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N O T E  F R O M  A U T H O R

This book was originally going to be titled “Blood Magick”. During
the process of writing it, however, I discovered another book with the
same title by a well-known romance author, and so I made the deci‐
sion to change mine.

I apologize for any confusion this may cause, but I think this title
actually works out better. :)



S

P R O L O G U E

THE MOUNTAINS OF WESTERN CANADA -  CURRENT
DAY

hea’s thick-soled boots made no sound as she ran through the
wet underbrush with the light-footedness of a wraith. She

dodged the towering hemlock trees with little thought or effort,
ignoring the icy drops of water dripping from the branches after the
afternoon’s rain. Her steady breathing left a trail of clouds floating
behind her, barely discernible in the shadowy moonlight.

The smell of blood lured her from ahead.
The stench of death pushed her from behind.
A huff of warm breath touched the back of her neck, and the tiny

hairs all over her body stood at attention as a shiver of revulsion
skated across her skin. Her fangs shot down, preparing for a fight. She
forced herself to run harder. Pumping her arms and pushing off her
toes, she increased her speed, as impossible as it seemed.

Just a little farther. She just had to make it a little bit farther.
He was waiting.

1



“W

C H A P T E R  1

LONDON, ENGLAND -  1826

hat are you doing, sister?”

The woman froze, one hand stretched too close to the

fire. After a slight pause, she pulled her arm in and straightened.

Turning only her head, a string of golden ringlets fell over a bare

shoulder to cascade down a thin back. Green eyes, much like Shea’s

own, narrowed in on her face. “What do you want, Shea?”

Remembering her place, Shea dropped into a quick curtsy, her

brow furrowed with confusion. “I am only concerned that you were

about to hurt yourself.” Her older sister had been holding her hand

directly over the open flames in the fireplace, with no concern for the

pain or what she was doing to her skin. Even now, Shea could smell

the nauseating stench of burning flesh and could see the burned edges

of her sister’s sleeve. If she hadn’t spoken, her gown would have

caught fire.

“Why would I do that, Shea? I am about to marry the man of my

dreams and live in this beautiful home.” She swung her arm in a wide

circle, taking in the entire sitting room and the rich furnishings that

filled it. “You should be grateful that I took you out of that hovel of a
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home father raised us in and brought you with me, not sneaking

around spying on me.”

Shea let her arms fall to her sides and she straightened her back in

indignation. She took a step forward before again remembering their

agreement and retreating to a proper distance. “I am very grateful,

Elise, you know that. However, that doesn’t mean that I’m going to

allow you to set yourself on fire.” Anxiety and concern swiftly spun

into annoyance. “And I wasn’t spying for the gods’ sake, I was only

passing by the doorway on my way to fetch the tea and biscuits, and

saw what you were doing.”

“Watch what you say!” Elise’s haughty demeanor was completely

unlike her, even if she were about to become a great lady. “Do not

speak of your gods here, or we will both be burned alive.”

A thread of unease wound its way around Shea’s heart. This wasn’t

the first time in the last few days her sister had spoken as if they didn’t

have the same upbringing, and the same history, despite their current

positions in society. “My gods? Are they not your gods anymore?”

Elise turned away with a swish of her full skirts, stretching her

hands back out to the fire, with no reaction of pain to the red, scalded

skin on her left palm. “Of course they are. We just shouldn’t speak of

them. There’s a reason our bloodline has been ‘lost’ in the family

records.”

Her tone was dismissive, yet Shea hovered, afraid to leave her

sister. The door opened, and she was relieved to see Matthew, Elise’s

fiancé, enter the room. He gave Shea a polite smile when she curtsied

to him, before moving past her to take his place at her sister’s side.

“There you are.” Raising her hand to his lips, he placed a chaste kiss on

the back. With a frown, he turned it over and gasped. “Elise! What

have you done to your hand?”

Elise smiled politely up at him. “I was only trying to chase away

the chill, and I got a little too close to the flame. I can’t seem to get

warm enough today.”

“Mrs. Richards will know what to use to ease the pain for you.” He

turned to Shea. “Please go fetch the cook.”

But Elise shook her head. “Do not interrupt her in her daily duties.
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She’s very busy getting everything ready for the wedding. And

besides, I’m fine. Truly.”

He smiled down at her, an adoring expression on his face. “Yes.

The wedding.” Matthew immediately turned back to Shea. “Would

you please fetch us some tea?”

Shea dropped into a curtsy. “Right away, sir.” Still in the submis‐
sive pose, she asked, “Is there anything else you require, my lady?”

“No, Shea. That will be all. Thank you.”

Leaving her in the capable hands of her future husband, Shea

murmured the correct response and left them to their wedding talk.

Her fingers twisted together in her apron as she rushed to the kitchen

to get the tea and cakes.

Elise was acting strangely. So strangely, in fact, that Shea was

becoming convinced that woman was not her sister at all.

Then who is she, if not my sister?
Shea didn’t know, but that was not the person she had grown up

with. Not the person whose friendship she valued more than anything

else in the entire world. The thing in that room, though it resembled

her sister in appearance, made Shea’s skin crawl and the blood freeze

in her veins.

There. She’d finally admitted it. If only to herself.

The closeness she and her sister shared was the reason Shea was

here with Elise, in her new home, with her future family.

Her sister had met Matthew by chance at the market, and sparks

had flown at first glance. He’d asked to call on her, and though she’d

tried to refuse him, telling Shea he was too much the dandy for her, he

hadn’t given up until she’d agreed. The fact that she came from a

lower social status, and was actually barely above living on the streets,

made no difference to him. Matthew was the fourth son in a long line

of sons up for the title of earl, and therefore, was given free reign to

live his life as he wished for the most part, especially when he really

wanted something. And he had really wanted Elise.

Within a month, he had proposed the union of marriage, and her

sister had accepted, on the condition that Shea could come with her.

Matthew had agreed, and had even been gracious enough to hire her
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into his household as her sister’s lady’s maid. She would make her

own money, and would be included in everything they did.

Well, maybe not everything. Shea blushed at the thought. But when

they traveled, Shea would go also. And when they had children, Shea

would take over as nanny.

And if, by some chance, Shea met someone, Matthew had offered

to give her a small dowry to take to her new husband. It was a

perfect situation for both of them. Their father could barely support

himself and her mother, never mind his two daughters. But he had

done his best by them, and besides, material comforts were not

important. What was important was that they stay warm and fed

—and alive.

For Shea and her sister came from a very special bloodline. A

secret bloodline. One that was only known by certain members of the

holy community, and one that needed to survive for the good of

the world.

Or so she’d been told since she was three.

Shea retrieved the tea tray and took it back to the sitting room. As

she approached the closed door, she heard Matthew’s voice, raised to

a high pitch.

“What do you mean, Elise? Are you changing your mind?”

“Matthew, please don’t shout.”

“Don’t shout? Don’t shout? My bride-to-be is telling me she has

changed her mind the day before our wedding, and you’re telling me

not to shout?”

