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Through a Crimson Veil
Allison Walters lightly touched the comm device at her waist as she turned down the hall. Being included in this after-hours experiment was an honor she deserved. Of all the trainees, she was the best and brightest. Everyone knew that. Or they soon would—and that included her father. She'd make certain of that. Once she climbed high enough, he'd have no choice except to acknowledge her achievements.
With a determined nod, she walked through the double doors of the Los Angeles Department of Paranormal Research & Development and paused. The area seemed strangely deserted considering how important she'd been told this experiment was. Hesitating, she tucked her short, dark hair behind her ears. Maybe this was a joke: Her fellow trainees were envious of her brilliance, and she wouldn't put it past them to pull something. Allison knew they called her an arrogant bitch behind her back, and embarrassing her would be good for a laugh.
Firming her jaw, she strode purposefully down the hall. If this was some prank, she'd make them pay. She was so intent on her plans for retribution that a banging noise to her left made her jump. Allison stopped and eyed the door warily. The research subjects were housed in that wing, and one of them could have gotten loose. It had happened before.
"Grab the dog!" The muffled voice held urgency, adrenaline.
Dog. It was a werewolf then.
She heard a growl and involuntarily stepped back before catching herself. A body hit the door, the thud hard enough to make her wince, and then men were yelling. It was impossible to distinguish words, not with so many voices shouting at once, but Allison relaxed. The guards outnumbered the research subjects at least six to one here; they'd have the werewolf back in its pen shortly. As dangerous as this situation was, it was worse when one of the vampires escaped. They were creepy and their physical abilities were—
An expletive came through the metal door, then, "Tranq him! C'mon!"
The sounds of scuffling ended abruptly and Allison knew someone had knocked out the escapee. It grew quiet, but she didn't move. Without weapons, humans were no match for dogs or vamps. Did she want to work with these creatures? Put herself in jeopardy if something went wrong?
She tensed at the sound of footsteps, but it was Jeff Riker who came around the hallway corner. Although he was one of the younger members of the development team, he was slated to be part of the test tonight.
"There you are," he said brusquely. "They sent me to look for you. Come on, then. We don't have all night."
He headed back the way he'd come, expecting her to follow. Allison did, but only because he worked with Doctor Stowe, the head of tonight's team. She didn't like Riker, and the feeling was mutual. He was jealous of her like the others, since he knew his label of up-and-coming young genius was soon to be eclipsed—by her. Asshole, she thought with a smirk.
They reached a black door marked Cleaning Supplies. Allison stopped as Riker opened it and strode inside. This was a gag; it had to be.
"Come on," he ordered.
"If you think I'm walking in there with you, Riker, you can think again."
He snorted. "Don't flatter yourself. You're not sexy enough to overcome your attitude problem."
Allison puffed up. "You're envious because I landed the top researcher position, because I'm—"
"Yeah, yeah, yeah," Riker interrupted. "I've heard it before. Everyone in the department has. You're brilliant, you soar above the mediocrity of us poor, average human beings. But obviously you're not brilliant enough to discern why no one likes you."
She stiffened. "The inadequate always project their deficiencies on others."
Riker shook his head. "Keep telling yourself that while you eat lunch alone. Now, follow me or I'll leave you behind."
Allison scowled. Riker ignored her until reluctantly she walked into the closet. As soon as the door closed, he did something that created an exit in the back wall, and Allison found herself standing in a small lab—one she'd never known to exist. Curious, she looked around. There was a library filled with books—some lying open—but she couldn't see the titles.
The equipment present was impressive. There were monitors, digital equipment, a row of Bunsen burners and tools she couldn't identify. Walking deeper inside, she continued examining the room. There were desks as well as high-countered lab stations, and she couldn't help but wonder who worked here.
And what they did.
Doctor Stowe caught sight of her then. "Walters," he said when he reached her, "welcome to the Demon Research Group. You've displayed an interest in demonology, and we'd like you to see what we do." He smiled. "We'll be starting in a moment."
"Doctor, what's happening tonight?" she asked.
Stowe's angular face sobered as he measured her. "We're calling through demons, of course. Only a few," he assured her quickly. "We've located a new summoning ritual."
Allison was never speechless, but she didn't find her voice until after the doctor rejoined his colleagues. She was the only woman present, the only trainee. Not that the lab was filled with people. There was Doctor Stowe, Riker and two other men—that was it. She straightened, pulling her shoulders back. She was the best and brightest. They were grooming her for great things, asking her to pick their group for assignment when her training finished. Too bad this was a secret and she wouldn't be able to inform the others of her latest distinction.
Riker returned. "Doctor Stowe asked me to fill you in," he said. He sounded about as thrilled as a man headed to the dentist. "The summoning ritual they'll be trying tonight is open-ended. That means the demons—if this works—will remain in our world until we choose to send them back."
"I know the definition of open-ended," Allison informed him, lifting her chin. "A closed summoning means the demon is only allowed to remain until he completes the task he's been called for. But I thought there were no open-ended rites."
She shouldn't have said that. "Guess you don't know everything after all," Riker replied smugly.
"I understand more than you believe. For instance, the term 'demon' is used to refer to creatures native to Orcus and has no relationship to any theology. They appear humanoid, but have powers greater than vampires or werewolves." Unobtrusively, Allison took a deep breath and tried to recall specific abilities. She wouldn't permit this jackass to outshine her. "They can shapeshift, and control the elements—"
"Some can shapeshift," Riker corrected in a tone that put her back up. "Not all demons have the same talents."
"Of course not. I was speaking generally," she lied easily, then quickly moved on to another aspect. "Demons have incredible strength and stamina, and if injured, their wounds heal at an astonishing rate." Allison smirked at her adversary. "Should I continue educating you?"
Riker's face went red. "Right," he drawled sarcastically, "you're teaching me. Why don't you explain the hierarchy of Orcus, beginning with how they govern themselves? Include a breakdown of the different branches, their standing within that society, and the powers generally associated with each breed."
Curling her hands into fists, Allison struggled to hide her temper. She couldn't display weakness or it would be used against her. "Didn't Doctor Stowe request that you fill me in?" she asked with mock sweetness. "I haven't been part of the Demon Research Group for two years. That's how long it's been since you finished training, correct?"
