demanding he sate himself. And he would. But not yet. Not until he’d brought Jac to completion once again. Then, and only then, would he seek his own pleasure.
He tasted her again, wringing another cry of delight from her. His shaft twitched and he could feel his own essence seeping from the tip. He pressed his hips hard against the mattress to keep from coming.
With his lips, he captured the tight nub at the apex of her thighs and sucked gently. Jac called out his name as her thighs wrapped around him, her heels digging into his back. He curled his tongue around her clit, teasing it as he pressed two fingers into her sweet core. Her inner muscles squeezed them tight.
He closed his eyes and slowly breathed in and out, trying to keep control of himself. His balls were tight against his body and his cock threatened to explode at any second. Gritting his teeth, he pushed on. Jac had to come first.
Withdrawing his fingers until only the tips were left inside her sheath, he pushed deep again. Her pussy milked his fingers, squeezing and releasing. By the gods, he wanted that to be his cock.
“Blade!” Her cry was the sweetest thing he’d ever heard as her body gave him what he sought. Her climax engulfed her, almost sweeping him along with it. He grabbed the base of his cock and squeezed tight to keep from coming. There was no way he would deny himself the pleasure of her now that he was so close to taking her.
When her moans subsided, he removed his fingers and sat up, reaching for his pants. She wanted him to use condoms, and as strange and foreign as he found that, he would do it for her. He’d purchased several from a vending machine in the men’s room of the diner while he’d waited for their order.
He tore the package open and sheathed himself in the rubbery substance. It wasn’t exactly unpleasant, but it wouldn’t be as good as being inside her with nothing between them. Still, until Jac told him otherwise, he would respect her wishes.
Grabbing the balisong from the pocket of his pants, he flicked it open. At the sound, Jac’s eyes popped open. Blade leaned forward, slitting her bonds, the sharp blade sliding easily through the thin fabric. He flipped the knife closed and tossed it aside.
Taking her hands in his, he lowered her arms. Guilt assailed him when she groaned and he took a moment to massage her shoulders and neck. “I shouldn’t have left you like that for so long,” he muttered.
“I’m all right,” she soothed, slipping her hands from his and wrapping them around his neck. Blade didn’t resist as she pulled her mouth to his. He could taste himself on her lips. The flavor combined with her essence, making a unique tang of its own.
“I have to have you.” There was no waiting. If he didn’t take her now, he’d spill himself in the condom.
“Yes.” Jac arched her hips toward him, but that wasn’t what he wanted.
“Like this.” He helped her to roll over on her hands and knees. Her arms couldn’t support her after being tied for so long. Then there was the added problem of the cast on her arm. He didn’t want to do anything that might hurt her. So he propped the pillows beneath her stomach to raise her bottom.
She lay facedown on the bed with her arms curled around her head. Her braid had slipped to one side, exposing the long line of her spine. He took a moment to admire the erotic picture she made, lying there waiting for him to take his pleasure, her lush ass raised and her slick folds exposed.
Gripping her hips in his hands, he nudged his cock between her thighs, slipping the head just inside her sheath. She was so wet, so welcoming that he almost lost it. His fingers tightened around her, holding them both steady. He could hear her breathing, sharper, harsher than it had been.
“Jac?” If she weren’t up to this, he would stop. He knew he wouldn’t die if he didn’t have her. It only felt as if he would.
“Now, Blade.” She pushed her ass toward him and he gave into the powerful need that bombarded him.
Thrusting forward, he buried himself to the hilt. Her inner muscles were swollen and they contracted tight around him, but he forged forward. She was so wet that it helped ease his way. When he was balls-deep in her heat, he stopped. His head fell forward and he rested his forehead on her back. His lungs were pumping hard now as breathing was almost beyond him.
He knew that he was two strokes, maybe three, from coming. That’s all it would take for him to lose control. Reaching around, he sifted his fingers through her pubic hair, finding her clitoris. One tiny touch had Jac moaning and squirming with pleasure.
Blade thought his head might explode. Control was beyond him and he began to thrust, hard and fast. There was no finesse, no style. Just basic animal need.
As he’d predicted, he came on the third stroke. His cum shot from the tip to be captured in the condom. Possessiveness and pleasure consumed him and he was temped to withdraw, remove the condom and drive back into her. Only his care and concern for Jac stopped him.
He continued to fuck her even though he’d come. Jac was close to the edge again and he stroked her clit with every thrust. “Come for me again. Come for me…” he crooned, gasping when she did as he demanded. Her sheath clamped down hard over his cock and he felt himself coming again. It was a much smaller orgasm than the original one, but it was the first time such a thing had ever happened to him.
He collapsed, barely managing to pull out of her before landing on the mattress beside her. He pulled her into the curve of his body and could feel his tattoo ripple against his skin. The panther was restless, wanting Jac safe, just as he did. This was his mate, his woman.
Nothing and no one would come between them.


Chapter Eight
 
Jac listened to the shower running. She’d suggested showering together, but Blade was blunt about telling her that he’d fuck her again if they did so, and she was much too tender for that. Plus, they’d been too hard on her injured arm last night. She’d almost disagreed, but in the end she knew he was right. Her wrist felt fine, but she wasn’t used to this kind of sexual activity. Her body had twinges in places she’d never had them before. Still, it was a good sort of ache, not really pain, but an awareness of her body that she’d never had before.
She finished lacing her sneakers and stood. In spite of everything that had happened, she felt better than she had in days. She’d actually slept last night. With Blade’s arms wrapped around her, she’d felt safe.
Sighing, she strode to the window and pulled back the edge of one of the curtains. It was sunny outside, but Blade had warned her to leave the curtains shut. She thought he was overreacting. There was no way anyone could find them here. Was there?
She let the curtain fall back into place. Of course no one could find them. Blade was simply being cautious. Her stomach growled and Jac placed her hand over it. One thing for certain, making love last night had certainly improved her appetite. She strolled to the table and twisted the cap off a bottle of orange juice left over from last night’s supper. She sipped and made a face. It was warm. She glanced at the door.
There was an ice machine a few doors down. She could see it just inside the double glass doors that led to the lobby. She could be there and back in a matter of seconds. Really, what harm could befall her a few feet from their room? It was a quick stroll down the walkway, open one door, get some ice and hurry back. No one knew where they were. It was perfectly safe.
Still, she felt a twinge of misgiving as she picked up the small plastic ice bucket that the motel provided and unlocked the door. She eased the door open, peeking first to the right and then to the left. There was no one around even though it was well past midday. She glanced at her watch, which told her it was almost four o’clock. No wonder she was starving.
Stepping out of the room, she closed the door softly and took a deep breath. Her heart was pounding and she was sweating, which was ridiculous. She was only going to the ice machine.
Griping the plastic bucket tight, she strode forward, glancing all around her. She could hear the hum of the traffic around the front of the building and the normal sounds for any urban center. A scraping sound reached her ears and she spun around, her back hitting the hard wall of the motel.
She gave a shaky laugh as the maid rolled her cart around the corner and knocked on the first door, waiting a moment before letting herself into the room. “I’m a basket case,” she muttered as she opened the glass door and slid inside. Hurrying to the machine, she helped herself to some of the ice.
