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Glossary
 

Alexi: An army of soldiers bred to slay lycans

Beserker: Violent genetic mutations as a result of failed human Lywa trials

Brozszius: A demon advocate for prisoners of Obsidius, willing to endure half the punishment.

Catatones: Ghouls that inhabit the catacombs of the Wrath Demon manor; guards

Demortis: The metal of the gods; the only known element that can kill a demon; not commonly found in the human realm
Divine Matrons: Governesses to children born of demon princes

Enforcers: Bounty hunters of the Underworld
Gambis Demons: Demons whose most notable talents are thieving and gossip
Gaszla: Black arts witch

Halfling: A recently bitten human awaiting the full change to lycan
House of Bereavement: A tomb for the grieving; found in the Underworld; demons call it Mortuadium.

Imprinting: The transfer of a victim’s memory to another following a lycan bite.
Incubi: Breed of male demon that feeds off sexual energy; they have the power to erase short-term memory
Lamb: The derogatory Alexi term for weak human beings (those who do not carry the antibody to lycan venom)
Lycan: A supernatural species that can take the form of any animal; most common form: wolves
Lywa Antibody: A powerful concoction designed by biochemist, General Jackson Wade that confers resistance to lycan venom after a bite

Mortuadium: House of Bereavement

Obsidius: Underworld prison for the damned
Orcosia: The Underworld realm, otherwise known to humans as hell
Orcosii: Council of Elders in Orcosia

Renoshza: Sexual maturity of a succubus after her first orgasm with a victim.

Sanctuary: A bar and casino in downtown Detroit owned by the Wrath Brothers
Saevious Demons: Violent sexual predator demons
Savidon: A demon male’s sexual prime wherein he’s forced to choose a mate for life
Servosx: Male demon mate
Shine: A hallucinogenic drug popular in the Underground scene
Succubi: Breed of female demon that feeds off sexual energy and, at one time, were bred as sex slaves to demon lords; often prostitutes; typically mother many children from different fathers; avoided by most male demons
Sudesz: Suicide, a punishable crime of the Underworld
Szexus organ: An organ in mature male demons responsible for bonded sex

Tazschla: Female mate
Trolls: Employed by demons as security guards

Underground: Parties held in the basements of abandoned buildings in Detroit
Wrath Demons: Warriors of vengeance; sons of the demon prince, Wrath; punishers to those who’ve wronged; each specializes in a form of mental or physical pain
Zshula: Midwife for lost souls; she brings them back from the otherworld
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CHAPTER ONE
 

Ice water.
The frigid sensation sliced through Ayden’s veins, leaving a numb trail in its wake as she stepped through the remains of the abandoned factory—one of many havens for the crack addicts and prostitutes. The old Packard Plant had become no more than a ghostly haunt for tormented souls.
Shitholes were cropping up everywhere, much more rapidly than ever before. Detroit, once a thriving city, brought to ruins. Gray and lifeless like the suffocating overcast that loomed during daylight.
A vile stench assaulted her nose, a potent blend of piss, sex and rotted meat, as garbage crunched beneath her boots. Foundation had collapsed all around where she stood, crumbled as if the building would fold into the depths of hell.
The graffiti spattering the walls gave the impression that gangs were the real threat—’We don’t die, we multiply.’
Right. Like gangs own any part of this city, anymore.
A Beretta, loaded with silver bullets and a silver parrying dagger rested at one of Ayden’s hips, a silver bullwhip at another, as she moved past comatose bodies and decaying corpses.
Feeding grounds, like a bait pile.
Deadened eyes slowly tracked her movement in the darkness, squinting, as though craving the light that hers didn’t need to see. Humans so strung out on drugs, they failed to recognize the half-eaten carrion were once their own kind.
Not that knowing would stop them. They’d apparently chosen to face danger rather than kick their addiction, roaming the streets every night in search of their next high.
Lambs.
They were already dead. Death just hadn’t come to collect yet.
The blissful sigh of a hopped-up junkie reached her ears. She snarled her lip. “Enjoy it while it lasts, asshole.”
It’d be one thing if they were homeless. Hell, she might’ve fired a warning shot to evacuate.
The homeless didn’t come here, though.
Neither did the police—making it the perfect spot to get wasted and hustle some money.
Shots fired would’ve been nothing more than a momentary distraction before their minds slipped back into their ignorant state of euphoria.
Screw ‘em.
For any other girl, the place promised very bad things—an opportunity for a sadist to live out wild fantasies without ever getting caught.
For Ayden? Humans posed no threat. Their fragile bodies would shred like paper dolls against the work of her hands. Luckily for them, she sought something else to sate her thirst for bloodshed, something far more threatening than their most psychopathic criminal—and she’d tracked it right to the surrounding cornucopia of human flesh.
A thin, black mesh hoodie beneath her jacket concealed her face while the shiny black leather covering her body acted as a beacon in the moon’s light.
Full moon.
It didn’t matter.
Contrary to the fairytales and movies, they didn’t need a full moon to change.

Werewolves, some called them—like a supernatural Bigfoot on the loose. Nothing more than fodder for the tabloids, not to be taken seriously.
Lycans is how those ‘in the know’ referred to them.
The bastards could transform at will. In the middle of the day, if they wanted. Though, like a true predator, they’d evolved throughout the centuries, eluding humans by hunting them at night, catching their prey in their most vulnerable state.
Ayden reached a door in a darkened corner. The stubborn panel held stiff against the push of her palm, giving way only beneath one heave backed by exceptional strength. Beyond, a spiral of stairs wound above and below. Visuals flashed through her mind as she imagined the stairwell bustling with men in suits who passed each other with carefree visages—every one of them ghosts that roamed the destruction.
A quick scan showed no movement.
She tipped her head back and inhaled the repugnant scent the beasts had left behind.
They’re close.
Her feet took light steps, hardly making a sound against the concrete as she descended further into the pit of hell otherwise known as the lycan’s lair.
With each step, she wished her heart would pound wildly in her chest, or that her pulse rate would surge—both human reactions to fear. Neither of them did.
What fragments of her human soul remained had been stripped bare the night the Alexi made her one of their own. Even that, as tortuous as the unrelenting pain that seared through her body while it underwent its transformation, was a memory she could hardly summon anymore. Only a silent blackness dwelled in the place where snapshots of her life would have roamed free, a void that she couldn’t see beyond, separating her present from past.
She’d become one of them: an Alexi soldier. A cold and remorseless killer designed to eradicate in one sweep.
A noise piqued her sensitive ears.
Two flights below.
It could’ve been the skittering feet of a mouse beating against her skull like a base drum.
The thirst for blood moved like a dark storm cloud through her veins, a mix of raw adrenaline and something else—the something that came with her transformation.
Destroy.
Her feet moved on impulse, carrying her closer to whatever it was, rendering it nothing more than a thread-width away from its death.
In the corner of a landing, he sat hunched over on himself, body convulsing.
A grin skated across her face as she approached her first kill of the night.
His half-naked torso gleamed with sweat and blood. The moon through the window, a source of energy like an iron fist, pounded its power into the vulnerable body slumped against the wall.
A halfling, awaiting his change. Half human, half lycan. No doubt, bitten recently and lost to fever and whatever else had him in its grips.
His body didn’t require the moon, but synced with it, leaving him defenseless against a nocturnal craving to hunt.
Unfortunately for him, he’d be dead before his first opportunity.
Ayden pulled back the hoodie and tipped her head, watching his sufferance with amused curiosity, the itching desire to rip his throat out temporarily subdued by her own wonderment.
Witnessing a change was rare. Halflings typically came in two flavors: dead and ravaged or never found at all—always a grisly case for the poor bastard assigned to investigate. A single bite would turn a human, but the hunger to consume determined their fate. Human flesh, a delicacy the wolves couldn’t seem to resist.
The male’s body writhed, curling in on itself, muscles growing more defined with each passing second.
Ayden moved closer and crouched beside him—a dangerous position for any other species. “The wolves wait for you, little lamb,” she whispered.
His eyes opened only for a moment then rolled back into his head.
Conscious.
Her hands trembled, anxious to take life.
Tamp it down.
Fury and violence tangoed inside her gut, desperate to explode into a torrent of destruction. She swallowed that burning sensation in her throat. After all, she’d never encountered a halfling before. It’d be a shame to kill him without observing first.
What happens to the lamb?
Something about this creature was … intriguing. His face, the perfect combination of flawlessness and bronze. His body, chiseled and proportionate, and becoming stronger as fibers of muscle pushed to just below his skin and spread.
A tattoo adorned his left pectoral, a tiger in black tribal ink with yellow eyes that stared back at her with menace.
Her fingertips grazed the dagger at her side. A comfort.
For years, humans had been told silver would kill the beast. All bullshit stories rooted in mythological fairytales. Silver stunned them, but never killed them. It might buy a few seconds in a fight, though. The kill shot was the spine. Sever the head from the body. A close-range bullet to the brain would work just fine, too.
Black hair, drenched in sweat, hung low over his brow and covered his eyes.
Ayden reached to swipe the fallen strands away but hesitated before contact..
Never look into their eyes—a golden rule of the Alexi warriors. The eyes emit the soul and the soul must be destroyed.
The halfling’s hand shot out and captured her wrist, his transitional strength bearing down on her muscles.
Ayden could have snapped his arm from his shoulder in one move— yet she didn’t. Instead, she froze, mouth hung wide, her body taut as if an electric current ran through her while image after image flooded her mind.
Visions.
So vivid and clear.
Every one of them human experiences.
Like a dream or a home movie playing inside of her head, though nothing she recognized from her own short span of memories since her change.
Do they belong to the halfling?
In the dream, she held the hand of an older man with gray hair. His beaming smile and warm, deep-set blue eyes stared back at her. Her attention diverted down to a long white gown passing over a red carpet beneath it. Nausea gurgled in Ayden’s stomach.
Nervous?
She lifted her head to find a handsome stranger waiting for her beneath a beautiful altar decorated in blue and white flowers that had been wound in sheer white fabric and spilled over in celebration.
Ayden stood paralyzed in the grip of the halfling, as if her body wouldn’t move at her will—until, in the next breath, her mind snapped free of the dream.
Tentacles of fear climbed her spine, raising hairs on her neck. She blew out a forced breath. “What the hell just happened?” she whispered to herself.
Green eyes stared back at her, pained and pleading. “Help me,” he rasped. “Please.”
Ire stirred in her blood, boiling and swirling, until it finally erupted into tendrils of rage that snaked through her skin. She ripped her hand free from his grasp and fell back, away from him, as foreign memories spun like a tornado in a black vacuum. Each inhaled breath she managed to suck in begged more air.
Kill.
The instinct taunted and beseeched every muscle in her body. Her lip curled back, revealing gleaming fangs that could tear through his flesh like razor blades. Yet, her limbs wouldn’t respond to the demands warring inside her.
What’s happening to me?
The world went mute aside from the steady percussion of her heart throbbing in her ears.
Who are you?
A shake of her head quickly dismissed the thought.
It doesn’t matter, Ayden, they’re not your visions.
She wiped a trembling hand across her brow and focused her attention back on him.
His eyes were fixated, concentrated, as though studying her face.
Forget the memories. Kill him now.
Trying to block her thoughts only roused more questions, though. So many beasts she’d slaughtered. Why hadn’t this happened before?
Because he’s a halfling?
This creature, her enemy, had awakened something inside her. As she squeezed her eyes shut, a yellow halo of light glowed against her lids, indicating her usual gray irises had turned to gold.
Destroy him.
Her lids flew open again.
The halfling fell limp, still convulsing. His green eyes rolled back in his head.
Ayden reached for her dagger. Now. Claws against concrete traveled to her ear, tingling up her spine as they scratched and skittered in her direction.
Other lycans. Approaching. Fast.
“I’ll return for you, lamb,” she whispered through gritted teeth.
Ayden bolted upright and unsheathed her dagger in time to sink the blade into the chest of the charging beast.
Its howl, an absolute delight, echoed through her ear like the first hit of a drug.
A yank of the dagger left it yelping. Meat hung from the gut-hook at the end of her blade. A swift kick to the lycan’s torso sent it hurling against the concrete wall.
An enormous monstrosity, the creature sat unmoving as if stupefied. Silver took up most of its eyeballs, their rims pulled back, and its ears flattened against its head, giving the beast a rabid look.
Her senses told her three more were at its heels, rounding the staircase with their angry grunts.
As the one before her scrambled back to its haunches, she jumped, grabbing hold of the underside of the stairs above and swinging over stories below her.
She dodged a swiping claw aimed for her torso and wrapped her legs around the beast’s neck.
Lips peeled back, as if something had torn them away, it revealed rows of sharp teeth, and an incisor grazed her knee, drawing blood.
“Son of a—” With a single jerk of her thighs she snapped its neck.
Still hanging over levels of blackness by one hand, she sliced her dagger through the wolf’s furry flesh. As its lower body dropped like dead weight, Ayden tossed the head and watched it bounce down the stairs onto the lower landing at the foot of an approaching lycan.
Behind it, a second rose from the darkness below.
She kicked her body to swing, let go of the bar she clung to, and landed in a crouch on the top stair above them. Adrenaline surged through her veins as she straightened to a stand, exhilarating her body, and her mouth curved into a crooked grin.
The lycans stood side by side, nearly eight feet in height. One, covered in black fur, glanced down toward his hind claw where the head of his pack brother lay oozing tarry blood. As its gaze swung back to Ayden, its lip curled back into a snarl.
Both lycans lunged at the same time.
The one on the right made it no more than a foot before releasing a yelp. Its body jerked backward as Zeke gripped the wolf’s nape and slammed the creature against the concrete.
Towering over his prey, the demon’s eyes glowed red.
Saliva dangled from the opened maw of the conscious lycan, which continued to creep up the stairs toward Ayden. Not even the yelps of its pack mate, as Zeke removed its limbs in fun, seemed to deter the beast.
Wrath Demons. Never take shit seriously.
Ayden grinned wider and flicked her wrist, beckoning it. “Come on. Come get me.”
The halfling moaned from the corner.
The beast’s attention suddenly diverted and sniffed the air, its silver eyes trailing toward the halfling that still writhed in pain. “Fresh human meat,” the lycan growled out.
“No. The halfling is mine. You want him? You’ll have to fight me for him.” Ayden locked into her offensive stance.
“He’s ours. A fresh bite.” A long pink tongue swept over the lycan’s teeth, lapping up the stringing saliva.
“My kill. And you can have him over my dead body.”
The beast lunged and Ayden skirted to the side, knocking it in the ribs with a roundhouse kick. It gasped and landed against the railing of the ascending stairs.
She jumped on its back, wrestling with the wolf as it nipped and clawed at her. Her heels dug into its sides as her arms slid around its throat. She steadied her hand against its gullet, lodging her nails into the base of its neck, and a jerk of her hand tore its spinal cord free from its body.
The lycan flopped to the ground.
“Damn, baby. I love watching you kick some ass.”
Ayden turned to Zeke grabbing himself through his jeans. “So glad you could make it.” She released the bony spine onto the remains of the wolf.
“Blame Calix. Couldn’t decide what to wear again.”
“Speaking of Calix. There were three.”
“Fucker got blood all over my new jeans,” Calix grumbled, climbing the stairs with the third wolf’s head in his grip. His eyes had already turned from demon red to their usual cerulean. Sweat trickled between the ridges of his divested chest.
“What the hell happened to your shirt, bro?” Zeke asked.
“I took it off. This shit’s ruining my wardrobe.” Calix leaned against the stair railing, hung his arm over, and released the head he’d carried into the shadowed depths below. “Sound the alarms. It’s about to get crazy.”
“We’ll have to finish the job later.” Ayden wiped the blood from her dagger on the body of the wolf she’d just killed. “Something came up.”
“Uh … what the fuck?” Zeke asked, throwing his arms out to the side.
Ayden sighed. “Don’t give me a hard time, Zeke. Let’s just go.” She straightened, eyes focused on the corner of the landing. “I’m gonna … need you to grab that for me.” She pointed to the halfling.
Zeke shook his head. “No, no. I’m a Wrath Demon. Not a bitch.”
Howls echoed like a foghorn up through the staircase. No doubt the wolves’ dropped pack brother had suddenly altered their mood.
Ayden clenched her jaw and shoved her dagger into its sheath. “Pretty please.”
A grin spread wide across Zeke’s face. “That’s more like it.”
Calix shrugged back into his black button-down shirt, peering into the depths of the stairwell with a tilt of his head. “Fight or flight.”
The beasts’ hind claws scrabbled against the concrete below, signaling the coming onslaught.
Zeke, an impressive six-seven with the body of a god, scooped up the halfling into his arms. With his blond hair hanging as low as his ears, he was almost as gorgeous as his brother, Calix, whose short spikes of black hair and that shimmering off-shade of blue in his eyes came on like a massive dose of sex pheromones. “This a late night snack, Ayden?”
She ignored Zeke’s question. “Can I stay at your place tonight?”
Grunts rose from a few flights below them as the wolves rounded the staircase.
“Yeah. Fucking contracts,” he said, referring to the vengeance contract issued between Ayden and the demons that forbade sex with clients. “That’d be peachy. I’ll just flog my dick in the shower while you’re sleeping in the next room over.”
Ayden chuckled. “Promises. I’ll come watch if you like.”
“You’d like that, wouldn’t you, princess?”
Ayden placed her hands on her hips and shook her head. “How do you manage to sucker women into going home with you, Zeke?”
Scattered scrapes against the concrete echoed as the beasts advanced closer.
“I’ll show you how. Just as soon as you break that contract.” The wink he flashed her could’ve halted a stampede of females. “What do you want this for, anyway?” Zeke looked down at the passed-out halfling, so small and frail next to him, even though the halfling’s muscle mass had already doubled.
Ayden rolled her shoulders back and pushed through the door out of the staircase. “None of your business. I just have to see something.”
“You’re not going to fuck him, are you?”
Ayden’s fist connected with Zeke’s jaw in a crushing blow—crushing to her knuckles. Killing lycans was one thing. Demons were three times as strong. “Dammit!” she said, shaking off the sting zipping up into her wrist.
Zeke smiled. “Your right hook’s getting better.”
“Piss off.” Ayden stalked through the building, cradling her fist. Something squished beneath her heel, and she looked down to find her black boot caught inside a half-caved ribcage. “How the hell do they stand sleeping here?” As she lifted her boot from the bone, a thread of mucus strung from her heel—a recent kill. “Damn.” Glancing around at the humans sprawled out in a drug-induced stupor, she continued on. “You’d think they’d stay away from this place. Forensics could throw a slumber party here and find a whole slew of shit to get them off.”
“You think anyone’s looking for leftover ribs here?” Zeke asked. “Bet the guy didn’t even make the news.”
Calix sniffed the air. “They’ll be here any second. If we’re not going to kick some ass, I suggest we haul it.”
Ayden drew her Beretta and shot three times in the air. Ringing lingered then died away.
No one moved. Distant laughter reverberated off the walls before all fell silent again.
“I tried. To hell with all of you.” She slipped the gun back into its holster.
Grunts and heavy breathing rose above the thud of their boots as they moved on. Two humans, one of them undoubtedly a prostitute, screwed against the back wall in plain sight.
Ayden scowled. Lambs.
“Lucky bastard.” Zeke chuckled. “Well, not for long, anyway. Let’s go.”
He hoisted the halfling over his shoulder, and the three of them jogged through the building until they burst outside into the winter air.
The wind brushed against Ayden’s cheeks, temperate to the blood that ran through her veins, nothing more than a ghostly sensation drifting across her skin— cold and heat had long been indistinguishable perceptions to her.
A chasing echo of screams alerted them that the wolves had emerged from the staircase.
“Looks like the junkies are awake,” Ayden said.
As the three of them trudged through the snow to the side of the building, Calix pulled a black key remote from his pocket and unlocked the sleek black Bentley that awaited them.
Zeke opened the passenger door, as the other two climbed in front, and tossed the halfling in the backseat. The halfling’s body folded over on itself as Zeke carelessly shoved him toward the other side, smearing blood across the tan leather seats.
“What the fuck, man?” Calix glared at Zeke through the rearview mirror. “You’re cleaning that off when we get home.”
Zeke squeezed in the back beside the halfling, a cramped fit for his big body, shaking his head as the wolves approached the vehicle. “I hate running away from a good fight. Just isn’t right.”
The wheels of the Bentley spun against the ice and snow before gripping the road and propelling the car forward.
A thump on the roof forced a growl out of Calix. “My paintjob gets messed up and we will be going back for a fight.”
Ayden rolled down the window. Wind burst against her face, whipping locks of her long brown hair into a tangled mess. She snatched the back leg of the attacking lycan and tugged.
It slipped against the roof, claws digging into the metal.
Calix growled again beside her. “Damn, Ayden.”
Ayden pulled out her Beretta.
The wolf lurched as a competing blast of wind swept over the vehicle, but a silver bullet in its neck stalled its movement—enough of a pause for her to snag the lycan’s front leg and drag it from the top of the vehicle.
Claws grappled the air as the lycan fell to the white snow and wriggled to its haunches as its brethren flew past in pursuit of the Bentley.
Calix floored the gas and the car sped down the road, leaving the wolves in its wake.
Ayden slipped back into the passenger seat and rolled up the window. A quick glance in the back revealed the halfling still asleep and sweat-drenched.
That familiar twist in her stomach surfaced again—to kill.
Her eyes focused on its chest rising with heaving breaths and the movement under its skin as muscles elongated and bulged. In no more than a week, she’d be staring at another monster, like the ones that’d gotten left behind to feed on druggies and prostitutes. She’d no intention of allowing the halfling to live that long, though, just enough to feed whatever curiosity churned inside her—curiosity that left her with way too many questions.
What was it about him that she’d abandon a perfectly good fight over a halfling?
As if Zeke had read her mind, he asked, “So why are we carting around this piece of shit, anyway?”
Ayden huffed and turned back in her seat, staring through the windshield. “Because.”
“Because … you’ve suddenly developed a soft spot for these bastards?”
“Bite your tongue, asshole.” She sniffed. “I told you, I need to see something. He’s going to teach me about halflings.”
“So, you’re going to torture and study him before you cut his throat?”
Ayden smiled. “Precisely.” Better than playing some sort of nursemaid to him. She rolled her eyes at the mere thought. I’d rather gauge my eyes out with broken glass.
Zeke smirked. “Sounds like fun.”
“So what happened to Gavin and Logan tonight?” she asked, crossing her arms over her chest.
Calix glanced at her then back to the road. “Gav knew you’d back out.”
Her brows knitted together. “What?”
“A vision he’d had earlier in the evening. He saw us take off. Figured you didn’t need them. And you know how Logan feels about walking away from a fight.” Calix shrugged. “So they went out. Dickbags. Casino’s kept me late every night this week.”
“Look, I’m sorry I’m such a weekend drag for you, but I expect my contract to be upheld whether you think I need your help, or not. I’m not paying you jerks to sit on your asses while some bimbo bar chick jacks you off.”
“Awww, jealous, baby?” Zeke jibed from the back.
“Piss off, Zeke.”
“Gods I love it when you get mad. Fuck, it turns me on. Wanna feel?”
Ayden peeked around the seat to the back. “Have I told you how much I love that little clause in your contract that specifies no sex with clients?”
He slouched his shoulders. “Now you’re just being mean.” A devious smile lit up his face. “No worries, though. Think I’ll be making a bar run tonight.” He reached across and lightly punched Calix on the shoulder as if to confirm before resettling, his arms stretching across the back seat and seeming to emphasize the lack of space for his big body. “Hey, Ayden, what do you plan to sleep in over at my place?”
She tugged at the black leather sleeve of her jacket. “You’re looking at it.”
“You’d be a helluva lot more comfy in my boxers.” Zeke leaned forward again, inches from her face. “I won’t tell Gavin,” he whispered.
“Zeke, I’d rather wear the blood of a lycan to bed.” Her tone came out flat.
“Damn!” Calix chuckled. “Easy, killer, you’re going to make him tear up.”
“Ayden, when every lycan has been wiped out, you and I got some unfinished business,” Zeke said.
“Well, lucky me, their numbers are growing.”
Zeke sat back and Ayden turned in her seat, not saying anything more as they continued on toward the demons’ manor.
 

***
 

Calix pulled up to the cast iron gates of the demon’s manor and rang the bell. Bennett’s deformed face flashed on the screen only a second before the gates opened.
Poor guy, being a troll in a house full of men who looked like they’d stepped out of a magazine must’ve been rough— but he was the best security, and butler, money could buy. No one trespassed as long as Bennett guarded the gates.
“I suppose Gavin’s going to give me hell for this,” Ayden muttered.
“You know he loves your company,” Calix said. “But yeah, I’m thinking you’ve got some explaining to do.”
The car curved around the circular drive and stopped in front of the gothic manor that looked like something out of the nineteenth century.
Ayden stepped out to snow, descending in large white flakes from the sky. She closed her eyes and tipped her head back, allowing them to drift onto her cheeks before opening her eyes to the massive and elaborate architecture before her.
Floodlights climbed the walls to the top of the mansion where stone gargoyles peered down at them. The manor was more like a castle, or fortress, with cameras at every angle and a crew of hell-spawn watching every move.
She climbed the stairs to the front door, already opened by Bennett, who tipped his head as she passed.
“Good evening, Miss Ayden.” He spoke in a polite but mutilated voice.
“Bennett. You’re looking sprightly tonight.” She smiled and patted the front of his tuxedo.
Zeke clambered behind with the halfling in his arms, while Calix followed him, picking at lycan blood on his jeans.
“Damn wolves,” Calix said. “These are ruined. I’m gonna have to change before I go out.”
“You do that, brother. Let me shower and I’ll join you.” Zeke’s gaze trailed back to Ayden. “Unless you’ve changed your mind about sleeping in my bed tonight, love.”
“Put the lycan in my chambers, please,” she said apathetically.
“Your chambers? Getting a little cozy, are we, slayer?”
Her eyes narrowed on Zeke as he passed her on his way toward the staircase.
The inside of the manor was magnificent. Dark medieval paintings adorned the walls. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling. Lush tapestries, imported from lands Ayden could only dream of visiting, garnished the floors and windows, and Greek gods stared down from the ceiling, painted with immaculate detail by old masters of the ancients.
Nothing but the best.
A handsome face came around the corner, flaunting a perfect set of pecs that peeked through a black, half-opened robe. Undoubtedly, the thin sheen of sweat coating them indicated hours of sex with some human flake, a favorite pastime for Wrath Demons to blow off steam. Not that they were violent during their lovemaking, but they enjoyed tormenting their females by keeping them from climax for hours. Knowing Gavin, his was probably tied and blindfolded, in agony, as she awaited his return.
Here we go. Ayden held her defensive stance and braced herself for an ass reaming.
 

~



CHAPTER TWO
 

Kane Walker’s lids flew open, and his heart beat so erratically, he grabbed his chest, only to find his shirt gone. A quick mental rundown assured him he still wore his slacks and shoes and that the pain had subsided— for how long, he didn’t know. His body still ached, though, as if he’d run a marathon and collapsed.
He blinked, irritated by the diaphanous film covering his eyes, through which only a blurry red seemed to stand out.
Where am I?
He clutched his throbbing head, trying to remember what happened.
It’d been nearly ten in the evening when he’d finally left work. Bob Hatch, head of security, had walked him to his car. He’d shaken Bob’s hand and thanked him, then tossed his belongings into the car as the old guard retreated back toward the hospital.
Snarls.
They’d halted him.
He’d inched back out of the car and turned slowly, afraid to do otherwise.
Two of the most horrific beasts he’d ever seen stood nearly eight feet on their hind legs, their gazes locked on him. With teeth bared, the menace in their growls had gone straight to his spine, crystallizing his nerves.
What the …
One of the creatures, rust-colored, had lunged.
Deranged silver eyes cut through the night like a blade.
An agape maw with long, sharp canines consumed his view.
“Good God,” he’d whispered, his last uttered words echoing in his mind before everything had gone black.
The room sharpened into focus, along with the blurry red that turned out to be a velvet curtain hanging from windows perhaps twenty feet in height. His gaze wandered the white walls decorated with gold trim, the elaborate paintings that looked like they’d be worth a year of his salary, the four-post bed with plush pillows and gold satin sheets that encased him like a soft cloud. Satyrs, and whom he assumed to be Dionysus, danced across a mural on the wall, wine spilling from golden chalices and grapes dangling from vines that entwined the subjects.
Am I dead? Is this heaven?
He hoisted himself to a sitting position with one arm, still clutching his head that pounded in protest with the other as he pushed back against the headboard. A stabbing pain hit the back of his neck at his spine. He reached around until his trembling fingers probed an opened wound. Moist red blood coated the tips when he brought them back round, and more images struck his memory.
He sucked in a sharp breath.
Winter air burned his lungs.
Pain spread like jolts of electricity from his spine all the way to his fingertips, leaving them stiff and aching.
 Paralyzing.
Grunts rattled deep inside his bones and panting bursts of heat fell on his neck.
He opened his eyes to blood marring the white snow that trailed behind ghastly-deformed haunches.
Oh, God.
The beast in the parking lot of the hospital. Wolves. It carried him in its mouth like a mother tiger carried young.
Will they eat me alive?
A spasm in his chest seized his body. Eyes squinted, he willed his hand to reach for his heart. It wouldn’t move.
He opened his mouth, wanting to cry out for help—but he couldn’t breathe, his body jerking in silent protest.
More jolts of pain, unbearable, like a thousand spears had pierced his spine all at once as the beast thrashed him.
He forced his muscles to remain still beneath the fear of movement, sucking back the agonizing sensation that tore through his flesh.
God please …
The world disappeared to blackness.
A soft glow filtered into his consciousness and he opened his eyes to it.
A woman hovered over him.
An angel? Am I dead?
“Help me,” he rasped. “Please.”
Gold swallowed the whites of her eyes, framed by long brown locks of hair that tumbled around her shoulders.
So beautiful.
Her face faded to darkness.
Kane broke from his reverie and glanced around the room again.
What is this place? Heaven? Hell? Oh, God. Was I eaten alive? By what?
He ran his bloody, trembling hand through his hair.
No.
His fists balled at his temples.
 Werewolves?
No, he didn’t believe in any of that. No way.
When the first few mutilations were discovered in remote areas of the city a few years back, the news reported a possible serial killer on the loose. Communities had panicked over the bodies that had been carelessly dumped, ravaged by what appeared to be feral animals.
Aside from the gruesome remains, there seemed to be no pattern to the killings. Homeless, prostitutes, suburbanites leaving work late at night—just like Kane—from Detroit all the way up to Pontiac.
Investigators couldn’t determine a common link between the victims – every one of them had seemed to be random atrocities with no apparent motive. In most cases, the news reported nothing but bones left behind with the suspicion that animals had gotten to them in the night. Sometimes, they’d been burned, the victims only identifiable by dental records.
No single serial killer could be in two places at once, and often the murders happened simultaneously. Gangs? Perhaps. But why?
There had been no good explanation for the murders—until the Jayne murder investigation five years prior.
The first attack in a suburban home.
Suddenly, all the normal presumptions had gone to hell.
Saliva and hairs had been analyzed by forensics.
Canine.
As if a pack of wild dogs had slaughtered the entire family. The mother’s body had never been found, but pools of what was believed to be her blood lay all over the kitchen floor in the Jayne home. When the news reported large wolves moving into the urban setting and attacking in the night, the public overreacted—and stray dogs became a target.
People who owned guns shot first and asked questions later.
Kane had treated the news reports like the tabloids. Experts agreed: wolves didn’t mutilate humans or ransack households like the Jayne’s had been—and they damn well couldn’t have been responsible for the other murders, since a few of the bodies had been burned.
What other explanation was there, though?
Some claimed to have seen the beasts—but the sightings had been rare and the sources … unreliable. So many suspicions emerged out of nowhere. The ER had reported a few bite attacks but the victims either left against medical advice or healed quickly, baffling the medical staff.
Kane had sat in on some of the meetings in the hospital where the cases had been discussed.
The theory of werewolves had begun to infiltrate general conversation as if a new trend was on the rise. Thankfully, most still frowned at the idea of their existence. Those who did speak of them were deemed conspiracy theorists—believing that the government wanted to wipe out the homeless population in the city with a genetic mutation of some sort, and that the Jayne’s were simply to throw the public off.
Crazy.
The following summer had arrived with a blockbuster movie starring the beasts from the tabloids.
Lycans.
What the hell was a lycan, anyway?
Kane had seen the movie trailers that portrayed them as wolves. Leave it to Hollywood to get in on the action. Mysterious attacks by some kind of animal and the world creates a monster for it.
 Ridiculous.
But, damn, here he was—and unless his eyes had failed him the previous night, they were monsters. He’d be another unsuspecting victim who’d show up on the news, presuming the cameras at the hospital had actually picked something up.
What about Bob, though? Did they get him, too?
There had been two of them in the parking lot. Surely one of them had gone after the tired, old security guard?
Kane rested his head on his palms, knees pulled up into his body.
Will I be on the evening news?
It wouldn’t be unusual for a staff member not to show up to work the next day, even a director. Everyone was considered expendable at the hospital. He’d seen it first-hand with the cuts. Kane was one of few directors left. Would anyone bother to report him missing?
His head perked up.
Hell or not, I need to get out of here.
He kicked his feet out and slid to the edge of the bed. As he rose to stand, crackling—like a snapping bundle of twigs—reached his ears, and Kane collapsed to the floor.
A split second later, pain shot like lightening up into his thighs, smoldering deep inside his bones—and Kane’s roar of agony reverberated off the walls.
An abnormal bump beneath the skin of his thighs almost turned his stomach inside out.
“Ah, fuck!”
As he attempted a roll to his side for a better look, the bedroom door burst open, exposing a massive figure, obscured by the darkness.
It lurched forward, and a haze clouded Kane’s eyes as he struggled to focus, threatening to steal his consciousness.
Arms trembling, he pulled himself along the cold marble floor, away from the visitor, his useless legs dragging behind his body.
Cold laughter filled him with dread.
“Well what have we here?” The deep voice carried a harrowing tone of malice as the stranger moved forward and crouched beside him, his elbows resting on his knees.
His futile attempt at escape only sapped Kane of energy, and he lowered his head to the cold floor. Neck craned to the side, he took in the sight of his amused spectator: a thick man with a shadow of stubble. Brown eyes matched his cropped brown hair. He looked young, maybe in his mid-twenties, dressed in a black t-shirt and jeans.
Kane’s heart seized again and he reached to grab his chest. Muscles tensed, he held his breath as the jarring sensation wracked his body. Much as he didn’t want to take his eyes off the stranger, he couldn’t help but squeeze them shut as wave after wave shattered his concentration. “God … damn …”
“Hurt?” the stranger asked, his inflection laced with gratification.
As the pain subsided, Kane exhaled, resting his crown on the chill marble and sucked in long breaths. He turned onto his cheek and glanced up at the man who seemed content to watch him suffer. “If you’re going to kill me … get on with it.”
The guy chuckled and leaned forward, his right arm jutting out as he balanced on his knuckles. “Believe me, if you were my kill, you’d be dead already.”
With shaky breaths, Kane fought to keep his heavy eyelids open. “Then what do you want with me?”
“You’re Ayden’s kill.”
“What’s he waiting for? I’m ready.” It was true. Kane had suffered enough pain to last a lifetime and was in no position to fight his captors. If death was coming for him? He wanted it over with.
“She—Ayden’s a she, dickwad—and she’ll deal with you soon enough.”
Ayden? The wolf that attacked me was a female? “What the hell’s she waiting for?”
The stranger leaned back to his crouch. “She’s busy at the moment. My brother doesn’t take kindly to uninvited guests in our humble abode.”
“Your brother? What is this, some … some kind of pack?” Kane panted as he spoke.
The stranger’s jaw ticked and a growl rumbled in his chest. “Pack? Never compare us to your kind. You sicken me. Like a fucking disease. All you wolf bastards are going to burn.”
Wolf? “My name is Kane Walker. I’m director at the Children’s Cancer Institute at UD General. This is some kind of mistake. Please, I just want to go home.”
A wicked grin flashed across the man’s face. “Asshole, you ain’t never going home. When Ayden finishes with you, you’ll be a pile of body parts that my demon brothers and I will feast upon.”
Demons? His words struck the pit of Kane’s stomach. Vomit spewed, sloshing onto the gold speckled marble before splashing back into Kane’s face. He strained to hold his head out of it, but the stranger shoved Kane’s face into the milky fluids that held the remains of his last meal, his tight grasp scorching the wound on Kane’s neck as he smeared his mouth in the mess.
“That’s how you teach a dog not to soil the floor.” He grunted through the words.
Kane groaned in agony as fingers pressed into his opened flesh then released him. He lifted his head away from the floor, the slime stringing from his lips. The smell made him retch again and he struggled against the tugging sensation in his stomach.
“Look at this shit. Your dirty fucking blood all over my fingers.” The stranger grabbed Kane by his head and shoved his fingers beneath his face. “Lick it off, dog.”
“I don’t know what you think I am—” A choking fit cut off his words.
“I know exactly what you are. You slaughter innocent families for sport. You eat children and tear unborn fetuses from their mother’s wombs.” The demon’s hands trembled against Kane’s head, crushing his skull.
“I’m … not—” Kane winced as increased pressure threatened to crack his bones.
“Logan!” The new voice called from the doorway. “Leave him.”
The grip on Kane’s head slackened. Kane coughed and drew in a breath through his mouth to keep from smelling the vomit below his nose.
“Brother, do you realize what she’s brought into our home?” the one identified as Logan said.
“Yes. A halfling. He’s not harmed anyone yet.”
Logan gave one final thrust to Kane’s head, smacking it against the floor with a sickening crack. “What does it matter, Calix? In a week, he’ll be just like the others.”
Their words aimlessly danced in Kane’s mind as he studied the demons’ outlines.
Fading.
The second figure, Calix, hovered over his brother, his face only discernible in Kane’s periphery.
Darkness filtered in as Kane rested his head on his arms and willed his lungs to breathe. He turned his head to the side, and beams of light flickered and danced across the ceiling, capturing his focus, making him nauseous. Still, his consciousness waned.
Stay awake, stay awake.
Calix’s next words rang as clear as the crystal chandelier that hung above him.
“Then we have seven days to kill him before he turns.”
Blackness swarmed into silence.
 

***
 

Gavin’s hands rested on his hips, like a pissed off father ready to chide his daughter. “What the hell are you thinking, Ayden? You brought one here?”
Ayden sighed, tipping her head back against the armrest of the chair she’d sprawled out in. “Gavin, you don’t understand.”
“I saw the fight. I knew you were going to back out, but I had no idea it was to save one. Like some goddamn charity case.”
She kicked her feet over the edge of the chair and sat upright. “Charity case? You think I intend to save him? Are you insane?”
“I could ask you the same thing.”
“If you’d stop bitching at me for a minute, I might actually be able to explain my reasons.”
Gavin crossed his arms over his chest. A casual, yet intimidating, stance. “Shoot, slayer.”
Her eyes diverted away, glancing around the office until they finally returned to his half-opened robe. No doubt, he’d be naked beneath it. She focused on the black tattoo that snaked up the side of his neck, intricate demon phrases, which, at a distance, looked like nothing more than tribal flames—words her tongue had once traced. Good God.
His eyebrow arched, like he waited for her to begin her explanation.
“I … saw something tonight, Gavin. It scared the hell out of me.”
“Slayer? Scared? This should be interesting.” His arms shot out to the side, resting atop the desk that he leaned against. The robe opened wider.
She kept her gaze on his. “I don’t know exactly how, but that halfling showed me something.”
His lips twitched. “This isn’t where the story takes a provocative twist, is it?”
A roll of her eyes accompanied the dull expression on her face. “Gimme a sec to hold back the vomit that just rose into my mouth.”
Gavin chuckled and ushered her with his hand. “Proceed with your story.”
“He … touched me”—the thought made her grimace—“and I saw like a dream, or a movie, or something in my head. Like … someone’s memories.” She shook her head. “I know, you’re going to tell me it’s a ridiculous figment of my imagination.”
“Actually, it’s called imprinting,” Gavin said with a shrug of his shoulders.
“Imprinting?” Ayden shrugged back, a mocking gesture. “What’s that?”
“The lycan that bit your little prince of wolves upstairs passed on some of his memories through the venom. It happens sometimes. When they murder a human, they acquire the soul, and, many times, the memories.”
“Why have I never experienced this before?”
“When was the last time you ran into a halfling?”
“Is it only a halfling thing?”
“It depends on the human that was bitten. Some are just an open vessel for imprinting. The memories can fade after their change. But sometimes they don’t. If the wolves are in tune to them, they can use them as a weapon.”
Ayden frowned. “What kind of weapon?”
“Power of persuasion. Catch their victims off guard or torment them with the memories—make them doubt.”
“You think he’s trying to torment me?”
Gavin shook his head. “Not likely. He probably doesn’t even know what he is yet. I suspect he’s just now remembering the details of what happened to him.”
She couldn’t help but smile. “And how did you become so knowledgeable on the topic?”
“A couple of centuries, you pick shit up.”
Ayden brushed her hand against the dagger at her hip. “Something about those memories, though. They were familiar to me. Like I knew the victim. Not just watching these things happen. I actually felt them.” She caught a glimpse of Gavin staring down at her. “Stupid, I know.”
“Ayden, understandably, you’re curious. But, keep in mind, he’ll get stronger. He’ll become more violent. And if by some miracle he manages to escape our compound alive, he could lead them to us.”
“If he was bitten recently, then he’s got a week before his change. That’s all I’m asking for. By the end of seven days, I’ll cut his throat out myself. I just … want to see what he’s got. See if any of his memories are useful. If not, I’ll get rid of him.”
Gavin pushed off the desk, bent forward and set his hands on the armrest at either side of her body, his face close to hers as he leaned over her.
Ayden backed against the chair. Dizziness swept over her as she focused on his parted lips. His breath, a warm cinnamon scent, emitted the pheromones demons used to attract their females. A couple hits of the stuff and she’d willingly join him and the bimbo in his bed.
Fight it.
Eyelids heavy, she shivered and crossed her legs.
“Seven days, slayer,” he said, his voice like a drug. “Have your fun with him. And if you fail to kill him, know that I’ll cut out both your throats.”
Ayden’s breath hitched as his words struck her like a slap to the face. She broke from her trance and her jaw hardened. Fool. The pheromones always left her weak and vulnerable.
“Now if you’ll excuse me, I have a human to fuck.” A flash of red flickered in his eyes, and he straightened, retying his robe before he strode from the room.
Alone, she rose from the chair, leaned forward against the desk and ran her hand through her hair. “Know that I’ll cut both your throats out,” she muttered mockingly. “Psh. Try.”
The back of a picture frame caught her attention and she plucked it off the desktop and flipped it over, staring down at the black and white photograph Gavin had snapped of her unwittingly crouching with a camera to her eyes.
They’d met three years ago when she happened to stumble into his casino while scouting a lycan. Gavin had stepped in when Ayden refused to give up her weapons to the bouncer at the door. Sanctuary, the casino, was just that—the safest place any human or immortal could hang out. The seven brothers, all sons of the demon prince, Wrath, ensured no one roused trouble on their turf. Turned out an entire hierarchy of demons existed in the netherworld. Not all of them entirely evil.
Damn near every supe living in the natural world, though, revered the sons of Wrath. Lady-killing men in suits by day, they became something else entirely at night—vengeance dealers for hire. Their reputation spread like flames through the streets, each demon with his own brand of pain etched in demon script somewhere on his body. Violence came with punishment. And mercy wasn’t part of a Wrath Demon’s genetic makeup.
On the other hand, their sex appeal, weaved into every fiber of their being, could render an unsuspecting female wanton. For the most part, they appeared to be human, aside from their very inhuman physical attractiveness. Intelligent and successful, debonair men in suits, who smelled good and talked smooth … yeah, like walking lollipops in a gaggle of eager mouths. So, to keep their business affairs from becoming too personal, Gavin enforced a ‘no sex with clients’ clause. Because no species was immune to their charms, not even Ayden’s. Had she not fought against her desires, she may have ended up Gavin’s mate—an eternal bond that would only be broken by death.
Ayden set the picture back on the desk and made her way out into the hallway. Her gaze trailed upward toward the closed bedroom door to the left of the staircase.
The lycan’s room.
I won’t fail. The lycan will die tonight.
 

~



CHAPTER THREE
 

Venom from the bite of a lycan entered directly into the bloodstream. It invaded the human cells, taking over the synthesis of proteins that resulted in muscle building, antibody production—every normal human process. Natural occurrences no one really thought or cared about.
Until they became a victim, too.
Seven days was the average time for the change to reach completion. During those days, a halfling would be subjected to the most grueling pain imaginable, far worse than even labor pains, and unaffected by the most potent painkillers in existence. Bones lengthened, muscles strengthened and the body transitioned to immortal. Wounds spontaneously healed, and any infection percolating at the time of the transformation would be wiped out by the stronger lycan antibodies. The proteins in the venom mutated human DNA, then integrated and remained dormant until activated at will by the lycan.
At will.
Not by the light of the full moon.
Whenever the hell they felt like it.
Although a lycan held the ability to shift into any animal, those turned usually opted for wolves, sticking in packs that would increase the odds of their survival.
Because a lone lycan was a dead lycan.
Ayden stalked into the room, stopping in her tracks as she approached Bennett, bent over and holding a cloth soaked in blood and something else as he scrubbed the floor.
The halfling lay unconscious in the bed to Bennett’s right.
“What’s this?” she asked.
Bennett turned with a grimace. “Halfling puke. Apparently Master Logan found him.”
She chuckled at that. “Logan likes to steal my thunder.”
Bennett finished up, grabbed the bottle of disinfectant beside him and nodded to Ayden. “Good evening, miss.”
“Thank you, Bennett.” She patted him on his deformed hunchback as he hobbled past her and out of the room. The stomach-wrenching smell trailed behind him even once he’d closed the door, and nose wrinkled, Ayden trained her narrowed eyes on the halfling lying in the bed.
His body, though twice as muscled as the last time she’d seen him, had a pasty white and sickly appearance while blue lips framed his agape mouth.
Pathetic.
She crossed her arms and paced the room. The thud of her black boots kept a steady rhythm, almost lulling her into a trance. She paused, touching the dagger at her side, and shoved the bed with her boot. “Lycan!” she shouted firm. “Wake.”
He didn’t stir.
“Lycan! Damn you. I command you to wake!” The full tone of her voice bounced through the room.
Still, the male, drenched in blood, sweat and his own vomit, didn’t move.
Did Logan kill him?
That familiar twitch in her muscles surfaced.
Destroy.
She didn’t dare touch him. Instead, she hoisted her boot and kicked his leg. “Wake up!”
The halfling winced and squirmed beneath the covers. His eyes slid to half-mast but quickly shut and he stilled once more.
Ayden’s jaw tightened as she watched him. “I could kill you now, lamb. Your bones would break at my fingertips.”
“Then kill me.” His voice, though weakened and gravelly, carried softly across the room.
The words only stoked her smoldering ire. “You wish to be killed? Without a fight?” She spat on him. “Weak lamb.”
He slowly shook his head, his eyes only partially opened, as though threatening to roll back into unconsciousness again. “I won’t fight you. I’m yours to kill.”
Ayden crossed her arms over her chest, her jaw jutted out. “Then I won’t give you the satisfaction of mercy now. I’ll wait until you’re ready to fight, and you beg me for your life. And then I’ll break every bone left in your body.”
Eyes closed, he turned away from her.
What are you waiting for, Ayden? Kill him.
The noise rattled in her brain, an unyielding clamor that beat against her temples. She rubbed them.
And those memories?
Damn, she needed to get out of there.
The mere sight of him incited an intense craving to ram her fist through the walls—or worse—but that would only lead to Gavin being pissed that she’d punched the walls and ruined his irreplaceable mural, and Bennett having to clean and patch the mess.
Gritting her teeth, she left the room and made her way down to the gym. Maybe punching something would free her of the thoughts racing through her mind.
The gym, or Wreck Room, as the demons referred to it, had everything a killer-in-training could possibly want. Punching bags, weight benches, treadmills, dummies for sparring, even a full-size pool. A quick swim would calm her nerves but that would mean swimming naked—not the best idea in a house full of demons who’d smell the essence of her bare flesh like a drop of blood in a shark tank.
Removing her leather jacket on her way to the sparring dummy left Ayden in only her hoodie and white shirt. As she squared off with the limbless torso, scenes of trainings past reverberated through her mind.
“Pivot, Ayden, and use the power and momentum in your thighs to kick.” Wade, her teacher, stood in a defensive stance as he awaited her kick.
Ayden snapped her leg into his side. Her body fell back onto the floor, as she suffered the blow of his punch to her ribs, the wind knocked from her lungs. She winced and grabbed her chest, taking long, steady breaths.
“Exposed yourself to me. Didn’t recoil that knee like I told ya.” Wade chuckled.
“I doubt lycans will be going all Bruce Lee on me, Wade. They fight like girls. Shouldn’t you be teaching me how to block a swipe from a claw instead?”
Wade reached down, offering his hand to help her up, and she allowed him to pull her to a stand.
His hand squeezed hers just before a kick rendered her unable to breathe again, forcing her to drop to her knees. “Lycans ain’t the only thing you’ll ever fight in your life. Question my teaching again and I’ll give you a week in solitary.”
Lost in each swing of her fists, Ayden punched the dummy. Fighting relaxed her mind and eased the tension in her muscles. The dummy jostled and took the beating without protest as her limbs snapped like shots of lightning, quick and accurate. Each series of movements came naturally to her, needing little concentration as to what she’d do next. Unfortunately, that left her mind far too free.
The staccato of harsh whispers in her ear clenched her stomach. She swallowed a gulp and forced herself to block them out. Her eyes diverted to the side, flitting back to centre at a sharp punch to her abdomen. She sucked in a breath through her nose to keep from curling in on herself.
The glint of a blade beneath the glaring overhead lights flashed in her eyes.
Her body trembled.
“Remember their teeth, slicing through your innocent flesh,” the voice hissed.
A pop of pain preceded the burn as the knife pressed into her thigh and sliced upward.
She didn’t dare cry out. The points would be costly, meaning she’d have to suffer through it all again.
 Reconditioning, Wade had called it. From death to new life. Some spent weeks in the gore of these exercises. She had nearly finished with them—and, up to that moment, had earned the highest number of points that any Alexi soldier could ever hope for.
She wouldn’t dare ruin her record with weakness. Not in the homestretch.
Wade had saved the best for last, though. As a master at mind games, he knew how to test the resolve of a soldier. Few made it to the final exercise. Whether or not she succeeded would determine her rank, though Wade had already made his plans clear.
He’d been preparing her for months to be his second-in-command.
The knife stilled but the burn lingered a moment before dissolving into numbness—a distraction she longed for once more.
“Did they sip that sweet blood from your thigh? Have their long pink tongues between your legs as they sucked and licked, sucked and licked? Maybe you enjoyed it?” His whisper taunted her.
“No, sir!” Ayden barked, her eyes in a dead lock, blinded by the lights that hung down over the steel table upon which she’d been strapped.
Ayden heaved with a series of kicks to the dummy’s torso. Fuck you. Her ears pounded. Her teeth ground into each other. Sweat dribbled down her temples.
“I’m not sure I believe you,” the voice hissed. “Look at the way you tremble when I touch you. You want my filthy Lycan hands all over your body, don’t you?”
He caressed her thigh with a forced moan.
The wound had already closed. Warmth spread across her flesh. Her own blood.
“How is that for you?”
His hands continued to roam as he spoke of the wolves. Her muscles tightened. The chains that held her dug into her skin. The pressure building inside mounted as if she’d burst into flames any second. Links popped. Ting! Ting! A haze of blackness filtered in.
Ayden froze, her fists up tight against her body. Her dewy skin glistened back at her in the mirror of the gym, nothing more than a blurred haze of light. Beside her, the torso finally came to a standstill.
“Get her ass up.”
The dead, flat tone of his voice pulled her from the darkness, where the single light shining above didn’t reach.
She searched the other side of the reflecting glow that showcased only her.
Masses of gray indicated that others circled around her. She could just make out their shadowy forms in the dark, as grunts and snorts identified them.
Berserkers. Halflings gone bad.
Wade’s unpredictable and uncontrollable experiments he kept locked in the deepest recesses of the basement, free to destroy each other or starve.
And he’d let them loose. With her.
“Turns out, princess, I don’t take kindly to having my head nearly severed. Let’s see if you do.” Wade’s voice came through an intercom. Not even he, their twisted creator, would chance being in the same room as a Berserker.
As the grunts grew louder, her instincts forced her to her feet. She stood atop the shiny table, the light reflecting down enough to blind anyone else.
The first Berserker dropped a heavy fist against the steel tabletop, its skin so mutilated—probably by the others—that white bone peeked through the wrist. His roar filled the small room.
She smiled as the sound tingled up her spine .
Unaware she’d begun moving again, Ayden kicked and punched the torso before her until it fell over onto the mat.
Gone.
She climbed atop it, still lost in her reverie, and mercilessly pummeled the lifeless object. “I’ll kill you. I’ll fucking kill every last one of you!” Her voice reverberated back, the hatred piercing her skull.
Blue flowers drifted from the archway, catching in the white tulle of her dress. Laughter. A kiss. Strong fingers entwined in hers.
She drew back a fist and paused with heaving breaths, staring off at nothing. What’s happening? Anger shattered into wonderment.
Memories. Just … memories.
A wave of something unfamiliar—calming—washed over her; it relaxed her muscles and pulled back like the tide, stealing away some of her fury.
What the hell is this?
Her mind roused nothing more than she’d already seen. Only the gateway to the darker images of her past lay beyond them.
No. No, no, no.
She yearned for the familiarity of her fury. The pictures pervading her thoughts weren’t right.
What is this princess shit?
Ayden dropped her fists and bent forward, placing her hands on her thighs as she took deep breaths.
Damn stupid, happy thoughts had scrambled her brain.
Pressing her fists to her temples, she squinted her eyes, her body tensed to release a scream. Only silence passed through her opened mouth. Not even pounding at her own skull could undo what she’d seen.
Go away.
A sensation she hadn’t felt in a long time unfurled from its dormant state in the pit of her stomach—panic.
Anger was a necessity. A survival mechanism. Cheery bullshit like flowers and laughter didn’t belong in her head.
She fell into a sitting position and pulled back the mesh sleeve. White scars marred her forearm. A tattoo written in black Latin script circled her tiny wrist. Her hand swiped the dagger at her hip, hesitant for a moment. then removed the blade from its holster.
It’s been too long. Just one time.
She hated that the aberrant memory had somehow conquered her thoughts like a foreign invader, trampling her fury in one sweep. She steadied the knife over a skinny patch of unaffected skin, a narrow space awaiting its mark.
Her arm trembled beneath the blade.
Fuck you.
The madness of temptation had already begun to seep into her bones. The knife broke her skin, a surge of overwhelming relief trailing behind as she bled her veins of the rage seething within.
Not deep enough.
The tiny bulb led a red stream that pooled into her palm. Seeing it brought her back to center.
She released a groan. So good.
Like it would a drug, her body welcomed the sensation and delighted in the pain.
A sick twist churned in her gut as the wound immediately began to seal, the sliver ridge edging inward to form a white memory in its place. Hundreds of those memories lay in close succession down her forearm. Everything healed quickly, but the scars always remained.
The escaped blood dried in a time lapse and flaked away. Her lip curled as she pushed the sleeve back in place.
The pain disappeared as quickly as it had arrived.
Never long enough.
Anger bloomed in her chest, the contradiction of curiosity and frustration vying for power. Something begged inside of her to feel more.
What, though?
Happiness?
Her dark thoughts stamped it out. Maybe killing the lycan would eliminate the images that had become etched in her mind.
Too late. She couldn’t kill him.
Not yet.
“I’m pretty sure that’s not how you’re supposed to use that.” In spite of the words, the voice held no humor.
Ayden looked up to find Logan sitting on one of the benches, wearing a tattered muscle shirt, a small towel wrapped around his neck. “You’re working out at this hour?”
“What were you doing a minute ago?”
“Blowing off some steam.”
Logan’s eyes examined the dummy on the floor and her on top of it. He lay back on the bench and curled his fingers around the barbell. “Perhaps you should take Zeke up on his offer next time.”
She shook her head and smiled, tucking the emotions of earlier into some virtual pocket for another time. “Not that kind of steam. Oh, and thanks for roughing up the lycan. I couldn’t even get him to talk.”
He pushed up and lowered the barbell to just above his chest. “What’d you need him to talk for?” he asked, his voice strained as he urged the weight upward again. “More importantly, why the hell did you bring it into our home?”
Ayden swung her leg over the dummy and slid onto the floor, crossing her legs. “I don’t expect you to understand.”
Logan’s muscles contracted as he lowered the weight back down. “Whatever’s going on in your head needs to stop. Now. Kill it. And get it out of my house.”
She grinned, though she wished she knew herself what the hell was going on in her head. Her smile faded in the silence that hovered between them. “Logan, you’re in dire need of a woman. A good one. You’re getting pissy in your old age.”
“I need a woman like I need a knife through my heart.” The clank of metal echoed around the room as he hung up the barbell. Steadying himself, he curled his fingers tighter around the bar. “You’re all a bunch of fucking trouble.”
“And the half-wit trolls you scrounge at the bars are saints?”
“They know exactly what I want from them. And they leave afterward.” He lifted the barbell again and pumped with more force.
“Lucky girls.”
“You’re one to talk.”
Smiling, “Touché.” Ayden rose from the floor. She stood over Logan, peering down at him. “I’ll kill the lycan. I promise.”
“You better. It gets in my way and I’ll snap its neck without thinking twice.”
She watched him for a moment. “What do you get out of this?” She motioned to the barbell. “I’ve seen you lift cars, for chrissakes.”
“Ever try lifting one?”
“No.”
“I don’t recommend it. They’re not made of iron.”
Ayden nodded then made her way over to the dummy and up-righted it. She quickly wiped a dot of blood off its surface and headed toward the locker room for a rinse.
Logan’s right. I need to get this shit out of my head. Focus.
In the shower, water trickled down her face and over her body. She closed her eyes as skinny rivulets tickled her sensitive new scar. The delicate wounds captured the sensation more than any part of her body.
Even if they weren’t her memories, something bright had already begun to fill the gaping black hole in her mind. In a dark existence like Ayden’s, though, anything bright summoned danger.
She turned off the faucet, dried off, and dressed in a new T-shirt the housekeeper kept supplying her in one of the lockers.
The drawer to the right of her housed perfect rows of combs and brushes. All of them had a place. A yawn took her by surprise as she selected one and ran it through her wet hair. Her reflection caught her attention—the tulle of a white veil tumbling about her shoulders and arms.
Somehow, it just didn’t fit the picture.
Ayden pulled the mesh hoodie over her head. She looked more like a goth druid than some princess bride.
Those memories belong to someone, but it sure as hell isn’t you.
Another yawn. “Stop it. Damn,” she muttered, setting the brush back beside the others and heading toward the bedroom.
Ayden slumped in the chaise beside the bed holding the passed out lycan. She crossed her booted feet over one another, watching him for a moment before she pinched the bridge of her nose. It’d been a while since she’d slept well. Only times she felt safe enough to fall into deep sleep were the few sporadic nights she stayed with the Wrath Demons. Since sex with Gavin was off the menu, the excuses to stay overnight had dwindled. Most times, she slept on the streets or in abandoned buildings. Not the same places the ignorant druggies slept—she at least cased them for wolves before setting up camp.
Lycans weren’t the root of her fears, though. Shit, the lycans were nothing more than feral mutts compared to her own kind—the Alexi soldiers who’d delivered her from death.
The same soldiers she’d abandoned to pursue her own agenda.
No one left the Alexi and survived. No one. They were born to hunt—so she could pretty much bet they’d find her eventually.
Lycans had become the human affliction. And as with any disease, constant bombardment typically gave rise to new strains, powerful enough to resist. That was how the Alexi came to be. As the lycan numbers began to increase, so evolved their destruction—a silent, festering pulse, cloaked by the night.
Unlike most humans who succumbed to the effects of the lycan venom, a select few showed signs of resistance, limited and weak at first, until Jackson Wade, or General Wade as he preferred, stepped in. Years working as a biochemist in some covert bioterrorism unit for the government made him sadistic enough to lead the Alexi cult. While secretly studying the lycan venom, he stumbled upon the Lywa antibody in a young woman who’d been bitten and survived. Her course of change had slowed, bite wounds spontaneously healed. When the venom eventually strengthened in her blood, overpowering the antibody, he was forced to kill her, an act that got him discharged from his position in both the military and the lab for ‘unethical’ behavior, though the details of it remained a mystery.
Still, his research continued.
In its purest form, the antibody would render its host briefly unsusceptible to lycan venom. Briefly. Within hours, though, the victims died. The venom began ‘teaching’ the antibody to attack its own human cells, leaving the human host violently ill and ultimately dead. General Wade infused some sort of super-concoction that not only increased human strength but also sped the production of the antibody.
The result? A lycan ass-kicking machine. The Alexi soldier. An almost indestructible human—almost.
Many of the lycan features remained apparent in the Alexi soldiers: fang-like teeth, changing eyes, though Wade injected a biochemical compound that made his soldier’s eyes turn gold instead of the trademark silver. Humans with the highest concentrations of the natural antibody circulating in their bodies would yield the greatest outcome: exceptional strength, speed, agility and brain function. Better yet, most effects of the venom were completely reversed. A cure, perhaps.
Unfortunately, General Wade had no interest in saving lives. His only drive: to build an army of soldiers that would fight against the human enemy—and not just the lycans.
Ayden stretched out her legs and tipped her head back. Her body twitched as muscles began to relax. Nothing would breach the compound guarded by hellish ghouls that she’d never personally seen since they dwelled in the catacombs of the manor. Catatones, they were called, fiercely protective of their demon brethren and violent in their methods of disposing trespassers.
The Alexi won’t find me.
If they did, though?
God help her, she’d be subjected to the most grotesque mutilations.
Going AWOL was a serious crime against the Alexi and Ayden would be made an example of.
 

***
 

Kane watched the house from the copse of trees across the street. It was a peaceful block, a quiet suburb teeming with young families. The scent of pine mingled with the aroma of savory meat cooked rare.
His eyes focused on the house with black shutters and opened blinds. A young couple sat at the dining room table.The mother stretched across feeding a toddler child in its high chair, her long brown hair cascading over her shoulder and hiding her face.
The sight made Kane’s stomach growl. He’d been stalking them for the last hour.
The woman rose from the table, grabbing dishes that she piled into one hand. Her fingertips gently brushed the baby’s face and tickled beneath its chin. A silent giggle followed.
Kane squeezed his eyes shut. He couldn’t wait anymore. The hunger was unrelenting, gnawing and churning with no relief.
He lurched across the street, careful to stay in the shadows. Had the front porch light been on, he might not have been inclined to pick this particular house. But the darkness on the front stoop guaranteed obscurity. Beyond the window, the woman disappeared into the kitchen, leaving the father and baby to play at the table.
Now.
He slinked through the front door and moved along the walls toward the dining room.
The child’s giggles taunted him.
His lip curled into a snarl as he stepped into view.
The father’s eyes grew wide with horror. “Jesus!” He reached for a steak knife lying on the table.
In one fluid move, Kane’s arm swiped at the man, leaving three gaping scratches across his face.
The man grabbed his cheek with one hand and swung the knife through the air.
The baby screamed in her highchair and a clamor of broken dishes rang from the kitchen.
Kane reached out for the fighting father’s head, gripped his skull firm in his grasp, and sank his teeth into his neck.
“No!” Kane bolted up in bed.
Beads of sweat trickled down his temple. His body trembled. A tacky sensation itched at his chin.
He glanced down.
The tip of a dagger poked his skin.
He froze.
A woman stood on the other end of the knife, a raging—almost palpable—storm emanating from her gunmetal eyes as she held him captive with no more than the weapon in her hand.
In spite of the blade at his throat, his breathing slowed, heart calmed. So beautiful. He slowly fell back against his pillow as she held tight to the hilt.
Hand steady, she seemed unmoved by him—a relief after the nightmare he’d had. She didn’t speak a word as she lowered her weapon and retreated to the chaise beside him.
He wanted to watch her for longer. Wanted to study the lines of impassiveness in her face.
Sleep dragged her from his view.
 

~



CHAPTER FOUR
 

The crest of the Alexi glistened gold from the shoulder patch of Jackson Wade’s black leather jacket. Gray hair rested perfectly against his head without a single stray strand, five o’clock stubble shadowing his cheeks and chin. His gloved fingertips swept over the deep grooves in the snow—tire tracks.
“They left last night. Fresh snow’s covered up most of the tracks, sir,” said Daniel, a younger soldier, who stood behind Wade.
Wade rose and struck Daniel across the face with the back of his hand, jerking the boy’s head to the side.
Daniel, no more than nineteen, touched his cheek, his embarrassment showing in the redness that already colored his skin.
“No shit, Sherlock.” Wade strolled away from the boy and stepped through the building, where dust and grime coated the floor. Bodies, some already in stages of decay, littered every corner of the first level—half-ravaged carcasses strewn everywhere.
A blood bath.
Fucking savages.
“General Wade!” A voice echoed through the wreckage “One is still alive!”.
With his hands crossed behind his back, Wade strode toward the voice, stepping over bodies and pools of blood.
An older man, a junky-type, perhaps in his fifties, dressed in tattered clothes and smelling of bourbon, shook in the arms of a soldier crouched beside him. In spite of the gaping wound where his chest had been chewed wide open, the junky’s turning had held off.
Wade cocked his head to the side, examining the poor bastard. The strong stench of ammonia burned Wade’s nose; the man must have pissed himself sometime in the night. “Kill him.”
The soldier beside the man glanced up, his brows knitted together. “But … sir. He … carries the antibody.”
Wade’s eyes bore into the soldier’s, his jaw tight. “I gave you an order. Kill him.”
“No! I want to live!” A choking fit left the man heaving for breath, a gurgle of fluid—possibly blood—trapped in his throat. “Please help me!”
Hands still crossed behind his back, Wade walked away.
A single shot rang out and the pleading ceased.
Footsteps approached from behind, the cadence and weight of them identifying Draven, Wade’s second-in-command. Not bothering to turn and face him, Wade peered out to the open road and the mishmash of ruined buildings that made up the block.
 Disgusting.
Sulfur carried through the air, only adding to the stench—enough to make a weaker man retch.
“She’s not working alone.” Wade drew in a long breath. “I want this entire block scoured. Every building. And if you find her,”—he glanced back at Draven—“bring her directly to me. Anyone with her—kill on sight. Is that clear, soldier?”
Draven stiffened, his heels locked together. “Yessir.”
Wade’s cellphone rang a monotonous beep. He flipped it open. “Nothing.” He lowered his voice. “We’re going to search the city for her.” Rubbing his eyes with one hand, he used the other to close the phone and tuck it back into his pocket. “Find me a lycan. Alive.”
Ten minutes passed before a man was presented.
A young Alexi soldier dragged the vagrant beneath his arm and threw the lycan to the ground. The male had taken his human form, lying completely naked, and the way he’d flopped when thrown indicated he’d feasted most of the night on druggies. Eyes closed, he squirmed and winced, a good indication that the crack still lingered in his veins.
“For fucksakes get some pants on the son of a bitch!” Wade snapped.
Daniel, the soldier he’d slapped earlier, approached with a pair of ratty pants from one of the dead bums.
“Well, don’t just stand there.” Wade motioned toward the boy. “Put the goddamn pants on him.”
Daniel hustled, kneeling beside the male’s naked body and slid the pants up over his legs.
The lycan startled, scooting back against the ground. “Hey, what the fuck man? Get off my junk.” He spoke in a garbled voice and fell back, his eyes full of confusion..
A growl rumbled in Daniel’s chest. Eyes golden, he released the pants and backed away from the derelict.
Wade chuckled. “That’s more like it, soldier.” He patted Daniel’s back. “How would you like to interrogate our little wolf friend here?”
Daniel nodded, eyebrows forming a tight line, his eyes locked on the man who’d begun to moan as he writhed on the ground.
“Anybody got some water?” The male covered his face with the back of his hand. “Tastes like someone shit in my mouth.”
“You.” Wade pointed to a young blonde in a crowd of observing Alexi. “Fetch my tools.”
The girl gave a sharp nod and broke from the group, returning with items she’d gathered from the back of a black SUV parked outside the building.
“Well, then. Let’s begin.” Wade handed the boy a spear, the tip of which was pure silver with an intimidating drag hook. “See …” Wade smoothed his finger against the metal. “… ‘bout the best thing that came out of all those years of torturing assholes like you”—his lip turned upward to a half smile—“was learning how to git ya to talk.”
The lycan backed up onto his elbows, eyes wide and focused on the spear, as though it’d suddenly occurred to him some shit was about to go down. “What the hell is this?”
In his wolf form, the spear would be ineffective. Stab wounds healed almost instantly, though the silver might slow him down. Even his human form could withstand a little injury thanks to the strengthened antibodies from the lycan venom. Changing into the wolf early in the day could prove challenging, though, since their bodies had become accustomed to a nocturnal hunt. Still, it was possible with a bit of effort.
Wade opened a silver case, revealing three syringes embedded in foam. He pulled one out and tapped it. A miniscule dose of the Lywa antibody would ensure that the lycan wouldn’t force his turn during questioning.
Daniel gripped the spear, knuckles white, poised for the signal.
Wade jabbed the needle into the lycan male’s arm.
The male flinched but didn’t fight the assault. He looked around at the other Alexi as if confirming that whatever was in the syringe wouldn’t hurt him.
Most human weapons couldn’t hurt a lycan.
“What’s your name?” Wade passed the needle over his shoulder and a young female soldier grabbed it from him.
“James.” The lycan examined his arm where he’d received the shot. “What’s this shit? It burns.”
“Do you recognize this crest, James?” Wade turned to the side to give a good look at the golden seal on his jacket.
“I’ll tell you anything you want, man. Please, don’t fucking kill me.”
Wade grinned. “And I thought I’d have to work to get you to talk. Shame.” He swiped at his nose with his thumb and sniffed. “What makes you think I’m going to kill you, James?” Wade motioned toward Daniel. “This young man here just wants to ask you some questions.” Wade stood and backed away, his gaze never leaving James’s.
Standing next to Daniel, Wade placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Daniel, do you remember what these lycan bastards did to your younger brother?”
“I … I didn’t.” James shook his head, his gaze passing over each of the surrounding Alexi soldiers. He strained, exposing an attempt to change into wolf, the veins bulging as his face turned red with the effort. His wide, panicked eyes revealed the confusion that must’ve swirled in his head.
Wade smiled and turned to Daniel.
A flash of gold burned the outer rims of Daniel’s eyes until the innocent brown of his irises became consumed by flames. “I remember, sir.” The boy’s fingers curled tighter around the base of the spear.
Wade leaned into the boy. “And remember that anger and helplessness you felt, watching this wolf prick fuck your mother as he gnawed her spine from her body?”
“What?” James jolted up onto his elbows. “Kid, I don’t even know you. I didn’t—”
Daniel ground his teeth, chest heaving. Without direction, he stabbed James with the spear, pushing his weight at the end of it as he twisted it in the lycan’s gut.
Tortured screams filled the air.”Fuck!” James coiled in on himself and trembled.
Daniel removed the spear, the hook at the edge of it ripping through James’s flesh as he dislodged the weapon from the lycan’s gut, and the lycan screamed out again, his face twisted in pain.
“Now that we’ve gotten that out of the way, let me ask you something, James.” Wade tipped his head up, his jaw clenched. “Did you see a girl last night? Wearing our crest, perhaps? A sweet”–he motioned the shape of Ayden’s curves—“fuck-me body? Ring any bells?”
James choked for breath. “I … didn’t—”
Wade nodded at Daniel, and he thrust the spear again, twisting it with a smile as James howled in agony. Daniel tore the lance from James’ abdomen, this time hooking a small piece of flesh that Daniel tapped onto the dirty ground.
“No, no. Please.” James threw a bloody palm in the air. “She was here …” His breaths grew ragged; the Lywa antibody would be neutralizing his wolf powers of healing already.
At the same time, the tiny dose did nothing to help him either.
“Was she here with someone?” Wade asked.
James nodded. “According to my brothers”—he wheezed through the words—“she left with three demons.”
Wade’s eyes narrowed. “Demons?”
“Yeah.” James coughed blood and spat onto the ground beside him. “Our alpha thought they might’ve been … Wrath Demons.”
“Is that right?” Wade gnawed on his inner lip for a moment and raised an eyebrow. “Resourceful girl.” He pursed his lips then said with an unnerving calm, “Any idea where we might find these Wrath Demons?”
James whimpered again but quickly composed himself. “No one knows where they live.” He shifted on his elbow, leaning to the side. “They’re like fucking ghosts. My brothers tried to keep up last night and lost them.”
“Your brothers, huh?” Wade circled James and crouched beside the lycan’s head. He tipped his head, resting it on his fist. The pungent aroma of sex, a gamy scent, wafted from the lycan, filling Wade’s nostrils, and damn near made him choke. “And where were you last night when your brothers were busy chasing these demons?”
James gulped. “I was … feeding. I hadn’t eaten in three days. Alpha’s orders.”
“So you’re the weak link, then?” Wade glanced around the abandoned building. His boot ground into the gravel as he twisted in his crouch. “Funny, I don’t see any of your brothers anywhere.”
“I fed off a junkie or some shit.” James pulled his hand away from his stomach and wiped the blood on his chest without unbalancing his perch on his elbows. “Bitch put me under all night.”
“Lucky for us that we found you.” Wade patted the lycan’s shoulder, pushing down on it as he rose to a stand. “You’ve been very helpful, James. Thank you for your time.”
James tottered on his elbow and caught himself. “Will you let me go, then?”
Wade stepped toward Daniel, fingers clasped behind his back. “Well, I’m going to let Daniel decide.” He placed his hand on Daniel’s shoulder. “Should this wolf be allowed to live?”
James’s attention locked onto the young boy, horror brimming over into his face. “The kid? Please, no! Don’t do this.” His voice cracked as he spoke.
Daniel’s chest heaved, his eyes a murderous shade of fury.
Wade leaned close to Daniel’s ear. “Only the shepherd can wield the spear,” he whispered.
The boy’s lip curled, revealing gleaming fangs.
“You said you weren’t going to kill me!” Desperation in James’s voice carried on the air.
The surrounding Alexi soldiers stirred into a rocking motion as if suddenly impatient.
Wade grinned back at James. “To be precise, I said, ‘what makes you think I’m going to kill you, James?’”
Quick as a bolt of lightning, Daniel leaped through the air onto the lycan. As his fingers and teeth tore away at flesh, mutilating the body beneath him, wails echoed through the building.
With a sigh, Wade walked away, stopping beside Draven’s shoulder. “When he’s finished, I want to you to set fire to this hellhole.”
“Yessir.”
“And find out what you can about these Wrath Demons.”
Draven nodded. “Yessir.”
“She’ll not pull the wool over my eyes.” Wade nodded back at Draven and the young soldier walked away. “I will find you, little lamb, and when I do, the big bad wolves will seem nothing more than fairytales.”
 

~



CHAPTER FIVE
 

Warmth blanketed Kane’s face, and he opened his eyes to sunlight glinting off the crystal chandelier and the mural on the wall.
Shit. Not a nightmare?
He scanned the room for the girl with gray eyes.
Ayden.
The wolf that bit me? She had to be.
The room stood empty.
Sitting up sent him falling back onto the satin pillow, the bright light blinding his eyes and throb in his skull like a lead weight. Snaking his fingers beneath his neck, he patted around for the gaping wound. Only smooth skin met his fingertips. He reached down into the sheets, pulling his knee up to find the nasty bulge in his thigh had disappeared, too, though a slight ache remained.
Thank God. I must’ve dreamt it.
He glanced around for a clue.
Where the hell am I?
Aside from his minor aches and a hungry stomach, nothing hurt. In fact, he felt pretty damn good, like he could breathe easier all of a sudden.
A sound emerged from the adjacent bathroom.
The woman from the night before, Ayden, appeared, carrying a white towel, which she threw at his chest. Cold water sloshed from it and prickled his skin. “Clean yourself up before I puke at the sight of you.”
Kane wiped away the blood and vomit still clinging to his chest and arms. Despite the icy coldness of the water, it felt good to wash the crap off.
Ayden stared his way from the chaise beside the bed, her lip curled and disgust in the twist of her features.
“So, you’re Ayden,” he said.
“Shut up and finish.”
He tossed the towel beside him on the nightstand and turned his attention back toward her. “There. Clean enough for the slaughter?”
“Don’t get smart with me, wolf. I’ll break you in half.”
“You despise me. Yet you’re the one who attacked me?”
“You think I did this?” Her lip curled tighter until white tooth peeked through. “I’m not a dirty, disease-infested mutt like you.”
Images swirled in a pool of confusion inside Kane’s head as he attempted to piece together what he remembered of the attack and what he’d been told by the demon named Logan. “You’re … not the one that bit me?”
“I wouldn’t put my mouth anywhere near you.” Her words passed through clenched teeth.
Kane pressed his fingertips against his temples. “Damn. I don’t know what the hell is going on then.” He ran both hands through his hair. “On one hand, I guess I’m relieved to know you’re not the wolf that attacked me. On the other hand, why am I here?” He dropped his arms and glanced up at her. “What do you want from me?”
Her eyes narrowed on him. “Who are you?”
“Kane. Walker.”
“When were you bitten?”
“Last night. I think.”
“What do you mean, you think?” She tipped her head, her icy stare primed for scrutiny. “You don’t remember?”
“I thought something bit me on the neck.”
“Why were you lying on the landing? Most lycans take their changelings back to their lair or eat them.” Her gaze roved him. “You don’t look like a crack addict or a bum. Why were you left?”