"Fine," the boy genius snapped. "They govern themselves via a council believed to be comprised of four members. Pinning down how many types of demons there are is more difficult, but there are a lot of them. Those with weaker magic are viewed with scorn by the more powerful. The stronger of the branches such as Grolird, Setonian, Kiverian and such have the ability to use fire as a weapon. We've seen them shoot balls of flame as well as streaks of it. Most have some telekinetic capability, but again, the degree differs from demon to demon."
Despite herself, Allison was interested, and she worked hard to keep her voice nonchalant as she asked, "What about the talents of one of the weaker breeds? What can they do?"
Riker studied her, then shrugged. "Some of the lesser branches also have control of the elements, although not to the same degree. There's one kind"—his eyes became slightly less remote as he became involved in the subject—"that manipulates air and wind. We're not sure what they're called since we've heard three different names, but they are definitely viewed as inferior by those of greater power."
"Demons." Allison shook her head. "As if vampires and werewolves in this city weren't enough."
Riker gave her a mild look, then went on. "What's particularly interesting, is how the weaker demons compensate for their shortcomings. They might lack punch in their magic, but they make up for it in other ways—like cleverness. Those perceived as strong in Orcus rarely are anywhere near as crafty."
Allison nodded. It made sense. The weak had to compensate in some manner. Hadn't her father tried to do the same with his sarcasm and derision? He'd been jealous of her intelligence from the time she was a child. "The myths I've heard—"
"I'm getting there," Riker said, sounding impatient. "As I was saying, all these types of demon are different. The ones that use air and wind? They're playful. Like Loki from Norse mythology—"
"Or Coyote from Navajo stories," she interrupted, refusing to let him lecture her as if she were a high school student.
"Exactly!" The boy wonder actually sounded pleased by her interjection. "What if those two really did exist? After all, these demons weren't always imprisoned in Orcus."
"The veil," Allison murmured. Her confusion over Riker's response had her asking him a question instead of researching it herself later. "How were the demons trapped?"
He shook his head. "If you're asking what the veil is and how it confines them, we have no conclusive answer. The stories we've found, though, seem to suggest that the barrier was created when a particular group of demons did some especially horrible deeds."
"And we're calling them forward?" Allison wasn't sure that sounded too bright.
"Most aren't too bad, and demons are stronger than either fangs or dogs. That's what the DRG's purpose is: to learn about the inhabitants of Orcus in the hope we'll be able to use them."
For a moment, Allison was disconcerted by the implications, but she pushed them aside. "If their abilities are beyond those of the vamps and dogs already here, that means they'll be very dangerous to us. We're already at a disadvantage."
"True, and we've thought of that." Riker gestured toward a table near the older men; it held nothing except an oversized pistol. "That weapon is still experimental, but it's killed every demon we've tested it on. Besides we humans can control them. Once they've given their word, they're bound to it. If they break a spoken promise, they lose their powers forever, and in their world, to be without magic is the same as being a serf."
The idea of commanding demons, creatures more powerful than anything in Crimson City, enticed Allison. Once she ruled them... "How do you get them to agree—"
"Quiet," Stowe called. "We're about to begin."
The team except for Riker chanted in a language Allison couldn't identify. The three men must have spent hours memorizing the words, since there were no papers or books in their hands. She tucked her fingers in the pockets of her trousers and watched in fascination.
As the final word faded, there was a strange wavering to the air in front of the doctors. Allison closed her eyes to clear her vision, and when she opened them again, two tall new masculine figures stood in the room. One had dark hair and the other was blond. Both wore it down to their waists and had thin braids at either temple used to pull their long tresses back into ponytails. Neither wore a shirt, but with their impressive chests, why would they want to?
Doctor Stowe approached the—demons? He spoke to them quietly enough that Allison couldn't hear the words. She pulled her hands free and smiled. Another honor for her: She was meeting the strongest demons allowed into Crimson City in years, would be part of the group directing their actions. Truly she did—how had Riker put it?—soar above the mediocrity of other humans.
One day she'd be in charge of the entire Department of Paranormal Research & Development; it was simply a matter of time. Why shouldn't she command demons now? The figure with dark hair turned his head and looked directly at her. His strange, light-colored eyes were unreadable, but there was a cruelty to his lips that sent a shiver down her spine. Allison shook it off. He hadn't acknowledged Riker or anyone else in the room—only her.
The air shimmered again and a third demon appeared. Allison stared at him. He was different than the first two. This one had shoulder-length, light brown hair, and while as muscular as the others, he wore a shirt.
Riker approached the newcomer. The demon ignored him, and Allison smirked. Even the creatures of Orcus saw how special she was, understood that she was the one they should obey.
A shout jerked her attention back to the first two demons. The dark-haired one had lifted Doctor Stowe off the floor by his throat. There was more yelling, and Riker rushed over. Lights popped, dimming the room. Involuntarily, Allison backed up a step.
The demon threw Stowe to the ground. He was dead, his neck at an odd angle. Two of the three remaining members of the team drew syringes and headed for his killer. Riker went for the weapon he'd pointed out to her, but it suddenly sailed across the room as if thrown.
The last demon to arrive began walking toward the door.
"You are not going to assist us?" the golden-haired demon asked. Despite the fact that the first two demons were focused on the third, Allison saw the research team was unable to close the distance and sedate them.
"I'm a healer," said the third demon.
"You will wait for us outside the chamber," the dark-haired one ordered, and the healer nodded.
As soon as he left the room, all hell broke loose. Allison tried to run, but her feet wouldn't move. The dark-haired demon looked at her and nodded, letting her know that he was responsible for her paralysis. The blond demon shapeshifted, probably into his true form—burning red eyes, black-scaled body, claws, fangs. Fear rose in Allison's throat, nearly choking her.
She turned her head away, unable to watch what the demons were doing, but the screams of Riker and the others seemed to echo through the lab. The ensuing silence was much worse.
"Think you to be special?"
Allison refused to look over, but a rough hand forced her face around to meet the dark-haired demon's eyes.
"Think you to command the Bak-Faru?"
Her lips trembled, but she couldn't speak, couldn't think of anything to say with those icy purple eyes staring at her.
