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Glossary of Terms

 


Council of Races:
ruling body of the paranormal races

 


Drakyn: ancient
race of dragon shifters

 


Firecaster:
paranormal race capable of controlling but not producing
fire

 


Fire Elemental:
paranormal race born of fire

 


Hunters:
assassins under the command of the Council of Races;
typically work alone; not limited to a particular race

 


Investigation and
Enforcement Division (IED): division of the Council of
Races responsible for investigation of crimes involving the
paranormal races and enforcement of Mirus law

 


Mirus: general
term for the paranormal races

 


Shadow Walkers:
special ops division under the command of the Council of
Races; typically work in teams; recruited based on ability rather
than race; have the ability to control and travel by
shadow

 


Wylk: race of
wolf shifters; no kin to werewolves

 



Chapter 1

 


He didn’t open his eyes when he heard the scream.
Though his body all but vibrated with the need for action, some
inner instinct counseled him to remain still. Listening.

A roll of thunder, then a muffled crash from
another room.

Rage pumped through him, hot and
bright as a blast furnace. He had to fight. He had to get
to . . .  Had to
protect . . . her.

A hard thud shook the wall. A whimper, then a deeper
grunt.

His ears strained to pick out other sounds,
anything to determine how many he needed to fight.

Faint voices through the wall, and
then a rhythmic thumping. Not
quite like the steady thud of fists on flesh.

Another scream ripped the air, this one more
coherent. “Oh, yes! Yes! Vinny! Yes!”

He stilled. Not her.

Then where was she? Where was… He tried to
latch on to a name, but the memory skittered away. Rage dimmed
fractionally with panic.

Why couldn’t he remember her name?

He tried to call up
her face. But like her name, it
simply wouldn’t form in his mind, trickling from his thoughts like
sand through loose fingers.

A few moments later, he heard a man,
presumably Vinny, bellow release. Then everything lapsed back into
relative silence.

The sharp scent of whiskey burned his nose,
mixing with the pungent odor of stale sweat. The smell permeated
the coarse fabric his face was crushed against. His mouth was
cotton-dry, coated with a sour film that he tasted with each
inhalation.

He tested his limbs, and with motion came
pain. Hissing at the sear of agony that shot up from his hands when
he flexed them, he stilled again, waiting for the burn to level off
enough that he could draw full breath again. He rolled over to a
chorus of creaky bed springs and opened his eyes. Lightning flashed
beyond the threadbare curtains at the single window. In its brief
glare, he saw a low dresser, a desk, and an overturned chair. He
counted absently.

One one
thousand . . . two one
thousand . . . three one
thousand . . . 

A low grumble of thunder. Another flash. A
glimpse of a television mounted on the wall, an empty luggage rack
below.

He reached for the bedside lamp, gritting
his teeth as he flicked it on. With a sense of dread, he squinted
in the light of the single, pitiful bulb to see what the hell was
wrong with his hands.

They were wrapped in gauze. Lots of it. With
fumbling fingers, he unwound the bandages. Both palms were
blistered with ugly burns. Even in the dim light, he could see that
the skin was charred, curling, and covered in some kind of
salve.

What the fuck?

He rolled to his feet, moving quickly
through the room. In the bathroom he flipped on the light, another
anemic fluorescent bulb that flickered several times before
illuminating the cracked tile and outdated fixtures. The burns
looked even worse in here. What the hell had happened to him?

He glanced into the spotted mirror. Blinked.
Then he leaned in close.

The face looking back at him was young,
early twenties, shadowed by a few days of scruff. Beneath the
scruff, an ugly bruise darkened the left side of his jaw. Dark,
somewhat matted hair hung to his shoulders.

A new kind of fear slid greasily through his
system.

Who am I?

He sucked in air, taking another look
around. There were no toiletries save the pitiful bar of soap and
tiny, cheap shampoo and lotion beside the gray plastic ice bucket.
He went back into the room for the gauze, sinking onto the bed to
rewrap his mangled hands.

Panic was a decent analgesic.

He knew nothing. Not his name. Not his
birthday. Not where he was or where he was from. Not how he’d
gotten here. Every single shred of information related to his
identity was an absolute blank. By the time he finished
re-bandaging, unanswered questions jostled in his brain like
restless cattle. The sheer number of them terrified him.

There have to be answers
here somewhere, he thought, getting up to search more
thoroughly.

The room had looked better in the dark.
Fading wallpaper in a pattern popular in some decade well before
he’d been born hung from the walls in peeling strips. The few
pieces of furniture were scarred, cheap wood veneer. The TV above
the luggage stand had knobs. A nearly empty fifth of Jack Daniel’s
lay on its side on the bedside table. A small puddle stained the
already splotchy shag carpet below.

He didn’t like whiskey. Didn’t taste whiskey
on his tongue. So why was it here?