Goddamn. They were lycans. Suddenly the images he’d seen for movie ads and magazines carried some dimension.
Nausea burbled in his gut. “What exactly do you mean by, changeling?”
“I’m not here to fill you in, wolf.” Her glaring eyes could’ve set the bed sheets aflame had they not been focused on him. “Answer my question.”
He huffed and scratched the back of his head. “I don’t remember much. Just these flashbacks I keep having. I don’t know if they’re real or not.” His fingertips brushed his neck where the wound had been. “There were two of them. I was walking to my car at the hospital where I work. I blacked out. I think they attacked the security guard, too.” Kane shook his head. “Bar none, the shittiest day of my life.” He glanced up with a sorry expression. “Pardon my language.”
Ayden frowned. “I tell you I plan to kill you and you’re apologizing for your tongue?”
Kane shrugged, his eyes still heavy with exhaustion. “You’re a woman.”
The grooves already etched in her forehead deepened. “What the hell does that mean?”
“It means in spite of the fact that I don’t think we’re going to get along very well, that’s not how I was raised.”
Ayden leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “If you think pleasantries are going to spare your life, you’re wrong.” She sat back again, crossing her arms over her chest.
Kane scratched his chin then mimicked her pose. “So … you’re a demon?” The words faltered, sounding so stupid in his head.
“No. I’m not a demon.” Her sharp tone pierced the air.
“Sorry, if that’s an insult. I just assumed, since the other guys were, well …”
“No. And, for the record, I’d pick a demon over a lycan any day.”
He nodded, a gesture that quickly turned to a disbelieving shake of his head. “You know, I don’t know if you realize this or not, but I didn’t choose this.” His shoulders did a quick spasm-shrug. “It’s not like I chased the friggin’ wolves down, like some crazy-ass wolf groupie and”—he pointed to the back of his head—“asked them to make a meal out of the nape of my neck.” He returned to crossing his arms. “Twenty four hours ago, werewolves didn’t exist to me. This is a bit of a shock to me, too.”
“What you are, and what you chose, doesn’t mean a damn thing to me.” Ayden unfolded her arms and twisted to face him. “The fact is, in less than seven days you will be one of them. A mindless, killing machine that I’ll have the absolute pleasure of destroying.”
Kane didn’t doubt it. “So … what? You’re giving me, like, six days to prove you wrong?”
Ayden grinned. “Lycan, you may think the pain you felt last night is over, but it’s only just begun.” Her tone had a patronizing slap to it. “So I’m going to sit back and enjoy the show. And when seven days is up, I’m personally going to remove your spine from your body and feed you to my demon friends.” She winked. “Then we’ll see who proved whom wrong.”
“Sounds lovely,” he muttered, though images of a dark room with whips, chains and other unhealthy devices suddenly swarmed his thoughts. Holy hell, this woman is some creepy shit. “Are you a masochist, or something?”
She sat silent, her stare drilling holes right through his skull.
Kane nodded, his lips tightened. “So, is starving me part of the plan, as well?”
She rose from the chair and leaned over the bed, forcing him back against the pillow.”The sooner you come to respect how close you are to feeling my blade slice through your throat, the better off you’ll be.” A flash of gold flickered in the outer rims of her eyes before she twisted away and left the room.
Creepy. As. Hell.
 

***
 

Ayden stomped down the stairs, the bullwhip at her hip beating against her thigh. The scowl on her face cramped her muscles as she made her way to the kitchen.
Like I’m some goddamn nursemaid.
If she didn’t feed him something, though, desperation would kick in, urging him to roam the house, where he’d surely bump into Logan.
It’d all be for nothing after that.
Zeke stood at the counter in nothing but a pair of black boxer briefs, blond hair all over the place, pouring coffee into a cup with one hand while scratching his lower back with the thumb of his other. The impressive V-shape of his broad shoulders down to his small waist held details Ayden may have appreciated if the halfling hadn’t pissed her off.
When Zeke turned, her gaze immediately diverted from the enormous erection tenting his briefs, focusing on Annabelle, housekeeper and Gambis demon, rinsing vegetables at the sink.
Despite the most notable talents of a Gambis demon being thieving and gossip, the older woman with her sweet English accent hosted a lot of kindness and seemed to adore Ayden. Zeke’s smile in her periphery, as he sipped his coffee, told her she’d amused him.”Don’t you have pants, or something?” she asked.
“My house, remember?”
“I thought you picked up a woman to take care of … that for you.” She waved toward his lower half and glanced away again.
“What, this?” Zeke glanced down at himself. “You’ve never seen morning wood?”
Ayden shook her head and moved past him to the cupboard, careful not to get too close. She removed a porcelain coffee cup, stacked neatly thanks to Annabelle.
“Morning, Anna,” Ayden said, standing beside the plump female demon as she poured her coffee.
Anna swung around from the sink. “Sweet child! I heard you’d stayed over for the night. With Master Gavin, I presume?” The coy expression on Anna’s face brought heat to Ayden’s cheeks.
Gossip monger. “No. I just needed a place to stay for the night.” Ayden replaced the coffee pot and grabbed the steaming cup from the counter. “Say, Annabelle, any chance you might be able to cook up something for breakfast? Nothing big. Maybe just some toast, or something.”
Her eyes lit up. “Absolutely, dear, but I thought you didn’t eat breakfast?”
Over on his bar stool, Zeke paused with his coffee cup to his lip, his eyebrow arched.
Ayden huffed and rolled her eyes. “It’s … not for me. Don’t worry, it’s no big deal. I can just … grab something.”
Annabelle pursed her lips, but only for a second before smiling. “Would this be for the halfling that spent the night up in the guest chambers?”
A frown crept across Ayden’s face, but considering she liked Annabelle, she didn’t bother to vent the frustrations on her. Instead, she turned her attention to Zeke. “You’ve got a big mouth, you know that?”
Zeke grinned and placed his hand over his heart. “I’m hurt, Ayden. You’d sleep with a lycan before even considering me?”
Ayden kicked the stool he sat on, spilling hot coffee onto Zeke’s hand and the countertop. “I didn’t sleep with him asshole!” She glanced over at Annabelle. “Sorry, Anna.”
Annabelle shrugged and smiled.
“Do you serve all your enemies breakfast in bed?” Zeke continued, wiping his hand on a towel atop the counter.
Fuck you, Ayden mouthed.
Zeke winked, his lips forming the word, Anytime.
Scalding coffee sloshed onto Ayden’s fingertips as she carried it to the dining room, where a hand-carved cherry wood table took up most of the room.
Gavin sat at the end of it, sipping his coffee with a newspaper in hand.
Ayden sat down next to him, licked the coffee off her skin and set her feet up on the table.
He peeked over the paper with a disapproving expression then disappeared behind it again.
“You know, they have computers now,” she said to him. “And hand held devices so you don’t have to hold the paper and get ink all over your fingers.”
“Guess I’m old fashioned. I remember when the printing presses first came out. Shame they’re all on the verge of extinction.”
“So what are your plans for the day?” She blew on the hot coffee and took a sip.
“Return my female once she wakes up,” Gavin said from behind his paper. “Settle some business affairs at the casino. Kill a few lycans and then seek out another female. You?”
“Look, if you think it bothers me that you’re bedding a different woman every night, you’re wrong.”
Gavin cleared his throat. “Believe it or not, my motives aren’t based on what might upset you.”
Ayden smiled, sipped her coffee and held the cup to her chest. “What’s going on at the casino?”
“Dealer.” He sighed. “She’s stealing from me. Had to hear it from my pit boss.”
“So what do demons do with thieves? Take them out back and cut their fingers off?” She snickered. “Cast their souls into hell?”
“Not a succubus.” Behind the newspaper, his expression must’ve been grim by the sudden change in his voice. “Wish I’d have known that when I hired her.”
“Why? What does that mean?”
His forced exhale fluttered the paper. “It means I have to be very careful in how I handle her or risk the consequences. So I’m going to do what any human would do. I’m letting her go. And she’ll be lucky if she finds another job in Detroit.”
“You’re firing her. That’s being careful? I’d be pretty pissed if I was her.” Ayden tapped her fingernails on the outside of her cup, stopping only when Gavin cleared his throat again. “So you actually plan to show up tonight for the hunt?”
He finally set the paper down. “Did you miss me last night?”
She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t like being ditched on a job. I was attacked by three of them at the same time.”
“You’re a slayer. And if my vision serves me correctly, my brothers handled the other two.”
“So, “—she waved her hand back and forth—“you’re just going to come and go as you please with this contract?”
“Ayden, I have other obligations in addition to yours.” He rubbed his eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’ve committed three of my six brothers to this case. And me. What more do you want?” His fingertips released his nose then entwined with his other hand, and his eyes focused on her.
Ayden swung her boots from the table to the floor and straightened in her seat. “I want a commitment from you that you’re going to be there when these things go down. The entire pack chased us.”
“You walked away from it.” His interlaced fingers splayed as if to shrug it off. “And besides, you’re one to talk of commitments?”
Ayden opened her mouth to speak but slammed it shut instead and frowned. Another sip of her coffee drowned the smartass remark begging to come out.
Gavin disappeared behind his newspaper again.
Her jaw hardened. “When will the others return?”
“Zayne returns tomorrow evening. Maddox and Ferno won’t be back for another couple of weeks. Apparently, Ferno needs a bit more time. Rightly so.”
Ferno was short for Inferno, so nicknamed after his brand of pain—hellfire His real name was Kennet, but no one called him that, lest the poor ignorant sap who made that mistake would be in for a serious ass beating. The Wrath Brothers often took assignments in other parts of the globe for both business and pleasure. In Ferno’s case, Gavin had urged him to leave. He’d been responsible for killing Zayne’s mate in a freak accident that left Ferno permanently scarred, both physically and emotionally. Maddox had accompanied Ferno on his trip for support of his brother.
Following his mate’s death, Zayne had left for the House of Bereavement, or Mortuadium, a sacred underworld tomb of silence and meditation for demons who’d lost their mates. He’d had to be forced, preferring his own dark and dreary bedroom over anything else.
“It amazes me that Zayne and Zeke are twins,” Ayden said. “Zeke is such an asshole and Zayne is so … level-headed. I mean, ya know, even in spite of what happened with Shey.”
“Zeke just likes to give you shit. I’m happy to kick his ass for you, if you’d like,” Gavin said.
Ayden smiled at the thought. “As much as I’d love to watch the two of you fight each other, I’ll pass. I’ve got my own ass-whooping to deal with.”
“How is it going with the halfling? Has he survived you so far?”
“Yes.” She slouched back into the chair. “I’m looking forward to the next few days. You did say the pain gets more excruciating, right?”
“Yes, of course.” Gavin set the newspaper on the table. “I understand your distaste for his wolf brethren, Ayden. And I have my own reasons for wanting to kill him myself. But why do you? He’s done nothing wrong yet.”
“Are you serious?” His words couldn’t be any more opposite to what she’d expected to tumble from his mouth. “Why are you asking me this?”
“Humans have always amused me.” Gavin half-smiled. “How little you act on your own volition.”
“Why do you want to kill him, Gavin? Is it not for the same reason as I do?”
His gaze shifted away from her. “Some visions are better kept to myself.”
“What visions?” She couldn’t even fathom what would make him question her motives.
“Never mind.” He straightened the newspaper into perfect alignment. “If you’ll excuse me. Perhaps I’ll make use of my guest one more time before taking her home.” Gavin knocked on the wood as he pushed up from the table. “Be good.”
“What visions, Gavin?”
He didn’t answer as he left the room.
His remarks tangled in the mess already swirling in her head—as if she needed more to sit and ponder over. Did it matter if the lycan hadn’t killed yet? He’d become one of them. A monster.
Her blood burned at the thought. She glanced down at the table. An image on the front page of the newspaper flashed out at her like an agreement to her thoughts.
Another suburban home attacked.
Ayden closed her eyes.
Another one.
For centuries, the wolves had existed alongside demons and humans, and thanks to the self-screwing system of killing themselves off, their numbers were kept in check.
Seven days was a long time for a halfling to change.
Mature lycans were often loyal to their pack brothers, but during the transition phase of a halfling’s change, even a seasoned lycan could grow impatient. Tortured screams and a body writhing in pain would probably look like a juicy T-bone calling out for a merciful devouring.
If not for a strong alpha, the wolves would often end up consuming the halfling.
And yet, it seemed their numbers remained steady, maybe even growing in spite of the rising factions that threatened their existence.
So what kind of alpha is leading this pack?
 

***
 

Specks of dust drifted along the miniscule rays of sunlight filtering in through the sheer curtains.
Kane sighed.
Would’ve been nice to get in a little daylight before I die.
Six days, Ayden had given him. After which, he’d apparently turn into some raging killing machine.
His stomach flipped.
I don’t want to be one of the fucking monsters that did this to me.
He pulled his knees up and rested his elbows atop them.
And that dream …
He winced at the memory of it.
No way I’d do that shit.
The desire to punch something shot like electricity up his arm. He ran his fingers through his hair, squinted his eyes then palmed his face.
Why me? Why the fuck did this have to happen to me?
A soft knock at the door interrupted his thoughts. A silver-haired podgy woman wearing an apron entered the room. The tray she carried gave off a delicious aroma that had his nostrils flaring in instant appreciation.
He straightened his legs beneath the sheets and pushed up to a sitting position.
“Miss Ayden requested that I fetch you some breakfast, sir.” The woman wheeled a silver table behind her and pushed it right up against the bed. She removed the silver plate dome atop it, revealing a piling mound of bacon, eggs, toast, sausage and potatoes.
Kane closed his eyes, inhaling the scent. Heavenly.
He probably should have thought it odd to be so preoccupied with food after having just received his date with death, but the growl in his stomach spoke far too loud for question.
Starving.
The smell taunted his restraint. He shifted on the bed, patiently waiting for her to set down the silverware. “Thank you, miss …?”
“Annabelle.” She dropped a napkin onto his lap and smiled. “And might I say you are a handsome gent. Beautiful green eyes! I can see why Miss Ayden fancies your company!”
Kane frowned. “Miss Ayden? Is this the same creepy woman with the gray eyes and weapons arsenal dangling from her hips?”
“Why yes, sir. Although, she’s not so scary, once you get to know her.” Anna backed away and clasped her fingers together. “Bit of a sweet spot she has.” She winked.
“Yeah. I noticed.” Reaching for a slice of bacon, Kane cleared his throat then bit into it. He groaned and his eyes nearly rolled back in his head as the savory flavor coated his tongue. Goddamn, this is delicious. “How long have you known her?” Affected by the party going on in his mouth, his voice arrived at a slightly higher pitch.
“Miss Ayden’s been around for quite some time now. She’s a client of the brothers.” Anna pointed a finger at him. “But you didn’t hear that from me, see? Masters like to keep their clients under wraps.”
“She’s a client for the demons? What exactly do they do?” His gaze trailed back down to the mound of meat on his plate. Saliva pooled in his mouth as the smell pervaded his brain and detonated his senses.
“Well, by day they run their casino, Sanctuary. By night, they’re vengeance dealers.” She gave a quick nod. “They’re Wrath Demons, ya know.”
A strip of bacon fell out of Kane’s hands and hit the plate. “Vengeance dealers?” He gulped as he swallowed the bite. “Wrath Demons? Like, wrath, as in extremely violent?” What the hell is this place?
“As in, the demon prince, Wrath. They’re his sons. If someone has been wronged, they can summon the Wrath Demons for vengeance. If the Masters are willing to take the case, that is.” She tipped her head forward and peered at him over her brow. “They’ve been rather picky about their contracts as of late.”
“So Ayden’s been … wronged. I’ll assume by lycans, considering how fond of me she is.” He rubbed his non-greasy hand down his face. “And she’s sicced the prince of violence and all his sons on me. Fantastic.”
Annabelle shrugged. “I’m afraid I don’t know the details of her contract.” She pointed a finger at him. “But don’t you worry, love. If they wanted to kill you, you’d already be dead. They’re quick about it.” Her eyes diverted away for a moment. “Well, except for maybe Master Logan. But he really is a sweet boy beneath all that”—she motioned to her face—“whatever he’s got on the outside.”
“Oh, I have no doubts.” Kane rolled his eyes. “Demons exist.” He shook his head. “To think, two days ago the most horrific creature known to man was my neighbor’s dog. Today, they’re werewolves and demons.”
A tittering laugh tipped Annabelle’s head back. “Oh, not all demons are monsters.” She patted the bed beside him and winked. “I’m not frightening you, am I?”
“You’re a demon?” His eyes widened. “Jesus, hell doth not discriminate, does it?”
“I’m a Gambis demon.” She nodded. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, kind sir.”
“Gambis? Is that another demon prince?”
“No, no.” Anna grinned. “We’re thieves. And gossips, as you can see. But don’t worry, master Gavin placed a spell on the house.” She shook her head and gave a warm smile. “Sweet dear. Couldn’t steal a thing if I tried. So nice not to be seen through suspicious eyes for once.”
“Believe me, I’m not worried about what you’d steal.” He bit off another piece of bacon. “Do you have any idea what Ayden wants with me?” The chewing of food while he spoke garbled his words. “I mean, why she brought me here?”
“Don’t know that either, sir. Miss Ayden’s never brought home one of your kind before. She must like you quite a bit to bring you back here. Well, with her and Master Gavin’s history, and all.”
“Gavin, Logan, Calix. Was there a sale on trendy names when they were born, or something?”
Annabelle smiled. “I don’t think the master’s real name of Gavius would go over too well these days. They try keep with the times and not draw attention to themselves.”
“So what’s their history? Ayden’s and Gavin’s?”
“I’m sorry, I’m afraid I’ve said too much as it is.” She gave a quick flutter of her hands through the air. “Enjoy your breakfast, sir.”
Kane nodded and raised the slice of bacon in the air. “Thank you, Annabelle.”
She smiled and rose from the bed, closing the door behind her once she’d puttered out of the room.
Much as his mind begged to absorb their conversation, Kane’s stomach won the battle for his full attention. He dug into his breakfast as if it was the first time he’d eaten in months. It seemed that way, anyway. Everything tasted so good.
What if she poisoned the food?
The fleeting thought escaped his mind as soon as it’d entered.
Does it matter? Have eggs ever tasted so damn good?
The bacon and sausage carried a delicious smoked flavor that lingered on his tongue. He savored every bite of it, forcing himself to eat slowly.
Hell, it could be my last meal.
When he finished, he pushed away the bed table.
Though his muscles ached, his body felt alive, like the bittersweet sensation after a hard workout. The idea of lying in the bed all day threatened to steal his vigor. Blood had soaked into the satin sheets where his wound had gaped at the back of his neck.
God, I could use a shower.
Part of him wondered if it mattered. He’d be dead in six days.
Six days to live.
The thought should have frightened him more than it did. No doubt in his mind that the grey-eyed woman and her demon consorts would gladly sever his head without thinking twice. Why hadn’t they already? What was so special about him?
What does she want?
He’d already given her as many details as he knew about the attack. And yet, she still seemed dissatisfied.
His mind drifted back to that night. What if I’d left work earlier? Would he be waking up to hear of another attack on the news, like everyone else?
An ache swelled in his chest.
He’d be sipping his coffee in the kitchen, reading the news and checking emails. Probably planning to work later in the day, as always.
In truth, had it happened to anyone else, the losses would’ve probably been so much more. He had no children, no wife. Hell, he hadn’t had a real girlfriend since high school.
He couldn’t summon one face in his mind that he’d have wanted to see in the same situation. He shook his head. Shitty place, shitty timing.
A strange sense of acceptance suddenly settled over him while everything inside him wanted to fight against it. Faced with being one of those ruthless beasts though, child killers as the demon had referred to them—he’d rather be taken out.
Put down like a rabid dog.
The dream that had shaken him to the core came slamming back.
Murdering a man in front of his toddler child? Where did these thoughts even derive?
He wasn’t capable of such a thing—which could only mean whatever grew inside him had begun chipping away at his humanity.
It felt so real.
The hunger.
The hatred.
As if he’d enjoyed it.
A numb sensation coursed through his body. The unsettled thoughts moved to his gut, threatening to cast out the food he’d just eaten.
He’d never allow himself to take an innocent life like that. Not so long as he could stop it. He’d welcome death and all the pain in the world to keep from becoming a monster.
And if he couldn’t keep it from happening himself, he’d damn near beg Ayden to kill him, if it came to that. Or give her reason to follow through—regardless of whatever curiosity he was to her.
He leaned back against the headboard and glanced around the room.
If I’m going to die, better live it up.
There’d never been so much time to kill in his life. It’d been years since he’d taken a vacation. Not that wherever he was could be considered any sort of getaway. But no pager. No emails. No phone calls.
Why the hell not? So many years I’ve wasted. And for what?
At the end of the week, he’d be a hearty demon dinner.
The freshly-clean marble floor captured his stare as he sat on the edge of the bed. Last night his legs couldn’t hold his weight.
Will they now?
The odd protrusion from his thigh had somehow righted itself in the middle of the night. His shins ached a bit, but felt stronger. Holding on to the nightstand, he rose carefully.
His muscles strained, contracting beneath his skin to accommodate the weight.
The strength of his upper body took him by surprise. Muscles that, just yesterday, hadn’t been anywhere near their size now. He brushed his fingertips across his pectorals and down to his abdomen, both as hard as if a master had snuck in his room in the middle of the night and carved out ridges. Sure, he’d always been in shape for a guy who worked more hours of the day than not—but nothing so … unnatural. Almost perfect.
He tipped his head back. Now you give me a great-looking body.
Pity his legs still hadn’t caught up to the rest of his development. Though the muscle was clearly forming, it didn’t match the mass and strength in his upper body, which explained why he’d collapsed the night before. Each lower limb wobbled beneath him as he moved carefully along the nightstand, the adjacent chair, and the wall before finally reaching the bathroom.
Kane was no stranger to staying in luxurious places but the bathroom had better accommodations than the most expensive suite he’d ever stayed in on business. He sniffed the air. A warm sandlewood scent drifted from a diffuser, engulfing him for a moment before his attention shifted to the surrounding details of the room.
Marble flooring led all the way up to an intricately tiled staircase, which encased a large Jacuzzi tub lined with candles. A huge sun mural, tiled into the floor, lay expertly weaved within the marble. The window next to the tub overlooked impressive winter grounds, perhaps the Eastern-facing side of the property, judging from where the shadows in the sun’s light cast against the snow. On the other side of the room stood an enormous shower stall with frosted glass, gold hardware and the most complicated-looking set of knobs he’d ever seen, four sinks lining the opposite wall.
He hopped along and opened the door to a closet to reveal a half dozen white cotton terry robes on cedar hangers. Linens were neatly folded and lined in another closet beside the first. There, he found toiletries, just like a hotel, small sample bottles of different varieties. He grabbed what he needed and scooted carefully to the tub.
Turning on the faucet, he dialed it to a tolerable heat and began removing his clothes. Once the water had filled, he slid inside and closed his eyes as his tortured muscles released every toxic ounce of pain he’d suffered in the last day.
Hell, yes. If I’m going to die, better to do it like this.
 

***
 

Ayden finally stood up from the dining room table. She’d finished her coffee long ago and declined when Bennett had offered another cup. He’d also offered to clean up after her.
There were some luxuries, though, that Ayden just couldn’t get used to.
She pushed through the door to the kitchen. Thankfully, Zeke had gone back to bed his human woman. He’d passed Ayden earlier in the dining room with a shit-eating grin on his face.
Ayden made her way over to the sink, where Annabelle scrubbed at a pan.
“Oh, hello dear,” Annabelle said. “I took breakfast to your guest. He seemed very appreciative of that.”
“Yeah, I’ll bet.” Ayden’s voice came out as a grumble. “Thanks, Anna. Can I help you with the pans?”
Annabelle stopped scrubbing and turned to her. “You are the sweetest woman Master Gavin has ever brought into this house. Always so polite.”
Ayden cracked a smile and glanced down at the white cup in her hand, her thumb rubbing at a spot of dried coffee. “Don’t tell anyone. My reputation would be ruined.”
“Your halfling friend is very handsome.”
Ayden did her best to hide the snarl begging to escape. “He’s not my friend. Not even close.” She dared not tell Anna that he’d be headless by the end of the week.
For an undead demon, Anna probably had the biggest heart of anyone Ayden knew.
“Oh. Well, he seems to think highly of you. Noticed that you have gray eyes.” Anna chuckled.
Ayden’s stomach lurched. “I don’t take up with mutts.”
“Oh.” Momentary silence lingered between the two of them. “If you don’t mind me asking, miss, what do you want with the halfling guest?”
“He’s nothing more than a curiosity to me, Anna. He’ll be gone by the end of the week.”
And he would. Ayden would personally see to that.
“Mmmm. He seems nice, though.” Anna sighed.
Ayden’s lip curled. “They’re never what they seem.” She set her coffee cup on the counter. “Unless there’s something I can help you with, Anna, I’m going to get cleaned up.”
“No, no, I’ve got this.” Anna shooed her out of the kitchen, her soapy hands dripping all over the floor. “Go, go.”
Ordinarily, Ayden would be scouting for lycans, easy to spot in their human form during the day. Trouble makers, rebel rousers, the asshole at the restaurant that gave the waitress a hard time and made a scene.
All lycans.
She’d track them in the day, watching from afar without them ever knowing. But something else nagged at her—a need to know more, to see more. Dare she even imagine: feel more.
Time to raise some hell.
 

~



CHAPTER SIX
 

Draven rang the bell on the right side of the iron door in front of him. A black and white camera screen flashed an older woman sitting behind the desk before blanking out just as fast. At the wink of a green light, the enormous door moved like a wall.
Once he’d stepped inside the anteroom, he had to wait for the door to close behind him before a second green light coincided with the opening of another iron door ahead.
The Alexi had taken over an inner city hospital that had closed down nearly a decade prior, the perfect place to house an army, with over two hundred and fifty rooms separated into wings. Wade had leveled the entire Psych floor and made it his personal fortress. The only one allowed inside at any given time was his secretary, a crotchety old woman by the name of Phyllis Price. No one called her Phyllis or Price. She was ‘ma’am’ to her face and ‘the old bitch’ behind her back.
Draven nodded as he passed her. “Ma’am.”
Her thin lips pursed and she pressed a button on the intercom on her desk. “He’s arrived.”
A large wooden door with intricate etchings made up the back half of the former unit. Whatever appearance of a psych ward it may have boasted at one time had now become something more akin to the oval office—but then Wade had always had a habit of behaving regal.
“Proceed,” she said to Draven.
The door gave way to an enormous office. On the left, sat a bar stocked with liquor; to the right, another door that led to Wade’s bedroom. That door always remained closed.
Wade rose up from his desk. The window behind him let in little light, rendering the office dark and depressing. Bookshelves lined the wall and a credenza sat behind Wade’s plush leather chair. The stale, half-smoked cigar in the ashtray permeated the air.
Draven stood before the desk, stiff as a board, and saluted until Wade gestured toward the seat on Draven’s right.
“At ease.”
“Sir, we’ve interrogated a number of civilians.” Draven sat down in the chair. “From what we’ve gathered, these Wrath Demons own a casino in Detroit. Sanctuary. They either conduct business remotely or … have another entrance that they use to access the casino—no one has ever seen them come or go.” Disappointment in Wade’s eyes prompted Draven to glance away. “The place is heavily guarded. Apparently, they pride themselves on the security. No weapons inside. They’re vengeance dealers at night, residing in some secret compound with live-in staff that never leaves.” He huffed. “A fortress, guarded by hellhounds. No one knew, or they were unwilling to say, where.”
Wade’s eyes narrowed. “Unwilling?”
“Demons, sir.”
“Ah, yes, well, not much you could do.” Wade picked a pen up from his desk and pointed it at Draven. “Though, I vow to find their soft spot.” He tossed the pen on his desk and intertwined his fingers. “Goddamn, Ayden did her homework with these ones. These demons, do they eat? Do they wear clothes? Where the fuck do they get them? The mall?”
“Off radar. Some demon bazaar that supplies them.” Draven shook his head. “None of the demons we spoke to were willing to divulge the location of that either.”
“They’re Wrath Demons. They can be summoned anywhere, can’t they?” Wade’s fingers unraveled for a moment. “Don’t we just sit in a fucktight circle and sing for them?”
“They can. But they’re selective about the cases.” Draven scratched at his thumb in his lap—a nervous habit. “I suspect with Ayden involved, they’ll be less than enthusiastic about helping us.”
“Well, hells bells. Did you manage to scrounge anything useful or is this going to be a goddamn waste of my time, boy?”
Draven cleared his throat and shifted in his chair. “One did divulge some information. Nephilim. A friend to one of the Wrath Demons. According to him, they do take up with a female from time to time.”
“Demon?”
“Human, mostly.”
“Now that is useful.” Wade arched his brow, a wicked smile danced across his face. He rubbed his chin. “Like to celebrate with a little pussy after chasing dogs all night, do they?” Silence hovered as Wade stared off, his eyes thoughtful. He crossed his arms over his chest. “Bring Calla to my quarters immediately, soldier.”
A sudden lump in Draven’s chest threatened to steal his breath. “Calla, sir?”
“You heard me, boy.” Wade tipped his head and smirked. “What’s the matter—jealous of a few demons tappin’ your girl’s ass?”
Draven furrowed his brow and swallowed a gulp. Goddamn the thought of that. His hands curled into fists. He tamped down the emotion sprouting in his gut. “No, sir,” he gritted. “But perhaps you might consider Jen or—”
“Good. Bring Calla to me. This nephilim snitch of yours, he’s a friend of the demons, you say?”
Dryness climbed Draven’s throat until he could hardly summon a word. He coughed and twisted in his chair. “He wouldn’t tell me his name or which demon he knows.”
“You know where to find him?”
“Yessir.”
“Good. Pay him a visit and keep this under wraps. We’re about to go underground on this one.”
 

***
 

The walk to Calla’s room seemed to take forever.
Soldiers weren’t encouraged to get together, but neither were they discouraged. Wade turned his cheek most times, in favor of loyalty and commitment to the Alexi.
Calla was Draven’s girl, the most beautiful he’d ever seen. Different cards in life, and she might’ve been on the cover of magazines for her appearance alone. If Draven had to be honest with himself, he’d never been worthy of her.
She had joined the Alexi at the age of 17, after having watched her mother and father attacked and consumed by lycans. Mindslating actually helped to cure her nightmares and attempts at suicide. Her brother, Jacob, another force that kept her sane, survived the attack as well, though his Lywa titers were significantly less than Calla’s. He would’ve died from his bite wounds had he not been treated.
Wade almost denied him entry into the Alexi, but Calla had insisted and refused to take the Lywa concoction if her brother couldn’t come with her—a very dangerous bargain. Luckily, Wade admired her feisty personality and had ultimately welcomed both her and her brother.
Draven knocked on the door to Calla’s room she shared with three other girls.
Elise, Calla’s roommate, opened the door with a smile and waved him inside.
The rooms were small, each with a connecting bathroom to the adjacent suite. Gas valves, plugs and, in the case of the rooms that used to be the former L&D unit, overhead lamps, still hung from the walls. Calla lay sprawled out on her bed, reading with a set of headphones over her ears.
So beautiful.
Her face lit up at the sight of him, which only made his heart sink. She tugged her earphones off her head and set her book down. “Hey, you, what’s going on?”
“Calla …” he reached for her hand but stopped, tucking it in his pocket instead.
She smiled. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
“Come with me,” he said tonelessly through clenched teeth.
Without question, Calla rose from the bed. Her long blonde hair trickled over the pillow, cascading down her shoulders. Something in her blue eyes told him he better not make too much fuss. His reasons for fetching her would certainly have her feeling betrayed.
My sweet Calla.
He could hardly look at her without thinking about what those demons would do to her. The stories he’d heard in town were enough to turn his guts inside out. How they would sex her for hours and violate her body in so many vile ways. She’d never be the same afterward.
He ground his teeth until a spasm of pain shot into his skull. Her fingertips tickled his palm in an attempt to reach for his hand as he turned toward the door.
He swiped his hand away from her.
“Drav, what’s going on?”
Sucking in a breath, he squinted his eyes then spun around, standing right in her face, nose to hers. “Is that how you talk to your superior, soldier?” His harsh voice bounced off the walls, adrenaline surging through his blood.
Calla broke eye contact with him, glancing over at her roommates.
Heaving breaths left him oxygen-starved and unsteady on his feet. He wanted to take her up into his arms, to kiss her and reassure her that everything would be all right. His arms wouldn’t move, his hands remaining balled into tight fists at his side.
Her blue eyes, so innocent, made his heart burn with remorse. “I’m … sorry … sir.” She spoke softly, eyes diverted toward the floor.
Draven exhaled a shaky breath and turned back toward the door, and Calla followed him. A quick glance revealed her head bowed.
He choked back the apology trapped behind his silence.
 

~



CHAPTER SEVEN
 

Ayden reached the top of the stairs and slowly pushed open the door to the lycan’s room. Her heart leaped into her throat at the sight of the empty bed. “What the hell?”
Hand on dagger, she padded across the room, and searched over and under the furniture. Her cheeks burned with the rising distress mounting in her gut.
If he escaped …
The mere thought of the lycan pulling one over on her pissed her off.
Gavin is going to have my head on a skewer.
She kicked open the door to the bathroom. The slam of her boot to the panel nearly broke it into pieces.
“Ah, shit!” Kane wrapped the towel around his lower half and gripped the sink as he stumbled backward.
Too late.
Ayden had already gotten a good glimpse of all of him.
“Do female assassins typically break down doors instead of knock?” The tone of his voice carried the irritation of having been startled.
Had it been anyone else, Ayden probably would’ve laughed. What started out as embarrassment, though, quickly turned to an angry storm, a full-on blast of that pent-up tension while thinking he’d gotten away. “Who the hell told you that you could bathe?” Her gaze roved his body, briefly distracted by the awe-worthy vision.
Wet strands hung limp over his face, those emerald green eyes friggin’ twinkling all the while. His muscles had begun to fill out, leaving him a lean and chiseled piece of work. Wolf or not, he looked … pretty damn good.
Ayden shook her head. What the hell am I doing?
Kane’s gaze disengaged from hers, dropping to the floor. “Sorry. I didn’t realize the bath,”—he glanced up—“you know, the one in my room, was totally off limits. It won’t happen again.”
“It better not, lycan.” She pointed at him. “You don’t eat or breathe or piss without asking me first.” She set both hands on her hips, her mind finally taking note of the scene. “What’s in the trash?”
Kane bent down and lifted a tattered remnant of what appeared to be his boxers from the small trashcan. “I have an aversion to wearing clothes for days. So I tore them up. I’d rather go commando.” The manner in which he dropped them back in the trash screamed defiance.
A blank stare was all that Ayden could do to keep from scratching out her eyeballs. She would’ve forced him to wear them anyway, had they not been ripped to shreds. A harsh swallow forced back the brewing vexation. “How the hell are you walking around already?”
With a huff, he leaned into the counter, demonstrating how he’d scooted himself around the room. At the edge of the sink closest to her, he stopped. “So, do you mind if I put my pants back on, or do you prefer to have me naked?”
“W … What?” She frowned. “I don’t prefer to have you at all.”
“No, that’s not what I meant.” A grin stretched across his face, as if her discomfort had amused him. “I was just asking permission to get dressed. I assumed since breathing was off limits that dressing might be, too.”
She leaned forward, hands still on her hips. “Get your ass in some clothes and then get it back in the bed. I’m going to look for a set of handcuffs.”
“Excuse me?”
Ignoring the question, she pointed to the black tiger with yellow eyes on his pectoral. “What’s that about?” She crossed her arms.
He glanced down at it. “A tattoo.”
“No shit.”
“It was a mistake. I had this impression in college that a tattoo would make me more of a badass.” He looked up with a crooked smile. “Girls dug it, though.”
She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I’ll bet.” With a push off the doorframe, she turned and left the room.
 

***
 

Kane finished drying off then hobbled along the wall back to his clothes that he’d worn earlier. As he bent to pick up his slacks, something black landed on his head, covering his face. “What the hell?” He snatched the object down. A pair of men’s black briefs dangled between his thumb and index finger.
Arms crossed, Ayden leaned against the frame, a smile tugging at her lips. “You look about Calix’s size.”
“I beg to differ.”
“Look, lycan. You’ve got six days to live. Now’s not the time to get picky over underwear.”
He dropped his arm, the briefs barely clinging between his fingertips, and his stare settled upon her. “You do realize this is breaking a cardinal rule of manhood, right? You never borrow underwear from another man.” He shook his head. “Never.”
“I couldn’t give a shit about your cardinal rules. Put them on and get your man-sharing ass to bed.”
“Thanks, but no thanks.” He threw them at her.
She hurled the briefs back. “You’ll put them on, now! I’m not interested in having your package peek out from under the sheets. Neither is Annabelle.”
“For one, I’ll be wearing pants. And I’m pretty sure Annabelle wouldn’t mind.”
Ayden gritted her teeth together. “Put. Them. On.”
“You are something else.” He shook his head. “Can’t even spare a little dignity for a dying man.” He paused, still gripping the towel around his waist. “Some privacy, if you don’t mind.”
 

***
 

Ayden stepped to the side, just outside of the bathroom and slammed the door shut. Ooh, that lycan crawled right up under her skin.
Everything is a goddamn joke to him! We’ll see who’s laughing…
When Kane emerged from the bathroom, Ayden still stood in the same position by the door but quickly shuffled to the other side of the room. He inched along the wall, the chair and the nightstand, back to the bed. The gray slacks he wore looked a little silly and a bit uncomfortable, but what did she care?
She stood over him as he settled in. “Arms above your head.”
Brow raised, he fell back against the pillow, raising his arms above his head as ordered.
Ayden pulled out a pair of black fur-lined handcuffs. The slow upward arch of his eyebrows made her want to slap him. “Shut up. They’re Calix’s. Not mine. And this is just to keep you from roaming about.” She moved cautiously, trying her best not to touch his arm, a task that required more concentration than she had to spare under the circumstances.
“Have you ever used handcuffs before?”
“Of course not,” she sneered. “I’d never allow someone to restrain me.” She locked each cuff to the bedpost. “That would make me vulnerable and weak, like you.”
Kane shrugged. “I don’t mind it, actually. Truth is, it’s kinda nice for once not to be calling the shots.”
“You make me sick, lycan. You’re so …”
“Weak. I get it.” He glanced up at his chained arm and gave a tug before his gaze returned to her. “So, how do you think you’ll go about killing me?”
Stupid question. “What the hell is wrong with you?”
“What?”
“What kind of question is that?”
“I don’t know. Just curious to know how you kill a lycan.”
“It’s incredibly violent.” She clicked the last cuff around his wrist.
Kane flinched then gazed up at her again. “How so?”
Damn if his green eyes didn’t show the slightest hint of fear. What the hell is this, some kind of trick? “I’ll sever your head from your spine. How does that sound?”
“Sounds … quick and painless.” He sighed. “After the hell I’ve been through already, anyway.”
She smiled, one full of fakeness. “Well, I’ll be sure to take your suggestions into account when it comes time to kill you.”
 “Suggestions?”
“To remove each of your limbs first. And have you watch as my demon friends chew on them.”
A blurt of laughter escaped him. “Annabelle was so wrong about you.”
“Annabelle?” Her eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”
“She told me you weren’t scary once people got to know you. That you were actually sweet of all things. Yeah …” He slid down further into the bed, head back against the pillow. “… personally, I think you’re serial-killer-in-a-clown-suit kind of creepy.”
“Awww, lycan, that’s the nicest thing you’ve said to me all day.”
“Why did you bring me here? Why not kill me last night?”
She crossed her arms. “Because only your kind take advantage of the weak and helpless. I, at least, give my victims the opportunity to fight back.”
“Is that so?” His tone turned serious, his eyes focused, challenging. “I don’t intend to fight you.”
“And why is that?”
“Because I have no intentions of becoming one of those things. I’d rather you rip my limbs off one by one, feed them to your demon friends after you’ve severed my head from my spine while pissing on my burning carcass.” His head lifted off of the pillow as he spoke. “I’m not, nor have I ever been a baby killer.”
“Good. Then we’ve come to an understanding.”
“Yes, I think we have.” He lowered his head again. “Amazing.”
“I have business. Should you need to piss,”—she bent her index finger to patronize him—“your fingers can reach the button on the wall. I’ll leave the keys with Bennett.”
“So thoughtful of you. Have a good day, sweetheart.”
Ayden cast a glare as she walked over to the oversized armoire in the corner of the room. From it, she pulled out a pair of leather pants and a tiny white t-shirt, along with some panties. Gavin had purchased extra clothing for her a while back—helping her get comfortable in his home, no doubt. Thank goodness, otherwise she’d be breaking into laundry mats in the middle of the night just to wash her clothes. Leather was good for wiping blood off, because she just couldn’t stand having the shit on her.
With one step toward the bathroom, she halted.
Kane smiled at her from the bed.
She scowled. What the hell is he smiling about?
“So this is your room, huh? I’m lying in your bed?” He cocked his head back. “And that’s where you normally shower, right?”
Her face contorted to a grimace. The very idea of showering in there after him suddenly made her lip curl in disgust. “Asshole.”
She left the room and walked down and into another guest bedroom beyond Zeke’s room. Themed in Aphrodite, it had all the accommodations of her room. A mural stained the ceiling, painted much like the one of Dionysus, with Aphrodite, Hephaestus and Ares. Gavin loved to read passages from Greek mythology after sex, so Ayden had become quite familiar with the stories.
Not that she’d stuck around much afterward. The stories generally turned him on to more sex.
She slipped into the bathroom, nearly identical to the one in her own room and showered.
About a half hour later, she stepped back out, fully clothed. She sheathed her dagger, gun and whip, then exited the bedroom and headed toward Gavin’s office.
Sexed, showered, dressed, he looked good enough to eat in his gray pinstripe suit and electric blue button-down shirt beneath it. He was adjusting his cuff links when Ayden entered the office.
She whistled. “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?” A deep inhale filled her nose with the intoxicating infusion of mouthwatering bergamot, musk and a woodsy undertone – the signature cologne he always wore that could’ve been his own brand. “You smell damn good, too.” Truth be told, Gavin was a torment she enjoyed. Knowing how much he wanted her gave Ayden a sense of power.
A lady killing smile lit his face. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your presence, fine lady?”
“I’m coming with you.”
“To the casino? What for?”
“For one, it keeps me off the streets, and since I’m exceptionally younger than you,”—she forced a cough—“by centuries, it is your civic duty to ensure my well-being.”
Gavin raised an eyebrow. “And second?”
“I can’t stand the idea of staying here all day with that lycan. He gets on my nerves.”
Gavin chuckled, still fidgeting with his link. “And what will you do at the casino all day? Corrupt my staff?”
“I’ll hang out. Watch some TV or something. I’ll stay in Logan’s office. He’s off today, right?”
He rolled his eyes. “Logan is always off.”
“Okay, so I’ll stay back. You won’t even know I’m there.”
“Knowing you’re there doesn’t trouble me in the least.” He cocked a brow. “I’ll be returning my female first.”
The thought sunk from her brain to her stomach.
She’d have to ride in Gavin’s car with the bimbo damn near sitting on her lap. Still, a far better prospect than hanging with the lycan cuffed to her bed. “When do we leave?”
“I’ll have Bennett fetch her. She’s rather exhausted.” His wicked grin stretched across his face.
Ayden sighed inwardly. Good God, she’d have to hook up with some poor sap soon or risk breaking the terms of the contract with Gavin. Worse yet, the lycan had looked good to her not even an hour before.
The two of them waited by the front door while Bennett led a brunette down the myriad of marble stairs. She wore a sexy black dress with a plunging V-neck, showing off breasts too pert to be real pressed against the fabric as if hoisted by a crane lift. Gripping the railing as she descended, her legs trembled in her Louboutin stilettos.
“At least you’re finding them with clothes on these days,” Ayden whispered to Gavin, referring to the night Gavin’s bouncer, Britus, had refused Ayden entry into Sanctuary.
He’d forced her to strip and hand over all of her weapons.
Fortunately for Ayden, Britus’s breed of demon couldn’t’ve cared less about sex. All business and violence. She could’ve strutted naked in front of the male and he’d have looked at her no differently to if she’d worn a sweater sewn by her grandmother and a pair of boring khakis.
Not Gavin.
He’d just so happened to stumble upon her as she was replacing her jacket, nothing more than a gauze-thin T-shirt and her tiny black panties to taunt his eyes. Later that evening, he’d suckered her into his bed.
Gavin chuckled beside her. “I’m afraid my luck is running dry these days.”
“She’s pretty.”
“You’re prettier,” he whispered.
A smug smile danced across her face.
The woman gave Ayden a once over while Gavin wrapped a black rabbit fur coat around her shoulders.
“I wonder how many rabbits were slaughtered to keep your ass warm,” Ayden said to her as she slipped into a black leather coat offered by Bennett.
Her eyes narrowed. “I’m guessing damn near the same number of cattle as yours.”
“Mine is made from human skin.” Ayden grinned at the woman’s widening eyes. “Kidding,” She said, her voice carrying the high trill of mocking.
Gavin led the woman out of the house but twisted back toward Ayden. “Tone it down, killer.”
The three of them stepped outside, and Ayden smirked when the car appeared in the driveway and she caught a glimpse of the woman’s face.
“All of us are fitting into this?”
“We’ll make room.” Gavin opened the passenger door of the McLaren before walking around to the other side.
Ayden held out her hand, urging the woman to climb inside. “I like the window.”
“Most dogs do.”
Oh, the level of restraint it took Ayden not to boot the woman in the ass as she bent over to peek inside.
“Baby, are you sure about this?” The woman’s voice carried a hint of disbelief, as though waiting for the punch line to the joke.
What had she expected? Every idiot knew the car would have only one set of bucket seats that offered a delight of discomfort.
“Absolutely,” Gavin said.
Still half in and out of the car, the female’s back sagged and she slipped into the seat, moving over until her legs straddled the console with the gear shift peeping between her knees.
Ayden slid in after her, and with some effort, slammed the gull-wing door shut. Only part of the woman’s thigh rested on her leg as if she struggled to cling as close to Gavin as possible. It must’ve been an absolute strain to keep herself hoisted. Ayden chuckled.
“You guys don’t have, like, an SUV or a van, or something? Anything with a back seat that she can ride in?” The woman didn’t even bother to look at Ayden as she pointed to her.
“Sure. But I like to drive this one.” Gavin turned the key and revved the engine. He reached across and pulled a black scarf from the glove box. “Ready?”
“She doesn’t have to wear one?” The way the woman’s lip snarled as she spoke nearly forced a burst of laughter from Ayden.
“Ayden has been around for quite some time. Please.” Gavin held the fabric up to her face.
Ayden tapped her foot, waiting for the woman to just put the damn thing on, while the woman bit her lip as if deliberating. As if you have a choice.
Turning her head, the woman faced Ayden, so careful not to make any sort of contact as she allowed Gavin to tie the blindfold over her eyes.
“What is she? One of your employees?” she asked.
 “Actually,”—Ayden smiled—“I’m his boss.”
Gavin cleared his throat, the dimple in his cheek exposing his stifled laugh as he gripped the steering wheel and sped the car around the driveway toward the gates.
“You’re hilarious,” the woman said. “He answers to no one.” Her lips twisted. “Especially street trash.”
“Oh, he answers all right. Unlike most of the tramps he brings home, I get to call the shots.”
Gavin rubbed his hand down his face, concealing the grin that deepened the dimples in his cheek.
“Baby, please tell me you haven’t slept with her.” An obviously fake shiver fluttered the woman’s shoulders. “I’m not sure I can get an appointment for disease testing this week.”
“Truth?” Ayden ignored the tickle in her throat begging a laugh. “I have taken him in so many delicious positions we could write our very own Kama sutra.” She leaned toward the woman and whispered in her ear, “Tell me something, did he come for you?”
“Alright, ladies, that’s enough of that.” Gavin’s tone, though flat, carried a warning.
In truth, demons like Gavin didn’t ejaculate with just any woman, including Ayden. Only Ayden knew the reason why.
The pursing of the woman’s lips indicated Ayden had needled the tender spot. No doubt, any woman would feel inadequate at first with a Wrath Demon and the many body-rocking ‘O’s they incited as if their appendages were some kind of tuning fork—none of which could be reciprocated.
Ayden smiled with satisfaction.
Twenty minutes passed before they arrived at a high-rise apartment building. The car came to a stop out in front, and a doorman opened the passenger door.
Ayden sat perfectly still in the seat with no intentions of moving.
The woman groaned as she climbed across Ayden’s lap to get out. “Bitch,” she muttered before the slamming of her door coincided with Gavin’s exit.
Laughing to herself, Ayden watched as Gavin removed the blindfold, stuffing it into his pocket, and walked his female to the door. The woman pressed herself up against him, grabbing the lapels of his jacket, but Gavin’s hands remained deep in his pocket. They spoke to one another, voices silenced by traffic and Ayden’s enclosure. The woman’s carnal expression saddened, and releasing his jacket, she stepped away, reaching into her obnoxious purse.
Poor girl. Always the same routine.
After she’d jotted down what Ayden presumed to be her number, Gavin moved in and hovered at her lips.
Bullshit buzz.
Perhaps there was a more technical term for the pheromones Wrath Demons released that could make a female do just about anything. It seemed to soften the blow– when the woman was about to be reminded that nothing more would develop between them—a temporary salve for the wounds. At least the demons were up front about themselves. None of the brothers, to Ayden’s knowledge, had ever made false commitments to a female. Such a thing would be considered an act of douche-baggery to them, as well as potentially dangerous, depending on the female.
A smile crept across Ayden’s face, remembering their first night together when he’d used the pheromones on her. Pissed her right off the next morning. Not the fact that she’d been gently ditched, the idea that she’d been temporarily vulnerable to something. She would have damn well stayed away from him after that, if he hadn’t sought her out again on his own. Why he never used the pheromones to convince her to be his mate was a question she feared to explore.
Gavin grabbed the woman’s chin and kissed her.
Frowning, Ayden averted her eyes. Ticklishness swirled in the pit of her stomach seeing their lips touch. She could have walked in on them screwing up against a wall and not felt the level of discomfort she did in that moment.
The driver’s side door swung open and Gavin plopped in the seat. He forced a breath and started the car. “I gotta quit this shit. Think I’m going soft or something.”
“Why is that?”
“I promised her dinner next week.” He shook his head. “I never do them twice.”
“You did me more than once.” She pursed her lips to stifle a teasing smile.
“You’re not them.” The wink he shot her was pure gold; no doubt the same one he’d probably used to land the woman he’d just dropped off. “Ready?”
“Strapped tight.”
He let out a playful groan. “Don’t I wish.”
The wheels squealed and the car took off down the street. One of the best things about Detroit was that not a lot of cops patrolled the main drag. Not that any of them would dare give Gavin a ticket. Damn near every cop in the city knew him. Most liked him, aside from the newbies who hadn’t yet been schooled on the Wrath Brothers.
As the surroundings gradually morphed into dilapidated buildings and scattered mounds of cardboard where the homeless slept, the car veered off onto a skinny side road that met with a dark tunnel. At one time, it had been part of the railway, an underground passage for trains, before being demoted into nothing more than an ominous hole into the earth. Naturally, drug addicts lined the entrance of it, like undead guards with their glassy eyes and vacant expressions, and Ayden’s face scrunched in disgust as they passed.
An eerie blackness swallowed the car as it sped through the first mile. The tunnel, wide enough for coming and going traffic, went on like an endless stretch of midnight as Gavin flirted with a comfy one fifty on the speedometer. Only the Wrath Brothers ever used the private road, though—a secret entrance to the casino, ensuring no one would follow them home.
The passage finally opened up into an empty underground parking lot, lit like a football arena, reserved strictly for the Brothers and full of character, crafted in the same theme as the rest of Sanctuary. Gavin parked close to the elevator. The blood red door with etched iron crosses looked like something on a nineteenth century church. Behind that door, a velvet bench stood upon plush carpeting. Glass made up the back wall to expose the concrete in between floors.
Gavin pressed the button and lights flickered around inside of it like flames catching.
So cool.
After a brief upward whoosh, the doors opened up to the main floor of Sanctuary: the restaurant and bar, constructed in the same peculiarity of a European crypt, where vampires might’ve dwelled. The walls, carved of stone, arched into pillars throughout the opened floor. Shadows crawled out from the sconces and climbed the stonework, giving it a ghoulish appearance. Individual tables sat captured by iron bars—cages— an intimate setting with candles atop mirrors giving a soft glow. Gothic.
One of the waitresses, Dara, sat at the bar, talking to the bartender. She wore the typical Sanctuary garb: patent black leather shorts and bikini top, with a fishnet shirt and knee high boots. Inky black hair swung just past her cheekbones, emphasizing her voluptuous dark berry-stained lips. She perked up at Gavin and Ayden’s approach. “What’s shakin’, boss?”
“Not much.” Gavin leaned against the bar with his smooth-talking Mafioso style. “Just came to grab a drink.”
“Sure thing.” Pat, the bartender, pulled out a pontarlier glass and absinthe spoon. He poured a jigger’s worth of a green spirits into the glass and placed the spoon atop, then slid it beneath an elaborate, double-spouted fountain with a skull and crossbones etched into the crystal. Water slowly dripped from the fountain onto the sugar cube, dissolving into whirling clouds that turned the peridot green into a pearly, milky shade.
The fragrant smell of black licorice permeated the room. Ayden inhaled through her nose, and through the white noise of conversation, images flashed within her mind. Laughter. Sitting in the backseat of a car. A kiss. His hands gripping the back of her neck. Licorice on his breath. “Only if you’re ready,” he whispers in her ear. Nibbling on the lip. A nod. He leans in.
“You all right?”
Ayden broke from the visual. A warm hand snaked around her elbow. Leaning into the bar, she stared up at Gavin, momentarily confused before nodding. As she rubbed her forehead, a light tremble quaked through her body, threatening to steal her balance. What the hell is going on? What are these visions?
“I have no idea how you drink that shit.” Dara rested her head on her palm, watching Pat finish preparing the drink, each slow drop from the fountain falling into the glass in graceful silken strands. “It’s believed to cause madness, you know.”
Pat removed the spoon and passed the glass to Gavin.
“Ah, but I’m in good company with the likes of Manet, Van Gogh and Hemingway.” Gavin raised his glass. “To brilliance,” he said, and sipped the drink.
“Don’t come crying to me when you cut your ear off.”
Gavin smiled. “I hear Trent Reznor drinks it, too.”
Dara perked up. “Really?”
Pat shook his head and slid down to Ayden. “What would you like, love?”
“Ice water with lemon.”
Dara rolled her eyes. “Come on, slayer. You can do better than that. Add a little vodka to that, Pat.”
“No, really. I’ve already left here in bad shape once this week.”
“Oh, yeah,”—Dara smiled—“forgot about that.”
Pat pushed the drink across the cherry wood bar without a single splash over the rim. It slowed to a halt at Ayden’s outstretched hand, and she and Gavin carried their drinks back to the elevator.
Lights circled the button as Gavin sent them all the way to the top floor. They passed the casino on the second floor, only partially filled with patrons. Still early. All the high rolling tables made up the third floor. Fourth and fifth floors were inaccessible and closed off by steel doors.
Ayden had never been on the fourth floor. She imagined it as some creepy passage to hell where security tortured thieves and troublemakers.
The elevator finally opened up to the fifth floor, looking like something of a neo-gothic auditorium with its arched beams and tall windows. She followed Gavin down the long hallway to the back, where he stopped in front of a closed door—Logan’s office. One hand still holding his drink, he fumbled through keys with the other hand and unlocked the door. Leaning forward, he paused for a moment then gave her a kiss on the forehead.
“Stay out of trouble.” His smile suddenly turned somber. “I hate this part of the job. Firing someone. Sucks.”
“You’re a nice guy.” Ayden playfully punched him in the shoulder. “What could go wrong?”
 

~



CHAPTER EIGHT
 

Ayden entered Logan’s office—definitely nothing fancy. He had one of her pictures framed on the wall, one she’d taken of Joe Louis’s fist downtown. She hadn’t realized Logan’d framed it—the only picture that adorned the mostly empty gray walls.
Ayden slumped into Logan’s black leather chair, kicking her boots up on the desktop. Condensation from her glass of ice water dripped down her arm and she set it beside her boots on the desk. She grabbed a remote from the desktop and aimed it at a huge flat-screen mounted in the corner of the room.
Moans instantly hit her ear. Porn channel.
“Damn, Logan, what do you do all day?”
She quickly changed the channel to the news. A familiar face floated next to the half-screen live feed of platinum blonde news anchor, Marg Penderbaum. “Authorities claim that 30-year old Kane Walker was last seen in the parking lot of Detroit General Hospital,” she said, only her lips moving within the features of her stiff head. “Blood found at the scene indicates that the victim may have been attacked prior to having disappeared. He’s one of five individuals who’ve been reported as missing this week. There doesn’t appear to be a pattern to the abductions, but police are urging residents in the metro Detroit area to avoid being out at night alone, and to report any suspicious activity. If you have any information on the whereabouts of this young man, please contact local police.”
“Report suspicious activity.” Ayden’s lip curled. “As if they’d come running for suspicious activity.” She blew out a forced breath. “Criminy, I can’t get away from you no matter where I go, can I, Kane Walker?”
The human adult abductions were simple—humans being turned to wolves for the most part, unless their bodies were found ravaged. It was the children that bothered Ayden.
Lycans didn’t change children.
They consumed them.
And way too many had gone missing, it seemed.
Damned wolves couldn’t be killed fast enough.
Ayden turned the TV off, closed her eyes and rolled her neck against the soft leather chair.
A woman’s voice drifted down the hallway, growing louder by the second. “Get your goddamn hands off of me asshole! I can find the way out by myself. You dirty thieving bastards! All of you!”
By the time Ayden reached the door, the voice had faded, a flash of fiery red hair whipping around the corner. Ayden headed toward Gavin’s office and found him at his desk, chair turned to the side, rubbing his temples. She slumped into the chair across from him. “She didn’t take the news well, huh?”
Gavin glanced up. “I’m getting too old for this shit.”
“How old are you now?” Ayden shifted in the seat. “A ripe buck fifty?”
He frowned and took a long swill of his drink. “Six hundred twenty five, thank you very much.” He cleared his throat.
“Wow. And you still have all your teeth,” she said, smiling. “Feel like scouting with me?”
“We don’t have to. Calix called.” Gavin swirled his drink. “Some nephilim he hangs out with told him about an underground party tonight. Said it’s supposed to be big.”
“Wait.” Ayden sat up from her slouch, clutching the arms of the chair. “We’re taking someone’s word for it?”
“A party is a party Ayden. What do you want? An invitation to it? There’s bound to be lycans.”
“I guess.” She relaxed a little, but the uneasy feeling in her stomach still tugged at her.
“Jimmy’s going to watch the casino for me tonight.” Gavin twisted the chair and stared into her eyes. “All of us will be there.”
“Promise?”
He tipped his head. “Do you believe a demon that makes promises?”
Ayden glanced down at her hands, set in her lap. “Only if that demon is you.”
“Then I promise.”
The buzz of the phone jerked her to attention.
A throaty voice came over the speaker. “Sir, can you come down to the fourth floor? We got a Saevious that got past Britus. We’re holding him for you.”
“Fucking demons.” Gavin hung up the phone. “It never ends.”
“What happens on that fourth floor?” Ayden asked.
“Pray you never need to find out.” He grinned and rose from his chair. “Stay here. I’ll be right back,” he said, giving a quick caress to her shoulder before leaving the room.
Not even a minute later, the buzz sounded again.
“Sir?” the man’s voice sounded strangled, as if fluids had caught in the back of his throat. “Stay off … the fourth floor.” A cough interrupted him. “The Saevious has … escaped. He’s … coming for you.”
The line went dead.
“Shit!” Ayden jumped to her feet and bolted out of the office. “Gavin!” she called down the hall after him.
He stood by the elevator door, toying with his cellphone when she rounded the corner, and her shoulders sagged in relief.
Tucking his cellphone in his pocket, he looked up. “I thought I told you to stay put.” He smiled. “Miss me already?”
“Don’t go—”
A red ball of flames shot out from the elevator door, erupting upon exit.
“Oh shit!” Ayden jumped back, catching her fall against the wall as the fireball barreled into Gavin and sent him smacking back against the floor.
Within the innermost core of the blaze, its form evolved into the body of a male with a whole lot of muscle mass. Shiny black skin emphasized the intense glow of bright orange eyes, discernable even through through the flames as Mr flambé grabbed Gavin and the two rolled around the floor within a sphere of fire.
What the hell?
Gavin kicked the creature across the hallway and leapt to his feet, his shirt singed away to nothing and leaving his bare chest exposed. His brown bedroom eyes turned a glowing red, far more menacing than this beast.
The fire slammed into him again.
Like a linebacker, Gavin braced himself and held it back.
Ayden’s muscles tensed, though she had no idea what the hell to do. One thing she hated more than anything was feeling helpless.
With the thud of adrenaline pumping through her body and her heart galloping like it might run off into the sunset, she padded quietly back around the hall, fumbling with every doorknob she passed and checking behind each door for the janitor closet. When she found it, she grabbed the bucket sitting on the floor and filled it in the small sink in the corner.
Bucket dangling from her hand, she returned to the brawl to find the Saevious straddling Gavin, a long, curled tongue wrapped around his neck.
She held her breath and tossed the bucket of water over the duo.
Nothing happened.
Gavin lay with a questioning expression on his face, fingers lodged in the tongue at his neck. Flames still crackled from the Saevious’s skin, and in a second that seemed to last an eternity, it slowly turned its focus to her.
Its tongue unfurled.
Gavin choked, his eyes wide, his mouth opening and closing.
With a singular claw, the Saevious knocked Gavin across the room, sending his body hurling against the drywall, which cracked on impact. The other claw swiped at the creature’s mouth.
Ayden’s eyes widened.
Oh. Shit.
It hurtled toward her.
She spun on her heel and bolted in the opposite direction. Gavin’s strangled shouts grew distant behind her. A quick glance upward sprouted an idea as her eyes followed a pipe that ran the length of the office space. Sucking in a breath, with the demon at her heels, she took three steps up against the wall to the right of her and jumped across, grasping onto the pipe while swinging her legs up into the rafters.
The demon followed behind her.
She hand-over-handed herself toward the staircase and dropped. She threw the door wide open, raced across the landing to the railing of the stairs and jumped to the next floor, the beast hot on her trail—literally—radiating her from behind.
A tingle rolled through her body, stealing her breath. Excitement? Hot damn, she was enjoying this?
Leap after leap over railings finally landed her on the first floor—the restaurant and bar.
She ran right through one of the cages, knocking over the table within, straight toward the bar. Dara and Pat, eyes wide with horror, ducked below the countertop.
She’d never be able to take the beast on herself. Hell, if Gavin could be knocked into a wall, she sure wouldn’t be walking away unharmed. Her strength exceeded that of one lycan, but demons held an exceptional strength few other supernaturals could match.
Beyond the bar, black curtains hung like spectral sheets, and she cut through those and straight into the restaurant. Luckily, the place stood empty.
Thank God.
The billows of curtains and the smell of smoke told how close the demon kept on her, and Ayden sent up a mental prayer for Gavin to get his frickin’ ass there and fast.
Where the hell is he?
The kitchen door smacked the walls as she burst through it, before she leapt over the long steel countertop and crouched, moving low and swift to the ground.
Another slam through the door meant the beast trailed only seconds away from her.
She managed to reach the end of the countertop. Peeking carefully around the corner, she eyed the demon standing in the doorway, its nose up in the air, sniffing.
Flames still flickered off its skin. Stepping forward, the Saevious headed toward the back of the kitchen.
Away from Ayden.
What now?
She could bolt through the door again back into the restaurant, but he’d undoubtedly come after her. Her mind raced, trying to consider what of her surroundings she could use. The freezer? She’d already doused him with water.
Stupid.
But maybe the freezer would buy her a few seconds—at least enough to find out where Gavin had gone.
How the hell would she get him in there, though?
Her eyes followed the demon as it moved slowly toward the pantry in the back. The freezers stood about ten yards from where she crouched.
This has got to be the craziest shit I’ve ever done.
When the Saevious finally disappeared out of sight, she dashed to the freezer doors. The plan in her head weakened by the second.
Never going to work, never going to work ...
Four stainless steel refrigerators doors stood side by side. She slammed the door to one of them, the echo like a sonic boom throughout the kitchen, and left one door set slightly open. Her stomach tightened as she hurried to slip into the adjacent freezer, quietly closing it, and ducked below the window. Chills crept along the length of her spine—not from the cold but the very idea of possibly being trapped in such a small space with the creature if it found her.
Flames moved past the window, distorted by the frosted glass, and she stood up and peered through. To the left, it paused in front of the opened freezer and gave a furtive glance around.
Please go inside.
It was possible the demon could bust right out of its frozen cage—and then she’d be in deep shit. No doubt for a demon, nothing could be more infuriating than being outsmarted by a human. Especially a female.
Ayden curled her fingers around the handle of the freezer door. Poised. Ready. Every breath burned with anticipation.
The Saevious stepped inside.
She slowly pushed the lever and opened the door of her hiding spot. A thump had her hopping backward but the fireball didn’t reappear.
Sucking in a breath, she lunged toward the other door.
Gripped the handle.
Click.
The Saveious stared back at her through the window, fury in its eyes as if it suddenly caught on to her game.
Her body jolted into motion, pushing as hard as she could to lock the freezer door. It wouldn’t budge.
Oh, fuck.
The demon moved forward, almost leisurely, flames dancing across its body in a slow, hypnotic rhythm, as though well aware it suddenly had the upper hand.
Dammit!
She tugged and jiggled the handle to engage the lock. No go. Of all the damn freezers, she had to pick a broken one?
The Saevious lurched forward, the lock halfway engaged. A shove from the other side of the door knocked her hands from it. The demon grinned back at her through the window, a taunting expression as though it enjoyed the turn in odds.
She grappled for the handle again. Her muscles burned, drawn taut with tension.
Come on!
Another glance through the window revealed the demon’s face up against the glass.
Shit. Shit. Shit.
The next knock against the door sent her a step backward. She scrambled forward and leaned against the door handle.
“Come on, damn you!” She almost didn’t recognize her panic-laden voice. Only a layer of steel separated her from a severe ass-whooping.
The Saevious pushed with force this time. Her feet slid against the slick kitchen floor as she drove all her weight into the door to keep it closed. They were face to face through the window, two opposing forces, one of which didn’t stand a chance. It didn’t make sense, though, how she’d held it off as long as she had.
Before the demon could urge her back any farther, warm hands covered hers, and the lever slid with fluid ease and locked right into place.
Ayden turned to find Gavin, still only half dressed, beside her. Her head snapped back with the slamming of the demon against the door—a slam that could’ve sent her across the kitchen had the lock not engaged.
The Saevious thrashed inside, knocking over the steel shelves and food. Something else was happening, though. His flames flickered, disappearing into frosty plumes of steam. Peach tones of human flesh peeked through the sleek black of his skin. His eyes that had been nothing more than empty hollows of orange light filled with dark, round orbs.
“Good thinking,” Gavin said beside her. “They grow weak with cold.”
“Then what the fuck is he doing in Michigan?” She ran her hand through her hair and blew a shaky breath. “And where the hell did you go?”
“To call the authorities?”
“The police?” Ayden crossed one arm over her stomach; the other grabbed the back of her neck. “What are they going to do with this?”
Gavin glanced over at her. “Not your authorities. Ours.”
She set her hands on her hips. “This thing could have killed me, Gavin!”
“I know, and I’m sorry.” His gaze fell to the floor. “But it’s not like I could just call them up on my cell. I had to summon them from the other side.”
The door of the kitchen flew off its hinges.
In the frame stood the most frightening demon Ayden had ever laid eyes on, towering at about eight feet tall, every inch of its body covered in some kind of black carapace. Its bulging chest and enormous biceps would have been intimidating enough to make a tougher man piss his pants—like a scary-ass grim reaper on steroids.
That wasn’t the worst of it, though.
In his clutch he held a double-edged sickle sword as if to complete its ensemble.
“Release me! Release me!” Muted screams from the Saevious inside the freezer accompanied the banging of his hands on the door, its desperation damn near palpable.
Chills snaked beneath Ayden’s skin. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt cold. “What is that?” she whispered.
“Enforcer Demons. This Saevious escaped Obsidius. He’ll be returned and punished.”
The thought of such a thing sent tendrils of horror up her spine. Gavin once told her Obsidius, a demon prison of sorts, was worse than anything she could imagine hell to be—a place where nightmares gave some reprieve from the actual terrors taking place.
The Enforcer moved slow and silent toward the freezer door. It tipped his head, peering in through the window as if curious.
Gavin stretched forward, as the Enforcer raised its fist in the air as though primed to knock down another door in its path, and clicked the lock open, allowing the door to swing freely.
The wild Saevious inside had climbed the walls, clinging to the steel, and it screamed, begging for its life, as it scuttled toward the back of the freezer
Gavin returned to Ayden’s side as the Enforcer stepped inside and the screams grew louder, more terrified—enough to raise hackles.
Ayden leaned toward Gavin. “What sent him to Obsidius to begin with?”
“Had you not confined him, you would’ve found out.” Gavin’s eyes turned dark. “They take their victims back to their nest.”
“Nest?” Her stomach lurched.
“Yes. He would have tried to impregnate you.” His lip curled. “For days, if necessary.”
Ayden swallowed past the lump in her throat. “Days?” Her arms snaked around her waist. “Are there many of these things roaming about?”
“No.” Gavin’s eyes trailed back toward the freezer.
The Saevious’s screams echoed from inside. A clang of metal followed a swoosh sound as the Enforcer swiped at the smaller demon with its sickle.
“Their violent nature gets them in trouble.” Gavin looked down at her again. “They take a human form, which is how he got past Britus. They’re very slick. But as you can see,” – he nodded toward the freezer – “trouble always follows. So all of them become prisoners of Obsidius, which is why they’re often desperate to breed.”
The Saevious wailed, its bare foot caught in the grasp of the Enforcer, who dragged the demon out of the freezer, the scary-as-hell beast from only a few minutes prior reduced to pathetic and small alongside its captor. Its upper body thrashed behind the undeterred Enforcer, clawing at everything it passed.
It grabbed hold of Ayden’s ankle, yanking her to the ground.
Gavin stomped on its hand and the Saevious released her.
Ayden clambered to her feet and followed with Gavin behind the slow-moving procession of horror through the restaurant. Thankfully, there were still no patrons. Dara had her arms wrapped around Pat behind the bar as they passed.
The Enforcer dragged the demon up the staircase so that its body bounced against each of the steps as it went, blood-curdling screams interrupted by each thump.
Ayden reached for her dagger and grabbed the hilt, wanting nothing more than to slit its throat to shut it up. The steel of her blade would never break its skin, though. Demons couldn’t be killed by conventional human weapons.
They finally reached the top floor, just outside Gavin’s office, where an enormous black circle had been drawn into the carpet.
The Enforcer stepped inside and disappeared into the floor.
The Saevious clutched the edge of the circle, its upper half hanging on for dear life. Splayed hands reached out for Gavin before the demon shot backward into nothingness.
“That was the freakiest shit I’ve ever seen,” Ayden muttered.
Gavin smirked. “You should see Obsidius. They don’t call it the realm of eternal suffering for nothing.”
Ayden turned to face him. “You’ve actually been there?”
“Once.” He pulled a white kerchief from his back pocket and knelt to the floor, lightly scrubbing at the black chalk circle. “On Logan’s behalf. To barter his freedom.”
Her mouth parted in surprise. “Logan was sent to Obsidius?”
“Yes.” Gavin sat back to a squat and crumpled the blackened kerchief in his hands.
“For what?”
He rose up from the floor. “Murdering a high order demon that killed his mother.”
Ayden shook her head. “I thought Logan hated his mother.”
“Lots of children hate their mothers, Ayden.” He turned to face her. “That doesn’t mean they want to see them murdered.” Gavin stepped past her into his office and tossed the soiled kerchief into a small trash bin. His drink still sat atop the desk, and he polished it off in one long swig.
Ayden sat in the chair opposite Gavin’s. “How did you save him from that?”
He stared into the empty glass for a moment, a thoughtful expression on his face. “I agreed to take half of his punishment. And I became his mentor. Logan and I share the closest bond of brotherhood.”
“You took half his punishment? Like … they tortured you?” The visual was hard to imagine—Gavin, so strong and clever, at the mercy of another demon.
He flinched and set the glass down on the desk. “Not near as long and harsh as Logan. They tend to go easy on the Brozszius. You can imagine, not many lining up, volunteering for the job.”
Ayden tipped her head. “Brozszius?”
“It’s sort of a demon’s advocate.” He finally sat down in his chair and kicked his feet up on the desk.
“You feel closest to him.”
“Not just feel. I am.” He stared back at her, intertwined his fingers. “The blood spilled in our punishment was collected by the Enforcers. I was given Logan’s and he was given mine.”
“I had no idea you endured such a thing.” She glanced away, her voice level, her expression stoic to keep from revealing how much the thought bothered her.
“Why would I tell you?” He smiled. “Have you had all the fun you can stand yet?”
Muscles in her face softened to a smile. “Pretty much. Is it like this every day?” She rose from the chair.
Gavin came from around the desk and stood beside her. “Nah. It’s usually a bit more exciting.” He winked at her then wrapped his arms around her shoulder. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
 

***
 

Ayden’s heart rate had finally slowed back to normal again by the time she returned to the manor. Somehow the lycan had become less of a concern in her mind.
“I think I’m going to lie down for a bit,” she said to Gavin as Bennett removed her coat.
Gavin nodded. “Rest, slayer. I’ll see you later tonight.”
As Bennett took Gavin’s coat, he frowned at Gavin’s exposed chest.
“Long story, Ben,” Gavin said.
Ayden chuckled and made her way back to her room. She peeked inside to find the lycan sleeping, his arms still shackled to the bedposts. The sight of him once again stirred anger.
Closing the door, she slipped down the hallway to the Aphrodite room.
After removing her boots, she crawled into the bed and lay back on the pillows. The plush of the mattress gave the illusion of sleeping on a pile of clouds in the sky. Her eyes focused on the mural above her; the soft colors carried a pale glow. Gavin’s words from earlier drifted aimlessly through her mind—how Logan had been punished in Obsidius for a seemingly justified crime. Though, from what she’d gathered, Logan’s mom was nothing of a saint. Could Ayden have done what Gavin did for his brother? Agree to receive torture and torment on behalf of someone else?
No.
Ties, costly to someone like her, were best unmade.
 