"We saved you for the finale," the demon continued. His smile made her gulp. "You will pay for your hubris. Your thoughts, your arrogance reached us even in Orcus. You, human—you are nothing." The demon increased its pressure on her chin, forcing her head back.
He and his companion looked at each other, then they changed back into their humanoid forms. Up close, they were movie-star handsome, but Allison couldn't see beyond the earlier scales and claws.
"You will command us?" the dark one repeated. "I think not. Demons ruled the earth before our imprisonment, and we will rule it again. You are no better than the dirt beneath our feet, and we are your masters."
He pushed her, and Allison fell. For a moment, she simply stared at him; then she realized she could move. She scuttled backward on her butt, using her hands and feet to propel herself across the floor. That lasted only a moment before the demon's foot came down on her hand.
Allison tried to swallow her shriek, but as he ground his boot down, her bones snapped—he was pulverizing them, turning them into dust. By the time he stopped, she was crying and sweat beaded on her brow. She wouldn't beg. That was beneath her.
"Oh, but you will beg, human. You will beg me to kill you and you will acknowledge our superiority."
He tore the fingernails from her crushed hand, then did the same to the other. Every time she passed out, he forced her back to awareness. Every time Allison's brain distanced itself, he ended that numbness. The demon refused to allow her any respite from agony. She screamed until she was hoarse, pleaded for mercy, but there came none. He used her body as a weapon against her mind, used it by inflicting excruciating pain without killing her.
"Still believe you that the Bak-Faru are yours to command?" he asked.
"No." Allison hardly recognized her voice; her screams had destroyed it.
"Who is the master?"
"You." At his frown, she quickly added, "Demons are master."
"Now beg for your death."
She didn't hesitate; death would be welcome. "Please. Please kill me."
His hand morphed, and long talons appeared. He slid one sharp nail along her throat. The cut wasn't deep enough to kill, but warm blood ran down her neck. Please, she thought, unable to speak. Please, end it.
She never felt the bite of the claw that severed her head from her body.
...and in the time of darkness, will come knowledge of one not of Orcus. Some shall ascribe to him the role of deliverer, others shall fear him with just cause—he is a slayer, a powerful mage—and he alone possesses the magic to lower the wall. Through the crimson veil shall he peer, and if it be ill, he shall tear it asunder. Thus shall the freedom of Orcus be known—and its enslavement...
—from a sacred parchment, Predictions of An-Tul, Setonian Prophet
McCabe was hunting; Mika knew it.
And she was hunting the hunter.
The thought amused her, and she struggled to rein in her merriment. This was serious business, not a game. Her ability to find humor at any given moment had been one of the arguments of the Council against using her on this assignment, but when it came right down to it, there was no one else. Of all those she knew who lived in Orcus, only she had a human parent. This time, that was an advantage.
For one thing, only she could cross the veil at will; she'd been doing it for years. For another, it was unlikely any full-blooded demon would survive McCabe long enough to find out what they needed to know. Of course, there were no guarantees that she'd live either, but the Council believed McCabe would be slower to attack her since he'd recognize her mixed parentage.
Mika shrugged. She wasn't going to worry about it. Tipping her face up to the night sky, she let her senses stretch. McCabe was nearby and he continued to move—not too quickly, to avoid missing something, but not slowly either. Mika stayed just within her range, no closer, and didn't think he was aware of her yet. When the time felt right, she'd change that.
Anticipation zinged through her. She hadn't wanted this mission. Not really. Yeah, she'd been tempted for a few seconds when it was presented—until she'd realized how risky it would be. She was aware that it would be difficult to say no—the Council ruled everyone except Orcus's darkest residents—but she wasn't willing to put her life on the line.
Then they'd handed her a sheaf of papers, and as she fanned through them, she'd caught a glimpse of the man. For a moment, her heart had stopped beating. And when Mika could breathe again, she knew Conor McCabe was her vishtau mate.
Her logical side—and contrary to popular belief, she did have one—said it was unlikely, that she couldn't know from a mere picture. But she could meet him and find out for certain. She'd planned to turn down the assignment and seek him out on her own when it dawned on her that McCabe had been marked for death.
And so she'd bargained—his life in exchange for her participation in the mission. The Council had commented on her softness, that she was too weak to be even half demon, but she'd secured their promise to spare Conor and given her own oath in return. They'd nailed her down on this assignment, forcing her agree to more than she'd meant, but demons protected their vishtau mates no matter the cost. If she were mistaken, then no great harm was done, but if he were her mate...Mika's heart rate accelerated. Soon she'd meet him; soon she'd know.
For now, she kept her distance from McCabe, strolling through the night with assurance. She'd cloaked herself. Though she wasn't putting much energy into it, she was invisible to humans. To average humans, she corrected. A sensitive might be able to feel her, but it was unlikely there would be one around in this neighborhood: Not many existed, and this was a bad part of town with few inhabitants.
How did people live like this? The buildings were mostly boarded over, and many had yellow Condemned notices stapled to the plywood. Graffiti covered almost every inch of available space, and grime coated everything heavily enough to make the structures look as if they'd been fire-bombed. Only her ability to control her body's sensitivity kept her from overloading on the stench, noise and ugliness of the place.
If humans, vampires and werewolves acted together, maybe they could clean up areas like this. Of course, it would mean putting aside their differences to work with each other, and Mika guessed she'd be respected by the strong demons in Orcus before that ever happened. She shook off her cynicism. Los Angeles hadn't earned the nickname Crimson City because the different species lived in harmony. There had been tension and distrust here for her entire life.
She rounded a corner and stopped short, face-to-face with a woman. It was a vampire, Mika knew; demons like herself could read energy. There was a moment of surprise for both of them, then the female stared at her in challenge. Mika met that challenge head-on—she might be Mahsei, one of the weaker branches of demon, but she was more than strong enough to take on a vampire.
Shifting to balance her weight more evenly, Mika waited to see what happened. She'd read the newspaper articles about and seen evidence of the bloodshed in Crimson City right now. Humans and vampires and werewolves were all plotting and killing each other, and becoming bolder about it, their truce all but forgotten. She was prepared to fight, but she wouldn't be the one to start something; that wasn't part of her mission.