Shea stopped outside the door and set the tray down quietly on the

stand. Leaning in closer, she pressed her ear to the wooden door.

There was a rustle of clothing, and then her sister’s voice. “You’re

being dramatic. I’m not cancelling our nuptials, I only want a little

more time—”

“Time for what, Elise? What exactly do you need time for?”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“You’re correct. I don’t understand. I don’t understand any of this.

Not at all.” A pause. “I thought you loved me.”

“Matthew, please.” There was a grunt. More rustling of clothing.

L.E.  WILSON
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And then her sister’s voice again. Only it wasn’t her sister’s voice. Not

at all.

“Get off me.” Followed by the sharp sound of skin striking skin,

and then absolute silence.

Shea straightened up, her heart pounding as she heard footsteps

coming toward the door. Leaving the tea tray on the stand where she

had set it, she picked up her skirts and hurried away.

She rounded the corner to the dining area just as the door to the

sitting room was flung open. Peeking around the doorjamb, she

watched as her sister—or something that looked like her sister—

marched in the opposite direction and headed upstairs to her rooms.

A few seconds later, Matthew stumbled out into the hallway. Their

eyes met, the bewilderment in his matching her own feelings, and for

a moment, Shea thought he was going to come talk to her. But he

walked past, striding down the hall and out the front door.

Shea ran outside after him. “Matthew! Please wait!” She realized

belatedly that she had called him by his first name, but it wasn’t

important. Not right now.

He stopped and turned to her, waiting for her to catch up.

She dropped into a curtsy. “If I may speak to you a moment?”

“Of course you may, Shea. Please stand up, and tell me; what the

bloody hell is going on with your sister?”

Clasping her hands in front of her, Shea glanced up at her future

brother-in-law. “I apologize for listening. I brought the tea and heard

raised voices—”

He waved a hand in dismissal. “It’s fine, Shea.”

She closed her eyes, praying he wouldn’t think she was crazy. She

supposed there was no way to say it other than to just come right out

with it. “I have reason to believe that woman is not my sister.”

“I’m sorry?”

Opening her eyes, she lifted her chin. “That isn’t my sister,

Matthew. That isn’t the woman you proposed to.”

Thick dark eyebrows rose nearly to his hairline. “Then who, pray

tell, is it?”

She could tell he was frustrated, but also that he wasn’t taking her
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seriously. “I don’t know. I don’t know who it is. I only know it’s not

Elise. But please don’t kick us out just yet. I promise I will get to the

bottom of this.”

His handsome features softened. “I’m not going to kick you out,

Shea. I just want to know what’s wrong with my bride-to-be.”

He didn’t understand what she was trying to say. He thought her

sister was having her woman’s flow or something. The fight drained

out of her as she realized it was very likely that he would call the men

with the white coats to take her away in their carriage if she kept on.

With a polite smile, she promised him she would talk to her.

Matthew gave her a grateful nod, and continued to the stables. A

few minutes later, she saw him astride his new black stallion. He gave

her a wave as he kicked the horse into a trot, and then a gallop, as they

headed off toward the meadow on the other side of the fence.

Once he was gone, Shea hurried to the stables and requested a

carriage. She needed to talk to her father. He would know what to do.

If she didn’t tarry and got straight to the point, she would be back in

time to help Elise get ready for dinner.

Funny how fate can wreck even the most meticulous of planning.
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“W

C H A P T E R  2

TWO WEEKS EARLIER -  CURRENT DAY

hat are you doing here?” Shea whispered.

A light breeze lifted the loose tendrils of her hair, and

raised chill bumps across her sensitized skin. Or maybe it was the way

the dark warlock’s topaz eyes stared all the way through to the

deepest secrets of her soul.

His scent drifted to her on the light breeze. It filled her nostrils,

making her upper lip twitch, exposing her fangs before she could stop

herself. The taste of his scent made her mouth water and the back of

her throat burn with thirst. She ached to pierce the firm skin

stretched tight over the strong pulse in his throat until she could taste

the dark essence of him. Her blood pounded, keeping beat along with

the music coming from inside the renovated building that was now a

popular gay club in Seattle’s infamous Capital Hill neighborhood. It

was 70’s night, and the place was filling up fast. Soon people would

start spilling out to the outdoor patio, but for right now, it was just

the two of them.

And Cruthú, of course. His raven.

“Hello, Shea.” Jesse’s low timbre stroked her like a lover’s caress.
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He looked different somehow, and after a moment, she realized it was

his clothing. Instead of the usual black, a burgundy cashmere clung to

his muscled torso. Her hand twitched toward it, to feel the soft mate‐
rial stretched across the hard muscle of the arm beneath. But she

pulled it back, even though he was nowhere near touching range. His

long, lean legs were covered in tailored charcoal slacks, and expensive

shoes had replaced the black, heavy-treaded boots she was used to

seeing on him. His dark hair was different, too—a bit longer—the

wavy ends falling just past his collar.

He sprawled casually in his chair as she took in his changed

appearance, one large hand resting on the small table in front of him,

fingers wrapped around a sweating bottle of local beer. It was still full.

A trickle of fear slid down her spine as she watched him trace

designs in the condensation with the tip of one finger without taking

his eyes from her face. It had only been a few weeks since he’d

released her from his mountain prison, but it was obvious he’d been

following her. No one could have told him she came to this club, even

if he’d had the nerve to ask them. No one else knew. Shea glanced

around, ensuring herself they were completely alone, at least for the

moment. “What are you doing here?” she repeated, louder this time.

His fingers stilled on the bottle, but despite his calm demeanor, she

knew he was aware of her proximity. Very aware. Yet, while her pulse

paused and stuttered as if it tried to relay everything she felt in Morse

code, she could hear his beating strong and steady beneath the orches‐
tral sounds of disco.

“Won’t you sit down?” He nodded at the chair across from him.

Shea hesitated. A quick glance around ensured her they were still

the only ones on the patio. She swallowed nervously. He’d never hurt

her in any way while she’d been with him, but she still didn’t

trust him.

One side of Jesse’s mouth quirked up in a sardonic mask of a smile.

“I mean you no harm, Shea. I just want to talk.”

Pulling the chair out from the table, she angled it so her back was

to the half wall surrounding the patio and she was facing the door that

led inside to the dance floor. As soon as she sat down, the raven

L.E.  WILSON
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hopped along the wall to stand near her and squawked in greeting,

picking up a strand of Shea’s long hair and running it through her

beak. She reached back and stroked the silky feathers of the bird’s

cheek. “Hey, Cruthú.”

“She missed you.” He paused, allowing Shea to absorb the heavier

meaning implied with those words before he continued, “I wanted to

come and check on you after our phone call. I was concerned. I’m glad

to see you are safe and well.”

Shea didn’t know how to respond. “There was no need for you to

do that.”

“Of course there was. I had no idea you were in possession of one

of the boxes the demons are after, or I would have checked on you

sooner.”

Shea didn’t know how he hadn’t known. He seemed to know

everything.