***
 

Kane tugged at the chains on the bed.
His arm had gone completely numb, enough to drive him insane. He willed it to straighten, his finger to push the buzzer. The dead weight turned his stomach—he needed to release it quick. He kicked the sheets off his legs and raised them up over his head to the bedpost.
Holy shit. He couldn’t have done that a week ago if he’d tried.
His stomach muscles burned as he kept his legs hoisted and used his socked foot to search for the buzzer.
“What the hell are you doing?” The familiar voice came from the doorway.
His feet slammed back onto the mattress and his gaze trailed toward the door, where Ayden stood with her hands on her hips. “Not that you give a damn, but my arm fell asleep. It’s driving me nuts.”
Ayden snickered, walked into the room and stood astride the bed. Using the back of her hand, she knocked his arm around.
The batting of his numb hand incited a tickle in his chest, and he shifted beneath the sheets.
She dug into her coat pocket, pulled out the key. “I’ll give you a quick bathroom run, only because I don’t want Bennett to have to clean your piss off the bed.” She unlocked the cuffs and his arm fell to his side.
He let out a sigh of relief. “Damn,” he said, shaking it out. “That’s the nastiest feeling in the world.”
“Get used to it. Your whole body’s going to feel that way by the end of the week.”
He rubbed his wrist and stretched his fingers, working blood and sensation back into them. “What the hell’s your deal? Do you hold a degree in black ops training, or something?”
Ayden shrugged. “I can’t help it if I’m enthusiastic about my work.” Her lip curled into something that might have passed as a smile if it hadn’t disappeared so quickly. “Now hurry up and piss before I change my mind.”
He rose out of bed and made his way along the walls as before. Unlike his last trip to the bathroom, his movements came easier. Strength had returned to his legs, though they were still a little weak beneath his upper half.
After relieving himself, Kane took a moment to splash water on his face, stretch out, wipe his body down with a warm washcloth and swish some mouthwash he’d found in the cupboard. No sense in losing the humanity inside him, even if the creature was slowly beginning to take over.
Ayden, arms crossed over her chest, stood on the other side of the bed as he hobbled back along the wall and the chair with a towel in his hand.
She scowled. “What’s the towel for?”
He continued toward the bed. “I’ve been lying in my own blood for the last twenty-four hours.”
“So now you’re requesting clean sheets? What the hell do you think this is, the Hilton?”
“I didn’t request a damn thing from you. Sorry if human comforts turn your stomach.” He unfolded the towel directly over the patch of blood on the bed then climbed over it, positioning himself on it as he lay back and stretched his arms above his head.
Ayden stared hard at him. “You’re seriously working my nerves right now, lycan. And, after the day I’ve had, I’d be cautious if I were you.” She stepped toward him and clicked the cuffs back in place.
“Right.” Kane stretched out his fingers like the exercise would keep them from going numb later. “Because cordiality is going to win me some bonus points with you in the end. Perhaps you might opt against the dull blade when slicing my throat?”
She leaned over him; her breath tickled his ear. “I understand you’re in for incredible pain tonight,” she whispered. “Keep in mind, when you’re lying helpless and writhing, that you still have six more days of hell.” She straightened. “Try to have a good night.”
 

~



CHAPTER NINE
 

With a smug expression, Ayden made her way down the stairs to the foyer. She’d taken a quick nap and felt pretty damn good for the first time in a while.
All four brothers stood at the bottom as though waiting for her, a handsome brood—every one of them dressed in black like some gothrock band. Calix hiked his leg up, placing a dagger into the sheath inside his biker boot. Zeke stood with his feet set apart, arms crossed over his chest, like some kind of hell-spawn bodyguard. Gavin loaded his gun into a dual holster that crossed over his body. Undoubtedly spoiling for a fight, Logan paced as though unable to keep still.
“Heard you took on a Saevious today, slayer,” Calix said with smile. “I’m impressed.”
“Not easy for a girl trying to build a reputation.” She grinned. “Are we ready to go?”
“Locked and loaded.” Gavin tucked his second gun into its holster.
“This isn’t going to be easy.” Ayden crossed her arms. “They’ll be inconspicuous at first. So, keep your eyes open. Watch anyone who leaves the basement.”
“Hells, yes!” Zeke broke from his stiff stance, like a statue that’d suddenly come to life. “You never said we were hittin’ the underground scene this time.”
Ayden shook her head. “Don’t even think of it, Zeke. We’re here on business. Not pleasure. Stay focused.”
Zeke swaggered toward her. “Ayden, you need to lighten up. Get laid. It’ll do you some good.” He glanced at Gavin. “When was the last time you two got it on? The contract?”
Gavin shot Zeke a look of death then walked out the front door.
Logan knocked Zeke’s shoulder as he passed him. “Learn when to keep your mouth shut, fucktard.”
Bennett closed the door behind them as the group made their way to two vehicles waiting in the circle drive.
The brisk air blew harsh against Ayden’s face as she opened up the door and slipped inside the passenger side of Logan’s silver McLaren.
Of all the brothers, Logan looked the least exotic with his brown hair and brown eyes—boyish good looks, like something out of an Abercrombie ad. Deceiving, considering his anger could flare like a tempest and wipe out half the city in one night if he allowed it. He seemed to have a soft spot for Ayden, though, always treating her like a sister. She suspected it had more to do with his admiration for her fearlessness. Logan could be like a wild animal in that respect.
“So, how did Calix find out they were going to be here tonight?” Ayden asked, already knowing.
Logan fired up the McLaren, revved the engine, and followed slowly behind the Mercedes down the drive toward the manor gates. “Don’t let him fool you. Even classy Calix has friends in low places. Some shady ass character named Ryke.”
She shook her head. “Just doesn’t feel right. We never go by someone’s word.”
Logan glanced at her. “You’re not backing out, are you?”
“No. Of course not.” She stared through the windshield at the darkened sky. “I just wish I’d have done some of my own scouting first.”
The underground scene had grown pretty popular. Parties were typically held in the basements of run-down buildings in the city. With so many businesses going to hell, plenty of buildings offered places to hop to if one happened to get busted by the cops. Drugs were a staple at the parties, making the underground a favorite over the bar scene.
The latest drug of choice: Shine—named for its silver capsule. Its effects were similar to ecstasy but without all the cottonmouth and heart racing crap. Better yet, it was rumored to be the best during sex, with hallucinations so real a user could virtually live out a fantasy. Touching became an amplified sensation and could put a Shiner right over the edge. Lost in their own world, they often masturbated in public, and rape was at an all-time high.
Most took the drugs and left the party, slipping into cars or behind buildings to experience it. The drug didn’t last long in the system and the after-effects were minimal.
Going off in pairs, though, proved dangerous.
Shiners were a big bloody bulls-eye—a walking rack of ribs with a hambone for dessert. Which meant Underground parties guaranteed lurking wolves. They never attacked inside. One or two often took their human forms, selling Shine on the inside while their brothers stalked from the outside.
The McLaren and Mercedes pulled up to the curb about two blocks away from the party, a shady area, dark, with one single streetlight flickering from above. Trash cluttered the streets in the adjacent alley, the smell of sewer gas already drifting through the air vents of the car, as Logan came to a curbside stop.
The gullwing doors of both vehicles ascended, and sounds of a domestic fight carried from one of the houses on the next block.
Three brawny demons climbed out of one car; Logan and Ayden slipped out of the other.
“How the hell do you get away with leaving these things parked anywhere you want? Aren’t you afraid someone will steal them?” Ayden swung the door closed.
“What would you think if you saw two sport vehicles parked in a shitty area of town?” Logan closed his door and leaned against the roof of the McLaren. “Think you’d mess with them?”
“I get your point.”
He tapped the hood. “But just to be sure, we typically summon one of ghouls to guard it. Anyone who comes within twenty feet gets the shit scared out of them.” He mumbled a quiet chant.
A brush of wind swept past her—not like an atmospheric breeze but one that left goose bumps across her skin. “Whoa.”
Leaving the cars, the five of them trekked down the block. Ayden kept her eyes peeled for anything that moved in the dark.
One of the side effects of the Lywa antibody: perfect night vision.
Of course, demons came standard with the feature, too.
“Gavin,” Ayden said as they walked, “I don’t suppose you have any foreboding thoughts about this party?”
“Nothing.” He spoke over his shoulder.
Still, that twist in her gut persisted in spite of his words.
On the second block, they began to converge with smaller groups that arrived from different directions. Young girls, guys, and women who looked too old to be part of the underground scene, all sported the same Goth style of boots, fishnets, leather.
Ayden and her demon escorts would fit right in, aside from the fact that all four brothers looked like they’d jumped right out of an air-brushed magazine cover. She didn’t worry too much about that, though. It’d be dark inside, and within no time, half the crowd would be so hopped up on drugs, a troll would look good enough to lay.
A small flock of twenty-something girls waited in front of them to get in. They trembled and bounced, as if trying to keep warm in their skimpy clothes. That or hoping someone might notice their bobbing breasts. Amidst the crowd, Ayden and the demons were the only ones who seemed unaffected by the cold.
Three of the girls stole glances behind at Ayden, glaring at her and whispering while taking long looks at Calix and Logan. A skinny thing of a brunette bit her lip, eyes ravenous as if she’d contemplated the possibilities of having both brothers at once. She rolled her shoulders back and a shelf of perfect breasts too big for her petite frame peeped over top of a demi corset, nipples hard beneath the patches of soft fabric. Her eyes drifted back to Ayden, gave a once-over, and she grimaced.
Ayden leaned in toward the brunette. “Yes, I’m sleeping with all of them. At the same time.” She inhaled deeply. “And they’re fucking wild fun,” she said on an exhaled breath. “Do you like whips?”
A horrified expression crept across the girl’s face.
Ayden grinned and winked at her.
The brunette and her friends turned to face forward, but continued to sneak the occasional glimpse at the demons.
All four brothers seemed oblivious to their admirers. As usual.
A crowd outside of the building would draw too much attention, and the partygoers filed in fast, shortening the line pretty quickly The orchestrators of the party typically set up shop earlier in the day, cleaning up, arranging the lights, constructing the DJ platform. It had to be the creepiest job in the world, hanging in basements of abandoned buildings but it paid decent money in the end. At twenty bucks a head, they made out like bandits. And all they had to do was supply the music.
The basement of the building, so packed they could hardly move, carried a moldy smell, muted only by the mix of colognes and perfumes. A red light provided limited visibility for the humans, so they’d remain obscure to them at least.
“Let’s split up,” Ayden said over the blaring speakers. “Remember, eyes on anyone who sells or leaves.”
“Logan,”—Gavin spoke low to his brother—“you and Zeke take the outer perimeter to keep watch.”
Logan nodded and cracked his neck.
“Are you shitting me?” Zeke threw his hands in the air. “That’s twenty bucks down the toilet.”
Gavin frowned at his brother. “We meet back at the vehicles.”
The party picked up as the drugs began to flow. Trance music pumped a steady bass through the speakers. Girls danced seductively to the effects of the Shine, which inevitably drew the guys out of hiding. Before long, bodies were sweating and gyrating against each other.
Ayden moved through the crowd with stealth.
Please let them stay focused.
The smell of sex could be a demon’s undoing. Her eyes trailed over the throng of bobbing heads and rubbing bodies. There was a suffocating feel to the crowd, claustrophobic, as more partygoers arrived.
“Hey,” said a voice from behind.
Ayden glanced down at the hand wrapped around her wrist and up to the face of a young man who looked half-baked.
“Wanna come with?” He focused on her chest as he spoke and licked his lips. “I got something shiny to show you.”
“Piss off,” she said, pushing him away from her.
He stumbled over himself, nearly falling back into the crowd. “Fuck you, bitch!”
Ayden turned away and continued through the crowd.
Watch for him.
She craned her neck to see him approach another female. There was a vague familiarity about the girl. She seemed out of place, in spite of her black skirt and stockings. Must have been her long blonde hair, her blue eyes.
Too normal for this place.
Most of the partygoers had died their hair some unusual color or black. The blonde girl had a natural beauty, discernible even in the red light.
Ayden remained focused as the girl accepted a silver capsule from the guy. After staring at it for a moment, the blonde popped it in her mouth and followed him through the crowd.
Ayden snaked through after her as the guy led her up the stairs toward another level in the building.
The effects of the drug seemed to be kicking in as the female began to stumble a bit. Her hand covered her mouth as if embarrassed.
Ayden followed the couple down a dark hallway of rundown offices until they arrived at an empty room at the end and slipped inside.
As she padded quietly toward the door, the sounds of moaning drifted from the room. With one hand on her dagger, she peeked around the corner. Already the girl’s legs were spread wide open, the young man mauling her neck as he rubbed his fingers against her panties.
Ayden rolled her eyes.
Prepare to be cock-blocked, asshole.
She took a half-step to the left, hesitating when two sets of silver eyes glowed in the back corner of the empty room.
Lycans.
Ayden crouched low. They’d see her if she tried to enter the room, their eyes just as keen as hers in darkness. She reached for her Beretta, hardly chancing a breath.
The glowing orbs edged from the darkness, and the moans became more intense. While Romeo and Juliet slipped deeper into la-la land, the wolves lurked. Not yet moving in.
What are you waiting for?
It wasn’t as if their victims had any realization of being hunted.
The silver eyes lifted higher, indicating the wolves had rose on their haunches.
Ayden’s instincts tugged at her, like waves through her body, pulsating.
Kill.
She unsheathed the dagger with one hand and curled her finger around the trigger of the Beretta with the other.
Screams echoed down the hallway.
Ayden stopped in her jerk forward.
Not one when she glanced back, but many screams. As if something had suddenly attacked the entire party.
No.
She turned back toward the room. The eyes had disappeared from the back corner.
Dammit!
One wolf had already dragged the male across the room and had begun feeding on him. The male it seemed, so lost in his Shine fantasies, didn’t even realize he was being eaten alive. The other wolf dragged the female away toward the corner. No doubt, it’d probably try to rape her.
Too late for her, anyway—she’d already been bitten.
Ayden put three bullets in the wolf that hovered over the male, startling the other. Lying stupefied with his stomach torn wide open, the male choked on fluids gurgling in his throat. A merciful bullet to his head silenced him. She moved quickly across the room with stealth. Two more bullets knocked the second wolf back into the wall.
The wolf she’d shot first lurched forward, unsteady on its haunches, thanks to the silver bullets. The effects would only buy her another few seconds.
She kicked its feet from beneath its body and sliced through the back of its neck with a dagger.
Not deep enough to sever the head.
The wolf lifted itself up on its arms and the sliced head tipped to the side, hanging on by tarry fibers of flesh.
The other wolf leapt, knocking Ayden to the floor.
She held the gaping maw away from her face as it snapped at her. Growls rumbled against her hand. Hiking her boot up between the wolf and herself, she gave a forceful kick to its chest. The beast shot backward, hitting the floor a few feet away, but rose again just as fast.
The other wolf also charged with its half severed head barely holding on.
Ayden rolled to the side and shot a bullet through the ribcage of the intact wolf. She twisted to a standing position and lunged at the ruined wolf. Her stiff backhand came down hard on its head, knocking it from its body.
As it flopped across the floor, the headless body slumped in a heap.
Swinging back to the second lycan, she sunk the dagger into the side of its skull and twisted. It yelped falling to its knees as she sliced all the way down the back of its head and across its neck to the front.
Ayden dropped to her knees alongside the falling body, and the head slammed down beside them with a thunk.
She climbed off the beast and walked over to the young man. His gaping mouth and vacant eyes gave a pretty good indication the dude was dead. That and the bullet hole in his head.
Stupid lamb.
She glanced over toward where the girl lay perfectly still, as if sleeping peacefully. Surely, the process would have begun. She should have been writhing from the pain as the venom rushed through her veins. Ayden moved across the room and crouched beside her.
Why’s she so familiar?
With the tips of her fingers, Ayden opened the girl’s eyelids to check her pupils.
Golden.
Ayden fell backward.
An Alexi?
Her heart lurched. They were here. Her gaze swung back toward the door. It suddenly occurred to her that the screams had died down to silence. Everyone must have scattered.
Gavin appeared in the doorway.
He glanced over at the half eaten shiner on the floor then to Ayden. “We’ve been looking for you. Gods, I thought they got you.”
Ayden twisted to face him. “What happened?”
“Lycans. Ambushed the party from the inside.” He shook his head. “I’ve never seen so many attack at once.”
“Did Logan or Zeke catch sight of them?”
“No.” He rested his hands on his hips. “They were already in the building. We killed off quite a few. But there were casualties.”
“I had a bad feeling about this.” Still crouched, she rested her forehead against the heel of her hand. “We never go by someone’s word.” She froze. “What about the survivors?”
“The lights went out. Some took off. I don’t think they saw the wolves.” His hands fell from his waist and he stepped forward. “But no doubt this place will be swarming with cops, so let’s get the hell out of here.”
Ayden closed her eyes. “Gavin, we have a problem.”
“What’s wrong?”
She opened her eyes and twisted back toward the girl. “She’s an Alexi.”
“Ah, shit,” Gavin murmured from behind her. “Are you certain?”
Ayden tightened her lips and nodded.
“Then, they were staking out the place, as well. She wouldn’t have been alone, right?”
“Right. Unless she went AWOL.” Ayden tipped her head to get a better look at the girl. Was she capable of such a thing? No one left the Alexi and survived. “She was dumb enough to take Shine. I don’t think she’s working alone.”
“I suppose it was bound to happen eventually. Us bumping into them.”
Ayden turned her head to the side. “I don’t think this was coincidence. They’re not here for the wolves, Gavin. They’re here for me. Wade found me.” She looked up at him. “And since he hasn’t stormed the place with troops, I’m guessing he’s found out I’m with you.”
Gavin scratched his forehead with his thumb. “Is she injured?” He stuffed his hands in his pocket.
“She was bitten.” Ayden’s head turned back to the girl. “But she’ll be fine. I think she’s just hopped up on Shine. Let’s get out of here.”
Gavin strode over to the two of them and picked the girl up into his arms. Her long blond hair fell over his chest.
She opened her eyes and smiled up at him, snaking her hand inside his shirt and rubbing at his chest. “So strong and sexy,” she whispered and kissed his bare skin. “Mmmmm.”
“Stop,” he said firmly.
The golden glow still shimmered in her eyes. “Awww. Come on,” she purred. “Don’t you want to play with me?” A chirrup of laughter turned to silence again as she snuggled in to Gavin’s chest.
“Great. Just what I need. A fucking kitten with a ball of catnip.”
Ayden grinned. “She can drive home with you guys.”
Back down in the basement, they found Logan and Zeke standing at the doorway, tarry lycan blood mingled with splotches of red human blood covering their bodies.
Logan accosted Ayden as she approached. “Shit, I thought they’d gotten you.”
“You don’t give me enough credit.” Ayden quieted as she glanced around at all the ravaged bodies on the floor. “So many this time,” she whispered. The wolves hadn’t left any of the victims alive. Every one of them lay torn apart and bloodied as if they’d come for the sole purpose of killing and leaving. Headless wolves lay amongst the human remains, the clandestine demons being the only fighting chance the humans had. “How the hell did this happen?”
“This was one hell of a sucker punch. That’s how.” Logan glanced over at Gavin. “What’s up with your visions, bro? You didn’t see this?”
Gavin sighed. “I’ve told you before. They’re subjective. Don’t forget, I’m only half seer, and my mother wasn’t the most talented at it to begin with.”
Aside from Zayne and Zeke who were fraternal twins, each of the demons was born of a different mother. Gavin’s just happened to be clairvoyant.
“What’s this shit?” The tone in Zeke’s voice cued that he’d just noticed the blonde, who’d passed out in Gavin’s arms again. “Gavin gets to walk away from the fight with a hottie but we don’t?”
“I didn’t seek her out. She was with Ayden.”
“Too bad Ayden’s under contract. Could’ve had two for the price of one.” He playfully knocked Gavin in the arm. “Oh, wait, that is, if you weren’t cursed by the succubus this afternoon.” Zeke sniggered and stroked his hand down the blonde’s long curls. “Hey, we’re making a stop on the way home. I’m riding with Logan this time.”
“No, I’m riding with Logan. You can take Ayden and Calix. The two of them can leave out the back way.” Gavin jerked his head toward the rear. “Stay out of sight. We’ll pick them up on the next block.”
“Whatever, we’re hittin’ up Sanctuary.” Zeke rubbed his hands together. “I need a stiff drink and a pretty piece—”
“How the hell can you be thinking of that right now, Zeke?” Ayden snapped before he could finish. “Did you happen to notice you’re covered in blood?”
“Hey, can I help it if I know how to mix business and pleasure?” After a quick glance at himself, Zeke stood with his arms splayed to the side. “Killing wolves turns me on. You of all people should appreciate that.”
Ayden gave a dismissive shake of her head “Think we can get out of here without being followed?”
“What’s going on?” Logan asked.
“The Alexi.” Gavin shifted the girl in his arms. “They know we’re here.”
“I got it covered.” Zeke grinned.
“I don’t want to know, Zeke,” Ayden said, running her hands through her hair. “Where’s Calix?”
Zeke nodded toward the staircase behind him. “Bathroom upstairs, cleaning some blood off his shirt.”
Ayden pushed through Zeke and Logan, toward the staircase. “We need to talk about this asshole friend of his.”
 

***
 

Pain moved along Kane’s spine like the searing cut of a blade, slow and merciless.
He arched his back.
Beads of sweat trickled down his temples as his mouth hung wide in a silent scream his throat couldn’t form. His hands clenched into fists, so red they’d turned blue. Snaps and pops crackled in his ears as his legs seemed to lengthen. Every cell in his body felt as if it’d burst into flames.
His voice finally returned, and as his howl of agony erupted, Annabelle shot through the bedroom door.
“Oh, my! What is this?” Her voice remained distant even though Kane sensed she stood near the bed.
Words refused to form as he arched again while the pain bulleted through his flesh and bones in ruthless waves of torment. All sensation in his legs had gone, struck by blinding spasms, overshadowed by the agony he suffered in his nerves. His stomach churned, sick with distress. He choked back the vomit begging to spew from his mouth.
When a lull finally arrived, his ragged breaths heaved his lungs against his ribcage.
Annabelle sat beside him, a cool cloth in her hand as she dabbed his forehead and temple.
Past lids heavy with fatigue, he peered up at her. “Please,” he whispered, “kill me.”
Her eyes widened. “Oh, no, sir. I absolutely will not do that.”
Another bellow of pain ripped through his chest.
He gripped the cuff chains.
Every muscle flared, as if someone had ripped him open and exposed all his nerve endings. Death couldn’t be worse than the torment he suffered—surely.
“I’ll reach Miss Ayden.” Annabelle rose from the bed. “She’ll know what to do.”
“No … Please.” He panted between words. “Don’t … call her.” The torture had been, after all, what she’d wished on him. She’d get far too much enjoyment out of it. At that moment, he’d have happily torn her into shreds for such amusement.
“Please, sir, at least allow me to release you.”
Another round of pain had rendered him speechless.
Kane fell into blackness.
 

***
 

The stench of the bathroom forced Ayden to cover her nose. Graffiti sprayed all over the walls proved the place housed drug lords of the city before it’d become truly abandoned.
Calix hung over the sink, his shirt removed, revealing a perfect arc of lean muscle—the kind of sight women would have paid to see. He glanced over at her briefly, as she stood leaning against the door frame with her arms crossed, then casually went back to rinsing his shirt in the sink using the water bottle beside him. “Don’t say it. I already know I fucked up.”
“Who is he, Calix?”
“No one.”
Ayden didn’t want to be frustrated with him but they’d never been ambushed before. Though, she took part of the blame for not having scouted for lycans earlier in the day, thanks to the halfling and Saevious demon keeping her occupied. “No one just managed to wipe out about a dozen innocent adolescents and take all of us by surprise. What if they’d gotten hold of one of us, Calix? One of your brothers? Have you seen the body count out there?”
Wrath Demons got one shot on earth. Although they were a hardy bunch and difficult to kill, they weren’t impossible to kill. Numbers could easily tip the scale. Fortunately, the demon population had a tendency to look after each other—like a brotherhood. Which meant most of the time, they had the upper hand.
Calix put the lid back on his water bottle, his eyes focused on his hands. “His name is Ryke. Nephilim.”
“Fallen spawn?”
“Liars. Thieves.” He huffed. “Whatever the fuck you want to call them.”
Ayden tipped her head to the side. “What is he to you?”
“Ava’s brother.”
“A female you like.”
With his head still hung over the sink, he nodded. “Yes.”
It made sense. Calix hadn’t accompanied his brothers to the casino in weeks. He always seemed off in his own world during fights—and he’d suddenly set aside the brooding incubus persona.
“What’s the story with her?” Ayden asked.
Calix cracked a grin. “I like her. End of story.”
Reaching behind with one hand, she scratched the back of her head. “You realize we’re going to have to kick her brother’s ass for this, right? Someone has to answer for this.” She crossed her arms again. “He obviously has some link to the lycans.”
“Ayden, I’m half Wrath Demon. Vengeance is one of the reasons I exist.” His shoulders slumped and he rubbed his head against his open palms, still leaning against the sink. “I just wish it didn’t have to be him.”
Ayden pushed off the wall, as he straightened, his expression somber, and grabbed his shirt beside him. She patted him on the shoulder. “Zeke wants to stop for a drink. What do you say we hit Sanctuary?”
He sighed. “Sounds like a plan.”
“I get the feeling the ride home is going to be fun.” She rolled her eyes. “Surely, Zeke doesn’t plan to leave without at least a couple of women.”
“Shotgun.” Calix smiled.
 

~



CHAPTER TEN
 

A chuckle laced with satisfaction rumbled in Wade’s chest as he peered through the binoculars. Three demons exited the building, one carrying Calla draped across his arms. “She looks comfy.” He glanced over at Draven in the passenger seat and sighed. “Don’t see my girl, though.”
Draven didn’t bother to look up. With a scowl on his face, he kept his focus on the dashboard of the SUV they sat in, staking out the warehouse. Only the sound of his heavy breaths, a feeble attempt to calm his anger, rasped in his ears.
“Oh, come on now, Draven.” Wade patted Draven’s thigh. “The girl was hardly your type. A bit out of your league, son.”
Draven bit the inside of his lip, gnawing at the flesh. The salty flavor of blood coated his tongue. He glanced up in time to see the blond demon grab a handful of Calla’s hair and put it to his nose, reveling in her like some sort of prize for all of them to share, and quickly averted his eyes.
“Seems they’re quite fond of her. Should make for an interesting evening.” Wade chuckled again. “Now where the hell did Ayden and that other dark-haired one go?”
Draven squeezed his eyes shut, silently mutilating every one of those demons in his mind.
And he would.
If given the chance he’d set them all aflame and watch them burn in agony—the same burning agony that twisted in his gut.
Kill.
“Time to roll.” Wade set the binoculars on the dash and started the vehicle, creeping slow to the intersecting streets.
As the demons and Calla piled into two waiting vehicles, Wade shook his head. “Looks cramped in the one. She’ll have to sit on his lap the whole ride home.”
Hands balled into fists at his side, Draven forced his lungs to breathe slow and calm. The General’s words taunted like a hot poker, frying at his insides. He tamped it down best he could, desperate not to incite Wade.
He knows what he’s doing.
Wade was a master strategist and the reason any of the Alexi soldiers were alive to begin with. He’d saved them all. His obsession with finding Ayden, though, had become so overpowering that they’d lessened their missions in the last year, in spite of lycan numbers rising. Instead, Wade’d begun to track Ayden and her kills. Like chasing after a storm that had already passed.
“Sir, we could have taken them.” Draven’s voice just barely carried over the hum of the SUV.
“Two Alexi against four Wrath Demons?” Wade glanced over at him. “Boy, have you lost your mind?” He advanced slowly behind the vehicles in front of him as they pulled away.
“We could have gathered a group. Formed a mission. Ambushed them.”
“Stop thinking with your dick. How many soldiers you think I’m willing to lose?” Wade kept his focus forward. “That antibody ain’t pourin’ from a bone marrow fountain somewhere.” He glanced over. “Like finding a needle in a goddamn haystack. And how many of your brothers and sisters would you have wanted to see dead?”
Draven caught a glimpse of Wade’s hardened eyes beside him, drilling and intense. “None, sir.”
“Now you just settle yourself down.” Wade’s attention returned to the road. “They’re just gonna have a little fun with Calla and that’s all. She’ll be so hopped up on bullshit, she won’t feel a thing. Gave her two pills. That should be enough to last through the night.”
Draven’s head snapped back to side. “You gave her Shine?”
“Shit, that girl is pure as the white snow,” Wade said, a wicked smile dancing across his face. “She’d have pissed herself the second one of those demons pulled his prick out. The Shine’ll just make her relax a bit.”
Eyes glowing golden, Draven choked back the vomit making a slow climb up his throat. Long shaky breaths did little to calm the storm battling inside him. Blood trickled down his wrist, where his nails had dug into his palm.
Every one of those fucking demons will die.
“Shit!” Wade’s voice cracked.
Tires squealed as the vehicle swerved off to the curb.
A flash of black flew past Wade’s window.
Stones pinged against the undercarriage as the SUV hopped at an angle and scraped against the pavement.
Never had Draven spun so quickly in his seat. His heart hammered as he peered through the back window. They’d just missed a bum, dressed in rags and walking smack in the middle of the road.
Wade didn’t stop. He kept going, the black SUV jostling about as they veered back onto the road.
Draven sucked in a long breath and closed his eyes on the exhale.
“Goddamn lambs, always getting in the way.” Wade fumbled with the unruly steering wheel.
Draven’s eyes locked on the silver McLaren ahead of them that carried his girl.
They hadn’t lost them.
“Thought I was going to shit myself for a second there.” Wade chuckled.
“Why didn’t you stop to check on me?” The strange, crackled voice came from the other side of Wade—the other side of his window.
Both Wade and Draven turned, and the face of the bum stared back at them through the glass, like the dude was clinging to the outside of the car. His mottled, brown skin looked as if he’d recently crawled out of his grave. Clothes, so threadbare, hardly clung to a gaping ribcage of bone and decayed flesh.
“What the hell?” Wade swerved to knock it away from the car.
The bum held firm, laughing wickedly as he flew about the driver’s side door. “Phew! What a riot!” His face pressed to the glass, eyes nothing more than orbs of black. “Let me try.” He reached a masticated-looking hand through the window, as if an invisible curtain blocked its route, grabbed hold of the steering wheel, and jerked left.
The SUV skidded and squealed into a snowy ditch, tumbling and rolling until it finally came to a standstill. On its roof.
Wade and Draven hung from their seats, strapped in by the belts. Blood trickled down Draven’s forehead, and he wiped it away. Beside him, Wade shook his head, bracing his hands on the steering wheel.
The bum crouched outside of the vehicle, head tipped as he peered inside. “The Sons of Wrath wish to say hello.”
Wade winced and turned his head in the ghoul’s direction. “And who are you?” His voice was strangled as if the pressure of blood to his brain had become too much.
A grin spread wide across the ghoul’s face. “Head of security.”
 

~



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 

The buildings burned on either side of Kane as his heavy paws hit the snow and crunched beneath his weight.
Only one target lay before him.
Her.
Hunger mixed with hate roiled inside of him.
Long brown hair flew behind her, taken up by the wind as she raced through the streets. She hadn’t bothered to glance back at him. She could outrun him but she wouldn’t for long.
The female pivoted to the right and sprinted down the alley, metal at her hip ringing like a dinner bell.
 Mouthwatering.
Soon, he’d taste what he longed for.
The alley came to an end. One lone floodlight shone down like a beacon upon her. She stood with her back to him, facing the wall that blocked her freedom and guaranteed her death.
Mine.
Kane slowed his pace, giving her time to evaluate the danger of her current situation.
Like a rat caught in a cage, she began to pace.
What will she do?
Quick and light, she grabbed hold of the bricks and climbed.
He closed in on her—unwilling to lose his prey.
She’d already scaled half the height of the building; he had to jump to reach her. His claw wrapped around her leg and yanked her to the ground.
She fell back hard upon the snow. Those long brown locks fanned out against the pure white. She stared back at him, her obvious fear mingling with something else. His loins swelled, saliva pooling in his mouth as he longed to taste her.
Silently, her gray eyes pleaded.
Ayden.
 

***
 

The instant Kane opened his eyes, sunlight blinded him with intensity. Still dazed, he flopped his hand down to shield against it, surprised when no restriction blocked the action.
Free of the binds?
As he examined his wrist. his mind registered the pressure against his chest—and his gaze focused on a thatch of long brown hair draped across him, as he became aware of his other arm wrapped around the woman lying at his side.
Ayden.
What the hell?
He dared not move. Took shallow breaths to keep from waking her.
What happened last night?
In scouring his brain, all that he could summon was the pain—that tortuous, deathly pain. Four more nights and she’d end it.
How the hell did she wind up in bed with me?
The scent of her shampoo drifted from her hair, filling his nose with the subtle spice of warm vanilla, while her skin, cool against him, kept him comfortable beneath the blankets. Long drags of breath had her chest rising and falling slow, making her seeming content.
Damn … something about this is … nice.
He took in the feel of her skin against his, the weight of her on his chest. It’d been a long time since he had a woman in bed with him. Aside from too many one-nighters, he never bothered much with women.
We didn’t ...
Kane gently picked up the sheet that covered both their bodies. Ayden was fully clothed in her usual leather pants and a white t-shirt; her arm lay stretched across his bare stomach. A glance to the side showed her leather jacket hanging from a chair in the corner. He lowered the sheet but kept his head cocked so he could see her face.
So peaceful.
The scowl that he’d gotten used to seeing the last couple of days had completely dissipated, leaving soft, flawless skin. Sunlight hit her face through the opened window. Somehow, the sight of her filled him with warmth, her cold and distant attitude miles away.
 

***
 

The sensation of someone watching Ayden blew up like an alarm in her system. Her lids flew open, and for a moment, she could only blink as she glanced about.
Where am …?
Warm, dewy skin slid against her cheek. Her hand jerked beneath the sheets and her fingertips probed a rock-hard chest.
Oh, no.
She tipped her head up.
Piercing green eyes stared down at her with something of curiosity and uncertainty swirling in them.
What the hell?
Nonchalantly brushing at the drool smeared across her face, she slid off the bed onto the adjacent chaise. A throb in her skull forced a wince. Ouch. Rubbing her temples did nothing for it. “How did I—” As quick as the words left her mouth, realization struck. “Calix.” She tightened her jaw. “Damn him.”
“I had nothing to do with this.”
She leaned forward, resting her head on folded arms across her knees. Locks of hair tangled between her fingers as she clutched her head. “We went to Sanctuary. They kept giving me shots of tequila.” Her muffled voice echoed inside her brain, flashbacks from the night before tickling her already-nauseous stomach. “Assholes. Calix carried me in.”
“And to think I thought we—”
She snapped her head up, a steely glare silencing his words. “Shut up. Don’t even say it. I don’t care how drunk I get, I know enough to stay away from mangy dogs.”
The corner of his lip tugged as though a slap-worthy grin just itched to break free and piss her off. “You sure as hell didn’t look like you were in pain sleeping beside me.”
“I think I … dreamed.” Her eyes were lost for a moment. “I haven’t dreamed in a long time. I was in a park. Pushing a little girl on a swing.”
Kane arched his brow. “And?”
“That was it.”
“That’s not much of a plot.” He crossed his arms.
“No. It was nice, for once.” Ayden’s eyes came back into sharp focus and landed on his hands. “Where are your binds?”
“Oh, you mean your kinky sex toys?” He unfolded his arms and hit his wrists together. “The maid confiscated them. You’ll have to ask her if you want them back.”
A swell of heat rushed into Ayden’s cheeks, adding a little rouge to her otherwise pale skin. “I told you, they belong to Calix. And how did you manage to charm her into taking them off, lycan?” She looked him up and down with a grimace. “Use your memories against her, too?”
“Memories? No, some people are just born with a heart.” He tipped his head. “Funny, even the undead are capable of showing more compassion than some humans.”
“Don’t you chastise me,” she said pointing her finger at him. “Do you have any idea what heartless pieces of shit your kind are? What they’ve done?” The anger caused her head to throb again. She clutched her temples. “Ouch.”
“Maybe they are. And maybe that’s what I’ll be five days from now. But today, I’m Kane Walker. And the worst thing I’ve ever done was …” His mouth hung open for a beat. “Goddamn, I don’t even remember. Lie, I guess.”
 

***
 

“Lie?” Ayden sneered at Kane. “The worst thing you’ve ever done in your life is lie? That’s pathetic. Oh, wait, let me guess. You lied and said you were sick to take a day off work.” She rolled her eyes.
Fuck, I didn’t even do that. Maybe I am pathetic. He shook his head. “I lied to a woman. One that might have actually been good for me.”
“And?” Ayden shrugged. “What was the lie?”
“I told her … never mind.” He scowled. “What the hell would I be telling you for, anyway.”
“No, really, what was the lie? I could use a good laugh.” She leaned back into the chaise and crossed her legs.
“It was nothing.”
“It must have been something if that’s the worst thing you can remember in your life.” She leaned slightly forward. “Which, by the way, is still pathetic.”
“What was the worst thing you’ve ever done then, ice princess?”
Her eyes narrowed. “Wake up next to you.”
“Oh, that’s classic.” He threw his head back. “As much destruction as your hands have caused, the worst of it was a moment of contentment. Why am I not surprised?”
“Go to hell. There was nothing content about lying next to you.”
“Perhaps the snoring is what gave you away.”
Her lip curled. “I don’t snore, asshole.”
“No? Sure sounded like it to me.”
“Oh, now I’m really curious to know about your pathetic lie.” She sat forward on her elbows. “You told the woman you loved her and didn’t. Isn’t that how men work?” Ayden clasped her hands, holding them to her cheek. “You broke her fragile human heart. Boo. Hoo.”
“Worse.”
She arched her brows waiting for him to explain.
“I told her I didn’t love her. And maybe I did.”
“Maybe you did?”
“I’ve never been in love before.”
 

***
 

Ayden leaned back on the chaise, arms still crossed. For reasons she couldn’t explain, his admittance made her curious. “Why would you do that?”
Kane shrugged. “Because I couldn’t think of a better excuse. But I guess maybe I shouldn’t have lied. I should’ve stayed with her. Hell, I might’ve married her. We might’ve had kids together. I might’ve been happy. And I might not have been in that parking lot the other night. I wouldn’t have gotten attacked. And you could go on hating someone else.”
Ayden studied him. The green in his eyes mesmerized, as if she could see right to his very … soul. She gave a mental head shake. Never look at the eyes. The eyes emit the soul and the soul must be destroyed. “You’re a manipulative piece of work, you know that?”
Kane smiled and shook his head. “Why am I here? And don’t tell me it’s because you like watching some poor halfling suffer. It’s my understanding that I’m your first.”
She hesitated but only for a second. After all, what the hell could it hurt? “You want to know the only reason that I brought you back here?” She glanced toward the window then back at him. “Fine. You’ve been imprinted. When you grabbed my arm on the landing the other night …” She swiped at her nose with the back of her hand. “… I saw something.”
“What?”
“Memories. Human memories.”
Kane frowned. “And you saw this when I grabbed your arm?”
“That’s how it works.”
“Forgive my ignorance.” He shifted on the bed. “How what works exactly?”
She expelled a forced breath. “When you’re bitten, sometimes memories transfer. Memories of victims.”
“And you could see these?” His eyebrows furrowed as if confused. “In me?”
“Yes.”
“What memories did you see in me?”
She rubbed her hand down her face. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.”
“It does matter. You saw something that made you curious.” His hand reached back and scratched his head. “I’m guessing it’s why I’m still alive.”
“You guessed right.” Ayden palmed her face and lodged her hands in her hair.
“What did you see?”
“A girl,” she said, without looking up. “Sitting on a tractor in a field. Going to school. Kissing a boy. A wedding.” She rubbed her head, batted her brow as if irritated by the thoughts. “They happened so fast, I can’t remember all of them.”
“You saw that from me?”
“Yes. You grabbed my arm and all these fucked up images filled my brain.”
Kane blew out a breath. “Those sure as hell weren’t any memories of mine, I can tell you that.”
Ayden peered down at her fingers, fidgeting in her lap. “They were … interesting. Like watching a home video of someone’s life.”
He frowned. “Why would that be interesting to you?”
Her attention shot back at him. “You ask a lot of questions, lycan.”
“Kane. My name is Kane.” He pulled his knees up, resting his elbows on them. “What does it matter? It’s not like I’m going to blab your secrets. You’re severing my head in less than a week, remember? And I don’t see myself going out for beers with your demon buddies anytime soon.”
Another moment of deliberation before she huffed. “What the hell.” Her eyes drew away from his and focused on her hands again. “My memories were erased except for one. The night I was attacked. I don’t even remember the whole night. Only the few moments near death. When I could hear it breathing. Feel its teeth in my back.”
Kane’s eyes widened. “The lycan?”
“I suppose you don’t have to be a psychiatrist to know why I hate your kind.” Her gaze narrowed in on him. “I don’t remember all of the details. All I remember is laying face down,”—her hands began to tremble and that familiar hate wound up from the pit of her stomach—“while that parasitic piece of shit fed off of me.” The horrified expression Kane’s face forced her to glance away.
“I’m sorry,” he muttered.
Ayden shot him a steely glare. “I don’t need your goddamn pity, wolf.” Her eyes diverted back to her hands.
“But how did you—”
“Survive? Keep from turning into one of you?” She spoke through gritted teeth. “I’m one of few who carry an antibody to lycan venom. And mine was strong. So, unlike most who pass out or go under after the first bite, I was conscious the entire time.”
Something inside of her gut told her she shouldn’t have revealed so much to him. Why did I? The answer just wasn’t materializing in her head. As if he’d cast some sort of spell on her that made her suddenly willing to spill her dark secrets. Goddamn, it felt worse than waking up with a complete stranger.
Deep in some untapped recess though, it felt good, too—like talking to a plastic doll, whose face held nothing more than emptiness and a blank stare. Thoughts battled inside her head to break free. Who knew that confessing to the enemy could be therapeutic? So many nights she’d spent talking to ruined walls in abandoned places. At least the one in front of her talked back.
He shook his head. “I can’t imagine how you lived through such a thing.”
The disbelief in his tone carried like a sword to Ayden’s stomach. She hadn’t lived. The terror had consumed her to the point of weakness, paralysis. “Wade found me. He took me back to the compound. Nursed me back to health. And let me forget everything except what I needed to remember. He taught me how to fight. How to live again.” She resisted the urge to flinch with the words.
“What do you mean, he let you forget everything?”
“Mindslating. All memories are erased except the last few minutes of the attack. It’s fuel.” Her voice seemed so resolute in spite of the fact that mindslating remained the root of her anger. “Gives us purpose. Makes us strong.”
Subjects, like Ayden, underwent Mindslating beneath Wade’s rule. Every memory up until death vanished; only that bite to the flesh before the venom seeded into the blood remained.
Everything else went numb, reduced to one single emotion: fury—and Wade used that establish motive in his army.
Alexi warriors were trained to despise the lycans. Programmed to kill without hesitation. Even in human form, the Alexi viewed the lycans as soulless creatures, their minds so fixated on killing and vengeance that nothing else mattered.
Not even the yearning to know who they’d once been.
Wade had successfully created an effective weapon that rivaled the lycan packs. Soldiers, whose very existence rested in promise of revenge.
Silent for a moment, Kane shifted on the bed. “This is some super sci-fi shit. How exactly does one erase memories? Like, gone?”
She breathed out a laugh that held no humor. “I don’t remember.”
Kane shook his head slowly. “It just seems …”
Ayden glared at him from the chair where she sat. “What?”
“Cruel.” His gaze met hers. “That he’d take everything else, only to leave you with empty hatred.”
Anger swirled in her chest like fuel and flames dancing together. “It’s not cruel. It’s merciful. I’ve been on the rescue missions with Wade. Entire families wiped out.” She gripped the velvet cushion of the chair as she spoke, muscles tightening. “Babies eaten. Homes thriving with life, smeared in blood. You suffered a bite. But imagine if your wife and child were torn to bits before your very eyes? I don’t think you’d want to relive that over and over.”
“Is that what happened to you?” His eyes seemed to be searching for something in hers. “Your family was attacked?”
She glanced away from him. “I don’t … remember if I had a family.” A dull ache fought to slice through the numbness of her words. “And I’m glad. Who’d want to carry that shit around? Always feeling sad? It does nothing.”
“You can empathize with those victims, but you can’t seem to look at me the same?”
Her head snapped up. “You’re not human any longer, lycan. You’ve been bitten. Changed. You’ll be one of them. You will hunt, kill. And enjoy doing it.”
He seemed thoughtful for a moment, his eyes shifting. “So, why let me live until then?”
“I don’t owe you anything. That includes an explanation.”
“You don’t. I’m nothing to you. Hell, I’m less than nothing.” He shook his head. “But did it ever occur to you that I may have had a life, too? That maybe you’re robbing me of the opportunity to forget by prolonging this?”
“Your kind roams the streets of Detroit every day,” she said. “Every night you seek out new victims to destroy—innocent lives, weaker than you, incapable of protecting themselves or their families. Be grateful I found you and that I’m strong enough to destroy you. I’ve lived in shadows. Fed revenge until it choked me.” The words spilled from her mouth, regret looming all the while. “Even if those memories don’t belong to me, it was nice.” She snarled her lip. “Sorry if that put you out somehow.”
 

***
 

Kane didn’t owe her anything. She may have found him, and perhaps she was right—perhaps he was lucky she did. Still, the fact remained: she planned to take his life, and in the meantime, toyed with him. Yet, much as it should have angered him, it didn’t. Kane scratched at his scruffy chin. “It dosen’t put me out. You’re right. After what others of my soon-to-be kind have done to you, I’m glad I can do something … nice.”
Ayden’s eyes seemed to drill into him.
“So how does it happen?” he asked, his voice lighter than before.
“How does what happen?”
“The memories. Imprinting, you said. Transfer of memories.” He sniffed. “What, do they just magically pop into my head?”
“I don’t know exactly how it works. It’s another sick lycan trick.”
Arms still resting atop his knees, pulled tight to him, he sat quiet for a moment. “You know, as humans, we’re allowed to feel. It’s what separates us from inanimate objects. It’s okay if the memories made you … feel something again.”
“And I don’t need your goddamn pep talk, lycan. Or your permission. If you think this little Dr. Phil session is going to keep you alive in the end, you’re wrong. Dead. Wrong.”
He chuckled. “You remind me every time I see you. How could you possibly think I’d want to live? Why would anyone want to become one of them?”
“You may not now. But soon you will. In fact, you’ll fight for your survival. And when you do, I’ll be there to fight for your death.”
He stared blankly. “And I hope I have the wherewithal to prove you wrong or hand you the weapon.”
“Aren’t you so honorable?” The sarcasm rolled off her tongue.
“I no longer know the meaning of the word.”
Silence lingered for a moment.
Kane reached his hand out to her. “You’re welcome to try again if you like.”
Her scowl returned and Ayden knocked his hand away. “No. I don’t want to try. In fact, I’m finished talking to you.” She stood. “I’ll have Bennett replace your bindings. No more trickery crap from you, lycan.” She stalked toward the door.
Kane huffed and fell back against the pillow. Holy shit, the woman is nuts.
Ayden paused at the doorway and glanced back over her shoulder. “I’ll see if Annabelle can scrounge up a meal for you. Maybe some scraps from the catch drain in the sink.”
The door slammed closed behind her as she left the room.
 

***
 

Stupid!
Once again, the halfling had incited the kind of aggravation that made Ayden want to claw the eyes out of the innocent.
On the way to the kitchen, she passed the billiard room and paused mid-step when she spotted Gavin on the couch, staring off at what appeared to be nothing. A minute passed before she stepped inside the room and took a seat next to him. “What’s going on?”
His expression seemed to carry some frustration. “Calla.”
“Who’s Calla?”
“The girl we brought home last night?”
“Oh, right.” Comprehension clicked in the thick of what Ayden couldn’t remember from the night before. “Her name is Calla?”
“Yes. Apparently, she’s mortified and whatever else human females go through.”
Ayden shifted on the couch to face him. “Why?”
“Well, aside from the fact that she begged to get in my pants all night long,”—Gavin rubbed his eyes with one hand—“she’s fucked up with the Alexi and afraid to go back.”
A burst of laughter escaped Ayden. “Don’t you mean the other way around? You tried to get in her pants, right?”
“Contrary to what you might think, Ayden, we’re not a bunch of raping bastards. I’ve never taken advantage of a woman in all the centuries I’ve walked this earth.” His eyes had a weariness to them as he looked up. “Had you been interested in more than casual sex, you might’ve known that.”
Ayden sunk back into the chair. “Sorry. I just meant, why didn’t you … if she was willing?”
“Because I like my females to experience sex with me. Not beg for it because of some stupid pill that screws with their minds.” He pinched the bridge of his nose.
“What?”
“She’s a virgin.”
Something seemed to be missing from the conversation. “You’ve never been with a virgin?”
The apathy radiating from his expression could’ve disintegrated her if it’d been laced with lasers. “Of course I have. But I wasn’t about to be her first if she wasn’t going to remember a damn bit of it. What the fuck’s the point?”
Ayden nodded beside him and patted his thigh. “You’re a good man, Gavin.”
He frowned. “But apparently not good enough.”
“Please, let’s not do this, okay?” She sighed. “Do I need to talk to her or something?”
“If you think you can make her stop sobbing all over my sheets, then, yes. Please do.”
Ayden pushed off his thigh but he grabbed her arm.
“Ayden.” His grip held strength around her forearm, squeezing that tender, mutilated skin. “Perhaps we can discuss the contract. Make adjustments, as necessary.”
A chuckle threw her head back. “How many of your brothers would be pissed at you for changing the rules now?”
“I’m serious.”
She stared down at him, her body suddenly rigid. “If you’re suggesting changing the terms so I’ll sleep with you, the answer is no.”
“Am I so unappealing to you as a potential mate?”
“No, Gavin. I think you’d make the perfect mate to the perfect woman. But I’m not the perfect woman. I’m broken.” They were words that rang true in her mind. “And neither you nor anyone else can ever fix me again.” She wriggled her forearm from his grasp and left the room.
 

***
 

Ayden knocked lightly on the door of Gavin’s room and entered. The familiarity of the space hit her like a curtain of warmth. She’d spent so much time there when they’d first met. He made her feel safe when she’d left the Alexi.
Long black drapes sealed most of the light, aside from what trickled in through the sheer curtains beneath.
Calla lay on the bed, curled in a ball. Sleeping?
Ayden moved to the side of the bed. Calla’s eyes were fixed on the light; her hands balled at her mouth. Red splotches indicated she’d been crying for hours. “Calla?” Ayden spoke softly. “Can I get you anything?”
She shook her head and pursed her lips, obviously trying to hold back another wave of sobbing. A large glistening tear pooled in the corner of her eye. “Draven was supposed to be my first,” she murmured.
Ayden took a seat beside her on the bed. “Draven?”
Calla sniffled. “My boyfriend.”
“Nothing happened between you and Gavin, you know that, right?”
“That’s what he said. But I’m not sure what happened.” The tear spilled onto her cheek. “I took one of those pills at the party and …”
“I know. I followed the two of you.”
Her eyebrows drew closer. “Did he …?”
Ayden shook her head. “No. You were attacked by wolves before anything happened. He’s dead.”
Calla nodded. “Thank you. You’re Ayden?”
Leave it to an Alexi not to be phased by the death of another human being.
“Yes,” Ayden said. “You’re an Alexi soldier?”
“You don’t remember me, do you?”
“You look very familiar to me,”—Ayden didn’t carry the slightest shame in not remembering the girl—“but no, I’m sorry.”
Calla’s gaze dropped away from hers. “You’d probably remember my brother more, anyway. You were the one who got in Wade’s face when I refused to join the Alexi if he didn’t take my brother.”
Ayden smiled. “I remember that.”
“I never thanked you. You left soon after I joined.”
“What were you doing at that party alone?”
Calla shook her head. “Classified.”
“Dammit, Calla.” Sternness tinged Ayden’s tone as she flailed her arm . “You think they’re going to let you waltz back in there after this? Get used to being on your own now.”
Calla clutched her stomach and twisted in on herself. “This wasn’t supposed to happen,” she whispered.
“What was supposed to happen?”
“Wade got word that you had taken up with Wrath Demons. But no one was willing to talk or tell him where to find them. So he—”
“Sent you to seduce one of the demons in hopes of finding out where they live. And, ultimately, where he could find me.”
Calla nodded.
“I knew it. Dirty son of a bitch.” Ayden shook her head. “He’ll never give up. And Draven is an Alexi? Of course he is. Wade wouldn’t have it any other way. What is he to Wade?”
 “Second-in-Command.”
“As I was.” She ran her hand through her hair. “Listen to me, Calla. What he did … it was … cruel.” Damn, the same word Kane used. “He may have told you that you were doing this for the good of the whole. But it was wrong. He is wrong.”
Calla sucked in a breath. “Where am I going to go?” Her voice quivered as if she might cry again.
Ayden reached for some level of compassion but nothing could overpower the level of detachment Calla’s tears incited.
“The Alexi is all I know. And they still have my brother.” Calla spoke through sobs. “This life works for you, but I don’t want to be hunted down like some animal. I didn’t ask for this.”
“I know you didn’t. We’ll come up with a plan to get your brother out.” Ayden’s tone carried zero inflection—not a shred of comfort that she could impart to the girl. “As for what happened last night, Gavin is a good guy. He’s fierce at times, but a good man. If he says he didn’t touch you, you can believe him, okay?”
Calla sniffled and nodded.
“Draven. Do you love him?”
Calla’s eyes closed and a solid stream of tears trailed down her cheek. “He’s not the man I thought he was.”
“I’m sorry, Calla.” Ayden patted the bed beside her. “Hey, we’ll figure this out. As long as you stay here, you’re safe.”
“Ayden. There’s one more thing.”
Calla leaned over the edge of the bed and fumbled with the pocket of the miniskirt lying on the floor. She pulled out a small cell phone and handed it to Ayden. “They’ve been tracking me.”
 

~



CHAPTER TWELVE
 

A black SUV idled at the roadside beside Draven and Wade’s overturned vehicle—one Wade’d called the compound and ordered, along with a couple of men. Shadows shrouded Draven in his spot on the backseat.
“Fucking ghouls,” Wade muttered as he climbed in beside Draven. “Anyone happen to remember my goddamn pants?”
A pair of black slacks was passed to back to him.
The ghoul had decided to have a bit of fun with the two men, parading around in their clothes, tormenting them with embarrassing acts into the early hours of morning, before it finally disappeared.
Draven sat lifeless in his seat. Undeterred by the events of the evening, only the sensation of dread, as he’d watched the McLaren speed around the corner and out of sight, seemed to break through his thoughts, playing over and over again.
I’ll never see her again.
The more he thought about it, the more it made sense. Wrath Demons weren’t going to hand her over to the Alexi. If they didn’t kill Calla, they’d keep her imprisoned. Or worse: use her to sate their sexual needs. Like the jagged surface of a knife twisting in the very pit of his gut, the thoughts of everything he’d heard about them raked at his conscience.
What have I done? Why didn’t I stop this?
Calla had always been his only source of sanity during his stint as second to Wade’s command.
So innocent, so good.
She’d somehow managed to sap away the guilt and frustration that came with following Wade’s orders. In return he’d made her a promise to marry her someday, to give her a life with children and a home.
He’d failed her.
Took her to Wade.
Chided her when she agreed to do the assignment.
For the good of the whole.
Forced her to undress in front of him and don her fishnet stockings and miniskirt, all the while calling her a whore and cursing her name. His anger had gotten the best of him when she finally stepped out of that vehicle. He’d never even looked at her as she made her way into the party.
As if she had any choice in the matter.
Draven grimaced at the memory—one of only a handful that he would never forget as long as he lived. Soiled, he told himself. She’s ruined now.
“Sir, we’ve tracked her. The signal is coming in.” The Alexi in the passenger seat pecked keys on a computer screen that flashed in the darkness of the vehicle. “They’re about twenty miles north of here.”
“Do we know how many live in the compound?” Hips thrust forward, Wade buttoned up his pants.
“No, Sir, no one knows.”
Wade sucked in a deep breath through his nose. “There could be a few or hundreds. Even if we rounded up most of the soldiers, a dozen of them could wipe out our numbers.”
“It’s worth a shot.” The first words Draven had spoken since earlier in the night.
Wade shifted in his seat to face Draven. “Is it, mister wizard? And what happens when those demon bastards wipe out half our army, huh? You think we’ll ever get the upper hand on the lycans?”
“We have the Lywa antibody, we can create soldiers.”
“We can create soldiers,” Wade mocked, “I keep forgetting you’re the goddamn expert in this operation, boy wonder.” He rested his hand on the headrest of the backseat. “The one who spent years on failed human trials? No? That’s right. You were too busy pissin’ and shittin’ in your diapers!” He slapped Draven upside the head. “Soldiers can’t just be created. Six die for every one that lives. So I suggest you shut the hell up and get your fucking head out from between your legs. The girl is theirs now. She was a sacrifice that had to be made and you will learn to live with that or you’ll find out what happens to soldiers that defy my orders. Is that clear, boy?”
Hair mussed and breaths heaving, Draven settled the fury spreading through him like a bolt of lightning. “So what is your plan … sir?” His jaw clamped but he spoke past the ache.
“My plan?” Wade rubbed his chin—a patronizing gesture. “Well, I plan to sit down with them and tell them what I want. Calla in exchange for Ayden.”
“That wasn’t the deal!” Draven shot forward to the edge of his seat. “Calla was supposed to lead us to them. That’s all!”
Wade eased back and smiled. “Son, I never made a deal with you.”
The vehicle pulled up to the curb and stopped. A black motorcycle, one of the Alexi’s, sat on the adjacent corner, its rider astride the saddle.
Wade reached across and opened Draven’s door. “Get out.”
“What?” Draven’s question carried the panic that’d begun to zip through his body.
“I said, get out. I don’t need some goddamn lovesick puppy tagging along. One stupid move and you could get us all killed.”
“I won’t.” Draven’s pulse raced, his words tumbled from his mouth. “I swear. I’ll keep it under control.”
“I gave you an order, boy. Now get the fuck out.” Wade pulled the gun from the holster of his new slacks. “Don’t make me tell you twice.”
Draven snarled, stepped out of the vehicle and slammed the door so hard behind him, it rattled the glass. As the SUV pulled away, Wade’s face peered from the back window. Draven stood curbside, the thunder roiling through his mind no doubt reflected in his expression, his fury so palpable he might self-implode.
 

***
 

The demons sat around the dining room table, all four of them together an intimidating force, dressed to kill in their sharp business suits, like a GQ spread. Stony-faced. Silent. All eyes fixed on the very shaken Calla beside Ayden .
“They … want Ayden back.” Calla’s voice quivered, her gaze on the table in front of her as if desperate not to look at anyone.
Logan pounded his fist against the table so hard Calla jumped back in her seat. “Well they’re not fucking getting Ayden back.” A tattoo snaked down his neck and peeked around the open top of his black button-down shirt, stretching across half of his chest—the eye of Horus weaved into black tribal art. A thick, silver chain-link necklace also dangled around his neck, carrying their charm: the symbol of Wrath—the same design all the brothers had tattooed over their hearts. The love Logan had for Ayden wasn’t of the romantic kind. Not even the same love he had for his brothers. Logan simply admired her as a fellow soldier.
“Logan,” Ayden said in a casual tone, “relax. You’re going to freak her out.”
Logan eased back into his chair.
Gavin spoke softly from across the room. “They’re not getting you back either, for that matter, Calla. If you return to them, they will forever be suspicious of what you know and what you might do. It’s dangerous. Wade will never trust that you wouldn’t decide to go AWOL. I won’t force you”—his eyes diverted toward Ayden then back to Calla—“but I strongly urge you to consider breaking away from them. Even if it means going off by yourself.”
Tears formed in Calla’s eyes. “B-but.” She broke into sobs.
Logan shook his head at the other end of the table. “Weak.”
“She has a brother.” Ayden huffed. “He’s young. Wade’s been looking for an excuse to get rid of him since Calla joined the Alexi. She’s afraid he’ll kill him.”
Head still bowed, Calla spoke through gritted teeth. “And I would rather suffer their torture than see that happen.”
Logan crossed his arms and tipped his head, eyebrow raised. “Then, I see only one solution.”
The other three demons turned to face their brother.
“Tell the other two to come home. We’ve got a new assignment.”
“It doesn’t work that way, Logan.” Gavin’s voice remained level though his eyes seemed thoughtful, as if contemplating a plan as he spoke. “She has to summon us to the task. And we need to evaluate whether or not we have the resources.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. “We work on the motive of vengeance. Without doubt, it was a shitty thing for Wade to set her up. But he’s not actually wronged her.” Gavin turned back toward Calla. “Has he?”
Calla pulled her knees up and tucked in her head as a torrent of tears and sobbing burst from her.
Everyone else at the table quieted, including Ayden, who looked on in confusion.
“Calla? Are you alright?” Ayden reached out to touch her but hesitated, sliding her hand back into folded arms.
Calla shook her lowered head. “He … did wrong me.”
Ayden bit her lip. As the only other female in the room, she felt a sense of obligation to comfort Calla. She placed her hand on the other female’s back and spoke low. “Would you like to step out of the room with me, Calla?”
Calla nodded and wiped at the tears on her cheeks as she stood up from the chair. She followed Ayden into the kitchen, taking a seat on one of the stools at Ayden’s indication.
“He hurt you,” Ayden said.
“Not sex.” Calla sniffed, her gaze downcast. “But, yes. He … made me do things.”
Ayden closed her eyes as disgust gurgled in her chest. Her hand unwittingly tapped the dagger at her side. “Sexual things.”
Calla nodded silently.
“In his chambers?”
At Calla’s second nod, Ayden’s heart sank. She’d once been invited into Wade’s chambers. The very night she left the compound. Thoughts roused of that night remained so frightening and gruesome, they alone haunted her the first year after she’d left. Chains, whips, odd devices she couldn’t fathom a use for.
Sadistic.
Always behind the closed door.
Ayden had refused him and escaped in the night.
Her stomach lurched at the thought of someone as innocent as Calla entertaining him in such a private, intimate setting.
“He told me that he’d dump my brother in the middle of Detroit somewhere and let the wolves have him. Ayden, my brother never learned to fight. Draven and I secretly taught him,” she said through tears. “Wade refused him any more of the antibody than what would heal him after the attack. He’d never make it on the streets alone.”
Ayden placed her hand on Calla’s shoulder. “Your brother was your weakness, Calla. That’s how Wade controlled you. He feeds off of weaknesses.”
Black streaks of Calla’s eyeliner had become so weathered from her tears that they’d begun to fade. “What did he use against you?”
“I never had anything to give him that edge. And I left before he could find out what would break me.”
Calla closed her eyes and ducked her head again, rocking on the stool. “It’s a cult, isn’t it?” Her voice, muffled between her knees, carried an air of defeat. “We’re made to believe that we’re so good and pure. But we’re just as evil as the lycans, aren’t we?”
Are we? “We didn’t start out this way, Calla.”
She lifted her head, cheek against her arms. “I just wish I could remember what it felt like to be a good person.”
A light bulb went on in Ayden’s head. “Come with me.”
 

***
 

Ayden passed through the hallway and hopped up the first few steps with Calla at her heels, glancing upward when Annabelle appeared on the staircase.
She carried a tray on her descent, moving slow as though trying not to spill the toppling dishes. “My, his appetite gets bigger and bigger with every meal!”
Ayden paused, Calla beside her. “You’ve been feeding him, then?”
“I hope that’s alright, miss. I’d hate to think of anyone going hungry in this house. Well, beside the ghouls.” Annabelle chuckled.
“Thank you, that’s fine. His stay is nearly over.” Ayden dodged Annabelle’s gaze. “In a few days he’ll be gone.”
She smiled and turned her attention to Calla. “And who is this pretty lady?”
“Calla. A friend of mine.”
“And Master Gavin?” That coy expression returned to Annabelle’s face. “How interesting.”
“It’s not what you think, Anna.” Ayden tried her best to hide the smile in her voice.
“Well, it’s very nice to meet you, m’lady.”
“Nice to meet you, too,” Calla said quietly.
Annabelle hobbled down the rest of the stairs past them, dishes rattling as she went, and disappeared off into the kitchen the two females had just left.
Ayden turned to Calla. “Watch out for her. She’s sweet as sin but loves to gossip.”
Calla cracked a modest smile and continued on behind Ayden.
Without knocking, the two entered the bedroom holding the lycan.
A gasp came from Calla to Ayden’s rear. “Ayden, he’s …”
“Halfling, yes.”
“What’s this?” The look on Kane’s face held both confusion and titillation. “I’ll be tortured to death by two of you? Damn, why couldn’t I have been attacked years ago when I was still in my prime?”
“Shut up, lycan.”
Calla breathed heavy, eyes turning a bright gold, her fangs inching from beneath her top lip. At her side, her hands balled into fists. “Ayden … can I … have him?”
Ayden threw her arm out across Calla’s chest. “He’s my kill.” She growled. “Control yourself, Calla.”
Kane shifted on the bed. “There’s enough of me to go around, ladies.”
“Keep your lips shut or I’ll personally sew them shut for you.” Ayden slowly removed her hand.
Calla’s eyes returned to their normal blue. “How can you stand it? Being around him?”
“I can’t. He has ‘til the end of the week to live.”
When Ayden approached the bed, Calla fell into step beside her again.
Kane sat surprisingly calm, considering he could be torn to shreds by both women. Of course, he didn’t know that. His instincts hadn’t yet formed. The killer inside of him would only just be coming to life. Soon anyone who approached would be viewed as a potential threat, aside from his own kind.
“Touch him.” Ayden’s fingers clenched with the command.
Calla glanced over. “Touch him? Like, break something?”
Kane frowned.
“No, like place your hand on him,” Ayden said.
Calla’s eyes roamed over him as if sizing up a slab of steak. “Anywhere?”
“I think that’s how it works.”
“How what works?” Calla’s voice carried confusion.
“Tell us how it works, lycan.”
Kane shrugged. “I have no idea. I don’t even know what I did.”
“You grabbed me the other night.” Ayden reached in her pocket for the other key to the cuffs and released him.
Calla backed up a step. “You’re going to set him free?”
“He isn’t fully changed, Calla. He can’t even support his upper body yet.” She tucked the key back into her pocket and crossed her arms over her chest. “Grab her arm like you grabbed mine.”
“I honestly don’t remember grabbing your arm. But … okay.” Kane reached out and swiped Calla’s wrist, dropping his hold when her eyes blazed golden amid an impressive glare. “I don’t think she appreciates this.”
“She has natural instincts to rip your spine out.” Ayden kept her own arms tucked close to her body. “Ignore her. Grab her again or I’ll give her the go-ahead to act on those instincts.”
Kane reached again and held her wrist more gently. Seconds passed, their arms bound together in the air.
Calla’s eyes turned blue again, confusion swirling within them. “Is something supposed to happen?”
Ayden’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean? You don’t feel it? You can’t see them?”
“See what?”
 “Memories.”
Calla shook her head. “I don’t see anything, Ayden.”
Ayden thrust her arm out. “Grab me, lycan.”
He seemed hesitant as though unsure of what to do.
“I said, grab me! Now!”
Kane reached for her wrist and held tight.
Ayden’s body froze as if turned to stone, before she lowered as though guided, slow and cautious, onto the bed beside him, gaze riveted on his. Up and down, her chest heaved. She gripped his wrist back and pulled his hand to her cheek.
Warm gray eyes, like hers, stared back from the little girl standing beside her, a fuzzy pink blanket in her arms. Her soft baby hand grazed Ayden’s cheek and felt cool against her skin. Ayden’s bigger hands covered the tiny one and held her fingertips there for a moment.
“Good morning baby girl, how did you sleep?” Ayden whispered in a voice not her own—so bright and full of life.
“Momma, uppie,” the baby said in a feathery, shallow pitch of a voice, as she reached to her from the edge of the bed.
Ayden smiled and lifted the little girl beside her. She moved back and bumped the warm body of another behind her. A glance back revealed a man with brown hair, his features handsome, as he shifted over on the bed. His eyes remained closed. Everything about him felt familiar. Love.
Ayden settled back on the pillow, drawing the baby under the covers with her. A thick arm snaked around her waist and pulled the two of them closer together.
With her fingertips, Ayden traced the baby’s light brown downy hair all the way to her chubby little chin. Warmth and contentment blossomed in her heart and spread through her body. The girl’s eyelids grew heavy from her touch until she finally fell asleep.
Blurriness affected Ayden’s view of the room, and dampness misted her eyes, but she swiped at the unshed tear before it could escape. Clearing her throat, she released Kane’s arm and backed away, wiping again at her cheek and eyes.
“Ayden, are you alright?” Calla asked beside her.
“I’m fine.” Her eyes narrowed toward Kane. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, lycan?”
Kane frowned. “I don’t understand. I didn’t do anything.”
Ayden leaned forward and drilled her fist into his mouth, splitting a gash in his lip and so blood spewed across the sheets. Another blow followed the first before he could retaliate, and another until his head flopped to the side, his eyes closed, his crimson lips parted as shallow breaths pushed past.
Ayden wiped the blood from her knuckles onto her pants. “Come on, Calla. Let’s go.”
Calla glanced back at the damaged halfling. She issued a jab to his stomach that jerked his body, though he didn’t rouse.
“Enough!” Ayden strode from the room and pounded down the stairs, trusting the younger female not to disobey.
When they returned to the dining room, the four demons still sat around the table. Ayden’s gaze cut across to Gavin, and she frowned at the grim expression on his face. What’s going on?
“They’re on their way in” he said. “I suggest the two of you find somewhere to hide and stay out of sight.”
“Who?” Ayden asked. “Who’s on their way in?”
“The Alexi.”
 

~



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 

Wade entered the mansion. The place reminded him of the old Addams Family episodes he’d watched as a kid. Not quite the devil-worshipping necropolis he’d imagined it to be inside.
He surveyed all the artwork and expensive furnishings as he followed behind the deformed man who’d answered the door, eyes peeled for the two women that he was certain were somewhere inside.
Two Alexi followed at his heels.
They were led into an impressive office. A large mahogany desk with attached bookshelves and credenza took up most of the back wall, far more exorbitant than his own back at the compound. To the left, two men sat on a black leather couch, watching his every move—the blond he recognized from the night before, but not the dark-haired one next to him, who fiddled with a string at the seam of his jeans. Each one of them was about the size of two men put together.
To Wade’s right, a brown-haired demon sat in an armchair, his fingers entwined, chest heaving as he a glared. Another demon stood ahead, behind the desk, all business in his pinstripe suit and serious expression. He had Leader written all over him. His head perked up slow when Wade approached with a hand outstretched.
The man crossed his arms as though in dismissal of the greeting. “Sit down.”
Wade scoffed, pausing a second before he took the only other armchair, next to the pissed-off looking demon. The attention on him made the hairs on the back of Wade’s neck stand on end, but with his gambler’s face on, he smiled.
The demon to his right snarled.
“Brother, relax,” said the one behind the desk. “I’m Gavin. These are my brothers, Logan beside you, Zeke and Calix on the couch.”
“Pleasure.” It didn’t escape Wade that he could’ve sat caged with a pride of lions and not been so vulnerable as he suddenly felt.
“How did you find us?”
Wade smiled at the question. “You, uh, have something that belongs to me.”
“Oh?” Gavin tipped his head “And what might that be?”
“Don’t act stupid.” Impudence briefly got the best of Wade. “You know what I’m talking about.”
Leaning forward, knuckles against the desk, Gavin’s eyes drilled into him. “Did you just call me stupid, little man? Dare I remind you of the precarious position in which you find yourself?”
The rustling of metal from behind indicated the demon’s movement had ruffled the other two Alexi. Not a sound came from the demons as if they somehow fed off of the tension in the room. Wade raised his hand to settle them, his tongue raked against his back teeth, and he cleared his throat though it begged for a sip from the flask tucked inside his leather coat. “My apologies.”
“Now let’s just say, for the sake of argument, that I do know what you’re talking about. What makes them your property to claim?”
“They owe me their lives.”
“And since I’ve not allowed my brother beside you there”—Gavin gestured toward Logan—“to unleash his fury and beat the shit out of you, am I not imparting the same courtesy? Therefore, we are even.”
Wade glanced over at Logan, whose glowing red eyes were fixated on him. He swallowed a gulp. “Per … haps,” he said, shifting away from the demon beside him. “See, I’m willing to cut you a deal.”
“A deal?” Gavin straightened from the desk. “I’m afraid you’ve mistaken my species for another. I don’t make deals. I make contracts. And punish those who’ve done wrong.”
“Gavin—”
“I’d actually prefer you call me sir. Rolls off the tongue easier, don’t you think?”
A sneer came from behind. Fucking demons.
Wade narrowed his eyes. “Sir,” he said with some emphasis. “I’m willing to trade Calla for Ayden.”
“Calla for Ayden,” Gavin echoed then grinned. “Seems fair. Ayden does have her bitchy moments, doesn’t she, brothers?”
“I’ll say.” The voice came from behind again, followed by a snort.
Wade glanced in the direction of the blond, who sat picking at his fingernails. He returned his gaze to Gavin and chuckled. “Sounds like my girl.”
The humor disappeared from Gavin’s eyes. “Your girl, huh?” He stalked around to Wade’s side of the desk crossing his arms as he leaned back. “I’m afraid we have a slight problem. See, Ayden is a client of mine. And, as such, falls under the protection of my brothers and me.”
“I’m willing to buy her out of the contract.”
“Again, you insult me.” Gavin shook his head. “My clients can’t be bought. I do not break contracts.” A flicker of red flashed in his eyes, forcing Wade to shift in his chair.
“Okay. Then, I’ll take Calla back.” Wade entwined his fingers, a feeble attempt at keeping his cool. “I’m afraid this was all just one big misunderstanding. I imagine she probably misses her brother by now.”
A grin took up the width of Gavin’s face. “I’m afraid Calla is now a client of ours, as well.”
Wade cleared his throat. “What a … does she seek vengeance for?”
“That’s between me and my client. But let me warn you, little man. If you lay one hand on her brother, know the enjoyment I will get out of hearing you scream in unrelenting pain.” Gavin tilted his head to the side. “My brothers and I have a gift for keeping our victims alive and completely conscious.”
Every nerve in Wade’s body flared like a livewire until his hairs stood on end. He nodded, lips forming a hard line.
“Now, unless you’d like a tour of the catacombs here, and I assure you that you don’t, I suggest you get the fuck off my property.”
Wade sniffed and stood.
Gavin didn’t bother to rise from his perch, his form just as intimidating in a slouched position. “Calix. If you’ll be so kind as to see our guest out.” He shot his brother a very earnest look.
Wade turned to leave the room, knocking into Logan’s chest. He hadn’t even heard him move.
A growl rumbled in the Logan’s throat.
“Thank you for your time, gentlemen. Should you, uh … change your mind and want those pretty ladies off your hands, Ayden knows where to find me.” Wade gestured to the two Alexi soldiers and hastened out of the office.
 