There were no bags, but he did find a set of
car keys and a money clip on the desk. The clip held cash but no
driver’s license, no credit cards. No clue to who he was. He
dropped the keys and the money into his pockets and stalked to the
bedside table.

Beneath a Gideon Bible, he found a
phonebook.

“What the fuck am I doing in Nevada?”
Baffled, he tossed the phone book back into the drawer and started
to scrub both hands over his face, hissing at the pressure on his
palms. Okay, Nevada. One of the fifty
states. At least I know there are fifty states. That’s something,
right? Having an answer to one question helped stem
the panic that wanted to rise up and choke him. One down, the rest of my life to go.

Rain slapped him in the face the
moment he opened the door. Across a parking lot, he could see a
neon sign proclaiming Canyon Inn. Except the “y” kept flickering
out. Parked mere feet from the door of room number
13—Great—was a ’69 Dodge
Charger in serious need of a paint job. The whole thing was a
mottled patchwork of gray primer and an ugly ass shit brown. He
wondered if it was his.

He moved down the sidewalk, heedless of the
fact he was getting soaked. The night clerk, a pimple-faced blond
guy with a length of facial fuzz for a beard, looked up in surprise
when he stepped into the office.

“Ca . . . can I
help you?”

“I need to know what name room
thirteen is registered in.” His voice sounded rusty with
disuse.

The kid hesitated. “I’m sorry,
I . . . ”

“Look, I’m in room thirteen. I need to know what name is on
it.”

Puzzled, the clerk flipped through a ledger.
He ran one skinny finger down the page, then shook his head. “There
is no name.”

“No name?” He all but growled it,
leaning over the counter and into the night clerk’s
space.


“N . . . n . . . no.
It was paid up front, in cash, for two days. No name.” He sucked in
a wheezy breath. “I don’t want no trouble, Mister.”

Another thought wormed its way into
consciousness. “A woman. There was a woman. Did you see her with
me?”

The kid gave a nervous laugh. “We’re paid
not to see.”

He straightened, thinking. “I’m not looking
for discretion. I’m looking for answers. Did you see me with a
woman?” He enunciated each word of the question as if that would
somehow jog the clerk’s memory.

“As far as I know, you were alone. I
wasn’t the one who checked you in and there’s been a do not disturb
sign on the door. That’s all I know, I swear.”

“So you don’t know who paid for the
room?”

Pimple-face shook his head.

“Do you have any idea who I
am?”

Another shake of the head. No help
there.

“When does the reservation
expire?”

“It’s through tomorrow
morning.”

“Fine. I’m checking out.” He left the
kid sputtering and went back out in the rain.

The keys in his pocket did, in fact, belong
to the piece of shit Charger. With a silent prayer, he slid the key
into the ignition. The engine caught and roared to life, surprising
and pleasing him. While the car rumbled and the rain beat a
staccato tattoo on the roof and hood, he flipped open the glove box
and rifled through the contents: an ancient owner’s manual, a tire
gauge, a switchblade, and a faded printout that was the
registration. He leaned over toward the glove box light to get a
better look at the name on the form.

“Eric Tobin.” He tried the name out,
rolling it off his tongue with a slight southern drawl. It felt
neither comfortable nor awkward. It was just a name. If it was his,
he didn’t feel it.

He checked the address. Las Vegas. It was as
good a place as any to start looking for answers. Resolved, he put
the car into gear and headed south toward Sin City.

 


* * *

 


Even as he bought a map at a gas station on
the edge of town, he knew this was not how normal people would
react to this situation. Not that normal people very often found
themselves in this situation. He knew the logical step would be to
go to the cops or the hospital. Get those burns looked at. Get the
wheels in motion to find out who he was and what had happened.

But his gut told him to wait. To check out
the address on the car registration. Get some more clues to whether
he really was Eric Tobin or if he just, for some reason, had Eric
Tobin’s car.

Nothing looked familiar as he drove through
the deserted streets. He was far from The Strip, driving into an
area that got progressively rougher with each passing block.
Graffiti covered the concrete walls of buildings with broken out
windows behind bars. Padlocks hung from many doors. This part of
town was industrial and failing. Not the sort of place you listed
as a residential address.

A few more turns and he found the street
listed on the registration. He slowed the car, eyes shifting over
building faces, searching for street numbers. On the second pass,
he found one and began counting the buildings until he came to the
right point in the sequence for the address on the registration.
Set between an apparently abandoned warehouse and a plant of some
kind, all that remained was a vacant lot with a few piles of
rubble. Weeds grew haphazardly from cracks in what was left of the
foundation.

He sat, engine idling, for a good fifteen
minutes, staring at the empty space and struggling to
remember . . . anything. But the effort was
fruitless and made his head ache. Eventually he put the car back
into gear and wove his way back through the dark streets.