Jesse lowered his eyes to the untouched bottle of beer. He spun the

bottle with his fingertips, until it balanced on a tilt. Removing his

fingers, it continued to spin for a few seconds by itself.

Shea watched the bottle spin, fascinated, until he grabbed it and

stopped the momentum.

When he lifted his gaze again, the intensity within made them

glow bright as the sun. “I missed you, as well.” Clearing his throat, he

glanced away and went on before she could respond to that surprising

statement. “What happened to the box?”

It took her a moment to answer him, unsure if he was friend or foe

at this point. “It’s gone.”

His eyes flashed back to her face. One eyebrow lifted. “Gone?”

She nodded, not seeing the harm in telling him what happened in

either scenario. “The demons got their hands on Dante’s mate and

threatened her life. He gave up the box to save her.” Jesse knew

vampires, and therefore, she knew he was well-aware of the weakness

they had for their mates. She wasn’t giving any secrets away.

The warlock cocked his head and stared at her. “They didn’t

kill her.”

“No. They tried, but Dante and Laney both survived.”
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“Good.” His face was grim. “But the demons got the box anyway.”

“Yes.” Her tone was bleak. During their phone call a few days

earlier, Jesse had warned her of the consequences if this were

to occur.

“If they’ve found the others, the last clue will lead them to their

original blood. It will allow them to reanimate to their true forms.” He

gazed past her shoulder, his forehead creasing. “They will destroy this

world, you know.”

Shea stopped petting the raven and dropped her hand back into

her lap. She waited until his attention once again focused on her. It

took a few seconds, and she knew he was seeing a future they could

not allow to occur. A future of hell on earth. “Luukas plans to find it

before they do.”

“The blood?”

“Yes.”

He didn’t appear reassured. “And how will he do that? When I last

spoke with you, you didn’t even know what it was you had until I told

you. Does he have any idea where the blood is hidden?”

With a sigh, Shea shook her head. She didn’t bother arguing the

point that he could have saved this all from happening if he had just

told her about it from the beginning. “No. But finding it first is our

only hope.”

“He won’t be able to stop them now, Shea. I can’t stop them. No

one can.”

“But you released them—” She slammed her mouth shut with an

audible click before she could say anymore. She wanted to ask him

why. Why he had done such a thing. What did he hope to gain from it?

However, she didn’t really need to ask. She knew. He’d helped free

them because he was evil, like Leeha. Like the demons.

“Releasing them was easier than sending them back will be. They

wanted to be free. They don’t want to go back. It would take more

blood and magic than I alone possess to do so.”

The implications of his words began to truly sink in. Fear loosened

her bowels and clenched at her heart. “There has to be a way to send

them back to hell…to chain them to the altar again. It was done once
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before, it can be done again.” For if what he said was true, they were

all well and truly fucked—humans, animals, and supernatural crea‐
tures alike.

“The first time it was done by a full coven of witches using a lost

form of dark magic. Keira is powerful in her own right, but even if I

wanted to help, it wouldn’t be enough with only the two of us.”

“What if there were six of you?”

He cocked his head at her. “Six?”

“There are five Moss witches residing with us now. Keira and her

sister, Emma, Grace, Ryan, and Laney. Some of them knew of their

heritage, some didn’t. Keira is working with them, strengthening their

magic and their control. Laney is a Protector.” She stuttered to a halt

before she said too much. “With your help—”

“No, Shea. I’m sorry.”

She would think he was upset about being unable to help her, but

for the stubborn set of his jaw.

Shea sat back in her chair and averted her eyes from the enticing

male. There was more going on here than he was telling her.

The silence stretched between them. It would have been deafening

if not for the music and the small sounds the raven made as she tried

to get Shea to stroke her again. A human couple wandered out into

the area, the males heading to the opposite side of the patio to make

out in the corner.

Shea ran her hand down Cruthú’s soft feathers one last time, then

stood. “I should go.”

Jesse stood also, reaching for her hand across the small tabletop.

She tensed, pulling it out of his reach with a quiet hiss, flashing her

fangs at the male. “Don’t touch me.”

Pain darkened his golden eyes, but he pulled his hand back and

held his clenched fist at his side. That tiny glimpse into his soul was

gone so fast, Shea wondered if she had imagined it. “I’m sorry. I only

wanted to try to convince you to stay a bit longer.”

“I can’t, Jesse. I have to go.” Away from you. His masculine scent

permeated her nose, causing the thirst to burn with an intensity that

tilted the world around her. She needed to feed, and as much as she
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wanted to, she couldn’t drink from him. Instinct told her such inti‐
macy would be devastating for her, and not just because of the phys‐
ical pain it would cause. “I need to go,” she repeated.

“Let me come with you—”

“No!” She wanted to tell him that she preferred to be alone, wanted

to tell him that out of all the males she knew, his company was the

one she wanted least, but she couldn’t force herself to form the words.

It would be a lie, and she couldn’t bring herself to lie to him. Not with

the way he was looking at her, seeing right through to her soul. She

lowered her voice. “No. You can’t. If the others saw you here, they

would kill you.”

His expression hardened. “They could try.”

He wasn’t being cocky. It was the truth. She’d heard about the

battle between Jesse and Luukas. Even with Keira’s magic thrown in

to help, Luukas was convinced Jesse had only been toying with them.

They’d survived for one reason: because Jesse had left the scene and

allowed them to leave.

“I need to go. Goodbye, Cruthú.” She paused, the next words

catching in her throat for reasons she didn’t want to define. “Good‐
bye, Jesse.”

Turning away before he could say anything else, she made her way

through the burgeoning crowd inside the dark club. A few males

bumped into her accidentally as she edged around the dance floor, but

Shea’s hisses of pain were drowned out by the thumping beat of

the music.

Once safely outside again, she waved to the bouncer and strolled

down the street with a casual swagger until she reached the corner, so

as not to raise suspicion. But as Cruthú circled the sky above her, she

felt anything but calm.

An icy chill slithered down her spine.

The raven’s eyes weren’t the only ones watching her.

L.E.  WILSON
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C H A P T E R  3

esse watched Shea until she was out of sight. The female was a

strange combination of street thug and elegance, and he knew

she would be just at home in a brawl as in a ballroom.

It utterly intrigued him.

But he’d been a fool to come here and face her, hoping for…what?

That she would tell him she missed him, too? Run into his arms and

allow him to hold her as he so longed to do? Her aversion to touching

him hadn’t changed.

He narrowed his eyes as he watched her go out of her way to avoid

walking into a group of males heading toward the club just before

she’d turned the corner.

Jesse glanced up at Cruthú, reassuring himself that she knew what

was asked of her, and turned to walk in the opposite direction. As he

strolled past aged apartment buildings, small shops, and couples

heading out for the night, his mind spun with all he had learned that

night. Shea had jerked away every time someone had accidentally

brushed against her as she’d made her way through the throng of

writhing bodies on the dance floor. Her sounds of pain had not gone

unnoticed by him, though no one else would have heard, but he’d
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assumed it was the blood lust he’d sensed that made her grumpy. She

was thirsty, which he would assume was the reason she was here.