***
 

Sitting on the floor of Gavin’s bedroom, Ayden peeked around the almost-closed door to the landing outside, watching Wade with narrowed eyes.
“Ayden, what did you see?” Calla whispered from her crouched spot to Ayden’s left.
Down below in the hallway, Wade turned back, his gaze wandering up toward the staircase, before he and the two Alexi were accosted by Calix in the foyer. Calix spoke so low, Ayden couldn’t make out what his words.
What is he discussing with them?
As Calix stepped aside, the three men were ushered through the door and out of the house by Bennett.
Ayden let out a sigh of relief. “What’s that?”
“When the lycan touched you.” Calla pulled her knees tight to her. “What did you see?”
“It was nothing. Just … daydreaming.” She fell away from the door and sat up against the wall beside it. “They know trickery, did you know that?”
“No. I mean, I know they can distract victims, but I didn’t know they were capable of, like, magic.”
“It’s hardly magic, Calla,” Ayden said. “They steal memories from their victims then use them against their enemies.”
Calla looked as if she was puzzling the words. “But … Ayden, you’re not his victim. And … he’s not one of them, yet.”
Ayden frowned. “What are you suggesting, Calla?” She couldn’t quite tether the suspicion in her tone.
The girl shrugged. “I’m just saying I didn’t see anything. You did. And it seemed to affect you.” She glanced away. “Maybe this sounds crazy. But did you ever consider that they might be … your memories?”
“That’s impossible. He didn’t kill—” Ayden’s eyes widened. Her heart stuttered—it could have stopped beating altogether—and a sharp pain throbbed within her chest. She bowed forward and peeked through the gap once more, attention fixed on the door across the staircase that hid the lycan. Is it possible? She shook her head at herself.
“What?” Calla asked.
“Nothing.” The need for air struck fierce. Ayden rose from floor and slipped out of the door, her hand already against her dagger at her hip. “I have to go,” she muttered.
“Where? Did I say something wrong, Ayden?”
“No. I just need to think.” To breathe.
Ayden raced down the staircase.
Howling erupted from the library as she passed, the laughter of the brothers rising over the swishing sound in her ears.
“I thought he was going to piss his pants!” Zeke said.
Much as she was curious to know how the meeting with Wade had gone over, would have loved to be in on the laughter, something else weighed heavier—a need to be alone.
Bennett met her at the front door, as always.
“I’m good Ben, thanks.”
“Shall I arrange a ride for you, miss?”
She paused. What is the plan? “No. I’m going to take the bike.”
A year ago, Gavin had purchased a bike for her as a gift. She’d refused it. Something about accepting gifts from him made her feel an obligation that she didn’t need or couldn’t afford to carry around. She’d left it there, only tending to use it on the rare occasions she didn’t catch a ride with one of the others when leaving the manor.
Bennett led her down the long corridor to the lower level garage that housed the demons’ many vehicles. Most of them belonged to Gavin, an avid collector and self-proclaimed remodeler. In his spare time, he enjoyed tinkering on them. Odd, considering his refined mannerisms. Though, as Ayden had come to know, none of the demons were what they seemed.
Row upon row of fancy vehicles lined the extra large lair. Sports cars, SUV’s, even an odd military-type. A variety of bikes as well.
Ayden recognized hers amongst the others—sleek black, aerodynamic with ‘Slayer’ airbrushed in flames. She donned the black helmet and straddled the bike. Bennett opened the door to a dim-lit tunnel, two car lengths in width that exited out the side of the manor. She revved the engine and sped up the ramp, toward the iron gate of the property, making its slow inward arc.
Ayden squealed around it, hitting the streets with a sharp turn and a bolus of gas. Adrenaline coursed through her veins as the bike whirred down the snow-laden streets.
Damn, how she’d missed riding it.
Gavin had taught her how when she’d first gotten the machine, sitting behind her with his hands working more than gears as he gave a quiet lesson in the garage.
They’d christened the bike twice that night.
Darkness had begun its long stretch toward the horizon. Only a thin line of pink divided the gray from the black so anxious to devour the sky.
Is it possible? Thoughts consumed her. Are the memories mine?
If they were, then that could only mean one thing: The wolf that’d attacked Kane was the same wolf that’d attacked her.
 Impossible.
So many years her thirst for vengeance had driven her to kill unrestrained. How could it be that her attacker was, suddenly, a mere memory away from her? Kane’s.
The city passed in a blur, reds, grays and blacks a mergence of streaks in her periphery. She drove in no direction, only reveling in the feel of the powerful bike between her thighs. Inching her knees closer, she hugged its exterior and fed it more gas.
When she finally reached the city limits of Hamtramck, she slowed, though the cops didn’t patrol as often as they should have. The city couldn’t afford that. Although, with all the mutilations that kept cropping up in nearby Detroit, a lone bike speeding down the streets should’ve drawn some attention, even a chase. Yet, it didn’t.
Sully’s was a shady bar in the shitty part of town. It could’ve passed as a strip club with all its scantily clad women. The owner, Stan Kucharski, equally shady and ornery, cursed like a crime boss and spared no reservations in front of females—but he’d slipped Ayden a free meal from time to time. He also never tried to pry conversation out of her. A quiet, observant man, he was one step away from retiring from it all, after forty years in the business. His father had come over as an immigrant straight out of Poland, working for the automobile companies when they first opened.
Ayden parked the bike out back next to Stan’s Lincoln.
Aside from the vehicle that everyone in town recognized, Stan was known for a shotgun he affectionately referred to as ‘Kochanie’. Not only a prominent and well-known, if not feared, member of the Polish community, Stan was rumored to have ties in business relations that kept even the cops at bay.
Stale cigars and grease hit Ayden’s nose the moment she walked through the door. Familiar. Dark wood tones of the booths and bar, carved from another century, absorbed most of the light, casting back a moldy faded finish, leaving her eyes no choice but to adjust.
She had no reason to come here. Only the Wrath Brothers could sucker her into drinking, otherwise she stayed away from the stuff. That’s what made Sully’s the perfect place to keep out of the Alexi’s sights, though. Besides that, in hanging out, she learned a wicked game of pool.
“Well, well, well, if it ain’t my favorite little shit coming to visit me again,” Stan said in his raspy voice. “To what do I owe da honors?”
“Can it, Stan. I’ll take a Coke.”
“Coke.” He threw his hands in the air. “She comes to a bar and orders a fuckin’ Coke.”
“You want I should go to another bar? Just pour the goddamn drink.” Ayden’s glare challenged him before she smiled. Even her demeanor changed in the place.
Stan’s big burly arms reached over the bar and wrapped around her, the source of the cigar smell confirmed. “Where you been, kiddo?”
“Around.”
Unlike most human lambs, Stan had knowledge of the lycan population. One could only suspect it was his underground connections that lent insight into happenings the rest of the world wasn’t privy to.
“Hungry?” he asked.
 “Starving.”
He gestured toward the back entrance she’d just come through. “Like some damn stray I gotta feed every time you walk through that door.”
“Then, why do you?”
“Because I love you.” He puckered his fat lips.
“If I knew where those lips have been, I might kiss you back.”
A deep chortle rattled in his chest and escaped on a choking fit.
Ayden cringed. “You need to quit with the cigars.”
“When I’m dead, I’ll consider quitting.”
“So,”—she leaned forward and lowered her voice—“anything new?”
“Had you visited me yesterday, I’da had some juicy news. Some shithole off eight mile, so I hear.”
“I’ll bet my loot topped that.”
“Yeah?” He cocked a brow. “Find something good, did ya?”
“I wouldn’t call it good. More like curious.”
Stan drew back and grimaced. “Curious? What da fuck do ya do with curious?”
Ayden shrugged. “I’m still trying to figure that out. He might have something I’m looking for.”
“Doll, you need to –”
“Stan!”
Both Ayden and Stan twisted toward the interruption: Walter Sawicki, the resident drunk.
Stan rolled his eyes. “Here we fucking go.” He leaned on his elbow, turning back toward Walter.
“Stan! Tell me something. What the fuck kinda Pollack names a bar after a Mick?”
“Get your ass home, Wally. Too much, like I told ya.” He turned back to Ayden. “Moron. I can’t seem to convince the stupid bastard that Sully’s ain’t short for Sullivan’s.”
The loud slur of Wally’s voice rose over the quiet conversation humming thoughout the bar. “I’ll tell ya what kind. A backstabbing, lying bastard. A disgrace to his own people.”
“Enough, you drunk son of a bitch. Get out!” Stan shouted over his shoulder.
“You’re gonna kick one of your own kind out, but you’ll let every other foreign bastard come in here and drink and eat for free.”
Stan shook his head. “Christ. I knew better than to give him that last drink,” he muttered. “Whiskey. Does it to him every time.” A gold wedding band, sunken into swollen fingers, tapped the top of the bar. “I’ll get that food. Give me a minute.”
Her eyes scanned the room as she sipped her Coke.
In the corner, two men, bikers, stared her way. She’d seen the bikes out front when she pulled in. Not unusual at this bar, but something about them looked different from the usual gangs that frequented the place.
Only one single thought popped into Ayden’s mind. Wolves.
“Say, Stan?” she yelled “Think I’m going to take that food to go.” She tipped her head down toward the tabletop, watching for the bikers’ reaction in her periphery.
One shifted in his seat. Yep. Ayden did her best to contain the grin begging to skate across her lips. She’d finally get a chance to blow off some steam.
Stan called out the order to the cook in the back and returned to her. “Ya just got here, what da fuck?”
She shrugged. “Something came up.”
“Sounds like trouble.”
The grin she’d fought to contain finally crept across her face. “Always is.”
“Don’t I know this? You still keep with those high rollers?”
Ayden shrugged. “From time to time.”
“Do me a favor, ask their top dog, what’s his name again, Greg?”
“Gavin.”
“Yeah, right, Gavin. Ask him if he wants an old piece of shit bar. I’m lookin’ to sell soon.”
Ayden smiled. “Will do.”
“Jimmy! That food up yet?” Another gut-wrenching cough forced Stan to double over his bulging belly.
“Hey, thanks, Stan. Good to see you, fat man.” She chuckled at the last remark.
His dry, chubby fingers clutched his belly. “What the hell ya talkin’ about. Lost two pounds this week.” A brown paper bag was handed to him over the countertop, and he passed it on to her.
“I’m just giving you shit, Stan. You look great. Keep it up.” She winked. The grease had already begun leaking through the bag, promising its contents would taste damn fine. “What’s the goods for tonight?”
“Steak, fries and cheeseburger. Your fucking favorite.”
“Yummy.” She stood up from the bar and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “See ya round.”
“Hey, you stay out of trouble.” Stan pointed a finger at her. “And don’t be a goddamn stranger.”
Grabbing a pack of matches on the countertop, her gaze swept the room.
As she turned toward the door, the men in the corner were polishing off their beers, heads tipped back. One laid money down on the table. She pretended not to notice them.
Cold air stirred as Ayden opened the door to exit the bar. Hand gliding across the dagger at her hip, she strolled casually toward the bike and tucked her food into one of the side pockets. The door clunked closed behind her, taking far longer than it should have after her release. A second or two later, the two men appeared a few feet away on the opposite side of her ride.
One must’ve stood nearly six foot five with a buzz cut and muscles bulging from his chest and arms. The other, slightly smaller and covered in tattoos, flashed her a black-toothed grin.
Heat stirred inside of her again—a wild flame that inhabited the darkest parts of her soul. Up from her stomach, it rose, carrying a rush in its wake. Her fingers stretched out to calm it. “Evening, gentlemen. Can I help you?”
The bigger of the two crossed his arms over his chest, his gaze skimming over her bike. “Can you help us? Yeah, I think you can. You like to ski … slayer?” He chuckled at himself while the other motioned jacking them both off at once.
Ayden gave a demure smile and sighed. “Not particularly.”
Light flashed off her blade as it glinted through the air and penetrated the larger man’s chest before he could blink. He howled and gripped the hilt.
In the next breath, his friend exploded into form, charging Ayden like a gray bullet.
She struck its throat with a fist, throwing the wolf backward as the first wolf lunged, dagger still lodged in its chest.
Ayden unraveled her bullwhip. Silver snapped through the air like a bolt of lightning and caught its hind leg, yanking the lycan to the ground. She wrenched it toward her and hammered at the beast, her fists lost in a mangle of gray fur.
She pulled the dagger from the first wolf, twisted to stand, and jabbed her other attacker mid-section without losing position over the one she’d caught. With a tug, its bowels spilled out of the wound from the gut hook.
It fell to its knees and grabbed an organ half-protruding from its stomach, shoving it back toward the wound as though to re-stuff it into the gaping hole.
The wolf she held down on the ground swiped its claw across her face. Warmth trickled down her cheek. Blood. In one fluid move, she stabbed the dagger into the wolf’s neck then dragged it across, severing the head.
Again, the first wolf lunged for her, entrails still attempting escape from their rancid host.
She thrust upward as its large claws swiped. Dodged. Jaws snapped just short of her face. She punched its stomach, dislodging the viscera that hung from its mutilated gash, and leaped atop of the beast when it hit the ground.
Ayden set her Beretta to its maw and pulled the trigger, flinching as its brains exploded out of the crown of its head. Sparks flew as she dragged the knife across the concrete in her severing of its head.
She hopped from her knees to her feet into a crouch before rising slowly and wiping the blood off her face with the back of her hand. “That felt good,” she said, breaths heavy. “Thanks, guys.” Her fingertips grazed her cheek. Deep gouges of ragged flesh had already begun to heal, the ridges softening beneath her touch as they sealed together. “Damn wolves.” She spat on the one at her feet. “That leaves a scar on my face, I’ll track you down in hell and kill you again.”
Before anyone could see, Ayden piled the bodies in a heap. She pulled the matches out of her pocket and tossed the flame onto the two mounds before the wolves changed into their human forms. Luckily, fur caught fire quickly.
Stan burst through the door as Ayden mounted her bike, arms outstretched. “What the fuck?”
“Goodnight to you, Stan.” Giving a quick salute, Ayden closed her helmet shut, and squealed out of the parking lot.
She sped down the streets, the sensation exhilarating. These neighborhoods had been her home for the last five years. How could she give that up—no matter how tainted it may seem—and stay in the manor as some housewife to Gavin?
She couldn’t.
Ayden pulled into the cracked parking lot of an old monastery. The building had its beauty, old architecture from a time long passed. Two stone lions met her on the staircase leading to the large wooden door. She pushed it open, skirting the dirt that lay on the other side. Streams of moonlight peeked in through the broken windows. It’d long been condemned for parts that were rotting and torn away. She prayed no one would find it—the only place she stayed with some consistency, aside from the manor. Home. If the lycans or Alexi ever got wind of it, she’d have to give it up.
Ayden passed the marble foyer to the winding staircase. The top floor, broken and dilapidated with exposed innards of wall, where thieves had stolen the copper plumbing, provided the perfect perch for her to look out down onto the city below—a great ‘scape, and the moon as a backdrop.
She took a seat on a rotted piece of wood that had softened enough to act as a chair, beside a broken window. Grease had seeped through the brown takeout bag, making it translucent, and growls rumbled as the smell of burger and onions hit her stomach, saliva pooled in her mouth.
A scuttling across the floor caught her attention.
Silvery eyes crept toward her, far too small for her to react. Rats. She tipped her head as the small scavenger crawled out of a pile of decayed building materials and came into view. Its white body almost glowed in the darkness. Odd. She’d never seen a white rat loose before. “Where did you come from?” she whispered to herself.
Most of her companions at the monastery were brown or gray.
It stopped short of her, rising up to its hind legs and sniffed the air. Ayden tossed it a piece of her bun. It nibbled quickly then inched closer. She took a bite of the burger and tossed another piece.
It again inched closer with each offering.
Fast as a bullet, a large gray rat shot out of the darkness, rolling the white rat into a tight ball. Squealing indicated that the larger gray rat bit and clawed at its opponent.
Ayden tossed another piece of food and the two released each other, scampering for it. She unhooked her whip and snapped the large gray rat. A strip of blood glistened across its body. It curled and chattered its teeth. A hissing sound accompanied the scurry of its retreat. After a moment’s hesitation, the white rat approached the food.
“No species is spared,” she muttered. “We’re all victims of something bigger, aren’t we?”
Ayden shared the rest of her meal with the small friend, all the while contemplating her circumstances. It was possible Kane held some insight into her past. Perhaps he knew her attacker—the lycan she’d spent the last five years hunting to no avail. Not that she’d know him by sight. Her only hope was that he’d recognize her somehow and his identity would be revealed.
In essence, she’d been chasing a ghost for all those years. Because the likelihood that he’d remember a victim from five years ago seemed slim.
Did she want to know her past? Her pulse raced at the thought. Who wouldn’t want to know such a thing? The thought terrified Ayden, though. Would knowing make her weak? Would killing her enemy rob her of purpose in life?
Anger and vengeance was all she’d ever known, all she’d ever lived for.
It was how Wade managed to keep soldiers dedicated to the cause. They weren’t allowed to pursue their own personal vendettas—a rule that she’d broken the night she escaped the compound.
Ayden curled her lip into her mouth and bit down hard. Her hands trembled as she removed the dagger from its holster. Pulling back her sleeve made the food in her stomach inch back up her throat but ecstasy quickly replaced her repulsion as the blade broke through her skin.
She closed her eyes and groaned.
A rush swept through her body, tightening her muscles.
Another slice ensured that the effects wouldn’t disappear so quickly.
She rested her mutilated arm, the blade against her thigh, and watched as the angle sent streams of blood trickling down her wrist. The wound began to seal itself, as usual, venom seeping without the poison. The depth of the cut never made much difference. Deep, easy breaths and the euphoria began to lift, giving way to her ruined reality.
Pink scars glistened with healing flesh. Healing. A mockery to her mind. She wiped her wrists against her pants. “This is why I’ll never look good in white,” she muttered as she pulled down the sleeve to her jacket. “Too many wounds.”
She touched her face where the wolf had swiped her. Smooth skin met her fingertips. Unlike the blades, wounds from their claws never left behind a scar. Perhaps it had something to do with the venom—a catalyst that taunted her body’s defenses—particularly the Lywa antibody.
The small white rat climbed over her folded legs and perched itself on the ledge of the window beside her. Its nose wriggled as it investigated her, small pink paws tucked close to its body.
She smiled and tucked the knife away. Pulling her knees up, she rested her head back against the wall behind her. “What would you do, my friend?” With a shake of her head, she chuckled to herself. “Lovely. I’m talking to rats now.”
 

~



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 

Wade slammed the passenger door of the SUV and tromped up the staircase to the front entrance of the compound. He keyed in the number on the keypad and yanked the door open, cracking it against the brick wall he swung it so hard.
The soldiers in his wake kept their distance behind him just as they’d kept their mouths shut on the ride back from the demon manor.
“Draven!” Wade called down through the halls as he approached his Second-in-Command’s room. “Front and center, boy, now!” Wade’s fury boiled though his entire body as the many shades of heat flared beneath his skin. “Draven!!”
A meek voice rose from the silence. “He’s left, sir.” Daniel stood outside of his bedroom. “He took others with him.”
“What? He’s a deserter? Deserter?” Wade backhanded Daniel’s cheek with a thwack, knocking him to the floor. Goddamn, that felt good.
The boy stood slowly, a scowl etched deep into his brow.
Other Alexi soldiers emerged from their bedrooms.
A spasm beneath Wade’s eye quivered as a maddening distraction. He smacked his palm to the area and scrubbed in a manic attempt to make it cease. Still it persisted, exacerbating his irritation. “Deserters will not be tolerated!” He stepped toward the center of the hallway, palm to his eye. “We are going to hunt them down, and when we find them, you will all see how deserters are handled. If any one of you tries to leave, know that it will be the last time you ever walk again.” His hand fell away and his gaze drilled into Daniel’s. “Where is Jacob?”
“Draven took him as well.”
Wade’s hands flew to his head, grasping hold of his skull as he stomped out a tantrum. “No, no, no!”
Of course he’d taken Calla’s little brother. Jacob would’ve gone with Draven because he trusted him.
Wade punched his fist through the wall.
Daniel flinched.
A puff of dust flew out, leaving a gaping hole. When he removed his hand, blood trickled down his knuckles but he scarcely felt the pain. “I saved your lives! All of your lives!” He pointed a bloody hand in the air toward them. “Every one of you ungrateful little pricks would be dead if I hadn’t picked you up! Every one of you!” He shouted and more heads peeked out from bedrooms. “It was me, who picked your bloody, half-eaten bodies up off the floor. Me, who sewed you up and brought you back.” He beat his hand against his chest as he hollered. “Me, who made you stronger. Gave you something to fight back with. Me.” The last pound to his chest damn near went through his rib cage. “And this is the fucking thanks I get for it?”
Spittle spewed from his mouth and his neck turned stiff with the strain of yelling. “I could have left you. They would have dragged you away and fed on you like road kill for the buzzards. I killed them for you. With my own … bare … fucking hands!” His hands flailed and shook as he held them in front of his face, eyes wide, trying to focus. “And this is the thanks I get?” The harsh gravel in his voice echoed down the hallway like a wildcat backed in a corner.
 

***
 

Stood before Daniel, Wade’s chest heaved with each breath, his lips curled into a hateful snarl. Fangs had protruded from beneath his lip, adding a lisp as he spoke, and the lack of control shone strongest in his eyes as they brightened to a golden glow.
Daniel held perfectly still, his shoulders back and tight as a good soldier. His eyes kept ahead. Before he could do more than assess the situation, his head smashed into the wall behind him, every ounce of air knocked from his lungs.
Hands clamped around his throat. Wade’s. He struggled, his body bucking, tugging at Wade’s hands as their grasp refused passage to his already shortening breaths.
“You plan to desert me, boy?” Wade hollered.
Tears prickled at Daniel’s eyes but he choked back on them and frantically shook his head.
“Then, welcome to your new position, son. Second-in-Command.” Wade dropped Daniel to the floor and crouched before him. “Go fetch Jenna and bring her to my quarters,” he said in a low voice, and stalked toward the elevators.
The boy sucked in a breath, his hand covering where Wade had grabbed his neck. He tipped forward, coughing and choking, his legs wobbling like noodles as he forced himself to stand.
Jenna, the newest recruit, they’d found lying on the running path of the university—a pretty brunette, no more than twenty-four years old. The lycan that had attacked her had planned to take her back to its lair. Wade killed it as it carried her through the adjacent woods. She was only three days out of her Alexi change.
Lowering his head, Daniel couldn’t bring himself to look at the other Alexi as he made his way toward the girl’s unit on the other side of the wing.
 

***
 

Wade pecked the code on the security pad beside the entrance to his suite, the bourbon, so close to his tongue he could almost taste it. His hands trembled and his teeth ground in his head. “Every one of those deserters—Ayden, Calla, all of them will be hunted and brought back here.” He mumbled to himself as he waited for the thick iron door to open and close. “And when I’ve finished with them, they’ll wish I’d never saved their lives from those goddamn lycans. Having their bodies eaten alive will seem more merciful than what I plan to do to ‘em.”
When the second door had opened he hastened his steps toward his chambers. Ms. Price had already turned in for the night. Darkness swarmed him as he walked the corridor to his office. He burst through the door and went straight for the bar. Glasses clattered, as he poured the liquor into a snifter. He tipped to his lips, and the warm fluid burned his throat, tingled in his belly. He did it again and again, his eyes squinted, and refilled his empty tumbler.
The words of the demon somehow resonated in his mind. And punish those who’ve done wrong. “I’ll punish those who’ve done wrong,” he whispered to himself.
Memories that had no place in his current situation surfaced in his head as the heat of the bourbon coated his throat.
“Answer me, you piece of shit. Did you touch my gun?” Brown, almost black, eyes bore down, crazed and drunk.
The boy’s heart thrummed in his chest. Each breath choked. To answer honestly meant a beating, the punishment quick. To lie meant something far worse. His father would never believe his words, anyway, so what was the point?
In truth, his father had moved the gun but had gotten too drunk to remember.
Confusion swirled in the boy’s head as he contemplated an answer.
The slam of heavy knuckles against his cheek sent him crashing to the floor. Numbness blanketed half his face as he fought the blur of his vision beneath the welling of held back tears. God knew his father wouldn’t have taken kindly to seeing that. Instead, he focused on the small baby tooth that lay in a pool of blood on the dingy wooden floor.
Chest out as his father expected of him, the boy stood, eyes forward. “No, sir.” His new lisp made him cringe.
“No? I’m sorry. Did you say no?”
 “Yessir.”
The man smirked. “Corner.”
The boy’s heart sunk. He moved to that familiar corner, toward the back of the shed. Winter air howled through the cracks, chilling his spine. His bare foot brushed over one of two rusted nails sticking up from the floor. Blood still coated them from the last time.
“Up on your toes, boy.”
He rose as high as he could go, his heel hovering over the nails. Already familiar with the routine, he placed his hands behind his back, locking his fingers tight.
The tip of the nail grazed the newly healed wounds on his heel. He took deep breaths and paced his muscle strain, daring not to relax them for fear he’d fall back on the nail that would gouge his heel.
“I’ll come back to check on you in the mornin’, boy. See if you’re ready to tell me the truth then.”
The buzz of the door startled Wade from his daze. He set down the glass and walked through the office toward the desk where Ms. Price usually sat. Peering into the camera, he smiled and opened the door before slinking back into his office. Wade took a seat behind the desk and smoothed out his hair with his fingers.
A doe-eyed beauty walked in behind Daniel, who held a blank stare as if he was walking a prisoner to death row.
“That will be all, soldier,” Wade said, eyes riveted on Jenna.
Daniel turned to leave.
“On second thought. Wait, boy.” Wade’s fingers entwined. “Maybe I’ll let you stay and watch. Teach you a thing or two about women.”
Jenna frowned. Her eyes shot over to Daniel, whose face turned ghost white.
He closed his eyes and grimaced.
“Ain’t she a pretty piece of work, Daniel?”
Silence followed the question.
“Answer me, you little prick!” Wade barked.
“Yessir.”
“Yes. Sir.” He leaned back in his chair, kicking his feet up on the desk. “So I’m going to pour us all a drink. And we’re going to have ourselves a little training exercise.”
 

***
 

Light filtered in through the window. Not sunlight, but the overcast of a filthy dishwater sky that provided a stark contrast to the blackened buildings. The silhouettes, so beautiful at night, showed their burned and abandoned shells by daylight; broken husks of what thriving landmarks they’d once been. Grieving clouds above them loomed, always on the verge of spilling over into rain. Black birds, presumably ravens, flew in an ominous circle that Ayden could only imagine signaled death on the streets below.
She’d slept curled against the wood. The white rat had long since disappeared, along with the brown paper bag of last night. Only shreds of it remained scattered over the grime on the floor.
She stretched and yawned.
The time had come to make a decision.
She wound her whip and hooked it back beneath her trench before pulling her hair back into a ponytail, using a tie she always carried with her. Her fingers swiped the matches in her pocket, and she couldn’t help but smile at the memory of the macabre scene she’d left in the parking lot of Sully’s. After skipping down the steps, she snuck through the front door and made her way to her parked bike. No one would’ve stolen it from its spot. She was too far away for anyone to care—and no one gave a shit about another condemned building in the city. Not even the homeless bothered with it, since it was too far out from the inner city, where they’d more likely find food.
The engine revved and Ayden took off toward the manor. She was one of few allowed to know the location of the demons dwelling. Ayden leaned into the bike, feeding it gas as she sped along the tree-lined roads leading to the secret lair. The asphalt remained dark and empty so early in the morning.
Bennett’s face appeared on the screen when she pulled up to the iron gate. “Hello, handsome,” she said with a smile.
The gate subsequently opened.
She tossed Bennett the key to the bike on entering the mansion. “Where’s Gavin?”
“Master Gavin is in the gymnasium.”
Gymnasium. Only Bennett.
She found all four brothers in the Wreck Room. Logan sparred a bag, knocking it into the air with each punch. Zeke ran on the treadmill in one of the most concentrated states Ayden had ever seen him. Working out, it seemed, was the only thing he did take seriously. Gavin and Calix bench-pressed. All of them wore warm-up pants or shorts and muscle shirts with hoodies—a striking contrast to the suits they typically wore during the day.
“Everything ok?” Gavin asked, his voice strained as he pumped the bar up and down.
Calix rose from the bench and wiped his face with the towel draped over the frame. “You don’t look so good.” He brushed his fingertips across her cheek. “You’re looking a little pale, babe.”
“Gavin, can I talk to you?”
“Where were you last night, Ayden?” Logan asked, before throwing a left hook at the bag. “Nothing like taking down an entire pack of wolves while you’re out dancing in the streets somewhere.”
Calix shook his head. “Don’t mind him. Logan is what happens when kids don’t get hugged enough.”
“Du feshj.” Logan spoke in his native demon tongue.
Ayden had heard it so many times before that she didn’t have to understand what it meant to know he’d just cursed.
“Mwe leiszt ma,” Calix retorted with his chin in the air.
That one, the way Logan glared back at Calix, she probably didn’t want to know.
Ayden turned her back to dismiss their banter and faced Gavin. “You guys took down a pack?”
“Yep,” Gavin croaked, still pumping away. “Creeping around some storefronts.”
“Gavin, any chance we could talk alone for a moment?”
His arms trembled under the massive weights as he slowly hung up the barbell. He grabbed a towel from beside him, and she tried not to look at the sheen trickling down his biceps.
Get a grip, Ayden. Her tongue twitched at the memory of licking sweat off of them once.
His accordion abs straightened as he stood. He slipped a D&G muscle shirt on, giving her some relief of the visuals. She’d have to blow off some steam soon or risk ‘adjusting’ her contract, as Gavin had offered.
Nabbing his bottle of water from the floor, he led her out of the gym in the direction of the library, still wiping the sweat off his neck. Even after working out, he smelled good—like sweat mixed with the faint spice of his cologne, an intoxication entirely designed to entice a female.
Too bad sex with him had come to mean something different than before: an invitation to commitment.
An acceptance of his offer to be mated.
As the eldest of the brood, his time would come soon. The Savidon. According to Gavin, Wrath Demons lost their appetite for casual sex and had been known to be very ‘touchy’ during the Savidon. From what Ayden could fathom, it sounded sort of like a fifteen-day menstrual cycle for demons, whereby they go in search of a mate to claim, who’d become his Tazshla. Loosely translated it meant ‘wife’. Gavin had once told her, a better description for it was: a demon’s sole source of nourishment, the last fruit on Earth, to be savored and cherished, protected and loved.
Lower ranking demons were given one Tazshla; unlike Gavin’s father, Wrath, a high prince who could father a number of children with different Tazshlas. He also governed those children and provided for them. Although each child of a prince had a different mother, they were given a Divine Matron, or governess with witching powers who protected them. Gavin’s father, Wrath, had many Matrons.
All six of Gavin’s brothers shared the same Matron, Cefirina, and it was she who sought them out and brought them together.
The Savidon, a last ditch effort for the stubborn ones—like Gavin, who refused to take just any woman—existed to further the species. During that period, they’d undergo some internal and external physical changes, as well. Only a demon with a fully developed szexus organ, designed to attract his mate, underwent The Savidon. The organ produced certain chemicals that would elicit a protective nature in even the most detached demons of the underworld.
As Ayden slumped into the chair in front of the desk, Gavin set down his towel and water, and crossed his arms, leaning back against the desk in front of her. “Shoot, slayer, I’m all ears.”
She rested her forehead on her palm. “I’m so stupid. Why didn’t I think of this before?”
“Think of what?”
“I had Calla touch the lycan yesterday.” She glanced up sheepishly. “You know, to see if she saw the memories, too.”
Gavin smirked. “He’s become quite the roadside show.”
“Gavin, she saw nothing. Nothing.” Ayden’s brows, drawn tight, emphasized the fear in her gut—a first for her.
Still leaning, he shifted his weight and hiked up his knee, resting the sole of his Nikes against the front of the desk. “You realize they can’t just pull a memory out of their heads like some kind of jukebox. Whatever memories he’s acquired have to be mingled with his own, as if he’s lived them. All that can summon them is a trigger or reminder.” Gavin winked. “Touch is a powerful sensation.”
“I saw something.” She swallowed a gulp. “A child. And a husband. I was there and it felt so real. So real and familiar that I didn’t have to question any of it.” Some distant sense of loss, the same she’d felt when the lycan had touched her, washed over her. “All of it made sense to me.”
“So, what are you saying? You think they were your memories?”
“I don’t know what I think.” She shook her head. “All I know is I saw them and Calla didn’t.”
“That would mean the lycan that bit your halfling upstairs—”
“Was the same lycan that attacked me.”
Gavin lowered his foot back down and leaned forward, resting his arms on his thighs. “You realize the odds of that are about as slim as a royal flush. You have no idea which wolf murdered you. And there are thousands of them in this city alone. Every day they kill each other off.”
“It’s crazy, I know.”
He tipped his head. “So, what do you intend to do about it?”
“Get some answers.” She drew her knee up, exactly as Gavin had moments before, and set her chin against it. “At any cost.”
“These memories. What were they?”
Her gaze dodged him, focusing on everything else in the room except his intent eyes. “Nothing important. Just images that make no sense to me.”
Her neck muscles tensed when he grabbed her chin, gently turning her face up toward him. “I’m a demon. I know when you’re lying.”
She relaxed in his grip, her head still tipped upward. “I was lying in bed. As a family. My husband held me and the baby.”
A spark of curiosity shimmered in his eyes. “And you enjoyed this image?”
Please don’t. She knew exactly what he was thinking. “I said nothing about enjoying it. I just said it felt familiar.”
The light seemed to dim from his expression again. He released his grip of her and placed his palms back on the top of the desk.
“So what happened with Wade?” she asked, changing the subject.
Gavin cracked a crooked but saddened smile. “Nothing important.” His arms re-crossed over his chest as if playfully begging a challenge.
Ayden rolled her eyes. “Come on. At least tell me if I’m going to have to kill him first.”
“He’ll leave you alone … for now. But he’s got a pretty good hard-on for you. He asked me to break my contract. He wanted to buy you out of it.”
She frowned. “What did you tell him?”
The humor that had momentarily shone through disappeared from his eyes. “I’m not offering adjustments to my contracts anymore. They stand firm from here on out.”
For some odd reason that Ayden couldn’t pinpoint, the finality in his words almost stung. Guaranteed, any mate of Gavin’s would be lavished upon. Everything she could want would be hers; she’d be protected not only by him, but his brothers; her children would be cared for; and, the best part, she’d have the most exquisite sex she’d ever known. Why wouldn’t I want that? Her thoughts drifted to the night before, curled up against the rotted wood in her neglected monastery in the middle of nowhere. She could have been lying beside him in satin luxury.
Yet, sleeping alone in the ruins had just seemed to fit. There was a comfort in it.
Her mind sought to dismiss the burgeoning heartache. “And what about Calla?”
“He asked for her, too. She’s under no contract with me, yet. Although, he thinks she is.”
“He messed her up pretty good. It’s not over with Wade.” Even she remained tethered to his twisted obsession of power.
“The guy’s a fucking psycho. I thought Logan was going to reach down his throat and remove his organs with his bare hands.”
A chuckle escaped her. “I should’ve warned you first.” Ayden huffed. “I’m surprised you let him live, though. Aren’t you worried that he knows how to find the manor?”
“Calix hexed them. They’ll remember everything except how the hell they got here. One of the ghouls jammed their GPS system, too.”
“Calix can hex? Like, cast spells?” She grinned. “Any chance he can get Wade to forget I exist?”
 “Unfortunately, his hex only works on short term memory. He’s half incubus. That’s typically how they sneak in and out of bedrooms at night without getting caught.”
She nodded. “Anyway, thank you.”
“For what?”
“For being you. For taking care of me. For everything.”
Gavin sighed. “You don’t make it easy.”
She looked down at her hands, where they fidgeted in her lap. “I know. But if my suspicions are true, I might be out of your hair soon enough.”
“Would you believe me if I told you the thought of that saddens me?”
“Would you believe I’ve spent the whole night trying to decide what to do? Where will I go after my attacker is identified?” She pushed a stray hair behind her ear and sat forward, elbows propped on her knees. “But, I don’t belong here, Gavin. You have so much to give and I’d always have my eyes on the moon.” Her gaze met his. “You’re … the elusive prey. The one I never want to catch for fear I’d never hunt again.”
His body shifted, and he gripped the edge of the desk. “I’d give you freedom. You could come and go as you pleased.” He paused, tilted his head. “So long as you let me know ahead of time.” His gaze averted then returned to hers. “So I could protect you, of course.”
“You’d give me far too many reasons to stay off the streets. But, you know I can’t.”
His lips tightened and he cleared his throat.
Ayden rocked herself off the chair, her arms folded and tucked tightly against her, as if she’d be too tempted to wrap them around him. “I’m going to interrogate the halfling. I really hope he cooperates. I’m not in the mood to cut heads right now.” Her words made small slices through the atmosphere that had begun to envelope her in a suffocating grip.
Gavin smiled. “Well, if it comes to that, I’m sure Logan would be more than happy to take care of it for you.”
“I’m sure he would,” Ayden said, trying to ignore that annoying discomfort still lingering in the air. She stepped out of the room and closed the door behind her, stealing a deep breath when it finally clicked shut.
Walking away from Gavin’s offer could have been the dumbest mistake she’d ever made in her life. Her words were true: he represented every bit of perfection in her eyes.
Untouchably so.
Something stronger pulled her away from him, though: another clue to lead her closer to the lycan that had stolen everything from her.
If only the halfling wasn’t the one holding the key. Dammit. She’d probably have to apologize for punching him.
What if he refused to talk, though?
She stared thoughtful, smiling to herself a second later as she decided, I could always threaten to remove his leg.
 

~



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 

Kane rubbed his jaw. It’d dislodged with Ayden’s punch but had long since fixed itself, as had his split lip. His other hand still dangled from its restraint at the bedpost.
How many more days of this shit?
He froze when the door slowly slid open.
Ayden stepped inside, her eyes hard to read. Angry? Sorry?
Definitely not sorry. The woman only came with one emotion: pissed off.
Hands tucked in her pockets, she approached the bed.
“You must have sensed I already healed. Come back to replace the split to my lip?”
Her chest rose, lips pursed, and Kane braced for the telling off. Instead, she surprised him by slumping onto the chaise. “You don’t have any bruises on your face either. In case you were curious.”
“I wasn’t. I’m sure there’s a lot more of that in store for me. Why try to look pretty for you?”
Ayden’s tongue ran over her teeth. “As if it isn’t bad enough that you are what you are, you have to be a smartass on top of it all?”
He tipped his head. “You don’t like my pleasantries?”
“I need some information and you’re going to tell me, whether you like it or not.”
Kane awkwardly tucked his free arm under his pit and frowned. “No.”
“Excuse me?” The smile on her face didn’t reach any farther than her lips. “In case you haven’t noticed lycan, you don’t have many options.”
“In case you haven’t noticed, I smell like shit. I haven’t bathed since yesterday morning, or gotten up from this goddamn bed to stretch my legs, which means I’ll surely be in pain later tonight. Not that it matters to you. But, it’d be nice to shower. To get up and walk around.”
She crossed her arms. “Absolutely not.”
“Then, do what you have to. I’m not telling you a fucking thing.”
A frown crept across her face. “Did you just say fuck?”
“Yeah, I did. Fuck, fuck, fucking, fuck.”
Her eyes narrowed on him. “Who bit you?”
“Shower.”
“I could just have Logan come in here and get the answers for me. He’s pretty effective.”
“Lady, I’ve got another shitty night on the horizon and death in a few days. You do whatever you want. Threats have little worth in me these days.” Inside, Kane was sweating bullets. He had to set some limits with the woman, though.
Ayden stared silent for a moment, seemed to be analyzing him. “Fine. I’ll let you shower.”
“And walk around.”
“Why would I do that?” She jerked her chin to the side. “So you can take off and alert all your wolfy friends? I don’t think so.”
“I told you, I have no intentions of becoming one of them.”
“And I’m supposed to believe you?” A sneer flavored her words.
“Yes.”
Something of a growl rumbled in her chest. “Fine. You’re confined to the house, though. And God help you if you run into Logan.”
“Deal. I shower first and then we’ll talk.”
She reached for the key in her pocket, bent forward and unlocked his wrist, all the while staring at his hand.
He rubbed his wrist and slid from the bed to stand. Calix’s briefs still suffocated his lower half. His legs felt strong—so strong in fact, they itched to run. With his back to Ayden, he hiked up his knee and began to stretch. The strength and energy in his muscles was incredible. He turned in time to see Ayden, mouth open, gaze fixated on him.
As though his pause had snapped her from the reverie, she blinked and cleared her throat. “I’ll get you another pair of briefs.”
“Any chance the guy wears boxers?” He tugged the waistband. “These are getting constricting.”
 

***
 

Ayden left the room, heading toward Calix’s, with visions of Kane’s toned legs dancing through her head. What the hell was that, Ayden? You act as if you’ve never seen muscles on a man before.
She had, but never had a man’s change been so dramatic. Two nights before, the halfling lay small and weak in Zeke’s arms. What she’d just seen could probably rival the demon. Even if Zeke could still break the halfling into two pieces, he’d at least look like a worthy opponent.
Holy hell. What’s wrong with me? Lycans are murdering bastards. Murdering bastards, Ayden.
She knocked on Calix’s door. Silence. With a timid twist of the knob, she opened the door softly, in case he’d fallen asleep. One thing she’d learned living with demons was how absolutely unpredictable they could be. A female sneaking up on a sleeping male could be trouble, particularly one half Incubus and half Wrath.
He lay on the bed, arms crossed behind his head, staring up at the dark ceiling.
She approached, quiet and cautious. “Calix?”
He glanced at her then back to the ceiling. “Hey,” he said, sadness in his voice.
“What’s up?”
His eyes closed, fingertips lodged in his black hair, palms resting against his forehead. “Ava. I went to see her brother last night.”
Ayden had never seen him in such disarray. “By yourself?”
“No. Logan went with me.”
“I thought you guys took down a pack of wolves last night.”
“That was after.” He began to rub his hands up and down across his scalp. “Logan, apparently, didn’t meet his ass-kicking quota for the night.”
“So you roughed Ryke up, I take it?” Ayden sat beside him on the bed.
His hands stilled and his gaze trailed down to hers, rife with apathy. “That’s an understatement. Logan’s a fucking monster when he’s pissed.”
“And Ava didn’t care much for you beating the crap out of her brother.”
“She says she wants nothing to do with me. Which is a lie. Ryke’s a dick to her. I know he’s punishing her for this.” His hands balled into fists at his forehead. “And now Logan has a bounty hunter on his ass because of me.”
“Demons have bounty hunters?”
Calix glanced over but remained silent.
“She won’t talk to you at all?” Ayden asked.
He shook his head. “I’m banished, forbidden to return to her village.”
“A village? In the middle of Detroit? Where is this place?”
“It doesn’t matter,”—Calix crossed his arms over his chest—“because I won’t be going back to it.”
“What is it about this woman? You could have any woman you want, Calix?”
“I don’t want any other woman.”
“You guys baffle me.” A smile edged slowly across her face. “Any other man would kill to be one of you guys with all your women. And all of you just want one?” She tipped her head. “Well except for Zeke, who wants many, and Logan, who could care less. Ava must be pretty exceptional.”
He sat up on the bed, his black sheets wrinkling with his movement, and pulled his knees up into his chest. “Yeah, well I fucked up.”
“Maybe you could send her a note. A card or something. Write down your thoughts. Openly. Supposedly human women like poems and stuff.”
“Something tells me I’m not going to find a card that says ‘sorry for beating the shit out of your brother’.”
Ayden stifled a chuckle and patted his hand. “If she likes you that much, I’m sure she’ll forgive you with time.”
“Yeah. Sure.” He looked up at her. “Ayden, can I ask you something?”
“Of course.”
His eyes diverted toward his fidgeting fingers. “Why do you deny my brother?”
Anything but this. “It’s complicated, Calix.”
“You know you’re the only woman he’s ever considered worthy of a mate? In centuries. That’s a long fucking time.”
“I have no doubt he’ll feel that again. I think he’s as confused as I am.”
“It’s none of my business.” Calix shrugged. “I’ve just always been curious. Whatever happens between the two of you, just know I’ve still got your back.”
Ayden smiled. “Thanks, Cal.” She glanced away from him. “Can I ask you a favor?”
“What’s up?”
Her gaze darted back. “Can I borrow a pair of your boxers?”
 

***
 

Ayden slipped the black silk boxers into her jacket. Leave it to Calix to have silk boxers. He’d also given her a shirt for Kane.
As she padded down the hallway, a quick glance out of the large window revealed the gloom of midday.
The dull hum of the shower hit her ears when she entered the room. Steam curled through the crack in the door. Ayden pulled the boxers out of her jacket and set them on the nightstand. She caught sight of Kane’s trousers on the floor and knelt down, ears perked for a moment, before pulling out his wallet. Slipping the driver’s license out of its sheath, she examined his picture and the goofy smile on his face. Royal Oak. Nice area but not too fancy. Behind the drivers license was a badge for the hospital. Director of Children’s Cancer Institute.
She continued to pull apart the contents: credit cards, a blood donor card and a picture of a little girl. Ayden examined her closely. She had the same green eyes as Kane and wore a bright yellow dress with a matching yellow bow in her hair. A flip of the picture revealed ‘Maria’ written on the back.
Christ, you weren’t kidding about being a goody-two-shoes, were you?
She replaced all of the wallet’s contents and shoved it back into his slacks. As she sat crouched, her eyes trailed in the direction of the bathroom. She stood up and edged toward the door. Through the crack, she had a clear shot of the shower stall. In the thick plume of steam, Kane stood with his head tipped back while the water sprayed all around him, his back arched, and sopping black hair he slicked back with his hands.
The mere sight of him felt like a guilty pleasure—like stealing a drag off a cigarette.
The enemy.
The water trickling down his muscles, though, reminded her of sweat. She licked her lips, imagining the salty taste on her tongue.
“Miss Ayden?”
A shrill scream ripped from her throat as Ayden turned to see Annabelle standing behind her with a tray. She grabbed her chest. “You scared me, Anna. I’m sorry.”
Annabelle smiled. “Just bringing the master his evening supper.”
“Master?” Ayden curled her lip. “He didn’t tell you to call him that, did he? Because he’s no master.”
“No, just being polite to guests of the manor.” Anna hummed as she set the tray and all its contents out on display.
“What did you make for him, anyway?”
“Waffles, eggs, sausages, bacon, potatoes and a Danish.”
“Holy sh—” She caught herself. “Jeez, Annabelle. You didn’t need to do all that,” Ayden grabbed a strip of bacon from the plate. “Death row inmates get less for their last meal.”
Anna stopped, holding the creamer in midair. “Pardon, miss?”
Dammit. Ayden quickly grabbed the creamer from her. “I’ve got it, Annabelle.” Sooner or later Anna would learn of Kane’s fate, if only because of Ayden’s big mouth. “Thank you, you’re too kind.”
Suspicion swirled in Anna’s eyes. “Can I get you anything. dear?”
“No, thanks. I’ll just grab a sandwich or something.”
Anna sighed. “I’m going to miss Master Kane when he leaves.”
“Why is that?” Ayden asked, frowning.
“He makes me feel useful.” A smile lit up Anna’s face. “And he enjoys a good chat. He’s a very kind soul.”
Kind soul. Ayden sneered inwardly. More like asshole. “I thought demons hated lycans.”
Anna pursed her lips. “Pardon my tone, but you have much to learn about demons, Miss Ayden. There was a time lycans and demons were of the same thread. Humans changed the landscape of their relations.”
“Demons and lycans used to get along with one another? When the hell was that?”
“Ages ago. Humans forced the rift between them. Lycans have been and always will be wild, as wolves these days, but as you know, they can take any animal form.”
“I know a little about that.” Ayden sat down on Kane’s bed
“And as long as there are humans to hunt, they will. Demons, on the other hand, were forced to make a choice. Run with their wild lycan brothers and hunt, or learn to live amongst the humans. We’re a more evolved species, I suppose. The most civilized of the savages. Over time, this evolution created a distinction of class.” Anna straightened her aprons and clasped her fingers together in front of her. “Civilized, or not, we can be a rather haughty group.”
Ayden glanced toward the bathroom door and back. “Well, it’s not as if they’ve earned any more of the demons’ respect. Wolves kill for pleasure. Demons, at least, kill out of necessity.”
Anna tipped her head. “Do they?” She sat beside Ayden on the bed. “Most animals kill for one of two reasons, Ayden. For food, or to defend themselves. Now, being part human, the lycans have greater intuition than some mindless beast.” Her eyes bored into Ayden’s. “Dominate or be dominated. They’ve learned how to survive as a species.”
“So you’re saying humans made the wolves the way they are?” The incredulity in Ayden’s voice carried on the air.
Anna smiled. “You’ve always been the forbidden fruit. But demons have much more control over their urges and desires. We’ve always known where we sit on the food chain.”
“Not all demons have control,” Ayden mumbled.
“Yes, Master Zeke could use a lesson.” Her gaze trailed off for a moment, like a mother contemplating how to deal with an unruly son, then snapped back to Ayden, full of fervor. “I would love to see humans, lycans and demons live in harmony one day. Did you know trolls and Gambis Demons have always been natural enemies? Well, with us being thieves. We tend to trespass where we’re not welcome.” She chuckled. “And yet, here Bennett and I live peacefully as if our kinds had never been at odds with one another.”
“That sounds peachy, Annabelle,” Ayden said in a flat tone. “But if you’re waiting on me to patch relations between demons and lycans, you’ve got the wrong girl. Forgive me for being so undiplomatic but it was a lycan that chewed my spine out and left me for dead.”
Empathy claimed her eyes. “You’ve had a very tough life. No doubt about that and I can understand your anger. But at some point, for yourself, love, you need to decide if your past is worth more than your future.”
Ayden nodded while furiously shaking her head inside.
After brushing her finger against Ayden’s cheek, Annabelle stood from the bed and left the room.
Ten minutes passed before Kane finally emerged, a white towel wrapped around his waist. His hand ruffled his damp hair, as he reached down for the boxers on the nightstand.
Ayden diverted her attention away from him as he slipped back into the bathroom and emerged again wearing the shorts. Damn. No wonder Calix opted for black silk.
“Better.” Kane looked down, examining his lower half. “But it’s still not right. I won’t blame the guy for burning these when I’m gone. I would.”
“You’re hilarious,” Ayden said, without a shred of humor. “Aren’t you the least bit worried about what’s to come of you?”
“A little, I guess.” He shrugged. “But what can I do? This is what it is. Would it make you feel better if I sat and cried all day until then?”
“Yes, actually. I get a sense you’re not taking me seriously. Like you think I won’t do it.”
His gaze turned serious. “I don’t think that at all. I think you do pretty much anything you set your mind to, Ayden.”
She nibbled on the inside of her mouth, pushing up from the bed. “Weird.”
“What?”
“I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say my name. It sounds … goofy coming from you.”
“Then, I won’t say it again.” He climbed onto the bed and pulled the sheets over his legs. “I’m going to miss Annabelle.” Kane rubbed his hands together and picked up the fork and steak knife.
“Just so you know,”—she glanced down at the knife—“I could disarm you in seconds if you’re thinking of anything tricky.”
He smirked. “You neither trust nor believe anything anyone tells you, do you?”
“Only when the person talking is a lycan. Or going to be one.”
“That’s truly sad.” Kane shook his head and spoke with a mouthful of food. “I thought my life was sad. But that is truly sad.”
“What’s so sad about your life? Oh, wait, let me guess, the money you made? Bossing people around? Your perfect little family in your perfect little home?”
Kane stopped chewing and smiled, looking down at his plate. “I’ll spare you, killer.”
“Spare me what? Your sob story? Guaranteed, mine is worse. Who is the little girl in the picture, your daughter?”
Kane raised his brow. “You went through my wallet?”
“Yes. I did.”
“She’s my sister.” He cut into his waffles. “Not that you’d give a shit, but she died young. Of cancer. She’s the reason I got into what I do for a living. So no, it wasn’t about the money. And it sure as hell wasn’t about my family. The last of my family died about three years ago.” He shoveled a forkful of waffles into his mouth.
“You never married? At all?” Not that she cared, but the news surprised her a little.
“No.”
She tipped her head. “Why?”
“I thought you had other questions for me. You suddenly want to discuss my love life?”
Hell, no. She scowled. “Who bit you?”
“I thought you did. So, I’m sorry I can’t answer that at the moment. I have no friggin’ clue.”
Ayden settled onto the chaise. “Then, tell me what you remember.”
“I told you what I remembered,” he said casually through another bite of food. “I left work. Late. Security escorted me to my car. I turned around, and there they were.”
“Why did security escort you to your car?” She snorted. “You a pansy?”
“No. I didn’t ask them to escort me,” Kane said with a frown. “I was threatened earlier in the day. Standard procedure.”
Ayden’s eyes lit up. “Who threatened you?”
“A worker that I had to fire. He was understandably upset, but he became violent. They had to remove him from the premises.”
“What did he say to you?”
“He told me to watch my back.” Kane froze, eyes clouding over for a second. “Jesus.”
 

***
 

Most of the hospital employees had taken the staff cuts fairly well. They’d known it was coming. In spite of the bad news, pretty much everyone commended Kane on his management style. Though, there was one employee who didn’t take the news so well. Evan Roth.
A younger guy, he hadn’t worked in the department for long. He’d seemed all right when they first hired him in as a physical therapist for the institute. Ambitious, full of energy and pretty witty from what Kane had heard from the others in the department. Until about a month prior, when he’d become distant, moody and quiet. He’d begun showing up late for work, looking like he’d been out binge-drinking the night before. The kid had always been in shape, but somehow he really bulked out fast, and rumors began to fly that he may have been on steroids. As well as the complaints from female coworkers, who claimed he’d sexually harassed them.
Due to Evan’s behavior, when the demands for cuts came through the Institute, Kane immediately knew one person who’d be on that list.
Even as calm and professional as Kane had been in the meeting, Evan lashed out in rage. Security had been called to escort the half-crazed employee out to his car—three guards to get him under control.
Though, Kane could clearly recall the bone chilling words muttered by Evan with perfect clarity: “Watch your back.”
 

***
 

“And it never occurred to you that he could have been a lycan?” Ayden asked.
“Look, aside from some dumb movie that I had no intentions of ever watching, I had no clue what the hell a lycan was two days ago.”
“Had he been acting strange, at all? Anything you noticed in his human form?”
“Yeah, we’d gotten complaints.” Kane continued to stare off as he spoke. “He was harassing the staff, coming in late, acting inappropriately with clients.”
“Name.”
Kane set down the utensils in his hand and crossed his arms over his chest. “I want to go outside.”
“No.”
“That’s part of the deal.”
“I don’t make deals, asshole.” She leaned forward, elbows resting on her thighs. “And why do you think crossing your arms every time is going to make me change my mind and kowtow to your demands?”
“Ayden, for ten years I’ve gone from one dark night to the next. Coming and going with the rise and setting of the sun. Just once, before I have my head served on a demon platter, I’d like to have sunlight on it.”
“Well, guess what? There’s no—” Ayden caught a glimpse of the sky through the heavy velvet curtain. The sunlight had finally peeked through the clouds. “Fine. One hour. And then you better be ready to give me a name.”
“Deal.”
She watched as Kane polished off his breakfast as if it were his last. Not yet, anyway. He then dressed quickly in his slacks and Calix’s borrowed shirt.
Ayden led him down the stairs, careful not to rouse Gavin’s suspicions. He’d never go for her taking the halfling out for a walk around the property.
Bennett met them at the door. “Can I get Master Kane a coat?”
Master again. She rolled her eyes. “Sure, Ben.”
Kane donned the ski coat Bennett returned with from the closet in the foyer, belonging to one of the brothers. Judging by the way Kane swam inside of it, she guessed it to be one of Zeke’s, who happened to be an avid snowboarder.
They stepped outside, down the staircase, and rounded the manor toward the back. Not a word spoken. Snow-covered hedges and beautiful gardens, once teeming with an array of colorful flowers, made up a now-glistening white maze at the rear of the manor.
“Wow. Nice.” Kane tucked his hands into his pockets. The loafers he’d worn sunk into the snow as he followed Ayden down beyond the gardens that backed up to the woods.
“So,”—her gaze cut to the forest—“there’s your freedom, lycan. Have a run for it. I’ll give you a head start.”
“And freeze to death?” he said, shaking his head. “No thanks.”
“Your alternative is having your head severed from your body, and you’re worried about being cold? You’ll be a warm, furry wolf in a few days.”
“Yeah, well, I’m currently a human, freezing my ass off right now. Besides, I told you that I’ve accepted my fate. Why don’t you just leave it alone?”
“I’m keeping a pulse.” Ayden’s eyes darted to the side, tracking something behind him.
Kane turned. “What is it?”
“Rabbit.”
His head tilted, as though he thought he just needed a new angle. “How can you see it?”
“I don’t have to see it.”
He glanced back at her. “Then, how do you know for certain it’s a rabbit?”
“Tracks,”—she pointed toward them—“leading up to the rock pile beneath the snow. Only a rabbit would burrow there.”
“Have you always been a hunter?”
“What’s always?” Ayden crossed her arms, peering down as she stomped snow with her boots. “In the five years I knew who I was? Yes.”
“How did you become so proficient?”
“Survival training.” The wet earth beneath the snow had mutilated it, where she continued to dig with her boot. “We were dropped in the woods and forced to find food or die.”
“Did anyone die?”
“I don’t know.” She stilled. “I focused on my own survival. I never kept tabs on the others.”
“And to think I had this impression that soldiers worked as a team.”
“They do. I didn’t. It’s why I left.”
 

***
 

Kane tipped his head back, allowing the sun to warm his face. “I think the last time I saw the sun was spring break in college.” He chuckled and sucked in a breath, the scents of his surroundings penetrating him—the wet earth beneath its wintry coating, pine, the rabbit that had skittered across the snow.
Ayden. Something sweet, like sugar. Her own personal perfume he’d grown accustomed to each time she’d come to him.
It’d grown stronger in the last couple of days. Against the open air and surrounding aromas of nature, though, it stood out.
“Was your job really all that important?” Ayden asked.
“What’s that?” Kane still focused on her scent.
“Your job. Important?” The tone of her voice indicated she was put off having to ask twice.
Damn. Focus. “I thought it was, once.”
Her lip curled into something of a snarl. “How can you stand being so confined to something?”
He shrugged. “How can you stand not being part of anything?”
“Very easily.”
“I guess I thought I was doing something to make an impact in the world. I didn’t realize what I’d sacrificed until it was too late.” Kane zipped his coat up a little higher. “Aren’t you cold?”
“Hunters don’t feel the cold.” Her gaze dropped from his. “Immortal hunters feel nothing.”
“Immortal?” He looked on confused. “So you’re like not killable?”
“All immortals are killable. You just have to know the poison.”
“Would I have been immortal as a lycan?” Kane avoided looking at her, in case she thought he might have an interest in such a thing.
“Yes. Immortality is one of their traits.” She lifted a pinky finger to his neck and slid across. “But a quick slice and I could take your immortality.”
He tipped his head forward, toward the lingering sensation of her fingertip , that delicious scent from her skin drifting in its wake. “Do you enjoy this life?”
“Enjoy? As opposed to what? It’s all I know.”
“If you had a choice, would you give it up and … I don’t know, go out to California and become a florist, or something.” He chuckled at the thought.
 

***
 

“No. I enjoy the hunt.” Ayden’s thoughts reverted back to the task at hand—finding the lycan who attacked her. Would she continue to hunt after that?
Kane walked ahead of her, toward the forest.
Ayden’s muscles tightened, preparing for a chase. “Where are you going?”
“To check.”
“Check what?”
Kane glanced back with a smile. “If it’s a rabbit.”
Ayden smirked as she followed behind his slow advance.
His shoes crunched against the snow as he approached the rabbit hole.
Coming to a stand with her arms crossed, she shook her head, watching him. You’ll never find out with all that racket.
He paused and sniffed the air.
Ayden stepped toward him, her eyebrow raised in question when he finally turned to face her.
“There’s something else,” he said, his gaze spinning back to the woods.
Ayden followed his line of sight and started at the terrifying black object barreling through the trees. “Kane run!”
Instead of following her command, Kane froze.
Another moment and its form finally came into clear view. The object moved through the forest like a locomotive with no intentions of stopping—an oncoming train wreck.
Magnus. Gavin’s hellhound.
Kane’s lip curled back into a snarl and he assumed a defensive stance, as if waiting for the onslaught.
Magnus leaped in the air toward the opponent, and Ayden shot forward, driving the dog into the snow, inciting a yelp. She stood hunched between the beast and Kane, snapping her head back to see Kane crouching as if about to lunge back.
“Don’t you dare!” she yelled. “He’s been trained to kill your kind.”
The dog rose onto its paws as she turned back to it, eyes glowing a menacing red against the white snow. Teeth bared, it growled a warning. Two incisors hung down past the rest of its sharp teeth. Its thin and black body was covered in fur that looked like it’d been torn away to the bone on two of its limbs.
Ayden’s voice softened, “Hey, buddy. Shhhh. It’s alright.”
Pulses of growling continued as Magnus sniffed as though assessing her.
She reached her hand out.
The growling ceased, and Magnus lunged, knocking her back into the snow. The exceptionally large dog licked her face, and she laughed, pushing him away, which only resulted in more rough play.
“Magnus, relax,” she said between chuckles, dodging the drool strung from the dog’s mouth as she lay scratching behind his disfigured ears.
 

***
 

The sound of Ayden’s laughter traveled like a song to Kane’s ears. Enchanting, like a spell she’d wound around him. “Wow,” he said, lurching forward. Magnus’ ears perked up and Kane paused.
Ayden craned her neck from beneath the hound. “What?”
“Your laughter. That was … unexpected.”
She frowned and bowed her head, scratching more intently at the dog.
Kane cleared his throat, sensing her sudden discomfort. “So, that’s a hellhound?”
In the midst of play, Magnus snapped its jaws at him, but Ayden held tight to its silver collar. “Hey, boy. It’s alright. He’s not going to hurt you. I won’t let him.” She petted along his body and sat up to a crouch beside the dog.
“Magnus, huh?”
“He’s Gavin’s. Had I not been with you, you’d be dead. They’re trained to kill trespassers.” She stared Kane directly in the eyes. “Particularly lycans. On sight. And they’ve not had much exercise, so Magnus here would’ve welcomed the chase.”
“How many hellhounds are there?”
Ayden shrugged. “About three of them. But they follow Magnus. So, if he’s good with you, the others will back off.” She patted Magnus broadside and the dog took off back into the woods.
“I’m surprised there are any rabbits around here with those things running around.” Kane kept his sights on the dog as it retreated and disappeared into the dark woods.
Ayden stared at him for a moment. “You didn’t run.”
“That’s a bad thing?”
“No. A fully turned lycan would have sized the threat. Magnus is enormous.”
It suddenly occurred to Kane how stupid he’d reacted. The dog could’ve probably torn him apart if not for Ayden. “Could a hellhound take on a lycan?”
“Depends on the lycan.”
“What’s the difference between them?”
“Only one.” Ayden finally stood up from her crouch. “Hellhounds can be controlled.”
“So what happens when you’ve found your big elusive prey? You said, before, vengeance is what motivates you.”
“I keep killing you off.” She bent forward, picked up a ball of snow in her hands and packed it together. “You say you did good things at your job. I feel like I’m saving lives with mine. Every one of you that I kill means another family spared.” She chucked the snowball at the skinny trunk of an aspen about ten yards away. It smashed dead center into a white mist.
Ayden tipped her head and paused for a moment, and Kane glanced across for what had seized her focus.
The sun shone down on the snow in dazzling crystals. Pretty. His attention turned back to Ayden. “I wish you’d stop clumping me together in the same group. Does it count for something that I’ll be dead before I become one?”
“Lots of things are going to happen to you between now and then, lycan. Things you can’t control. Anger you didn’t know you felt. You’ll develop speed, agility, strength.” She twisted to face him, a hardness settling across her features. “All the attributes that make you an effective weapon.”
The visual sank into the pit of his stomach. Sure he’d contemplated the options, but had he truly considered what he faced in just a few days? Death and, what essentially sounded like, more death. “Will I look like one of them before it’s done?”
“No. The final maturation occurs on the last day. It’s when the on-off switch is programmed in your DNA.”
“On-off?”
“Folklore will tell you that werewolves change with the full moon.” She shook her head as though irritated. “Stories. Fairytales. Lycans change at will.”
“Then, why have I never seen one until recently?”
“Their animalistic instincts make them nocturnal. And their pack keeps them in line.” She tucked her hands into her pockets and turned to face him. “If humans ever managed to get the upper hand on a Lycan, their species would be at risk. Humans outnumber them. Luckily for the lycans, only the Alexi have the concentrated Lywa antibody. And Wade doesn’t plan to hand it over to anyone.”
“So, the government isn’t aware that this antibody exists?”
“Not yet. And God help you when they do. Imagine mass vaccinations across the globe, as if you were some kind of Influenza strain they were trying to eradicate.” A smug satisfaction colored her tone. “Lycans would die off.”
“Do the wolves know about the antibody?”
She glanced away. “Not as far as I know. They’ve evolved over centuries to know that worthy opponents rise and fall. But I don’t think they know that a cure exists specifically against their venom.”
Kane sneered. “So they look at you as just another supernatural, born to kick their ass?”
“Pretty much. Not the smartest species in the world.”
For Kane, something still didn’t click about it all. “Why wouldn’t the Alexi share this if your mission is to eradicate them?”
“Because the only thing I do give Wade credit for, is knowing that, in the wrong hands, the antibody can do more harm than good.”
He rubbed his jaw and smiled. “Then, why are you telling me this?”
“To ensure that I kill you.” Ayden grinned. “Are you ready to go inside now?”
“Yes.”
Shoes crunched in the snow as they made their way back. Kane kept his hands in his pockets, glancing around at the scenery. “Man, how could I miss all of this these years?”
“What?”
“Life. The outdoors. The sun. The scents.” He glanced over at Ayden.
She stepped onto a patch of snow and her body gave way beneath her.
Kane’s arm shot out, catching her mid-fall. What the hell? With Ayden’s elbow in his clutch, his eyes widened. Had he ever moved so quickly?
She reclaimed her balance. “And so it’s begun.”
 

***
 

Ayden led him through a small passage on the side of the house, one connected to a hallway. She halted when she realized Kane’s footsteps no longer chased her own, and turned to see him staring at the pictures lining the walls.
“Wow. These are fantastic shots.” He leaned into one of the photographs in its frame.
She stood silent beside him.
“Amazing. You’d never know this was Detroit.” Kane shook his head. “My dad and I went to a game at Tiger Stadium before it closed. Kinda hard to see it like this. The photographer did a great job capturing its abandoned look.”
“I’m the photographer.”
His gaze darted to the side. “You?” There was a hint of disbelief in his voice that struck Ayden.
“Yeah. Me.” Her tone was curt.
“No offense, I just … I was under the impression that slayers, well, slayed all day long.”
She couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped her. “Sometimes we need a break. Severing heads can be taxing at times.”
“I’ll bet.” Kane smiled and turned back to the photographs. “You’ve got incredible talent, Ayden. The lighting, the angles. What’s your weapon of choice?”
An enormous grin spread across her face. “Hasselblad. 60. Wide lens.”
“Holy! Seriously? Ah, shit, I didn’t think those really existed.”
She nodded. “Gavin lets me use it. I was so freakin’ nervous the first time I held it. Like, shaking the whole time.” Her hands flew up to demonstrate. “Those pictures turned out pretty crap.” She chuckled. “You know about photography?”
“Nah. I’ve dabbled, but honestly, I suck. Was always better at playing in a baseball field than taking pictures of one. But I did buy a camera a while back. Just a flimsy Nikon 16.2.” He smiled. “Thought it would force me to enjoy my life.”
“And so …”
“It’s … sitting in the original packaging somewhere in my closet.”
Ayden sneered. “You’re pathetic, Kane Walker.”
“I know.” He sighed. “An absolute waste of human body parts.”
She subdued a grin at that. “They keep the camera in the art studio here. I fell in love the first time I saw it.”
“This house has an art studio?”
“This house has just about everything.”
She crossed her arms and followed behind as Kane moved toward the next photograph.
Two young Hispanic boys with swarthy skin tones and round brown eyes stood side-by-side, one boy a bit ahead of the other. Their appearance hinted strongly of their homelessness, but nothing like the pictures always flashing on TV with sad and helpless faces. Theirs were hardened, seeming far too wise for their ages.
“Man, it’s rough to see kids living this kind of life,” Kane said.
“They’d tell you they were fine. The streets are their lives. Put them in suburbia somewhere and they’d be two lost souls.”
Another step to the side took him to stand in front of Ayden’s favorite picture.
“I’ve always wondered if bums were happy with their lives. You know, free to do whatever the hell they want, no deadlines, meetings, staffing cuts to deal with.” He stepped closer to the frame. “Judging from this guy, I’d say yes.”
An older man, with rich, black skin and a speckled gray beard sat on the ground against a building. His hands were in the air, the butt of a cigarette wedged between his fingers, his lips paused as though in mid-conversation. The smile on his face revealed a set of slightly off-white teeth with two missing in the front. The way sunlight hit his face just right made his eyes sort of sparkle.
“That’s Solomon. He’s one of the bums I see sometimes along Woodward. It’s stupid, but … I always,”—Ayden stumbled through her words—“I always thought he was … well, like …”
“An angel.”
Her eyes widened but that spark of interest quickly dulled. “Yeah. If you believe in that sort of thing.”
“Do you?”
Ayden looked back at him, the answer lost somewhere in the thick of her silence, but Kane’s poised body seemed to be begging for a response.
“Gavin framed these for me,” she said instead, changing the subject to one less complicated, her tense muscles easing up the moment she did. Why would she answer such a thing? Had an angel come to her when she was attacked? Did angels stick around to help those mutilated families she’d come across while trolling with the Alexi for survivors who carried the antibody? “He told me I shouldn’t waste my talent on a city in decay.”
“I think its exceptional talent when you can extract beauty in the midst of all that chaos.” He switched from staring at the picture and fixed his gaze on her, the weight of it suddenly making her uncomfortable.
Ayden took a deep breath, words she hadn’t thought out entirely forming on her tongue.
“There you are!” Annabelle shouted, hobbling down the dark hallway. “Saw you outside and thought you might like something warm. I’ve made some hot cocoa. With marshmallows.” She winked.
Ayden glanced over at Kane quickly and back to the demon. “No, Annabelle, thank you.”
Annabelle’s face turned into something of a frown, if she was capable of such an expression. “Oh, alright.”
Oh, what the hell? It’d make Annabelle feel useful, right? “On second thought,”—Ayden forced a smile—“maybe I will. I’d love to warm up a bit.”
Kane and Ayden followed Annabelle into the dining room, where she’d already set up the mugs on the table, complete with biscuits to dip.
Ayden huffed and took a seat. She kept her arms stiff to her sides, clutching the edge of the chair until Anna left, then pushed the chair away from the table to keep from looking too intimate with Kane.
“Wow. Hot cocoa. This is a stretch.” Kane seemed far more comfortable at the table.
“Stretch?”
“Back into my childhood. My mom always made it for me when I’d come in from sledding in the snow. Don’t think I’ve had it since.”
Ayden pushed hers to the side and watched Kane sip the hot drink. “I’m more of a coffee person.”
Kane held the mug to his lips. “Evan Roth.”
“What?”
“You wanted to know the name of the guy I fired.” He sipped the cocoa, holding the mug between both palms. “Evan Roth.”
“What was he?”
“A physical therapist.”
“Big guy? Small?” She leaned forward into the table, curiosity piqued. “Young? Old?”
“Young. I’d say medium build. Smaller than me, anyway.” Kane smiled. “Well, now.”
“Where does he live?”
“No idea.”
She jerked back into the chair, impatient with Kane’s lack of an answer. “You have no idea where one of your employees lives?”
“Since I’m not in the business of stalking and hunting them after work, no. I have no idea.”
“What the fuck is this?” A deeper, much more hostile voice broke into the conversation. “Since when are dogs allowed to eat at the table?” Logan stood at one end, his arms folded over his chest. “How goddamn sweet. You’re sharing hot cocoa with it now, Ayden?”
Ayden sat forward in her chair. “Back off Logan. He’s giving me information.”
“This is how you conduct your interrogations? Shit, why don’t you give him a foot bath while you’re at it?”
 

***
 

“She said back off.” Kane snarled and stopped himself. Damn, did that just come out of me?
On him quicker than Kane’s thoughts could formulate, Logan’s large hands wrapped firm around Kane’s neck and squeezed.
“I could snap your fucking head off like a dandelion right now, lycan.” The tattoo on Logan’s neck undulated with his increased pulse.
A warning growl thundered in Kane’s throat. “Go ahead, pussy.”
The grip tightened.
Ayden stood up, knocking her mug of cocoa to the floor. “Enough!” She stormed across to Logan. “Five years I’ve waited for this, Logan. Five years.”
Anna burst through the door from the kitchen, a towel already dangling from her hands. “Oh, my!” She hobbled over to where Ayden had spilled her drink and, using the white towel, began sopping at it.
The fury in Logan’s eyes boiled over then quickly dissipated. He released Kane’s neck. Red eyes returned to black, then brown. Logan’s jaw ticked before he stormed out of the dining room, his heavy boots pounding against the floor.
“Goodness, his temper is fierce.” Anna shook her head and sighed. She shuffled back into the kitchen, cupping the soggy brown towel.
Kane cleared his throat and straightened in his chair. “You had your information. Why did you stop him?”
“Don’t ever question my motives again.” Ayden leaned into the table. “The next time you prod him, you become his kill. And, I can guarantee you, Logan is a master when it comes to pain.” She straightened. “Let’s go. Enough of this recess shit.”
As Kane followed Ayden up the stairs, her smell trailed behind. God, that scent, like a ripe fruit waiting to be plucked and devoured. With each step, the muscles contracted inside her tight leather pants.
The sudden constriction of his pants against his hardening bulge brought him back to reality.
What the hell? He cursed himself for his arousal and turned away from the view that guided him like a ground marshal.
Though, even back in the room, the way she set her knee on the bed as she held the cuffs in her hands, waiting for him to climb in, set a fire inside of him.
Jesus Christ, what’s wrong with me?
First the hellhound, the confrontation with Logan, that literally flew from his mouth, and then an inexplicable hard-on for a woman who got off on kicking his ass.
Am I turning into some kind of sick masochist?
He kicked his wet shoes off and slipped beneath the sheets, hopefully before Ayden could catch sight of the party going on in his pants.
She leaned over him, her hot breath against his arm prickling his skin as the cuffs clicked into place. The smooth brush of leather against his cheek made his dick jerk. Behind that leather was a set of plump breasts. No doubt, the kind that would curve into his palm and roll beneath his kneading fingertips.
Ah, God, stop.
A chill ran up Kane’s spine, and he squinted his eyes shut until she finished but the ache of mounting pressure had already set in.
“I have some research to do,” she said. “I intend to find this Evan Roth.”
The shift in the mattress told him she’d stood again, and lifting his lids a little, Kane nodded, fearing his voice would arrive as an unintended squeak.
Her brows knit together, but Ayden left the room.
“Christ,” he murmured, trying to ease his tense muscles. Kane rubbed his forehead against his raised bicep. “What the hell are you doing?”
He settled his head back on the pillow and took deep breaths. Had his hand been freed, he could have taking care of his need by himself. His hips rolled almost involuntarily to the motion of rocking into Ayden’s body. Not matter how much he willed himself to focus on something else, the only thoughts flooding his mind were of Ayden, naked, riding him as his hands remained cuffed to the bedpost. Her long hair falling around her shoulders. That face, like a dark angel’s, inebriated with lust.
Stop it. Stop it. Fucking stop it. Damn, this is all wrong.
His body acted on its own carnal fantasies. Stomach clenched, he writhed against his binds, muscles stretched taut. He bit his arm, drawing blood and allowed the pain to seep into him. The sting spread into his muscles.
In a moment of mercy, it managed to stamp out his burgeoning desire.
 

~



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 

“Lycan. Wake up.” A jolt to the bed jerked Kane from dreams. “I can’t find a damn thing on this guy.”
Ayden’s words barely came into focus as Kane roused from a daze. He blinked and looked over at the window. The world had already turned dark. “Damn, how long have I been out?”
“It’s after six. You slept most of the afternoon.”
“Is this common?” He rubbed his head against his shackled arm.
Ayden nodded. “So where else can I find more information on this guy? It’s as if he doesn’t exist.”
“The hospital. They’d have records. My old office. There are files on each of the employees.”
Her expression turned to a grimace as she tipped her head, eyes focused. “What the hell happened to your arm?”
The bite wound had healed already, but the blood had dried down his arm. “Uh, just got carried away on an itch.”
Her frown smoothed as she turned toward a knock at the door.
The door swung open and Annabelle wheeled in a cart, a smile on her face. “Time for the master’s dinner.”
 