That would make the juice taste better and they could have some while they decided what they were going to do today. With the container clutched to her chest, she hurried back to their room. She raised her face to the late afternoon sun, enjoying the heat on her face and arms. It was a warm day for early November, but Jac found it glorious after the past few days of gloom and cold.
She turned the handle slowly, trying to be as quiet as she could. Blade should still be in the shower. Not that she could hide the fact that she had ice, but it was a done deed now. No need for him to know she’d even left the room until he was showered and dressed.
Jac stepped inside the room. The door slammed behind her as she was spun around and thrust against the wall. The plastic bucket fell from her hand, spilling ice everywhere. She cried out, bringing her fists up to strike her attacker, but both her hands were caught, anchored by a much stronger grip.
It all happened so fast, seconds really. Jac blinked, trying to focus. After being out in the sunshine, the darkness of the room was more pronounced. “Blade?”
He towered over her, a mass of male fury. His shoulders were shaking. In fact, his entire body was vibrating.
She blinked again. “It’s me.” She swallowed hard, not quite sure what to say. She’d never seen Blade like this before. But then again, she didn’t know him as well as she thought she did.
His eyes were like polished onyx, black and unreadable. His jaw was clenched and she could see the muscles pulsing in his face. She could almost hear his teeth grinding. His hair was damp and he was naked except for a towel wrapped around his waist, leaving his torso and most of his legs bare.
“Where the hell were you?” His voice was little more than a low growl of displeasure.
“I-I went to the ice machine.” She straightened up and tried to push away, but it was no use. He wasn’t hurting her, but there was no way she was getting loose until he decided to let go. It was frustrating, not to mention slightly intimidating. “Look, it’s no big deal. There was no one around. I checked before I left. And the machine is only a few yards from the door.”
“It was stupid.”
Now that made her angry. “No, it wasn’t stupid. No one knows we’re here and it was a few steps from the door. I’m sorry if you don’t like it, but it’s done.”
He lowered his head until their noses were practically touching. She could see the slight flaring of his nostrils as he shifted closer, pressing his hips against hers. She felt it then, his erection pressing against her belly and it started a low pulsing in her groin. Closing her eyes, she sucked in a breath. Not again. It was crazy how fast this man aroused her.
They were fighting, damn it.
“Promise me you won’t do it again.” His tone was hard and her eyes snapped back open. “Promise me,” he ordered.
She wanted to appease him, but she couldn’t. She shook her head. “I can’t.” She could feel the air in the room thickening with his anger. “I won’t be a prisoner of fear. There was little risk and I made a judgment call.” Jac gave a slight tug on her arms, but he still wasn’t releasing her. She sighed. “Look, I could have called out for you if there was any problem.”
“A bullet would have stopped you before you could call out,” he pointed out. She hated his logic, and the fact that she was starting to feel guilty about leaving the room. His heat surrounded her and she could smell him—hot male flesh and soap. The combination had her creaming her panties.
She struggled to keep control of the conversation. “But it didn’t. It’s done and over with. I don’t know why you’re so bent out of shape over this. I only went to the ice machine.”
“You don’t know why…” he trailed off as if unable to finish his thought. He released her hands and captured her face in his hands. “You are mine, Jacqueline. Mine to protect.”
Slowly, she lowered her hands and placed them over his, trying to ignore the little flip in her tummy when he said her full name. “I belong to myself, Blade. If something had happened to me it would have been my own fault. Maybe it wasn’t the smartest thing in the world to do, maybe I should have waited for you, but it’s done now. Finished.”
She kept her tone soft, wanting to soothe him. Which was ridiculous, really. She wasn’t the type of woman to run around worrying about soothing a man’s temper. It wasn’t as if she were afraid of him. She knew he wouldn’t hurt her. It was more about her wanting to ease his anxiety about the situation.
She was obviously nuts.
“Let’s sit down and have some juice. That’s if there’s any ice left in the bucket.” Wrong thing to say. She felt him tensing.
“I don’t want juice.” His voice was low and raspy and made the hair on the back of her neck tingle.
“What do you want?” Maybe they could order in some breakfast. Men were usually more amenable on a full stomach.
“You.” His mouth covered hers, hot and hard. She didn’t have time to think as his tongue slipped past her lips, claiming her. It was a blatant act of possession and Jac didn’t fight it. They did belong together.
Her hands slid down the thick column of his neck to rest on his shoulders. His body was hard everywhere, his skin still slick with moisture from the shower. She ran her fingers over his chest, gently scraping her fingernails over his flesh. He groaned and cupped her ass in his hands, lifting her against his hard length.
Jac tugged at the towel, sighing as it fell to the floor. She was still fully dressed, but his erection pressed perfectly against the seam of her jeans, making her moan. Her pussy was wet, her core aching and ready.
His lips left hers and he pressed openmouthed kisses down the curve of her neck. “Promise me.” He nipped at the skin at the base of her neck, not enough to hurt, but enough to leave a love bite.
“Promise you what?” she gasped as she tunneled her fingers though his hair to hold him tighter.
“Promise me you won’t go off by yourself again without telling me.” He had the top buttons of her blouse open, his tongue laving her collarbone.
It seemed like a reasonable request. Or at least she thought it did. She wasn’t really thinking straight at the moment. And when he covered her breast with his palm and squeezed, she would have promised him anything. “Yes.” She wasn’t sure if she was agreeing with him, or encouraging him.
Blade took it as agreement, making a low humming sound deep in his chest as he hooked one of her thighs over his hip, bringing their lower bodies closer together. It felt wonderful. Jac lifted her other leg, crossing her ankles at the small of his back. With the wall behind her and Blade in front of her, she felt deliciously surrounded by him. Their fight was momentarily forgotten as their need to reconnect overwhelmed both of them.
Jac arched her hips, rubbing against his cock. She reached between their bodies, wrapping her fingers around his hard length. “Blade.” She said his name because she wanted to, because she had to.
With one arm banded around her back and the other supporting her hips, he backed away from the wall and turned toward the bed. She peppered his cheeks and neck with kisses, needing to touch him, taste him and feel him everywhere against her.
One moment she was lost in desire, the next she was flying through the air. She landed heavily on the bed with a woof as her breath was knocked from her. Simultaneously, the door burst open and two men stepped through the door. Dirk Becker had found them and he wasn’t alone.
The sunlight hit Blade and he fell back, falling to his knees, his arm over his eyes. He was unarmed.
Jac rolled from the bed, grabbing the largest sheath that rested on the bedside table. She landed hard on the floor, but managed to yank the large dagger from its leather scabbard. Not that she could throw it, but it made her feel less helpless.
As if in slow motion, she saw a tall dark-haired man raise his right hand. The gun gleamed in the sunlight and the end was pointed at Blade who writhed on the floor. Jac didn’t stop to think. She pounced, leaping forward, the heavy knife extended outward. The blade bit hard into the assassin’s skin, blood spurting from the wound.
The man whirled, the back of his hand hitting her face and knocking her backward. Her head hit the floor with a smack. The knife slipped from her grip and flew across the floor to hit the wall with a solid thunk.
They were both dead.
A noise unlike anything she’d ever heard ripped through the air. The roar, loud and menacing, filled the room as a huge black panther leapt through the air, attacking both men at once. The enormous animal hit the door with his body, slamming it shut and plunging them into shadows once more.