But, perhaps he was wrong. Was it possible her aversion to being

touched wasn’t caused only by her repulsion to him? He’d witnessed

her fear when she’d been his guest up north, and his gut had told him

there was more going on with her than met the eye. And it appeared

his instincts had been right. She’d even told him straight out he could

not touch her. But it appeared she wasn’t afraid of him, merely of his

touch. And anyone else’s, it seemed.

A vampire who required blood to survive, yet was repulsed by

touch. And the mystery thickened….

Then something else occurred to him, and his heart nearly

dropped right out of his chest. If he would never be able to touch her,

he would never feel if her skin was as soft as it looked, or feel the

touch of her small hands exploring him in return.

It was a sobering vision of the future. One that he would have to

do something about. Immediately.

He didn’t follow her. There was no need. He knew exactly where

she lived, and the raven would keep an eye on her. His friend would

let him know if Shea went off course or got herself into any trouble

she couldn’t handle on her own.

After their phone call a few days before, when she had called to ask

him about the box, Jesse had done little but pace the confines of his

room, waiting for the phone to ring again so he could hear her voice

on the other end and know that she was safe. Their short time away

from each other had been torture for him. He found he could barely

eat. And at night, when he would lie in the bed she had slept in, the

scent of her would surround him until he could think of little else but

burying himself inside her. And when he would finally fall asleep, her

whiskey voice would whisper to him in his dreams.

Unable to sit and do nothing any longer, Jesse had gathered a few

things and come to Seattle. It was time to go on a little trip, and he

thought perhaps he could convince the vampire, convince Shea, to

come with him.

Cruthú, his only friend, had eagerly voiced her opinion about the
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trip from her perch near his bed as she’d watched him pack, and had

made herself at home in his truck as soon as he’d opened the door.

She’d ridden on the passenger seat the entire way, only getting out to

stretch her wings when he’d stopped for gas. Jesse was happy she’d

decided to come with him. He didn’t like leaving her.

Or perhaps it was only that if the bird ever left him, he would be

utterly alone.

As he strolled down the rain-slickened street, he breathed in the

salty sea air and thought about what Shea had just told him. He

needed to find out where the demons had taken the box, and whether

they were still in the area. Shea did not seem inclined to share

anything more than what she had already told him, and if he tried to

approach Luukas or any of the other vampires, he doubted they

would give him the chance to defend himself before they went for his

head, let alone the time to speak to them. Of course, there was no way

he could justify what he had done to the Master Vampire, or his part

in releasing the demons from their place in hell. And he wouldn’t

bother to try. He had his reasons for doing what he did.

It was true, what he had told Shea about sending them back. He,

alone, would not be able to do it. He needed a spell to do that. A spell

that was lost around the same time his father had shown up again. But

the demons didn’t know that, and he planned on using that threat to

get them to do what he wanted them to do—the reason he’d helped

Leeha bring them back.
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hea locked her apartment door behind her and leaned against it

with a shaky exhale. She thought she’d be able to breath again

once she was safely inside.

She’d been wrong.

Bending at the waist, she untied her boots and kicked them off,

leaving them lined up neatly on the mat by the door. Her skin felt hot

and tight, and she plucked at the front of her silk top before finally

just pulling it up and off. Wearing only her jeans and bra, she made

her way through her small apartment to the little galley kitchen and

grabbed a water out of the fridge.

Jesse’s sudden appearance had shaken her more than she wanted

to admit. So much so, her stomach felt like Cruthú was fluttering

around inside of it. So, after about an hour of prowling the streets of

Seattle, she’d given up on finding a female to feed on and had just

come straight home. It was a pure stroke of luck that she hadn’t run

into any of the guys on her way upstairs. One look at her flushed face

and protruding fangs and they would’ve known something was up.

And like the pain in the asses they were, they would’ve pestered her

about it until she wanted to scream—because they were nosy, and
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because they worried like the brothers she’d never known she’d

wanted, but was very grateful to have.

But even if they had caught her on her way in, she knew she

wouldn’t have told them what was really causing her discomfort. She

had no intention of telling them about Jesse showing up at the club, or

that she had spoken to him. For reasons even Shea herself couldn’t

fully comprehend, she felt protective of the dark warlock. She just

hoped this act of kindness didn’t come back to bite her in the ass

anytime soon.

She’d just changed into a pair of loose pajama pants and a white

cotton tank when there was a knock on the door. Pausing with one

hand in her sock drawer, Shea closed her eyes. Her hands began to

shake. Quietly closing the drawer, she placed them over her stomach.

Butterflies were slamming around in there again, and she was glad she

hadn’t fed.

It was him. She didn’t know how she knew it, she just did.

His scent came to her as soon as she left her bedroom; woodsy and

masculine with a touch of something dark and wicked. It called to her

like a warrior’s song. His blood would taste sinful and forbidden, she

knew, and her fangs shot down into her mouth even as her womb

clenched with longing of a completely different kind. Closing her

eyes, she battled the urge to fling open the door just so she could lay

her eyes on his face.

“Shea, I know you’re there.” His low voice came through the heavy

wood. “Open the door.” It wasn’t a request.

She should definitely not open the door. As a matter of fact, she

should leave him out there for the others to find. But before the

thought had even completely formed, she found her hand on the lock,

then on the latch, and she swung the door open wide.

He was even more alluring than just a few hours ago. Impossible,

but true. Cruthú sat quietly on his shoulder, her talons making deep

impressions in the soft cashmere of his dark, blood-red sweater, yet

he didn’t appear to be in any pain. His eyes immediately dropped to

her mouth, then down to her nipples, easily seen protruding beneath
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the thin material of her tank top. They hardened even more beneath

the weight of his stare, and his lips parted on a harsh exhale.

She crossed her arms to cover herself, and to keep herself from

yanking off her shirt and baring her breasts to his hungry gaze.

“Please go away,” she whispered. Though if she were to be honest with

herself, she didn’t really mean it. She’d done nothing but think of him

since he’d let her go.

He ignored her, and continued his perusal all the way down to her

bare toes, peeking out from the hem of her pants, and then slowly

back up to her face. “I can’t,” he said simply. “Let me in, Shea.”

His golden eyes locked with hers, bright and intense, and after a

slight hesitation she stepped back out of the way so he could enter. He

came inside, but kept his distance, much to her relief, and continued

past her into her small apartment. Shea closed and locked the door

behind him, taking a few moments to gather her composure before

joining him in the other room. It didn’t do much good.

She found him in the kitchen, rummaging through her fridge. He

helped himself to a bottle of water and took it to the kitchen island,

seating himself on a stool. Cruthú hopped down and went to investi‐
gate the pages of a magazine lying near the sink.

He looked like he belonged there.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she told him. “If the others caught you—”

“They won’t.”

“Your scent is everywhere. They will know you were here. Luukas

will recognize it.”

He gave a small shrug, completely unconcerned. “Possibly.”