Because he didn’t know what else to do, when
he saw a sign for a hospital, he followed. Several blocks later, he
swung into the drive of St. Rose Hospital, following the signs for
Emergency.

The first set of automatic doors slid open
with a quiet whoosh. He passed a set of payphones and some
restrooms. Then came the second set of doors. As soon as they slid
shut behind him, he felt his chest tighten. The scent of too many
bodies combined with the hospital smell made him want to puke. As
the walls seemed to press in, he squeezed his eyes shut and fought
to level out the sensation he recognized as panic.

Hospital phobia. Okay, that’s something else
I didn’t know before.

“Can I help you, sir?”

He opened his eyes and looked at the nurse
who spoke from the reception counter. She wore hot pink scrubs and
had her sandy hair up in a perky little ponytail. Brown eyes
studied him with a mixture of concern and polite inquiry.

He started to say ‘No’. To turn around and
walk back out. But where would he go? What would he do? And there
were the burns on his hands. So instead he blurted out, “I don’t
know who I am.”

Her face didn’t shift into lines of shock.
Instead she gestured with one hand to a little clipboard. “Sign in
please.”

He blinked at her. “Did you hear what
I said? I don’t know who I
am.”

“Yes, sir, I heard you.” She wrote
something on the pad herself. “Have a seat. We’ll be with you as
soon as we can.”

Shoving the frustration down, he moved into
the waiting area, a twenty by thirty foot room decorated in a fugly
combination of white and orange. The center was dominated by a big
ass tropical fish tank with rows of linked chairs spiraling out
like arms. There were thirty-three people in the room. He sat where
he could see the fish and one of the two wall-mount TVs playing
muted reruns of Gilligan’s Island.

I know every character on this stupid show,
and I can’t write my own name on a form. What the fuck?

He picked up a stack of magazines and
checked out the dates. The most recent he found was an issue
of Reader’s Digest from March
2000. Of course who knew how far out of date it was.

Eventually the nurse came back. “Sir, if
you’d come with me.”

She hadn’t come out for anybody else,
but since he didn’t have a name to call, he guessed that made him a
special case. He rose and followed her to an area behind the
reception desk. A sign on the wall read triage. Moving past her into one of the two
rooms, he sat. She leaned against a counter, pen poised over a
chart.

“Have you been drinking?” she
asked.

“No.”

“Have you used any other
drugs?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so. I
don’t feel high or drunk or impaired. I just don’t know who I
am.”

She made some notes. “Okay, what’s the last
thing you remember?”

“Waking up six hours ago in a hotel
room about two hundred miles north of here.”

“And before that?”

“Nothing.”

The nurse stopped writing and arched one
brow. “Nothing?”

Frustration simmered in his blood. “Nothing.
Not my name, not where I’m from, not what I do. I remember nothing
before six hours ago. It’s like I didn’t exist.” His voice had
risen with each word, such that by the end, the other nurse working
the reception desk had stuck her head in the room. “Everything
okay?” Miss Hot Pink waved her away.

He rubbed his palms on his jeans, hissing
when the pain reminded him of his other injuries. He wished his
sour stomach would settle.

“What’s going on with your hands
here?”

“Burned. I don’t know how. It’s pretty
bad.”

“Let’s take a look then.”

He held still as she unwrapped the gauze,
bracing himself for her reaction to the mangled flesh. But when the
bandages came away, his jaw dropped.

“Pretty serious first degree burns,
maybe second degree in places, but nothing you won’t recover from,”
pronounced the nurse. “Though you’ll probably scar.”

He stared at his palms. “I don’t
understand.” The skin was no longer charred and curling. It was a
smooth expanse of angry red blisters. I’m
going crazy, he thought. Burns that severe don’t heal in six
hours.

“Burns of any degree are painful, so
people often think they’re worse than they are. We’ll get you some
Silvadene and fresh bandages while we wait for the
doctor.”

The nurse efficiently bandaged his hands
back up and sent him out into the waiting room. He thought about
walking out again. But how else would he get answers?

Eventually he was called back to an exam
room. A doctor came in, his white coat waving like a flag as he
walked. Unlike the seemingly unflappable nurse, this guy looked
harried and tired, like he was at the end of his shift.

“Amnesia, huh?” said the doctor,
looking at the chart.

Not knowing what else to do, he nodded.

The doctor shone a light in his eyes and
ordered blood tests and a CT scan. He was formally admitted to the
hospital. Sometime after the scan and while still waiting for the
results of the blood tests, the cops showed up to interview him. He
was thankful he wasn’t still in the damned hospital gown.