The dark-haired man was on the floor, the panther’s jaw wrapped tight around his neck. There was a loud cracking sound and the man went still and limp. Dirk recovered quickly, launched himself over the bed and grabbed her. She kicked his shins and started to fight, but he shoved the business end of his pistol under her chin. “Call him off.” Dirk shook her as the animal prowled closer. “I said call him off.”
She had no idea what Dirk expected her to do. Jac licked her lips. “Nice kitty.”
Dirk dragged her up on the bed and over to the other side. He removed the gun long enough to hit her in the side of the head with it. “Where the hell did he come from?”
Jac couldn’t take her eyes off the animal that stalked them. Its eyes were very familiar. Come to think of it, so was the animal itself. It was the tattoo come to life. But that was impossible. Where was Blade? She couldn’t see him lying in the shadows. Was he still there?
“I’m talking to you, bitch.” Dirk kept moving toward the door.
“I don’t know.” And she didn’t know. Her eyes searched the room, but Blade was nowhere to be seen. Instead a gigantic black panther stalked them. The thing was too large to be real. Was she having a hallucination? If she was, so were her attackers.
“Do you know how much trouble you’ve caused me?” His forearm tightened around her throat. She clutched at it, trying to drag it away before he strangled her. “Three men dead,” he continued, the barrel of the gun now pressed hard against her temple. “Dozens more scouring the hotels and motels between that damn beach house and your condo in Jersey. It was only pure luck that one of my men found your car. Then you were kind enough to step outside and let us know which room you were in.” He moved slowly, never taking his eyes from the panther.
Jac closed her eyes. Blade had been right. Her leaving the room had jeopardized their safety.
“You’re going to open the door and we’re going to leave. We still have some talking to do.” Dirk dragged the barrel of the gun down over her cheek and neck. “You left the bar before we could become properly acquainted.”
She decided then and there that she wasn’t going anywhere. He’d have to kill her because she wasn’t leaving Blade.
The panther suddenly rose on his back legs, the shadows shifting and reforming until a man stood there. Blade.
“What the fuck?” Dirk muttered, raising his gun.
“No!” Jac elbowed him hard in the solar plexus and yanked away, putting her entire body weight behind it. His grip on her loosened and she fell to the floor. Blade was already in motion, reaching down and grabbing one of his weapons. She heard a metallic whoosh and then a gurgling sound.
Rolling to her knees, she watched as Dirk fell to his knees. He dropped his gun, clawing at his throat, where one of Blade’s daggers protruded. Still naked, Blade strode toward Dirk and crouched down in front of him. “You should never have touched my woman.” Grabbing the hilt of the dagger, he twisted it as he removed it. Blood poured from Dirk’s throat as he swayed for several seconds before toppling over onto the floor.
Jac was frozen in place. What had she just seen? Had Blade become a panther? That was impossible. Wasn’t it?
Blade swayed and groaned. Jac crawled toward him, unable to stand on her shaky legs. “Blade?” He fell back against the bed and she scrambled to his side. “What is it? Where are you hurt?” She couldn’t be sure whether Dirk or the other man had managed to fire off a shot. Both weapons had silencers on the ends and her heart had been pounding so loudly in her ears she wasn’t certain if she would have heard them if they’d fired.
He moaned when she touched his shoulders. Scared spitless, she half stumbled to the light switch. The light was dim, but it was enough for her to see the dark red blood spilling onto the carpet. She ignored the two dead men and focused on Blade. His face, chest, arms and legs were red and blistered, as if they’d been burned.
Hurrying back to his side, she hovered, not quite sure where to touch him. His back seemed fine, so she wrapped her arm around his shoulders and urged him up. It was a struggle because he was all heavy muscle, but she eventually got him onto the bed. She had no idea what had just happened, but she knew who to call for help.
Grabbing the phone, she dialed, grateful when her sister answered on the first ring. “Jo.” Her voice shook, a combination of adrenaline, desperation and fear. “I need help.” She didn’t quite know how to explain to her sister what had happened. Heck, she’d lived through it and wasn’t quite sure what she’d seen or what was real. All she knew was Blade was hurt and there were two dead bodies in their motel room. Her knuckles went white as she grasped the receiver tighter. “Please hurry.”
 
The sun was almost set and Jac sat on the lone chair in the room, watching Blade. He was sleeping, his chest rising and falling with each breath he took. Jo was on her way with her husband, Gideon. That had been a shocker to Jac. It had been less than a week since she’d seen her sister and now Jo was married. Jac shook her head. It was all too much. She half expected to wake up and find out that this past week was nothing but a dream.
But Blade was all too real, and if her sister was to be believed, he was an immortal warrior from another realm, the Shadow Realm, she’d called it. Jo’s husband was also one of those warriors. Her first reaction had been to ask her sister if she’d been taking too much pain medication, but Jo was insistent.
So, an immortal warrior, who could also morph into the tattoo on his chest, had saved her. Jo had patiently explained that Blade was the panther, that the tattoo was more than a decoration. Apparently Gideon had one too, except his was a giant raven.
Jac bit her lip to keep from laughing. She was obviously losing her mind. There was no other logical explanation. And how in the name of God were they going to explain this mess to the authorities? She lowered her face into her hands and counted to thirty. When she raised her head, nothing had changed.
Jo had picked up the evidence from the safety deposit box at the bank and gone to the police. The plan was that she’d pretend to get a call from Jac and bring the authorities to the motel after the sun went down. Apparently by then, Blade would be well enough to morph back to the Shadow Realm. Jac had told her sister to send an ambulance for her because if that happened, she was going to check herself into the psych ward for evaluation.
Blade groaned, drawing her attention. Whatever she believed—or didn’t believe—she couldn’t fight her feelings for the man currently passed out on the bed. Whoever or whatever he was, she loved him. And wasn’t that a kick in the pants, considering he was going back to this Shadow Realm, wherever the heck that was.
His eyelids flickered and opened. He came awake in a split second, sitting up and glancing around the room. His gaze landed on the two dead men. Jac was desperately trying to ignore them. Her sister would be here in another ten minutes, twenty tops.
“Jac?”
She flinched and then sighed. “Yeah?”
“Are you all right?” He shifted, rolling off the bed with barely a wince. His skin was still raw, but he started to dress, his movements more deliberate and careful than usual. She could tell he was still in pain. Nonetheless, the short rest seemed to have revived him somewhat, considering he’d only been asleep for about twenty minutes.
“I’m okay, I guess.” She wasn’t sure she’d ever be all right again. Too much had happened to her, leaving her forever changed.
Blade strapped on his weapons, collecting the one she’d used on her attacker, and strapping it to his back. He gingerly pulled on his jacket before he approached her, slowly lowering himself to the edge of the bed.
“I know what you are,” she blurted.
He stilled, but said nothing.
“I called Jo after you passed out.” Jac swallowed hard as her stomach lurched. They were sitting here having a conversation with two dead bodies lying next to them.
“What did she say?”
Jac resented his calm tone. “She told me a fanciful tale about you being a mighty Shadow Ryder, an immortal warrior able to exist in the shadows. She also told me that the panther was also you and that sunlight could kill you, along with being beheaded. You sound almost like a vampire of some kind.”