“What am I supposed to tell him?”

“Whatever you’d like.”

Why was he making this so hard for her? Shea closed her eyes.

“Jesse, please. Just go.” I couldn’t stand it if anything happened to you.
He was silent for a long time, then suddenly his mouth quirked up

in a semblance of a smile. “Worried about me, Shea?”

She shook her head. Yes. “No. I’m worried about me when they find

out I allowed you into my apartment.” The lie was bitter on her

tongue. She was terrified for him. Luukas was healing from his ordeal
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well with Keira’s help, though lately he seemed to be backsliding. But

he would rip Jesse apart if he found out he was here, and he had five

witches and four other vampires to help him.

The fact that she didn’t include herself in that group didn’t escape

her, but it wasn’t something she was willing to examine too closely at

the moment.

Tipping the bottle up to his mouth, Jesse never took his eyes from

hers as he drank, his Adam’s apple sliding up and down with each big

swallow. When he had quenched his thirst, he set it on the counter

and leaned back in his stool. “I came to invite you on an adventure.”

She crossed her arms over her chest again when his golden stare

fell and lingered. Shea didn’t want to feed into the idea of going

anywhere with him, but to distract him—and herself—from the way

he stared at her breasts, she asked, “An adventure?”

“Yes.”

“Why in the world would you think that I would want to go

anywhere with you?” It was a reasonable question. But the answer,

when it came, completely floored her.

“I think you know.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Shall I spell it out, then?”

“Please.”

“Fine.” He leaned forward in his chair, pinning her to the spot with

the heat glowing from his eyes. And though he never raised his voice,

each word cut into her like a knife, whittling away her defenses until

there was nothing left but a wall as thin as paper between them.

“Because I sensed you in that altar room before I even knew you were

there. Because ever since I first laid eyes on you, I’ve needed you near

me. Because I long to touch your skin and hear your voice—all the

time. Because I crave the feel of your hands on me with everything

inside me. Because I nearly come when I imagine you feeding from

me—and I imagine that quite often.” He paused. “Because I’ve never

felt such a loss as the day you walked away from me.”

The paper ripped, leaving a jagged hole. “Stop.” She threw up her

hands, halting any more words he’d been about to say.
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“Why?”

“Because you’re talking crazy.” But the thing was, he wasn’t. Every‐
thing he said…she had felt those things, too.

“Is it crazy, Shea?”

His chest rose and fell rapidly beneath his sweater, the show of

emotion unusual for him. Shea had never heard so much as a flutter of

his pulse to give away what he was feeling before. But she heard it

now. Loud and clear.

“I’ve missed you,” he told her simply.

The world tilted around her again. The way he looked at her, the

longing in his voice, the scent of his desire for her, his words…but she

couldn’t be with him. “Jesse, no—”

“Come with me, Shea. Be with me. Even if just for a little while.”

Despite the slight thread of fear that still tangled its way around

her gut, the urge to touch him was so strong she took a step forward

and started to reach across the island before she caught herself.

Curling her hands into fists at her sides, she shook her head. “I can’t.

We can’t.”

“Why not?”

She laughed, the sound ugly and raw in her own ears. “Why not?”

She practically spat the words at him. “Because you kept me a pris‐
oner for weeks. Because you tried to kill Luukas! Right after you

drove him so completely mad, he believed he had killed Keira—his

mate! And you did it with nothing but the power of your sick mind.

Because you helped that she-bitch unleash the hounds from hell, and

you don’t seem to have the slightest remorse about any of it!”

He was irritatingly calm after her outburst. “You know nothing of

my remorse, or lack thereof. I have my own reasons for everything I

do, Shea.”

She crossed her arms and leaned back against the counter. “Oh,

yeah? What would those reasons be? What possible excuse could you

have for any of those things?”

His eyes darkened, narrowed in challenge. “Yes, I kept you pris‐
oner in my room. To protect you. It was the only way I could be

assured that Leeha wouldn’t get her hands on you. The spell that kept
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you a prisoner in my room kept her out. Although she couldn’t possess

you without me, she was spiteful and temperamental, and not ever to

be trusted. And yes, I fought with Luukas. Fought with him. I was

ordered to kill him, and his witch. Did you know that? But I didn’t.”

Jesse took another drink from his water. Staring at the counter in

front of him, he said quietly, “I only had to make it look good, before I

allowed them to escape.” He sighed heavily, like the weight of the

world was on his shoulders, and finished off the bottle.

Shea continued to give him the same stony stare, but she wasn’t

feeling quite so self-righteous anymore. “Okay, fine. But what about

the rest of it? That doesn’t excuse the fact that you played a very large

part in Leeha’s insane plan to populate the earth with actual demons

from hell.”

“I have my reasons for that, also.”

She waited, honestly curious as to what possible reason he could

have for doing such a horrendous thing.

Getting up from the counter, he began to pace. “It’s a long story.

Too long to get into right now.”

“I have the time.” She wasn’t very successful at hiding the snide

tone of her voice, but she wasn’t about to let him get out of this one

without hearing his reasoning behind it.

Jesse suddenly veered from his path and came to stand before her,

so close she could feel the heat from his body. His heart pounded in

her ears. “Come with me, and I will tell you all of it.”

A deal. He was offering her a deal. The scent of his skin—and his

blood—engulfed her, making her muscles tense, her fangs ache, and

her throat burn. More than that, she could feel the power of his will

and the answer he wanted to hear from her. His golden gaze bore into

hers. Shea did everything she could to keep him out of her mind, to no

avail. Her head began to pound from fighting him. Sliding out from

between him and the counter, she paced over to the floor-to-ceiling

window that made up her outer living room wall, breaking the

connection. Turning her back to the view, she shook her head. “No,

Jesse. I can’t.”

He took a deep breath, running a hand through his dark hair much
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like Nikulas did when he was feeling anxious. Then he stilled. His

eyes narrowed in challenge. “Not even if it meant you would be

helping me hunt down the demon’s blood before they could find it

themselves?”

Shea eyed him with suspicion. “What did you just say?”

He sauntered toward her, all lean muscle and masculine confi‐
dence beneath his expensive clothes. Stopping just out of reach, he

said, “We can stop the demons, Shea. You and me. We could bring the

blood back to Luukas and let him do with it what he will.”

She searched his features, wanting to trust what he was saying, but

knowing she’d be an absolute idiot to do so. “Why would you do that?

I thought you wanted them here. Why would you help me after every‐
thing you’ve done to achieve that?”

“Because more than anything else, I want to be with you.”

Shea froze, his frank admission throwing her off again. He was

telling the truth this time, she had no doubt. For a brief moment, the

butterflies returned as she stared up at his handsome face, and she

dared to hope.

But then reality came crashing down upon her, and she gave him a

sad smile. Her heart deflated in her chest; aching for a future with this

dangerous male she hadn’t admitted to herself that she wanted, until

this very moment when she realized she could never, ever, have it.

“That’s impossible, Jesse. We can’t be together.”