***
 

Rich scents preceded Annabelle’s approach. Steak, potatoes, green beans. Ayden could make them out individually. She hardly ate anything during the day, mostly because eating took time. One thing she’d learned living with Wrath Demons: food for the undead wasn’t consumed for sustenance, but meant to be savored and enjoyed.
She didn’t have time for that shit.
Kane sat up in bed, pulling against his binds. “Annabelle, have I told you how much the sight of you makes my day?”
“Oh, stop.”
By God, Anna was blushing.
“You say that because I bring the food, Master Kane. Like those Pavlov dogs.” There was a flirtatious edge to Anna’s giggle.
“It’s your kindness, Annabelle,” Kane said.
Oh, please. Ayden fought rolling her eyes. “Anna … you don’t have to call—” She stopped when Anna’s round hazel eyes stared back at her, all innocent and endearing. “Never mind.” The silent grumble remained trapped in Ayden’s throat as she unlocked the cuffs.
As quickly as Annabelle had strolled into the bedroom, she exited, calling from the hallway, “I’ll be back to pick up the dishes, love.”
Kane gave her a thumbs up and smiled, his mouth already full of food.
Ayden took her usual seat beside him. “So, the hospital?”
He gulped the food. “Yes.”
“I have to get in there, somehow.” Ayden sighed. “I can’t exactly have you come with me. You’re famous now.”
His eyes perked up. “I made the evening news?”
“Yeah. First story.” This time Ayden did roll her eyes. “You’re a friggin’ rock star.”
“Wow. Go figure! I wondered if anyone would bother to report me missing.” He took a bite of his steak. “Just goes to show ya the impac’ ‘ou can make in people’s lives when ‘ou let them in,” he added, his were muffled by chewing.
“Where’s your office?”
“Fifth floor of the outpatient building. You’ll have to take the staircase.” He gestured with his fork as if it’d make a difference in his explanation. “And make sure you stay close to the wall or you’ll set off the alarm.”
“Do you know the code to the alarm?”
“Nope.” He paused, looking thoughtful. “Crazy, considering how many late nights I spent there.”
“Fifth floor. Outpatient building. Office number?”
“Uh. It used to have a nameplate. I wonder if it’s still up.”
His chewing grated on Ayden’s last nerve. “Hey. Here. Focus.” She snapped her fingers at him.
“It’s the third door from the staircase. Good luck.”
She stood up from the chair and headed for the door. What he’d given her wasn’t much, but maybe she could get to the hospital and back before the lycan hunt later in the evening.
“If you see Evan, give him my be—” A thunderous grunt severed Kane’s words.
Silverware dropped to the plate and clanged.
His change. Ayden halted and swung around as Kane knocked the bed tray over and clutched the sheets of the bed, arching his back as though caught up his own silent agony.
Leave Ayden.
Sweat broke out all over his body, sheening his skin.
She swallowed a gulp. That feeling in her gut swelled again. Of course his change would bring that out in her. The closer he came to being the wolf, the more she’d develop the urge to kill him.
Don’t be a fool. He has answers. A few more days.
In spite of her brain’s urgency to leave, her body rebelled. She crossed back over and sat on the chair, watching as pain wracked his body until her thoughts drifted to dark memories tucked deep inside her brain and they bubbled to the surface like the dead rising up from an empty river.
A gray-haired man in black leather hovered over her, standing beside another man. Both wore surgical masks. Her eyes craved sleep, but her mind raced too fast to relax. Where am I? The light glaring down on her looked like something from a hospital. Is this a hospital? Did I survive?
“It will begin tonight,” the masked man said to the gray-haired. “You’d do best to lock her in a room. Not just for her. For all of the soldiers.”
“I survived it. The others survived it. She will, too.” Gray hair’s voice, untouched by the slightest emotion, carried as a threat of what was to come.
“Her antibody titers are the highest I’ve ever recorded in a human subject. I suspect this will be the worst case we’ve seen.”
A glide of gray hair’s hand against her shoulder registered as little more than a tickle. Her body refused to cringe at the touch, much as she hated the feel of his fingers against her skin. “She will make the ultimate weapon. Unstoppable.”
“Perhaps you might assign someone to look after her.”
“This will toughen her up. If she can survive this pain, she can survive anything.” Gray hair sneered. “In fact, put her in one of the dungeon rooms. I don’t want her getting comfortable.”
The other man’s eyes slid shut, and he gave a subtle shake of his head. Had Ayden not been consumed with anger and confusion, his silent concern may have caused her to tear up, to panic. Instead, there was nothing. Numbness. No emotion. No feeling. As if she’d died.
Blackness crept in and gave way to the shadows crawling on the wall.
Screams ripped through Ayden’s chest as the first wave of pain struck. Her body, rigid and cold, failed to move as a sharp, piercing sensation traveled to every muscle like a train with razor blades for wheels.
Her cries echoed throughout the dark and empty room. She lay alone on a steel bed with no blankets. A tomb, if she failed to make it through the night.
Ayden snapped back to the present, hands trembling at her sides. She swiped at the dagger, eyes focused on the bathroom as her fingers gripped the hilt, then returned to Kane, still arched on the bed. As his bellows carried throughout the room, something tugged inside her chest. Hate? Empathy?
No. Stop it. Stop it.
Still, she pushed up until next to the bed. “Lycan!” she yelled. “Lycan! I’m talking to you. Look at me!”
Convulsions jerked his body and his eyes squinted.
Stop it.
Ayden knelt beside the bed. Please stop. His movements, his cries of pain drudged a whole world of destruction in her gut. She grabbed his hand, an effort to keep from strangling him. His grip tightened against her palm. Had she been human, he would have crushed her. She allowed him to squeeze—the only sensation that kept her from killing him.
“Kane.” She spoke softer than before. “Kane look at me.”
Panting, his lips downturned into a grimace, he opened his eyes.
She recognized the fear in them—the same fear she’d experienced when she’d turned into one of the Alexi. Not knowing when the pain would end or if it would end at all—an unrelenting hell.
“Keep your eyes on me, Kane. Look at me and only me, you hear?”
He gave a stiff nod, but another wave hit, and his back arched into it, coming right off the bed.
“Kane!” Her voice bounced off the walls like a firecracker.
Stilling once more, he stared up at the ceiling, his body trembling, and his grip so tight, he could probably snap her fingers off if he’d wanted.
“I’m right here, Kane. Look at me.” She forced their bonded hands up in the air so he could see she had him in her grasp.
His gaze trailed to hers, the whites of his eyes a prominent feature, a clear indication that the horror had only just begun.
 

***
 

Only darkness penetrated the windows when Kane woke up. From the moment he opened his eyes, though, he noticed the clarity at which everything came into view, as if seeing it in plain daylight. In fact, his entire body felt strong, alive, and his legs bore the urge to run.
He sniffed the air, glancing down at what he found, his body instantly responding.
Ayden lay beside him, draped across the edge of the bed, long brown locks covering her face. An opened hand lay just outside of his reach.
His heart picked up speed. Excitement burst within him.
So hungry.
Saliva pooled in his mouth and he swallowed it. That sugar scent drifted into his nose, scrambling his brain. Thoughts of her flesh against his tongue and her hair tangled in his fist swelled his loins. In a slow, fluid motion, Kane lowered himself to her, teeth bared and a quiet growl trapped in his throat.
Ayden shifted and stretched her neck. The hair covering her face fluttered to the side, revealing lowered lids.
Kane’s stomach lurched. What the hell am I doing?
Images of her face, memories of her talking to him, surfaced in his mind. He looked down to her hand, the same hand that had held his when the pain wracked his body.
Why did she do that?
Gaze glued to Ayden, Kane reached beneath the sheet, his fingers stretching toward the ache of his erection. Gripping around the shaft, he squeezed, imagining the hand lying next to him doing the same. He dared not make any sudden movements. She would wake.
Kane forced his mind to drift to something else: thoughts of work, his house, bills, his car, things that didn’t really matter to him anymore. Hell, anything to keep his mind off of the sexual tension mounting inside of him.
She intends to kill me in three days.
Even that wouldn’t tame his sudden desire.
The lycan growing inside of him seemed to welcome the challenge of a fight.
A rush swept through him. Kane tipped his head back and closed his eyes, a smile on his face at the thought of facing off with her. A chase. That tight body, dressed in leather, and her killer instinct staring back at him.
Yes.
His breath hastened at the thought of it, muscles tensed.
He imagined brushing those brown locks aside, gripping the creamy skin of her shoulders, sinking inside of her tight, warm sheath and biting—
“What the hell are you doing, lycan?”
Kane’s eyes flipped open, realizing in a beat the rocking of his hips into his fist.
Oh, shit.
Letting go, he snaked his hand out of the boxers. He cleared his throat and kicked until sitting upright, cupping the tented sheets. “I … uh … must have been dreaming.”
Her repulsion stared back at him. “I can’t believe you did that shit right next to my head.” She shoved at his leg beneath the sheet. “Disgusting.”
Kane squeezed his eyes shut. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”
Ayden rose from the bed and crossed to the chaise. She didn’t say a word, just curled up, facing away from him.
As Kane slipped back under the covers, the wolf inside mocked him, hitting at him to laugh about it all. Trouble was, Kane didn’t find it so funny. Not when his groin still throbbed like a paddled heart. Instead, he closed his eyes and attempted sleep.
 

***
 

Kane dropped the man to the floor. A mass of flesh squished between his jaws, and the body at his haunches jerked, blood pooled beneath his paws.
Screams from the toddler went straight to his spine like a jackhammer, railing away at him. He lurched toward her, stiffening when noise from behind drew his attention away.
He craned his head in the direction of the front door.
Two of his lycan brothers approached up from behind, and desperation struck him.
My kill.
The hunger twisted in his stomach again. His mouth watered as he padded around the dining room table.
A gasp halted him in his tracks.
Kane tracked the woman in the doorway to the kitchen.
Her eyes, large gray globes of terror, remained fixated on him. She inched slowly toward him, her focus moving between him and the baby in the chair. In her left hand, she held a butcher knife, her hands trembling around the hilt of it. The woman’s face contorted, an expression of terror, but not once did she take her eyes off the child.
Those eyes. Familiar. Gray, like the child’s.
She stepped closer.
His adrenaline coursed, mouth watering, a steady growl rumbling in his throat.
Her gaze trailed toward the living room, the horror of his brothers standing at the doorway, clear on her face.
Kane lunged.
 

***
 

Ayden stared into darkness. Angry. One minute she’d been holding his hand, talking him through the pain, and the next, waking to him pleasuring himself beside her. The thought made her shiver. She should’ve never stayed. An entire evening wasted. More lycans roaming the streets. Her enemy walking about. And for what? To sit and play hand jack with a lycan?
She peered over her shoulder.
Kane lay on his back, facing her, his eyes shifting in a dead sleep.
Something inexplicable kept her gaze locked on him, watching. Peaceful. Her brows knitted together. Of course he slept peacefully. She could smell the sex on him when she woke, his hand working it like a piston. The expression on his face, lost to ecstasy. So … fascinating?
She wanted to shake her head at herself, but her hand fisted, imagining the strokes, her lids suddenly heavy, drunken. Ah, yes. She’d torment him with slow, maddening strokes that would leave him pleading for release, for her to finish him.
It’d been so long since she’d been with a man.
Earlier, when she’d seen him in the shower, steam had swirled around him, as if it longed to touch him, too. She imagined herself in there with him, Kane’s warm breath down her back as he filled her, her body helpless, pressed against the cold tile. Her sex ached thinking of it, their bodies tangled and dripping. In the shower. In the bed.
Dammit! Stop Ayden.
She flipped back around on the chaise and crossed her arms. The muscles in her forehead had begun to twitch with the effort of frowning.
He’s nothing but a dirty lycan wolf. The enemy.
A chill crept over her as she closed her eyes. She couldn’t sleep, though. Not so close to him.
She sat up to leave.
A tired groan rumbled in his throat. “Ayden.”
Her head snapped back in his direction.
He continued to sleep. Dreaming. Of her.
She lay back on the chaise, facing Kane. Tucking her arm under her chin, she focused her eyes on him, watching him sleep, waiting to hear her name again.
 

~



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 

Snow covered the perimeter of the building, the inside, nothing more than a series of posts and rafters. Debris, demolished bricks and concrete blocks lay about—but behind those, Draven could keep them out of view. Plus, the building allowed some shelter from the cold. Piles of old dried books provided plenty of paper to burn for heat.
Jacob’s sad brown eyes looked back at him. “Are … are you sure?” His head rested on folded arms across his knees as he sat atop a mass of broken concrete, with rebar sticking up from all the corners, that’d been busted out of the nearby building.
Draven stared off at the nothing surrounding him, his memories an unrelenting rerun of the night before. He crossed his arms and balanced on a rotted plank of wood, bouncing to break it with his boots. “Positive. I saw them take her. My guess is, they’re holding her captive.” If she’s not already dead. He imagined the demon pumping away on Calla and his boot centered along the fucker’s spine until the wood splintered. He kicked it away from him. Soiled now.
Jacob ran his hands across his buzzed hair. “I don’t understand how the mission could have gone so horribly wrong. The parties are always a quick sweep.”
“They overwhelmed the lycans with their numbers. It was a bloodbath. The demons snapped and went after humans and wolves.” Draven kept his face impassive, knowing for certain it had been the wolves who’d gotten the upper hand and ambushed the underground party.
“And they took Calla.” Jacob looked away with tears in his eyes.

Weakness. The sight was more than Draven could stand.
Coupled to the guilt that Jacob incited every time he looked at him, it was enough to send the smoldering fury inside of Draven into a full-blown wildfire. Draven bit the inside of his cheek until he drew blood. He rubbed his hand over his face and looked down at Jacob. “I think you know what we have to do.”
Jacob’s face hardened. Odd, but in that split second, his eyes turned from a soft, innocent brown to darkened orbs of hate. The tear that trailed down his cheek seemed to almost bleed out the last of his naiveté. “Kill the bastards.”
The words struck Draven—so strange coming from Jacob, who had the faintest concentration of the antibody, which made him the most docile and easy-going of the Alexi.
Draven smiled and nodded. “All of them. For Calla.”
“For Calla.” The sweat and grime on Jacob’s face gave him the look of a young warrior.
For Calla, his thoughts echoed. She’s better off dead. In a better place.
Draven climbed onto a mass of debris piled in the middle of the abandoned building. Nearly two dozen confused and scared faces stared up at him. Somehow, he’d managed to convince all of them to come with him.
“We will be hunted by the Alexi,” he said to them. “We’ll be forced to fight against the lycans. And we’ll have a new enemy—the demons. I can’t promise that any of you will be alive a week from now. But you have free reign to leave. I won’t stop you. If you stay, our numbers will be stronger. By yourself, you risk your lives. We’ll find more of our kind.” He scanned the small crowd. “And we’ll kill every one of the bastards that threaten to destroy us.”
“How?” a voice called out. “We have no weapons. We’re staying in a shithole building. They’ll find us, Draven.”
“I have some connections. We’ll have weapons by the end of the week. We just need to lay low.”
“We have no money! How will we eat? Survive?”
Draven recognized the girl who spoke—a new recruit, who’d obviously not yet been through her survival training. “What’s your name?”
She cowered and glanced around at the others. “Andrea.”
“Andrea. Why did you leave the compound with me?”
“Because … I … I’ve heard stories.” Her voice became reticent. “Stories that make me sick to my stomach.”
“You left because you trusted me more than you trusted him.” Draven pointed past her. “Even with the odds stacked against us, it was better than imagining being a part of those sick stories. Am I right?”
“Yes.”
“Then shut the hell up and listen to what I tell you.”
Andrea diverted her attention to the ground and gave a compliant nod.
“I’m sending out a small group to scout for food.” Draven reached into his pocket and touched a vial, the Lywa antibody he’d stolen before leaving the compound. To pay for the weapons. To buy us a chance. “Here, we have shelter and we can stay out of sight.” Draven’s eyes roamed over cowering heads, looking for any signs of resistance. “Like I said before. You don’t have to stay. You’re welcome to leave.”
Silence coated the air as they looked around at one another.
Will they stay? What had he offered that they couldn’t get on their own?
Jacob threw his fist in the air. “Victory is golden.”
The same words Wade had always used in his pep talks. Perhaps it had no place here, as Draven attempted to build his own following. It worked, though. Heads perked up with eyes full of unfounded hope. One thing about Wade—the bastard knew how to rally his troops.
The small crowd recanted the words with a boom of unison. “Victory is golden.”
 

***
 

Wade sat smug in his bed, watching Daniel lead Jenna out of his chambers.
The horrific look on the boy’s face would ensure he’d mind his place—and Jenna would surely never challenge him with anything after the session of which she’d been the center. She’d hardly resisted any of their play, trembling like a frail leaf the entire time.
Should have been sterner that way with Draven. And Ayden for that matter.
His time as General to the Alexi had proven a learning curve in controlling them. Like wild animals. Appealing to their sense of vengeance was easy, and at times fun, but tamping their anger into tiny boxes to keep in his pocket could prove tricky. They need discipline. To know who’s in charge. Their strength out-measured the wolves by two to one. If he didn’t keep them in line, they would come to challenge him as Draven, it seemed, hoped to do with his desertion.
Have to find that boy and make an example out of him.
Alexi were skilled at survival, though, with the first lessons Wade trained them: always be resourceful. Never be at the mercy of your surroundings.
He cringed at the words with the latest turn of events. In the thick of the Mohave Desert those kids could find water, especially with Draven leading the charge. The only one who could top Draven’s resourceful nature was Ayden.
Ayden.
The very thought of her taunted his arousal and his hips rolled beneath the sheets.
A true warrior. One of his most prized creations. If he could find a way to get her back, he’d never destroy her. No. Her existence carried far too much value. He’d have to crack her brain open again, pull out more of her memory and alter her motivation a little.
Her instincts and need for revenge had driven her away from the Alexi. The perfect machine.
And she belongs to me.
 

~



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 

Kane broke from sleep and bolted upright in bed. “Ayden!”
His pounding heart instantly calmed at the patter of the shower in the next room.
I saw her. Her eyes. He winced at the memory of his nightmare. Was it a nightmare? Did I witness her attack? She’d said she couldn’t remember it. It felt so real.
The scent of vanilla permeated from the bathroom urged his lids to lower, and he inhaled deeply until he could practically taste it.
The shower shut off, and he opened his eyes, slid out of bed. Stretching, he glanced down at his boxers, and a wave of embarrassment washed through him again.
What came over me last night?
The woman would have a dagger to his throat by week’s end. And yet, the previous night’s encounter had proven to be a test of her restraint against carrying it out sooner than later.
Ayden somehow provoked the beast growing inside of him.
The door to the landing clicked, swinging inward, and Annabelle appeared, tray in hand, as usual.
“Shit!” Kane grabbed his slacks off the floor and held them up to shield his lower half.
“Oh, my!” Annabelle exclaimed, a frisky smile on her face.
The door to the bathroom opened, and Ayden stepped out, wearing a robe and drying her hair with a towel. Her gaze shifted left to right—to Annabelle’s face, Kane hiding his briefs. She glanced down at her robe, and Kane caught the flush of her cheeks.
“Annabelle,” he said, “this … isn’t …”
“No, I’m very sorry to interrupt.” A hiccup of laughter escaped Anna as she set the tray down on the bedside table.
“Anna, seriously, we didn’t do anything.” Ayden tugged the ties of her robe a little tighter.
“No need to explain, miss.” Her coy smile suggested otherwise as she hobbled toward the door in one of the fastest exits Kane had seen from her yet.
“Oh, that’s just great.” Ayden threw the brush onto the chair. “We’ll be on the National Enquirer by the time this friggin’ day is over. Do you know how much shit those guys are going to give me? And it’s all your fault.”
“My fault? You’re the one who decided to shower here. Doesn’t this palace have another bathroom somewhere in its fifty rooms?”
Her eye twitched. “What are you suggesting? That I showered here to give you some kind of peep show?”
“I wouldn’t suggest anything of the sort.” Kane threw his palms up as he spoke. “I just think it’s a little odd that you chose to shower in my bathroom, is all.”
“Your bathroom? Are you feeling all warm and cozy here?”
“Absolutely not. I wouldn’t dream of getting comfortable. That might upset the ice princess. And we wouldn’t want her to get upset.”
Her eyes narrowed on him. “Piss off.”
“Go to hell.”
Her hands shot to her hips. “I’ve been in hell ever since you showed up.”
“Oh …” Kane’s expression softened with amusement. “… I think hell welcomed you a long time ago, baby.”
“How dare you call me baby, you filthy wolf.”
“Lycan.”
She leaned forward. “Same damn thing, moron.”
Kane leaned in as well. “Actually, it isn’t. According to Annabelle, lycans can transform into any animal.”
“So, you’ve been getting chatty with Annabelle, have you?” She drew away from him. “Save your breath, she isn’t going to cry for you when I rip out your throat.”
“Oh, now you’re ripping my throat out? The other day you were severing my head from my spine.” He faked a grin. “Which is it, so I know what to wear that day?”
Ayden groaned. “God, you make me want to … to kill something.”
“Yeah, funny, I was never a violent person, myself, until I met you. I suddenly know how you feel.”
Her tone turned challenging. “Then do it.”
“Do what?”
“Try to kill me, wolf,” she said, nodding. “See what happens.”
“I wouldn’t think of hitting a woman.”
Irritation flickered in Ayden’s eyes. Her fingers flexed at her sides. “Too bad because this woman constantly thinks of hitting you!” She swiped the brush from the chair and chucked it across the short distance.
Toward Kane’s head.
Giving less than a soft grunt at the impact, Kane raised his hand to his temple, where blood trickled out of a small cut from the metal prongs. “You’ve got the maturity of a toddler, you know that?”
Out of nowhere, her fist connected with his jaw. His face jerked with that one, and a growl ripped from his throat, the shift in his perception warning his eyes had turned.
She grinned, beckoning him with a flick of her wrist. “That’s it. Come on. Come get me, lycan.”
Something inside of Kane flowed like a current; it exploded, releasing a rush of pure adrenaline.
Hungry.
He lurched forward.
Her leg swung so quick he hardly had time to comprehend the blow to his stomach.
She followed it up with another thrust to the chest that sent him flying across the bed.
Pouncing on top of him, she straddled his body. Nails dug into his arms held at either side of his head.
Fuck yes.
Her strength was incredible. The animal inside of him yearned to rip her to pieces because of it, to revel in the victory of conquering it—conquering her.
The man inside calmed his beast, though.
The haze of red that clouded his eyes slowly dissipated.
Her face, so beautiful.
She stared down at him, her eyes lost to a daze.
Another memory?
Gold faded to gray.
Kane shifted, suddenly aware of his erection, pressed into her naked core hovering over his body. No. He despised himself, knowing he shouldn’t want her right then.
Her lips parted and she backed into him, rubbing her ass against the peak in his boxers. She bit her lower lip. Eyelids heavy, she moved in a circular motion, arching herself like a cat.
Teasing him.
God, yes, get on and ride it. Kane writhed beneath her, her nails deep in his flesh.
Ayden stopped and tipped her head forward. A promise of the wildest fucking sex he’d ever experience radiated from her eyes, penetrating every nerve in his body.
 Paralyzing.
She lowered herself so close to his lips, the light brush of her skin tickled his.
He closed his eyes and raised his hips off the bed to feel her again.
“Lycan,”—her lust-laced whisper traveled to his brain like an aphrodisiac—“you ever try to attack me again, know that it will be the last breath you take.”
She released his arms, pushing off of his body. Her leg knocked his stiff sex as she dismounted him.
As pain erupted through his groin, Kane grabbed himself with both hands, his face twisted into a grimace. Son of a … He watched her disappear into the bathroom, her hips sashaying beneath the white robe.
What the fuck? He rubbed his fingers through his hair and down his face.
Never had he looked at a woman so salaciously before. Even those he’d desired enough to bring to his bed for the night, he treated with kindness and respect. Suddenly, he wanted to grab hold of that hair and make her beg him for mercy. Goddamn. Everything about Ayden went against him.
Aside from the glimmer of compassion she’d shown to him the previous night, she was cold and cruel, distant and fearless. On top of that, in less than three days she’d be taking his life. Yet, every time she’d come near him, something inside of him snapped. A primal urge to dominate her and sink his teeth into her perfect skin. It wasn’t right the way he wanted her. Not the way a man should desire a woman and make love to her, but the way a beast would take her and own her.
Nausea twisted in his gut. This isn’t who I am. He had no intentions of carrying forth the acts that plagued his dreams the last two nights—the thrill of taking life.
And what better person to deliver his final breath than the woman who seemed to bring the beast right out of him?
 

***
 

Ayden slid her hands away from her face and stared into the mirror.
What are you doing? Using sex as a weapon against them now?
Surely, she didn’t want Kane? He was one of them. A lycan. The beast that had held her to the floor, had sank its teeth into her neck as it violated her body.
Pangs in her stomach forced her to double over. No. She’d never be taken like that again. By no man or beast.
And Kane would become both.
All the more reason for her to destroy him. She could never bring herself to sleep with a man who taunted the killer inside of her the way he did.
Still, she couldn’t deny the vivid reality of the dream she’d seen only moments before, during their quarrel as she touched him, straddling her lover. Not Kane but someone else—someone familiar, who loved her in return, who looked up at her with gentle eyes and passion. Memories.
Whose?
At a distance, she saw Kane as a man. Possibly even a good man. It didn’t matter, though. Deep inside of him grew a wolf that fed her to instincts to kill him. The more that wolf clawed its way to the surface, the greater her compulsion to destroy him.
She couldn’t do that, though. Not yet.
He’d given her a clue the night before, one that she intended to follow up on it. Evan Roth. Kane had said the employee’d acted strange, changed his behavior and threatened to attack him. Everything about it smelled like a dirty lycan.
Ayden dressed quickly and burst through the door.
Kane sat on the edge of the bed, dressed in his slacks, bent over, resting his elbows on his knees. He kept his head bowed. “I’m sorry for the way I acted toward you.”
I’m so not in the mood for this shit. “Hey, no problem. I’m out of here.”
He looked up. “Where are you going?”
Ayden smiled. “Your place.”
“My house?” Kane puzzled her words.
“Yep.” She strode toward the door.
“What for?”
“Clues,” she said over her shoulder.
“I was attacked in a hospital parking lot. Shouldn’t you start there?”
Ayden twisted on her heel, gripped the footboard of the bed and leaned forward. “That’s the difference between a real hunter and you. You go for the obvious.”
“Well, good luck finding anything at my place. Unless you’re dying to see what a bachelor pad looks like.”
Ayden splayed her arms out. “I’ve got a pretty good idea.”
“Ayden, I’m serious,” he said, shaking his head. “I didn’t mean to attack you earlier. I’ll keep in it check as best I can. I don’t know what’s going to happen to me in the next few days. But I can assure you, I will try to be a gentleman if I have any power over it.”
“That’d be great. Thanks.” She stalked back in the direction of the bedroom door and froze, thoughtful for a moment. “You said you wanted some exercise, right?”
“Yeah, I’d love to walk around outsi—”
“I’ll get you a shirt. We’re going for a ride.”
We? “We?”
“You’re coming with me. I doubt the neighbors will appreciate some leather-clad female nosing around your house.”
“So, why not wait until later tonight?” His expression held regret as soon as he’d spoken the question.
“Because I intend to kill Evan Roth by tonight, if he’s the wolf who attacked you.”
Kane raised an eyebrow. “How romantic of you.”
“This has nothing to do with you, halfling. I have my own score to settle.” Ayden tightened her lips. “I’ll see about that shirt. And a coat. You’ll need it.”
 

***
 

Kane dressed quickly in a shirt Ayden had brought for him. Over that, he piled on what she’d said was one of Gavin’s coats and followed her down the stairs, through the house, along a dark and wicked-looking hallway until they finally reached an opened door.
Lights flickered on in the room beyond, and he couldn’t help but gasp. Spread out before him lay a colorful feast for the eyes—an unimaginable collection of sports cars, motorcycles and some rare models he’d thought to be nothing but a myth. “Holy shit. I think I just came.”
Ayden snickered. “Come on.” She led him to the black bike toward the front.
“‘Slayer’? How unassuming of you.”
“Shut up.” She shoved a helmet against his stomach then slipped hers over top of her head.
Damn. Her slick, leather body glistened, forming perfect curves that he hadn’t fully appreciated before. The helmet gave her a look of danger and mystery. Not that she needed any more of that.
He damn near shot a load watching her mount the bike and invite him on back, where her ass would conveniently meet his growing erection.
Baseball. Taxes. Little old ladies in nursing homes. Please, God.
Ayden twisted on the bike. “Are you coming, or what?”
The question almost made him laugh. Move dipshit. Don’t just stand there and ass gaze.
He hiked his leg over and did his best to seat himself away from her. His hand fell to the side in an effort to keep from touching the roundness that beckoned him to grab hold and bite.
She revved the bike and hit the gas.
Kane jerked backward before quickly leaning forward, awkwardly setting his hands against her tight little waist.
Adrenaline coursed through his veins as they drove up the ramp and out into the daylight.
One thing he hadn’t done in his life: ride a motorcycle. That’s one for the bucket list.
 

***
 

Ayden angled the bike onto the skinny driveway of Kane’s cozy bungalow. “You’re serious?” she asked over her shoulder. “This is where you live?”
“Home sweet home,” he said, through his helmet.
The engine silenced and Kane drew back.
Ayden hopped off first, quickly removing her helmet, and pointed at him. “Let me tell you something, halfling, you so much as try to escape, and I will hunt you down and kill you on contact. No tricky shit, you hear me?”
He slid off his own helmet, tucked it beneath his arm. “Why do you do that?”
“Do what?”
“Call me lycan some times and halfling others? Like, when you’re pissed, I’m a full-blown lycan. But when you’re asking me something or passing on direction, I’m a halfling.”
“Don’t ask me stupid questions.” Her eyes remained fixed on his. “I have no conscious thought over one or the other. You’re all the same to me.”
Kane shrugged. “Just a curious question.”
“No more curious questions.”
Kane finally climbed off of the bike and stared up at his familiar home. He’d never been particularly bonded to it, by any means. For the most part, it remained empty and he was never there to enjoy it much. Though, God, what he wouldn’t give to go back to the week before, when he’d walked the concrete stairs to the front porch, feeling nothing more than exhausted from work.
“Kane?” The male voice that called to him had an edge of surprise.
Canning a groan, Kane rolled his eyes and turned with as much of a smile as he could muster, catching Ayden watching from the other side of the bike, a warning in her eyes.
Richard—not Rick, Rich or Dick—from across the street, ambled up the drive; Kane’s obsessive compulsive and snoopy neighbor.
“Richard! Hey, how’s it going, buddy?” He cringed at the sound of his fake voice.
“Where’ve you been Kane? The news reported you … missing,” Richard said, suspicion in his tone.
“Ha!” Kane shook his head. “Wonder what made them think that?” Smooth, Kane. Real smooth.
“Your car and keys were left in the hospital parking lot. You’ve been on the news all week. Haven’t you watched television?”
“Ah, nope. Pretty damn busy.” Being held captive by a lycan-slaying dick-tease and her demon posse in a mansion, guarded by hellhounds. You? Kane grinned.
“Who is this?” Richard didn’t skip a beat when it came to being nosy.
“A … my. Amy. A friend of mine. Amy, this is Richard.”
“Pleasure,” Ayden said with little enthusiasm.
“You’re one of his girlfriends?”
“One of his girlfiends? No. I’m just a friend.” Ayden’s lip twitched.
“Who happens to be a girl,” Kane said, smiling back at her. “Hey, I see you’ve been shoveling my drive, Richard. Thanks.”
Richard shrugged. “Is there anything worse than frozen tracks on the driveway?”
Kane stood thoughtful and glanced over at Ayden. “No. I suppose there’s nothing worse than that.”
Richard sighed. “Well, good to see you Kane. I’m going to go sweep my front porch,”—he gestured behind him—“again. Nice to meet you, Amy.” Brow furrowed, he shuffled back across the street.
Ayden raised an eyebrow. “Amy?”
Kane shrugged. “Not bad for thinking on the fly, huh?”
She set the helmet on the bike. “Let’s get on with this.”
“I’ll be right back.”
Her hand reached out for him but hesitated. “Uh, where do you think you’re going?”
“I don’t have keys.”
“So you have a spare?”
“No. I have a broken window that I’ve been meaning to fix for the last six months in the back of the house.” He scratched his chin, noting how it seemed to be growing scruffier by the minute. “And to think I worried all this time about getting attacked in the middle of the night in my own home.”
“Hurry up.” She pointed her finger again. “Don’t make me come after you.”
Kane jogged to the back of the house. He removed the loose screen and jimmied the lock loose, as he’d done before, cringing when some of the wood popped away.
What does it matter?
He lifted the window and climbed inside, stepping onto the dryer that still smelled of fabric softener. Not that Kane did much laundry. He had his clothes dry-cleaned. The maid washed linens once a week. Wonder if Rosa even bothered. Did she see me on the news?
Kane made his way into the kitchen and paused.
His newly renovated, gourmet kitchen had been turned upside down. Tables and chairs on top of each other, kitchen drawers emptied onto the countertops, his refrigerator wide open, the contents scattered about the floor.
What the hell?
He continued through the small hallway toward the living room.
Ayden stood in the center, staring around at the mess.
“What was that you said about a bachelor pad and not finding anything?” She grinned. “Front door was opened a crack.”
“Who the hell would do this?”
“My guess? The one who dropped you on that landing and planned to come back for you.”
Kane crouched and rubbed a hand down his face at the wreck of his living room. His leather couches had been torn apart; his flatscreen television knocked to the floor; the entire entertainment system in pieces.
He rose to a stand. “What the fuck does it matter,” he muttered and headed toward the staircase.
“What are you doing?”
“Getting a clean set of clothes.”
Ayden’s head tilted, as if to say, what for?
“I’d like to get a baggier pair of jeans—even if I only get to wear them the next two days. It’s been years since I’ve worn something casual.”
She jerked her chin toward the stairs. “Can you grab me a couple of your shirts?”
He frowned. “Why?”
“Because I don’t want to ask Gavin for one of his. And I’m sick of wearing leather pants to bed every night. It’s uncomfortable.”
Kane crossed his arms over his chest. “So, this Gavin … Annabelle mentioned him. Are you a couple, or something?”
“That’s none of your business.” She picked up a CD from the pile on the floor, examining it before tossing it atop the others. “But, no. We’re not.”
Kane placed his fingertips on his hips and grinned. “Let me guess. He wants a relationship. You don’t.”
“Did I not just tell you that it’s none of your business?” She glanced around the room again, but returned to Kane. “Is it that obvious?”
“You? Woman with a traumatic past, who seeks out unfriendly, ass-kicking Wrath Demon for casual sex and side-jobs, in exchange for complete freedom and the power to do as she wants, when she wants. No. Not really.”
“I didn’t seek Gavin out. He found me. And he’s not as unfriendly as he’d like everyone to believe.”
“No, mom, really, he’s a great guy, you just need to get to know him.”
She waved him off. “Whatever, you don’t know him.”
“If he’s so wonderful, why deny him what he wants?”
“It’s complicated. And I don’t remember hiring you as my relationship expert. So, why don’t you go get those goddamn jeans and hurry it up?”
Kane took a couple stairs at a time to reach the bedrooms. The spare was just as ransacked as the rest of the place. His room, once a relaxing haven after work, a place he’d had many passionate encounters with a few women, pillaged and destroyed.
What the hell could they possibly be looking for?
He picked up a broken frame on the floor, a picture of him as a boy, about seven years old, holding up a prized fish. His father stood with his hand on his shoulder behind him.
Kane scrubbed his hand against the five o’clock shadow on his jaw. His lips formed a hard line.
What the hell have I been doing my whole life?
He lifted the nightstand, replaced the lamp and set the picture frame back where it belonged.
 

***
 

Ayden knelt to the floor, propping one knee up to rest her chin on. The room must’ve been his office at one point. An entire box had been tipped over, the contents spilled across the floor. She picked up trophies for baseball and hockey; baseball cards; yearbooks that had been signed; folded notes; pictures. In one photograph, Kane wore a goofy tux, though he, admittedly, looked handsome, standing behind some young blonde in a prom dress.
Ayden chuckled and reached for another: a picture of what she assumed to be him as a boy, holding a baby girl in his arms. She flipped it over. ‘Kane and Maria, 1989’. His sister. There were awards for National Honor Society, Perfect Attendance. She lifted a card with the same picture she’d seen in his wallet. An obituary. On the inside was a poem:
 

My sister is Maria
She just turned eleven
God took her from my family
So she could live in heaven.
She plays with all the angels
And watches over me
Maria is an angel too
Because God set her free.
 

Another scrap of paper lay buried in the box, folded. She opened it, the weak uneven edges crinkling in her hands. Your smiling faces in your happy places. Torn in half by my own two hands. On the other side of it, a hippie-like woman smiled back, sitting on a patch of grass in what appeared to be a park. She leaned into a torn edge of the picture, whatever drew her hidden by the damage.
Ayden’s scratched at her temple. Something inside of her felt wrong for having read the words. As if she’d somehow violated Kane. She set the card and picture back into the box and piled the remaining items inside.
Funny how one small cardboard box held more sentiment than everything in her world. So many memories of his life, contained.
Footsteps approached from behind. Kane knelt down beside her, picked through the pictures lying on top and reached for the poem she’d just held. His lips tightened as he stared at it for a moment.
“Our mom had kind of flown the coop when Maria went downhill. Got really religious, which was weird because she was never really the religious type before. Hence my name.” He chuckled. “Maria was named after an aunt, or something.” Kane reached for a picture in the pile. “I think my mom spent more time at the church than with my sister.” He cleared his throat. “It was summer when things got bad. Most of my friends were playing baseball or riding bikes. Man, I wanted to. But, I just sat with Maria. All day long. Didn’t seem right to be doing things that she couldn’t anymore. Figured I had plenty of time to do those things.”
Silence hung in the air for a moment, and Ayden felt compelled to say something but remained quiet.
“I used to read to her every night, just like my mom always did. Her favorite book was Where the Wild Things Are.” He grinned. “Made me read the damn thing to her over and over again.” Kane frowned and set the poem back down in the box. “She told me once that if she was the boy, she wouldn’t have come back.” He sniffed, shook his head. “I remember thinking, so simple-minded, why would you choose to stay in a world of monsters than be home in your own bed?”
“I don’t … remember if I’ve ever read that story.” An alien softness came through in Ayden’s voice, and she half hoped he hadn’t heard her. She’d only spoken for something to say.
“It’s a classic. One of my favorites.” Kane rifled through the box. “My dad gave me this box of stuff, right after my mom died. As you can see, I didn’t get around to going through it.” He grabbed one of the trophies for hockey. “I was never any good at hockey.”
“Good enough to get a trophy, though.”
Kane smiled. “Everyone got a trophy. Used to irritate the shit out of my dad. He always said it bred mediocrity.” He tossed the trophy back into the box. “What the hell’s the point of being the fastest or the strongest if there’s always something bigger, faster and stronger than us?”
Ayden fidgeted her fingers. “Looks like you were into a lot of things, huh?”
“Yeah. I liked to keep myself busy. Kept me away from home.”
“Sounds like you had a decent childhood, though. A decent life.” Why she suddenly needed to hear that from him, she wasn’t sure.
“If you’re wondering if I’m ready to die, I’ll spare you. You have no choice. It doesn’t matter what my life was, or what it could have been. This is what it is now.”
She rested her chin on her knee again. “At least you get to keep your memories.”
“I’d give every memory away to go back to what I was last week. Just a normal guy, doing normal things.”
Her head lolled to the side. “And your sister, Maria? You would choose to forget her to be what you were?”
His jaw hardened, a pained expression on his face. “I loved my sister. But she died a very painful death. I know she’d let me go, let me forget the past, if it meant becoming one of the good guys again.”
Ayden sat absorbing his words for a moment before saying, “Kane … you’re not a bad guy … yet.”
“Yeah.” He thrust up to his feet, tucking his hands into his pockets. “Did you find what you were looking for?”
Ayden noticed he’d shaved, his jaw well-groomed with stubble. He’d changed his clothes: dark jeans, black boots and a gray t-shirt, a vintage-looking, black leather cruiser jacket with white stripes down the sleeve. Dayum. He cleaned up pretty nice for a wolf. Damn nice. Is that cologne? Delicious. “Mmm …. What’s that?”
“Did you find what you need?”
Breaking from her trance, she cleared her throat. “Do you have any pets?”
“No. Why?”
“Then, yes.” she held up a wad of gray hair she’d gathered in the living room. “I think the wolves have been here. Sloppy. He’s definitely new to the pack. Found Evan’s resume in one of your files. You have a complete set of work files at home, too?”
“I don’t remember the last time I had a day off.” Kane grabbed the coarse hair with a repulsed expression on his face. “Evan’s a wolf. So what now?”
An impish grin spread across her face. “I’m feeling primed for an ass-kicking.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Who do you have in mind?”
“The wolf that may have bitten you.”
 

***
 

Kane glanced down at the address on the resume and compared it against the number on the trailer. “Yep. This is it.”
Situated toward the back of the trailer park, Evan’s home sat an unkempt mess. Small, probably one of the smaller trailers in the place, the driveway stood empty. Trash littered the snow, along with fading yellow pools of piss and piles of shit everywhere.
“I told you dogs were filthy beasts,” Ayden said stepping aside the spots in the snow.
“May you kill me before I ever shit on someone’s lawn.”
Ayden laughed and approached the door of the trailer. She peered in through the window.
Vicious barking responded, and the maws of two pitbulls flashed in front of her on the other side of the pane, the dogs frantically jumping and gnarling.
She stepped down from the dilapidated stair. “You go.”
“Me? And have my throat ripped out by two possibly abused, whack-job’s dogs? You’re nuts.”
“Just do it.”
Kane huffed and moved past her, peeking inside the trailer. “Right. What the hell does it matter? Maybe they’ll do the honors of tearing my throat out for you.”
The barking had ceased, but the dogs still poised with teeth bared, snarling as if to warn Kane not to do anything stupid.
To his right, the sun had begun to set, disappearing off in the distance. Winter. As if he’d needed to lose any more time, he had to be bitten by a wolf in a season with the shortest days, leaving him at the mercy of long, painful nights.
He glanced back at Ayden, who ushered her hands at him. The woman annihilated werewolves. Why can’t she do this?
He slowly twisted the knob. The growls of the dogs inside grew louder. Kane gulped and cracked the door open.
The pitbulls backed away slowly, the rumble still pulsing in their throats.
He stepped inside and slid along the wall, his heart racing in his chest. In fact, his entire body trembled. Shit.
The bigger of the two dogs stepped forward, saliva stringing from its mouth.
Kane’s body stiffened. His fists balled at his sides.
Nice. Fucking. Doggie.
He held his breath and squeezed his eyes shut, waiting for the dog to attack.
Soft fur glided beneath his knuckles. Kane dared one eye open.
Both dogs sat on their haunches, their lazy tongues off to the side, mouths opened wide like a smile. Both tails wagged excitedly behind them.
He opened his other eye and expelled his breath.
What the hell?
His fingers uncurled, still shaking with adrenaline as he reached to pat the dog on the head. It tipped forward as if to permit him the gesture. Kane smiled. “Wow,” he whispered, gently petting the dog. It lifted its head and licked his hand. “You guys are nothing but a couple of softies. You know that?” He chuckled and knelt down, scratching behind the dog’s ear.
The growls re-erupted when Ayden appeared in the doorway.
One dog tore away from Kane’s hands and lunged.
Something inside of Kane snapped. He grabbed the dog mid-leap. A yelp filled the air and the dog fell to the floor with a thud. The other went for Ayden, but Kane reached it first and kicked it across the room. It hit the wall on the other side of the trailer, falling with a thump like the first.
Kane stood panting, his hands still trembling as he examined them. Shock spread like electricity through his body, beckoning his knees to collapse.
Ayden smiled and stepped inside. “Good.”
“What just happened?”
“Instinct. I had to see how far you are in your change. You haven’t yet developed your pack mentality. Had you already turned, all three of you would have been on me at once. I don’t need to go looking for a fight with one lycan and have to fight two of you off at the same time.”
He bent forward, hands on his knees, sucking in a deep breath. “This was a test?”
“Yes it was. And you passed. Congratulations, you get to live a bit longer.”
The dogs lay on the floor, their bodies rising and falling with breaths, but judging by the contortion of their bodies, he’d broken some bones. He knelt down, stroking one’s broad side, while it whined quietly. “Sorry buddy,” he muttered.
 

***
 

Ayden stepped over beer cans, food wrappers and other trash scattered about the floor. A half-eaten burrito lay on the countertop. She pressed her finger to it. It still held a little warmth and softness. “He’s not been gone long. Let’s see if we can figure out where he went.”
Kane pointed to the burrito. “Not even the dogs will eat the shit.”
Ayden scanned the place, nose wrinkled in disgust.
Dog and wolf hair mingled together, sprinkling the sole piece of furniture—a dirty brown recliner, set in front of a small boxy television. Wafts of urine, dog and mold burned her nostrils.
She made her way to the bedroom, where the pungent stench of sex filled the air, her lips turning down as she tugged on the first drawer next to the bed. A variety of sex toys filled it—items that shouldn’t have even existed—their function defying any intent of pleasure.
Kane peeked over her shoulder. “What kind of sick bastard …”
“Wolves are animals. Even in their human form, lycans seek out the violent sex of their wolf counterpart. And at certain times of the year, they have a voracious appetite for it.” She slammed the drawer shut, rattling the change and dishes set atop of it.
“Mating season?”
“Yes, a natural instinct. Lucky for us, they become sterile with the change. So there are no children born of them.” She peered around at the slobbery scattered about. “Thank God.”
“So, they just go on living their everyday lives as humans then change into wolves?”
“Not exactly.” Her lip curled as she peeled back the dirty sheet on the bed. “Most abandon their everyday lives. They yearn to be with their pack brothers and sisters. They really can’t cope with being a human during the day because they long to be the wolf. Their families become second.” She looked up at him. “Let’s just say the divorce rate for lycans is at an all-time high.”
“What happens to their families? Don’t they want to eat them, or something?” Kane grimaced.
“Believe it or not, no. It’s a strange phenomenon that can’t really be explained, given their violent nature. They simply abandon them.”
Ayden continued to rummage through the mess. She paused, placing her hands on her hip. “What did you say this guy did for you?”
“At work? He was a physical therapist. Why?”
“I can’t find a damn thing on him. It’s like he doesn’t exist at all. The downside of lycans, they don’t give a shit about anything in the world. No bills, no hobbies, nothing. Now that he’s no longer working for you, he could be anywhere.”
A click had them both swinging round—toward the barrel of a shotgun peeking through the door.
 

***
 

Kane froze, his muscles locked in place.
Ayden stepped cautiously forward and threw open the door.
An older woman stood on the other side, with long gray, thinning hair, wearing a dirty muumuu dress and slippers. Only a twilit sky hovered above, but her features easily stood out to Kane and Ayden. “What chy’all doin in this house?”
“Who are you, security?” Kane asked.
She pointed the gun in his direction, and he lifted his hands in the air. “I asked ya a question and I don’t plan t’ ask agin.”
“Where’s Evan?”
“I asked you the question, asshole.” The woman raised the gun toward his face. “I ain’t sayin’ shit ‘til you tell me who y’are.”
Kane cleared his throat. “Evan’s supervisor. At the hospital, where he works. I’m Kane Walker.”
Her eyes narrowed. “I heard ‘bout’chou. On TV. You gone missin’.”
“Yes, well, now I’m found,” Kane said, keeping his tone casual. “And I’d like to offer Evan his position. But it seems he’s not at home?”
“Nope. Boy spends more time up at the gym than anywheres these days.”
“Gym?”
“Muscle Mania Gym.” Reaching into a pocket of her dress, she pulled out a pack of cigarettes and tucked the gun beneath her arm as she lit one up. “Worthless little shit,” she said on an inhale. “That your fancy bike out there?” Her question came out as a croak alongside the smoke.
“Yes. It is. Evan’s at the Gym right now?”
“Yep. You really givin’ him a second chance?” The hot ash of her cigarette flicked onto the concrete step. “He was all worked up sumthin’ fierce the other day. Throwin’ shit ‘round. Cursin’ up a storm. Ain’t never seen him so mad. I guessed he was still pissed about losin’ his job.”
“Well, I … made a mistake. And to whom do I owe the pleasure?”
“Speak English, boy. You a handsome one, but you gettin’ on my damn nerves.” She took another drag of her cigarette.
“Uh. Who are you to Evan?”
“His momma. I live ‘cross the way, there. I own this house, too.”
Good God. His momma? “Well, thank you for your help.” Kane sighed. “We’ll see about coming back later. When Evan returns.”
She leaned to the side, peeking past the two of them. “D’you let them dogs out, or something’? Why ain’t they barkin’?”
“Uh, yes.” Kane glanced over at Ayden. “I’m sorry, they got loose when I opened the door.”
“Good.” She flicked her cigarette into the snow. “Goddamn things barkin’ all day long. Nuff to drive you nuts.”
Could you get any more nuts? “Well, thanks again.”
She waved over her shoulder and hobbled back toward her trailer, only slightly more kempt than Evan’s.
“Momma?” Kane rubbed his forehead. “How the hell did that boy manage to go through school and earn a degree? Our physical therapists require at least a Masters.”
Ayden glanced around. “Wouldn’t you want to get the hell out of here if that was your mom?”
“I guess. Shame. He probably could have turned his life around had he not … become one.”
She set her hands on her hips. “You’re not gonna get all soft and sentimental on me, are you? Let’s not forget he’s the one who signed your death warrant.”
“Absolutely not.” He cracked his knuckles. “Let’s go, uh, have you kick some ass.”
 

~



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 

Draven stared at the flames rising from the rusted trashcan. He stretched out his hands, mesmerized by the flicker between each of his fingers, as if he could hold the flame in his palm.
Beside him, Jacob poked at the ground with a stick. “I’m starving.”
“Shut up. No whiny bullshit, hear me?” Draven’s sharp tone cut through the cold winter air.
Jacob nodded. “I just wish they’d hurry up.”
Draven had sent a small group out to scavenge some food. Scavenging meant casing stores, restaurants, peoples’ homes nearby—anywhere an Alexi could slip in and out, unnoticed. They were masters of stealth and no strangers to the shady parts of town. The streets of Detroit had been used as their training grounds, where Wade had taught them how to be hardened.
Two trashcans lit the night. The building they’d taken over had been filled with bums who’d taken up residence, likely because of its obscurity. Draven had kicked out every one of them but their stench still filled his nose.
He glanced around at the Alexi soldiers, who sat talking, laughing, like their cares had suddenly disappeared. Ignorant. As if we aren’t being hunted right now. The thought angered him. Rather than lash out, though, his mind drifted to Calla.
Sweet Calla. Not anymore.
Why didn’t we leave a long time ago? Leave the Alexi and its shit life behind.
Guilt gnawed at his starving belly. He’d always known about Wade’s nightly trysts with her. He’d watched him. The way he touched her face from time to time, and how she’d cringe beneath his fingertips. She’d sworn Wade never penetrated her. Still, it didn’t take away the repulsion. She’d gotten so adamant about waiting for sex, as if she couldn’t bear to think about it—and she’d ended up in the hands of monsters. Monsters who’d have no conscience about taking her and violating her. From what the nephilim, Ryke, had told him, they often tormented their women with their insatiable appetites for sex, until the females were left exhausted and weak.
Then the demon pricks would take them again.
He swiped at his eyes that’d begun to fill at the memory of what he’d said to her. How he’d called her a whore and made her feel dirty for what she had no choice but to do.
Sweet Calla. Innocent Calla. Ruined.
“Those demons will pay. Tonight they will pay.” The hunger for vengeance festered in his words.
Jacob perked up. “Tonight?”
“Yes. I’m going to find Ryke. And he is going to tell me where to find them, or I will put him so fucking far into the ground, the flames of hell will burn his ass.”
Screams echoed throughout the building.
Draven’s head shot up.
Barrett, one of the Alexi he’d sent for food, ran toward them, his clothes bloodied and torn. Gaping wounds revealed a deep red, as if slashed down to his very organs. He stumbled, throwing an anxious glance behind him before continuing toward the group. When he finally reached the burning trashcans, he fell to the ground, struggling to breathe. Irreparable wounds covered his body. So many gashes. Even with the antibody swimming in his veins, it would take hours to heal them and his blood loss had already begun.
Draven knelt beside Barrett and lifted his head. “What happened? Where are the others?”
“We were … attacked.” Barrett choked, spitting blood, leaving a gurgle in his throat.
“By what?”
The dull glow of life his eyes clung to began a slow fade. “Lycans.”
“There were five of you.” Five Alexi soldiers should have swept through even a moderately-sized pack of lycans.
“Dead.” Blood sputtered from his mouth. “All of them dead.”
“How many lycans?”
“I’ve never … seen so many at once.”
Draven’s lip curled in disgust. “And you came back here? You led them to us?”
“I’m sorry, sir.” The boy’s lids drooped closed. His chest ceased to rise.
“Motherfu—” He dropped the boy’s lifeless head to the ground.
Growls rose in the distance. A mass of silver specks emerged like stars out of the darkness.
All of the soldiers rose slowly to a stand, Jacob coming to stand beside Draven. “Should we run?”
“No. It’s too late.”
 

***
 

“So you’re just going to walk into the gym and kick his ass?” Kane asked, behind Ayden on the bike.
She’d parked up into a small copse adjacent to the gym’s parking lot. “No, I’m going to stalk our prey first. Is this seriously your first hunting lesson?”
“Considering I wasn’t in the habit of hunting humans until today, yes.”
She hopped off the bike and grinned, pulling her fingerless leather gloves tight. “You never let them know you’re coming.” Her pointed finger accompanied a level stare. “And don’t you dare get off this fucking bike if you care to keep your nuts intact.”
“Why?”
“Because this is my kill. Understand?” Something in her expression revealed a sort of desperation, like a junkie begging for one last hit.
“You think he’s the one who attacked you?”
“I’m going based on theory, Kane.” She ran her hands through her hair. “I have no idea.”
A shiver of surprise moved through his body. “Whoa. Weird.”
“What?”
“You just called me Kane. I think that’s the only time I’ve heard you say my name.”
Her gaze quickly cut away from him. “That wasn’t … the first time.”
“Last night. When you held—”
She flicked her hand. “Can we not talk about that?”
“Can I just ask one question?”
Rolling her eyes, she climbed back on the bike, facing him, her legs straddling steel and her back against the handlebars. “What?”
Goddamn, that’s hot. He reared up a little. “Why?”
“Why what?”
Kane glanced down, toying with the strap of his helmet in his lap. “Why did you stay with me?”
“I don’t know why.”
 “Bullshit.”
Silence lingered between them. One heavy with expectation and reluctance.
 

***
 

Why the hell can’t you just leave it alone? Ayden huffed and cleared her throat. “I know the pain.” She caught a glimpse of him staring at her. “Not your pain. But the pain of something taking over your body without your control. It takes two days for the Lywa antibody to spread through our bodies. It works at a faster rate than the lycan venom, integrating into our DNA. Changing our structure. The pain is …” She shook her head. “… unlike anything I’ve ever known. But ours wasn’t confined to nights. It was two straight days of hell. I was placed in a room without a bed or blankets, forced to endure it. Alone. The idea being, if you can face that, you’re worthy of becoming an Alexi.”
“So it’s twice the pain as changing into a lycan?”
“I don’t know what changing into a lycan feels like …” She allowed herself to be momentarily immersed in the memory of her transformation. “But it was like someone lit a match in my blood. Every minute of the day, it seared inside of me. And nothing could make the pain go away. The antibody contains elements of both lycans and whatever Wade concocted. He was a biochemist for the government for years before this, but discharged on unethical behavior.” She sneered and swiped at her nose. “Bastard was experimenting on human subjects.” Her hand curled into a fist. “Some Alexi don’t survive it. Depends on the human they were. For some, he administers the antibody in smaller doses. Others, he tests their endurance by giving them the full concentration at once. He’s like some sick, mad scientist. Of course, I didn’t find out most of this until after I’d left. Wade makes himself out to be some sort of military hero.”
“So this Wade, he’s like the Dr. Jekyll of your little cult?”
“He’s the leader of the Alexi soldiers. Likes to be called General.”
“And you left them … why?”
The cold stinging sensation moved through her blood. “Because I belong to no one. Especially not some sick bastard who will die before he gives up hunting me down.”
“What does he want from you? Why doesn’t he just let you go?”
“He’ll never just let me go. I’m his prized creation. The first immortal that successfully survived. He coined his own process for it. Transposation. Integration and transformation into our DNA.”
If administered immediately after the time of death, the Lywa antibody concoction could impart immortality. Lycans already carried the gene; it was just a matter of bringing it to the fore, a feat that Wade had yet to perfect. Ayden remained his only success.
“Is that why you took up with the demons?”
“No.” She smiled. “I hooked up with Gavin for great sex and a comfy bed.”
Kane smiled back, though his gaze shied away from hers. “Yeah. That’s one thing I’m going to miss out on.”
“Great sex? Typical man,” she said. “Give them a bucket list and half of it will include some form of sex.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
“Then, what?”
“Making love to a woman then waking up with her.” He scratched the back of his neck. “I’ve never really experienced that.”
“So, you’re one of those wham-bam, cash on the nightstand, kind of guys?”
“I didn’t want to be.” He sighed. “I just never took it all seriously, I guess. They all seemed superficial to me.”
Ayden rolled her eyes. “Oh, please, isn’t that what all men say?”
“I guess. Always thought I had all this time to settle down and get married.” He shook his head. “I never really regretted not rushing into anything until now.”
“Except the chick you lied to? The one you told you didn’t love when you did?”
His jaw clenched. “I didn’t love her. I don’t even know what love is. I just mean, maybe I could have. Maybe I’ve just been kidding myself all these years.”
“Mortality’s a bitch.”
“Yes. It is.” He stared off then glanced up at her. “So, you’re going to jump him on the way out, or something?”
“Something. I like to think on the fly. His wolf nature is to keep out of the spotlight. Not draw attention to himself. Although he’s been pretty sloppy for a lycan. Believe it or not, their attacks are pretty well-thought and controlled. This is one of the most calculated alphas I’ve seen yet.”
“How so?”
“Their numbers are growing. So is the crime rate, but they’ve managed it in such a way that the cases don’t make sense. They’re not skyrocketing. We’re seeing bigger packs as we infiltrate their lairs. It seems like the body count doesn’t match the rise in lycans. There are more missing people than murders. As if they’re being directed not to kill off their victims. It’s why I asked about you on the landing. Like you were left out the way of the pack.”
Kane shifted on the bike seat. “They would have left me on that landing through all of this?”
“Eventually, you would have gotten strong enough to fight off a scavenger.”
“So, you think the alpha is intentionally trying to increase their numbers?”
“I’m pretty sure. For the most part, they’re nothing more than animals. Everything they do, they do on instinct. Mindless beasts.” She glanced up at him. “No offense, but you’re not about to become the cream of the crop, or anything.”
“None taken.”
Her gaze drifted in the direction of the gym. Inside, a bulky young guy with short-cropped hair tipped back a can of Redbull. “I sense they’ve got something bigger planned. We hunt them every night and still their numbers grow.”
“But you don’t know who the alpha is?”
“No.” Her attention turned back toward Kane. “He leads, but often stays in the shadows, allows his pack to take the kill.”
“Not a very good leader, if you ask me.”
“Oh? And what would you do if you were crowned Mr. Lycan of the Year?” She smirked.
“A leader leads the charge. Even at his own expense.” There was an impressive conviction in his words.
“You must have been quite a director.”
“You’d have to ask my employees.” His gaze returned down to his helmet again. “I was just doing my job.”
“Well what do you say I go do that? He’s just leaving now.”
 

***
 

The sight alone of Evan walking to his car in the empty parking lot of the run-down gym had something snapping within Kane. Like thunder and lightning humming through his body, a red haze clouding his eyes.
He hopped off the bike before Ayden could stop him.
“Hey, Evan!” Kane approached casually, smiling and waving.
Evan swung around, his key in hand. “What the fuck are you doing here, dead man?”
“Turning the tables.” Kane slammed Evan up against the car door with his arm pressed up against Evan’s neck. A buzz rocketed through Kane’s brain, exhilaration at the thought tearing Evan’s head from his body.
“We should have killed you!” Evan’s veins sticking out of his neck as he strained against his attacker. “I’ll take care … of the mess now.”
“I don’t think so, lycan.” Ayden stretched her arm across Evan’s chest, pinning him, and jabbed her dagger into his shoulder. With little effort, she busted the hilt clean off. “Sacrifices.” She held up the destroyed piece of metal. “My favorite weapon.”
“Ah, fuck!” Evan bellowed. “Bitch!” He spat in her face.
“Aww, you’re so sweet!” She glanced over at Kane. “Thanks for following my fucking orders. You have about two minutes before his wound pushes the blade out. If you’re going to kick some ass, I suggest you do it now.” Her expression hardened. “But, my kill in the end.” Pushing off of Evan’s chest, she leapt back from him.
Kane lifted Evan by his jacket then rammed him against the concrete.
Fuck, that felt good.
Growling, Evan rolled out of the way, quick and light, rising to his feet. He hunched into a face-off, and Kane spun to follow as Evan began circling him.
A rolling drum of growls vied for domination.
Kane lunged forward and barreled into Evan’s midsection, knocking him to the ground again. They rolled around each other, snarling, grunting and throwing punches that cracked against each other’s faces. Two wild dogs ripping each other apart.
Kane heaved Evan back into the air, landing him on his feet. A roll to the side, and Kane caught Evan’s leg beneath his body. He whacked the back of Evan’s knee with his elbow and cracked the bone, a hoarse cry echoing around the dark lot as Kane rolled away and onto his feet.
Grabbing his injured knee, Evan flopped to the ground. His body trembled. The blade from his shoulder emerged through his skin and dropped with a clang. Smiling, Evan leaped into his wolf form, deep gray fur covering his body.
The sight of the wolf brought on a rush of adrenaline and Kane couldn’t help but smile. “Come on, fucker.”
He beckoned Evan, but Ayden stormed head first like a linebacker before the lycan could respond, knocking Evan to the ground.
“Get back halfling.”
“No.” Kane gnarled.
“I told you, he’s my kill.”
The glance back at Kane cost her, and Evan launched himself into the air, the downward plunge of his body knocking her backward.
 

***
 

Without her dagger at the ready, Ayden was forced to fight hand to hand, and she swung and punched, and blocked and ducked—until a tortured cry rattled her skull.
Kane’s change.
Dammit. I need this shit right now?
She hammered her boot into the wolf’s chest and jumped to a stand.
Grunts and groans carried across from somewhere on the other side of Evan’s car.
Her attention returned to the charging lycan. Instinct kicked in.
Kill.
She threw out her leg at the last second and the wolf dropped to the ground. Ayden climbed atop of him. It squirmed and bucked beneath her, but she held tight, dodging swiping claws and snapping jaws.
Kane’s bellows and moans affected her concentration. She could have ripped Evan’s spinal cord from his body because of it.
Not yet.
Ayden grabbed hold of the beast. With her thighs flexed around its massive body, it was no match for her strength.
Grabbing hold of its arm, she bent back its claws and placed her hand against its fleshy paw.
Evan’s brown eyes stared back at her through the wolfish exterior as if confused.
Ayden concentrated. Nothing. She opened her eyes and wrapped its claw around her wrist. A ballsy move, playing pat-a-cake with the wolf.
Evan, however, did nothing more than growl beneath her.
She clearly hadn’t found the beast that’d bitten Kane. Or the memories hadn’t been hers, after all.
The moment of contemplation had her flying through the air.
Pain lanced through her rump on landing.
She flipped onto her feet and backed up.
Piercing pain struck the back of her calf, the burn followed by trickles of warmth. “Ah shit!”
Her ankle twisted beneath her, dipping her into a gaping hole in the parking lot floor. A glance down showed rebar poking through her flesh.
 Motherfucker!
Wriggling and tugging only intensified the spasms of pain shooting through her muscle.
From the other side of the car, Kane’s grunts continued to echo across.
The lycan’s gaze made a slow track from hers to Kane’s position.
“Lycan!” Ayden pushed the words past the tightness in her chest as the rebar twisted with the tiniest of movement. “Finish me first, you weak piece of shit.”
The fury in its eyes burned a glowing silver. From its haunches, the wolf catapulted into the air and landed on her twisted foot.
Ayden slammed back against the concrete with a howl. She pounded the beast hovering over her, railing punch after bloodthirsty punch.
It curled and hunched in on itself.
She drew back again for another strike.
The beast caught her fist in its mouth and thrashed it like a shark, teeth tearing at her flesh. Blood flowed from its clamped jaw. The sandpaper feel of Evan’s tongue against her knuckles vanished to numbness.
A curse ripped through her chest. A charge exploded inside her. Yes! Seeing the mangled half of her arm sticking out of the beast’s mouth roused a black swarm of fury that spread through her body. Kill.
With her foot crushed, her fist caught in the beast’s mouth, she punched at it with her free hand. Her position left her at too much of a disadvantage, each punch weakened by the awkward angle.
The lycan released her torn and tattered fist, and as she raised her good arm for another punch, the beast decimated her attack by flattening her fists against the concrete with its paw.
Helplessness tightened her stomach and beckoned rage, creating a haze that clouded her vision.
Kill.
Both of her arms lying trampled against the concrete beneath the lycan, she wriggled her un-trapped thigh to hoist her foot up and give some leverage to push it off, but the rebar sunk deeper into the muscle of her snared calf. She groaned as the metal scraped against bone, tingling her flesh.
Rows of teeth pressed down on her.
She strained to hold them back with her boot pressed into Evan’s chest. Fuck you.
“Son of a—” Kane’s words ended on a gurgle.
Evan halted. His head swung toward the sound.
With a leap off Ayden taking him to his feet, he stalked toward Kane.
“No!” Ayden bolted upward, tugging at her twisted boot. Sensation had returned to her mangled arm, the healing already set into motion. Her ankle, gnarled and disfigured inside the depths of the hole, however, was a mess that turned her stomach. The rebar had damn near poked through her shin but the pain was exhilarating. Fuel.
She drew her gun from its holster and fired a shot at the lycan’s arm.
Though its uninjured snaked around the wound, the injury did little to stop his advance toward Kane.
Oh, just finish him for, chrissakes. Easy kills were no fun. She aimed the gun at its head, but the bullet missed its target when the lycan disappeared below the vehicle Kane lay behind. “Dammit!”
Fighting against the numbing sensation that had begun to settle in her foot as the rush of Lywa antibodies shifted to her leg, Ayden wriggled against her binds.
Each growl from the lycan urged her on.
He would tear Kane to shreds.
A screech, like claws against metal, followed by Kane’s mumbled grunts, sent her over the edge. She rolled to the side, wincing at the torsion to her bone, and forced herself to a stand. Bent forward, one hand wrapped around her shin, she sucked in a breath and tore her foot right out of the boot. Searing agony rocketed up through her ankle and into her thighs, as the rebar dislodged from her calf with a suction sound. Her bone, clearly broken, made for a sickening sight, all contorted in an unnatural position. Nothing I can do about it now. She hobbled with one useless bare foot across the snow-laden parking lot and rounded the car to Evan looming over Kane.
Kane’s shirt lay torn to shreds, gaping wounds across his chest oozing blood.
Ayden unfurled her whip and snapped it outward.
The end twisted around Evan’s neck, and his claws flew up and grabbed hold.
He tumbled backward, mouth working for breath.
Ayden reeled him toward her. The large wolf slid across the snow, leaving a trail of black tarry blood behind. The noose, pulled tight around his neck, dug deeper into its throat and the lycan bounced against the snow as its body arched up, its legs flailed out. She wound the whip around her hand, holding it tight and stood over him.
“Kill … you …” Evan growled out.
Ayden smiled. “Me first,” she said, and yanked the whip.
His head detached from its body and lopped to the side.
Using the whip to tug his mutilated body to a rusted garbage can, she tossed his remains inside. After patting her pockets, she removed the pack of matches and set fire to the can. An huge orange flame plumed upward from it before dying down to a steady burn.
Dislodging her boot from where it lay trapped in the hole proved to be a frustration, but it finally broke free. Taking a deep breath, Ayden grabbed hold of her gnarled ankle and wrenched it in the opposite direction.
A crack hit her ears. “Ah, shit!” She bit her lip as the sensation, like a dozen paring knives chipping away at bone, moved through her nerves, and nausea settled in her stomach. “You’ve felt worse, Ayden. Get over it,” she murmured. Her right hand tingled as the lycan venom dissolved in her blood, eaten away by the overpowering Lywa antibody.
With the boot slipped back over her foot, she staggered back toward Kane.
He lay slumped against the car. Needing to be sure of his health, she crouched on her good foot and placed her fingertips to his neck. His pulse hammered back. She lifted a tattered piece of his shirt. The wounds had already begun to seal.
Ayden had to give him some credit, the guy took a beating like a champ. Not many humans could withstand the pain.
Tiny snowflakes spilled from the sky, melting against his bruised cheek, and she focused on his sleeping face as the tiny droplets glistened like diamonds in the firelight blazing from the garbage can. Her thoughts drifted back to the moments before she’d killed the lycan, the panic that had settled over her when it’d gone after Kane. As if she’d wanted to … protect him.
She scowled. Definitely not. Lifting his arm around her neck, she hoisted him up.
Kane groaned and must’ve gained an element of consciousness, as the burden of his weight shifted.
“Don’t be a damned tough guy, Kane. I know it hurts. Let’s get out of here before they sense a pack brother has fallen.”
Lycans had an uncanny sense, like a sixth sense, keeping them connected to one another.
Kane remained silent, stumbling along with her toward the bike, where she flopped him onto the bitch seat before climbing on in front.
Opening the throttle sent a roar through the lot, and Ayden swung around and sped down the dark street, her mangled foot hanging limp over the pedal.
Kane twisted and writhed in the seat behind her, his helmet buried in her back. The night ahead would be one of the worst nights of his change, the wolf inside him determined as all hell to get out. To feed and hunt. As his muscles developed, so too would his tolerance for pain.
It might also be the last night she would see him as human.
Ayden’s mind tangled in a mass of confusion as her thoughts roiled. Surely, she would have seen the memories in the one who’d bitten Kane. Was it Evan? Maybe. Or perhaps she’d never learn who’d attacked her.
Maybe those memories belonged to someone else.
 

~



CHAPTER TWENTY
 

Wolves swarmed the building, their glowing eyes a stark contrast against the darkness in the melee of blood and clashing fists.
Draven severed the head of the wolf hovering over him with one swift swipe of his blade. Its blood spattered his face, and he wiped it with the back of his hand.
Piece of shit.
Teeth flashed in the darkness, headed straight for him. He stood in time to issue a powerful kick to the oncoming lycan, but two more leaped, drowning Draven in their angry growls.
“No!” Jacob yelled, plunging a dagger into the flesh of one that tore away at Draven’s abdomen.
The wolf turned on him.
With a shaky hand, Jacob crouched and swung his dagger at the beast.
Jaws snapped as it dodged every thrust and jab.
Jacob swiped again, just missing its neck, as Draven’s kicks and punches held the other two at bay.
The beast lurched and caught Jacob’s elbow in its teeth.
The young male’s scream rose above the chaos, heightening when the beast ripped his forearm away, stringing flesh and bone hanging from its bloody maw.
Jacob stumbled backward, the dagger still in his good hand, and as much as Draven wanted to stop to help him, he had enough troubles with the duet of teeth and claws snapping for him.
More kicks. More punches More thrusts with his blade. Teeth pierced his muscles like a dozen razor blades penetrating his skin at once. “Fuck!”
Managing to hike his leg between him and the smaller of the two, an outward boot launching it into the air and knocking the other back a step. He hopped to his feet. A quick appraisal of his gaping abdominal wound revealed pink flesh and crimson blood.
Goddamn sickening. Draven covered his wound with his left hand and parried with his right. In a flowing, backhand motion, his dagger pierced the wolf’s neck. He stuck and jabbed until the beast froze, then Draven delivered the death-dealing slice across its neck. The beast’s head hung from its shoulders, suspended by threads of flesh. One final downward cut severed it completely.
In his periphery, the beast Draven’d kicked away lunged toward him from behind. Arcing his arm backward sent his blade into the tough flesh. The chasing upward incision cut right through muscle. As Draven twisted to face it, abdominal contents poured from the wound.
Determined to finish the beast, he cut forward and backward, his arm a blur to the eyes, and with one final axe, the lycan’s head flew into the air.
He spun around, looking for Jacob. His eyes widened and a groan bubbled in his throat at the greeting sight.
Every one of the Alexi fought two or more beasts. In the distance, he could see more silver eyes edging closer. Nearer to where he stood, a female soldier screamed as a lycan, burrowed deep inside her abdominal cavity, feasted on her organs.
Fury swam through his veins like hellfire.
Jacob’s screams carried from beneath the lycan that fed at his shoulder as he lay on the ground.
Kill.
Draven rushed toward the beast and stabbed its spine.
Over and over.
The beast arched, its mouth howling open and releasing the flesh in its jaw.
All that remained of Jacob’s forearm.
Draven reached inside the stab wound and tore its spinal column away.
The spray of accompanying blood coated his face.
“Come on, Jake.” His voice, fierce and militant, seemed to snap Jacob out of his frozen stare-off with the decrepit ceiling, and he hauled the boy from the ground.
Blood poured from Jacob’s wounds. His face seemed to be growing pastier by the second. Even his head appeared too heavy for him to stabilise as Draven cradled him in his arms.
Draven took one look around at the carnage. We were hunted. No other explanation. The beasts had known where to find them.
Carrying Jacob away into the darkness, Draven abandoned the remaining soldiers to the fight.
 