The corner of Blade’s mouth quirked up. “No, not a vampire. We do not require blood to live. When we are in this realm, we must eat food, drink water and sleep as you do. In the Shadow Realm, we simply exist. While we can eat if we chose to, we do not need food or water or sleep while we are there. It’s easy to slip into a state of suspended animation where nothing or no one exists.”
Jac shivered and rubbed her arms up and down her arms. “That sounds like hell.”
He paused and nodded. “Sometimes it feels that way.”
“So you come here to Earth when you’re needed, fight and seduce unsuspecting women, and leave.” She sounded bitter, but she couldn’t help it. While she was busy falling in love with Blade, she was no more than another job to him.
“No. I’ve never seduced a woman I’ve protected before.”
“You’re no virgin,” she shot back.
Blade reached out his hand, but stopped, instead resting his forearms on his knees and sighing. “I’m over three thousand years old, Jac. I’ve seen the rise and the fall of the Roman Empire. I watched the construction of the Great Wall of China and walked among the pyramids when they were still relatively new. I’ve slept with women from all walks of life and civilizations.”
Jac swallowed hard, trying to push down the lump in her throat that threatened to choke her. “I see.” It was almost impossible to wrap her mind around the concept that he’d been alive for that many years. However, it was all too easy to imagine a man as masculine and compelling as Blade having no trouble getting female companionship in any country and time period in history. Women would always be attracted to his strength, and the man oozed sex appeal.
“No, you don’t.” He reached out this time and took her hands in his, resting them on her knees. “My job was to come and protect you, not to have sex with you.”
“I was too easy to pass up, that it?”
He growled. “You’re anything but easy, Jac.”
“What exactly is a Shadow Ryder?” Jo had explained the basics, but Jac didn’t quite understand how it worked.
“A Shadow Ryder is a warrior of the Shadow Realm. We are at one with the shadows, part of them really, and can ride them from our realm to this one. We can become invisible to the human eye when concealed by shadows.”
She tried to understand, but it was like something out of a fantasy novel. “So how did you arrive at the beach house?”
Blade sighed and tightened his fingers around hers. “We knew where you’d gone because Jo had received your note. I simply visualized where I wanted to be and walked into the shadows of the Shadow Realm and walked out at your beach house.”
“That’s incredible.”
Nodding, he continued. “While here, we must travel by foot or some other human vehicle. We can, however, return to the Shadow Realm and then reappear somewhere else, which is much quicker.”
“Why didn’t you tell me what you were?” she demanded, overwhelmed by all he was telling her.
“Would you have believed me?”
That was beside the point. She’d slept with the man. Heck, she’d fallen in love with him, not even knowing who or what he really was. “That’s not the point.”
“What is the point? I didn’t tell you everything, but I didn’t lie to you.” He released her hands and she felt cold. “But you lied to me, didn’t you?”
She rubbed her palms over her thighs. “I had no choice, not at first.” She wasn’t going to feel guilty about that. “For all I knew, you’d been sent to find out what I knew and kill me.”
“What about later? What about when you knew Jo had sent me? What about after we’d made love?”
“I was going to tell you.” She crossed her arms over her chest, refusing to look at him.
He lifted her chin with the edge of his hand, his black eyes filled with an emotion she couldn’t identify. “I did not mean to hurt you, Jac.”
She would not cry. She would not cry. As she repeated the mantra to herself, a tear slipped from the corner of her eye and rolled down her cheek.
Blade caught it with his thumb and brought it to his lips. Sighing, he released her and stood. “They are coming.”
“You’re leaving.” Her voice was flat. Jac felt her emotions shutting down. She’d been through too much and this was the last straw.
“Yes.” He offered no other explanation, no word of hope. The finality of it almost shattered her.
She nodded, unable to speak. He looked as if he might say more, but she could hear car doors slamming and voices. The police had arrived.
As the door was pushed open, Blade backed up against the wall, into the shadows where the light didn’t reach. She blinked and he was gone, swallowed up by the darkness. The pain was overwhelming.
Jac didn’t hear her name being called at first. She blinked to find the room filled with men and women in uniform. Her sister was crouched next to her, touching her face. “Jac.”
Jac kept looking at the wall. Had she dreamed Blade? She turned her head slowly to watch as they began to take pictures of the dead bodies. No, it had been very real, but it was over now. Time to pull herself together so she could get through this and back to her normal life.
Normal. The word almost made her laugh. She’d never be normal again.


Chapter Nine
 
Jac sat on the back patio of the beach house, bundled up in a blanket, watching the waves crash onto the shore. It was early December and really too cold to be sitting outside, but she found it soothed her battered spirit, easing some of the loneliness that ate at her soul.
It had been a long month. Jac had stuck to the truth, for the most part. She didn’t give Blade’s name, but rather told the police that the mysterious man who’d protected her was an enemy of Dirk Becker’s. That, they could easily believe. A falling-out among criminals was much easier to write up than a tale about an immortal warrior would be. The evidence had been examined and several more men and women were picked up and charged with various crimes. Her former boss was among those now facing serious jail time.
She pulled the blanket closer around her ears and pulled her knees up to her chest to conserve warmth. Her cast was gone and physically she was fine. She was jobless, but she didn’t care. She had more than enough money to live on. Whenever she felt like working, she played the stock market. She might feel out of sorts, but her instincts were better than ever. She’d made a year’s salary in the past few weeks.
She’d put her condo in the city on the market and was expecting an offer any day. She’d also sold almost all of her furniture. None of it felt as if it belonged to her any longer. She’d packed her personal stuff and clothing and moved to the beach house, which had been cleaned, repaired and repainted. Jac didn’t sleep in the bedroom, but spent her nights curled up on the sofa that she’d shared with Blade.
Blade. She thought of him often. Wondering where he was and what he was doing. Was he back in the Shadow Realm or was he off saving some other woman in jeopardy? Her chest tightened, but she ignored the pain. It was such a regular part of her now. She was in danger of becoming like some Victorian heroine in a historical novel if she wasn’t careful—pining away for her lost love. And that simply wouldn’t do.
She forced herself to get up in the mornings, even when she didn’t feel like it. She cooked three meals a day, although she mostly picked at them. But it was the effort that counted. The therapist she’d seen had warned her that it would be like this for a while. Jac had lived through a traumatic experience, been betrayed by her boss and had seen several people killed in front of her. It would take her a while to get over it.
While she agreed with the therapist, she knew that was the easy part. Getting over Blade would take much longer, especially since only she, Jo and Gideon knew he existed. She liked Gideon and was happy for her sister, but she couldn’t bear to be around them for any length of time. Their happiness only made her more aware of her own sadness. She didn’t begrudge them their happiness, but it made her loneliness more pronounced.
Jo had wanted her to come live with her and Gideon for a while but she’d refused. She needed to be alone to deal with all her conflicting feelings, although she did talk to her sister every day and see her at least once a week, usually more.
As far as Jac was concerned, the one good thing to come out of this mess was that Jo was quitting the police force. She had four more weeks on the job and then she was finished. Jac felt somewhat better knowing that her sister was going to take some time and decide what it was she wanted to do next. Jo didn’t know it yet, but there was an account with half a million dollars in her name. Jac had already decided to give it to her now and not wait until it was up to a million. Sort of a belated wedding present to her and Gideon.