“We can, Shea. Leeha is dead. And I can”—he rolled his eyes on a

loud, suffering sigh—“come to a mutual understanding with Luukas.

We’ll work it all out.”

“No.” She shook her head. “We can’t.”

He raised a hand to touch her face. “Shea—”

She stepped back. “No! Don’t touch me. You can’t touch me, Jesse.”
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esse dropped his hand, but didn’t back away. He cocked his head

to the side so he could see the reflection of the overhead light on

her face. Shea’s pulse was beating rapidly and her forehead had a

sheen of sweat covering it. He finally understood why she was so

frightened of him. But he would never do anything to physically harm

her. “I swear to you, I would not touch you unless you wanted me to.”

But she just gave him a sad, nervous smile. “No. You don’t under‐
stand. You can’t touch me. Not ever. You would hurt me, Jesse.”

He recoiled from her words. “Shea, I would never harm you.”

“Yes, you would. It would be unintentional, but it would happen.”

She took a deep breath, hugging herself, like she was trying to make

herself smaller. “Something happened to me when Luukas disap‐
peared. I didn’t know it until the day Nik told us his brother was

missing. He was so upset, and as I was about to leave, I reached out to

hug him. As soon as I touched him, something…happened. I nearly

ended up on the floor.”

“What exactly are you saying?”

She paused a moment. “I’m saying I can’t touch you. I literally

can’t. And you can’t touch me. If I even so much as brush up against a
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male, I feel like”—she glanced around, like the words she was looking

for were written on the walls—“I’m being electrocuted or something.”

Jesse studied her, taking in every small movement of her eyes.

Every breath. She wasn’t lying. It suddenly all began clicking into

place. He’d heard her hiss in pain when the others had brought her

into the altar room that first time. Although he hadn’t realized what

the sound was at first, it had traveled up the corridor to him,

distressing him and hurrying his steps. And the way she’d recoiled

from him in his room when he’d only been trying to console her. And

the way she’d tried to avoid the dancers at the club, hissing in pain

when they accidentally bumped into her. His earlier pondering had

been correct.

It was Keira’s curse. Leeha had bragged about it to him in one of

her more talkative moments. “But, how do you feed?”

“Females don’t affect me, only males. I can…touch females.” She

wouldn’t look at him.

Jesse studied her guilty expression. “You do other things with the

women as well, other than feed. Sexual things.” It wasn’t a question, or

an accusation. Just an observation. His blood heated at the thought of

her with another woman, but not in the way he would expect. The

thought of her with someone else, anyone else, had him grinding his

teeth together and clenching his fists at his sides. He’d never felt such

possessiveness with anyone else. Yet, in the weeks he’d had her in his

home, he’d come to think of this female as his own.

She lifted her chin and straightened her spine. “Sometimes.” The

word was said defiantly, despite the spots of color decorating her

cheeks. Her discomfort with the conversation told him all he needed

to know, even if he hadn’t just plucked it from her mind.

“Have you been with anyone since you left me?” He didn’t know

why he asked. He really didn’t want to know.

She stared at him a moment. “Not like that. No.”

Jesse swallowed his ire. He knew what it was like to feel alone.

He’d spent most of his life that way. “That’s not something to be

ashamed of, Shea. Everyone needs to be touched, to be held and loved.

It’s human nature, and vampire also, I would imagine. It doesn’t
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matter what gender you are with.” However, he intended to see to it

that she would be touching no one else from this moment forward.

Shea crossed her arms and tilted her head in a way that he was

coming to recognize as her telltale defensive gesture. “Yeah, well. Tell

that to my father. He’s probably rolling over in his grave as we speak.”

“Your father was old-fashioned, then.”

The snorting sound she made was definitely not ladylike. “You

have no idea.”

“And yet, he has such a heathen for a daughter.”

An adorable crease appeared between her brows as she scowled,

until she realized he was teasing her. The lines relaxed, to be replaced

by a forlorn expression. “He actually never knew of the thing I

became.”

Jesse approached her slowly. Distracted by her memories, she held

her ground this time, and warmth filled him that she trusted him to

get so close, whether she realized it or not. Very carefully, he picked

up a tendril of her dark hair from where it lay over the front of her

shoulder. It was just as fine and silky as he’d always imagined. No

wonder his raven was so enthralled with it. Catching and holding her

gaze, he lifted the strand to his nose. “You are not a ‘thing’, Shea. I

don’t ever want to hear you calling yourself that.” Her hair smelled

wonderful. “What is that smell?”

“Pantene.” The sarcasm was back. Turning her head so her hair

slipped out of his fingers, she put distance between them, taking on a

casual mien as she walked past him to stand by the cold fireplace.

But she didn’t fool him. He could hear her heart pounding and see

the flush of her skin. And he could sense the battle she was fighting

with herself in her mind. She was not as unaffected by his nearness as

she tried to appear. “Come with me, Shea.”

She shook her head, but when she looked at him, her green eyes

were bright with longing and unshed tears. “Why? It would only be

torture for us both.”

Her words gave him hope. “To be so close and yet so far away?”

“Yes.” The word tore from her on a hiss.

Ah. Finally. Some honesty. “I have quite a few tricks up my sleeve,
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Shea. Perhaps I could figure out a way to alleviate your pain.”

Hope flashed across her lovely features, but it was gone before he

could appreciate it, to be replaced by a cynical smile. “And what if

you can’t?”

“I still want to spend time with you,” he told her sincerely.

Throwing her arms out to the side, she looked to the heavens.

“Why? Why the hell would you want to be with a female you couldn’t

touch?”

“Because I care for you.”

“You barely know me.”

“Then give me the chance to do so.”

“Jesse—”

He stormed over to her, stopping close enough that her spine stiff‐
ened, and she looked up at him with a hiss of warning and a flash of

her fangs. Gods, she was beautiful when she was vamped out. It made

him instantly hard. “Give me a few days of your time, Shea. That’s all I

ask. Give me a damn chance to try to help you.”

Indecision battled in her thoughts.

He pressed his advantage. “Come with me. Let’s save the world.

Together. And maybe we can save you in the process.” He waited with

bated breath as she fought with her decision. Gently, Jesse pressed

harder into her mind, amazed at the speed of her vampire brain as she

thought of and discarded every side to her arguments.

Finally, she relaxed. Her decision had been made.

“Okay.”

Backing off slightly, he smiled. “Okay.” Her decision, he knew, had

little to do with him, and a lot to do with helping Luukas and the

other Hunters. At least, that’s what she chose to believe.

She rubbed her forehead with the fingers of one hand, as though

her head hurt. “I just need to pack a bag.”

He glanced out the window. If they hurried, they would have just

enough time to make it back to his home for the day. “I’ll wait.” There

was no way in hell he was letting her out of his sight until he had her

safely away from here.

Then, and only then, would he tell her the truth.
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hea finished packing a small duffle with a few changes of clothes

and other necessities. She’d changed back into a pair of jeans

along with a black, long-sleeved, cotton shirt. Her boots and rain-

resistant pullover would complete the ensemble. Picking up the bag,

she glanced around her room to make sure she hadn’t forgotten

anything.