***
 

Ayden’s foot had mostly healed along the journey back to the mansion, and scarcely a limp affected her as she climbed from the bike—but the moment she’d moved, Kane doubled over on the seat.
She tilted him back enough to remove his helmet.
Sweat glistened on his face, and his eyes rolled back.
She patted his cheek lightly to rouse him.
His irises appeared for a moment before disappearing behind his lids once more.
Snaking her arm around him, she hoisted him up off the seat.
Quiet grunts chuffed in his throat, the crippled twist of his features an indication of the hell that must’ve ripped through his body.
A familiar face met her at the door.
Zayne, Zeke’s twin brother, returned from the Mortuadium where he’d spent mourning his mate. His deep blue eyes carried the weight of the ocean, burdened with the kind of sorrow that reached out a desperate hand while drowning, as he glanced from Ayden to Kane.
Without saying a word, he eased the weight off of Ayden and helped Kane up the staircase.
Kane’s body stiffened the moment Zayne set him on the bed.
“Gavin told me you brought home a stray dog.” Zayne’s sad, deep voice and somber smile could’ve crumbled the stoniest heart. “How ya been killer?”
Ayden reached up and wrapped her arms around the bulky demon.
He towered as tall as his twin brother Zeke, but the waves in Zayne’s blond hair and the black tattoo beneath his eye created a distinction between the two. If a goth and jock had a baby together, it’d look like Zayne, with his pierced lip, nose and eyebrow. A black muscle hoodie flaunted arms adorned with tattoos and as toned as if they’d been carved of stone.
Gavin told her he’d always been quiet and a bit dark. Since Sheyanna’s death, though, black had become his signature color. Had he not been so consumed by his loss, he’d have had women in abundance, as he too carried the features of a god.
He tucked his hands into his pockets.
“I’ve been better,” Ayden answered, drawing away from him and gave an empathetic tip of her head. “More importantly, how are you?”
His gaze turned from her toward the lycan. “I’ve seen better days, as well.”
Kane arched up on the bed, his body elongated as his limbs and spine contracted along with his muscles. The clench of his jaw made a deep grinding sound.
Ayden sat beside him. Her ankle had already just about returned to its normal form. Her hand that had been riddled with long scars had already begun to resemble her forearm, the whiteness darkening to flesh tone again.
“What is this?” Zayne raised his brow, his eyes brimming with curiosity. “The Ayden I know could never sit so close to one without itching to tear its limbs from its body.”
She glanced back at Kane and smiled at his body gone lax again. “Oh, believe me, I have my moments with him. But it’s not like that, Zayne. He … he’s kind of different … sort of.”
“Yes, he’s a halfling. For the most part, still human.”
“You say that as if …”—she gave a quick glance his way—“as if I should treat him as one. A human.”
“Why wouldn’t you? He didn’t ask to become one of them. As far as I can sense, he hasn’t murdered anyone, yet.” Zayne possessed an uncanny ability to see deep inside a person, to their very core. It made him an effective tormentor, revealing pieces of a victim’s soul.
It was also how he had come to forgive his brother, Ferno, for the death of his mate.
Zayne could put people on edge, the way he focused so intensely on their eyes when he listened. The wise calm in his voice made it difficult to dispute him, though.
“And what happens when I have to kill him, Zayne? How can I do that if I don’t look at him as the enemy?”
“Perhaps you should wait until he gives you reason to take his life.”
She turned back to him, her brows tight. “Let him become one and murder an innocent human being?”
“Of course not.” Something that resembled a half grin spread across his face. “The woman who kept him imprisoned and threatens his very existence will be the first on his kill list.”
She rolled her eyes and snorted. “Do you know what Gavin would do if I allowed that? Here? In his house?”
“Gavin has his own agenda for why he wants this halfling dead.”
I knew it. “Which is …”
“Just food for thought, Ayden.” Zayne smiled brighter than before. “Do what you feel is right.”
“How are you and Zeke related?” She shook her head. “I don’t get it.”
“I’ve asked myself the same question every day for the last century.”
Ayden chuckled. “Good to have you back, Zayne.”
“It’s … good to be back.” His smile faded. “And good to see you back at the manor.” He patted her on the shoulder before striding from the room.
Ayden’s gaze returned to Kane. She couldn’t deny that her drive to kill him had lessened. As if her instincts had finally sensed some innocence inside of him.
As long as Kane remained a human, she seemed to be in control of the urge.
Leaving him a moment, she headed into the bathroom and brought back a damp washcloth.
Kane’s lids seemed heavy, open to only slits, but at least his convulsions had eased.
Ayden pressed the washcloth to his forehead.
He turned toward her and smiled. “Was vengeance served?”
Just hearing his gravelly voice again brought some relief.
Why?
“I saw nothing in Evan,” she said, the sting of disappointment rekindling. She shook her head. “I don’t think he’s the wolf that bit me. Which still leaves you an enormous mystery for me.”
“A man of mystery. I like it,” he said, as she dabbed his cheek. “You know, I’d never admit this to you under normal circumstances, but I figure you won’t try to kick my ass right now.” Kane cleared his throat. “I think you’re beautiful.”
Ayden paused. Though sweet, something about his comment pierced her soul. “You’re lucky your ass is already being kicked. Or I’d take you out for saying that.”
A grin stretched across his face. “I’m ready.”
“For what?”
“For you to take me out now.” His eyes clamped shut as he adjusted himself on the bed. “I feel it getting closer.”
His words suddenly struck with jagged edges, rendering Ayden confused once more. She shook it off. He’s nothing. “You want me to kill you now?”
He nodded. “I’m sure your demon friends are dying to feast on my limbs.”
“They don’t eat humans.” At least his humor was good for something. She dismissed whatever palpitation had stirred in her heart a second ago. “Not that I know of, anyway.”
“I don’t want to be a child killer. And I sure as hell wouldn’t want to look at you any different than I see you now. Like some kind of dark angel.”
“You’re delirious.” Ayden sighed. “And I promise you, I won’t let you become a child killer.”
“I’ll rip my own head off if it comes to that.”
A hiccup of laughter escaped Ayden. “I’d spare you the awkward task of trying to do that yourself.”
“I wish we could have met under different circumstances.” His voice sounded stronger than before. Less strained.
She smirked. “Like what?”
“Something a little less exciting. Like … maybe I would have seen you at a coffee house or something. I would have flirted with you. You’d have played hard to get and told me to fuck off.” He grinned, yet it held the same weariness his eyes did. “But I would have charmed you with my smartass remarks and good looks.”
“You really are delirious right now.” She unfolded the cooled cloth in her hands. There was something kind of endearing about the visual, but so far away from reality it was almost funny. “You’d be a fool to pursue a girl like me.”
“Maybe. But why?”
Her demeanor sobered in an instant. “I have a gift for destroying everything around me.”
“You still want to rip my throat out?”
“Very much so.” Ayden smiled again.
“I have that effect on women lately. Nature of the beast sort of thing, I guess.”
“Kane. You’re … not like any …. You’re … just different.” The words scrambled in her head and arrived cautious. Admitting anything more would give him the wrong idea.
Regardless of her growing tolerance, the fact was—he had to die.
“You do like me, then.” He winked at her.
“Like is a strong word.” Ayden’s gaze trailed off toward the ceiling. “Let’s just say I’m less inclined to stab your eyeballs out with toothpicks and add them to my Martini.”
“A step in the right direction.” His eyes squinted. “Fuck!”
He coiled in on himself. The veins in his neck popped out like a roadmap. Only a white clamminess clung to his skin as though every ounce of his blood had drained away. “Something ...”—he choked out—“anything … please.”
With hands balled into fists, his back arced off the bed and shook violently, holding his taut position, like pictures she’d seen once of a man with tetanus. Sweat beaded across his body. His jaw clenched so tight it seemed as if his teeth would crack under the pressure.
“Something what?” Her voice reflected the irritation she suddenly felt. “What the hell am I supposed to do?” Watching him made her stomach turn. Ayden squeezed her eyes shut.
What the hell is my problem? Am I going soft?
“Jesus, Kane. I…” She reached her useless hands out to him but drew them back. No. I can’t do this.
“Motherf—!” His body arched, stiff as a plank. Long cords of muscle elongated beneath his skin, like snakes crawling below the surface.
A rush raced through her veins, that dark storm of fury thickening her blood. Kill. His tortured cry hit her ears like a drug. More. Her hands trembled, yearning to grip his neck and snap it.
No. God, no.
For reasons she couldn’t understand, Ayden willed the urges away. She squeezed her eyes so hard they’d lost focus when she opened them again. “Kane, I’m here.” Her fist slowly unfurled and reached for his hand. Gently, she slipped her hand inside of his clenched fist. “Hey, settle down, okay?” The soothing tone of her voice surprised even her.
Though, she had no idea what to say to him next, what words could ease his burden. Not a beast in creation frightened her more than casual talk. “Hey, um …”
A vision struck her, out of place and unexpected. “The sun is so warm on my face, as if I can … feel again. So good on my skin. So warm.” Her mind instantly lost to it, she narrated the details with an awestruck timbre, like a story playing out in her head. “It streams between the leaves of a large maple tree. I tip my head back. Wind dances through my hair. Dozens of helicopter seeds spill from the sky. I spin and laugh as they fall all around me. A child is laughing. I see her. Just a baby. She sits in a stroller beside me, reaching for the seeds. She’s bundled in a hat and coat, with a blanket over her lap. Her little laugh is infectious.” Ayden smiled. “It makes me laugh more. Seeds catch in my palm. I step toward the stroller and toss them above her. They circle through the air and land on her blanket. She giggles and picks them up, blowing as she releases them. My heart feels … happy watching her.”
Ayden blinked as awareness returned; her eyes searched aimlessly for a moment before settling back on Kane.
Body no longer bucking, he lay limp, his skin cold and damp.
So still. Her heart lurched. Dead? She leaned in to listen for breaths. Nothing. Placing her head against his chest summoned nothing more than the hollow silence of an inactive heart.
“Kane.” Ayden cupped his face. “Look at me.” A harsh firmness deepened her tone as she patted his cheeks. “Look at me!”
 

***
 

Draven’s tightening of the stretch of fabric around Jacob’s bleeding stump set the boy trembling. Tears gathered in his eyes and fell down his cheeks. “It happened again.” Each word escaped on a panting breath. “This … time … I’m going to die.”
“Shut up!” Draven ordered in a cold, flat tone. “You’re not going to die.”
“I am. I don’t … have the antibody … like you do, Draven.” He coughed and choked; a clump of blood tumbled down his cheek.
Draven winced at the sight. “Stop talking. Just be still. I’m going to sew your stomach.”
The boy’s face ashened. “I’m cold.” He’d begun to shiver.
Draven removed his coat and lifted Jacob’s body to wrap it beneath him. Jacob groaned, but Draven kept working. “Just sit tight, okay? I’ll sew this up and you’ll be good as new.” Somehow, Draven had convinced himself.
He’d managed to find a syringe lying on the ground and removed the needle out of it. Junkies were, at least, good for something. He held the needle in the small flame left over by the bum he’d scared off. The long point glowed bright then died down to blackened silver. Draven popped some of the stitching from his jacket and tied it tight around the needle. He’d busted off most of the plastic adapter, leaving just a small nub to hold the thread. He leaned over Jacob, whose eyes began to roll back into his head. A light tap to the cheek, and Jacob’s eyes came back into view.
Jacob lay unflinching at each pierce Draven made with the needle, as if he didn’t feel a thing. “Did I ever … tell you that I had a dream once?” His voice grew weaker by the moment. “It was a memory.”
“That’s ridiculous, Jacob.”
“No, it’s true.” He slowly shook his head. “I don’t know how it happened. But I dreamed it. I saw my mom and dad’s face. We were at the park. And Calla …” He coughed again, another teaspoonful of blood trickling down the corner of his mouth. “She was there. We played together in the sand. A playground, I think.”
Draven paused before continuing to thread the needle through Jacob’s ghastly wound. “It was probably just something you saw in a magazine and your mind remembered it.”
Jacob’s head shook more frantically, his eyes widened. “No. I remember. I cut my finger on a piece of glass. My mom cleaned it.” He sucked in a breath that sounded like the last bits of fluid from a straw. “She put a Band-aid on it. I had to have it sewn shut by a doctor. Calla kissed it for me. Look.” He lifted the only trembling hand he had left.
Draven stopped threading his wound for a moment and stared down at the proffered thumb. A white scar stretched across his fingertip. “Did you tell Calla about this dream?”
“I did. I even drew our mother’s face for her.” He stared off behind Draven. “But she didn’t remember. She tore the drawing and told me to tell no one.”
“She worried for you,” Draven said, brow furrowed. “Calla’s always been very protective of you.”
“I think … she didn’t want to remember them.”
“Don’t be absurd, Jacob. We all want to remember.”
“I think she was afraid. If she remembered, she wouldn’t be so angry.” His pants quickened. “And if she wouldn’t have been so angry, she might’ve left the Alexi.”
“Why didn’t you leave?” The needle hardly gripped the ruined edges of his wound as Draven threaded flesh. “Go to the police, if you knew what they looked like?”
“I wouldn’t have left Calla. I know she’d never come with me because she would have never left you.”
His words pierced Draven’s heart. It was true. Even he knew how much she loved him.
 

~



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 

Kane awoke, his body humming as though pumped with power. His skin prickled as he stretched out, his feet hitting the end of the bed where they’d not touched before. With probing fingers, he examined his lean body, grasping his chest where his lungs breathed easy as if he could sprint a track.
I feel so good. Something inside of him craved a chase. Hunt.
As he sat up in bed, his gaze settled on Ayden, where she lay sprawled on the chaise, sleeping peacefully. She’d changed into one of his T-shirts, her smooth, bare legs crossed over one another. His mind toyed with him, pondered the taste of her skin on his tongue. Sweet. Like caramel teasing his taste buds.
Blood rushed to his groin as that scent—her scent—drifted to him from across the room. Saliva pooled in his mouth, the craving to taste her suddenly overwhelming.
Mine.
A growl vibrated in his chest. His wet tongue ran over his teeth.
She shivered, but curled into herself and settled once more.
Kane slipped over the edge of the bed, his feet hitting the floor with little sound, and prowled closer.
Her eyes fluttered, and she tucked both arms beneath her head.
Kane’s eyes drifted toward the tiny black panties peeking out of the shirt hem. Thoughts of taking that black lace in his teeth and tearing them away plundered through his mind. With hands that yearned to grab hold of her smooth, muscled thighs, he rubbed the front of his jeans then knelt to the floor and crawled toward her like a tiger appraising its quarry. The nearer he grew, the more her scent burned his tongue—a dark and wicked liquor tantalizing his taste buds with each inhalation.
He rose up onto his knees and snaked his arms beneath her head. Take.
Ayden startled awake. “Kane, what are you—”
He silenced her words with his lips.
Ayden’s palms shot out, flat against his chest, and she pushed him away. “I thought you’d died. You weren’t breathing.”
A brief flash of earlier in the evening rushed through his mind, so distant, though. “This saddened you?”
Grief in her expression made him want to scoop her up into his arms.
Sorrow? For me?
When she didn’t answer, Kane moved over her, against the push to his chest, testing her resolve.
She seemed to still when his face hovered at her lips. “Don’t.” Her eyes carried a warning.
He stared at her full, pouty lips. “Tell me you don’t want me to kiss you. And I won’t.”
Her brows knitted together, her body stiff beneath him, poised as if ready to throw him across the room. Yet, she said nothing.
Gentle and slow, he brushed his opened mouth across hers. Her breaths, so warm, hit his face in a pant. He closed the small space and took her fully. So soft, her lips against his. His body stirred with the kiss, becoming restless, wanting more.
Ayden’s frozen body suddenly relaxed in his grip. A quiet moan rumbled against his mouth.
He peeled himself away, keeping his gaze on her.
Those gray eyes stared up at him as if fascinated. “I’ve never let anyone kiss me,” she whispered. “Not since my change.”
A tear streaked over her cheekbone, and Kane wiped it away with his thumb, kissing where it’d fallen. “I won’t do it again,” he whispered back to her.
“No. It was…nice.”
 

***
 

The pleasant tone of her voice sounded off to Ayden, almost desperate and fake. In truth, though, it had been nice.
Kane moved to her lips again, his kiss more intense this time, as if he hungered for every last drop of breath from her. She welcomed it, grasping hold of his short-cropped hair. Damn, the taste of him made her crave more.
Taking her from the chaise, lips still fused together, he carried her to the bed. Her body sank into the plush cushion of the mattress and pillows, and he straightened, removing his tattered shirt. His scars from Evan had become nothing more than faded, skinny lines. Hardly noticeable.
Kane climbed over top of her, wedging his hips between her legs.
He grabbed her arm, his gaze trailing down her forearm and stopping at the scars she’d become so adept at keeping tucked beneath clothes. “What’s this?”
She jerked her arm loose. “Nevermind.” With a heave, she knocked Kane backward.
He shot forward, straddling her.
She pushed him away again. “Get off of me!”
Kane re-seized her arm and, before she could pull away, kissed his way down her scars.
Her body stiffened. The sight of his lips against her mutilated skin turned her stomach, disgust and something else she couldn’t quite identify rolling over one another.
He raised her arms above her head, holding them captive beneath his, his gaze riveted on her. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered.
The disgust twisted into anger. Stupid theatrics. “Get off of me. Now.”
“No.”
“You’ve ruined it, lycan. I would’ve fucked you—”
“I don’t want to be fucked by you, Ayden.”
Her lips twisted into a sneer. “Oh, right. It’s making love to you, isn’t it?”
“No. It’s not making love either.” His muscles bore down against her arms. “It’s giving you something you clearly need.”
She glared at him. “What would you know about what I need?”
“More than you do, apparently.” Kane leaned over her once more. “Now shut the fuck up.”
Fire and ice coursed through her veins—the excitement and fury of his command. Still, her scowl refused to leave. “This is all there is Kane. You mean nothing to me. Don’t mistake it for something it’s not.”
“I’m a master at that game, Ayden.”
Ayden’s muscles tensed, ready to push him off of her—until his lips found her neck, his teeth grazing her skin. Exhilarating. An image came to mind, forcing her lids closed.
As the fantasies in her head overpowered the anger, melding and smashing them together into furious passion, her lips parted.
What is—? A sudden yearning grasped her body, for the touch of his fingertips—a mutiny to the thoughts battling in her mind.
Stop it. Stop it.
It didn’t stop. That ache to be touched blossomed, spreading to every cell in her body—undoubtedly against her will, but fantastic just the same.
Fuck it.
Ayden raised her head to meet his readied lips.
 

***
 

Kane dipped his tongue to deepen the kiss. The taste of her filled his mouth. So sweet. Like honey in a jar. His longing for more of her sent tremors through every muscle in his body.
Whatever resistance she’d had going on a second ago quickly disappeared. Her arms slid to the small of his back and caressed his spine. All other sound became drowned by her soft moan.
God, he couldn’t think, his mind a black void for all but the female beneath him. Ayden. His heart beat faster.
Her hand slid down inside his boxers and grabbed hold of his erection.
He jerked in response. Damn. Her touch alone nearly made him come, her skin like satin against his stiff length.
She curled her fingers around him and stroked, thumbing his tip and spreading the tiny bit of fluid.
“Ayden,” he whispered. A breath rushed out of him and he circled his hips into her palm.
Her fist released him, and she tugged down his jeans.
Bracing his arms on either side of her, careful not to put his weight on her, he kicked them away—boxers, jeans, landing in a pile on the floor. He peeled down the collar of her shirt, soft skin glided past his chasing mouth as he traced along her shoulders. Grasping the back of her neck forced her to tilt her head back, and he devoured her throat with kisses, grazed her jaw with his teeth.
A moan passed her lips.
He tugged at the shirt hem, pushing it up past her breasts, and pulled away her bra, exposing firm mounds that would fit perfect in his big hands.
“Take it off,” Ayden rasped, pulling at the shirt, her head tipped back and eyes closed.
“No. Leave it on.” He spoke in a voice not his own. Deeper. More possessive. Instead, he unhooked her bra, those voluptuous breasts springing free from their confines.
“Touch them,” she said on a husky breath.
Her nipples swelled beneath his palm as he massaged her breasts. He leaned forward and ran his tongue over them, and her nails dug into his scalp, encouraging him. Smooth skin met his wandering fingertips across her belly, along her thigh, until he probed the damp, black panties. He pulled them to the side and ran his finger against her slick cleft, fondling her sex with slow, teasing caresses.
“Yes,” she said, grabbing the pillow behind her, knees surrendering to the side. “Touch me.”
Her voice, weighted with passion, worked like an aphrodisiac in his mind. He pushed one finger into her tight sheath, the heel of his palm at her swollen flesh.
She gasped when he worked another finger inside and stimulated the silky inner surface. Ayden’s hips urged upward off the bed, her hands braced on either side of her body.
With his free hand, he grabbed hold of his cock, stroking the two of them simultaneously, watching her writhe.
Her hand traveled to her breast and her fingertips fondled the nipple.
The sight of her threatened to rob his control. Her eyes, her expression, completely lost to ecstasy. So damn sexy. His body hungered to take her. My female.
“Kane, I need more.”
Her words, that drunken voice, goddamn it, they cracked him. He removed his fingers, drenched with her and put them to his tongue. The animal within roared as Ayden’s sweet scent scrambled his brain.
He gripped his pulsating erection, watching her slowly glide the panties down her thighs.
Take.
His mouth opened as a growl brewed.
No. He would be gentle with her.
With his fist around his shaft, he rubbed his crown at her smooth, wet entrance and slowly slipped inside her, her hot flesh tight around his sex.
He groaned. So fucking good.
Yeah, she may have been a strong and feisty little thing, but her body was small compared to his. Straightening his arms out on either side of her, he inched carefully all the way to the hilt.
The sensation sent him light-headed.
The wolf begged him to slam her against the headboard and take her.
He ignored the instinct, shuddering with the effort of taking it maddeningly slow—controlled. Gentle.
Sweat broke out all over his skin. Flaming heat encircled the two of them, growing hotter by the second.
Beneath him, her eyes, stunning gray, held a wanton shine.
Nothing had ever felt so good before. His muscles tensed as he choked back the ache to explode inside of her.
“Stop.”
What?
Ayden placed her palms on his chest and shoved. “Get off.”
“I was until you told me to stop.” He continued to rock into her.
“No, I mean, get off of me. I can’t do this. It’s too …” She shook her hands out.
“Too what?”
She pushed him back again, and Kane leaned to the side as Ayden slid from beneath him. For a moment, he thought she’d abandoned their play until she climbed over his legs.
“Move,” she commanded.
He obeyed her pointed finger, shifting across to the center of the bed with a grin. “I get it, you want to be on top.”
“Arms up.”
Where is she going with this? With the many possibilities running through his head, he stretched his arms up. Ayden locked them into the cuffs still attached to the bed. From the nightstand, she pulled a long silken black scarf and set it across his chest, and a thrill buzzed through his body.
Kane chuckled. “This is new.”
Sure, he’d been blindfolded and fucked before, but never by an actual kidnapper.
Ayden climbed across the bed and reached over the edge. Her rounded ass taunted him as she bent further. Without a word, she reappeared and slipped back over him.
Her dagger gleamed in her hand as she twisted in front of him.
She tipped her head, the look in her eyes seeming to ask the question she didn’t utter.
Would he let her? Interesting that she’d bother to ask, considering two days before she’d been itching to sink a blade in him.
He stared back at her. “Is this what you need?”
She glanced to the side then back at him. After a long pause, she nodded.
“Then, do it.”
A maddening silence hung in the air as she set the knife on the bed and picked up the black scarf, tying it tight over his eyes.
Oh, fuck.
No doubt, Ayden could tear him to shreds. Could mutilate his body with the knife, and he’d just given her consent to do so. Her arms bore the evidence of her indifference to pain. Something inside, deep inside, that he hadn’t entirely connected to yet, trusted her, though. Something that she hadn’t earned from him—a willing trust he’d developed for her.
Her fingers danced across his chest, tickling his skin.
Kane shivered, the anxiety of trying to anticipate her moves crawling beneath his skin. Thoughts of her plunging the knife into his chest briefly infiltrated his mind. Not her style, though. She was the kind of woman, a hunter, who thrilled in the fight—the challenge and conflict. She’d be bored with an easy kill.
Pain, however, was another story.
He reveled in her light touch, her fingertips against his skin, until the sensation disappeared.
Cold steel replaced it. Like the broadside of the blade. Smooth metal gave way to a sharp tip. His muscles tensed, his hands balled into fists inside the cuffs.
Yet, his erection throbbed to the beat of his heart.
What the fuck is wrong with me?
Pressure left a burn as the tip dragged across his chest.
He groaned, hips grinding, and curled his fingers around the bars of the headboard.
The pain vanished. Smooth coolness of the broadside blade returned and lightly brushed against his skin but left no burn.
His pulse raced.
The tip pierced his muscle. Another drag across his chest, deeper, leaving a trail of fire.
 “Motherfucker!”
Trickles of warmth slid down his ribcage. Blood. Feathery sweeps of the tip ended in a gentle tap over his heart.
Another pause.
What is she doing? His body prickled, awaiting the sensation.
“No,” she murmured.
A clang rang out, and Kane jumped. What’s going on?
Warm hands wrapped around his shaft, guiding it into a soft wet sheath.
“Goddamn.” Kane expelled the breath he’d been holding.
She rocked and stirred in a slow, hypnotic rhythm.
He stretched his fingers, yearning to break from the cuffs and grab her hips. He wanted to see her. That face, intoxicated with lust. “Take the blindfold off.”
“No,” she whispered.
She moved faster. Up and down, up and down. He didn’t need to raise his hips to meet her. Her body curved and came down on him hard.
“Release …” He could hardly form a word. “Want to touch you.”
“There are no safewords in this game.” Breath feathered his ear. She slowed down again, a merciless tease to the needs beginning to consume him. “I’ll drag this out. All fucking night, if I want.”
“Do what you gotta do.” Kane bit down on his inner cheek. Hell, it could be his last time with a woman. He’d do it all night long if she wanted.
Ayden’s hips slowed. The sound of a click, and his hands were free, though she remained atop of him.
He brushed the blindfold away.
Ayden stopped moving. A quick appraisal of his chest revealed the wounds had begun to seal already. Dried blood trailed across his ribs.
Enough play.
In a quick and fluid move, his arms snaked around her waist, and he rolled over her, forcing her back against the pillow. Grabbing hold of her wrists, he brought both arms up over her head.
She snarled and jerked against him.
Keeping her arms captive with one hand, he lifted her shirt with the other and peeled back the unhooked bra beneath. Her nipple hardened against his tongue as he flicked and sucked it.
She writhed beneath him. “No.”
Kane glanced up to see her eyes roll back as she bit her lip.
He continued to torment her with his tongue while entering her slowly. The tugs of her hands as he held her imprisoned told him that a battle raged between her body and mind. He stirred his hips, bone grinding bone.
Ayden tipped her head back, knees spread wide as though to welcome him. She opened her mouth to a soft moan. “Harder.”
A graze of his teeth against her nipple before he bit her flesh—silent command.
She cried out.
He switched breasts while keeping a steady rhythm.
No woman had ever incited such an urge to possess. Take her. Own her. At the same time, he yearned for her to enjoy it. His pride swelled at the thought of her begging for him, as he filled her and watched her squirm beneath him in pleasure. Pleasure that he’d given.
Her eyes remained closed, skin flush, lips parted.
“Look at me, Ayden,” he murmured.
Half-lidded, she stared up at him, and her moans grew louder, more excitable.
The pressure becoming more than he could stand, he quickened his pace, his rhythm increasing with the need for release.
Her legs wrapped around his back Her hands slipped from his grasp and nails dug into his flesh. The tightness of her body told Kane she was close.
Biting back, he slowed again and reached between them. Fingers enveloped in soft warmth, he massaged her cleft, spreading her wetness.
 

***
 

Since having left the Alexi, Ayden only taken up with two sex partners. One, a nameless man she’d seduced out of sheer curiosity; and Gavin. Neither had incited such a need for touch—and she’d never allowed them to kiss her. Not on the lips. Much as Gavin wanted to, she’d denied him that pleasure. Casual sex. A release of tension—nothing more.
With Kane, it seemed … different.
Ayden relaxed her muscles and arched into him.
Opening her eyes, she stared up at him, as he tormented her with his seeking fingers and unyielding thrusts.
Is he real?
His fingers traveled her skin and exposed her most sensual desires, like that of a man who coveted her darkest secrets. A sense of comfort washed over her—a blanket of familiarity in the man she’d met only a few days before. As if she’d known her lover all along.
As she stared up at him, images flooded her mind—all of them foreign to her. Fantasies. Memories. Her own? She didn’t know. Part of her didn’t care. Kane acted as a physical embodiment of a world she wished to explore. Giving. The person she may have been at one time.
Just a fantasy.
The words sought to gain purchase in her conscience. Nothing would have to come of their union.
His body moved in the same familiar measure as the figure in her mind. Whether the emotions toward Kane were real or imagined, they felt good—damn good. She could regret it the next day, but for that moment, she relinquished her mind for her body.
In spite of Kane’s inner beast showing in his silvery eyes and savage expression, he maintained his control, showering her in gentle kisses and light sweeps of his fingertips. His touch, like electricity beneath her skin, heated her blood and awakened her soul.
She needed his touch. Hungered for it.
Don’t stop.
Something inside of her delighted in his demands to keep his shirt on her, to please him. She answered to no one, but right then, she wanted to belong to him. Just for one night.
Muscles in his chest and arms contracted, a thin sheen of sweat coated his body. His black hair hung over those perilous green eyes, and it was as if she could see right through them.
Divine.
The tension in her body mounted, as her hips raised and lowered, muscles taut as her climax drew close.
“Come for me, Ayden,” Kane whispered in her ear. “Fucking scream my name, baby.”
Her moans, escalating with each thrust silenced as her breasts pressed against him, his sex coaxing inside of her.
Heat spread from her core to her limbs. She fisted the sheets.
Her tightened muscles released, surrendering to the wave of climax crashing over her, and as she rode out the surges of absolute pleasure dispersing through her body like a fast-moving drug, she called out his name.
 

***
 

Kane clamped his lips as she contracted around him, her tiny pulsations demanding his release. Part of him didn’t want it to end. He’d have been happy to stay inside of her all night—but intensity tugged. Muscles tightened.
He tipped his head back. A roar ripped through his chest as he spilled inside her, the wolf bursting through his exterior with a growl that reverberated off the walls.
Pumping, pumping like a fuel injector, dizziness swirling, until his muscles laxed.
His arms trembled with sudden weakness, and he collapsed.
Before he’d even captured his breath, Ayden worked her way from beneath him and to the edge of the bed.
He grabbed her arm.
She glanced back at her elbow in his clutch, a threat on her face.
“Ayden, please stay.”
“What for?”
“I don’t want you to leave.”
“Look, before this shit gets any weirder—”
He pulled on her arm, a gentle beseech. “Please.”
 

***
 

Ayden paused for only a beat before sliding beneath the covers.
Kane’s lips melded with hers, and he wrapped his arms around her, forcing her to lie against his chest.
Her skin clawed from beneath to get away from the cuddly embrace. A cramp formed at her side, where she strained as she lay beside him.
Biting the inside of her lip, she forced herself to ignore that part of her.
Warmth spread through her muscles as she let go. Somewhere, in the darkest depths of her soul, being held actually felt kind of nice. That sensation, though, buried so deep, carried little strength to battle the guilt and remorse attempting to trample it.
Luckily for her, there were no words needed with Kane. Just breathing. As if he knew that she wouldn’t be inclined to talk.
Why am I yielding to him? Breaking all my rules?
Because, in a few days, she’d be snipping the strings.
Kane would no longer have any connection to her.
So, what did it matter if she lay with him for a while?
 

***
 

The lycan swiped at the knife in her hands.
Child’s screams reached her ears and desperation kicked in. She jabbed and lunged, jabbed and lunged, backing it against the wall, at the same time aware of two others closing in on her. Her efforts placed her closer to the baby in the chair. Through sobs, she attempted to sooth the girl, placing a protective hand against the baby’s chest, where she felt the rumble of tortured cries.
Growls erupted, like an earthquake that went straight to her spine.
“Somebody help me!” she bellowed. “Please!”
The wolf snapped its jaws and snarled. Its companions had reached the other side of the dining table, leaving her and the baby trapped.
“Somebody, please!” Her voice, a shrilly pitch, broke into a wail. The butcher knife wobbled in her hands as she trembled.
Relief struck when she caught sight of a familiar face at the doorway.
Mr. Tims, from across the street, stood holding a shotgun—a distraction to the three wolves, and she used the moment, rushing to remove the baby from the highchair.
The wolf closest to her snapped its head back in her direction and lurched forward. The knife swept through the air, catching its paw.
A roar filled her ears.
The baby cried harder.
She backed in the direction of the kitchen.
Mr. Tims aimed at one of the wolves on the opposite end of the table. The first bullet struck with a thump into the wolf’s broad side.
The beast rose up onto its haunches, baring its teeth, and lunged toward the door, as her neighbor spun and vanished from the exit.
She moved quickly toward the kitchen, placing the baby into the pantry and grabbing two more knives from the block. With nowhere to go, she would have to fight them off.
Her whole body shook. What were they waiting for?
From beyond the pantry door, the baby screamed, the little voice muted.
Voices drifted in to her.
She listened carefully.
“What the fuck?” A human voice.
Hope blossomed in her chest. She edged toward the door that led to the dining room.
“You sloppy piece of shit. This is exactly why I ordered you to wait!”
A yelp echoed in the other room. “Lousy mutts.” Another yelp followed.
She cringed with the cries coming from the pantry. Could this person help her?
Her pulse raced as she debated whether or not to burst into the room, to allow herself to be discovered. Even if they attacked her, perhaps they’d overlook the baby.
The frantic hammering of her heart left her short on breath. She swiped at her nose.
“Where did they go?”
Her stomach lurched and she backed slowly away from the door. The blade in her hand glistened in the light of the kitchen. She quietly sobbed as the footfalls came closer. Her baby’s cries had turned to choking fits as she gagged. A yearning to go to her tugged fiercely. Hold her? Doing so might cost her baby’s life. What if they only want me? She would fight to the death. Until her very last breath left inside her body, she would protect her baby. Tears trickled down her cheeks as visions of her husband, lying in a pool of blood, resurfaced. She choked it back. Focus. He’s gone.
The door swung slowly. The figure stepped inside.
Her stomach turned in on itself. Red filtered in.
 

***
 

Shooting straight up in bed, Ayden panted for breath and wiped a trembling hand across her brow. She drew her knees to her chest, tucked in, as her body began to rock.
Kane sat up beside her, and the backs of his fingers drifted like snowflakes against her arm, but she pushed him away. Once her breaths had calmed, she lifted her head enough to cup her face in her palms.
“What’s happening? They feel so real.” Her body refused to cease trembling.
“Tell me about your nightmare.”
She shook her head. You did this. Being with him incited all of the images that had never existed before. “No. Can you just leave me alone for a minute?”
Kane kissed her temple, and she cringed from the gesture. “I’m going to shower,” he whispered. “I’ll be right back.”
 

***
 

Kane grabbed a pair of boxers, ones he’d brought from his house, and headed toward the bathroom, fatigue weighing heavy on him.
Morning must be approaching.
His rhythms had gotten so out of whack in the past week, with his waking, starved, in the middle of the night, and exhausted by morning. They hadn’t slept long before Ayden had roused. His body felt tacky from earlier, desperate for the warm spray of the shower.
Tendrils of steam swirled around the stall, fogging the glass surrounding Kane as he stood beneath the spray. He’d left the door opened a crack, listening for Ayden, as the jets pulsated against his skin from different angles, soothing his aching muscles.
He tipped his head back into the hot stream, his mind immediately turning to the female he’d just left. What did she dream? Her reaction came as no surprise. The woman was a closed book that he yearned to open and explore. If only he had more time. Finally, a woman who seized his attention, set his body aflame, and made him want to piece her puzzling complexities together—the same one who’d be severing his head. What a cruel paradox.
I will help her. But how? He’d thought Evan was the wolf who’d bitten him. Ayden hadn’t seen any memories in him, though—imprinting, Ayden had called it. Perhaps the other wolf from that night had bitten him—but Kane hadn’t a clue who it was.
No matter how hard he wracked his brain, trying to remember if Evan may have had an accomplice, a friend he’d seen him with at the hospital, Kane’s mind drew a blank.
The pounding of the water drove him into a trance. So much so, he didn’t notice Ayden at first, standing completely naked outside of the shower stall.
He broke from his thoughts the moment she stepped inside.
He hadn’t before seen her body unclothed. So tight, in perfect proportions, her tone legs looked delicious enough to eat. Stilling, he feasted the sight of her as she stood, the slight downturn of her chin, the upward gaze of her eyes, giving her an air of vulnerability he never expected to see—and his mind instantly wanted to stake claim.
Mine.
She crossed her arms in front of her, one hand cupping her forearm.
Kane reached out, taking hold of her arm. Though sealed, a fresh pink cut stuck out from the many white scars on either side of it, but blood streamed down her wrists, rinsing away in the dribbling water from his fingertips.
He lifted her arm to his mouth. His lips ran over the wet surface, water from the shower trickling across his face and onto her skin. He kissed the wound and felt her tug back. Gripping tighter, he drew her into him. He opened his mouth to speak, but she pressed her finger against his lips.
Her eyes, as she peered up at him, seemed saddened, as if she would cry. “Shhh,” she said, reaching outside the shower and flicking off the lights. “Help me forget.”
The moment blackness fell, his eyes adjusted, the colors dulled but discernible. Something about the darkness called to him, and he leaned down, pulling her into the warmth of the water. His lips tenderly brushed hers then captured that soft, pouty mouth that he so wanted to chew.
She tipped her head, allowing him full access to her neck, her small body, slick with water pressed against his.
Tingles spread through his veins, like sparklers on the verge of igniting into flames, as his teeth hovered over her neck with the urge to bite down.
No.
He willed it away, her skin sliding beneath his hands as he explored the curves of her back, her slippery breasts rubbing against his chest.
She turned around, her back sliding across Kane’s chest, that perfect ass taunting his already stiffened sex.
He brushed her hair aside and sucked the trickling streams of water from her skin. As he slowly lowered, his lips traced down her spine to the middle of her back. Wet silk passed beneath his palms as he worked his hands around her body and caressed her belly. On his knees, hands roaming her curves, he reverently kissed the dips at her lumbar, before rising just as slowly until he towered over her, where he fondled her breasts, rubbing her nipples between his fingertips.
She groaned and arched into him. “Take me this time, Kane.”
“No. I won’t.”
She bucked against him. “Just do it.”

Goddamn. “I said, no.”
Her fingertips dug into his palm as she tugged at his grasp. “Look, I’m not going to be some pretty little princess you can woo with kisses and hugs. What you did just now? I wanted to crawl right out of my skin. That’s how fucked up I am.”
“I can’t do what you’re asking me to do.”
“Please, I need you to. I need this.” Her voice arrived as a breathy please. “I can’t do the lovey shit right now.”
The very thought of taking her hard and fast made his sex spring to attention—but he stemmed the idea. “No,” he croaked.
The wolf inside had taken enough from him. He wouldn’t give it the satisfaction of taking Ayden, too.
Sliding his hand up her slick body, he cupped her jaw and tilted her head back into the water until her neck had stretched tight, allowing the streams to wet her long brown locks. He reached for the shampoo and lathered a small dab in his hands, then massaged it into her hair, slow and gentle.
Though her body grew rigid, Ayden made no move to stop him.
Rinsing the soap away, he ran his fingers through her thick hair. He’d never washed a woman’s hair before, didn’t even know if he’d done it right. Not that he mattered. His objective was simply to pamper.
Shampoo was switched for soap, and Kane worked it to a white foam inside a washcloth, using the cloth to gently scrub her back, up to her shoulders, then around and down over her breasts to her belly.
She tilted her head back against him, her eyes closed.
He planted a kiss at her collarbone before shifting lower, caressing her arms and legs. After setting the cloth aside, he ran his palm lightly down her arms, over her hips, across her belly and between her breasts.
Her arm reached up and snaked around his neck.
He held her jaw in one hand while his other hand traveled between her thighs, spreading them apart, and past the soft black curls. His fingertips dancing across her cleft, before he plunged two fingers inside her.
Her grip around his neck tightened as her other hand slid over his, the smooth wetness of her body gliding against his chest. Her moan bounced off the walls and traveled along his spine, inciting a shiver in Kane.
More. He longed to make her scream.
She released his hand and reached behind, grabbing hold of his shaft.
His knees nearly buckled with her ministrations.
Grinding against him, she gripped tight.

Motherf— He froze when she guided him to her slick core, rubbing him against her swollen flesh.
“Please,” she whispered.
Something snapped inside of him. He crowded her with his body, pressing her against the tiles.
Fuck, yes.
The sexy moan that passed her lips, as he slid into her delicious folds, almost broke his concentration, and he had to order himself to enter her slowly. As he seated himself deep inside her, she braced both hands against the tiles. Moving with a slow and steady rhythm, he pulled her away from the wall and into his body, but Ayden leaned forward, allowing him to thrust all the way to the hilt.
A growl rumbled in his throat, his wolf emerging once more, demanding he take the female.
No. Not like this.
He withdrew, his body instantly frantic to feel her again, and turned Ayden to face him.
The sadness in her eyes had vanished. Only a carnal need stared back at him. She hiked her thigh around his waist and grabbed the back of his head, tugging him down to her.
Hoisting her up against the wall, he slid back inside. His dick gave a sharp salute from the inside.
So hot.
He nuzzled her neck, breathing hard against her skin as he rocked into her, slow and controlled.
She wrapped both legs around him, her nails scoring his back.
So good. Gripping her bottom, he pounded a steady rhythm.
She tilted her head back against the tiles, biting her lip, her eyes closed.
Faster. He hastened the pace. Losing himself. His body wild and feral with need. Need for the act.
Need for her.
The pulsating water against his skin cheered him on.
The tightening of her muscles and her moans in his ear excited him.
He would give her pleasure. Make her feel beautiful and good.
 

***
 

“Faster,” Ayden whispered at Kane’s ear. “Harder.”
His mouth seized hers, quieting her, the water trickling between their lips.
Kane’s green eyes bored into Ayden’s with intensity as he released her. The water glistening in his black hair, over his body, in the darkness gave him the look of a god.
That familiarity swept over her again. When she’d stepped inside the shower it was as if she’d known her lover forever, as if he’d already seen and adored every curve—even the scars.
The way he looked at her certainly gave her that impression, like he was making love to her without even having to touch.
The muscles in her body tensed and trembled with a yearning to burst into flames. Heat swarmed her, making her dizzy.
So hot.
As if Kane had been created purely for Ayden, he moved with her like an erotic dance of the gods.
As she neared climax, he upped the pace, his hips bucking between her thighs.
Don’t stop.
Something swelled in her heart as she stared at his face, so taut with concentration, with desire, and irrational thoughts materialized from nowhere. Traitors to her instincts that had no place inside her head.
How can I kill him now?
She couldn’t. Wouldn’t. She would find a way to save his life. Her reasons might have been selfish, yes, but she would do it.
Even though Kane could never be hers. Her life didn’t allow for such indulgences as pleasure and love. Still, he deserved a chance.
What they shared felt too damned good to be destroyed by her hands.
Muscles rigid, she stilled as the orgasm shot through her body, squirming as the tiny contractions squeezed tight around Kane’s sex. She dug her nails so deep in his flesh that she wondered if it’d hurt him.
His hands gripped tight around her ass, Kane’s release followed hers, his body pressed hard against her chest and his face nuzzled close into her neck. His satisfied groans were candy to her ears and a drug to her senses. Kane let go of one side of her, bearing her weight with one arm as he braced the other against the shower wall. His body shuddered as the last bit of his orgasm spilled into her.
She released her legs, and he set her carefully to the floor. Palms against his chest, she pushed him away, and twisted away toward the shower door, but arms snaked around her waist and yanked her backward.
He leaned down, his eyes glistening with satiation, and licked the water from her lips. “I could devour your lips, they taste so good.”
She opened her mouth, hesitating for only a second before lightly tracing the large tattoo on his chest. “Thank you for this.”
Kane’s gaze flittered on hers, his brows drawn tight as though her words had puzzled him.
Allowing softness into her expression, she kissed him one last time then left the shower.
As she stepped into the bedroom, wrapping a snatched up towel about her body, the hum of water cut off, replaced by the slap of wet feet against tile.
Ayden perched at the edge of the bed, lifting her gaze to Kane’s entrance. “I can sleep on the chair—”
“No.” He leapt across the bed, his towel barely clinging to his lower half, grabbed hold of her arm. Sliding her beneath the sheets alongside him, he tossed the towel to the floor, and pulled her body nearer.
As he kissed her forehead and buried his face in her wet hair, she edged away from him, from his arms. “Do you regret this? I mean, since …”
At first, no response—then his finger hooked beneath her chin.
She diverted her gaze, but he followed. “Why do you do that?” she asked, her focus riveted to the window across the room.
“Do what?”
“Look at me as if you’re looking through me. It’s unnerving.”
“I’m just looking at you, Ayden.” His fingertip tucked a stray hair behind her ear, and he cupped her jaw, kissing her once. “You’re an amazing woman. I don’t regret a minute that I’ve spent with you.”
She finally faced him, her brows lowered.
A crooked smile danced across his face. “Not even after you knocked the hell out of me.”
She smiled and breathed deeply—until images passed through her mind. Fantasies that just seemed wrong. Contentedness, lying next to him. No more anger or hatred. All wrong. “Kane, I can’t do this.”
“Do what?”
“Feel … anything, knowing what you’ll become. And what I have to do.”
“Then, have someone else do it for you. Or I’ll do it myself. Right now.” Kane stirred as though to get out of the bed.
She clutched his arm and squeezed. “No.”
He glanced back at her and snuggled next to her body again. His hand tangled in her hair, clenching, as he drew in a long breath. “Ayden, I would give anything in this world to wake up to your beautiful face again and again. As selfish as it sounds, I want you to feel something.”
“Why?”
His grip loosened. “Because I feel something for you. And I’d hate for you not to know how fucking fantastic it feels. Even if I die today, I’m happier than I’ve ever been.” His hand slipped from her hair and he tucked his head in the back of her neck. “I don’t want to hurt you, though,” he said quietly. “If you can’t do it, I’ll find someone else who will.”
“I’ll do what I need to do when the time comes.” As if her flat tone would hide the crack in her voice at the end. “For now, let’s sleep.”
Ayden rested her head against his chest, listening to his heart beat, its rhythm in time with her own. She would give him what he wanted—to wake with a woman in his arms.
Even if her body cringed with the affection.
Even if she didn’t consider herself worthy enough to be that woman.
Her eyes flinched until they remained closed. Sleep. That black void where anything held possibility—even loving someone like Kane—a place where the shadows hid her true form, and cold steel could drum a pulse instead of ceasing one. She willed herself there, but it refused come easy for her. Thoughts raced through her mind until at last they whittled down to the only solution that made the most sense.
Dread churned in her stomach, the answer probing her like a knife to the gut.
It would be the most selfless thing she’d ever done for someone.
But she would do it. For him.
Even at the risk of her own life.
The alternative was simply impossible.
Whether real or fantasy, Kane made her feel. As much as that frightened her, she couldn’t ignore the emotions that his body commanded from her, summoned in a way to which she couldn’t help but submit.
Tears gathered in her eyes and a smile drifted across her face.
At last, she’d come up with a plan to save the halfling’s life.
 

~



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 

Draven choked back tears.
Morning sunlight couldn’t even brighten the cold, damp tomb, as Jacob’s body lay across from him in a pool of his own blood—cold, pale and lifeless. The wolf venom had spread through his system, but not before the wounds had drained him.
Death had won.
Draven’s own wounds had healed during the night, thanks to the antibody. Nothing bared memory of the attacking wolves, the tearing of his flesh, the burn of the lycan’s venom as it mingled with his own blood. All of it had dissipated and vanished as if he’d made up the entire scene in his head.
Except, he hadn’t.
Jacob was proof of that, unmoving, eyes closed, still wrapped in the leather jacket. As if sleeping. Not even the swift shakes to his body could break him from the world he’d departed to. Heaven? Hell? Did it matter?
Draven reached inside the pocket of his jacket beneath Jacob and pulled out the vial. The only vial remaining. One of the wolves Draven had fought, the night before, had broken the other.
The cure could’ve saved Jacob’s life, and had lain beneath him the whole night as he slowly died.
Sure, Draven could’ve saved Jacob, but he had more important uses for the antibody—for weapons, and to barter the avenging of Calla’s death.
Besides, administering it to Jacob would have resulted in hours of pain for the boy, and Draven didn’t have that kind of time to spare.
Part of him envied the lifeless body. No more suffering. No more pain. Peace. The mercy that Jacob should have been granted after the first wolf had ravaged him years before.
Every Alexi, though, carried around a sick and twisted belief that they’d been saved.
Not saved.
The mere presence of a pulse separated them from death. All they’d been given was another form of suffering—the kind that kept them alive and tortured them slowly. No memories of what they were, only a constant state of hatred—an empty void that kept them from trusting their own survival. They relied on Wade for guidance, no longer knowing the difference between right and wrong. The wolves murdered families, making it easy enough to believe they were the enemy. Was the Alexi any different? Did any of them really live? Or were they simply prolonging the inevitable?
A resistance to the venom, nothing more than a false glimmer of hope, exploited for someone else’s personal crusade.
Draven hadn’t felt so alone in a long time. Not since he’d met Calla. She’d transcended him to a world of goodness and purity. When everything else seemed bleak, she guided him back to what could be—and it had been Wade who’d made him believe that he could’ve had that life with her. As long as they destroyed their enemies, Draven and Calla could be together.
It was too late, though. She was gone. The light ripped from his very soul by those sick, monstrous demons.
On top of that, in leaving Wade, he’d become the prey of the lycans and the Alexi.
A single speck of hope still loomed on the horizon, though—the one thing the lycans wished to destroy that threatened their survival as a species—a bargaining chip for him, if he could possess it.
He had to get his hands on Ayden.
Wade wanted her. The demons wanted her.
If he could somehow locate her and steal her away from the demons, he might just find some peace in his life.
 

~



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 

Propped up on one elbow, Ayden stared up at Kane as he slept—his square jaw shadowed with the slightest stubble and the perfect slope of his nose.
His eyes shifted beneath his lids.
What do you dream about?
The curve of his full lips enticed hers to want to kiss them again—that curious sensation drawing her closer to his face. What was it about him that she found so fascinating? Pulses of soft, warm breath fell against her cheek. Ayden carefully pressed her lips to his, skimming across to brush her cheek against his morning stubble. When she drew back, his lids were open, his gaze roaming over her face as if confused, yet only for a moment.
Kane rolled her over onto her back, supporting himself above as he smothered her body and tenderly kissed her neck. His actions held urgency. As if he believed she’d try to get away from him. “Am I dreaming?” he murmured, his voice muffled against her skin.
A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Are you?”
“If I am, how ‘bout you don’t bother to wake me up?”
“Too late.”
“Then, come back with me.” He lifted his head.
Heaviness weighed on her as she stared up at him. “Your dreams would turn to nightmares.”
“I’m not scared.” His smile lit up his face. “I’m the big, bad wolf, remember?”
Ayden chuckled and rested her hand above her head.
Kane’s gaze trailed up to her arm. Her stomach clenched.
“What does it mean?” he asked.
My scars? Wasn’t it obvious? “What?”
“The words tattooed on your wrist. What do they mean?”
Her stomach eased, yet she still stared past him, uncomfortable making eye contact with her scars on display. “It’s Latin. The fruit that feeds the soul is vengeance.”
A flash of perfect white illuminated his face as his smile widened. “Know what I think?” His face lowered and his lips found the edge of her jaw. “I think you need to find a new source of nourishment.”
When he kissed her, he did so in a way that beckoned surrender. His tongue carved a sinful path down her neck, where he grazed her with his teeth, between her breasts, down her stomach, down, down.
Oh, God. She inched her knees together in protest.
Kane lodged his hands between them and spread them aside. “Let me do this.”
 

***
 

Her knees trembled beneath Kane’s touch as Ayden shook her head, yet the uncertainty in her eyes gave all the answer he needed. Mouth watering, Kane continued past her stiff muscles.
She tipped her head back and grabbed the sheets. “No,” she whispered, but her body writhed against his tongue as it dipped into the delicate petals of her flesh.
Her scent messed with his head, rendering him dizzy and hungry at the same time. The sweet taste of her sent him into a sort of frenzy; so much so, her heightened cries didn’t immediately register in his brain, until pulses of climax broke through and shattered his thoughts.
Mine.
Kane crawled up her body and sank deep inside of her. It took only a few plunges, before his body took over, acting on its own will, as if he watched the scene from a distance.
When at last orgasm crashed over him, he collapsed beside his female with one thought still ringing through his mind.
Mine.
 

***
 

Ayden lay caught beneath his strong arm, staring up at the ceiling as his sleeping breaths warmed her cheek, the mocking joy of Dionysus and his satyrs smiling down on her.
Had there ever been a time when the monsters of the world lived so carefree?
She slipped from beneath Kane’s arm.
He shifted on the bed, but didn’t wake, and Ayden covered his naked body with the sheet.
A momentary feeling of possession gave way to reality. He’d never be hers. Kane was the enemy. Even once she’d saved him, he’d still be her enemy.
Feelings were a weakness she couldn’t afford.
This will save him in the end.
She trekked downstairs, searching in each of the rooms along the way, stopping when she reached the library.
Gavin sat at his desk, eyes unfocused as though deep in thought.
She entered, her steps unsure as she studied him. Did he know about what she’d done with Kane? Why did he look so troubled?
Gavin’s visions could be so touchy sometimes, coming and going. She suddenly felt like a teenager not knowing whether or not to confess to her knowing parent about sneaking out.
“Good morning.”
“‘Morning,” Gavin said, his tone flat.
“I have something to tell you.”
He eased back into the chair. “So do I.”
“You first.”
“Ok.” He entwined his fingers. “I know what you’re planning. Don’t do it.”
Her eyes narrowed. “This was your vision all along, wasn’t it?”
“More or less.”
“Why didn’t you just tell me then? I might not have—”
“Fallen in love with him?” Gavin raised an eyebrow.
“It’s not love.”
His expression turned grave. “Then, for what would you consider such a stupid decision?”
“The right thing to do.” Her voice, for once, sounded so absolute. “I can save him.”
“At your own expense.” Gavin took a deep breath and glanced down at his desktop. “I never told you because I would never force you to choose, Ayden. And I’d hate for that to be the reason you picked me in the end. But as you’re standing before me, I’m beginning to regret my decision.”
Ayden smirked. “And to think I thought demons were heartless bastards before.”
“Some of us are.”
She sank into the seat opposite him, quiet for a moment. “Will you try to stop me?”
“Is that why you came to me?” His eyes hardened to an impenetrable stare. “To ask if I’d stop you?”
“No.”
“Then, why did you come to me?”
“Because I need … to know that you won’t try to kill him.” Her eyes shifted as she spoke the words. Pleading for someone else’s life didn’t come easy.
“And perhaps I should let him loose? Unleash him on the world and have him destroy an entire family?”
“No. I want you to administer the antibody to him.”
“The antibody.” Gavin scratched his chin and splayed one arm across the back of the chair, his other elbow balanced on the desktop. “So, you intend to turn yourself over to Wade, trade your life for the halfling’s. And you’re asking me to nurse him back to health while you’re off on some personal crusade to be tortured or worse?” He waved a dismissal. “Forgive me if I decline. I much prefer your company.”
“Wade won’t kill me.”
“Your damn right he won’t. Because I intend to kill him.”
“No.” Ayden stood. “You can’t do that yet, Gavin. Not yet.”
His eyes stared straight into hers. “I can and I will.”
“Wade knows the truth about my past. He can at least give me the name of the wolf that attacked me.” She slumped back into the chair. “I … I know this is crazy. But I had a dream. And in my dream, Wade talked to him. As if he somehow knew who did it. I remember that Wade saved me right after they’d attacked. Maybe this is just nutty.” She placed her balled fists at her temples. “It’s just a feeling I have. He has the answers that I need.”
“I’m supposed to allow you to waltz back into the Alexi, based on a hunch you have from a dream?”
“Yes. Aren’t your visions like dreams?”
“What will this serve? If you become one of the Alexi again, your quest for revenge is a little low on the list of priorities, don’t you agree?”
“The wolf that attacked me is the wolf that attacked Kane. They’re after him, and if they find him, I’m afraid the entire pack will take him down. I have a feeling they don’t want him as one of their own.”
“Never by your own volition.” He smiled, shaking his head. “What do you want, Ayden?”
“I don’t know.” She rested her forehead on her palm. “Ever since becoming an Alexi, I’ve been driven by hate. Kill. Fight. Hate some more. For years, I tracked these bastards, severed so many heads I could probably start a landfill. Always for an empty cause.” She lifted her head and sniffed. “I can never bring back whatever it is I lost the night I was attacked. And I may never know what exactly I lost. But I can do something good, for once. I can save a man’s life.”
“You don’t think you’ve been saving lives by killing lycans?”
“Yes, but how many more replace the ones we kill, Gavin? Every day they grow bigger.”
“It’s fruitless at times, but heroic measures often are. That’s not the point. Is there no other way?”
“Do you think I’d be coming to you, asking you for this, if there was?” She turned away from him. “There will be a series of injections. I trust that you will administer them for me.”
“You’re asking me to save him at the expense of the woman I care about.” He gave a sharp nod toward the door. “I don’t give a shit about that halfling.”
“I’m too valuable to Wade.”
“There are many forms of death in this world. Pick your poison.”
“I will be made an example to the others for deserting. He will attempt to hurt me. But I’ve lived through it before. And I’ll live through it again.”
Gavin shrugged. “And what happens when he uses Kane against you? When your motive becomes killing the man you risked your life to save?”
“That’s where you come in.” She kept her expression stoic, but, damn, if Gavin didn’t browbeat her with his stare. “I’d like to transfer my contract to Kane. We share the same attacker. I want him under the protection of Wrath.”
“Are you insane? You’re asking me to kill you? Absolutely not. No negotiations on this. I refuse this case.” He pushed to his feet, leaning forward over his desk. “And you’ve lost this round, baby. You’ve just convinced me to go after Wade.”
“You haven’t been summoned to kill him. He’s not your kill.”
Gavin pointed past her. “I have a young woman in my bedroom, who has plenty of cause for me to kill this bastard. The only reason she hasn’t yet is she has this twisted notion to go back to them and save her brother. Must be something in the fucking Alexi water that make you so damn eager to commit suicide.”
Ayden shifted in her seat. The conversation had taken the wrong turn. “Please. Just give me … some time. Two days. That’s all I’m asking. If you kill him, I’ll never know if the memories I see in Kane are my own or someone else’s.”
“You can have a life with him. Even as a lycan. You could make it all work.”
“Zayne said I’d be the first on his kill list.” She huffed. “And the closer he comes to being the wolf, the harder it is for me not to kill him. The memories are all that stand in the way of us destroying one another. You said it yourself, in time those might fade. Leaving what? Two enemies who want nothing more than to tear each other apart.”
He took a deep breath and stared down at her with such intensity, she was certain she’d lost another round with him. “Two days. That’s all I’m giving you.”
Relief spread through her, sagging her muscles. “And you’ll give Kane the injections?”
“Damn the things you ask me to do for you, woman.”
“Will you?”
He fell back into his chair. “Of course.”
Ayden took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “Thank you, Gavin.” She opened them to see his eyes diverted away from her, his chair slightly turned to the side. “So … what is going on with you and Calla, by the way?”
That intensity in his eyes quickly morphed into apathy in his sidelong glance, leaving her to wonder if the thoughts running through his head were something along the lines of Why do you care? “She’s an intriguing girl. Very sweet and demure. But a killer, just like you. And very protective. I like that in her.”
“Have the two of you …?”
He furrowed his brow. “No. She’s had a very traumatic past. I wouldn’t do that to her.”
“You really are a good guy, Gav. For a demon.” The smile on her face slowly faded. Her words were true—perhaps the reason she could never bring herself to love him. Gavin epitomized perfection, as if carved from images of gods—untouchable, in spite of his longing for her. The idea of her being with him somehow tarnished that perfection, as if she’d ruin him. Maybe that was what she’d believed all along. “Can I just impart some advice?”
“You wish to give me advice on what exactly?”
Ayden contemplated her words carefully, fidgeting in her seat. “If … ever she says that she doesn’t want to be … held or loved, just … go to her anyway.” The words echoed, sounding silly, in her head. “No matter what she tells you. If she needs someone, be that someone.”
“This is where I failed you, isn’t it?”
Ayden shook her head. “You never failed me. I just didn’t know what I wanted until now.”
 

~



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 

By the time Ayden returned to the room, Kane had dressed. Her heart thrummed at the sight of him, and she paused, her fingers going to her chest and making small strokes where an ache had suddenly blossomed.
Her heart had never beat so fast for anyone before.
Closing the space between them, Kane lifted her up into his arms and smashed his lips against hers, as if he’d somehow figured out the secret to stopping time. A playful growl rumbled in his chest as he smiled against her lips.
“How are you feeling today?” she asked, a question meant to divert from the melancholy in her kiss.
“Other than starving, pretty good. In fact, damn good for a dead man.” He chuckled.
Sadness swelled inside her, and she lowered her face in an attempt to hide it from him.
“Hey.” He stroked her cheek. “I didn’t mean anything by it. Just a little slay humor.”
She managed a smile. “I won’t have to slay you after all, halfling.”
“Why is that?” The air of suspicion in his voice put her on edge.
Convince him. “It turns out there’s a cure for your kind.”
“A cure?”
“Yes, it can halt the effects.” She finally glanced up to see disbelief in his eyes. “You’ll still carry some of the lycan genes. But you won’t reach the full transformation of the wolf.”
Kane shook his head. “No. Something doesn’t sound right. Why are you just now telling me this?”
Because you’ve given me reason.
She looked past him to the window. The sun had faded into the usual gray, a backdrop to the somber thoughts drifting aimless and slow through her mind. “Because I’m worried about the side effects and what they’ll do to you.”
 “Bullshit.”
Ayden’s lids lowered. What the hell do I tell him?
She opened her eyes to find his staring down into her, through her. “I’ll have to negotiate with the Alexi to get it.”
“No. No, no no.” His arms released her from their embrace. “I won’t let you do this. I’ll fucking stab my heart out right now.” He moved past her toward the door.
She nabbed his wrist. “Where are you going?”
“Looking for something sharp. Want to help me?”
“Gavin will go with me. He’s strong enough to wipe out the entire Alexi force if Wade tries anything tricky.” It was a lie, but better that than him knowing the truth.
Wade would spend hours exacting his tortuous methods on her. He’d never give up the clues to her past if he thought she had a chance for escape. Bringing Gavin along would ruin her opportunity. No, she’d have to make Wade think she belonged to him once more before he’d reveal anything.
Kane placed his hands to his hips and cocked his head to the side. “You think I’m stupid enough to believe that he’s just going to hand over the cure to you? What’s the trade-off, Ayden?”
“The trade-off is,”—she forced herself not to break as she spoke the words—“that this will be our last day together.”
He stepped toward her, towering above her. “Then, slay me now.”
“What?” Her voice carried the incredulous tone of having had the ground swept from beneath her. “Why would you want that?”
“Because I would rather rot in hell with the sweet memories of last night than wake up every day from here on knowing you took my place there.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, Kane.” She had to glance away or risk tears. “You’ll have your life to go back to after this. Your home. Your memories. You’ll find a good woman, get married.”
He grabbed hold of her arms and knelt to the floor, peering up into her eyes. “Ayden, there is nothing, nothing in this world I want more than you right now. Even for one more day. But not at your expense.”
“Don’t be so selfish.” The hardened tone of her voice mirrored the icy sensation rushing through her blood. “What about what I want? Do you think I could bring myself to kill you now?”
He straightened from his crouch. “I’ve already arranged for my death.”
“What?” The question almost came out on a laugh. “What are you talking about?”
“I went to Logan this morning.” His lips tightened. “He agreed to do it so you won’t have to.”
“You went behind my back?” She ripped her arms out of his grip. “To Logan? Do you have any idea how much enjoyment he’ll get out of that?”
“Yeah. Asshole had a smile on his face when I asked him to do it.” He crossed his arms. “When did you make arrangements with Gavin?”
“That’s not the point. And this isn’t happening. I’m going to the Alexi whether you want me to or not. It’s my decision. Not yours.”
“Are you kidding me? Suddenly, I’m your little pawn? You get to decide whether I live or die, based on your mood?”
“Hasn’t it been this way from the beginning?” She sneered. “Since the night you were bitten?”
“I won’t take the cure.” His arms crossed tighter. “Your efforts will be in vain.”
“There you go with the arm crossing again.” She shook her head at his stubbornness. “Well, funny, I’ve arranged vaccine detail, too. I’d like to see you refuse Gavin.”
His darkened, as if the thought of such a thing had struck a murderous chord inside of him. “What the fuck kind of man could allow you to turn yourself over to them?”
His words clenched her stomach. She’d just spent the morning trying to convince Gavin to give her two days. “I guess that’s the beauty of being a demon. No commitments.”
“I’ll kill him.”
“No you won’t.” She pressed a finger to his chest. “If you truly care about me, you will take the cure. You will go back to your old life. And you will die a happy old man.” Damn it, Kane wasn’t making it easy for her.
“Tell me, has he seen those scars on your arms? Does he know how you flinch in your sleep?” Silver flickered in the outer rims of his eyes. “I would take my own life rather than have you subjected to whatever nightmares still haunt you.”
Oh, God. She turned away, knowing tears had risen to the precipice, ready to spill over. Control it. “You’re human, you wouldn’t understand.” Her words carried an edge of cold steel, mustered from some small, unaffected part of her heart. Gavin had seen her scars many times. Unlike humans, though, demons weren’t exactly repulsed by the idea of comfort found in pain.
“You’re human, too. Even if you’ve written yourself off.”
“My humanity died the night I became an Alexi,” she muttered. “My heart has a tendency to leave behind a wake of destruction. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll forget what happened last night and move on to the next girl.”
“Ayden,”—his hand wrapped around hers—“what I feel for you is more than that. When you’re away from me, I ache for you. When you’re near, I want you.” His grip tightened. “I’ll admit, I don’t know much about love, but if that’s—”
“Don’t Kane. Don’t do this.” She shook her head. Her patience had been ground into tiny granules of dust that threatened to choke her words. This decision didn’t come with negotiation as far as she was concerned. “You’re not in love with me. And I’m not in love with you.” The words stung as they passed her lips, their burn resonating in her heart. “We fucked. It happens.” A stretch for her, considering the entire conversation was slowly killing her from the inside out.
It’s not love. Words she hoped would take root.
Anger reflected back in his silvery eyes, a warning. “You’re lying.” He crowded her back against the wall. “Tell me you don’t feel something when I touch you.”
God, she did. It beckoned her even then as his body stood so touchably close. “I do. But it’s not love. And it’s not you. It’s a fantasy that I see when I’m with you. Someone else.”
A lie.
Perhaps the sense of familiarity she kept experiencing was fantasy, but Kane’s touch was real and set her skin alive. For that reason, every word she’d spoken, she swallowed like broken glass, the jagged edges tearing her apart on the inside.
“A fantasy.” His jaw tightened, eyes glaring. “You’re a real piece of work. What was this about? Giving some poor fuck one last romp before taking his life?” The bitter tone of his voice matched his expression. “And now you’re not even going to do that.” His smile turned mocking. “Crafty, Ayden. I should have seen through this. You’re incapable of loving anything. You were built to hate.”
She clamped her lips to hold back that ever-growing urge to cry and raised her chin. “It’s true.” Her hand swiped where her dagger used to rest at her hip. Gone. “I’ll negotiate the cure and then I’m off on my own again. This is where the ties get broken. You’re a great guy for a great woman. But I’m not that woman.” Coldness penetrated her words as if her mind had distanced itself from her heart, yet, damn, she wanted be that woman with him. Kane made her feel something she never had before. The glaring fact that she couldn’t overlook though: his world was one she’d never belong in, opposites in every sense—like the sun trying to find its place in a nighttime sky. “You’d be a liability for a girl like me.”
He turned away from her, his eyes holding a brimful of hurt when they found hers again. “Then, I see no reason to prolong the inevitable.” The resolution in his tone drifted like a balloon string, slipping from her grasp.
She nodded and pushed past him.
Gavin and Logan stood at the door.
She froze, glancing back at Kane, before swinging back around to face the two of them, her quickened pulse hammering in her veins. “What are you doing?”
“Ayden, I told you, I have no intentions of sacrificing your life for his.” Gavin took quick strides to meet her in the center of the room. “We’ve decided to do business with Kane instead.” He nodded toward Kane, lifted Ayden up into his arms and carried her out of the room.
Kicking and pounding her fists against Gavin’s back, Ayden screamed. “Kane! Kane! Oh, God, don’t do this! Please!” Her arms reached out to Kane over Gavin’s shoulder.
 

***
 

Draven stared up at the bedroom window of the mansion before him, his newly-learned information solid in his mind. Ryke had seemed more willing to give information than the last time he’d seen him. One vial of antibody and the shady nephilim turned spill-happy of his secrets.
The only promise Draven had to make in return: kill Calix and Logan.
Ryke had even given him the weapon to do so.
First, though, he’d have to get past the troll named Bennett who guarded the gate. According to Ryke, Bennett commanded the ghouls, and once permitted on the property, the ghouls would let Draven be.
That would leave the hellhounds.
Ryke had a temporary spell for them, as well. It’d only work once, but if he could face off with the wolves, chances were he could take on the hellhounds, if it came to that.
Another spell concealed the dagger tucked inside his coat pocket, the one he’d use to surprise the bastards with. Not even a thorough pat-down would reveal where he’d hidden it.
And I’m relying on a fallen angel for this.
Draven only hoped he’d been telling the truth, because if not, he was about to enter hell without a prayer.
Pulling a small white paper from his pocket, he read the chant over and over to himself. Memorizing it. Words that would send Bennett into a trance and place the troll’s body momentarily at Draven’s command.
With palms sweating, Draven took deep breaths.
Those demon bastards had hurt Calla. No matter what he’d endure facing off with them, it’d be worth the revenge in the end. To make things right with her. God, for his own sanity, he had to try to make it right for her again. Poor ruined Calla.
He’d do it for that reason. No matter what happened.
The sun peeked through the clouds for a moment, as though lighting the way—Ryke had insisted he go during the day when Calix and Logan would more likely be present—yet that didn’t stop Draven’s heart from racing.
This is it.
He rang the gate.
 

~



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 

Kane watched Gavin carry Ayden away, as she screamed all the way down the hallway. It tore at his heart, hearing her cries for him.
Man, seeing her forced him to swallow a gulp to keep from tearing up—the last thing he’d want Logan to witness.
Kane finally turned to face the demon who’d be taking his life.
“So, uh,”—Kane stood with his hands splayed out—“how should we do this? You want me to come at you, or something? Will that make it more enticing?”
Logan stood silent, his pissed-off eyes staring back at Kane. “My brother is going have my fucking nuts for this.” Logan rubbed his hand down his face. “But Ayden’s like a sister to me.”
“What are you saying? You’re backing out?”
“I don’t back away from shit, wolf.” Logan’s jaw flexed as he stared Kane down. “But I’m not killing you just yet. I signed a contract to avenge her murder. And, from what I understand, you and Ayden share some sort of lycan memory bonding bullshit. So, you’re going to help me do this for her. Consider it community service for being an asshole.”
Kane nodded. “It’s for Ayden, I’m in. How can I help?”
“You’re going to remember what happened the night you were attacked. And you’re not going to leave out a single detail. Got it?” Logan shoved at Kane’s chest, knocking him backward a step. “Now, let’s get the hell out of here before my brother comes back.” He turned toward the exit but swung back around. “Oh, yeah, one thing …” Logan drilled his fist into Kane’s gut.
The sound that ripped through Kane’s chest was something of a yelp and a growl as he stumbled and doubled over. “What the hell was … that for?”
“Had to make it sound like I was beating the shit out of you, of course.”
 

***
 

“You didn’t even let me say goodbye to him!” Tears spilled from Ayden’s eyes as she screamed at Gavin. “Bastard!”
“It sounded like you were doing a fine job of saying goodbye.” Gavin set her in his office chair.
She crushed her fist against his jaw, cringing the second it hit. She cupped her hand. “Goddammit!” She may as well have clocked a block of concrete. “Son of a bitch! You lied to me!”
“I never lied to you, Ayden.”
“You promised you’d help me. That you’d give him the cure.” She placed her head in her good palm, doing her best to hold back the sobs itching to escape. “Now he’s going to fucking die!”
“But you don’t love him, remember?”
She lifted her head. “I had to tell him that! He would have convinced me not to go, and to stay with him. And … never mind.”
“Well,” Gavin said on a sigh, “lucky for you my brother is a shithead.”
“What?” She perked up. “What does that mean?”
Gavin shrugged. “It means that he decided not to kill him, yet.”
“Logan hasn’t killed him?” Relief spread through her body like a cool liquor coating the tension. “A vision?”
“Yes, I could have done without this one.” Gavin pinched the bridge of his nose. “Now I’m going to have to kick Logan’s ass for defying me. Again.”
“What’s he doing?” She sat at the edge of her seat.
“He decided to take the halfling with him to avenge you.”
“Me?” Her head drew back. “Does Kane remember?”
“I have no idea.” He huffed. “But since these plans went to hell, what do you say we both go see about paying Wade a little visit?”
“I think that’s a fantastic idea.” The voice that spoke wasn’t Ayden’s or Kane’s. “But she’ll be going with me instead of you.”
Gavin turned at the same time as Ayden toward an unfamiliar young male in the doorway. Brown eyes, sunken and dark, gave him a crazed look, coupled to his bloodied and tattered clothes.
“How did you get into my home, boy?” Gavin asked.
“Don’t call me boy, you sick piece of shit. Do you know what this is asshole?” The intruder held up a spear, the tip a liquid auburn, giving the appearance of glossy flames, and a seal on his leather jacket caught Ayden’s attention.
Alexi?
Gavin’s eyes narrowed on him. “Clever one, aren’t you?” He crossed his arms. “That would be Demortis.”
“What is this, Gavin?” Ayden attention flicked between Gavin and the intruder.
“It’s a metal of the gods.” Gavin’s voice remained casual. “Very rare. And only found in the shadiest parts of the demon realm. You must have made quite a trade to come by that, boy.”
“Quit calling me boy!” The intruder spoke through gritted teeth, stark white against his grimy face. “I struck a deal that couldn’t be resisted.”
“It’s the only metal that pierces our flesh.” Arms still crossed, Gavin twisted toward Ayden. “I’m afraid the little shit has the upper hand.” He turned back to face the young man. “And to whom do I owe the honor of my demise?”
“Where are Calix and Logan?”
“You’ve just missed Logan.” Gavin gestured toward the front door. “He would have been thrilled to meet you. And Calix is probably sulking around here somewhere.” His hand waved dismissively. “But maybe I can offer you a better deal. See, I’m just dying to know how the fuck you broke into my home.”
“I’m not making deals with demons. I intend to kill you. All of you sick demon bastards. And her, if I have to.” The intruder jabbed the spear at Ayden. “But, for now, she’s going to buy me my freedom.”
Gavin frowned and tipped his head. “And what have I done to deserve such animosity from you?”
The boy’s lip curled. “You murdered my girl. The only woman in the world I’ve ever loved.”
Gavin raised an eyebrow and scratched his head. “I’ve murdered many people. Not many women, though. Perhaps you can refresh my memory.”
“Calla. Not that you even asked her name first.”
Ayden furrowed her brow. “Draven?”
His gaze shot to her but he didn’t speak.
“Calla is alive,” Ayden said.
Draven’s eyes went from glowering to wide. “Alive? She’s … not dead?”
Gavin cleared his throat. “Not if Calla is the petit blonde upstairs.”
The shock on Draven’s face progressed to a ghostly white. “But … what did you do to her?” His eyes went dark before a flicker of gold glimmered at the rims.
“Gavin didn’t do anything. What did you do to her?” Ayden challenged back.
“The nephilim said you’d … violate her then kill her so she wouldn’t know where to return, couldn’t find you again.”
“You’ve been chatting it up with which nephilim exactly?” Gavin asked.
“I’ll tell you nothing.” Draven growled. “Where is Calla?”
“I’ll tell you nothing until I get some answers.” Gavin’s voice remained smooth and calm. “Calla is safe. Untouched.”
Draven glanced over at Ayden, and she nodded.
“Now, about that deal,” Gavin said linking his fingers behind him as he stepped closer to Draven. “You tell me what demon spilled the secrets of my lair, and I’ll see if your Calla wishes to return to you.”
Draven lifted the spear and took a step back. “And why should I trust a demon?”
“Because you have no choice. You may hold a stick that could do some irreparable damage, but let’s not forget you foolishly infiltrated a demon’s lair.” Placing his hand on his chest, Gavin leaned forward. “I’m but one of many, and I don’t intend to make it easy for you.” He straightened and tipped his head. “But I think you anticipated that. Unless you’re incredibly stupid. Either way, your timing is impeccable. I’m interested. Now talk.”
“His name is Ryke. All he wants in return is Calix and Logan. Give me Calla and those two. You can keep her.” Draven pointed to Ayden.
“Have you met my brothers before?” There was an edge of humor in Gavin’s voice. “If you think you can get either of them to listen to you, be my guest.”
“Draven,” Ayden said, stepping forward, “let’s not forget who sent Calla into that party to begin with. Wade controls his army by controlling their minds and directing their anger.”
“He’s right about all of them. Those sick murdering lycans and … them.” Draven poked the spear toward Gavin.
“I can assure you that you have nothing to be angry at the Wrath Demons for.” Ayden moved beside Gavin. “Calla has been fed, watched over and given the freedom to return to the Alexi. She chose to stay.”
“And what about her brother, Jacob?” Draven’s eyes shifted as he spoke. “She could leave him?”
“Could you?” A dim glow of red flickered in Gavin’s eyes. “I sense an urgency for revenge. What happened to Jacob?”
“You shut up! You shut the fuck up!” Draven jabbed his way again with the spear.
Ayden grabbed it before it could reach Gavin. “He may be affected by the metals on this, but I’m not.”
Draven tugged it from her grip. “Bring Calla to me.”
“The deal only stands if she’s wishes to return to you,” Gavin said. “If not, you will leave my home and never return again, lest you find out what happens to trespassers down in my catacombs.”
Bennett came storming into Gavin’s office, his glare riveted on Draven. For a troll who was pleasant most of the time, Bennett looked pissed.
“Calm down, Ben.” Gavin held out his hand, halting Bennett in his tracks. “Our guest here meant no harm. Please fetch Miss Calla for me.”
With his mutilated lip curled, the troll gave a sharp nod. “Yes, Master.” He hobbled away, his attention on Draven until he’d left the room.
“I’m afraid you’ve ruined his track record.” Gavin smiled. “No one gets past Bennett and survives. He’s pretty upset with you right now.”
Draven scowled. “You keep that disfigured fuck away from me.”
Zeke strolled in, chomping on an apple, all casual as though unaware of the stand-off. “I wonder what kind of apple Eve bit into,” he rambled. “If it was a Red Delicious, I can’t believe she gave up paradise for this shit. Blandest fruit I’ve ever tasted.”
Gavin cleared his throat. “Draven, I’d like you to meet my brother, Zeke.”
Draven’s eyes widened, as Zeke met his side, the demon’s large frame shadowing the boy.
“Is that what I think it is?” Zeke asked, nodding toward the spear.
“Yes,” Gavin said. “It seems our friend was a little nervous about meeting us.”
“As he should be.” Half-eaten apple in hand, Zeke pointed to Draven. “No one brings Demortis into my house and lives to tell the story.”
“Brother. Relax. He’ll be leaving soon.”
“Good.” Zeke crossed his arms over his chest. “Because there’s nothing I hate more than bad manners. You take that shit with you, hear?” He uncrossed his arm, bit into his apple and took off down the hall in the direction of the Wreck Room.
Bennett appeared at the top of the stairs, Calla trailing behind him. Surprise lit her face as she peered down at Draven. “You … came for me?”
Like a lost Romeo, Draven dropped the spear and moved to the bottom of the staircase, his head tipped back. “Calla, I’m so sorry. What happened back there … it wasn’t me. I was wrong to treat you the way I did.”
Calla remained at the top of the staircase, her hands covering her middle. “You were.”
“I’ve come to take you with me.” He set his foot on the bottom step and grabbed the railing. “Come with me, Calla. I’ve left the Alexi.”
“And what about Jacob?” Calla shook her head. “I can’t just leave him there. I have to go back for him.”
Draven sucked in a deep breath. “You don’t … have to go back.”
“He came with you?” Her eyes seemed to bloom bright with hope. “Where is he?”
“Calla …” Draven’s gaze fell to the floor. “… we were attacked last night. By dozens of them.”
“Dozens?” Ayden frowned. “In one place? How many Alexi?”
Draven glanced back. “There were twenty-six of us. They outnumbered us, four to one.”
“A slaughter,” Ayden muttered. “How did they know?”
“We sent out a small team for food.” Draven’s voice grew reticent. “One of them led the wolves straight to our camp.”
“Where is Jacob?” Calla spoke firmly.
“Come with me and I’ll show you.” He reached out his hand to her, yet she made no move to comply. “Why are you resisting me? Come with me. Now, Calla. Did they … touch you?”
“Draven,” Ayden interrupted. “Think about it. Dozens of wolves happened to be roaming the streets and stumbled upon a few Alexi?”
Draven didn’t turn. “Maybe they came across a lycan lair in their quest for food.”
“A human, I could understand making that mistake.” Ayden ran her hand through her hair. “But an Alexi? Not likely.” She rested her hands on her hips. “It sounds to me as if they were assembled. As if they were directed to seek you out.”
Draven finally looked up, his eyes brimming with scorn. “Well, that would have to be one intuitive fucking alpha, wouldn’t it?”
“Maybe.” Ayden crossed her arms. “Or a snitch.”
“You’re the only traitor to the Alexi,” Draven sneered.
Ayden turned to Gavin. “If we’re going to get inside that compound, now is the time to do it. Wade and the others will be out looking for the deserters. There were two teams on my ass the night I left. And Wade likes to do the dirty work himself.”
“Get inside the compound for what?” The curiosity in Draven’s voice seemed far from innocent.
Ayden gave him a once-over. “None of your business.”
Gavin motioned for Bennett. “I want you to see to it that our guests are comfortable and that they do not leave this house until we return.” Turning back to Draven, Gavin grinned. “For your safety.”
Bennett glowered in Draven’s direction. “As you wish, sir.” He approached the boy and rifled through his pocket, pulling out a slip of paper before he patted Draven down and picked up the spear off the floor. “You won’t be needing these, sir.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 

Kane sat in the passenger seat of Logan’s McLaren, the world passing him by at over a hundred miles per hour. Logan had insisted on going back to Kane’s house with a finer comb, looking closer for clues.
“So how does it work?” Kane asked.
“How does what work?” Logan sounded irritated by the question.
“The Alexi. How do they stumble across soldiers carrying the antibody? It doesn’t make sense to me.” Kane scratched the back of his head. “Is it just random?”
“Lycans make the kill. Alexi scavenge the remains. They find the survivors.”
Kane crossed his arms. Something just seemed incomplete about it all. “But two things are wrong with this picture. One: how do they find out before police? Before it’s reported by neighbors and friends and families? And, two: how do they know who carries the antibody?”
“They’re hunters. They seek this shit out. They find survivors. What are you getting at?” Lip curled, Logan gave Kane a once-over and turned back to the road. “Just spit it out. I fucking hate puzzles.”
“I’m saying,”—Kane huffed—“it sounds to me as if they’re being led to the kill somehow.”
“Yeah. They are.” Logan kept his focus ahead. “They track the wolves during the day and then follow them at night.”
“Which is great, and all, but don’t you think it’s a bit coincidental that the Alexi have found so many soldiers among the remains?”
Logan’s steely glare leveled on Kane. “Don’t you think it’s a bit shitty that your kind kill so many families to begin with?”
Kane threw his hands up. “Look, I’m not trying to wipe out all your supernatural theories here. I’m just saying, the rise in lycan numbers, the rise in Alexi soldiers …” His defensive gesture softened into a shrug. “You’d think there’d be a state-wide emergency. Like the supes were getting out of control and we’d all be urged to evacuate. And yet, it’s almost as if the number of kills is the same ... just, much more targeted.” Words he remembered from his conversation with Ayden the night before.
Logan eyes squinted for a moment, before he asked, “So what’s your theory?”
“I think lycans have been ordered not to make kills outside of their target.” Kane clenched his jaw. “And I think that’s why I was left on the landing that night. I think that’s why they ransacked my house. They’re after me, because I wasn’t the target that night. And … I think the Alexi know when and where the wolves are going to strike. The question is how.”
Logan sniffed. “Interesting theory. I wondered how those fuckers knew about the ambush.”
“Ambush?”
“They sent one of their own—a girl—into the underground party by herself.” Logan shook his head. “Like they knew the lycans would attack and that we’d find her. A goddamn pawn.”
“That would be a very dangerous position for one girl.”
“They watched. Zeke sicced our security ghoul on them to keep them from following us. Crazy bastard.” Logan burst out a laugh with an evil edge of amusement that gave Kane the damn willies. “Had them occupied most of the night doing some embarrassing shit.”
“So, they watched. And how many humans were murdered during that ambush?”
“About a half dozen, or so.”
How easily ‘a half dozen’ rolls off his tongue. “Does this make sense to you?” Kane’s hand flew up, emphasizing his confusion. “They send one female into a party that becomes a slaughterfest?”
Logan shrugged. “The Alexi are pricks. I’m not surprised they sacrificed one of their own.”
“Was she hurt?”
“Nah. Just a bite. Course, Ayden kicked some ass that night.” Logan scratched at his nose. “Damn, she’s something else.”
Kane cleared his throat. “Yes, she is.”
“You love her?” Logan glanced over, and Kane had to wonder what response might piss him off.
“I don’t know.” Do I? So many questions swirled in Kane’s head, all of them planted there by Ayden. “I’ve never been in love before.”
“Me neither.” Logan turned back toward the road. “I’m going to be answering to the top dogs if I don’t find a female of my own soon. They don’t like unmated Wrath Demons running around. Too tempting.” He sneered.
Kane frowned. “For what?”
“Sex with a woman without claiming her.”
Kane’s eyes went wide. “What? I thought … you mean, you don’t have sex?”
“Yeah. But there’re two kinds of sex with us. There’s the kind we get off to. And then there’s the deeper, bonded sex. Shit’s crazy from what I understand.” He rested his elbow onto the console and stroked his chin. “Supposed to be the best. I guess our bodies know the difference. The deeper kind always ends up with a kid.”
Holy shit, demons bond?
“And why do the superiors frown on that?” Kane asked.
“Can’t have a baby with a woman unless you’re mated. She becomes your Tazshla.”