Patience turned out to be the right course of action. The vampire broke off the confrontation, inclining her head and stepping around Mika to continue on her way. Mika watched her disappear down the block, then tried again to pick up McCabe's trail. She had to locate his energy pattern, and quick.
A breeze whirled past, blowing her dark hair into her face. Pushing it out of the way, Mika sensed something and looked up. She knew just enough about birds to guess it was a great-horned owl. Another hunter. Busy night, she thought. Her lips curved again with amusement.
She'd carefully planned her first meeting with McCabe. Though he might be surprised to know it, seeing as they existed in another world, the Council had a very detailed dossier on his life. He was a demon hunter, one who'd killed many of her kind, and the leadership subscribed to the theory of know thine enemy. They'd allowed Mika to study McCabe's file before she left Orcus, and among other things, she'd discovered he was a man who protected those he perceived as weaker than himself.
To capitalize on that, her approach would be hesitant, almost timid. She would also use her appearance. She looked younger than she was and there was a naiveté to her face. But along with that seeming ingenuousness was a sensuality that attracted males—each wanted to be the one to introduce her to passion. At least, until she showed them her demon side.
She laughed quietly. Once they realized her innocent face hid a darker nature, they couldn't get away from her fast enough. But if McCabe reacted to her the way human men did initially, she'd have time to spin her tale even if he did know what she was.
Her amusement drained away as she spotted hopscotch squares chalked on the sidewalk. Mika stopped in front of the game, stared at it for a moment, then jumped in with two feet. Next she used just her right foot, then both again. Then she went still. Surely there was more to it than this, but she couldn't recall what she'd seen girls do as they played. She quit hopping and strode away. Her difficulty was illustrative of all her life's problems: She'd divided her time between her parents, never fitting in to either this world or Orcus—but it had been worse when she'd lived here with her dad.
Not that things were a picnic in Orcus. Because of her mixed genetics, demons viewed her as an aberration, a freak, and most kept their distance. But at least in the Other World, she could be herself. She didn't need to be concerned about her eyes glowing red or worry that she might inadvertently hurt someone with her physical strength. With humans, she had to remain watchful and make sure she camouflaged her true nature.
Scowling, Mika forced such thoughts aside. She should be concentrating. Even if he were her vishtau mate, McCabe might kill her before he realized they shared a bond. Although, according to the intel the Council had gathered, he hadn't slain any weak demons; the deaths attributed to him were all from the strongest, most aggressive branches, and there weren't that many. Of course, there weren't that many demons loose in Los Angeles either, but it reassured her that he spent most of his time working for the government, hunting down outlaw vampires and werewolves.
Several blocks ahead, under the first unbroken streetlight she'd seen in the area, she spied a heap lying on the sidewalk. Mika scanned its energy and recognized the bundle was a human male, and thus no threat, as he'd never know she was there. But as she skirted around him, she nearly squeaked with surprise when his hand closed over her ankle.
He wasn't that old, but with the whiskers and filth on his face, he looked far more ancient than his years. His bloodshot eyes clearly showed something was altering his perception of reality—probably drugs, which were also the reason he could see her. Mika tried to pull her leg free, but she was reluctant to injure him unnecessarily. "Let go," she ordered.
"It's not safe away from the light," he said, his voice slurred. "There are monsters out there, you know."
"There's a monster right here too." Mika made her eyes glow red, but he was too far gone to have something so subtle scare him.
Time to go for the drama, she decided. After a moment's thought, she created the illusion that she had three heads—one belonging to a bull, another to a dragon and the third to an ogre. When the old man only stared, mouth agape, she added fanged snakes shooting from her belly. That did it. Shrieking, he scrambled backward, only trying to stand once he was some distance from her. He kept screaming as he stumbled away.
Ending the illusion, Mika tried to home back in on McCabe, but she couldn't find him. Damn it, he was probably out of her range by now. How long had that doper kept her busy, anyway?
Yet it wasn't all his fault. She hadn't been paying attention for a while now. Perhaps those opposed to her participation in this mission had been right: She couldn't be trusted with something so vital.
Mika pushed her hand impatiently through her hair and looked around as she scanned again. Still nothing. But maybe she could catch up with him. McCabe hadn't been moving that quickly; if she hurried, perhaps she could get within sensing distance again.
Deciding it was worth taking a chance, she rushed off in the direction in which he'd last been headed. She didn't have to find him tonight, she knew—she'd been given no definite time restriction. But if the Council's human minion showed up for a progress report, she didn't want to say, I screwed up and lost him.
The far-off wail of a siren echoed through the night, car doors slammed maybe a street over, and a domestic dispute reached her ears; yet Mika didn't let herself become distracted. She wouldn't fail, wouldn't give her detractors the satisfaction.
As she walked, she continued to scan, but there was no sign of McCabe. A few blocks later, she spotted a second illuminated street lamp, and not far past its pool of light was the dark maw of an alley. Mika slowed, tried to sense if anyone else was present, but the area was clear. She picked up her pace again.
He came at her from the alley. Before she could react, before she could blink, she found herself pinned against a building, a hand at her throat. Chipped brick cut into her back, but she ignored the minor discomfort and reached for her powers. There was a bottle in the gutter. Mika tried to use telekinesis to lift and hurl it at his back, but it didn't work. Next she called on wind, her strongest ally. Again, nothing happened. She couldn't bring up even a gentle breeze.
Since levitation would be of no help here, not with his hand around her neck, Mika tried to use the wind a second time, but still came up empty. Taking a deep breath, she investigated why and discovered her powers were frozen. That meant she had to take him on physically. Although his size was daunting, she knew how to fight down and dirty. She tried to raise her arm to knock her assailant away, but she couldn't move her body.
Belatedly, she realized he'd done something to paralyze her, and for the first time, Mika felt a frisson of fear trickle down her spine. She raised her gaze.
Conor McCabe.
In a split second she read the hatred on his face, realized she was in a bad situation, and recalled her plan. But surprisingly, bizarrely, impossibly—instead of acting fearful and meek, as she'd intended, she curled her lips up into a smile; she couldn't control it. From what she saw reflected in his sunglasses, it wasn't her usual impish grin, either, but a sultry, sexy smile. Pure seduction. Pure invitation.