She closed her eyes and sighed. The days of planning for the two of them to retire and live side by side were gone. Jo had Gideon now and a baby on the way. Amazing how fast all their lives had changed.
Opening her eyes, she pushed away from the chair and strolled down to the beach, keeping the blanket wrapped around her shoulders. The wind whipped at her hair, tugging the long ends out to play. Her sneakers squished in the sand, the water swirling around them before retreating. She was the only soul brave enough to be out on the beach at the twilight hour. The sun, which had been shrouded in clouds all day, was finally sinking, making the water appear more black than blue.
Jac wandered aimlessly up the beach, stopping to stare out at the water until darkness claimed it. Turning, she headed back home. She shivered and picked up her pace, promising herself she’d heat a can of soup and maybe bake some canned biscuits for supper.
She was almost to the edge of her patio when she stopped. Someone was watching her. She could feel it. Easing back into the shadows, she watched and waited. The air seemed to crackle with power, the air around her thickening. She swallowed hard, not wanting to believe her senses. Still, she couldn’t stop herself from uttering his name. “Blade?”
The air around her seemed to still and all sound receded. A chill shot through her as she forced herself to take a step toward the patio, and then another. She scanned the area, searching for a dark shadow that didn’t belong. Nothing.
Sighing, she reached for the door, furious with herself for allowing her hopes to rise. Blade was gone and there was nothing she could do to change that.
“Jacqueline.”
Her name was a whisper on the breeze. She whirled around and he coalesced from the dark.
She blinked, not quite believing he was real. He was exactly as she remembered him—big and dark and powerful. He wore the same leather pants and coat and when he moved, she could see the knives strapped to his chest. She gazed up into his stern face. His lips were compressed into a thin line, his hair was tangled by the wind and his eyes were as black and unreadable as ever. He looked tired.
The closer he got the more real he appeared. She reached out her hand and almost as quickly withdrew it. She had no idea what he wanted. “Why are you here?”
He came to a sudden stop in front of her, his large body blocking the wind. “I had to see you.”
She clutched the blanket like a lifeline. Why now? Why not weeks ago? She was just starting to get over him and now she’d have to start all over again. “Why?” He inched closer and she could feel his heat enveloping her. She didn’t need that. She didn’t need to start depending on him again when he wasn’t going to stay.
“Because I’m selfish,” he began. “Because I need you more than I need food or water or air.” Leaning down, he nuzzled her hair, his lips grazing the curve of her ear. Jac shuddered as bolts of desire shot through her. “Because I want you to the point of madness.”
He pulled her into his embrace, his mouth devouring hers. All the loneliness and want of the past four weeks welled up inside her and she poured it into their kiss. It was bitter and sweet at the same time. Love found and lost. Tormenting her with maybes and might-have-beens.
He tasted hot and fiery and male. He tasted like Blade. No other man would do for her now. She knew that as surely as she knew her own name. He was the one man meant for her and she would never love another as she loved him.
Her hands crept up to his shoulders and he groaned, banding one arm around her back and dragging her closer. She could feel his arousal, hard against her pelvis and she arched into him, wanting to get closer.
This was crazy. This was madness. This was heaven.
Blade tore his mouth from hers and swore. “We need to talk.” He rested his forehead against hers, dragging in a deep breath.
Jac swayed and then locked her knees. “So talk.” She was proud of the fact that her voice sounded even.
“What if…” He broke off and stared out into the misty night sky. “What if there was a way for us to be together?”
Hope surged through her but she beat it back. She wasn’t about to get her hopes up until she had some facts. “What do you mean?”
[bookmark: stopped]Blade sighed. “Gideon and Jo found a way to be together. Maybe there is a way for us.” He walked to the edge of the patio, almost disappearing in the shadows that seemed to gravitate toward him.
Afraid that he might disappear totally, she edged closer. His face was haunted and almost gaunt in this light. Whatever had happened to him the past few weeks it hadn’t been any easier than it had been for her. “Are you healed?” She had no idea how long it had taken him to recover from those awful burns or even if he had.
“I heal quickly. One day back in the Shadow Realm and I was good to go again.”
“Oh.” There wasn’t much else to be said. He could have come back to her sooner if he’d wanted to.
“I tried to forget you. Tried to block you out of my mind.” His hands gripped the wooden railing, his knuckles white. “I was sent to protect you because you are important to the world. It is not my place to interfere with your fate.”
Her stomach sank. He’d wanted to forget her and everything they’d shared. She blinked back her tears. She would not cry. Not again. She started to speak but he was already talking again.
“I told myself you’d be better off without me, that you deserved a man who could give you a normal, happy life. What can I offer you? I’m a jaded, cynical warrior who’s buried his emotions for several thousand years. Not exactly a good bet.”
Jac could hear the yearning in his voice. He’d stayed away from her because he thought it was best for her. God save her from men who thought she couldn’t think for herself. “That wasn’t your decision to make. Not alone.”
He turned and leaned against the railing, crossing his arms across his chest. He looked very large and forbidding. Jac wasn’t the least bit intimidated. “I didn’t want to hurt you.”
“And you think that your leaving didn’t hurt?” She walked right up to him, stopping when her toes touched his. They were so close she could see his features despite the darkness. The light over the door was enough to illuminate the area around them.
Blade closed his eyes briefly before meeting her gaze. “I did what I thought was best.”
“Why change your mind now?”
“I can’t live without you.” He said it simply and without emotion. His stark declaration hit her like a sledgehammer. He meant it. Blade was not the sort of man to embellish or to spout fancy words. “I don’t want to live without you.”
Reaching out, she touched the side of his face. It was rough with stubble, prickly, much like the man himself. “What do we do?”
He turned his head and kissed her palm. “We go and see the Shadow Lord. We ask if there is some way for us to be together as Gideon and Jo are together.”
“How does that work?” She realized she’d been so caught up in the mess of her own life that she’d never asked Jo how Gideon could stay with her. She’d thought it was a choice that Blade had made, not that he might want to stay, but not be able.
“Only the three of them know for sure, but Gideon has changed since he’s been with Jo. The air around him is lighter, brighter. I’m not sure I can explain exactly what is different, only that he is.”
“So how do we see the Shadow Lord?” She couldn’t believe what she was saying. This was like something out of a fantasy novel. “And if he says we have to return a gold ring to some mountain, I’m out of there,” she teased trying to lighten the mood.
Blade frowned. “There is no ring.”
“Forget it.” She hurried on when he continued to frown. “Let’s do this.”
Blade pulled her into his arms, lifting her off her feet and cradling her against his chest. He stepped farther into the shadows, which seemed to rise around them, swallowing them whole. Jac panicked and cried out as the world around her receded. Bladed tightened his hold and kissed her forehead. “You are safe with me.”
Jac believed him, but she still didn’t like the darkness. It was as if it were alive and tugging at them. Well, she wasn’t about to let it have Blade, not anymore. As soon as she had that thought, the area around them seemed to lighten.
Blade lowered her feet until she felt the floor beneath them. She squinted to see through the gloom. “I wish I had a flashlight,” she muttered.