What the hell am I doing?
She’d gone round and round with that question ever since she’d

agreed to this insane trip. And it all kept coming back to one thing:

What if he can help me?
But even if he couldn’t, there was an even better reason to do this.

What if we can find the blood before the demons do?
Those three thoughts had been fighting for dominance ever since

she’d agreed to go with the dark warlock. She was taking a huge

chance, but she couldn’t deny she felt something for him, something

so strong she was willing to put her life in his hands. Something that

made her willing to disobey Luukas, her maker. And, maybe, just

maybe, if they were successful in their endeavor, the Master Vampire

wouldn’t lop off Jesse’s head when they returned.

Or hers.
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She wasn’t fooled by what Jesse had told her. He wouldn’t give up

what he’d been working toward that easily, just to be alone with her.

He had no intention of helping her stop the demons. However, if she

went with him, maybe she could put a wrench in his plans. Perhaps

she could even talk him over to their side.

Hopefully, Luukas wouldn’t find out what she was up to and call

her back before she could accomplish what she was setting out to do.

If he did, she would have to obey. It was the nature of the relationship

between a Master Vampire and his children, though Luukas rarely

implemented it. Now she just had to think up something to tell the

rest of the Hunters: a good reason for her to be going off on her own

without telling them about Jesse.

“Tell them you need some time away.” Jesse’s voice came from

behind her. “Tell them that watching all of them running around with

their mates is upsetting to you as the only one still alone, and how you

probably will never find someone of your own…etc. etc. Act the part

of the emotional female and those boys will be more than happy to

give you a little space.”

Shea turned to find him leaning casually against the doorframe of

her bedroom. A chill slithered down her spine. “So, you can not only

influence minds, but read them?”

He lifted a shoulder in response. “Are you ready?”

“I just need to stop up at Luukas’s apartment and tell him I’m

leaving for a while.”

“Cruthú and I will wait for you in the parking garage. Second floor

down. And, Shea?”

She finished tying her boot, stood, and looked over at him, her

mind on what she was going to say.

“Don’t keep us waiting long. Or I will come to Luukas’s door and

retrieve you myself.”

She didn’t doubt for a second he would do just that. “I’ll be there in

a few minutes.”

Giving her a nod, he headed for the front door, only pausing a

moment for the raven to come back to her perch on his shoulder. She

clicked her beak at Shea as they left.
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As soon as they were gone, Shea dropped her bag and sank down

onto the couch. Putting her head in her shaking hands, she seriously

wondered if there wasn’t a thread of truth in what Jesse had offered

up as her excuse. Was she running away from all the happy couples

around her? Is that why she was so eager to grasp at the first male that

wanted her?

She scowled at her own thoughts. That wasn’t the reason, and she

knew it. She wasn’t quite that pathetic. There was a real connection

between her and Jesse. She’d felt it back at the fortress where he’d

saved her life, and it had only grown stronger while they’d been apart.

If she were to be completely honest with herself, and with him, she

would admit she’d missed him, too. That she looked for him every‐
where she went. That every morning when she came home, she

ignored the pang of disappointment that hit her when she opened her

door to find her apartment dark and empty. And that a small thrill

had shot through her when she’d looked across the patio at the club to

find him sitting there, watching her. And it had nothing to do

with fear.

Plus, if there was any chance at all that he could fix what was

broken within her, she needed to take it. Her personal life aside, she

was no good as one of Luukas’s Hunters if she couldn’t even fight in

hand to hand combat with a male who was threatening her maker.

Feeling determined, if not completely better, about her decision,

she soon found herself knocking on Luukas’s door. The Master

Vampire himself answered it. He looked tired and distracted. She

didn’t want to feel good about his suffering, but she hoped it would

work to her advantage.

“Shea.” He took in the clothes and the bag at her feet. “Where are

you going?”

She forced herself to look directly at him as the lie slipped easily

from her tongue, a little too easily. “I thought I’d do a little research on

my own. See what I could find out about the demons loitering about.”

“I’ve already got people watching them. They’re heading back to

China, it seems. At least the main group.”

Guilt wracked her, but Shea pushed it aside. “Yes, I know. But I
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thought I would try another path, and go north to Leeha’s fortress to

see if I could find any other clues. Maybe find any stragglers and see if

I can learn anything.” She looked down at her hands, then back up at

the male that had done so much for her. “And honestly, Luukas, I just

need a little time to myself. Being around you all is starting to wear on

me. I can’t even sleep in my own apartment without hearing Christian

and his own private, exotic dancer next door.” The disgust in her tone

wasn’t only for Luukas’s benefit. “Even Dante has someone now.” She

didn’t expound on what she was saying. Luukas was very intelligent.

He would figure it out. To go into more detail would look suspicious.

His grey eyes softened with concern. “Perhaps there is someone

out there for you, Shea. I’m sure fate wouldn’t be so cruel as to leave

you alone for the rest of your eternal life.”

She gave him a sad smile. “Perhaps.”

He rubbed his unshaven jaw. “Alright. I guess it won’t hurt to see

what you can find out. Go on and do what you need to do. But you are

to report in to me every other night, and keep your cell on you so that

I know your location at all times. No exceptions. If you need help, no

matter how insignificant, send an alert. You know how. I’ll be here

until Nik and Aiden call in and we get a plan of action together. At

that time, I will need you to return, whether you’ve discovered

anything or not.”

“I understand.” Bending down to pick up her bag, she paused

before she left. “And Luukas, thank you.” She wanted to say more, but

again held back, hoping it would be enough when he found out

the truth.

He gave her a nod, and shut the door.

Jesse was waiting for her right where he said he would be. She

found him leaning against a dark SUV not far from the elevator,

feeding Cruthú bites of something from his pocket. The bird greeted

her between nibbles, and when Jesse spotted her, his golden eyes lit

with triumph.

“Don’t get too cocky about all of this,” she told him as she opened

the back door and threw her bag in. “This isn’t a ‘yes’.”

“But it’s definitely a ‘maybe’,” he countered.
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Shea closed the door and turned to face him. Reaching out to

Cruthú, she stroked her feathers, careful not to accidentally touch

him. “I don’t know what I’m doing here,” she whispered. She wouldn’t

look at him. She was afraid to. Afraid at what she would see reflected

in his eyes.

“It will be okay, Shea.”

She could only nod.

“We need to go now. Emma and Grace are coming.” The bell

sounded above the elevator doors, signaling that they were about

to open.

“Oh, shit.” Shea flashed around the vehicle and got in the passen‐
ger’s side just as the doors slid open, revealing the two witches. They

looked worried, not their usual happy selves. But then again, their

mates were far from home, following demons around while trying not

to attract their notice. Not an easy feat for several reasons.

Sliding down in the seat, Shea glared at Jesse as he got in the

driver’s side—just as casual as could be—and told Cruthú to go sit by

her. The bird hopped over onto her lap and fluffed her feathers before

settling down for the ride. “I’m glad you find this so amusing.”