"Sunglasses at night, McCabe? That's not very original." Her voice emerged as a husky murmur. It wasn't intentional, and for a moment she wondered if it were the vishtau that had her acting this way. She wouldn't know until their eyes met without those dark lenses blocking her view.
He didn't reply, just stared at her and Mika stared back.
She was tall, but he was taller—at least half a foot, maybe more. And muscular. She eyed his biceps beneath the sleeve of his forest green T-shirt and doubted she could span his arm with both hands. There was enough illumination to glint on the gold highlights in his close-cropped, dark brown hair. That made him look boyish—until she took in the uncompromising set of his mouth.
As she continued to stare, Mika picked up something else from him: an overwhelming sense of aloneness. Not just loneliness; this went far beyond that. It was a soul-deep sense of isolation, and it struck her hard enough to make her heart ache. She wanted to gather him close, to hold him until his hurt went away. And this urge was so atypical that it made her almost certain they were bonded.
The vishtau. It encompassed every level of being—heart, mind, body and soul. Humans had soul mates, but this went far beyond that. It was a connection that grew more powerful the longer the pair were together, and demons held it in reverence. Probably because it was only within the vishtau that they could conceive children. Mika had given up hope that she shared this rare and special bond with any male—until she'd seen McCabe's image. She studied him more closely. Was he her mate?
Before she realized what she was doing, she licked her lips. I'm not completely paralyzed, she noted, but she didn't test what else she could move.
Her kind—most demons actually—were highly sexual creatures, and so she instantly discerned the change in him. He wanted her. That was another piece of evidence that they shared the vishtau. Her smile deepened. She could almost hear his thoughts.
"Yes, it would be good," she said, again overcome by elemental attraction. She ran her gaze over him. "Very good." She looked back up at his face. Even through the dark lenses of his glasses, she knew his eyes burned. For a moment, she thought he was going to press his body against hers—his desire was pulsing that hotly—but he curbed himself.
"I don't want you," he said.
"Liar." She laughed, trying to ignore the shiver of awareness that shot through her. He should know better than to try to deceive her about this. Sexual attraction had its own energy signature, which Mika identified easily; she'd had it directed at her before. But this time she reciprocated, and it was an incredible rush to feel it building between them.
"Don't push me," McCabe said. His hand tightened around her throat.
"You might not want to want me, but you do. You're already picturing this, aren't you? What's your fantasy? Pulling me into the alley, tugging my pants out of the way, unzipping your jeans and thrusting inside me?" She asked because, incredibly, that was what was going through her own mind, and she couldn't deny it. "Our first time would be hard and fast, but the second—maybe that would be slower. Or maybe not. Not the way the fever's raging between us."
"I told you not to push." He gritted the words out.
"Why? Am I making you hot?"
Mika didn't know why she couldn't stop herself. Unlike the way she was acting, she knew how dangerous this man was, and that he could easily kill her. Every time she opened her mouth, she surprised herself. Perhaps it was a good thing she couldn't move, because who knew what she'd be doing if she were able to touch him. Her eyes dropped to the front of his jeans and the fantasies in her mind intensified.
"You're practically vibrating with desire," she found herself saying.
"Lust," he corrected. "And yes, you're causing it."
Her smile became a self-satisfied smirk. "Yes, I am."
His face became even more forbidding. "You're using some dark power to cause it," he elaborated.
She laughed again, before she could stop herself. Her, using powers on him? That was impossible, because she was just as affected. "You wish that's what it was. Then you could tell yourself I'm manipulating you. That's excusable, understandable even—but it's not the truth. Face it, McCabe, you just want me. There's nothing supernatural about it."
They stared at each other: she, with surprised delight, and he, with barely suppressed fury. She knew when she won, when he stopped lying to himself about their attraction, but she also knew it wouldn't make anything easier.
"Why are you following me?" he asked. His hand left her throat and he took hold of her shoulders.
"Ooh, changing the subject. Good way to avoid—"
He cut her off with a surprisingly gentle shake. "Why are you following me?" he repeated.
It was time to stop messing around. She wasn't normally flighty like this, captive to her body's demands, but no one witnessing her behavior tonight would ever guess. Mika forced herself to become serious, to stop being ruled by desire.
"I want to hire you." There. See? She could do it. This was the plan.
His voice was cold. "I kill things like you," he said.
But his face showed so much desire that Mika nearly laughed once more. She restrained herself to a mere twitch of her lips. "I know you do. That's why I'm here."
His expression changed as he regained control. "Start talking," he said.
"You know what I am, right? What species? You know how... dangerous my kind is, how malicious, compared to others?" She waited. A long time.
"Not very," he admitted grudgingly.
She'd been pretty certain he was aware of the differences between types of demon. Even if he'd never studied anything or had exposure outside of his life here in Crimson City, he still should be able to recognize such things; she'd simply wanted to make sure. But it probably hurt him to admit that not every demon from Orcus was pure evil.
"Then you'll understand why I need you," she went on. She took a breath. She had to get this right, had to get him to buy her next lie or she was sunk. "I have a Kiverian after me."
Kiverians weren't the darkest of demons, the most powerful or bloodthirsty, but they could be close, and one of her kind wouldn't stand much of a chance against one of them. He'd know that. But that wasn't why she'd chosen that specific type.
"Why? You demons rarely hurt each other without cause," he said.
"Rarely isn't never, and this particular Kiverian believes he has a reason. He hates mortals and thinks my human parent makes me an abomination. He wants me dead."
McCabe stared at her. Hard. Finally, when she'd about given up hope, he released her from whatever magic kept her frozen. He didn't let go of her arms, but Mika suspected that had less to do with protecting himself than with his desire to touch her. And she was aware he'd never confess that, not even on pain of death. She almost pointed it out, merely to see his reaction, then thought better of it. If she couldn't keep a tighter rein on her impulsiveness, she was going to mess up this assignment before it really began.
"You expect me to believe that he took one look at you and decided you had to die?"
Well, she'd hoped, but... "I might have said a few things that irked him. Unintentionally, of course."
"You taunted a Kiverian until he became fixated on you." McCabe shook his head, but he didn't look surprised.
"He was insulting my mother. I couldn't ignore that."
Something Mika labeled as understanding flitted across McCabe's face. "How did you cross paths with one of those monsters, anyway?"
Interesting that he chose that word: monsters. "Bad luck and bad timing," she replied.