“It would not do any good,” a deep, male voice answered from the darkest part of the room.
She backed up until she was plastered against Blade’s chest. He crossed his arms in front of her, surrounding her with his body. This was so not good. Was she in hell? Was she about to meet the devil?
Again the voice answered. “I’m not the devil, although some might believe this place to be hell.” A candle flicked to life and Jac could make out a table. “I am the Shadow Lord.” He stepped into view and Jac swallowed hard. This man was huge. Power and darkness clung to him and although he just stood there watching her, she felt threatened. This man could kill her, kill both of them without even trying.
“My lord,” Blade acknowledged with a slight nod of his head. “I have come to ask for a boon for all my many years of service.”
“You want the woman.” It wasn’t a question. Jac believed that this man already knew everything they wanted and had already made his decision.
“Jacqueline Harris.” She stuck out her hand and waited. She’d dealt with difficult clients before. This was no different really. He took her hand in his and the entire thing seemed to disappear. Okay, so this was totally different. She practically jerked her hand back, afraid that it might actually be missing from the end of her arm. She breathed a sigh of relief when her hand reappeared unharmed.
“Do you love my warrior?” The Shadow Lord stood, feet apart, arms crossed over his massive chest.
“Yes.” That wasn’t in question. At least not by her.
“Would you die for him?”
Jac answered, “Yes,” as Blade shouted his denial. “Yes,” she reiterated. She didn’t even have to think about it.
The Shadow Lord studied her, his face stern and forbidding. “I believe you would.” He motioned to a chair that seemed to appear out of nowhere. “Sit. Please,” he added when she hesitated.
She sank down on the chair and Blade stationed himself behind her, his hands resting on her shoulders. “I will not have her harmed, my lord.” It was said politely enough, but Jac could hear the underlying threat in his words and so, too, could the Shadow Lord.
“It is not your choice, Blade.” He lowered himself into a gigantic chair and turned his attention to her. “There is a way for you and Blade to be together,” he paused. “Forever.”
“Forever,” she repeated. “As in forever, forever?”
She thought she saw the corner of his mouth turn upward, but she couldn’t be certain. He didn’t seem to be the kind of man who smiled. “Forever.”
“How?” She wanted to know how that could be possible.
“My Shadow Ryders are one with the dark, but you, my dear, are the light. There needs to be a balance, which has been missing here for all these years. That is why we are fading into oblivion.”
Okay, that made sense, in a weird way. Behind her, she felt Blade tensing even more.
“You can anchor Blade so that he may live in your world. He would still be a warrior and have to answer the call when needed. The world needs the Shadow Ryders now more than ever. That is your purpose, your fate if you choose to embrace it.” The Shadow Lord flicked his gaze toward Blade before bringing it back to her.
She wished the man would hurry up and get to the point. “How?” She was beginning to sound like a broken record.
“When you make love facing one another, place your hands on each other’s hearts and concentrate only on the love you both feel. There is no place for doubt or it will not work, it might even kill you. The energy is tremendous. You will feel the transfer of power, the melding of light and shadows. Or…” His dark eyes peered straight at her, seeming to penetrate her very soul. “You can choose to refuse and Blade will remain here and your memory of him will disappear.”
The thought of losing her memory of Blade frightened her more than the thought of dying. Reaching up, she grabbed his hand, gripping it tight. She heard him growl behind her and it reminded her of the panther.
The Shadow Lord continued, not the slightest bit perturbed by Blade’s threatening demeanor. “When Gideon and Jo did this, I believed that Jo would become immortal as well, but share Gideon’s limitations, that direct sunshine would kill her, along with beheading, of course.”
“Of course,” she muttered. She didn’t like the idea of giving up the sunshine, but it was worth it to be with Blade.
“But,” the Shadow Lord continued. “That is not quite how it worked.”
Blade’s fingers tightened around hers. “How did it work?” His voice was hard, his tone harsh.
“The light anchored Gideon to her world, so that he can remain there indefinitely, but he can still move easily within this realm as well. Jo is now immortal as I predicted, but she is still of the light.”
“She can still be out in full sunlight?” She could hear the awe in Blade’s voice.
“Yes. But the biggest change is in Gideon.” The Shadow Lord leaned forward. “The light will no longer kill Gideon. Yes, it will severely burn him when it is at its peak, but it will no longer kill him. It is still dangerous for him to be out in full sunlight, but he can now tolerate early morning and late afternoon sun.”
“Incredible,” Blade whispered. Jac could only imagine going all those years, thousands of them, without seeing the sunshine.
“It is.” The Shadow Lord inclined his head. “I have no idea if it will be the same with you or not. That is a chance you will have to take.” He captured her gaze once again. “Make your choice.”
Jac pushed away from the table and stood. The Shadow Lord came to his feet. Watching. Waiting. She had a feeling he already knew her decision. Blade’s arm curled around her shoulder, keeping her safe beneath the curve of his body. “My choice is Blade.”
The room began to fade as the shadows encroached, grasping at her limbs. She had one last glimpse of the Shadow Lord before he disappeared from sight. Jac shivered. That was one scary man, if indeed he was a man. Maybe he was some kind of god. She’d have to ask Blade.
This time she wasn’t afraid. Blade held her tight and she knew he was completely at home in the shadows. She waited, counting silently in her head. When she reached thirty, the air started to clear and she breathed a sigh of relief. She might not be as afraid as she’d been, but that didn’t mean she liked being shrouded in impenetrable darkness.
They were back where they’d started, standing on the patio of the beach house. The wind blew, the waves crashed, but once again, she felt changed in some way. She had knowledge that most people could never dream of. It was much darker now. Jac had no idea how much time had passed.
Blade kissed her forehead and she stared up at him. This quiet, solitary man was her love. He’d killed for her and been willing to die for her. She felt the depth of the emotions churning inside him. She’d had enough love to last them both for eternity.
“Are you sure?”
She nodded and took his hand, leading him toward the house.


Chapter Ten
 
Blade followed Jac as she led him into the house and down the hall to her bedroom. It had been four long weeks since he’d had her. These few weeks had been harder than the past three thousand years combined. He’d felt as if a part of him had been missing. Not even his beloved knife collection could console him. That was when he’d begun to worry for his sanity. Every thought, every moment, was consumed with Jac.
Her generosity overwhelmed him. He’d left her with barely a goodbye, thinking it was best for her. Then, he shows up in her life weeks later and she offers him hope and salvation without thought to the price she might pay.
His chest ached with suppressed emotion. He’d never even told her how much he loved her. “Jac.” He stopped her, barely inside the door of the bedroom. They didn’t turn on the light switch, not that he needed it, but there was enough light from the hallway to allow her to see him.
She stared up at him with her misty gray eyes, so beautiful, so mysterious. “I have no idea what will happen, but there is a chance you might die. The darkness might overwhelm you and claim you.” The thought of anything happening to her was unbearable.
“You’re worth the risk.” Placing her hands on his chest, she watched him. “We’re worth it.”
He closed his eyes for a moment and swallowed hard. No other person had ever valued him so highly as this beautiful woman in front of him. Clasping one of her hands in his, he brought it to his lips. “If the darkness takes you, I will follow. I will not leave you alone.”