Neither officer seemed particularly inclined
to believe him. He guessed in Vegas they saw all kinds of weird
shit and people who wanted to forget who they really were. That was
supposed to be the point of Vegas, wasn’t it? They asked questions.
He repeated himself a lot. They got annoyed when he gave them no
answers. Eventually they took his fingerprints—and weren’t they
fucking lucky that those hadn’t been burned away?—and left.

He slept fitfully, off and on, exhaustion
tugging him under despite the rock hard exam bed. Hours later,
after the tox screen came back negative and the CT scan had
verified that there was nothing physically abnormal with his brain,
another woman showed up with two cups of lousy coffee in her hands.
She was older, with streaks of silver shooting through her dark
brown hair. A well-used leather briefcase hung over one shoulder of
her black pantsuit, which hung wilted on her slightly plump
frame.

“I’m Alice Graham,” she said, handing
him one Styrofoam cup. “I’m with the Clark County Department of
Social Services. Have you eaten?”

The irritated grumble of his stomach
answered that.

“C’mon, we’ll hit the
cafeteria.”

Not until they sat at a table in the mostly
empty cafeteria with plates of questionable spaghetti did she pull
a file out of the briefcase by her chair. She slid the plain manila
folder across the table.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“According to your fingerprints,
you.”

He stared down at the folder, suddenly
uncertain whether he really wanted to know who he was. What if he
was a criminal with a record longer than his arm? What if he was in
massive debt? What if he was some deadbeat dad who’d run out on
paying child support and alimony?

When he looked up at Alice again, she was
gazing at him with sympathy. It occurred to him that if he was in
real trouble, they’d have sent the cops back instead of a social
worker. So he opened the folder.

The page on top read
MISSING. The boy pictured looked out
of a sober, unsmiling face. A shaggy mop of brown hair fell over
blue eyes. Beneath the picture he read Cade
Shepherd, Age: 8, Disappeared: August 9, 1985. He
waited for the zing of recognition, the trickle of a memory.
Anything that would connect him to this boy. But he felt
nothing.

He looked back up at Alice.

“You’ve been missing for fifteen
years, Cade.”

The name didn’t feel any more familiar as it
tripped off of her tongue.

When he didn’t make any move to page further
through the folder, Alice continued. “You’re from Tennessee
originally. Memphis.”

That explained the accent.

“You disappeared from a hospital there
right after your mother passed away.”

His mother had died in a hospital. He should
feel something at that, but he didn’t. That would explain why he
hated hospitals.

Cade roused himself to speak. “How did she
die?”

Alice paused as if gauging whether to tell
him. “She was admitted with the kind of severe trauma consistent
with being beaten.”

“By my father?”

“Are you remembering?”

“Guessing.”

“Records indicate he was probably
abusive. There was a child services record on you. It’s all in the
file.”

“Where is he now?”

“He died eight years ago. Lung
cancer.”

There was a distant, grim satisfaction in
that. “Any family?”“he asked.

“No siblings. We’re still looking to
see if there’s any extended family, but it doesn’t look like it.
There’s an attorney in New Orleans, where your father relocated.
His number is in the file too. I spoke with him briefly this
afternoon. There’s a small inheritance, maybe enough to help you
get back on your feet. Assuming you need help getting back on your
feet. You may remember everything tomorrow or next
week.”

“They don’t know what’s wrong with
me,” said Cade.

“It’s called a dissociative fugue.
It’s a rare, temporary form of amnesia where you’ve blocked out
everything about your personal identity. It’s usually brought on by
some form of traumatic stress. God only knows where you’ve been the
last fifteen years or what you went through. It should clear up in
a matter of days or weeks.”

“And if it doesn’t?” he
asked.

She tipped her head, studying him. “Some
people would give anything for this kind of blank slate. This is
your opportunity to turn yourself into whoever you want to be. I’d
make the most of it.”

 



Chapter 2

 


Stadium seating rose high on either side of the
steep concrete steps. Embry paused at a landing, ostensibly to
check the row number nearby and swept her gaze over the cavernous
space. Almost every seat was filled. Not surprising given that this
was the last fight of the evening. In the center of the coliseum,
she’d expected to see something like a boxing ring. Similar to what
they had in the training areas at headquarters when they weren’t
just doing mat work. But here there was an eight-sided platform,
surrounded by black chain-link fencing, with some kind of thick
padding on the railing. A cage. It reminded her of Mad Max, except
that it was only about five feet tall.

Two men enter, one man leaves.

All around her people milled, talking in
excited voices, making their way through all the sets of double
doors that led into the arena. Everyone was focused on the fight to
come.

Embry was focused on one of the fighters. He
smiled, bigger than life on the screen of the Jumbotron hanging
above.