"You're lying." He stepped back from her, his face as flat and emotionless as his voice had been.
Mika hated those damn sunglasses; she needed to see his eyes. "Why would I lie? And why would I seek you out if I didn't need help? I'm not stupid. I understood it would be a risk to approach you, that you might shoot first and ask questions later, so to speak—and that's almost exactly what you did."
He grunted and crossed his arms. "I'm supposed to believe a Kiverian is after you because of your smart mouth? That's too convenient," he said.
"There's nothing convenient about this situation," she snapped. Though he'd released her, she didn't move. She didn't want to do anything he might construe as preceding an act of aggression. "It's disrupted my life for far too long, and I can't go home to Orcus until he's taken care of."
"And you just happened to come to me. That's the part that's too pat."
"Perhaps I opted to come to you because of the type of demon after me. Have you considered that? You're not the only slayer out there, you know, and it would have been less risky for me to go to one of the others."
"Maybe, but I'm the best." There was no arrogance in his voice; he merely stated a fact.
She wasn't able to smother her smile. "I know you are," she agreed.
"That's why this could be a setup. I'm too good."
"Oh, please," she scoffed. "If this were some setup to kill you, you'd already be dead. You haven't paid attention to anything but me since you leaped out of that alley."
And she hadn't been aware of anything except him either. Idiotic, considering that she already knew there were other dangerous things out tonight. There always were in Crimson City. And there were any number of beings who wouldn't mind both her and McCabe permanently out of the picture.
McCabe scowled, the first strong reaction she'd had from him since he'd locked down his desire. "Why were you following me?" he asked again.
"Instead of showing up on your doorstep? I did, but you were leaving as I arrived, so I followed. When it became clear what you were up to, I decided to see if you're as skilled as your reputation. An audition, if you will."
His frown became fiercer; he hadn't liked that. Amusement welled up in her again and Mika struggled to keep it under control. There was nothing quite like the male ego, no matter in which species of animal. When her laugh escaped despite her efforts, she received a heated glare. Then McCabe shook his head and reluctantly smiled. It transformed his face, made him look younger and much more approachable.
"You're a pain in the ass," he said. "And I'd be insane to help you out if I'd have to put up with this shit."
"Maybe," she conceded soberly, "but could you live with yourself if you turned me down and I ended up dead? I'm half human and my demon blood comes from a weak branch. You know as well as I do how powerful Kiverians are. Even if I hired another slayer, he could die with me. You're my best hope of survival."
He sighed, looked away for a moment, then drilled her again with his gaze. Or at least she suspected he did. She was becoming damned sick of those sunglasses, and if she succeeded in nothing else tonight, she was getting them off his face.
Mika crossed her arms over her chest, mimicking his stance, and waited. It was make-or-break time for her mission.
"So...you want me to kill this demon for you," he asked.
She shook her head. "I want a bit more than that. I'll need around-the-clock protection too." Before she could explain, something strummed at her senses. She lost her relaxed pose and turned her head, trying to discern what it was that had intruded.
McCabe stiffened too, and in an action that she found very telling, he moved in front of her. The position was purely protective; it was instinct, not thought, guiding him.
"What did you pick up?" he asked, his voice lower than a whisper.
"I'm not sure." She was just as quiet. "I only caught a wisp, but whatever or whoever it is, he doesn't like us."
"Your would-be killer?"
"I don't think so."
McCabe looked over his shoulder at her, and she read deep skepticism on his face. He thought this whole thing was a ruse, that she was putting on an act to convince him she was in danger. Then she felt it again. So did McCabe. He focused his attention in the same direction as she'd sensed the presence. Mika moved from behind his back to his side. She hadn't picked up any intent to harm them, only curiosity and dislike. But not of the intensity that led to violence.
"He's cloaking—has to be a demon," McCabe said. He didn't look at her.
"Only if he's very young, a demon who doesn't have practice holding the mask in place. It's wavering. You know, others with psychic abilities can pull the invisible act, too," she reminded McCabe.
"But it's not as natural for them."
"Which could be why he's unable to hold it steady," she argued. It required great skill and a lot of energy to hide from a demon—much more than it took to cloak from a human, vampire or werewolf. Few who weren't demons themselves had the ability to do it.
"We need to get out of the light," McCabe grunted, and Mika figured the change in subject meant he had no good argument.
She said, "I don't think we're in danger—at least, not right now."
"And what are you basing that theory on?"
"I don't sense any hostility, just distaste."
Conor muttered under his breath, but Mika ignored it. When he spoke again, she could tell it took a great deal of self-control for him to keep his tone even. "Threat or no threat, we are getting out of this pool of light. Understand me?"
"Yes, I understand, but where are we going? That alley's dark, but it's a dead end. That's a disadvantage."
"It's a bigger disadvantage to stand here, making ideal targets." He looked around. "Okay...to our right, there's a Dumpster about a block away. We can get behind it."
Mika glanced down the street. "That's a long block. Easy to take us out before we reach it," she said and waited for his reaction.
"I thought you said there wasn't any risk. So, which is it—are we safe, or are we going to be picked off?"
She grinned. "Just because I said I didn't sense anything ready to attack us, that doesn't mean we can expect to be safe."
"Which is why I said we need to get out of the light."
"But—"
He cut her off. "Do you have to argue with me about everything?"
"I'm pointing out things that need to be considered," she explained happily. She still didn't have any sense that their watcher was going to attack.
Conor shifted, putting his shoulder in front of her. He was trying to shield her again. "Is this how you'd be if I took on the job of protecting you? Shit, we'd both be dead before we finished our first fight."
"You want unthinking obedience?" she asked.
"Damn straight. Now when I say go, you run to the right—are we clear?" he growled.
"I say we prepare to attack," she argued. She threw that out there deliberately. Not to jab Conor but to test their watcher, who had just moved closer. Her plan worked: The words barely cleared her mouth when whoever it was started making tracks away from their position. He was still cloaking himself, enough so she was unable to identify who or what he was, but Mika knew the instant he was gone.
Almost as soon as she relaxed, McCabe turned and herded her against the side of the building. He was furious and trying to use his size to intimidate her, but unfortunately for him, not only wasn't she cowed, but she liked his nearness. His hard body pressed her shoulders into the ragged brick, but his hands cupped her butt and pulled her flush against him. "You don't have to worry about the Kiverian that's after you. I'm going to fucking kill you myself," he snarled.