Her eyes darkened and her fingers tightened around his, but she said nothing. Slipping away from his grasp, she began to unbutton her blouse. As each button was released a thin strip of her soft skin was revealed. Blade couldn’t take his eyes away from her as she shrugged the garment off and let it fall to the floor.
She toed off her sneakers and yanked off her socks before reaching for the fastening of her jeans. “You need to get naked too.”
He jolted and then smiled. He could almost feel Jac naked and spread beneath him. Pulling off his coat, he tossed it over the chair in the corner of her room. His boots followed. He paused with his fingers poised over his knife sheath as Jac removed her jeans with a slight shimmy of her hips. She looked at him and smiled.
Urgency filled him as he practically ripped his weapons from his body, placing them on the bedside table. The immediate threat might be over, but he would always protect Jac. Always.
Her hands were busy with her bra clasp now and with a quick flick of her wrist it opened. The lacy fabric slid away from her breasts and hit the floor.
“The panties.” His voice was hoarse with need and he licked his lips as she tucked her hands inside the waistband and pushed. Blade groaned as her hipbones and then her soft downy hair was revealed. She shoved the cloth down her legs and stepped out of it, totally naked now.
“Take down your hair,” he whispered. He’d longed to see her with her hair flowing free, to feel it brushing his body as they made love.
Smiling, she pulled her braid around to the front and quickly unwound it. Raking her fingers through it, she freed the mass, letting it fall like a cape around her shoulders.
“You are so beautiful.” He went to her then, unable to stay apart from her any longer.
“So are you.” She touched him then, tracing the thick muscles of his chest and abdomen.
Blade chuckled. “No one has ever called me beautiful before. It is a word for women.”
She smiled and shook her head. “You are the epitome of masculine beauty. At least to me.”
“I’m glad,” he managed to choke out as her clever fingers brushed the erection pressing against the front of his leather pants.
“Hmmm,” she purred as she continued to trace the outline of his cock.
Blade jerked his hips back, picked her up in his arms and tossed her lightly onto the bed. She squealed and then laughed as she bounced on the mattress. He practically ripped open his pants, breathing a sigh of relief when his heavy shaft was freed. Stepping out of the last of his clothing, he sprawled on the bed beside Jac, pulling her into his arms.
For a moment, he was content to hold her, skin to skin, chest to chest, and pelvis to pelvis. She completed him in ways he could not put into words. All he knew was that when he was with her he felt calm and content in a way he’d never been before. She was a gift, a precious treasure, and after so many years alone, he would never take her for granted.
He needed her to know that.
His hands were rough from long, bleak years of training and killing. Too hard to touch her soft skin. Yet she didn’t seem to mind at all, and in fact, welcomed him. He cupped her face in his palms and soaked in her beauty. She watched him, and he could see the question in her eyes, but she said nothing, allowing him to do as he would.
“I love you.” He blurted out the words, unable to hold them back any longer. “I’m a rough, war-hardened soldier with the blood of ages on his hands. I have always served the side of justice and right, but that does not change who and what I am or the deeds I have committed.”
Her eyes softened and she started to speak but he stopped her by placing a finger over her lips.
“You are too good for me but you have given yourself into my keeping. I will protect you always.” His body hardened until every muscle was tense. “And I will kill anyone who tries to take you from me.”
Jac fought back tears. It wasn’t easy. Blade might be a hardened warrior but he had the soul of a poet. Never had she imagined such a poignant declaration of love. In her heart, she’d known he cared, known he must love her, but she’d never expected him to admit it with such eloquence.
Her warrior. She kissed his finger where it covered her lips. “I love you too,” she whispered back, shifting until their lips met. The time for talking was over. There would be time for conversation if they both survived the coming transfer of power.
Blade held her so close that she could barely breathe. She sensed his growing anxiety. Putting this off wasn’t helping either of them. Jac wiggled out of his embrace and scooted up on her knees. “Sit up. We have to do this facing one another.”
He sat up slowly and leaned against the headboard as he reached for her. “You’re not ready yet.”
She laughed. Her breasts were heavy, their nipples tight buds. And her pussy was wet and aching. All Blade had to do was be in the same room with her and she wanted him. “I’m always ready for you.”
A smile of pure masculine satisfaction spread across his face as he reached between her thighs to test her words. He let out a rumble of approval as he pulled his damp fingers back and brought them to his lips, licking them. “So you are.”
Jac straddled his lap, bracing her hands on his shoulders. “No matter what happens, I love you.” She needed him to understand that this was her choice. She didn’t want him to take any responsibility for what was about to occur.
“No matter what happens, I will be with you,” he countered. She could see the truth in his eyes and it gave her strength. He would never leave her to fight the darkness alone.
He kissed her then, hard and desperate. Their teeth clinked together and then he was driving his tongue into her mouth, taking and giving at the same time. His hands molded her breasts, shaping them, caressing them. Jac tunneled her fingers through his hair, loving the silky feel of it against her skin.
Blade’s lips left hers but he didn’t stop kissing her. He covered her face with kisses and trailed his hot mouth over her throat, tasting her, pleasuring her.
She couldn’t get enough of him. His muscles rippled beneath her touch as she worked her way down his chest. This time when she felt the brush of soft fur, she knew it was real. The panther tattoo was a part of Blade, the magnificent animal gifting him with increased strength, agility and cunning.
He gave a groan and grabbed her fingers. “Enough. This will be over before it begins if you touch me any further.”
Enough? She’d never get enough of him. Jac felt alive, every cell of her body brimming with energy. She felt sensual and powerful at the same time. Blade brought out parts of herself that she’d never known existed.
She tried to tug her hands away but he tightened his grip. “Be sure, Jac.”
He was giving her one final chance to walk away. She didn’t know whether to be honored or annoyed. She gave another tug and he let her hands go. His dark eyes never left her face as she placed her hand over his heart. It beat hard and steady against her palm. “I choose you. I choose us.”
Blade’s eyes seemed to glow as he placed his hand over her heart, which fluttered wildly. “You must take me inside you. It must be your choice.”
Keeping one hand on his heart, she wrapped the other one around his cock, holding him steady as she levered herself over him. Slowly, she lowered herself until the head was inside her opening. Her chest rose and fell as she gasped. Just having that part of him inside her made her entire body pulse with growing need.
She gave his shaft a final squeeze before releasing him. With one hand on his heart and the other cupping his face, she eased down his hard length. Blade’s jaw clenched and sweat beaded on his forehead. His hand never wavered from its position over her heart. He brought his free hand up to caress her face. His eyes darkened and seemed to draw her forward as she sank deeper.
His cock forged a path into her body. Her inner muscles contracted and relaxed, accepting him. She could feel the pulse of his erection, so alive within her. Cream slipped from her body as it pulsed in a primal rhythm, matching its beat to his.
His hips arched upward, practically lifting her from the mattress. She sank the final inch, taking all of him. His chest heaved and he swore under his breath. Jac could do nothing but absorb the sensations beating at her. Blade let his hips fall back to the bed before pumping them upward. “Move.”
Yes, that’s what she needed to do. It took effort, but she made herself rise up on her knees, until only half his shaft was still nestled within, then she dropped back down on him. They both moaned.