Tazshla? “So what happens if she gets pregnant and you’re not mated?”
Logan cleared his throat and brought the McLaren to a stop in front of Kane’s house. “You have to choose between the woman or the child.”
Kane triple-blinked. “That’s … morbid. What gives them the right to take either life?”
“I never questioned it. It’s the laws we live by.” Logan crossed his arms over his chest. “So, how many wolves attacked you, two?”
“Yes.”
“And I hear you and Ayden took care of shithead number one last night.” Logan scratched his cheek. “Which leaves shithead number two. Where’d they attack you?”
“In the parking lot, where I work.”
“Parking lot? With cameras, lights, a public place?”
Kane hadn’t considered how obvious it’d been. Anyone could’ve seen the attack. Surely, the cameras had caught it. “Yes, fairly close to the main entrance, actually.”
Logan shook his head. “No, that’s not typical for them. They’re more stealth than that.”
“Yeah, well, the one was pretty pissed at me for firing him.”
“Shithead number one worked for you?” There was a new curiosity in Logan’s voice.
Kane nodded.
“Anyone he was in cahoots with?”
Sucking in a deep breath, Kane rummaged through the many enemies Evan had made in the months before his firing. “No. No one that I can think of.”
“Was there anyone else with you that night?” Logan pointed at him, eyes earnest. “And don’t lie to me, lycan.”
“Yes. I was walked to my car by head of security. Bob Hatchings. I’m pretty sure he was attacked that night, too.”
Logan grinned and shook his head. “I don’t think so.”
Kane frowned. “What do you mean, you don’t think so?”
“I mean, I think ole’ Bobby boy’s the other lycan.”
Bob? “Absolutely not.” Kane had known Bob for years. A tall, quiet man, who often flirted with the nursing staff at the hospital. Flirtatious, sure. Not a sick bastard like Evan appeared to be, judging by the rifled contents in his bedroom.
“Drop the sentimental shit, wolf.” Whatever warming up had taken place between Kane and Logan quickly took a southern turn to a no-bullshit coldness. “I just said they don’t attack in public. Different story if they’re able to manipulate the evidence. Head of security? Yeah, big fucking red flag if you ask me. And since there were no revelations from shithead number one, I’d be willing to guess this Bob is the same wolf prick who attacked Ayden.” Logan rubbed his chin. “Where do you work?”
Even Kane had to admit Logan was making sense. Ah, shit. “Detroit General. Children’s Cancer Institute.”
“You work in a Cancer Institute?” Logan’s eyebrows lowered before winging up. “Fuckin’A. That’s how they knew.”
For a demon that Kane thought of as nothing more than muscles and two fists, Logan’s investigative mind was leaving him in the dust. “Knew what?”
“This hospital have a lab?”
“Of course it does.”
“This lab have a blood bank? Donors?”
Oh, shit. “What are you suggesting?”
Logan leaned toward Kane, a faint red flickering at the ridges of his pupils. “I think we just found our fucking wolf in sheep’s clothing, that’s what I’m suggesting.”
Lab. Blood. Donors. It slowly pieced itself into one thought: the wolves had knowledge of the antibody that humans carried. “So, the lycans are killing the humans who carry the antibody.” Kane stared off at the dashboard. “But … Ayden said they didn’t know about it.”
“Maybe Ayden doesn’t know everything.” Logan snickered. “So, where can I find this asshole Bob?”
“He works dayshift. Except during cuts. I suspect he’ll just be getting off.” A rotten, twisted sensation gurgled in Kane’s stomach. Wolves had been picking off victims from his hospital? Right under his nose?
“Then we’ll follow him. See where he goes.”
Kane broke from his thoughts. “Logan, my uh … change?”
“Easy sweep.” Logan fired up the McLaren and revved the engine. “We’ll be in and out before nightfall. Then, home in time to put you out of your misery.”
“Oh. Good.”
 

***
 

Finding a place to hide the McLaren proved more of a challenge in the empty parking hospital lot when cameras hid in all corners. Logan tucked away behind the boiler building toward the back of the hospital, where Bob’s bike sat in plain view.
“Shithead rides a bike in the winter?” Logan asked.
“Pretty hardcore.”
Logan snorted. “Sounds asinine if you ask me.”
“Weird, I thought you’d be into bikes.”
“I am into bikes. I’m just not stupid enough to ride them in the coldest months of the year.”
“Ayden falls in the stupid category, then?” Damn that ass-busting sensation that washed through Kane at the thought of anyone calling her stupid.
“Nah. Ayden has a whole set of rules all her own. She’s a wild card. I like that about her.”
Good answer. “So …” Kane glanced down at his hands, thoughts of Ayden warming his insides. “… how long have you known her?”
“Three years, give or take.”
Kane hesitated then swiped at his nose. “She was with Gavin for a while, huh?”
“Look, asshole,”—the apathy radiated from Logan’s eyes as he turned to face him—“I didn’t come here to get cozy over coffee and talk about my brother’s sex life.” When Kane didn’t respond, Logan huffed. “She was with Gavin for over a year. He wanted her to be his mate.”
“When you said ‘claiming’ earlier, is that the demon equivalent of a wedding?”
“No, not even fucking close.” Logan’s face and tone suggested Kane’s question had earned him the Ignorant Shithead Award. “When demons choose a mate, it’s for eternity. A real commitment. She becomes the reason he exists—to protect her, love her and to pleasure her—eternally. Not some fucking pastime until the two of you get bored of one another and split up.”
“Wow.” An uneasy feeling slowly brimmed in the depths of Kane’s stomach. “That’s crazy. I mean, I guess I just never thought of demons as lovers really. I can’t believe she’d turn that down.”
“Ayden is a different breed of woman.”
“You seem to like her quite a bit.” Kane cleared his throat then held his breath. “Did the two of you—”
“No.” Logan’s voice held warning. “And I wouldn’t. I respect my brother.”
Sitting up straighter, Kane pointed to a portly guard in uniform making his way toward the parked bike. “That’s him there.”
Logan’s eyes burned red, his fingers curled around the steering wheel. “So … many … punish him.”
“So many what?”
“Sins.” Logan tipped his head back and breathed deep through his nose. “He’s hurt so many. Need to punish him now.”
Is this some kind of messed up séance?
“Whoa.” Kane shifted in his seat. The demon looked like he was about to bust out of his birthday suit into a raging ball of kickass. “Wait. We take him down now, we lose the opportunity to take more out. And that’s what you want, right?”
Logan’s head tipped forward again and his eyes slid open, glowing red. “Yes.”
“Hey, you might wanna turn that shit down a little. We’re like a marquee over here with all that radiance.” Kane sank into his seat at Logan’s glare.”What are you, like, some sort of psychic when it comes to people’s bad sides?”
“I can sense when they’ve done wrong.” Logan’s eyes faded back to brown. “It gives me an urge to punish them.”
“Isn’t that, like, half the population in this country? What keeps you from killing everyone?”
“I have to be summoned to kill them.” Logan sneered. “Why do you think I’m pissed off all the time, lycan?”
“Can the others sense it?”
Logan’s gaze trailed back in the direction of the guard, who was slipping gloves over his hands as he sat on his bike. “They’re not as in-tune to it as I am. Guess that makes me the most sensitive fucker of the bunch.”
The guard took off slow through the parking lot, and Logan slipped the McLaren in behind. Once on the main drag, the bike flew down darkened streets and through neighborhoods that, had he not been sitting beside a Wrath Demon, might’ve ordinarily forced Kane to lock the doors.
As they followed the security guard, staying as far behind as possible, darkness painted the sky a smoky gray.
Another day gone. Damn, to think it hadn’t been that long before he’d been lying in bed next to Ayden. Ayden. Images of her reaching back to him surfaced in Kane’s mind. How badly he’d wanted to haul her from Gavin’s grip and hold her forever.
The bike pulled into a decent-looking ranch-style home toward a back fencerow of pines.
An adjacent driveway, on the other side, sat empty. Another abandoned house, evident in the battered front door and tall weeds on either side of the gravel drive. A gap in the fencerow provided the perfect spot for the McLaren to creep into, where they could watch from the car.
Deep inside the trees sat a log-cabin home, out of place in the suburbs, and the light on inside revealed everything through a series of large picture windows. The guard jumped off his bike, pausing to sniff the air before taking quick strides toward the front door and entering the home. From the dining room table, he picked up a plate of dinner, lifted it to his nose, then threw it on the floor. Food and broken shards of the plate scattered across the wood. A short, ragged-looking blonde, presumably his wife, shuffled into the room, and he cracked his hand across her face.
As she fell back onto the mess, Kane’s stomach twisted, and he sensed Logan tensing beside him, caught the fisting of the demon’s hands in his periphery.
The guard thrust his boot into the woman’s gut, and she curled in on herself. He knelt beside her and grabbed the back of her head, slapping her across the face as he held tight to her scalp.
When he lifted her face into view, both men heaved. Kane had never felt such an urge to beat the shit out of someone. As if every cell in his body was suddenly begging for violence. He could only guess Logan felt the same by the disturbing expression on the demon’s face—the same look that a serial killer might have had when the decision to stalk a particular victim had been made.
 Determination.
“Damn, the guy seemed okay. Who would’ve thought he was such an evil prick?” Kane shook his head.
After grabbing some food from the refrigerator, the guard stalked back through the house, out the door and out onto his bike. He paused again. Perhaps he’d picked up on the fumes from the McLaren. A chicken drumstick hung from his teeth as he continued on, strapping his skull helmet around his chin.
“He’s my kill. You don’t fucking touch him, understand?” Logan’s eyes had turned black and soulless, seeming to promise a long, slow death and plenty of pain.
Something told Kane Logan had a knack for it.
The bike idled down the long drive as the guard devoured his chicken. Logan kept the headlights of the McLaren switched off, and Kane craned his neck to watch the guard through the back window.
When the bike reached the end of the driveway, the guard tossed the skinny bone into the ditch beside him, and fled down the road.
Logan backed the car into the abandoned yard to turn around, flipped on the lights, gunned the pedal and tore out of the drive, stones pinging against the underside. He kept their distance as he followed behind.
Kane took in the surroundings as they sped through the city: lit streetcans, bums standing around them, some children. Jesus. The very thought of a child growing up on those streets. They passed buildings that scarcely clung to their foundations, caving in on themselves, as if giving up the fight to stand.
“I never drove through this part of town before,” Kane said quietly. “Creepy place.”
Logan smirked. “I grew up here.”
“What?” The surprise in Kane’s voice was damn near palpable. “You guys live in a mansion. Lap of luxury. What, was that a lottery winning or some shit?”
“For me, you could say it was, sort of.”
“What happened?”
“None of your fucking business. That’s what.” Logan gave him a hard stare before turning back to the road.
“Hey,”—Kane raised his hand in the air—“no problem man, you brought it up. Just asked.”
Logan glanced over. “Well, now I’m dropping it. I suggest you follow suit.”
Moody motherfucker.
Their surroundings couldn’t have been much worse as they came to a stop. The brick compound before them resembled a fortress in the thick of hell. Adjacent buildings were in various states of decay. The side streets carried puddles of polluted water, runoff from the river, so potent-looking it probably could’ve been bottled and sold as poison. The fencing with barbed wire was what drew Kane’s attention. Out of place. Like a prison.
What the hell kind of prison would be open in this part of town?
Logan parked between two buildings, out of sight. He pulled his cell out of his pocket and stuffed it in the glove compartment next to a sleek-looking Glock.
“Don’t you think you’ll need that?” Kane asked.
“This is my fifth phone this year. Pieces of shit get broken every time these things go down.”
“Not the phone. The gun.”
Logan grinned. “A gun kills too fast.”
He exited the car, prompting Kane to do the same. Logan touched the hood and spoke in a low voice—a language that sounded almost Russian.
A blast of cold air rushed past Kane, inciting a chill down his spine. Laughter echoed in his ear.
“What the hell was that?” Kane brushed his hand past his ear, hoping to wipe away the eerie sensation.
“Security system.” Logan turned and walked toward the compound.
Kane followed behind him, and the two crouched in snow-covered brush, as the biker arrived at the side of the compound and disappeared behind the building, out of sight.
Logan straightened and placed his hands on the fence. A golden spark lit the night sky, and his body spasmed against the metal. When he released his grip, his palms revealed blackened skin with the orange cinder of burn.
It began healing before Kane’s eyes.
“Lycan. You try.”
Kane’s eyes widened. “Are you fucking insane? What is this, another test? I’m not some torture toy.”
“Do it,” Logan said, eyes glowing red.
Kane blew out a breath and stepped up inches from the fence. He wiped his palms against his pants, as if the sweat on them would exacerbate the electric shock. After clearing his throat, he rolled his neck and held his palms up in the air.
“Quit the goddamn dramatics and touch the fucking fence.” Logan’s words carried a deep growl.
Kane placed his hands on the fence.
Nothing.
He turned back to Logan, his raised eyebrow a request for explanation.
“Demon hex. I can’t pass the threshold unless I want to burst into flames and spend the rest of the century in Obsidius.”
Still clutching the fence, Kane turned his head toward the building and frowned. “Obsidius? Is that, like, demon speak for hell?”
“It’s a torture prison reserved in hell for assholes that don’t heed the laws.”
“Ah. So, this is where we call it a night?” Kane let go of the fence.
A force from behind smashed his cheek into the metal. “No. This is where you get your ass in there and find out what’s going on.”
Kane shoved away from the fence. “You want me to go into some hellhole in the middle of nowhere, chasing after some lunatic werewolf that probably bit me?”
“Yeah.”
Kane braced himself to climb. “How the hell do you plan for me to get over the barbed stuff at the top?”
Logan linked his fingers together, nodding Kane forward. “Do it. Now.”
Kane placed his boot into Logan’s palm. “So, you’re just going to give me a boo—”
He shot into the air, clearing the fence and barbed wire, until only yards of snowy grass were below him. Hollering, he flailed his limbs as he came back down, landing with a thud against the lawn on the other side.
Kane flexed his arms, pushing his buried face up from a patch of icy snow. Ou-fucking-ch.
“Go,” Logan said behind him, and Kane twisted back. “See what he’s doing in there and get the fuck back out. No dicking around. Don’t forget, I still have to kill you tonight. You try to run from me, or stay in the building, know that I will hunt you down for the rest of your fucking existence.” Logan pointed at him. “I highly recommend that you don’t provoke me, dog.”
Kane brushed snow off his clothes. “No worries. I’ll be back before the clock strikes midnight and the horses turn back into mice.” He glanced up with a fake smile. “Then, you’ll have free reign to take the carving knife to my ass.”
 

~



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 

“I don’t like this.” Gavin nabbed Ayden’s arm as she took the first step toward scaling the fence. “You’re not going in alone.”
“I am going in alone. And you’re not going to stop me.”
He gently tugged her back. “Ayden, there’s a book in my library. I’ll have Zayne bring it to me. We’ll break the hex and go inside together.”
“I can’t risk it, Gavin,” she said, shaking her head. “Kane doesn’t have much time before his change begins. And depending on how far it progresses tonight, Logan might just kill him before I can save him.”
“I’ll call Logan right now. I’ll tell him to keep Kane alive.” He held tight to her arm as he dialed the phone with his free hand. His face pleaded with her to wait.
Silence.
Gaze on his, her muscles tensed, poised to escape his grip.
His fingers curled tighter around her arm.
He doesn’t plan to let me go.
His lips formed a hard line, eyes turned downward, as he tucked the cell phone into his pocket. “I’m sorry, baby. I won’t let you do this.” He yanked her away from the fence.
Ayden dropped, sagging to the snowy ground, her arm still clasped in his vise grip. “Let me go, Gavin, or I will tear my arm out and you’ll be left holding a bloody limb!”
“Think of how foolish this is. You want me to let you waltz back into the arms of a man, who would violate you a thousand different ways just to make an example out of you. Not going to happen.”
She summoned tears to her eyes and lifted a shaky palm to her forehead as she began to sob. “I’m going to lose him tonight.”
He huffed and crouched beside her, still holding her captive. If she’d been human, there’d have likely been a bruise already. “I’m sorry for this. But I’m not willing to lose you tonight.”
She tipped her head into her palms and sniveled.
A sigh sounded his remorse. “Please forgive me.” He dragged her across the snow to him and rose to a stand, embracing her in his strong arms.
She snaked her free arm up his back and buried her face into his shoulder for a moment. She took a deep breath. “Forgive me, too.”
His confused expression came into view when he held her away from him. “For what?”
“This.” The Beretta was pressed against his shoulder before he could so much as blink a reaction. She pulled the trigger.
His curse rang in her ear, as she spun away and scaled the fence—its proximity an indication of how closely he tried to follow her. Barbs raking her thighs, she swung over the top, and dropped down the other side.
Gavin paced as close as he could get without touching the fence. A red blossom on his gray shirt located the bullet wound that would have already healed.
With one final nod of apology, she went to spin away.
“Ayden, listen to me. Please. Just for a moment.” His voice carried an edge of desperation.
Though time was against her, she paused. “I’ll be fine.”
“A summon can break the hex. But remember, I can only be summoned if someone hurts you. Please, I’m begging you. Don’t be a hero, tonight. You have incredible strength and I know you can take care of yourself. But don’t fuck around with this. Promise me, you will summon me for help.”
Her gaze fell toward the snow with her muttered, “I promise you,” before lifting to him again.
“And I promise you, I will stay right here. I won’t leave you, no matter what.” Saddened eyes stared back at her from the other side.
In all the years she’d known Gavin, he’d never looked so helpless. She hated herself for placing him in such a vulnerable state.
Though, if she didn’t move now, Kane would be dead by nightfall. A quick nod, and she sprinted across the yard toward the compound.
 

***
 

Kane walked the halls, the lights overhead flickering like some eerie horror film. He’d lost the biker, and wandered the compound, staying in the shadows. No doubt the place had cameras at every angle. Each step brought him to another corner, deeper into the maze of what must’ve been the basement.
The sound of distant screams echoed through the halls.
Christ, what is this place?
As if he’d found the secret portal into hell. He kept his eyes peeled, checking all directions.
A smell hit his nose.
Growls.
He pivoted to scan behind.
Nothing.
Something seemed off, though, as his hairs bristled, like his entire body desperately tried to warn him of danger. As he backed down the corridor, he grasped at doorknobs on either side of him, searching for a place to duck into.
Claws came into view at the end of the hallway, clicking against the shiny floor.
The wolf’s body followed into the meager light.
As it pushed up to its haunches, it’s crown brushed the ceiling.
Enormous.
Eyes, silver and wild glowed down at Kane, and his heart pounded.
Fuck.
The last time he’d seen one of those things, it’d left him for dead. Something told him the one before him would be more thorough.
The wolf turned its nose up and sniffed the air. “Halfling,” it said in a graveled voice.
Bob? No. The other wolf that attacked him at the hospital had been a reddish color. That much he remembered.
Kane’s heart beat faster as if it would pound right out of his chest. A zing of electricity shot through his body, a lick of flames burning his muscles.
He cried out and fell to his knees.
Stabbing pain shot through his skull, the piercing sensation like someone had taken daggers to the bone. Gaze locked on his predator, he exhaled forced breaths.
The lycan at the end of the hall tipped its head, as though curious.
The sound of bones cracking shot through Kane’s spine. His stomach turned as nausea swelled. A tingly, needling sensation swarmed his skin, and in his periphery, Kane could see course black hairs peeking through until thick, dark fur coated his body.
It’s happening.
His back arched, and he hunched forward on all fours, as an ache ripped through his face, scalding and peeling as if something had torn skin from the bone.
His body trembled and seized with the trauma, stiffening his joints. Still, his mind struggled to keep focus on the lycan as it had reared back on its haunches as though preparing to pounce.
Heat intensified in Kane’s muscles, building, like a teakettle ready to explode, the pressure escaping on his short, panting breaths. Searing fissures of pain zapped across his flesh. A roar burst from Kane’s chest and echoed in his ears.
All at once, the agony subsided. Loose skin oscillated about his face as he shook his head.
The gray wolf at the end of the hall shot forward like a bullet, charging toward him.
Kane scrambled to feet that had changed, matching the haunches pounding toward him. Kane growled and leapt into the air, impacting with the oncoming wolf.
Hitting the floor, they fought, like two wild dogs, a swarming ball that rolled down the hallway. One over the other. Jaws snapping. Bodies slapping the concrete with each landing.
Though much smaller than Kane appeared to be, the gray wolf swiped and bit, finally kicking with his back paws until it fell backward against the wall and scuttered to its feet.
Kane smashed into it, teeth lodged deep in the wolf’s neck.
It yelped and thrashed loose.
A growl rolled in Kane’s chest and he lunged again. His powerful jaws caught the gray wolf’s neck. His brain urged him to clamp down and tear the throat out.
Its body squirmed and kicked against Kane.
Holding tight, Kane jerked his head to the side.
The gray wolf’s claws sliced through his flesh.
Releasing another deep growl, Kane slammed the lycan to the floor, and with a swipe of his claw, snagged and tore its head from body with the ease of a butcher knife through a vat of butter. One final yelp echoed before the head rolled down the hallway, and blood seeped onto the shiny white tiled floor.
Devour.
Sounds hit his ear.
Claws tapping against tiles.
Kane allowed one final glance for his kill and darted through the halls.
 

***
 

Ayden padded quietly up the darkened staircase. She held her Beretta in one hand, her dagger at the ready on her hip, and finally reached the fourth floor.
Voices erupted above her.
She froze, only her gaze shifting upward toward the disturbance.
Alexi in the hallway one level up. Not many, judging by the different tones. Those that weren’t out hunting lycans, would probably be hunting Draven.
Peeking into the small square window of the staircase door, she had a straight shot view of the large steel entrance across the hall that led to Wade’s office. No movement came from that direction. No lights shone through the frame.
She opened the door, slipping through and along the wall, her eyes scanning everything, ears listening for approach. When she reached Wade’s doorway, her fingertips hovered over the keypad for a moment.
The same code? Her fingers tapped the keys on instinct. The green light blinked on.
Of course. Wade wouldn’t have expected her to return, and she was the only one to whom he’d ever carelessly given the code. The rest of the Alexi had always had to rely on Ms. Price for entry. Perhaps wishful thinking on Wade’s part. As if she’d be suddenly consumed with a need to take advantage of his advancements.
Her heart thrummed as memories lingered like lucid ghosts drifting in the darkness, yet she stepped inside the anteroom and punched in the next code.
The first door closed and the second green light glowed.
For a moment, claustrophobia settled over her. Trapped.
Blowing out a breath, she gave a shove against the oversized door and stepped through.
Ayden tiptoed down the hallway until she reached Wade’s door. Silence made her breathe a little easier when she pressed her ear against it. Using the tip of her dagger, she picked the lock, slipped beyond and closed herself inside.
Nothing had changed. A familiar tug in her gut gave warning to hustle as she looked around. Even with Wade’s absence, his malevolence hung in the air.
She already knew she’d find the antibody behind the door off to the right—the same door everyone feared to pass through.
She took two long strides.
A click in her ears alerted her of a presence in the anteroom.
She froze mid-step for a second, before she hastened toward Wade’s chambers and tucked herself inside. Her eyes quickly adjusted to the pitch black of the space. Empty.
With the door opened just a crack, she pressed to the gap and watched as two figures entered Wade’s office.
One of them was Wade.
The sight of him turned her stomach inside out.
“They’ve all arrived, sir.” A younger soldier that she didn’t recognize spoke as he chased his commander.
Wade sucked in a deep breath. “You smell that?”
“Um. Smell what?”
“Somethin’ kinda sweet.” Wade licked his lips, his eyes narrowed as he glanced about the room. “Like honey.”
The boy sniffed the air. “No, sir.”
A seriousness claimed Wade’s face again. “You have ‘em wait down in the morgue. I want a report on what happened with that little shit, Draven.”
“Yessir.”
Draven escaped the manor? Did the team he’d sent out find him? Without Wade?
Ayden frowned. Unlike him to forego an opportunity to hunt a deserter. The asshole thrived off of punishment.
Wade poured himself a drink at the bar and tipped his head back, gulping it quickly. Another followed. He handed the younger boy a glass.
“No, thank you,” the boy said quietly.
“Oh, don’t be a fuckin’ pussy, Daniel, just take the drink. Or is another exercise training in order?” Wade chuckled. From the sound of it, so wicked, Ayden knew Daniel had endured something awful.
“No, sir.” Daniel’s quiet voice died when he tipped the glass back as Wade had done. He coughed and used the back of his hand to wipe his mouth before passing the glass, still holding a shot’s worth of liquor, back to Wade.
The back of Wade’s hand came smashing against the boy’s face. “Don’t cough on my shit, boy. You and your goddamn germs. Waste of good liquor,” he said, pouring the rest down the drain.
Daniel swiped his hand against his cheek where he’d been slapped, his eyes challenging and resentful for a moment. “Should I prepare the antibody?”
Ayden’s heart damn near stopped. She held her breath when Wade turned in the direction of the bedroom.
Wade puffed his cheeks then blew out a breath. “Nah. Think we’ll have a little fun with them. No interrogations, just good ole fashioned fun.”
“Will you destroy all of them?”
Destroy? Alexi soldiers? Surely he wasn’t talking about his master creations.
Wade sipped his drink and flinched as he swallowed it. “Not all of them. Only the few that keep fucking it up for everyone. Once they report off, we’ll have a bit of a session with them. Then I think we’ll just kill them with our bare hands. One at a time, so the rest can watch. That or let the Beserkers have a go at them. Unruly bunch of mutts.”
It would make sense. Draven went AWOL so naturally Wade would take his anger out on his least favorites. He always did. What did the antibody have to do with anything, though? Alexi already had the antibody in their systems.
Ayden squeezed her eyes shut. Focus.
Any Alexi he planned to kill off would be better for it. If hell existed anywhere on earth, it was in the very compound in which she stood.
Ayden closed her eyes, willing away the hero shit that had begun to consume her thoughts. Kane, remember?
“Let’s get down there and let them know their services are no longer required,” Wade barked.”And hurry up before they tear up the goddamn place.”
With Daniel in his shadow, Wade strode out of sight, and the office door clicked shut.
Ayden sank against the wall.
Wade planned to kill off a group of Alexi? Bastard.
She shook her head. She only had one purpose—and she didn’t have much time.
As she turned around, the stagnant odor of sex filled her nose. Through the darkness, Wade’s perfectly kempt bed carried no evidence of foul play. Her eyes continued to scan the tenebrous room. Double doors took up most of the wall to the right of her, their etched wood as intricate as those leading into his office.
She placed one hand on the knob. What could possibly be inside?
A cautious turn to open it, and her eyes widened. Inside a shallow closet, an arsenal of tools hung from the walls. Not weapons, though.
Her stomach lurched. Sick son of a bitch.
On the floor, she found the small refrigerator. She crouched in front of the padlock, unsheathed an ice pick from a tiny holster, and worked it—a skill she’d learned from Wade.
Had he known she’d be using it against him, the asshole probably wouldn’t have shown her at all.
Once unlocked, she flipped the metal bar away and opened it.
Inside, sat trays filled with vials. Lots of them. A more resourceful thief would have stolen them and made a killing. Some of the biggest crime bosses in the city would’ve sold their souls for the stuff. The wolves had begun affecting business. Their best dealers were often found dead, mutilated, or went missing altogether.
She slipped the vial into her pants pocket and replaced the lock, pausing as she went to step away.
Should I take all of it?
Wade would have nothing. It would’ve taken years to harvest the antibody.
Destroy it?
It could be useful to humans, save lives. In the right hands, of course.
“Now’s not the time,” she muttered to herself. “Have to get back to Kane.”
Ayden took slow and quiet steps through the hallways. She fought her mind that demanded she help the Alexi about to be tortured and murdered.
The man she loved faced the same fate. Logan could be easily set off—and his kills were never pretty.
She finally reached the staircase. On the homestretch. Ayden flew down the stairs to the first floor. At the front door, she gave a furtive glance back at the fire alarm.
A quick pull of the lever, and she raced out the door.
Snow crunched beneath her boots as she ran in the darkness, rounding the building.
Hang in there, Kane. I’m coming.
A growl brought her to a halt.
In her path, stood a large black wolf, bigger than the others she’d encountered before it.
How the—?
Kill.
It sniffed the air and its growl grew louder.
Don’t have time for this.
If anything happened to the vial in her pocket, her efforts would all be for nothing, and Kane would be destroyed. She couldn’t risk that. The wolf would be an easy kill, but it wasn’t worth possibly crushing the delicate vial in her pocket.
Instead of feeding her instinct to slay it, she rounded back the way she’d come. Let the Alexi find you.
She could sense it following her, instantly on her heels. On the other side of the building, a skinny alley between two sections of the brick wall butted up to the fence. If she could scale the wall, she’d be home free and have some leverage to avoid the barbs at the top.
She took a sharp right.
The wolf followed her.
She trapped herself in the alley. Without hesitation, Ayden leapt into the air, grabbing the stones of the wall to climb.
The thud of paws and a low, guttural snarl taunted her along.
Hustle.
A yank of her boot sent her hurling to the ground. Wind blew from her chest, rendering her breathless.
The beast pounced on top of her, pinning her arms against the snow.
Her stomach lurched, as she stared up at the wolf, and a flashback took her to his arms circling hers in the shower, his lips kissing her neck and down her spine in the darkness.
Memories.
“Kane,” she whispered. Sadness shattered what little hope there’d been left inside her, the jagged edges of despair searing her heart.
I’m too late.
White mists of breath puffed from her mouth as she lay still beneath him, a steady hammer of her pulse the only sensation that registered in her mind.
His eyes, silver as the gossamer beams of light that shone from the moon above them, stared back at her. Black clouds of anger swirled in them—an anger not his own, something that infected his soul by the venom coursing in his blood.
More memories danced through her head. Theirs. Standing in the yard of the manor with him, watching the sun reflect crystals on the snow. His arms holding her as they lay in bed. His lips, her first kiss. Making love.
She couldn’t look at him, not that way—the gentle Kane she’d come to know buried so deep inside a beast. Her body grieved for what he’d become.
She turned her head to the side.
A steady rumble in his chest let her know the fury hadn’t subsided when her challenging eyes weren’t on him any longer.
Tears pooled in her eyes, escaping from the corners.
Even in his human form, Kane would never be the same again.
Not anymore.
“Do it,” she whispered. “Kill me, Kane.”
Snarls. He lowered his muzzle. A warning.
She’d fought the lycans for so many years, unafraid. Killing with such purpose.
Suddenly, her heart beat frantically in her chest, a steady tremor pulsing through her muscles.
“I don’t want to wake up tomorrow. Not like this. I won’t fight you.” Even to her, the sound of her voice seemed more resolved. Eyelids squeezed shut, as she ordered herself not to look at him. “Kill me.”
The growl died down to pulses. His panting breaths fell hot against her neck. Saliva dripped onto her chest and trailed over her throat.
She swallowed a gulp and turned back to him, her arms still pinned beneath his heavy clawed paws. Warm steam hit her chin. She could’ve easily thrown him across the span of a football field. Yet, she allowed him to hold her captive.
Violent and untamed eyes, set deep within a face coated in black fur, twitched, as though stalking her every move. His body remained poised to attack.
Spasms jarred her muscles as the instinct to fight him protested her submission inside of her.
His gaping maw set so close to her face, the smooth surface of his incisor grazed her jaw, though tears obscured his features.
Her voice threatened to falter, but even in his beastly form, she had to tell him. “I love you.”
The wild in his eyes expanded—until the moon’s reflection breached his dilated pupils.
A dagger whizzed past Ayden’s head and pierced Kane’s shoulder. As he jerked backward, another followed.
Followed by another.
Alexi.
More flashes of silver cut through the dark in rapid succession until Kane lay unmoving.
No!
Hoping leading them away would keep Kane safe, Ayden twisted to her stomach, scrambled to the edge of the alley, and ran.
As she rounded the corner, the brunt force of a body came out of nowhere and knocked her into the air.
She landed on her chest with a thump that jarred her entire body and forced the breath from her lungs.
A heavy boot crushed her back.
The pressure eased and she was lifted by her jacket. “Evenin’ darlin’,” Wade drawled. “Good to see you back.”
Despite his pleasantries, Ayden knew nothing about the rest of the evening would be pleasant at all.
He set her upright, dusting the snow off of her pant legs. “My, my, how I’ve missed you. We’ve got a whole evening planned for your reunion. Hell, I even got ambitious and gathered up some guests to help celebrate.”
Ayden’s head jerked back.
A glimpse of Kane revealed three men beside him, one of them stabbing a syringe into his flesh.
The antibody. It would neutralize him. Force his muscles flaccid since he’d already changed.
She lunged back toward the alley, but Wade caught her elbow, wrapping his arms around her body. “No! Don’t hurt him!” she shouted.
Regret burned in her throat as soon as the words had tumbled from her mouth, and she stilled, her gaze cutting away to the snowy ground, keeping Wade in her periphery.
Holding her tight, Wade tipped his head, a curious expression on his face that quickly morphed into a wicked smirk. “Why, darlin’, what have you gone and done? Fallen in love with the enemy?”
Her gaze trailed slowly back to Kane.
Blood speckled the white beneath him as he tore and scratched at his captors with razor sharp claws. Fighting them was futile. He’d be under the effects of the antibody, his strength weakened by it, before he could escape.
Three of Wade’s men grabbed hold of Ayden alongside him and nudged her through the snow toward the entrance.
Yelps echoed from behind, the sound part-grating her insides with pain, part-filling her with smug satisfaction as her instincts became sated by the sounds of his suffering.
Knots tightened in her stomach as bile rose into her throat.
Sensations of fear and satisfaction tormented her mind.
A roar crackled through the darkness.
Both Ayden and Wade spun toward Kane.
Still in wolf form, he scrambled off in the opposite direction across the field.
He got away.
Depending on how quickly the antibody worked against him, though, he wouldn’t likely get far.
“You let that goddamn wolf escape, and every one of you shits will be sleeping with the Beserkers, tonight!” Wade called out to his men, as they took off after Kane.
Winter air tangled Ayden’s hair as she trekked back toward the hospital entrance, nudged by Wade. She couldn’t see Gavin anywhere along the perimeter of the fence, where she’d left him.
Though, why would he stay?
Her boots slid with every step across the glossy floor once inside the hospital. Fluorescent lights flickered down the mostly dark hallway.
Wade glanced back at her as he led her through the halls, his grin stretched ear to ear. Stopping, he pulled a chain from his pocket, and wound it around both of Ayden’s wrists. The links would be locked together, no doubt the same steel Wade used the night she’d changed, its strength far beyond hers.
He continued them on, until they arrived in front of a heavy silver door. After keying in a code, Wade stepped back, allowing the door to slowly swing open.
Frigid air seeped all around Ayden, like ice ghosts circling her body.
The instant she caught a view of what lay inside, horror rose from the pit of her stomach, and she took a stumbling back.
 

***
 

Oh, God, what have I done?
Kane sunk into the snow as the men hovered over him, violating his flesh with the piercing of a needle. Whatever the fuckers had injected into him burned, the sensation becoming stronger with each passing second as his body slowly transformed into its familiar human form.
The beast inside of him wanted Ayden—not in the same way Kane did, but to hurt her, punish her. As she’d lain beneath him, its anger intensified with every soft-spoken word that passed her lips—those luscious lips that’d tasted like the sugar scent of her body. It wanted vengeance for what she’d done. Holding him captive. Denying him of his brothers.
What would I have done to her?
Worse: she would’ve allowed it.
Only a beast would have taken advantage of such surrender. Thank God, she’d gotten away. Perhaps Logan had breached the hex, after all.
As long as she’s far from me, she’s safe. The thought allowed him to breathe a little easier.
A heave from behind forced him face down into the snow. Weak, his body suddenly useless, he had little other choice but to comply.
At a crack against his flesh, he flinched.
Silver.
He snarled and jerked toward the man holding a bullwhip.
Another crack and fire trailed behind it, sharp prongs that sliced away at him.
Kane dragged along the snow, as the whip snapped again and again, in the direction of the men standing out of his reach, fighting against the paralysis settling throughout his limbs.
Their laughter echoed in the darkness.
Little human pricks.
Rolling onto his back brought momentary relief as the snow pressed against his raw gashes and numbed them.
A flash of lightning hit the dark sky above him.
A breath later, a hook lodged into his abdomen.
He glanced down to find a wide laceration across his middle.
Another dragged across his chest.
As the whip hurled at him again, he grabbed it and yanked the bearer forward. The prongs tore into his palms, but he pulled anyway. Kane clutched the man’s boot the second he could. His companions tugged him in the opposite direction, but were no match for Kane’s strength, even weakened.
Human, not Alexi, Kane guessed.
The man’s aiders laughed as he cried out, begging them for help.
Kane lost his grip, and the man tumbled over the other two, both of them still laughting as though enjoying the show.
A cellphone chimed and cut through the ruckus, and the tall dark-haired human cleared his throat and answered the call.
After a brief pause, he said, “Yes. Right away.”
A shot followed, and Kane could barely hold on to consciousness any longer.
 

~



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 

Footsteps reached Logan’s ear. Softly trodden. Coming from the side.
In a hair of a second, he was clutching a head with his dagger at the intruder’s throat.
“Damn you, Gavin, I almost sent you to Obsidius.” Logan released his brother. “Don’t sneak up on me like that. What the hell are you doing here?”
“What the hell are you doing here?” Gavin rubbed his neck where the blade nicked his skin; it healed instantly. “I gave you an order to kill the lycan, earlier.”
Logan grinned. “Come on, brother, you know I don’t take orders. Tell me you didn’t expect this.”
Crossing his arms over his chest, Gavin scowled. “I thought your distaste for this lycan would have surely overruled your urge to defy me.”
“He’s not so bad.” Logan shrugged. “For a filthy piece of shit lycan.”
They turned back toward the compound, both males taking a seat in the snow.
Gavin ran a hand through his hair. “Have you seen anything?”
“Not since he went in. Heard some screams, though. Maybe they found him.”
“I can’t believe you sent a lycan off to scout.” Gavin rubbed his hand down his face and across his jaw. “Any chance you may have given thought to him taking off?”
“Yep.”
“And what makes you so sure he hasn’t yet?”
Logan smirked. “Because I told him not to. What the hell are you doing here?”
He shook his head. “Ayden went inside to get the antibody. We must’ve given good ole’ Wade a bad vibe the other day,” Gavin said, dragging his fingers across the fence. Sparks flew and he rubbed his fingertips together.
“The antibody?” Logan scratched the back of his head. “Fuck.”
“What?”
“About thirty lycans are inside right now.” Logan swiped his thumb past his nose. “I’ve watched each one pull in and go to the back of the building. What the hell is this place, some kind of wolf lodge?”
“No. It’s the Alexi compound. What the fuck are lycans doing inside of it?”
“I don’t know. But I suddenly don’t like being stuck outside, pacing like a goddamn lion on the wrong side of a cage.”
Gavin withdrew his cellphone from his pocket. He dialed a number and placed his hand over the receiver. “Try to get Zeke on the phone if you can.”
Logan nodded and reached to retrieve his cellphone … the one he’d taken out of his pocket and left in the car. “Bro, I left mine.”
Gavin frowned. “No wonder you didn’t pick up, asshole.”
“I buy a new phone every week doing this shit. Asshole.”
“Here, Zeke should be at Sanctuary. Use the two-way,” Gavin said, reaching into his pocket and tossing a smaller phone at Logan.
It buzzed three times before Zeke picked it up. Loud chatter and music blared in the background, forcing Logan to pull the phone away from his ear for a moment and turn the volume down. He put the speaker to his mouth. “Zeke,” he said, speaking low. No good. He raised his voice, tried again.
Zeke rambled in flirtatious conversation on the other end, undoubtedly unaware he’d picked up. A couple of women giggled like clucking hens.
“Zeke’s answering service, how may I service you?” came one of the female voices down the line.
“Put Zeke on the phone.” Logan’s tone remained flat, the irritation shadowing his words. “Now.”
She cleared her throat and a brief moment of silence followed before Zeke’s voice came on. “Why do you have to be such a dick all the time? You’ve hurt Jen’s feelings.”
“I don’t give a fuck. You need to get your ass down to Wabash and Bagley now.”
“What? What the hell is going on there?” Zeke’s voice slurred through the phone. Clearly, he’d gotten into the sauce.
“No questions. Hurry up.” Logan handed the phone back to Gavin, who still had his own to his ear. “He’s on his way.”
“Dammit. Zayne’s not picking up. Neither is Calix.”
“Calix is probably chasing that skirt in demon town, and Zayne’s probably locked in his room, as always.”
“I need you to do something for me, Logan. And please, just follow my orders on this one.” He held his hands up to his face, as if to beg. “Go back to the manor. In my library, there is a book. The one with the Wrath symbol on the front of it. I think there’s a chapter on hexes. I need you to grab it for me.”
“Fuck that. I’m not going anywhere.”
“I’m ordering you. The only way we’re getting into this hellhole is breaking the hex, somehow. I promised Ayden I wouldn’t leave her. Please do this. I don’t think you want to spend the next century of your prime demon years getting your ass kicked in Obsidius again.”
Logan remained silent for a moment. “Where’s the goddamn thing?”
“It’s a thick black book. You can’t miss it. Hurry.”
“Don’t you start shit without me, hear? The big biker’s my kill. You hear? Mine.”
“He’s Ayden’s attacker?”
“Yes.” Logan leaned down, pointing to his chest. “Fucker’s mine.”
“No worries brother. I’ve got my eye on one.”
Logan trekked back to his McLaren parked between the buildings. The ghoul inside was bumpin’ to ‘Welcome 2 Detroit’, sitting in the driver’s seat, pretending to be rollin’ when Logan got there. He scrambled to turn off the radio and sat up, as Logan opened the door and peeked inside.
Logan cocked a brow. “What’s this?”
“Sorry man, just having some … I was just.”
“Move.”
The ghoul floated to the passenger seat. His clothes, barely clinging to his body, didn’t appear to be in the same state of decay as the other ghouls’ in the catacombs.
“What’s your name?” Logan asked.
“Wyatt.”
“You new?” Logan noticed he looked young, maybe seventeen.
“Yeah, just kicked it last week.”
“How?”
“Aww, come on man.” Wyatt looked away. “It’s embarrassing.”
“How?”
The ghoul slumped his shoulders and huffed. “Shit. My brother left his gun out. I found it.” He shrugged. “Went off in my hand, and poof! Here I am.”
“How old’s your brother?”
 “Nineteen.”
“What the hell’s a nineteen year old doing with a gun?” Logan shook his head. “Don’t you kids learn a damn thing in school? Watch videos and shit on this?” He cranked the engine and stepped on the gas.
“Nah, man, I didn’ go to school.” Wyatt’s arms motioned a dismissive gesture in Logan’s periphery. “Shit’s for collas.”
Logan glanced over, one hand on the steering wheel, the other rubbing his chin. “Collas? What the hell is that? English, brother.”
“Collas, you know, those highbrow, Abercrombie-wearing mothafuckas.” The ghoul’s hands flew up in the air, emphasizing his explanation. “Kids that go off to college and get jobs an’ shit.”
“Yeah, when I was in school we called them smart.”
“Psh. Whatever.” Wyatt shook his head. “My brother made more money in a day than any of those coll … kids made in an entire year.”
Logan glanced back to the road. “You look up to your brother, then?”
“Yup.” Wyatt crossed his arms over his chest. “People respect my brother. If not,”—he motioned as if he had a gun—“they get smoked.”
“You think your brother would give all that money away to have you back?”
Wyatt shrugged. “Probably not.”
“That’s too bad.” Logan kept his eyes to the road. “Because I’d trade my soul for any of my brothers. I know they’d do the same for me.”
“Yeah, well. My brother wouldn’t. He was glad what happened to me.”
“How do you know that?”
“He told me.” Wyatt scratched the back of his head. “Whispered it to me at my funeral. Said he was glad he didn’t have to look out for me no more. Told me I was too much trouble for him.”
“Sounds like a shithead to me.” Logan glanced over. “No offense.”
“You ever fight with your brothers? Get in their faces and shit?”
“We’re brothers. What the hell do you think?”
“I think it’s cool that you would still take a bullet for them.” The sadness in Wyatt’s voice was a contrast to his attitude. “Even if you hate ‘em sometimes.”
“Ever think your brother might feel like shit for what happened to you?”
“I guess. I don’t know. I never went back after that. Saw the job for security ghoul and took it.” Wyatt shifted in his seat. “Hey, no hard feelings about the music earlier, right? I really want to keep this job. It was this or scrubbin’ souls, and that shit’s just nasty.”
Logan frowned. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid to get a little blood on your hands.”
“Look, man, kickin’ some ass is one thing. Strippin’ souls from dead bodies in graveyards is another.”
Logan raised his brow and pointed at the kid. “You ever mess up my shit and I’ll see to it you’re polishing the walls of the catacombs for the rest of eternity, feel me?”
The ghoul sat stiff against the seat and nodded.
“But I’ll assign you to my car. You can listen to your music whenever you want.”
His face lit up. “Yeah? I promise, Mr. Logan, I’ll take care of it for you. Ain’t no mothaf … person gonna touch it while I’m on it.”
“Good. You don’t want to see me when I’m pissed.”
The car rolled into the circle drive and Logan bolted out of the driver’s seat, tossing the boy the keys.
Wyatt reached through the glass and caught them.
“I’ll be back. Wait here for me.” Logan pointed at him. “And keep the sound down.”
Logan took three steps at a time, shooting up the staircase to the manor. Shouting and scuffling caught his attention on the way toward the library.
Diverting, he followed the sounds to the dark hallway at the back of the manor. His eyes focused in the darkness, everything coated in a reddish haze.
Two bodies struggled on the floor. “You wanna fucking stay with them? You were supposed to be mine!” he heard one of them say.
Logan snuck up.
The sound of a male groaning stopped Logan in his tracks. The scent of arousal penetrated his nose and turned his stomach. Human sex.
“What’s this shit?” Logan asked.
A scream pierced his ear. Familiar. Calla? The Alexi female that Gavin had brought home from the underground party.
On top of her a kid, maybe twenty, had her pinned. Who he was didn’t matter.
I don’t have time for this.
Logan spun on his heel and made his way to leave. His brother awaited his return—and Ayden’s life hung by a thread.
“Help m—” Calla’s plea cut off.
Logan hesitated and slumped his shoulders.
Damn. Don’t do it. Go. Now.
He would have done exactly that.
If the little assclown on top of her hadn’t opened his mouth. “Get the fuck out of here, demon. No one invited you to sit and watch, you perverted prick.”
Logan turned slowly, that familiar rush of pure adrenaline coursing like a drug. “What the fuck did you say?”
“I said get out, you cock-sucking bitch.”
Damn the sensation. Once set into motion, nearly impossible to escape. Like an old friend had come to visit him. Logan scratched his jaw with his thumb then rested both hands on his hips and shook his head. “See, I don’t take orders well. Especially from sissy fuck humans who get off on raping women.”
“I’m not raping anyone. She loves it.” He grabbed a handful of the girl’s blonde hair. “That’s why she came here. So she could be fucked by every one of you pricks. Nothing but a cheap whore. Loves it so much she wants more of it.”
Calla whimpered, and it was clear the kid had smothered her with his hand.
“I don’t have time for this shit. Let her go and get your ass out of my house before I break your spine in half for holding me up this long.”
“Piss off,” the boy said and went back to fondling the girl.
Logan could have left her.
Should have left her.
Hell, he had zero interest in saving her.
Even if the kid intended to kill her, it was of no consequence to him. She meant nothing.
Except something about the way the little shit dismissed him sliced through his veins. It raked inside his body, infecting him with rage so strong, it guaranteed pure ecstasy just to see the boy suffer.
Logan’s eyes glowed, creating a haze even more difficult to see through. He strode across to the two of them and lifted the boy up by the back of his jacket.
Logan threw him across the hall into the wall, creating a hole in the drywall that Gavin’d give him a ton of shit for. “Get out,” Logan gritted. “Before I decide to finish you off.”
The fight wouldn’t be fair, anyway. Logan’s strength couldn’t be matched.
The boy stood, his movements slow. His eyes glowed a golden color that Logan recognized from when Ayden fought.
“Don’t even think about it. Leave.”
Calla, trembling, sat up and slid against the floor, out of the way. Her stockings were torn, and her top had been ripped open, revealing a black lace bra beneath. Had it been one of his brothers, the sight of her would have spurred excitement. They would have gone into protect-mode for her. Aside from the anger of being challenged, Logan felt nothing. Not for her.
The weakness inside of her sickened him.
The boy remained standing against the door, testing Logan’s patience. In a blink, Logan had the boy in his grips, pressed against the wall as he dangled by his throat. As his feet kicked, and he tugged at Logan’s unyielding grasp, Logan’s chest heaved, his fury brimming over.
Those eyes, once golden, returned to their natural brown and the kid’s pupils dilated. One tight snap and his neck would be broken.
“Please,” the kid rasped. “I’ll leave.”
Calla sniffled from behind.
Crying? For this raping son of a bitch?
Logan glanced over his shoulder. Good. She can have him. Not like he gave a shit what the kid did to her. There were more important matters at hand. Like finding that book.
Logan dropped his arm and the boy’s feet hit the floor.
The kid rubbed his neck and coughed.
Quick as lightning, a glint hit Logan’s eyes, and a pain pierced his chest, so powerful like a meteor had hit his heart and the cracks spread out from the point of impact.
In his blood.
Across his skin.
The burn seeped deep inside his body to his bones.
Pain he hadn’t experienced in years.
It threw Logan off balance and he stumbled backwards, hitting the wall. He glanced down to find the hilt of the dagger sticking out of his chest, over his heart. “What the f—” The breath whooshed out of him, riddled with disbelief.
He fell to the floor with a heavy thud.
“No!” Calla screamed and scrambled over to where Logan lay. She hovered above him, her voice fading in and out.
He focused on her eyes, trying to stay attached to the world when the threat of another seemed to be pulling him away. Those blue eyes filled with tears, and sheer curiosity kept him grounded.
Did she touch my face?
Her face distorted like a kaleidoscope as dizziness swept over him. He struggled to keep his eyes from rolling back.
“Logan,” she said. Her voice drew his eyes back to her face. “Stay with me, Logan.” That voice called to him, breaking through the darkness that began to filter into his vision. “Don’t die. Please, don’t die.”
The boy who’d stabbed him yanked her away, and lifted her body, taking off while she kicked and punched at him.
The distant sounds of the girl’s muffled screams were the last Logan heard before blackness finally swallowed him.
 

***
 

The moment Draven raced out of the mansion, Bennett was on his heels. Damn nuisance must’ve sensed the back door had been breached. His deformed body moved fast, like a monster straight out of creepy kids cartoon. As fast as he hobbled along, though, his efforts became stilted when Draven recanted the same curse as earlier. He’d memorized it before the troll confiscated the paper—one of many advantages to having all memories erased: instant recall.
A car sat in the drive, just itching to be stolen. Draven grunted as he grappled with Calla, who fought him claws and teeth. He opened the driver’s side door and shoved Calla hard across the seats to the passenger side.
She winced and grabbed her arm, but he ignored her as he clambered behind the wheel.
No keys hung from the ignition.
Damn. He’d have to hotwire it. Not something he’d practiced much, though Wade insisted they know every measure of staying alive. Once or twice, he’d taught them how to hotwire cars in order to split the scene quickly. First, though, Draven strapped Calla to the seat, binding her arms against her body with the seatbelt, and tugged hard to tighten it.
“Looking for these, asshole?” The voice came out of nowhere.
Draven’s head snapped back and forth as he searched for the source.
The keys dangled in front of him, mid-air.
What the hell? He reached to grab them.
A crushing blow to his face knocked his head back.
Draven touched his nose. Broken. What?
Another punch to his cheek spattered blood against the driver’s window.
Still, his attacker remained invisible.
A slam to his gut left him doubled over the steering wheel. Draven opened the door and crawled out of the car.
“That’s right, bitch. Get out,” the voice said again.
Kicking with his feet, Draven scrambled to get away, his boots slipping against the snow-laden concrete. He had no fucking idea what was after him.
Another pop to the jaw and a hook against his temple.
Have to get away.
Growls erupted in the distance.
Shit. The hellhounds.
He jumped to his feet and booked it to the gate, leaving Calla behind.
“Ha-ha! That’s right. Run!” The voice laughed behind him.
Draven’s heart pounded in his chest. The approach of the dogs and the snap of their jaws forced speed from his legs. He leaped onto the gate and climbed.
One of the hellhounds snagged his pantleg and thrashed his leg like a turkey bone.
His grip slid against the iron bars. He shook the dog loose and scampered upward, desperately grasping for the bars of the gate.
A larger dog grabbed hold of his leg again, sinking its teeth into Draven’s calf.
“Ah, fuck!” Draven slipped further down the gate. .
Needles shot through his skin as the hound’s teeth sliced flesh.
“Get the fuck off!” Draven kicked the mutt’s face with his free leg, dodging the nipping teeth of the other two dogs.
As fast as they’d attacked, the dog let go, and they all backed away.
Why?
Draven lifted his head to find dark figures, a jerked, disjointed air to their slow walk toward him. The dogs trotted back toward the mutilated-looking figures limping forward.
Undead.
Draven pulled himself over the bars and dropped on the other side. Backing away from the iron gate, he just missed the swipe of a half-ravaged hand. He scrambled to his feet and ran down the dark street away from the manor.
Calla.
Too late. He’d have to leave her behind.
 

***
 

Calla sat inside the car, wriggling her arms to get loose against the unrelenting seatbelt.
A sudden chill crept over her, making her skin prickle.
“You ain’t trying to steal Mr. Logan’s car, are you?” A boy’s voice, so close, it tickled her ear.
Her breath hitched and she froze in the seat.
The mysterious figure finally came into view and Calla jerked back. Half his face was missing. The bits of flesh a dark purple, as if in a state of active decay. “Are you gonna try to steal this ride, lady?”
She shook her head frantically. “Please. Let me loose. Logan’s in trouble.”
“Mr. Logan’s in trouble?”
“Yes.” She gulped. “He was stabbed. He’s going to die.”
“I sure hope you ain’t lyin’ cos you just too damn pretty to have to kill.”
Her grip tightened on the belt. “I’m not lying. I swear it. Please loosen the buckle.”
The boy released the seatbelt. Calla shot out of the car like a bullet, heading straight for the front door. She pushed past Bennett, who grabbed her arm.
“Get someone!” she screamed. “Logan’s been stabbed!”
“Master Logan will heal from his stab. You’re coming with me.”
“He won’t heal!” Calla twisted her arm from Bennett’s grasp. “Not from this. The dagger was laced with Demortis.”
Bennett’s black beady eyes turned darker and grave. “I’ll get Master Zayne.”
“Go. Hurry.”
Calla raced to the back of the house, where she’d left Logan in the dark hallway. Her heart galloped in her chest with every step closer.
Please don’t let me be too late!
Her sudden compassion for him didn’t make sense, even to her. Why save him? He’d called her weak. She didn’t need to be a genius to recognize the man couldn’t stand her.
He could’ve walked away, though. He could’ve let Draven have his way with her, without a second thought. Draven was nothing—an insignificant human that, had he not been armed with the one element that could kill a demon, would have been annihilated for play.
So why had he saved her?
All sense of reason escaped her, tumbling and swirling into a black void. Jacob’s face surfaced. It had no place in her current thoughts, but brought tears to her eyes. Poor Jacob. Her little brother, whom she’d vowed to protect, ravaged by wolves. Because of Draven.
She finally reached the dark passage and padded quickly down the hall. When she found Logan, she fell to his side, and her hand shot to his neck.
No pulse.
She grasped both sides of his face. “Logan!”
Nothing.
Placing her head on his chest, careful not to touch the dagger still embedded in it, she listened for his heart.
Silence.
A tightness filled Calla’s chest and spread to her muscles, as a sob burst free.
The man who’d saved her lay dead.
 

~



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 

Ayden tipped her head back and stepped inside what appeared to have been the morgue at one time. The one room in the hospital she’d never been. The ceiling was a glass enclosure that looked down on a stainless steel countertop in the center of the room; steel chains draped over the side, as though anxiously waiting an unwary captive. Bloodstains had smeared across the floor, with small, brownish chunks of what could only be human flesh caught at the drain below the table.
In another time, the room would have served to educate.
She didn’t want to think what lessons it’d been used to teach since Wade’s arrival.
Her gaze trailed to a glass-enclosed room at the far end.
What lay within it furrowed her brow and goaded her instincts.
What the hell?
Three-dozen wolves, or so, lined the back of an exceptionally large sequestration—a spread of black, brown and gray fur standing tight against one another. A rolling thunder of growls became louder as a push from behind forced her inside.
What keeps them so still? Why don’t they try to attack?
Their silver eyes tracked her steps.
Wade drew back her hair from her shoulder. “I’d hoped to take you to my chambers right away, but it seems I’ll need to break that wild spirit in you first,” he whispered with a chuckle.
His breath in her ear traveled straight to her nerves. Anger and fear tangoed inside of her, but calm acceptance of whatever fate lay ahead quelled her emotions. “Why the wolves?”
“In good time. Now, let’s get you strapped in. You’re in for a ride, darlin’.”
Wade whistled to the men standing behind her, and another push from behind guided her toward the table.
Instinct battled inside her body. The killer pulsing through her blood prodded her to fight them off. She could’ve taken both men, and perhaps escaped, if lucky. Her mind had already plotted it: upper cut, hammer fist across the throat and kick to the chest on the first. Upper cut and fist to the clavicle of the second, punch to the ribs and snap to the arms.
All fluid movements in a matter of seconds that would give her seconds to reach the door.
Wade was the only real threat she’d have to consider. His strength, speed and agility nearly matched hers.
The wolves would be on her tail fast, but she could probably outrun them.
Ayden saw no point in fighting, though. Not when it’d gotten her nowhere.
Seeing Kane had smothered any sense of ambition. She could’ve been swayed to keep running from the Alexi. With him. Since meeting his wolf, the idea just seemed exhausting and meaningless.
The Alexi would torment her immortal body for as long as it amused them. They would steal whatever short span of memories she’d managed to acquire.
She allowed herself to be lifted onto the cold slab of steel.
What’s left of a person after that?
Fresh, random thoughts, motives for something that wasn’t hers. They’d take Kane. God knew what they’d do to him. She’d sealed his fate the moment she’d begged Wade not to hurt him.
Her heart ached at the thought that he may have been taken to some room, much like the one she had—beaten, stabbed, broken.
Tears threatened.
Kane.
She pushed those thoughts away for risk of being crushed by the weight of them.
No. He got away, she told herself. He’s safe. He escaped and fought them off.
Images of anything else and she’d weep. Wade would feed off her tears like a drug, lapping at them and hankering for more.
The edges of the bright lamp overhead blurred. Heat radiated onto her face and she closed her eyes as her captors strapped her down. Like sunlight, warm and soothing, as she slipped away from her surroundings. She clutched the only good memories she’d had left. Ones of Kane. His smile and gentle eyes looking back at her. Hold them as long as you can.
Not even the commotion of scuffling boots could reach her in her peaceful place.
“Over there. And strap her head so she can watch.” Wade’s voice sounded distant.
Hands grasped her temples and forced her head to the side. Eyes closed, Ayden kept herself locked inside her memory, refusing them the satisfaction of her conscious mind while they did whatever damage to her body.
It was Kane’s voice though that finally broke her.
Ayden’s eyes flew open.
Pain throbbed in her heart, stealing her breath.
Across the room, in her eyes’ view stood Kane’s naked backside in human form, his limbs stretched so tight they looked as if they’d snap away from his body.
The antibody.
His back bore the evidence of the beating he’d endured before: long gashes, opened with bone peeking through. His head drooped and jerked upright as he seemed to fall in and out of consciousness. The wolves he faced snarled and growled, becoming restless as they fidgeted.
One snapped its teeth.
“Wake his ass up,” Wade said, tonelessly.
A flash of blue glinted at the end of a taser gun that was placed against Kane’s skin.
An outcry died in his throat. Kane spasmed and froze. His muscles tensed and trembled. An eternity passed before the gun was removed at Wade’s order.
Wade chuckled.
Kane slumped, his muscles lax again, pulling against the strain of his binds. His feet slipped on blood that had seeped down his legs onto the floor from his wounds.
The sight of his tortured body twisted her gut and triggered a sense of panic, and Ayden fought to contain her tears. She bit the inside of her mouth until she could taste the salty blood. Tremors rocked her body, but she squeezed to still her muscles, to keep from rattling her chains.
“So, you’re Ayden’s newest toy, huh?” Wade circled Kane and leaned in to his face. “Guess she forgot to mention how much fucking baggage she carries.” His fist knocked Kane’s head back and a spray of blood flew upward. “She also didn’t mention what a cold bitch she can be. Ain’t a tear shed for you, boy.”
A blow to Kane’s stomach had his arms tugging against the chains as he bent forward, yet he made no sound.
“What’s the matter with you? Ain’t my punches hard enough for you?” Wade’s fist smashed Kane’s nose with a sickening crack.
Ayden flinched. A silent cry drummed in her chest. She dared not release it and risk more pain than Wade had already inflicted on Kane. Please, God, let him be alive.
“Perhaps it’s time we let your kin have a go atcha,” Wade said.
No. Fear smothered Ayden’s breaths as her body tightened into a raging ball of anxiety. They’d wanted him all along.
To destroy the wolf that wasn’t meant to be.
The wolves rocked as if setting their mark for a race.
Ayden wanted to scream, scream for Kane’s life. The sound of her voice though, would, only result in more torment.
Wade nodded toward the corner room, and one of his minions in a white labcoat opened the door, allowing a wolf to step through. It dwarfed the man and bent forward to fit through the doorway, its fur an odd shade of muddy brown.
A large claw back-handed the man beside it, leaving behind a long scratch across his face.
Human. Not Alexi.
Holding his mutilated cheek, the man scrambled to shut the door before any more of the wolves tried to emerge. They didn’t, though. Their gazes had fixated on one thing.
Kane.
As the wolf swung a claw at Kane, ripping at skin, any thoughts of whether or not Kane still lived were quickly dismissed when his tortured outcry echoed around the room alongside the snap of the wolf’s jaw.
Ayden closed her eyes and held her breath, stomach muscles tense with each snarl, each cry.
Wade’s whisper blasted over the sounds of torture. “Open your eyes and see what you’ve done to that poor boy. He’s a goddamn shredded mess.” Hands grabbed her temples and violently shook her head. “I said, open them!”
At Wade’s wicked, mocking chuckle, she balled her fists at her side.
“Gotta give him some credit. He’s a tough little shit. Taking it like a trooper.”
Ayden opened her eyes.
Kane’s body, ravaged and bloodied, hung as dead weight.
Tears streamed down her temple and pooled beneath her head onto the cold steel. “Kane,” she whispered. Oh, God, do something.
 

***
 

“What the hell took you so long?” Gavin asked, irritated when his blond brother strolled up as if he hadn’t a care in the world.
“Had to find the shithole first. Logan’s not exactly a walking Mapquest. What’s going on?”
“This is the Alexi compound.” Gavin nodded toward the building. “About thirty lycans are inside, according to Logan.”
“So, why are we out here? Let’s go kick some ass.” Zeke rose and placed his hands on the fence, his body shaking the instant he did. “Son of a—” He snapped his palms away and blew the singed skin.
“Oh, yeah. It’s hexed.” Gavin’s tone remained flat, though he stifled the urge to laugh. “Logan went to get my demon book. Asshole hasn’t come back yet. Defied another order. We’re going to have a meeting when this is done. He does this shit way too often.”
“Consider the source, brother.” Zeke stretched his hand out as it healed. “You knew he’d be difficult.”
“Yeah. I just didn’t think he’d challenge me on every order.” Gavin frowned as he rubbed at his chest and an odd burning there. “Damn, that’s weird.”
“What’s that?” Zeke pulled out a knife and cut at a loose piece of skin on his hand, where he’d touched the fence.
Gavin drew in a deep breath. “Not sure. Just a burning I got.”
“Heartburn, old man.” Zeke chuckled and stuck the knife back into its holster. “As for Logan, gotta take the bad with the good.” He crouched beside Gavin and patted his shoulder. “Logan’s had your back a number of times.”
“Yeah.” Gavin sighed. “He has. But he’s got ten minutes, or all hell is going to break loose.”
“So, we’re just going to camp out here until he gets back, or what?”
“There’s nothing we can do, yet. I tried to get a hold of Calix and Zayne. They’re not answering their cell phones.” Gavin glanced over. “And where the hell is your phone? What’s the point of having it?”
“You’re the only one who carries two phones everywhere. I got the two-way.” Zeke said, pulling it out of his coat pocket. “Zayne’s a lost cause, you know that. And Calix isn’t answering his for obvious reasons. He’s probably got his dick so deep inside Ava he can’t hear anything.” He crossed his arms. “I don’t get that relationship. He can have any girl he wants, and he chases after some crazy ass, who hides from him every time he gets near her.”
“It’s called love. And sometimes you can’t help whom you fall in love with. You should try it, Zeke.”
“Ha! Fuck that.” Zeke shook his head. “Guys like Calix have it made. Half incubus. Shit, what I wouldn’t give to have some of that in me. He walks in a room and every woman there wants to ride his cock. The rest of us have to work to get that kind of attention.”
“When did you ever have to work to have a woman?”
Zeke waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “You gotta talk to them. Tell them they’re pretty. Flirt. Calix just shows up to the party and they act like he’s some sex god there to save them of their boring, missionary lives.”
“What’s wrong with working for their attentions?”
“No offense, my brother, but where has it gotten you? Don’t you ever get sick of chasing Ayden’s tail everywhere?”
Gavin sucked in a breath and rubbed his hands down his face at the ignorance sitting beside him. “If I wasn’t so pissed off at Logan right now, I’d smash your goddamn face for saying that.”
“Look, I’m not trying to bust your balls on this. But don’t you think your body would have told you if she was the one? You’d be having bonded sex like a rockstar and she’d be chasing you like some sex-deprived groupie. Maybe you oughta think about yourself. The Savidon’s coming for you, bro. Better get as much ass in as you can. I don’t want to be around when that shit hits.”
“Some of us don’t look at the Savidon as the end of days.”
Zeke frowned. “One mate for eternity?” He shook his head. “That’s a death sentence any way you slice it my man. Look at Zayne. Brother can’t get it up for anyone else now that Sheyanna’s gone.”
“Zayne lost the love of his life. Give him a fucking break.”
“Hey, I’m not saying anything,” Zeke said, throwing his hands up in the air. “Sheyanna was a great woman for my brother. Zayne is the other half of me. But let’s face it. Man’s ruined now, because of her.”
“I don’t suppose the saying, ‘Better to have loved and lost than to never have loved at all’ means anything to you?”
“Nada.”
“Then, we’re finished with this conversation.” Gavin stood from the mound of ass-freezing snow. “I’m going to try Logan one more time.”
 