Mika wrapped her arms around his waist and gave him a seductive smile before she realized what she was doing. "Yeah? I hate to tell you this, but if you're trying to wring my neck, it's farther north."
His hands immediately stopped kneading her rear, and Mika pulled free. She ignored his cursing and walked a few steps away. McCabe grabbed her, tugged her back, and put her in a bear hug. It was supposed to be a method of restraint, but the feel of him against her bottom made Mika wriggle. His hold tightened, forcing her to still, but not before she felt his body begin to react to hers. She turned and ran her hands up his chest.
"Are you trying to convince me to protect you by offering me your body?" he asked.
It was meant to be an insult, there was no doubt about that, but she wasn't prostituting herself and Conor knew it. He'd said that to make her mad; he wanted her to storm off in a snit, then he wouldn't have to deal with her. Too bad for him that she knew what he was up to, and Mika refused to let him push her buttons.
"No, but I might offer you my body for other reasons," she answered easily.
Turning her head, she snuggled into his shoulder and nipped at the pulse point in his throat, then ran her tongue over it. She couldn't have chosen a worse action if she'd planned it—not if her goal was to stay close to Conor McCabe. He released her so fast, Mika staggered to catch her balance.
Damn it, why did she have this need to always push? She knew he didn't want to want her, that if she had any hope of him agreeing to her scheme, she had to do everything she could to play down the overwhelming physical attraction flaring between them. But was that what she'd done? Hell, no. She'd maximized his awareness of her. How stupid.
"I'm sorry," she said, and tried to sound contrite. "Let's start over, shall we?" He pivoted to face her, and she could sense his reluctance. Be businesslike, she told herself. "Conor McCabe, I'm Mika Noguchi." She took a few steps toward him, arm outstretched. For a moment, she didn't think he was going to take her hand, but he surprised her. The shake, however, was perfunctory. "I'd like to hire you to protect me, and to slay the demon that's trying to kill me," she said.
He tucked his hands in the back pockets of his jeans. "I don't work cheap," he warned her.
She knew she had him then. McCabe might not realize it yet, but they were now negotiating price. Mika managed to keep her satisfaction in check. "That's okay. I don't value my life cheaply." With a shrug she added, "And I can afford you."
"Can you afford this?" He named a price that made her eyes bug out. "That's per day," Conor added.
"That's outrageous!"
"So? Usually I only kill demons. You're going to have to pay for my time if you want around-the-clock baby-sitting."
Mika reined in her temper. She made a counterproposal, offering a fraction of what he'd suggested.
"Is that a joke?" He shook his head. "Never mind. I don't know why we're discussing money anyway. I don't want the work." He started to walk away.
"You thought if you threw out that ridiculous figure that I'd tell you to forget it? Well, think again, McCabe." She closed the distance until she was toe-to-toe with him. "I want you." When he tensed, she realized her wording. "I mean, I want your skills as a hunter," she amended.
He didn't respond.
"Would you really trust my life to someone else?" she asked.
"What do I care about your life? You're a demon."
"Half demon," she corrected. "And half human." The flash of anger she felt seeped away and humor returned as she realized he was grumbling more for appearances sake than for any other reason. She upped her offer.
He countered, tacitly admitting he was taking the job. They went back and forth until they agreed to a figure that was about midway between their opening proposals. It wasn't that the cost was important—her dad had plenty of money and was extravagantly generous—but if she didn't dicker over such an exorbitant amount, he'd become even more suspicious.
Their next argument was over what, precisely, his job would entail. She couldn't give in on this; he had to put her up in his home. Mika needed access to his things in order to find and retrieve the incantation the Council believed he had. That was the plan.
Reaching an accord was easier than she expected, once she agreed to obey his orders without discussion. Unless what she had to say was critical; she tacked that on.
"Deal." McCabe held out a hand.
"Take off your glasses," she ordered.
"Why?"
"Two rules. First, when I make an agreement, I always know exactly what I'm giving and what I'm getting in exchange. We took care of that. Second, I never seal a bargain if I can't see the eyes. My mother told me if I followed both these principles, I'd never be rooked when dealing with a demon. And, Conor? You have as much demon blood as I do. I'll see your eyes before I shake."
Reluctantly, he pulled the sunglasses off his face. His irises were the color of celery, a pale green shade that wasn't human. Demon eyes.
McCabe's palm was warm and callused, his grip firm but not overpowering. The handshake lingered, giving them both a chance to measure the sincerity of the other. In Mika's experience, those with demon blood would die before going back on their word, but not only would they use any shade of gray to their advantage, they'd also try to fool any other party into thinking they were making a promise when they really weren't. That was why eye contact with McCabe was so important. What she saw reassured her, and she felt confident the bargain was sealed.
It was only then that Mika dared to peer deeper. Her knees buckled, but she quickly locked them. He was her vishtau mate. She actually had a mate. Part of her was scared; it was a momentous discovery, a life-altering event. But another part of her wanted to throw her head back and laugh in sheer joy over their connection. It was one thing to suspect, to hope, but something else entirely to be certain.
When he tried to pull his hand free, she tightened her grip before reluctantly releasing him. For a few seconds after they broke the connection, they continued to stare at each other, then McCabe tucked his sunglasses into the pocket on his T-shirt and said, "Let's get out of here."
"You're not putting those back on?" she asked.
"And sacrifice my superior night vision while protecting you from a Kiverian? Not a chance." He took her elbow and steered her down the sidewalk.
"Wait!"
"Oh, hell. What now?"
Mika rested her hands on her hips, unsure whether she was irritated by his tone or amused by it. "We should check where our watcher was standing, see if he left any clues."
McCabe's sigh was loud and long. "Listen," he said, his voice tight. "You wanted protection. The most important thing is to get you off the street. You'll be safe in my home. Besides, we don't know precisely where the hell he was, and we're not going to take time to canvass the area."
His first point was valid and hard to argue with if she really were being hunted by another demon, so she addressed his second point. "I have a fairly accurate idea where he was. We could just stroll by and see if we notice anything."