Someone jostled her and she started
moving again, down, down, down the steps, being careful not to
stumble in the too high heels—how do other
women wear these without breaking an ankle?—all the
way to the front row. Right beside the cage so he couldn’t help but
see her. He wouldn’t know her. That was the nature of the spell.
But he would see her, and he was a man, after all. She’d dressed to
appeal in a sexy black dress with an abbreviated hemline and a
plunging neckline that accentuated her cleavage. Judging by the
looks and leers she gathered from the predominantly male attendees
in the seats nearby, she’d hit the mark.

She sat and tried to cross her legs,
but that caused the short skirt to ride up into Hey, I’m for sale territory, so she tugged it
back down and turned her eyes to the handbill she’d been clutching
like a lifeline since she’d walked into the building.

As last season’s winner of
The Ultimate Fighter, Cade Shepherd
was the favorite for tonight’s fight. He was bulkier now, the
picture showing muscular arms crossed over a broad chest, and a
face that held none of the boyishness she remembered. He looked,
quite simply, like what he’d been trained to be—a warrior. She
found it interesting that he’d fallen into life as a fighter even
though his memory had been stripped from him.

They called him The Shadow.
And isn’t that ironic, thought Embry,
tracing a light finger over the barely quirked lip that suggested
he thought so too—or would if he remembered what he was.

She shifted her focus to the openings
beneath the stands where the fighters would emerge. One to the
left, one to the right. There was an excitement in the air, an
electricity that crawled along her skin. It was a mixture of the
crowd’s thirst for violence and her own sense of urgency, held
ruthlessly in check.

There’s not much
time.

As if in response to her thought, the
announcer began to speak. “Ladies and Gentlemen, welcome back to
UFC Fight Night! It’s time for the main event! Please welcome our
first competitor, weighing in at two hundred and fifteen pounds and
six feet, one inch tall, from right here in New Orleans,
Louisiana—” He rattled off a list of titles that didn’t mean
anything to her. “—Cade ‘The Shadow’ Shepherd!”

Embry was only vaguely aware of the
music playing, the crowd roaring. He came in from the left, dressed
in a pair of boxing trunks, crossing right in front of her. And
suddenly everything inside her went still. Oh God. He really was here, and he really was
alive. Whole. She’d known it in an academic sense since Matthias
had told her. Trusted it enough to conceive of this plan, the
success of which depended on Cade. But it wasn’t the same as seeing
him in the flesh mere feet away. Part of her thought it was a
trick. A horrible diversion meant to keep her from breaking
protocol and going against orders.

Relief and fury tangled inside her, an
emotional maelstrom that threatened to burst into something hot and
alive and very much out of place in a human crowd. Embry willed him
to turn his head, to look at her. But he was utterly focused,
controlled, as he’d always been during training. It was a skill
she’d struggled to emulate back then. Well, she could remain
focused and controlled too. She pulled the emotion tight inside her
and locked it deep.

He went into the cage and the world snapped
back to life. She missed everything the announcer said about
Richard Archer except for the fact that he hailed from Iowa.
Whereas Archer bounced on his feet, throwing a few test punches at
the air like a boxer, Cade—she still couldn’t get used to the
name—stood almost tranquil in his corner. He rolled his massive
shoulders and popped his neck, all the while those glacier chip
eyes followed his opponent. Both fighters walked to the center of
the cage and listened as the referees spoke to them, presumably
going over rules and asking for a clean fight. When they finished,
the contenders bumped fists briefly and stepped back. The extra
people in the cage backed out.

And then with the ding of a bell, the fight
began.

The pair circled each other like wary
animals. Archer, practically vibrating with adrenaline, made the
first move, a lightning fast right cross that Cade evaded by
bobbing back and slamming a roundhouse into the other man’s side.
And just like that, the study period was over and fists were
flying. Archer landed maybe one punch for every three of Cade’s,
his face darkening with effort and frustration as Cade continued to
dodge and strike. Moving, always moving.

And God could he move. He had always been
able to move. That had been part of the attraction. Now he was
better. Good. That would be good, Embry thought. She’d need those
skills.

Cade landed an open-handed strike against
Archer’s sternum. The blow knocked the other man back, but only for
a second. He dove toward Cade like a freight train, tackling him
around the middle and taking them both to the mat. Cade wrapped his
powerful legs around his opponent’s waist and struggled to get him
into an arm bar. They rolled, a human pretzel, Archer still trying
to get Cade into any kind of solid hold. Then, in a move fluid as
water, Cade got the upper hand, reversing their positions until he
could strike at Archer’s head.

The bell rang, signaling the end of the
round, and the refs separated the fighters.

Archer stumbled to his corner in a way that
made Embry certain he had a concussion. Cade accepted a bottle of
water from someone on the sidelines and stared into the ring. His
expression was fierce and searching, but something in his face made
her think it wasn’t totally about the fight. She knew that face,
the barely leashed rage underneath. It was how he’d looked the last
time she’d seen him. When he’d been trying to protect her.

 


* * *

 


The bell rang.