~



CHAPTER THIRTY
 

A gut-wrenching scream gurgled in Ayden’s chest and hit the room like a gong.
Wade held his hand up, and Kane’s attacker stepped aside.
Comprehension suddenly struck.
They’re following his command. As if he’s the … alpha. Why would they follow him?
Gripping her cheeks, Wade held her in place. “What do you think, darlin’? An improvement, wouldn’t you agree?”
Ayden heaved at the sight of Kane’s back. Bones stuck out at unnatural angles. Blood everywhere—the floor, his body, coating the chains that bound him, not an inch of his skin intact.
“What have you done?” Ayden spoke past gritted teeth. “You’re the alpha! You’ve been commanding them all this time?”
Wade held his arms out with a wide grin before tucking them between his knees and crouching down beside her “You know,” he said in a low voice, “my daddy used to tell me, a man’s soul casts the shadow of his demons.” His lips clamped shut before a burst of laughter blew out of him. “No fuckin’ idea what that means.” He sighed. “He’d have shit his pants to know demons existed. All his excuses suddenly scrambling for alibis.”
“You aligned with them!” Nostrils flared, Ayden lashed at him, her voice sonorous in the large room. “They follow your command? Lying bastard! You’ve been arranging these attacks, haven’t you? Having innocent people killed for your sick fucking cult!”
“Well, that’s not entirely true. See, people randomly provided blood samples to the hospital. Not like I was picking them. They were kind of picking themselves.”
His words confused her, the question buried in her silence.
“Carriers of the Lywa antibody end up at the hospital at some point. With all the damn wolves running around these days, it’s easy to run into some dander. Stir up a bit of an allergic response. Problem is, Lywa causes fatigue, fever, rapid heart rate. Looks like some kinda infection going on. So the docs can’t help but take blood samples. And don’t get me started on all the fucking donors. Bleeding fuckin’ hearts of the world ...”
“How do you get this information?”
Wade winked. “I’ve got my connections.”
“And Kane? Why did they attack him?”
“Your ragdoll friend over there? Now, that was just a stupid fucking kid with a testosterone imbalance. Those weren’t my orders. Waste of a perfectly good news report. Damn good thing Bob was there to clean up the mess. You did me a favor by killing off that Evan boy.”
“Are you … lycan?”
Wade smiled. “Hell, no. Lycans are like any dog. They’ll follow the stronger species. All I had to do was promise them a step up the food chain. Our alliance means an end to those demon bastards.” He sniffed. “Humans been hunted for centuries by these goddamn supes. Killed off like raccoons in the barn. And we sit and lap up their stupid fucking excuses.” His hands flailed to emphasize his words. “Wild animals on the loose. Hallucinations. Unexplained phenomena.” He waved his hand dismissively. “Bullshit. One day those demon fucks are gonna go all un-goddamn-civilized on us and the whole human race will be swappin’ stories in the afterlife with Elvis and the dinosaurs. We’re weak and pathetic. We always have been. We lack strategy.” A grin stretched across his face, his gaze trailed toward the wolves. “Not any more. I did humanity a favor by creating soldiers like you, Ayden.”
“You destroyed families, you sick son of a bitch!”
“A few sacrifices. For the good of the whole.”
It suddenly clicked, rendering Ayden awestruck. “This is what you wanted all along. You weren’t having us kill lycans to get rid of them. You were having us kill rival packs, weren’t you? The ones that refused to align with you?”
“You always were a smart girl, Ayden. And what does it matter, anyway? You got to blow off some steam and kill a few wolves. No harm done.”
“No harm? Filthy fucking traitor!” She tugged at her binds.
Wade’s hand signaled, and the large mud-colored wolf swiped its claws against Kane’s face.
“No.” Ayden curled into her side, against the binds, a silent plea trapped inside of her.
“What’s this? Seems I’m not the only one who’s taken up with the enemy.” He tipped his head to the side. “Do you love this lycan?”
Ayden’s lips tightened, a tear streamed down her cheek.
“Answer me, or I’ll let them finish him right here and now.” With his hands still raised, ready to give an order, he asked, “Do you love this wolf?”
“Yes. I do.”
The brunt of his fist came down hard on Ayden’s cheek. Against the table, the full force of it smashed her jaw in a crushing hit. She squinted her eyes shut and swallowed the pain.
“Would you sacrifice for him?”
Her silence would rattle him, she knew from experience, confirmed when another blow came down against her cheek.
“Would you sacrifice?” Wade bellowed.
The understanding was clear in her mind: Wade had wanted her body from day one. The way he looked at her, touched her. When she’d denied him, it’d driven him insane.
If she submitted, he would do cruel things, punish her. Toy with her mind in such a way she’d be ruined forever. There would be no coming back once she entered his chambers.
She’d be sacrificing all of herself.
“Yes,” she said.
As if her words were attached to some electric zap between his legs, his hips shot forward, and a smirk creased his lips.
She’d played the hand wrong—he’d never let Kane go.
“Well, that’s just too goddamn bad, isn’t it? What the fuck kind of Stockholm bullshit you tryin’ to pull? Years of training to fight, and cleanin’ up after your ass, washed down the fucking toilet. Where the hell did I go wrong?” Wade shook his head. “Like you’ve forgotten what they did to you.” He pulled a tray of tools beside the table. “Well. You’re in luck. It just so happens, I have a gift for you, darlin’. Since you’ve up and gone all senti-fuckin’-mental, chasin’ the wolves in the goddamn moonlight, maybe we can help jar your memory a bit.” He rubbed his chin. “Hells bells, Ayden. You know I hate this bad guy shit.” His hand flew up in the air. “But if I let you get away with this, then the others will start hookin’ up with those lycan bastards. Hell, before I know it, I’ll be running a goddamn puppy mill.” He pointed at her. “Lucky for you, I believe in the power of the mind. And the mind can be broken.” Wade leaped toward her. “What do you say,” he whispered in her ear, “we see how easily yours will break when you finally get to meet the one you’ve been looking for all this time.”
Ayden’s heart beat a wild rhythm, as a rust-colored, almost reddish, wolf stepped forward from the group. His ferocious maw upturned in what she could only surmise to be a smile.
He lurched toward her.
That sensation seeped into her bones.
Kill.
She tugged at the chains.
Destroy.
Her hands strained, muscles tensed, jaw clenched, pressing into the ache already present from Wade’s punch.
The lycan reached her, and Ayden’s control snapped.
She writhed, eyes golden, trying to break from her binds.
Kill. Kill. Kill.
Rage pierced beneath her skin like a thousand needles pushing to perforate.
She bucked against the chains across her middle. A maddening frenzy took over her, the closer the wolf came to contact. It reached for her arm, running its claws up her skin, leaving an open gash in its wake. Unaffected by the pain, she fought against its touch—until memories flooded her mind, and she stilled.
The figure in the doorway of the kitchen approached. Human. Her hands trembled, still holding the butcher knife. Does he plan to save me?
The man was large, muscled but heavy, with a layer of fat that hung over his pants. His uniform urged her to trust him. Something inside, though, kept her at a distance, kept the knife in her hand.
A chuckle hummed in his throat.
She jumped when his body exploded into rusty red fur and silver eyes.
“Oh, God, help me,” she whispered.
Everything went black.
She awoke to an intense pain in her back, lying face down on the kitchen floor. Her eyes, heavy-lidded, fought to open. Warm fluid oozed down her face and dripped into her mouth. Blood mixed with something else. It hurt to breathe.
Voices echoed in her head, falling in and out of her conscious mind.
Am I dead?
The thought was quickly dismissed by a voice somehow distantly familiar. “She still fuckin’ alive? I thought I told you to finish this one off! Christ almighty! Can’t trust a goddamn wolf to do anything, can ya?”
Comprehension was fleeting. The following silence, for whatever reason, seemed disconcerting.
She willed herself to move but could do no more than drag her head against the cool kitchen floor. The thud of boots pounded through the linoleum against her eardrum, and stopped as they drew close to her head. What she assessed were human fingers grabbed the base of her skull and pressure mounted as a weight crushed down on her.
A scream rattled in her brain.
“Hold still, bitch. I’m here to save your life.”
Blackness.
Ayden sucked in a breath and yanked herself out of the nightmare. The voice. She recognized it. “I … wasn’t killed by the wolf. I was … still alive. Until …” Her sight blazed with golden flames as she fixed on Wade. “It was you!” She shook with the exertion of trying to break the chains. “I was your target! I’ll kill you! I’ll fucking kill you!”
Wade stood off to the side, a wicked grin on his face. “Kill me? Not likely darlin’.” He nodded at the lycan still standing beside Ayden.
Claws gripped her neck, embedding deep in her skin.
“You’d been to the hospital one week before that. Amelia Jayne. Homemaker extraordinaire. If you’d have just stayed home and sipped some fucking tea with lemon, like everyone else, you might not be laid out next to a wolf with a hard-on to kill ya twice. Goddamn hypochondriacs these days. Go to the hospital for every little sneeze. And what the hell happens to ya? Lose your entire family to a pack of wolves. Now, that is a shame. Good ole’ Bobby here,” he said patting the wolf’s back, “gave me the skinny on ya and, well, now you know the rest. Taught me a lesson, your killin’ did. Too much publicity is a bad thing. Felt like it took forever for your daddy to call off the search.”
The wolf beside her snarled.
Ayden stared off. A pounding throbbed in her ear. Jayne. The Jayne family. Everyone knew what happened to them. My entire family … mutilated in my home.
Her mind reached for the details that she’d merely skimmed at one time, not giving much thought to the Jaynes’.
“Finish her off this time, Bob. We’ll prep her for Mindslating when she’s good and dead then bring her back all fresh and new. This time I won’t fuck around being Mr. Niceguy. In fact,”—Wade nodded toward Kane—“finish her boyfriend, too.”
“No!” Snapping back to reality, Ayden’s cry consumed the room.
The wolf closed in on her.
“I’ll kill you and watch you burn in hell! Come on you piece of shit. Come get me!”
The wolf bared its teeth and growled.
A ferocious roar penetrated her mind, leaving her paralyzed.
Even the wolf paused as if suddenly aware something bigger lurked.
Not a wolf, something told her. Something deeper, more vicious.
A sweep of an enormous claw and the wolf disappeared from her view. Ayden’s eyes grew wide, as wolves burst through the door that once separated them from the humans and closed in on a beast with white fur and black stripes.
Like a tiger.
Twice the size of the wolves, its muscles bulged in its arms, chest and legs. The beast thrashed, clawed and fought off the wolves that crawled all over it.
Ayden’s heart thumped erratically. “Kane,” she whispered.
Somehow, he’d turned into something else. Bigger and stronger.
“What the fuck?” Wade said, his voice filled with awe. “What the hell is that?”
Minutes passed before he leaned in to Ayden. “I’ll be back to pick up the remains once these animals have finished you off.”
She spat in his face. “It was you. You gave them the order.”
“I did.” He wiped her phlegm from his cheek. “And if they”—he nodded toward the brawling beasts—“don’t finish you, I’ll do it again. And bring you back, of course, all shiny and new.”
“You can kill me a million times over, you son of a bitch, and I will find you.” Ayden spoke through gritted teeth. “I will hunt you down, and gods help you when I’m finished with you.”
Wade turned away from her and made toward the door, but twisted back from his departure when she released a dry laugh.
“Hey, Wade, want to know what’s stronger than you and stronger than your goddamn hex?”
“What’s that?”
“Revenge. Sons of Wrath, I summon you to vengeance!”
In the next breath, Ayden’s chains broke free from her head.
Gavin caught Wade by the neck, holding him outright, as Zeke ripped the remaining chains from Ayden’s arms and legs.
Zeke glanced about as he held out his hand to help her up. “What, in Obsidius, is going on here?”
“A psycho’s fucking dream come true,” Ayden muttered, her attention snapping straight to Kane.
The wolves still clawed, but Kane clawed back. Fierce and divine.
One swipe sliced a wolf’s head from its body.
Wolves slipped against the blood streaming across the floor of the morgue, all of them lurching toward the tiger in the middle.
“Gavin!” Ayden shouted over the sound of brawling wolves. “The kill is mine!”
He nodded, and Ayden leapt from the table, with Zeke at her heels, and grabbed the first wolf that got in her way.
She slammed it against the bloody floor, grabbed hold of its head and twisted it away from the body.
A quick upward glance brought her target into sight: the rust-colored lycan wolf that had destroyed everything she’d once known.
It emerged from the frenzy, just as two wolves toppled Ayden to the ground.
Kicking against them, her body slid against the slick surface of the floor. In the corner of her eye, the wolf she itched to get her hands on drew back on its haunches, his launch pose aimed her way.
“No!” Ayden cried, pinned beneath the weight of the two wolves.
Her enemy took flight and she braced for assault, yet it flew no more than a foot before being taken down with an earth-shattering wham by one large paw.
Kane.
Two wolves jumped his back, and he swung backward, his claws raking through fur. Free of them, he tore across the room toward Ayden, hauling the two wolves from her and hurling them through the air as though they weighed nothing.
Ayden raced to the opposite side of the morgue, kicked down and straddled her target. Amidst the chaos that surrounded them, she leaned her lips close to its ear. “Let the last memory you carry into hell be your blood on my hands.”
She dug her fingers into its neck and yanked the wolf’s head from its body, holding it for a moment as she watched the blood trickle down her wrist.
Finally destroyed, Bob faded to his human form beneath her.
After clambering up to her feet, Ayden shuffled across the room in a daze.
In the corner, Gavin had tied Wade’s arm and legs with the chain link. One arm had already been removed and lay beside him. Gavin worked him, Wade’s mouth opened in a scream the growling and roaring of the fighting animals drowned out.
Her gaze trailed back to Zeke, fighting the wolves as effortlessly as Kane, but steering clear of the rampaging tiger.
The wolves that hadn’t broken rank and escaped lay all about the morgue floor, their heads separated from bodies. Some had begun to turn back into their human form, lending to the most grisly scene Ayden had ever witnessed.
Kane tore the final head away from its body. Panting heavily, he swung his focus to Ayden, and he lurched forward.
Zeke stepped in front of her.
The tiger’s weakened growl seemed to challenge the demon, before its body collapsed to the floor.
Ayden stood trembling, her hands outstretched. “He … changed …”
Zeke kept his distance. “Took the tiger’s form. Twice as strong as a wolf. Solitary hunters.”
“How? They gave him the antibody to keep him from changing.”
“I don’t know exactly. You know, it’s been a long time since lycans have taken on the form of other animals. They like the packs. Maybe his ties weren’t strong enough. Or … maybe he had good enough reason to fight his brethren.” Zeke winked at her.
“Wade ordered to have me killed. He’s …”
“Alpha. Well, not when Gavin finishes him. More like Alpo after that.”
Ayden lowered to kneel beside Kane.
Zeke grabbed her arm. “Ayden, we don’t know much about him. And he’s obviously a hell of a lot stronger than the wolves.”
“Please, Zeke.” She yanked her arm away from him and twisted back to the lycan tiger.
Bloody gashes mutilated his white fur. Her hands gingerly passed over them, fingertips tracing the ragged edges of flesh. His chest heaved with each panting breath.
“Will he die from his wounds? With the effects of the antibody?”
“Probably not.” Zeke crossed his arms over his massive chest. “He managed to change into his lycan form. His scars will probably remain, though. They look like they run pretty deep.”
“How did he turn? I thought the venom was neutralized by the antibody.” Ayden knew Zeke wouldn’t have all the answers—still, talking to him proved to be a comfort.
“Might’ve worn off. Something more powerful took over his body. I guess you triggered that. Maybe he views you as his mate. And you were in trouble.” Zeke chuckled. “Now that’s some ironic shit.”
She frowned. “What’s ironic?”
“The woman who doesn’t believe in love was saved by it. Better yet, by the only species in the world she can’t stand.” He threw his head back. “Oh, shit. That’s a good one.”
Ayden ran her hands over Kane’s fur, and his purr thrummed in his throat. A tiger.
A bellow from Wade broke her enthrallment.
Kane startled beneath her hand, but continued to lay motionless, lids still closed.
She stood and crossed the room to where Gavin loomed over Wade’s bloodied body. Slices across his face and chest indicated that Gavin had taken his time.
“Any final words?” Gavin asked him.
“Yeah. Fuck you.” Wade spat blood at Gavin’s boot.
Gavin gave him a sharp kick in his ribs, and Wade turned over on himself. “These are Italian, asshole.”
Ayden grabbed the hilt of Gavin’s dagger and tugged it from the holster. “Hey, Wade, see you in hell.”
She stabbed him in the neck. “That one’s for Kane.”
His shocked expression was overcome by a coughing fit. Gurgles and sputters projected from his mouth as he choked on his own blood.
“This one’s for me and the family you killed.” She tilted her head and twisted the dagger.
A fresh burst of blood spewed from his throat.
With her mouth to his ear, she whispered, “How does it feel to know that I will never belong to you?”
Panic flickered in his eyes, his life seconds from disappearing into a black nothingness.
She removed the blade.
A rumbling of noise erupted from above.
Ayden looked up to see the Alexi staring down at her. She rose slowly to a stand, nonchalantly wiping Wade’s blood on her leather pant leg.
Golden eyes glowed like stars against the pitch-blackness.
“You’re free to go,” she said over the clamoring moans of the dying. “You don’t have to stay. But if you stick together, you’re more likely to survive.”
Pairs of eyes slowly disappeared, one by one.
 

***
 

From the glass enclosure that looked down on the morgue, Ayden stood beside Gavin, watching as Zeke prodded his created fire into effect below them.
As flames shot upward toward the pane protecting them Ayden stepped back from the dome, raising her hand to shield her face as glass shattered and fell in on the piled bodies.
“One of them cleared out all the Lywa antibody,” Gavin said.
“Wade’s notebook?”
“Gone. Must’ve taken it during the fight.”
“God, this isn’t over, then.” Ayden shook her head. “The one who took it is interested in one of two things—money or power.”
“One in the same.” Gavin sighed. “So, what will you do now?”
“I don’t know.” She smiled. “Not for a lack of confidence, but I guess I never thought you’d actually avenge me.”
Gavin laughed. “Ayden, please—”
“Not now, Gavin.”
“Let me finish.” He cleared his throat. “You hired us to kill lycans. Not simply avenge the one that killed you. From my estimations, there are many more to be killed. And now, possibly a crazy-ass Alexi who’s stolen the Lywa antibody. What do you say we keep that contract?”
“Afraid your weekends will become boring and fruitless?”
He chuckled. “Perhaps.”
“What about Kane?” She glanced over to where Kane lay returned to human form and still unconscious on the floor. His body, marred with sickly bone contortions and opened gashes, had her wincing and turning away again.
“We don’t know much about his power and abilities,” Gavin said. “I suspect he doesn’t either. I imagine he’ll probably need you now more than ever. To keep him grounded. And to remind him of what he truly is inside. Both of you are welcome to stay on.”
Ayden pursed her lips and looked back to the rising flames. “Thank you, Gavin. For … everything.”
He nodded, lips tightened. His cellphone rang inside his pocket, and when Gavin drew it out, the screen displayed three missed calls from Logan’s phone and two from Zayne. “Little shit. Better have a damn good excuse for ditching me tonight.” Winking at Ayden, he answered. “Zayne?” His face turned grim, and an urgency bled through his following words: “What’s wrong?”
Ayden’s pulse raced just watching him, her brow furrowed.
Gavin pulled the phone away from his ear and crushed it in his palm before throwing it against the wall.
“What is it? What happened?” Ayden followed behind him as he stalked toward the door.
Gavin stopped and turned. He put one hand at his hip, the other covered his eyes.
Deafening silence.
He rammed his fist right through the wall. As bits of drywall crumbled to the floor, he fell to his knees with a curse. “Logan’s dead. Of all the goddamn visions I’ve had over the years … I couldn’t have seen this one? What the fuck!” His head fell into his palms and his roar of anger rang in Ayden’s ears.
Breaths hitching, Ayden sank to the floor beside Gavin. “No,” she whispered. No. A wave of disbelief consumed her.
Zeke burst through the door, eyes red, an indication that he’d gotten the call, too. There was something else in the demon’s eyes, though—a wild urgency. “Calix just tried to reach you. Brother, you have to leave. Now.”
Gavin perked up. “What’s going on?”
“There’s a woman. The one you just fired. Calix says he’s heard things about her in demon town. She can heal.”
Gavin’s red and blotchy eyes filled with irritation. “So, what the hell does this mean?”
“It means she can probably bring him back. But you have to go now.”
“Why didn’t he just send you?” Gavin scrambled to his feet. “Christ, Zeke, how much time was wasted coming to tell me this.”
Zeke grabbed his arm as he passed him. “Remember she’s half succubus. Careful, brother.”
“I know what she is.” He yanked his arm from Zeke and shook his head. “I don’t give a damn if she’s half Dzafolite dragon, she’s going to help us or suffer my fury.”
“I’m just sayin’.” For the first time, Zeke’s expression was earnest. “You know what they want in return.”
“I would do anything for my brother. Even this. See to it that both of them get home,” he said, nodding at Ayden and Kane.
Zeke gave a sharp nod. “I will. Please hurry, Gav.”
Gavin left the room without another word.
Unconnected dots floated inside Ayden’s head. “What was that about?”
“I’ll explain in the car.” Zeke walked past her. “We have to get back. I want to see my brother.”
Zeke removed his coat, wrapped it around Kane’s listless body, lifted him over his shoulders, and carried him through the Alexi compound to the Land Rover parked in the alley. Zeke never drove the sports cars but only because it limited the number of females he could bring home with him.
After settling Kane across the backseat, he hopped in the driver’s seat, as Ayden climbed beside him, and they took off toward the manor.
“Tell me,” Ayden said. “What’s the deal with the succubus?”
Zeke blew a forced breath. “In the demon realm, there is a checks and balances. Usually the males are more powerful than females. For some breeds, that can spell disaster. You know about succubi, right?”
“Yes, I’ve heard you talking of the one at the casino. They’re like the counterpart to incubi. Like Calix, right?”
“Right.” Zeke sneered. “Well, these bitches are hardcore. You won’t find another breed more conniving than the succubi. They live for sex. In our history, they were enslaved by demon males, or lords, as they were called. Beaten, tortured. You name it. Their divine matron finally reached a point where she’d had enough. She sought the Council of Elders.” Zeke glanced over at her in the passenger seat. “Orcosii. They’re the enforcers in our realm.”
The very name, Enforcer, incited a shiver down Ayden’s spine, as she recalled the beastly figure that’d taken the Saevious demon away.
“They make the laws and they keep the laws. Any demons, who try to solicit the succubi for anything, must be willing to pay for the service.”
“Sex?”
“It used to be just sex. This is where the shit gets crazy. It’s evolved over the ages to include everything. And the laws haven’t laxed on it. Any demon who denies the succubi could face Obsidius.”
Ayden’s brow furrowed. “So, what do they require as payment?”
“In most cases, a slave. And depending on the favor you’re asking, the length of the contract could vary. To save a life … that’s a big fucking deal to them.”
“This sounds like it would be right up your alley, Zeke. Why didn’t you take it?”
“When you’re a slave to the succubi, you’re not allowed to be with anyone else. All violations are punishable. But they can. Sometimes, that’s how they torture. They deprive their slaves and make them watch. These bitches love the control.” He shivered beside her. “Goddamn, the thought of that makes my stomach turn.”
“Gavin’s signing up for this? Willingly?” It had to be horrific if Zeke couldn’t even stand the thought of being with a succubus.
“What else can he do? It’s not like the cure to Demortis is being stocked at the local drugstore.”
“Do you think it will work? Will it save Logan’s life?”
“It has to. Demons don’t seek out the succubi often, for obvious reasons. They have gifts that no other demon in existence could ever hope to have. Over time, they’ve become very skilled. Some can heal. Some have the gift of foresight. Shit, some can even make someone fall in love with you. If they fail to carry out a promise of something, they’re also subject to Obsidius.”
“So they must be, like, the queens of all demons right?”
“Not quite,”—he snickered—“you’d better have a damn good reason to seek out a succubus.”
“Gavin fired her, right?”
Zeke’s shoulders slumped. “Yeah. I do not envy my brother right now. If she even considers taking the deal, what she asks for in return isn’t going to be pretty.”
They finally reached the manor. The gates opened immediately, and Zeke sped to the circular drive and parked behind Logan’s McLaren.
Hoisting Kane over his shoulder again, still wrapped in the jacket, Zeke carried him into the house and up to the bedroom. Once he’d laid him on the bed, he turned to Ayden.
“Thank you, Zeke.” She smiled up at him. “Go. I’ll be down to see him, as well.”
Zeke nodded and placed his hand on her shoulder. “He’ll be alright, Ayden. Don’t you worry.”
Alone, Ayden stood at the side of the bed, and watched as Kane’s brows knitted together, his body healing itself beneath the sweat and blood that still drenched it.
She’d have to clean him up later. First, he’d need time to rest and heal.
Also, she needed to see Logan.
Ayden kissed Kane’s split lip.
He sucked in a breath through his nose but never opened his eyes.
 

***
 

Ayden had never been inside Logan’s room before but the simple dark furnishing that filled the space didn’t surprise her. Logan had always believed good things never lasted very long.
Cefirina, the brothers’ Divine Matron, had found him on the streets a few years back—drug addicted, and performing cage fights, and whatever else, to stay alive. It’d taken him a long time to adjust to his brothers’ lifestyle—if he ever fully had.
A small group had gathered around Logan’s bed. While Annabelle and Bennett stood off to the side, Zayne, Calix, and Zeke had knelt on the floor, quietly chanting, each brother clutching the necklace that carried the symbol of Wrath. Blood trickled down their wrists from deep slices across their palms, mostly likely made by the crimson coated dagger on the bedside.
Ayden had seen the same ritual when Zayne’s mate, Shey, had died.
A voice rose from the silence.
Ayden approached, curious.
On the bed, beside Logan, lay Calla. Golden glazed eyes seemed to stare off at nothing, her arm stretched across his lifeless body. A song, like a lullaby, so soothing, drifted in the air.
The dagger had been removed from Logan’s chest, leaving an intimidating black hole over his heart. His eyes were closed—the most peaceful state Ayden had ever seen him.
Ayden knelt beside Zayne. “What’s going on?” she whispered.
“I don’t know.” He spoke low, his eyes even more somber than when he’d returned the day before. “We had to fight her to move him earlier. She wouldn’t let anyone near him.”
Ayden crept across the floor and knelt beside the bed on the other side of Logan. “Calla?”
Calla stopped singing. Her wandering eyes briefly focused on Ayden in the darkness, then trailed back to nothing.
“Calla, do you know what happened?”
“I used to sing to Jacob,” Calla said softly, eyes still staring off. “Unlike us, the wolves frightened him. They gave him nightmares. He’d wake up from them in the middle of the night, and his roommate would come fetch me from my room. God forbid, Wade ever found out.” A quiet giggle escaped her. “Every night I would sing to him and tell him not to worry.” She looked down at Logan and stroked his lightly stubbled cheek. “Calla is right here. I’m not going to let anything hurt you ever again.” The trail from her tears glistened in moonlight filtering into the room. “Draven told me his body was cold the next morning. That’s how he knew he’d died in the night.” Her lip quivered as she pet Logan’s arm. “He didn’t stay by his side to keep him warm.” Her voice began to falter. “I would have been right there. Telling him all night long that he was going to be all right. And I would have sang to him.” She hummed again.
Ayden reached for Calla’s hand and gripped it tight. “Calla, I’m so sorry about your brother.”
The humming stopped. “Draven said he buried him. Somewhere, in that filthy abandoned building, is my little brother. Dead.” Calla scowled. “I hate him. I hate Draven for what he did. To Jacob.” She lifted her head and kissed Logan’s chest. “To Logan. I will find him, Ayden. And I’m going to watch him burn.” The whimsy in her voice sounded like a little girl’s—a sinister, psychotic little girl out for blood.
“Calla, please tell me what happened to Logan.”
Her eyes filled with tears. “I did this to him, Ayden. It was all my fault.”
“You … stabbed Logan?”
She shook her head. “Draven told me to come with him. As if I would have gone with him after what he did to Jacob. He dragged me to the back door, hoping to sneak out. I told him to leave. I was crying after he’d told me about Jacob. I told him I wanted to stay. That I felt safe here.” She spoke through sniffles. “He snapped. Went crazy and told me that he wasn’t going to let some demon prick be my first. He knocked me down and tried to force himself on me. Logan stopped him. And that’s when Draven stabbed him.” Her eyes went cold and dark, the gold in them lining the rims of blackness. “I will find him. If I have to search the rest of my life.”
Ayden nodded and squeezed her hand a little tighter. “We’ll find him, Calla.”
 

~



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 

Gavin’s Mercedes came to a rolling stop outside of the succubus’ house.
The entire block was filled with homes half-burnt and boarded up, front yards covered in snow with long unruly weeds peeking out. The one he needed sat on the corner, made of brick that had chipped and aged. At one time, it probably stood majestic, like a castle with its high gables and uneven dimensions—but too many years had laid claim. Some of the windows were lined with clear visqueen, and two on the first level had iron bars across them—the kind of house that made a person question if anyone lived there. Though parts of it looked occupied—the bikes piled on the front porch, footprints in the snow, tight windows and doors, unlike the ones falling off the hinges next door—it mostly just looked like the other homes in Detroit.
Like they’d been through war and back.
Not a single streetlight showed the way as Gavin approached the front door. He peeked through the distorted window. No movement beyond. Ordinarily, he would’ve felt bad knocking on the door so late. That night, he didn’t care. Logan’s life hung on his success with the woman he hoped was inside.
Gavin pounded against the flimsy door.
Nothing stirred inside the house.
His fist slammed against the door once more. “Hello?”
A light flickered on, and the door swung open to reveal a woman holding a shotgun, her finger cocked and ready to pull the trigger. Her fiery auburn hair was in disarray, not pulled back into the slick ponytail that she’d typically worn at the casino. Sweatpants and a T-shirt hung loose on her. Oddly, not the attire he imagined a succubus wearing to bed.
The gun lowered and her lips tightened. “What are you doing here?”
“I need to talk to you.”
Her eyes, tired and red, gave a very dismissive glance, and she reached for the door. “Get the hell off my property, demon.”
Gavin wedged his foot in the door as she tried to close it. “Do you think I’d come to you if it wasn’t urgent?”
She pushed against him, straining to shut the door. “I don’t care … what you consider urgent. Get … off my … property … before I call the cops.”
“Right. Like the cops give a shit about some …” succubus tramp? He cringed at himself for almost spewing the words that would have surely sealed Logan’s fate.
“Some what?” Her eyes glowed as red as her hair.
Bring it down a notch. “Some helpless female with children.” His nose twitched at the thought—mostly because succubi were a far throw from helpless.
Being only half succubus, evident in some of her human flaws and the fact that she wasn’t capable of chucking him across the yard, she’d be only half in the ‘know’ of otherworldly things. Humans just didn’t take the time to care about implausible ideas like demons and lycans. She liked sex and she knew how to heal. Likely, she had no idea how the two came to be for her.
“Look,” Gavin said with a sigh, “I don’t have a lot of time. I really need your help right now, or my brother is going to die.”
She eased up on the door. “Which brother?”
Gavin frowned. “Does it matter?”
“Yes. It does. Which brother?”
“Logan.”
She pursed her lips. “You’re coming to me for something?”
“Yes.”
She tucked the gun up under her arm. “You know the price of my help?”
“Yes.”
The door swung wide open. “Come in.” She pointed a finger at him. “And if you make one sound and wake my kids up, I will castrate you and feed you to my dog.”
Of course she had kids. All succubi bore dozens of illegitimate children from different human fathers. With the kind of sex drive they had, physically needing it every night, pregnancy was inevitable. A succubus could bear children for a good couple of centuries before her fertility declined. Their species dictated that they were forced to bed a different man every night … or weaken and die. If the sex didn’t kill the human men, life with a succubus damn near did. The ones who survived didn’t stick around. Not even the Saevious Demons were bat shit crazy enough to bond with them, so succubi kids always ended up half human—and their moms always single.
“Nice place,” Gavin said
Her eyes narrowed on him. “Kinda hard to fix the place up when you don’t have a job.”
She led him through the dark living room to the kitchen, patting her hair down as she went. Paint cracked, and wallpaper peeled away from the walls, leaving patches of dirty drywall. The place was clean, he’d give her that. Shit, couldn’t be easy to polish, though—and strangely enough, it didn’t smell of that moldy, rotted smell rundown places often wore like a second skin. It actually smelled kinda nice. A sweet aroma, like something had been baked recently.
“You stole from me,” he said when they reached the kitchen, another room in no better condition than the rest of the house, but again, clean and well-kempt.
Sabelle swung around and placed her hands on her hips. “I told you before. I didn’t steal from you. Jimmy has a problem with succubi. Some of the other girls told me.”
Gavin fell into a tottery kitchen chair and tensed before relaxing, fearful of breaking it with his weight. “It was all on camera, Sabelle. I saw it.”
She took the seat across from him, eyes scorning. “You know, for a big bad casino boss, you’re not very smart.”
He leaned forward and cocked his head. “Excuse me?”
“What do you want?”
“We had an intruder in our home. He carried a dagger laced in Demortis. Do you know anything about this metal?” Let’s see how much of the demon world you believe in.
“Yes. It’s deadly. If it comes in contact with your bloodstream, it dissolves and travels quickly, increasing your adrenaline to ensure it’s pumped rapidly through the body.”
Damn. “You know more than I anticipated.”
“Right,” she said, crossing her arms. “Because I’m some stupid, illiterate succubus.”
Gavin shook his head. “That’s not what I was going to say.”
“Think what you want. I’ll wear my sin like a fucking badge, demon.” She sniffed. “So. Your brother. When was he stabbed?”
“I don’t know exactly. I’m guessing it was about an hour or so ago.”
She bit her bottom lip. “It might be too late for him.”
“Then we need to go. Now.”
“And leave my kids alone?” She drew back. “Are you insane?”
You care? “We’ll bring them. Between the two cars, I think we can make room for them.”
“Two cars? I have no car. And why would we need two?”
The answer must have been written all over his face.
“Right. Because all succubus whores have hundreds of babies from different daddies.”
Gavin fought to keep the shock from his expression. “So, we can all fit in one vehicle?”
“They’re asleep. I’ll need you carry Thomas, and I’ll carry Jane.”
Two kids? That’s it? And normal human names? Is this a joke? Next, she’d be telling him they had the same father. “All right.”
“They’re twins. So don’t get weirded out that they sleep in the same bed. It’s a comfort to them.”
Two kids sleeping in the same bed didn’t weird him out. What weirded him out was that she’d managed the impossible. She must’ve been the only succubus on the planet with less than ten kids. By the same man, too.
“I need to grab my supply bag,” she said. “I’ll be right back. You stay right here.” She pointed a finger at him. “You may be a former employer, but that doesn’t mean I trust you.”
Gavin nodded. His pulse raced with the anxiety of needing to get back, and each idle minute chipped away at his patience.
As if she knew, Sabelle appeared nearly as quickly as she’d left. “Let’s go grab them.”
They climbed a rickety and steep wooden staircase that groaned under Gavin’s weight.
Sabelle turned and glared as she climbed. “My God, you’re noisy as hell.”
“Sorry,” Gavin whispered.
The bedroom she led him to wasn’t at all what he’d imagined in his mind: a dirty, old mattress lying on the floor and her kids cuddled together to stay warm under some frayed quilt. It appeared to be the only room she’d spent any time on at all. The walls, painted a baby blue, adorned with decals of princesses and trucks had a whimsical appeal to them. A mural of an enormous tree hovering over a fairytale village on the far wall caught his attention.
“Did you paint that?”
“Yeah,” she whispered, approaching the side of a small bed.
Inside, were two children huddled close together, not so much for warmth it seemed, but as if they were hugging each other in sleep. Both had blond curls and snow-white skin, like cuddly little cherubs. Gavin sucked at guessing ages, but he suspected they were toddlers.
Thomas hardly stirred when Sabelle scooped him up into her arms and wrapped him in a blanket before passing him to Gavin. Gavin held out his arms, not really knowing what to do with them. After settling Thomas against his chest, Sabelle guided his hands to hold the small child. She paused for a moment, her gaze lifting from her son to Gavin.
His eyes dodged to the side. Don’t even go there.
Jane stirred on the bed, perhaps looking for her brother. Sabelle lifted her into her arms. “Shhh, baby. Mommy’s here.” She wrapped a blanket around the little girl then nodded, signaling Gavin out of the room.
The boy weighed nothing in Gavin’s arms, so much so, he could hardly believe he carried something. Not something. A child. The oddest sensation he’d ever known. Never in the time he’d roamed the earth, in all the jobs he’d taken as a vengeance dealer, had he ever encountered the opportunity to hold a child.
An awkward sensation settled over him.
As they stepped out into the frigid winter air, the boy’s body tensed in Gavin’s arms, and he hustled to the car with Sabelle and her bundle on his heels.
It took less than a minute to get everyone in and settled before Gavin turned the engine and sped off down the side street.
“Can you slow down a little?” Sabelle asked from the passenger seat “My kids aren’t even in carseats. I’m not interested in killing them.”
She’d be the first succubus he’d ever met that wasn’t, but he let up a little on the gas. “So, what are the odds that you can help my brother?”
“I’ll know when I see him.”
Gavin’s heart raced. “I have to hurry. If he dies …” That sadness returned, threatening to take him under. He choked it back.
“Look, I’m going to do all I can, all right?” She shifted to face him, her gaze hitting Gavin like a lazer beam even without him meeting it. “I didn’t think Wraths gave a damn about each other like that.”
Gavin stared off through the windshield. “My brothers mean more to me than anything in this world.”
“Must be nice.”
“You have siblings?” Of course she did, she came from a line of succubi, but Gavin had already been surprised by her—why not again.
“Too many.”
There we go.
“But you probably expected that, didn’t you? In fact, I’ll bet you’re puzzling how I only have two kids. Twins, even.”
He glanced over quickly then back to the road. “You don’t have to tell me anything that you don’t want to.”
“Good. I’m not interested in small talk with you.”
Neither am I.
They sped through the dark streets in silence. The anxiety brimming inside of Gavin reached an explosive level the closer they came to reaching the manor. At last, he pulled up to the gate, and it opened automatically.
Bennett had been waiting for him. Everyone waited for him.
Sabelle sat upright in the seat. “Holy shit, this is where you live? I imagined it was nice. But this is unreal.”
“Yeah,” was all that Gavin could muster. Preoccupation strangled his words.
They skidded to a stop and Gavin jumped out of the car, slamming the door shut without thinking. Thomas popped up in the back seat, his eyes glassed-over and droopy.
Sabelle shot Gavin a disapproving glance.
Thomas’s head lolled again when Gavin lifted him into his arms. “Daddy?” he whispered before his breathing deepened.
Daddy? As if the guy would’ve been around long enough for him to know he had a father.
Gavin trekked up the stairs with the boy draped across his arms. Bennett and Annabelle met him at the door. Thank gods. Gavin transferred the boy into Bennett’s arms. He gestured to Sabelle to hand Jane over to Annabelle.
She clutched Bennett’s arm while holding tight to Jane. “No. I’m not okay with this. I don’t even know these people.”
Gavin gently reached for Sabelle’s arm, tugging it away from Bennett. “They’re going to be in the next room, Sabelle. They will not hurt them, I promise you.”
Reluctantly, Sabelle placed Jane into Annabelle’s arms.
Anna glowed. “Oh, sweet heavens, she looks like an angel!” She looked down with adoration and kissed the girl on her spongy blonde curls.
“Take them to the guest room. The one next to Logan’s.”
As Gavin mounted the stairs, a beckon to Sabelle had her following close behind him, her sights on her children the whole climb.
At the top, he gave her a moment to watch them be settled into bed, before taking her elbow and urging her into Logan’s room, where his brothers and Ayden stood surrounding the bed. His heart drummed a nervous beat as he approached his brother. The first time he’d seen him since earlier in the night. Tears welled, but he choked them back and clenched his jaw tight.
Ayden stepped to the side, allowing Sabelle and Gavin to get nearer.
He frowned at the girl lying sprawled across Logan. “Calla?”
“I’m going to need his woman to move away from him,” said Sabelle.
“She’s not his woman.” Confusion laced Gavin’s voice.
“Well, whatever she is, she needs to move.”
“Calla, come with me,” Gavin said.
Calla shook her head and clutched Logan’s body, her antics both confounding and frustrating.
“Calla, she’s here to save his life.” Gavin spoke softly
Surprise flickered in Calla’s eyes. “Save his life?”
“Yeah, get the hell out of the way.” Sabelle raised an eyebrow, her hands perched on her hips. “You’re wasting precious minutes here.”
Gavin’s sentiments exactly but he’d been a little more subtle.
Calla rose from the bed and knelt beside it. She reached for Logan’s hand and bowed her head.
“If you’re going to start with that praying stuff, go in another room.” Sabelle emptied her bag onto the nightstand. “This is a demon, honey. No god of yours is going to save him.”
Calla glowered at the woman like she wanted to tear the skin from her body—perhaps she could have; Sabelle was only half demon, after all—but she stepped back beside the others.
Sabelle’s gaze met Gavin’s and held steady. “I can’t guarantee that he’ll be the same person he was.”
“Do it.”
She nodded and pulled some black candles, a blade, a small ceramic bowl and some bottles from the bag. “I haven’t done this in so long,” she murmured. “I hope I remember all the steps.”
She pulled an ornate brown book from her bag. Everyone in the room shielded their eyes, when she clicked on the night-lamp.
Logan’s wound looked far more intimidating in the brightness of light. It had already begun to infiltrate beyond the portal of entry, turning his skin a mottled gray.
One glance his way, and Sabelle groaned, before she started thumbing the pages of her book, her finger trailing the words. “Dammit!” Her shoulders slumped. “I don’t suppose any of you here have decided to lead a life of celibacy?”
Gavin’s muscles tensed. “What’s wrong? What do you need?”
“A virgin. The purest blood.”
After a moment of silence, Gavin whispered an apology and nudged Calla forward. “She is.”
Ayden uncrossed her arms and stepped forward. “Gavin, her blood isn’t pure.”
“I’ll need to have him drink the purest blood to restore his soul,” Sabelle said.
“She is pure,” Gavin said firmly.
“Gavin.” Ayden took another step “If he consumes her blood—”
“Enough, Ayden.”
One thing was certain: they didn’t have time to scour the streets looking for a virgin—and he wouldn’t dream of asking Sabelle to offer her daughter’s blood. Who the hell knew what price he’d pay for such a question.
“Please, Sabelle,” he said. “Use Calla’s.”
Calla stepped forward, offering her hand to the woman.
Ayden grabbed her arm. “Calla, we don’t know what will happen if we mess around with this.”
“Enough, Ayden!” His fury deepened Gavin’s voice.
“Easy, bro,” Zeke said from behind, as Gavin took long, controlled breaths. “Ayden doesn’t mean any harm.”
“Look, we don’t have time. We need to do this now if we’re going to save him.”
Ayden nodded. “Understood.” She placed her hand on Gavin’s back. “I’m sorry.”
Sabelle tugged Calla’s hand and held it over a ceramic bowl she’d placed on Logan’s unmoving chest. Without hesitating, she sliced into her palm with the dagger. Calla flinched but didn’t move.
Sabelle eyed her as she tipped Calla’s hand and allowed the blood to drip into the bowl. “You human?” Sabelle asked with an edge of suspicion, watching the wound begin to seal itself.
“Yes.”
 “Interesting.”
She pushed Calla’s hand away, not giving a second glance to the blood that dripped across Logan’s body and the bed. Calla put her palm to her face and sucked the blood from her hand before wiping it against her skirt.
Sabelle’s focus returned to the book before she lit the black candle then opened one of the small apothecary jars. From it, she tweezed out some thin fibers.
“What is that?” Calix asked.
“Each of us is tied to this world by an invisible thread that anchors our very soul. This thread represents your brother’s ties. Your father is Wrath?”
“Yes,” Gavin answered.
She mixed one of the fluids from the bottles into the bowl then reached for the black candle and dipped that into the bowl. As the flame contacted the contents, sparks speckled against the fire, crackling like poprocks in the air.
“What the—” Her eyebrows shot up. “Never had that happen before.”
Gavin caught Ayden’s glance from the corner of the room, refused to meet it.
Sabelle began to chant, the words clearly demonic, though not even Gavin, the eldest demon, could understand them, as if she spoke an archaic form of the language. She held the flaming bowl above her head. A forced rush of air stamped out the flames, leaving billowing black smoke that slithered over the sides as though crawling out of the bowl.
Sabelle jerked the bowl down, a look of surprise on her face. She scooped the escaping black wisps back into the bowl and turned back to her book. Once again, she took the candle in hand, lit the fluid, raised it above her head and began to chant.
Another rush extinguished the flame and black curls of smoke rose again.
She shook her head. “It seems as if his soul isn’t strong enough to return.”
“What’s going on?” Gavin asked.
“I asked your father to restore a strong soul to his son’s body.”
“What was supposed to happen?”
“The flame would have risen to the ceiling.” Sabelle examined the roving black smoke.
Ayden crossed her arms and shook her head. Thankfully, she didn’t say a word. Had anyone muttered anything, Gavin probably would have pounded someone into the floor.
“Perhaps he felt the soul was already strong.” Sabelle swirled the contents of the bowl. “You.” She pointed to Calla. “Come here.”
Calla inched forward, offering her blood-stained hand one more time.
Sabelle turned her hand palm down and placed it over Logan’s wound. “Keep it there. No matter what you feel beneath it, do not move your hand from the wound. I’m going to pour the fluid into his mouth. Once inside, it will want to escape. Do not allow it, or we’ll have a problem.”
Calla nodded and held both hands over the wound as if readying herself for anything.
Sabelle pointed to Gavin. “Now, you. Come here.” Gavin stepped forward, and she placed his fingers against Logan’s chin. “Keep his mouth held open for me. I’m going to pour this down his throat. But I’m going to need you to be ready.”
“For what?”
She looked him in the eye. “When he comes to life. He’ll need to be held down.”
Gavin rested his palm on his brother’s chin and opened Logan’s mouth, and Sabelle began pouring the fluid down his throat.
Nothing.
Logan lay still.
Sabelle stopped for a moment then resumed pouring the fluid into his mouth.
A rumble, like electricity pulsed beneath Gavin’s fingertips.
Calla glanced over, positioning herself.
Logan’s body thrashed and bucked.
Calla arms went rigid as she held her hands over the hole.
The bowl flew from Sabelle’s grip, and a miniscule amount of fluid bled onto the floor, black curls of smoke crawling beneath the bed. She stretched herself across the demon alongside Gavin, the two of them pinning Logan while beside them, Calla kept her hands pressed to the wound.
Logan’s body shook, sending tremors to every bone in Gavin’s body, and his eyes rolled back in his head as his jaw clenched.
A gut-wrenching roar filled the air.
“It’s trying to come out!” Calla screamed. “I can feel it!”
“Hold it!” Sabelle snapped. “Hold it until his wound seals, do you hear me? Do not remove your hands!”
Calla nodded, fear showing in her wide eyes.
The other brothers lurched forward.
“No! Stay back,” Sabelle warned.
Minutes passed in what seemed an eternity.
A breath gasped past Logan’s lips. He lay there, suspended with chest high, lips parted, until his body relaxed back against the bed.
At a nod from Sabelle, Calla slowly removed her hands from the wound.
Flawless skin, in Logan’s usual bronze tone, had replaced the horrific gaping wound, the Wrath tattoo perfectly restored over his heart.
Calla ran her fingertips over his smooth flesh. “So soft,” she whispered, placing her cheek to his chest. She closed her eyes and smiled. “His heart beats.”
“Get this female off my chest.” Logan’s voice, nearly unrecognizable, held a hoarse harshness . His eyes opened, and carried the familiar brown, though the red glowed beneath, penetrating those dark orbs like a warning.
Calla sat up and blinked. As if realization had finally batted her in the brow, she stepped away from his body, her eyes suddenly holding the clarity they’d lacked earlier, as well as something that could have been shame.
Like a cord of tension had snapped, sighs filled the room.
Gavin placed his hands on the bed beside his brother. “Logan, we thought we’d lost you, man.” His heart bloomed with satisfaction, bringing a tear to his eye, as he patted his brother lightly on the shoulder. “Good to have you back.”
“Why can’t I move?” Logan’s voice remained angry, like his return to life had interrupted a pleasant slumber.
“Your soul is stubborn,” Sabelle said. “It takes a couple of days for it to be in sync with the body. I suspect yours will take longer. At the very least, you should be moving your hands by now. Be grateful he’s allowing you to talk.”
Logan looked her over, his lip curling upwards to reveal his fangs. “Who are you?”
“Your Zshula.”
“What is that?” Calla whispered to Gavin.
“It’s like a midwife for dead souls. She brings them into our world from the other side.”
“I remember you.” Logan sneered. “Succubus. I suppose you’ll want payment for this.”
“Of course. But this boon isn’t yours. It belongs to your brother.”
Logan’s eyes trailed down to Gavin. “Haven’t you taken enough punishment on my behalf?”
“Will he progress, Sabelle?” Gavin asked, ignoring his brother.
“Yes. Slowly. He’ll need someone to care for him.”
“I’m happy to see to Master Logan’s needs,” Annabelle chimed.
“I nominate her.” Sabelle pointed to Calla.
“Me?” Calla’s eyes, full of horror, shot to Logan.
Nobody mentioned that ten minutes before, they’d hardly been able to peel her away from him.
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Gavin asked. “We don’t know if he’s affected by all of this.”
“His soul will recognize her. Her blood runs through his body.”
“Hers?” A growl rumbled in Logan’s chest, lip snarled. “What have you done to me, gaszla?!”
Sabelle’s eyes narrowed on him. “Saved your life.”
Gavin grabbed hold of her arm. “Sabelle, I’m ready to discuss payment.”
She backed up a step. “We’ll … discuss that later. I’m very exhausted. And I’d like to go home now,” she said, wriggling her wrist from his grasp.
“You’re welcome to stay. You won’t have to move your children. And Bennett can return you in the morning, if you’d like.”
“No. Really, I—”
Sabelle was suddenly caught in the middle of a circle, as Gavin, Calix, Zeke and Zayne surrounded her. Her gaze roamed over each of them as if assessing their intent.
All four brothers knelt before her and spoke their native demon tongue.
She released a forced exhale and Gavin stood first. He kissed the top of her hand and mumbled a demonic thanks. His brothers did the same, then opened the circle to allow her through.
“Come with me, love,” Annabelle said, appearing through the door with open arms. “I’ll take you to your children.”
Anna slipped out of the room but a thick arm thrust out and blocked Sabelle’s passage.
Zeke’s.
“Go easy on Gavin,” he said. “He’s not what you think. And, uh … thanks for helping Logan.”
Sabelle pushed his arm away. “Go to hell, demon. I didn’t do this for you.” She stalked out of the room.
“What was that all about?” Ayden asked.
“Nothing.” Zeke tucked his hands in his pockets and gave a dismissive shake of his head. “I just didn’t want her to go all payback on Gav.”
“Payback for what?” Gavin asked.
“You know, for Logan.”
Gavin rubbed his stubbled chin. “She asked me earlier which brother she was going to save. I thought it odd at first, but now I’m questioning if there was a reason she asked.”
“Look.” Zeke held his hands up in the air. “I have no idea what makes a succubus tick.”
Gavin crossed his arms and fixed his implacable stare on Zeke. “What did you do?”
“I didn’t do anything.”
Gavin didn’t budge.
Zeke sighed and rubbed his hand through his blond hair before stuffing it back into his pockets. “I had no idea she was a succubus. She’s hot. Really fucking hot, in case you haven’t noticed.” His head jerked in the direction she’d just left. “So, I asked her out.”
“And?”
“And … she told me to go to hell.”
Calix snickered beside him.
Zeke’s lips twitched. “Yeah, easy for you to laugh, asshole.”
“And?” Gavin asked, brow raised.
“Come on, Gavin, what does it matter?”
“I’m going to be enslaved to this woman for who knows how long. It matters to me.”
“One of the waitresses told me she was a succubus.” Zeke huffed, the grin tugging at his mouth enough to make Gavin want to knock the shit out of him. “Part of me was relieved that she dismissed me, the other part of me was kind of pissed. So, I told Jimmy to keep an eye on her.” His expression turned incredulous. “I mean, what kind of succubus turns down sex?”
Zayne groaned and shook his head.
With one hand, Gavin ran his fingers across his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. Good question. But irrelevant at the moment. “You’re a dirty prick, you know that, Zeke?”
“How was I supposed to know the guy had a hard-on for jerking around the succubi? He’s asking for it, if you know what I mean.”
“Looks like we all are now,” Gavin muttered, knocking Zeke in the arm as he passed him.
“One of these days, brother, a woman is going to run you through the ringer,” Gavin heard Zayne say as he strode from the room. “And when that happens, I’m going to sit back and enjoy it.”
 

***
 

Ayden took a deep breath. “Ah, men,” she said on a sigh.
Her attention cut back to Logan, lying helpless on the bed, unable to move, and Calla, who seemed to be keeping her distance from him. Had it all been misplaced grieving for her brother? It’d certainly passed once Logan’s attitude reared its head.
Ayden stepped toward the door but Calla grasped her arm.
“Ayden?” Her voice still carried a hint of panic. “I don’t … what if he … I’m not sure what to do.”
“He won’t need much right now. Just stay with him. If he asks for anything in the middle of the night, or has pain, try to comfort him. And if it gets bad, or you don’t think you can handle it, get Gavin.”
Calla chewed at her lip.
“You’re going to be fine.” Ayden smiled. Is it right to make her do this after having lost her brother? Ayden had never dealt with grieving before. Not that she remembered, anyway. She grasped Calla’s hand in hers. “He really needs you, Calla. You’re the only one who can help him.”
God, let him be decent to her, Ayden thought as she strode from the room.
Annabelle’s voice rose from door, as she rattled off instructions, telling Sabelle where she could find everything that she needed.
So, Sabelle had decided to stay overnight, after all.
Spotting Gavin on the top of the staircase in the shadows, Ayden plopped down next to him. “You okay?”
“Considering I have a kid I’ve got to track down now, who knows where I live, and has ties to the underworld, and I almost lost you, my brother, and I’m going to be enslaved to a succubus from now until forever? Yeah, I’m peachy.”
Ayden smiled. “It’s never boring with you guys, is it?”
“No. It’s not.” He bowed his head. “Damn, Ayden. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost any of my brothers. How do you deal with never knowing?”
She shrugged. “Diamonds are just pretty rocks to a woman who doesn’t know the value of them.”
He patted her leg. “Give my offer some thought. I’ll be at the mercy of a succubus for a while, so you don’t have to worry about me chasing after you.” He chuckled. “I’m kidding, of course. I know you love him.”
“I—”
“Love him,” Gavin said, lifting her chin. “Sometimes, people touch our soul in ways we wish they wouldn’t. Funny, isn’t it?”
“What?”
“Our greatest weakness can sometimes be our greatest strength.”
Ayden nodded, diverting her gaze to the floor. “You’re a wise guy, you know that?”
Gavin snorted. “I’m going to get some sleep. You should, too.” He kissed her forehead and stood up from the stairs.
“Gav? Thanks again. I owe ya one.” Ayden winked.
“Nah. Consider it a contract fulfilled.” He wished her goodnight and disappeared down the hall.
 

***
 

When Ayden returned to her room, Kane lay exactly as Zeke had left him, his eyes still closed, his chest rising and falling with the breaths stirring his lips.
She grabbed a porcelain washbasin from the bathroom probably meant for decoration. After filling the pitcher with hot water, she slipped a washcloth beneath her arm and carried them to Kane’s bedside.
Soaking the cloth into the warm water, she gently stroked it along Kane’s skin. He didn’t even stir. Some of his wounds still gaped, and Ayden avoided them, sweeping across the surrounding skin.
He looked so different from a week before. Stronger. Hardened. She touched her finger to the long white scar across his cheek, where the lycan had swiped at him.
Her lips replaced her fingertips.
So many scars all over his body now.
She would kiss every one of them when they’d healed. Grabbing his hand, she held it to her face, as she pulled the sheet away.
Tears flooded her eyes. His poor body had been ravaged and beaten. Open gashes pocked his stomach—those, too, healing slowly.
“God, if I’d lost you.” She kissed his palm and set it beside him. Leaning down to his face, she pressed her lips to his, the image of their first kiss flashing through her mind. “I love you.”
 

~



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 

The moment Kane woke, his eyes sought Ayden, his body responding with yearning when he found her curled up on the chaise.
Rolling over took him onto all fours, and he prowled across the bed toward her, before slipping onto the floor. Even the harsh chill of the tiles couldn’t affect the heat in his naked body as he padded closer to where she lay.
Crouching beside the chair, he willed his hand not to reach out to her.
Touch her.
Ayden’s sweet scent permeated his senses, and he breathed deeply, hoping it would touch every part of him. His gaze roved each curve of her body beneath the shirt. His shirt. He hadn’t noticed at first.
A steady purr rumbled in his chest but he stemmed the growl.
Can’t.
He stood from his crouch and glanced down at himself. A motley cluster of scars left deep grooves across his abdomen. He lightly brushed his fingertips across them and cringed.
So many.
He’d fought so viciously. Without remorse.
Grabbing the thick duvet off the end of the bed, he slowly and carefully draped it over Ayden’s body, satisfaction settling in as she appeared to sink into it, at contentment gracing her face and freeing it of the lines of vexation.
He grabbed his jeans, shirt and boots he found at the end of the bed, and headed toward the bedroom door. With one hand on the brass knob, he turned back to her sleeping peacefully.
So beautiful.
He slipped out of the room and left.
 

***
 

Ayden stretched out her legs. An odd sensation blossomed inside of her—a serenity she hadn’t felt before. She opened her eyes and sat up to find covers sliding from over her body as she moved.
Kane.
Her eyes scanned the dark room.
Kane?
His bed was empty.
She scrambled off of the chaise and searched the bathroom.
No.
She slipped into her pants and tossed Kane’s long shirt onto the bed then grabbed one of her own thin T-shirts and jacket. Hopping on one foot at a time across the room, she pulled on her boots and listened for sounds in the dark hallway.
Only the pleasured moans of two women coming from Zeke’s room reached her ears.
Ayden rolled her eyes.
A cursory scan of the hallway left her focused on the front door.
Is Bennett awake?
Surely, he would have heard any tinkering with the lock.
She padded down the stairs, her whip beating at her hips.
As she reached the door, a smiling Bennett appeared from nowhere, still wearing his tuxedo. “Good evening, miss.”
“Bennett, did anyone else leave this evening?” Even she noticed the tremor in her voice.
“Yes, miss. Master Zeke left earlier, and has since returned with two women.” His attention trailed toward the staircase and back. “Master Calix left earlier but has not yet returned.”
“But … my guest. Kane. Did he leave?”
Bennett frowned. “I’d have heard him at the door.”
“I’ll be back, Bennett. I just want to have a look around.”
“Of course,” he said, opening the door.
She gave him a quick nod and a feigned smile, trying not to expose the angst stirring in the pit of her stomach.
Winter air stiffened Ayden’s muscles as she stepped outside—not the cold, but from the sudden desperation that plagued her very soul.
She zipped her leather jacket up, brushed the dagger she’d taken from Gavin at her side, and jogged down the stairs.
Which direction?
Closing her eyes, she took a deep inhale. When she opened them again, a clarity that hadn’t been there before helped her see the finer details as the hunter emerged from within.
She peered down at the snow, noticing the tracks. Instead of heading toward the front gates, as she’d have expected, they trailed to the back of the manor. The woods.
Ayden unhooked her whip and tossed it into one of the front hedges then quietly followed the tracks.
She reached the edge of the woods. The prints didn’t hold as much depth there. Brisk on her feet, she stayed hidden by trees, listening, studying every limb and leaf for movement.
Nothing. Kane was nowhere in sight.
Moon’s light glistened against the snow as she snaked around trunks with grace and stealth.
A sound crackled behind her.
Kane.
She whipped round, smiling. Her boots sloshed against the snow as she took off running, loud enough to alert her predator.
Sensing movement behind, she veered to the right and leaped over a rotted tree trunk. She panted, desperate to stay ahead. A thud to the right of her indicated whatever chased her had closed some distance. She stopped for only a second to gain her bearings, and her gaze settled on the small cave a few yards up ahead.
One step toward it, and she froze, as a low, guttural growl tugged at the hairs along her nape.
She turned slowly.
Yellow eyes lurked toward her.
Ayden backed up a step, the danger she’d refused to consider suddenly very real.
Had she enticed the predator in Kane?
Wolves were one thing, but a powerful tiger was something else entirely. Zeke had warned her earlier that Kane possessed twice the strength by himself.
Though, he held his human form as he emerged into view.
At the sight of him, she stood tight against the nearest tree, heart pounding in her chest.
Carnal eyes stared back, as if he’d gladly devour her. “What are you doing?” His voice had become deeper with his change, huskier than she remembered.
Bark scraped against her palm. “Following you.”
“Go back.”
“No.” Ayden slipped around the trunk and ran in the direction of the small cave.
Damn the adrenaline that rushed through her body and the smile that tugged at her from within.
She stepped inside rocky entrance, and turned, backing herself into darkness.
Kane, forced to duck at the mouth of the cave, pursued, his yellow gaze fixed on her.
Cold stone hit her back. Her breath hitched. Oh, shit.
Kane stood silent in the entrance, though his focus never wavered. The human in him was almost forgettable the way he stalked her. Like a tiger sizing up a juicy gazelle.
Heart jack-hammering against her ribs, she shifted toward the right, scooting along the wall.
The growl that erupted from his chest went straight to her spine.
He closed the space between them in seconds, bracing his hands on either side of her, crowding her with his body. A week ago, she could have broken him with her own hands. Not anymore. Massive and intimidating, he stared down at her, his yellow eyes divided by the distinct, narrow pupil of a cat—a reminder of his wildness, his capabilities, and she wondered if his claws would shred her skin with the same ease they had the wolves.
Barely daring to move, she remained stiff against the rock. “Why did you leave?”
Silence but for their merged breaths—then his lip curled. “I don’t belong with your kind.”
Jaw clenched, she turned away from him. “I’m sorry. I lied to you, Kane.” Her gaze slid back to his. “When I told you that I didn’t want you. The truth is I don’t want the world without you in it. Come back.”
“No.”
“Then, I’ll follow you. I’ll track you. For the rest of my life, if I have to.”
Kane’s eyes shifted wildly, pupils dilated. His grin didn’t resemble the endearing one she’d come to love. It promised only mocking and cruelty. “My teeth would rip through your skin.” He laughed dryly. “Rip your throat out.”
“But you won’t.”
“I have no control over what I do.” His teeth ground together as he spoke. A long white canine peeked from beneath his lip.
“Yes, you do. You’re controlled right now.”
Something sparked in his yellow eyes, his face, so close, their foreheads almost touched. “Am I, slayer?”
“I’m not afraid of you.”
“No?” He tipped his head slightly and stared intently as though reading her. “Your body tells me otherwise. I feel your tremors without even touching you.”
Her hand slipped against the stone, jerking her body forward. She backed up a step, desperate for composure. “I’m cold.”
His eyes narrowed. “An immortal hunter feels nothing.”
Hers softened. “I do now.”
She raised her head up to him, pausing only a second when his growl gave way to snarl. Yellow bored into her, consuming her thoughts, those further-dilating black slits a warning—yet she placed her fingertips against his cheek.
His jaw hardened. A breath forced passed his lips and lids lowered.
The snarl quieted.
She lightly caressed his cheek, over his jaw to the long white scar across his neck. The wolves. They’d tried to sever his head.
Kane tipped his head back as though permitting her touch, but held himself stiff and guarded.
Light as silken thread, her parted mouth traced his throat until she finally pressed her lips to it. She kissed his wound from one end to the other. The natural instinct for a woman to nurture had never been a part of her, but she couldn’t deny the need consuming her then.
She wanted to soothe him. Heal him. Those wounds—hers as much as they were his—each mark, a reminder of the pain that crippled her as she’d watched the wolves tear him to shreds.
His skin, laden with sweat, left a salty taste on her tongue as she licked and sucked, urged on by his harsh breaths. The heady scent, akin to licorice, irresistible. Mouthwatering.
Kane gripped the back of her neck.
She froze in his grasp.
He drew her to his lips.
A surge of victory swam through her veins, as Ayden’s rose to his demand and dipped her tongue into his mouth.
A shove to her chest seated her back against the rock, and a coldness bled into the gap Kane created by pulling away. “No,” he said, his chest heaving.
She nodded. “Yes.”
“I was gentle once.” He gripped her arms. “But I’m no longer that man.”
“A part of you still is.” She frowned, forcing resolution into her eyes. “And if it means having even a small piece of him, I’ll take both of you.”
She pushed back against him, forcing him to a sitting position on the dirt-coated bed of the cave, and straddled his body before he could protest. As she kissed him again, she rocked her pelvis against the telling stiffness in his jeans.
A blend of fury and pain swirled in Kane’s eyes. He groaned and grabbed her hips, grinding her against him.
She tugged his shirt over his head and tossed it to the side then unzipped the front of her jacket. Her bare breasts peeked through the thin t-shirt she wore underneath.
Kane slipped his hands beneath the gauze fabric and fondled the flesh there, his touch like a spark of electricity that ran beneath her skin.
She tipped her head back. Her soft moan reverberated back off the walls of the small cavern. With haste, her jacket was dragged from her shoulders.
Kane pulled the white fabric of the shirt over her head but held her arms captive, knotted in the cotton behind her back. He kept her there for a moment, as if testing her.
Her natural impulse beckoned her to break free—but there was something exhilarating in the vulnerability of being imprisoned by him, and she mentally willed him to go tighter.
Will he hurt me?
Knees vised against his thighs, she waited.
His gaze riveted to her breasts.
“Take them,” she said on a breath. “In your mouth.”
“Yes.” His gruff voice, intoxicated with lust, echoed in the cave.
Kane traced his tongue over her flesh and lightly nipped her sensitive buds. His mouth took them fully, and her eyelids grew heavy, her body wanton.
When he released her, she wrapped her arms around his neck and dipped her head to lick the long cords of muscle in his shoulders and biceps. She bit down at the base of his neck.
Kane groaned, his hips jerked forward.
Pressing her body to his, she pushed him back against the sandy bed of the cave.
His fingertips traveled along the curve of her back, over her spine, inciting a chill that made her ache with need until his big palms gripped her bottom.
She arched into him, her breasts rubbing against his body.
He reached for the clasp of her pants.
“Wait,” she whispered, and kissed along his chest, down, down to his navel.
Ayden stopped to admire his perfect, chiseled abs.
As she took a moment to kiss each of the long white scars left behind from the attack, before her tongue followed the path to the band of his jeans, the craving to sate him overwhelmed her.
 

***
 

An inviting medley taunted Kane’s senses—that salacious aroma of feminine arousal, and Ayden, her own personal fragrance that set him on fire. Long, silky brown locks of hair fell over his stomach as she inched lower. He itched to tangle it in his fist.
No. Gentle.
His jeans slid down his thighs beneath her hands, and he kicked them off, the pressure already mounting for her. His boxers followed the same path as his jeans, and Kane tipped back his head.
Completely exposed.
Yes.
Her tongue found the sensitive skin of his inner thighs. His breath hitched, stomach clenched.
Still, she didn’t touch him where he needed her most.
The anticipation hung him from a razor’s edge.
“Ayden,” he croaked.
His wild instincts goaded him to knock her to the ground and take her.
Kane squinted his eyes, I won’t. Gentle.
“Shhh,” she said, brushing her fingertip across his lips.
God, mine.
Her hand, soft and warm in spite of the cold, gripped him and stroked him with a maddening pace. He writhed beneath her touch and muttered a curse. “Please, Ayden, I need release.” His voice had roughened.
He sucked in a sharp breath as wet warmth engulfed him.
Fuck.
His fingers threaded her hair, as her mouth worked him, transcending him to a place from which he never wanted to come down.
As his climax drew near, she slipped away.
His body bellowed for her return, seething in the flames she’d already ignited. Kane’s eyes flew open, his muscles smoldered in frustration.
Ayden stood before him, half naked, eyes determined. Glorious and deadly. After unfastening her pants, she slipped her finger inside to yank them down.
“No!” Kane choked out. “Slow.” He rolled his hips and worked his palm up and down his length as she pushed her pants to the ground as requested and stepped out of them. His control hovered on the brink when the tiny red panties slid down her silky thighs, allowing his gaze to roam her naked body.
Gentle, he reminded himself.
Ayden lowered herself to him, placing her wet passage at his tip.
He grabbed her tiny waist and slowly slid inside her, biting down on the inside of his cheek to keep himself from plunging too hard.
Ayden stirred her hips against him and rocked a steady tempo. She placed her hands on his chest, tipped her head back, eyes glazed as if she’d succumbed to some erotic trance.
Her sexy, soft moans infiltrated his mind, unleashing something primal within him.
Take.
The undulating movements of her body, so sensual, forced him up on his elbows. His eyes focused on her neck and his lip curled back in a snarl.
Mine.
He reached with one hand, gripping her back, slick with sweat, and pulled her against his body.
Heat spread through his groin.
He grabbed her bottom and urged her faster, bucking his hips as she lay across his body.
Burying his face in her neck, he sucked in her scent.
Tingles pulsated down his spine, in successive waves of pleasure.
His tongue grazed the tip of his protracted fangs.
Muscles tightened when her moans turned to cries that seemed swollen with plea. Panting breaths fell light against his ear.
The sounds brought forth a need to sate her, and each rapid thrust pushed him closer to climax.
Mounting, mounting.
The world muted.
Nails gouged his shoulder, and her muscles, taut as a bowstring, quivered in his grasp. “Kane,” she said, her voice laced with lust. “I’m …”
His fangs sunk deep into her delicate flesh.
She screamed his name in abandon, defenseless against his bite as spasms wracked her body with the powerful orgasm. Each contraction inside of her steeped his need for release.
Still holding her neck captive, Kane rolled over her, and, eyes squinted tight, he allowed his body to relinquish the blinding pressure as he erupted within her depths.
Goddamn, it’d never been so good before.
His teeth dislodged her neck. A deep crackling roar thundered in his chest and echoed throughout the cave.
Convulsions depleted him, drained him of every last bit of energy. With his final shudder, his lids opened to her face.
Her cheeks still carried a pink glow. Radiant.
Her eyes seemed lost though, a tear on the verge of spilling over.
“Ayden?”
Not even the softness in his voice seemed to break her. He drew her to his side, cradling her, winding his leg around hers as he licked and kissed the marks he’d left on her neck, before returning back to her face.
Oh, God, did I hurt her? “Ayden?”
A smile twitched the corners of her mouth, but it vanished as more tears fell. “So many,” she whispered. “All at once.”
Frowning, Kane stroked her cheek, wiping her tears away, feeling as much the dirty bastard as he’d behaved. “What? What is it?”
“Memories. All of them. My mother. My dad.” Ayden’s eyes misted with more tears, her voice affected by the sobbing. “My husband. And … my little girl. Ella. Like I can …” Ayden glanced down to her hands. “… still feel her skin. The weight of her in my arms … still so real to me.”
“Oh, Ayden.” Kane wrapped her in his arms, and as she buried her face in his chest and cried out, he kissed the top of her head.
Breaking loose from his embrace, she shot up to a sitting position. “No. I don’t want these. I can’t deal with this shit.” She stood, gathering up her clothes. “I need to go—”
Kane grabbed her wrist.
He twisted her arm in his and stroked his thumb over her scars. Without letting go of her arm, he rose up from the ground, towering over her. “Cut me.”
 

***
 

Ayden frowned, her eyes focused on his chest. “What?” She ripped her arm free.
“If you want to cut something, cut me.”
Her gaze shot to his, where not a bit of humor stared back at her. That old familiar anger grated inside of her, and her breathing grew heavy.
The dagger lay on the ground, still in its holster. She kneeled down, pulled it out, and stood to meet him, holding it to his bare chest. Her teeth ground together.
“Do it. Because with every slice to you, that fucking blade cuts though me as well, baby. So, go on.”
“Fuck you.” She pushed into his chest.
Who the hell do you think you are?
“I will cut you. And you can have all of this.” She clenched her teeth so hard her jaw ached. “Every bit of hate that’s inside of me. Hate for you and for … me.” Tears pooled and distorted the rich clarity of her eyes. “You’re nothing to me. Nothing. This whole fucking world means nothing to me.” She slackened her grip on the dagger. “I had a baby. A little girl. And I will never … hold …” She dropped the knife, and grabbing her temples, she fell to her knees. “This body … is ruined. Destroyed. I will never know what it feels to be a mother ...” Her sobs heightened to a hysterical pitch. “She was mine! And … those bastards stole her from me.”
 

***
 

Kane’s body screamed to touch her, to hold her, and he edged carefully toward her, desperate not to do or say something that might push her away.
She sniveled and choked. The arc of her spine taunted him to run his fingers down it, but he didn’t dare. Not yet.
“I did this when I bit you.”
“Yes.”
“Ayden, I’m not sorry for this.” He shook his head in spite of pain raging through him from watching her cry. “Those memories were yours, they belonged to you.”
With her head still buried into her knees, she gripped a handful of her hair and squeezed. “If they tore me to shreds, I would fight to keep her safe.” Her body trembled as if confirming the conviction in her words. “Three of them. They had the back door and the front door blocked. We were trapped in the kitchen. Ella wouldn’t … stop crying. I couldn’t keep her quiet. So I … I hid her in the pantry. God, had I known that would be the last time I was going to see her …” Ayden rocked as she continued to tell the story. “I kissed her forehead and told her we’d be all right. I had no idea, then, that they couldn’t be killed by a human. There was this … stupid fucking hope that I could be one of those strong and miraculous moms who fought off a pack of wolves to save her baby. But I didn’t. And now she’s dead because I wasn’t strong enough to protect her.”
“Ayden, you are the strongest woman I’ve ever known.” Kane knelt to the ground beside her.
She curled tighter into herself, twisting her body away from him. “Don’t. Don’t you dare. I’m strong now because of some fucked up cocktail that was injected into me.”
“Please, let me finish. Even now, as strong as you’ve become, two wolves would be a good fight. But three? Any other woman would’ve been so frightened.” She turned her cheek when he lifted her chin to meet her eyes. “But you fought them. You did what you had to do. You protected your baby.”
Ayden wrenched her head out of his grasp and held her stomach, rocking as more sobs ripped out of her body. “It wasn’t the wolves that killed my baby. It was Wade. Motherfucker!” She hit her ear with the heel of her palm. “The shot rings in my ear. And the silence. That silence when I didn’t hear her cry again.” Both hands covered her ears. “She was … just a baby.”
“God, please let me hold you, Ayden.” Kane gingerly reached out his arms and scooped her body against his. He held her like a child, rocking her and allowing her to cry against his bare chest, as he stroked her hair and kissed her forehead.
Each cry pierced his heart, the crushing agony of her hurt. He could kill because of it—fucking tear his own heart out—but he choked it back.
Her arms finally wrapped around him, the sobs dying down to sniffles, and Kane tightened his grip, entwining his legs around hers, and laid back with her still tucked into his arms. It only took a minute before her muscles laxed and her breathing slowed.
 

***
 

Kane held Ayden close to him as she slept, his chest warmed by her breaths, the tiny spasms of her body vibrating through him.
The way she curved into his body, so small and delicate against him, felt so right. He would lay there forever, if he could. Holding her. Comforting her. Kissing her. Loving her.
 

***
 

A black shroud, brought on by the oncoming night, had claimed the cave by the time Ayden awoke, yet did nothing to affect his vision. Even with her eyes, red and blotchy from crying, her hair clinging to her face from tears, the sight of her made Kane’s heart hammer.
He lifted his head and marveled when she tilted hers back to look at him. Gray in her eyes battled the sliver of moonlight filtering in—mesmerizing. Kane eased back, staring into them, and storms that had torn through him earlier in the evening calmed to billowing waves of contentment.
My Ayden.
“Your heart … it beats so fast,” Ayden said, pressing her hand to it. Her fingertips traced the ridges between his muscles, coated in a sheen of sweat from where she had lain against it for hours. “I was so scared tonight. Scared that I’d never hear it again.” She nuzzled closer and kissed over his heart.
“You were scared?”
 

***
 

“Yes,” Ayden whispered.
Kane placed a kiss to the top of her head and tilted her chin up. Orbs as green as the new spring grass held such sincerity as she stared up at them. “As long as there’s a human heart inside my chest, Ayden, it beats for you. And I will continue to love you, even after death finally silences it. You are my immortality.”
She kissed his lips. “I love you.” Wiping at her face, she moved the hair back and rubbed her finger beneath her eyes, chagrin suddenly consuming her over her broken composure. “I’m sorry about earlier. I didn’t mean to meltdown.”
“Please, don’t apologize for crying. Never apologize for feeling something.”
“I just mean, I didn’t mean to dump all of that onto you.”
“Ayden, you didn’t dump anything. You shared a very private and painful piece of yourself with me. At the risk of sounding like a dipshit, I’m glad I was here for you.”
“You’re not a dipshit.” She smiled and focused on the cave walls. “For so many years, I’ve been an empty shell. A mindless machine, designed for killing. There was never anything for me to give. I didn’t even know who I was.” Tucking her hand between his chest and her chin, she looked up at him. “You sealed the hole inside my heart, Kane, and filled it with love again. I’ve got a tough road with all of these memories. But you were right. What you said last night. They’re mine. And, as horrible as some of them are, I don’t want to forget. They make me feel something again. Thank you for giving them back to me.”
“Loosely translated: thank you for biting the shit out of my neck last night, Kane.”
Ayden chuckled. “Yes.” She huffed. “So, what are we going to do now?”
“I have to leave. If I stay, I’ll hurt people. I almost hurt you, tonight. And I know you’re not the kind of woman who follows. So, I’m not expecting you to come with me.”
“Kane.” A wave of desperation washed over her. “You saved my life tonight. Somewhere inside of you is a beast, but there is more good in you than you know.”
“Last night, the anger was outside of my control. It slammed into me. As if everyone in the world had done me wrong, somehow. If I ever took a life, a child …” He rubbed a hand down his face.
Ayden sat up, determined as she stared into those eyes. “You’re not that person. Even as a lycan.” Her lips formed a hard line. “A week ago, I would have murdered you without hesitation or remorse—a thought that scares the shit out of me now and turns my stomach. You changed my world. In one week, you showed me so much love and tenderness, in spite of what I did to you in return. You’re different. You’re not one of them. You’re a good man and you will always be a good man, no matter what form you take.” Her eyes searched his for some indication that her words made a difference to him. “You’re right. I won’t follow you. But I’m asking you, please, just give it a chance. I won’t trap you. You’ll be free to go whenever you like.”
“And if I hurt someone?”
“I won’t let you.” She grabbed either side of his face. “Please. I need you.”
“Then, we have an understanding.”
“Yes. I’ll take your life before you take someone else’s.” Her words came out so assuredly, knowing he never would.
“And I’ll take my own if ever that someone is you.”
Ayden nodded and settled back down against him. “You’ve denounced your pack and killed off their numbers. I’m certain you’ll have plenty to keep you occupied for a while.” Heat radiated from his body, the warmth soothing against her cheek. “How did you do that? Back at the compound. The tiger.”
“I don’t know exactly. I was ready to go, ya know, thinking you’d gotten away. But then, I heard you scream. So I willed myself to be something stronger. For you.” Kane folded his arm beneath his head. “I had no conscious idea of what that was. All I knew was, I had to get to you.”
“You see? You’re not a monster, after all.”
“Perhaps not. But what scares the hell out of me, is thinking what I would have done once I had you.”
She smiled. “I think this evening had a pretty good ending, don’t you?”
Kane reached down and pushed a stray hair behind her ear. “Who said this was the end?”
“It’s not.” She grabbed his hand and kissed it. “This is just the beginning.”
 

~
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