"This is how you're going to follow my orders?" The soft glow of McCabe's eyes showed he was angry.
"I promised I wouldn't argue unless it was critical." Mika moved closer, tilting her face up to give him the full effect of her glare. "Finding out who was observing us might be that important." Duh, she wanted to add.
"Fine." His voice was clipped. "If that's what it takes to get you out of this damn light, then we'll detour in that direction." McCabe leaned forward till his nose nearly bumped hers. "But if you think you're going to continually use that loophole to wriggle out of your promise, you better think again."
"I won't continually use it." Mika gave him her nicest smile. "I swear."
The glow in his eyes brightened, but McCabe took deep breaths until they dimmed. "That assurance has a hole big enough to fly a 747 through, but I'm not going to fight you out here. Come on."
Silence and cooperation were her best options right now, Mika decided, moving when he did. And maybe by the time they were somewhere he considered safer, McCabe would have forgotten about her dodge. She cast a sidelong glance at him and noted the tension in his jaw. Or maybe not.
As they neared the place where the watcher had been, Conor hung back and let her lead. It was logical, as she knew where they were headed and he didn't, but still it gave her a moment of surprise. Everything till now had indicated he had trouble giving up control.
They were across the street and maybe fifty feet away, when she gestured toward a wide gap between two buildings and said, "That's the spot."
Despite how large the area was, despite the light coming from the moon, and despite her excellent eyesight, the shadows there remained impenetrable—far darker than they should be. Eerie. A shiver slid down her spine. Mika hesitated, stopped. Her stomach roiled at the very idea of going any closer, and McCabe wasn't moving either.
Something was wrong, but she couldn't name what. Clenching her hands, she pushed forward, but as she took a step, Conor grabbed her arm and drew her back. "Don't," he said.
Mentally, she reached out and probed the area. It felt as if a billion spiders were crawling inside her skull. She quickly pulled back. Nausea welled up inside her, and Mika swallowed hard. She wouldn't attempt that again. "Do you know what it is?" she asked.
He didn't answer. As she started to edge away from him, he tugged her to his side. "Yeah, I know," he said. His face was grim. "It's a trap—one created by a demon. We need to get out of here, and don't argue with me about it."
Without giving her a chance to disagree, he hauled her down the street. He needn't have worried; as dark and repugnant as that area had been, she wasn't about to voice any objections.
Conor was alert, intense, and Mika kept close watch on their surroundings as well. If that had truly been a trap, whoever set it was probably nearby, waiting. There was no doubt in her mind that it had been meant for them, and from the expression on McCabe's face, he thought so too.
But had it been meant for both of them? Or just one?
Mika considered, as they sped along the deserted streets. Orcus didn't have a cohesive, democratic government. Power was maintained through fear, intimidation, bribery and favors—and there was always some faction that opposed a decision the Council made. No doubt this particular mission had incited more than the usual controversy among those who knew of it.
But then, the legend itself was a bone of contention.
She glanced over at McCabe. "You're lucky I'm half Mahsei," she remarked, smothering a smile. "No human could keep up with you—not at the speed you're going."
He immediately slowed. "Sorry. I wanted us out of the area as quickly as possible."
The apology startled her. It was the last thing she'd expected, she'd just wanted to remind him of his heritage. "I wasn't complaining. If you think we need to move fast, we'll move fast. I can keep up with you."
He shook his head. "No, we've traveled far enough that we're okay." He turned and looked at her. "You realize the trap ups the stakes considerably," he added.
"You're not going to ask for more money, are you?" She tried to sound worried, but she couldn't keep a teasing note from her voice.
He drew to a halt and took her shoulders. "Be serious. That snare was set by a very ugly demon—you know that, right?"
She didn't. "I know the energy was repulsive, but I've never encountered anything like it before. What do you think—"
He gave her a soft squeeze, looking uncomfortable. "Come on, let's move. I don't want to stand here analyzing."
McCabe didn't take her elbow this time, so with a small tilt to her lips, she threaded her arm through his. When he stiffened, she put a questioning look on her face. He simply shook his head and kept going, and her smile became full-fledged. Her vishtau mate would get used to her yet.
As they traveled, Mika looked around. Conor hadn't cloaked, so she hadn't bothered to either, but it didn't really matter. While this neighborhood was slightly better than the other—there were bars on the windows instead of plywood—the streets remained empty.
As they zigged around an open trash bag lying on the sidewalk, a thought occurred to Mika. "When you set a trap, you bait it and try to lure in your prey, but neither of us wanted to go forward. Since they were hoping to catch at least one of us, why wasn't it appealing?"
"The trap was baited," McCabe disagreed. "I think you didn't sense it because whatever repelled you was stronger than the lure they created, but it was geared for one of us."
There was a figure huddled in a doorway, the first person Mika had seen in a while, but he was out cold and didn't stir as they passed. Just in case, she waited till she and Conor were farther away before continuing.
"How could anyone be sure where we were going to be tonight?" she asked. "I didn't know where I was going; I was merely following you. You didn't seem headed for a particular destination either."
Three young male figures—their energy patterns told Mika they were werewolves—separated from the shadows of a rundown building, but one hard look from McCabe, red fire burning in his eyes, and they slunk away. Mika laughed quietly. There were definitely perks to having demon blood.
"You're assuming it takes a long time to erect one of those things," he said when it was clear again. "You're believing that..." He drifted off into silence.
"What are you thinking?" Mika asked.
He didn't answer.
"Well?" she prompted.
"How close are you to your family?"
"What? Why are you asking that?" He shot her a look, and Mika rolled her eyes before she answered. "Very close. Now, tell me why you want to know that."
"Mika," Conor said, his voice serious, "that trap was meant for you. There was an energy signature inside, and my guess is that it matches someone in your family. It fit yours very closely. Whoever's after you was counting on you charging to the rescue. Is that something you would do?"
She frowned at him and gripped his arm. Hard. "It was faked, right? No one was really there, were they?"
"No, no one was inside, I promise."
Mika relaxed. If Conor gave his word, then no one in her family was in trouble.
"So, you couldn't read the snare's energy." He sounded grim.
She shook her head.
"I've never felt anything that evil before," he told her. "Ever. You've got something a hell of a lot more dangerous than a Kiverian after you."
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