He laughed outright, and even waved at the witches as he backed

out of the space a little faster than was necessary, cutting off

their path.

Shea’s stomach flipped as she listened to the masculine sound of

his laughter. It brought her joy to hear it, and she realized that this

was the first time she had. “I’ve never heard you laugh before.” The

words came out before she realized that she was going to say them.

Jesse immediately sobered, and she wished she had kept her mouth

shut. Glancing over at her, he brought the car to a full stop at the

intersection. “I guess I don’t normally have much of a reason to do so.”

He concentrated on the red light, and said no more about it. It turned

green, and he stomped down on the gas.

Cautiously, Shea sat up. They were heading toward I-5. “So, where

are we going?”

“I need to go back to the mountain and get some things before

we leave.”
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“I thought the interior of the mountain had completely caved in

after your fight with Luukas.”

“It did. But my rooms managed to be spared, and I still live there.”

“That’s good, because that’s where I told Luukas I was going and

he’s tracking my phone.”

Jesse shot her a look, one side of his mouth lifted in a curious

smile. “Of course he is.”

She studied his strong profile, wanting to ask him about his

promise to help her with her affliction. But she was too afraid her

suspicions were right, and he’d only told her that to get her to come

with him. After opening and closing her mouth a few times, she

turned to stare out the window with a sigh.

“Let’s take care of our demon problem first, as we are short on

time. And then I promise you, Shea, we will find out what it is that’s

affecting you, and I will find out what it feels like to have you burning

with passion beneath me.”

A shot of liquid heat flared within her and Shea cleared her throat

to cover the way her breath caught. His words affected her more than

she would like to admit. She couldn’t even scold him for being in her

head and invading her privacy.

She needed to change the subject. “Do you know where the

demons are headed?”

“Yes. China, I believe. The clues will direct them to the exact loca‐
tion. The monks hid the blood there generations ago, and they are the

only ones who would know where it is.” He paused. “My plan is to go

straight to the source, and beat the demons at their own game.”

“That explains why Waano took Aiden there. Though he didn’t do

anything to stop them.” A thought occurred to her. “What if they

won’t tell us?”

“They will. They’ll have no choice.”

She stared out the window as the city lights faded into the

distance. They would make good time. There wasn’t much traffic this

time of night. “Is that how we’re going to get across the border into

Canada? By you doing some of your evil witchy coercion?”

His hands tightened on the steering wheel. “You think I am evil.”
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Again, he willed the answer out of her mouth. “Yes.” Then she

turned to glare at him. “Stop doing that.”

“Doing what?”

“Making me say things.”

“I’m not making you say anything, Shea. It is what you believe.”

“But you’re forcing me to say it.”

“Perhaps,” he finally admitted a tense minute later. “I just need to

hear the truth from you.”

“I wouldn’t lie to you, Jesse. I don’t really believe in lying. Lies only

come back to haunt you later.”

He gave her a sideways glance. “You lied to Luukas.”

“I had to. He would never have allowed me to come with you.”

Besides, it hadn’t all been lies. She rubbed her forehead again. “Please

don’t mess with my head anymore.”

With a sigh, he glanced over at her, longer this time as he studied

her profile. “All right,” he finally agreed. “If you promise to only ever

tell me the truth. Always.”

She turned her head and caught his eyes, holding his gaze steady

with hers. “I promise I will never lie to you. Now, please watch

the road.”

After a short nod, he did as she asked, turning on some music for

the ride when she angled her body away from him to stare out the

window. The song was beautiful—an instrumental with an eerie

violin lead. But Shea couldn’t relax, as much as she tried.

They spent the rest of the three-hour ride in uncomfortable

silence, other than the music. Shea tried to concentrate on the

task at hand, but she couldn’t focus with him sitting so close.

His scent filled the interior, tantalizing her senses, until she

thought she would go mad before they ever arrived. She even

lowered the window, but it didn’t help; she could feel  him beside

her, sense him there, as if his blood was already merged with

hers, flowing inside her veins. It made her restless, and if Cruthú

hadn’t been fast asleep in her lap, she would’ve been squirming

around on the seat like a bitch in heat. It was downright embar‐
rassing.
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Jesse, on the other hand, appeared completely unaffected by her

proximity, despite his passionate words back at her apartment.

Shea was beginning to believe she was a complete idiot to agree

to this.

They arrived at the border, and just as he’d promised, they sailed

through customs without a hitch and arrived at the fortress shortly

thereafter. The majestic, snow-capped mountain was little more than

a pile of rubble now, thanks to the battle that had taken place there

between him and Luukas. As Jesse went off the dirt track to circum‐
vent the base of the remainder of the mountain, Shea leaned forward,

looking out the windshield.

“You did this on purpose,” she said softly as she took in the

destruction. “You destroyed Leeha’s fortress. It was your plan all along.

That’s why your rooms survived the battle.”

He didn’t respond at first. Pulling the vehicle into a sheltered spot

within the thick undergrowth of the pine and cottonwood trees near

the back entrance, he threw it into park and shut off the engine. They

sat there, neither of them making a move to get out, as the air between

them charged with emotion.

“Why?” she whispered.

Removing his hands from the steering wheel, Jesse let them fall

into his lap. When he finally looked at her, his eyes were like twin

orbs of molten gold in the darkness. “It was time.” He kept his voice

down, as though he didn’t want to disturb the peacefulness. “Leeha

had done enough. She was unstable. She needed to be stopped.”

As Shea sat wondering what this could mean, if anything, Cruthú

woke from her nap and fluffed her feathers, then gave a good shake.

Settling down again, she made no move to get off Shea’s lap.

“She likes you.” There was a hint of wonder in his voice, but not

surprise.

“Stop trying to change the subject.” But she gave the silly bird a

scratch beneath the feathers on the back of her head. When she

looked back up at Jesse, he was watching her, his expression intense.

“What?”
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He dropped his eyes, and put his arm out for the raven to hop

onto. Shea’s lap felt cold without her there.

“I promise I will tell you why I did it, Shea. I will tell you every‐
thing. But not right now.”

“Why not right now? I’d like to know.”

“And you will. But I want you to know me a little better first,

before you judge me.” He paused, and she saw his throat working as

he swallowed. “I don’t want to fuck this up between us,” he finally

admitted. Then he opened the door and got out, holding his arm up

for the raven. Cruthú took flight, stretching her wings before they

went inside. Grabbing Shea’s bag from the backseat, Jesse said, “It will

be day soon, we’ll stay here so you can get some sleep, and leave at

sundown.”

Then he closed the doors and walked away a few paces before he

waited for her to join him.

Shea stared at his back. He was standing stiff as a rod, his face

tilted to the sky as he watched the raven soar above the towering

pines. She wished she could read his mind as easily as he did hers. A

raindrop hit the windshield, followed quickly by a few more. Taking a

reinforcing breath, she got out of the SUV and went to join the dark

warlock in his lair.

BLOOD CHOICE

37