Round Two.

Archer shook his head like a big bull
preparing to charge. Cade could see the sequence unfold in his
mind. Archer rushing forward, aiming for another grapple. Missing
and swinging with a powerful left. But the left would be off, just
slightly down from his aim. And that would be his mistake.

It was always like that for him, always had
been. Though Cade could remember nothing about his life before
waking up in that motel room ten years ago, he had some bone-deep
understanding that he had been fighting all his life. He never felt
closer to opening up the secrets of his past than when he was in
the ring, and striving for that elusive key had become an addiction
for him.

Cade raised his fists, keeping them tight
and close as Archer rushed him. He stepped to the side, hands
opening, ready when the other man swung, placing his arm right into
Cade’s hands. Cade swiveled, using Archer’s momentum to bring him
up, up, and over in a bruising throw across the mat. Archer landed
with an agonized grunt. Cade should have followed, should have
moved in for grappling, but he stopped dead in the middle of the
cage as he saw the woman in the front row.

He didn’t know her. Didn’t recognize the
high cheekbones or the lush, kiss-me-’til-dawn mouth. Couldn’t
conjure up a name. But her dark, serious eyes met his through the
chain-link, and something inside him just stopped.

Pain exploded in his skull as Archer landed
a solid punch to his temple. Cade reeled backward, struggling to
pull his focus back to the fight. Archer tackled him, and the cage
rattled as they made impact. The arena spun, and he fought for
breath against the chokehold Archer had around his throat. The
bastard wanted a tap-out.

Fuck that.

Cade closed his eyes, bringing the fight and
their positions into his mind, following the sequence of events,
watching as they rolled, until he saw the opening he needed. He
shifted, pushing with his powerful legs until Archer was beneath
him, on his back. Gripping the other man’s arm, he managed to
wrench it away from his throat. With a twist and a flip, Cade had
him in a solid arm bar.

He hauled back, a hairsbreadth from popping
Archer’s shoulder out of socket. Cade had to hand it to him. The
bastard lasted a full eighteen seconds before his other hand tapped
the mat three times.

The crowd went wild. Cade and Archer
got to their feet, shook hands. Then the ref raised Cade’s arm as
the winner, and he got half dragged on parade before the audience.
His attention wasn’t on them, wasn’t on the belt he was presented.
He was looking for her.

She was no longer in her front row seat. His
eyes scanned the aisles, searching for a flash of reddish hair. But
he couldn’t see much past the first few rows. The lights on the
ring were far too bright. She was probably gone.

Because he had to, Cade went through the
motions, giving interviews, discussing the fight with his coach,
turning down invites from fans and other fighters to go out and hit
Bourbon Street, until finally he made it back to the locker room.
He just wanted to clean up and get the hell out to his favorite
watering hole where he was a person rather than a star.

You just wanna sulk, Shepherd. Because the
woman left before you could say boo to her.

Cade ran the soap over his body, washing off
the sweat and blood of the match beneath the scalding spray of the
shower.

It wasn’t like people usually stuck around
after a fight unless they knew him. That was just proof that she
hadn’t actually known him from Before. And wasn’t that a damn
shame? Because for that fleeting moment in the ring, he’d thought
he felt a connection.

No matter how much he enjoyed the life
he’d built for himself, the man he’d made himself, that had been
one of his secret hopes in all the years he’d been doing this—that
someone would see him at a fight or on TV and say
I know you. That they’d come forward
and erase the gaps. Because time sure as hell hadn’t. Some of the
holes from his early childhood he’d managed to fill in. None of it
was pretty. But he hadn’t actually, honest-to-God remembered a
goddamned thing from before that night he woke up in
Nevada.

He shut off the water. Shoving his dripping
hair back from his face, Cade reached for the towel he’d hung
outside the shower. As his hand closed over terry cloth, a voice
said, “I think you dropped this.”

He ripped back the curtain so fast, it tore
off half the rings.

She stood
there, one hip cocked, as if she had every right to be in the
private locker room. Her dark eyes raked over him in frank
appraisal and obviously liked what they saw. Cade jerked the towel
from her hand and slung it around his waist before stepping forward
into her personal space, a conscious intimidation. “Who the hell
are you?”

Her lips curved in a flirtatious smile. “A
fan.” She dragged one finger through the moisture still beading on
his chest, then licked the droplet off.

A blast of heat blew through him. He rode
the sensation, and the hands at his sides curled into fists to keep
from grabbing her. “What do you want?”

She tipped her head to the side. “I thought
I’d invite the winner out for a drink. To celebrate.”

Though the smile never wavered, something in
her eyes told him this was more than some gutsy woman trying to
score a date with the man of the hour. There was potency, a
seriousness that belied her flirtatious tone.

He narrowed his eyes. “Do you know me?” He
wondered if she heard the urgency beneath his words?