Jac licked her lips. Her head fell back, her neck unable to support it any longer. The sensation was so wonderful, she did it again, raising and lowering herself on his thick, hard cock. She went faster and faster as fire ripped through her veins. Energy built between them, centered between her legs, deep in her core.
“Harder,” Blade gasped. Keeping one hand on her heart, he gripped her waist with the other, helping her move. His hips rocked against hers, thrusting up to meet her downward stroke. Nothing else mattered except finding release.
She could feel him expanding, getting larger and harder. Greedy, she wanted it all, as much as he could give her. “Yes,” she moaned as their bodies came together. The air around them was thick with need and the spicy scent of sex. The headboard rattled, hitting the wall as she moved over him. The bedsprings squeaked in protest. The slap of their skin and the wet slurping sound of their bodies as his cock moved in and out of her pussy was an aphrodisiac.
Her muscles tensed and she could feel the familiar fluttering of her inner muscles. “Now,” she cried, coming down hard.
Blade arched his hips, pumping forcefully. The cords of his throat tightened as he tipped his head back and yelled her name. Jac thought she screamed, but she wasn’t sure. She could feel Blade emptying himself, his cum surging into her, hot and thick. There was nothing to separate them this time, nothing between them, no secrets, no lies.
Her orgasm ripped through her like a tidal wave, sweeping away all else in its path. Clinging to Blade, she rode out the storm. Through it all, her hand had never left his heart. As her orgasm eased, she could feel another surge of power rocketing through her.
“Blade?” She wasn’t sure what was happening, but the intensity of it scared her.
He panted heavily, his hand hot against her skin. “Hang on and don’t let go.”
The light around them faded and darkness surrounded them. Like a hungry beast the shadows snapped at her, trying to pull her away from the light. Her heart raced and sweat covered her skin. Her lungs worked to pull air into her body. She could taste fear. She could no longer see Blade, but she could feel him—his hand against her heart and his semi-erect cock still pulsing in her core.
Blade. She focused on him, on their love. And she did love him. If the darkness took her then he would be alone or he would follow her. He’d lived in the shadows too long. He deserved to be loved. He deserved to walk in the light.
Determination filled her. “No!” she cried. “You can’t have him!” She concentrated on the love and the light, letting both pour through her and over her. The light became a living entity, like a rainbow of color shooting from her hand into his heart.
Blade yelled but she didn’t let go, didn’t stop. He needed the light to balance the darkness. She understood that now. It wasn’t a matter of one or the other, but a mixture of both. That would allow him to be a Shadow Ryder, but give him the gift of the light as well. He would walk in the light again, she vowed, as she poured everything she was into him. In response, the darkness flowed into her as well. This time, instead of fighting it, she accepted it, knowing it was a part of her now as it was of Blade.
Time had no meaning as they sat there on the bed, intimately joined, surrounded by shadows and light. The energy seemed to snap and sizzle. The light burst into a rainbow of color before showering over them. The shadows receded but did not totally disappear. The world returned to normal.
Jac slumped forward, barely able to catch her breath. Blade caught her, wrapping his arms around her, kissing the top of her head. He murmured words of comfort and love as he held her, and she sighed. No matter what the future held, all was right in her world. She and Blade were together now and that was all that mattered.
They both slept briefly, exhausted from their ordeal. She awoke to the feel of Blade playing with her hair. She smiled and snuggled closer.
“I know you’re awake.” He tugged lightly on her hair.
“No, I’m not.” He laughed and the sound was beautiful to her ears. She raised her head and smiled at him.
“It’s almost dawn.” At first she didn’t understand the significance and then she stilled. He wanted to see if he could stand in the light.
“So it is.” She pushed herself up and scrambled off the bed, tugging the sheet with her and wrapping it around her. “Shall we greet it?”
Blade rolled off the bed, totally unconcerned by his state of undress. Jac admired his sleek, muscular build, as well as his impressive erection. “After,” he told her as he swept her off her feet and into his arms, leaving her no doubt they’d be making love again very soon. Her sheath pulsed in anticipation.
She was a tall woman but Blade held her as if she weighed nothing. It might not be proper thinking for a modern woman, but she freely admitted that she enjoyed feeling small and feminine in his arms.
He carried her out into the kitchen, standing by the patio door. Jac reached out and pulled the door open and Blade stepped outside. The sun was barely rising over the horizon, a pale yellow glow, pushing back the shadows of the night. But the shadows took refuge underneath porches and in any dark spot they could find, waiting for their time to return.
Jac tensed, ready to jump from Blade’s arms and drag him back inside if necessary. She’d seen what the sunlight had done to him in the motel room and she didn’t want a repeat of that. She hadn’t gone through what she had only to lose him now. If they couldn’t handle the sun, then she could live with that. Funny how she only considered if Blade could be in the sun, not if she could no longer enjoy it.
It was done now and no going back, not that she wanted to. No matter what the future held, she was with the man she loved. They’d work everything else out in time. Her fingers gripped the edge of the sheet as she waited.
The first rays crept over the edge of the patio, edging toward them. Jac held her breath as it hit Blade’s foot and moved up his body, engulfing her in the early morning glow.
Blade didn’t flinch, didn’t move.
Slowly, the corner of his mouth turned up and he closed his eyes and tipped his head back. The light was dim, but it embraced them both.
Tears slipped from the corners of her eyes, even though she tried to blink them back. The contentment and happiness on Blade’s face was beautiful to witness. It was a miracle.
Opening his eyes, he stared down at her, his arms tightening around her. “Thank you, Jacqueline. Thank you for your precious gift of love and light.”
She smiled even as the tears flowed. “I love you too.”
He lowered his head and kissed each tear away, content to stand on the patio and bask in the dim glow of the sun until she’d spent all her tears.
“I’m really immortal?” That was a hard concept to wrap her head around.
“You are.” She noticed he wasn’t looking at her face, but lower. She glanced down and noticed that the sheet had slipped, exposing one of her breasts.
She laughed, feeling light and happy. “Whatever shall we do with all that time?” she asked coyly.
Blade smiled as he carried her back into the house toward the bedroom. “I’m sure we’ll think of something.”
Jac laughed as Blade took them both to the bed. Their lips met, moving them beyond shadows and light, until it was only the two of them surrounded by love.


Epilogue
 
The Shadow Lord felt a shift in the air and grunted with satisfaction.
Another candle lit in the hall, lending its flickering light to push back the shadows. A human would not even notice the difference, but the inhabitants of the Shadow Realm did. He sensed his Shadow Ryders stirring in the gloom. He took their restlessness as a good sign. That meant the apathy that had gripped them for hundreds of years was lessening.
Relief filled him and with it came hope. He hadn’t failed his men totally. There was still time to save them, or at least most of them. He feared some of them were lost forever.
He leaned back in his massive chair at the head of the table and waited. He sensed Hadeon before he saw him, his shoulder-length blond hair gleaming in the dim light. His name meant destroyer, and in another time he’d been a warrior of great renown, feared by all.
He crooked his finger at his loyal Shadow Ryder.
Hadeon paused for the briefest of seconds before striding forward.
The Shadow Lord smiled inwardly at his warrior’s slight rebellion. He was the perfect man for the job ahead.
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