She blinked, surprise flickering in her
eyes. They weren’t purely brown as he’d originally thought. A band
of amber circled her iris, almost like a sunburst. “Of course,” she
said, tossing her auburn hair. “You’re Cade Shepherd.”

“No, I . . . 
Never mind.” He turned away from her, walking over to the locker
where he’d left his things. It was too much to hope that this woman
actually knew him. Anything he
thought he’d read in her eyes was just wishful thinking.

She watched him without a word as he
finished toweling off and dressing. In the mirror he caught a flash
of uncertainty on her face.

Rethinking your little game, princess?

By the time he finished packing up his gear,
she had her confidence back.

“So how ’bout it, handsome? Let me
help you celebrate your win.”

Cade was on the verge of blowing her
off. Just leaving her here and going on about his business. Then he
looked at her again and was caught, as he had been in the ring.
What was it about this woman?
If he walked away from her now, he’d probably never get another
shot to find out.

He let his lips curve in a smile that didn’t
reach his eyes. “What exactly did you have in mind?”

 



Chapter 3

 


Le Loup Garou. The sign
glowed neon bright above the shuttered windows.

Embry wondered if it was designed to appeal
to curious tourists who came to the Crescent City in search of myth
and legend, then decided it probably wasn’t. They weren’t in the
French Quarter and nowhere near Bourbon Street. This was a
neighborhood place, tucked between a darkened law office and a
building with space for lease.

Cade pulled open the paneled door. Blues,
rich and soulful, spilled out to color the night. “After you,” he
gestured.

Moving in a way that she hoped resembled a
slow, deliberate, Watch Me walk, Embry moved past him, feeling his
eyes on her as she stepped through the tiny vestibule and into the
light and sounds of the bar. She blinked a moment, waiting for her
eyes to adjust. The walls were exposed brick, dominated by a mirror
behind a long, polished bar. Black and white photographs in cypress
wood frames drew the eye here and there. On the wall opposite the
bar, a jumbo flat screen TV played a recap of what she recognized
as another fight that had been on tonight’s ticket.

“Hey! Hail the conquerin’
hero!”

Embry shifted her gaze to the bartender who
held some bottle aloft by the neck in salute to Cade, who’d stepped
up beside her.

With a grin and a flourish, Cade made a
mocking bow to the tune of applause from most of the patrons
present. “Another title won! Y’all know what that means?” He
pointed his finger toward the audience.

“Hot wings!” came the resounding
chorus.

“On me!”

Embry felt her lips quirk as he placed a
hand on the small of her back to navigate her toward the bar.
“Isn’t a round of drinks more traditional?”

“Yeah but Mick’s place makes the best
damned hot wings in the city, and I’m always starving after a
fight.”

“I already put da order in to
Jeanette,” said the bartender, sliding a mug the length of the bar
to a waiting hand.

“How’s business tonight, my man?”
asked Cade bumping fists with the other man.

“Always good on fight night.” Mick’s
eyes moved over to Embry. “And who’s dis lovely lady?”

“Mick, Embry. Embry, Micajah Guidry,
owner of this fine establishment.”

When the bartender offered his hand, Embry
took it, surprised when he raised it to his lips in a gallant kiss.
“Either da prizes have gotten way better dis season, or your taste
has improved considerable.”

“Pay no attention to him, Embry. I
assure you—”

She didn’t hear whatever comeback Cade made.
Her amusement faded as she saw Mick’s nostrils flare, inhaling her
scent. For a moment his eyes glowed, flicking to hers in
appraisal.

Son of a bitch,
she thought, fighting to control her own flare of alarm. The
bastard certainly had a sense of humor. Only a wolf-shifter would
think naming a bar Le Loup Garou
and hiding in plain sight was funny.

“Hey now, hands off my date, Cajun,”
said Cade, tugging her hand away and tucking a possessive arm
around her.

“No offense, but you playin’ wit’ fire
wit’ dis one.”

“I swear, I’m a puppy dog,” protested
Cade.

But Embry knew perfectly well what Mick had
meant. He knew what she was.

Satisfied that his warning had been
received, the Wylk’s attention shifted to Cade. “Your usual?”

Cade nodded.

“How about you, cher? Wine? G and T? Amaretto sour?”

“Martini. Dirty.” Because her legs
felt a little shaky, Embry slid onto a barstool.

Her mind buzzed with calculation. Was the
mission compromised? Would she be reported? Surely not. This wolf
had no idea what she was about, what she wanted Cade for. As far as
he knew, she was just his date, nothing more. It wasn’t like she
had a badge tattooed on her forehead that proclaimed her IED.

Mick passed Cade a beer and set the
martini in front of her before folding his arms and leaning
conversationally on the bar. “So where he pick you up,
cher? You not from around
here.”

“I was at the fight,” she replied,
taking a careful sip and humming in approval.

“Front row,” said Cade
cheerfully.

“She was what you was lookin’ at when
Archer clocked you one?”

Cade rubbed at the knot on his head. “It was
a moment.”

“You lucky he didn’t knock you da fuck
out, da way you was all moony-eyed.”

“Hey, first, I object to the term
moony-eyed. Second, I tied Archer’s ass up in a bow during that
second round. Forgive the coon ass, Embry. He thinks being my best
friend obliges him to give me shit about women.”

Best friend. Great.
She took another sip of the martini. “So how did you two
meet? You’re not from New Orleans either, are you, Cade? I mean,
your accent doesn’t match.”

There was the briefest moment of hesitation
before he answered, “Memphis actually. Been in New Orleans for
about ten years now. My first place wasn’t too far from here, and I
came in one night after work. There were a couple of defensive
linemen from Tulane who took offense when Mick cut ’em off.”

“Cade helped take out da trash,” said
Mick picking up the narrative. “Not dat I couldn’a handled ’em
myself.”

“Of course you could,” said Cade. “But
whatever, I helped.”

“He has a beautiful left cross, him,”
said Mick affecting wiping away a tear.

“True dat,” agreed Cade with a grin.
“We bonded over a bottle of tequila after closing time. Been tight
ever since.”

A door at the far end of the bar swung open
and a trio of waitresses sashayed out carrying trays loaded up with
baskets of hot wings. One of them, a buxom blonde in a babydoll
T-shirt at least one size too small, flounced over and placed two
baskets on the bar in front of them. She offered Cade a toothy
grin, “Who’s the flavor of the week, Cade?”

Embry diverted the flare of temper to the
glass in her hand and totally ruined her martini.

A petite woman with salt and pepper hair
slipped between the waitress and the bar to set down a basket of
fries. “Watch yo’ mouth. Just ’cause he don’t wanna warm yo’ bed,
don’t mean he can’t look elsewhere. You got tables.”

With a huff, the blond sashayed away.

Satisfaction warred with
embarrassment, and Embry fought to keep both off her face as the
woman swung in her direction. The dark, sharp eyes studied her with
interest for several moments before she turned to Cade, taking his
face between her red-nail tipped fingers and planting a smacking
kiss on his mouth. “Congrats on your win, cher.”

Smiling sheepishly, Cade enfolded the woman
in a massive bear hug. “Thanks Jeanette.” He shifted her around
until they were both facing Embry. “This is Embry Hollister. Embry,
this is my New Orleans Maman, Jeanette Benoit.”

Best friend
and his current mother figure.
What is this,
Embry wondered, a meet the family
kind of date? It wasn’t at all what she’d had in mind.
She’d never be able to slip him the antidote beneath their watchful
eyes.

Embry forced her lips to curve and held her
hand out to Jeanette. “Nice to meet you.”

The other woman took her hand, her eyes
glazing over a moment, her smile frozen in place. Then Jeannette
blinked, releasing her hand. “You are different.”

Though her senses jangled with alarm, she
forced her voice to be light. “He’s not usually into
red-heads?”

Jeanette made a non-committal noise, then
patted Cade’s shoulder and headed back to the kitchen.

Cade missed the exchange, as he was busy
replying to the assorted wave of thank yous being tossed out from
the rest of the de facto fan club who were likewise digging into
their wings. He didn’t notice her sudden tension. Mick noticed.
From the other end of the bar, he lifted a brow and looked back at
the kitchen.

Embry’s mind raced, analyzing the
exchange in an attempt to catalogue the threat. Witch? One with the power of
Sight? She’d made no subtle warning or challenge as
Mick had, so maybe this Jeannette wasn’t an immediate
threat.

Embry shifted to study the crowd, as much
from habit as to settle herself again. Among the patrons she
counted a vampire, two other Wylk, and a male witch who was
illegally working a charm on the woman he was with. Embry could
have busted him, but she wasn’t on duty, and she sure as hell
wasn’t about to blow her shot at this mission.

“You okay?” asked Cade. “Wings not
your thing? I’m sorry, I should’ve asked. Would you like something
else?”

Embry dialed the smile back up and focused
on him. “No, I’m fine. Just a little overwhelmed. I’ve been in a
lot of crowds tonight.”

“Not into big presses of people,
huh?”

“Not really.”

“Me neither,” he admitted.

“Really? But the crowds love
you.”

“They love whoever the winner of the
minute is. Tomorrow that may not be me.”

“Then what?” she asked. “What will you
do when you can’t fight anymore?”

“Damned if I know.” He made short work
of the rest of his wings. “What about you? What do you
do?”

She slanted a glance down the bar to where
Mick was chatting with a couple of other patrons. He didn’t move,
didn’t glance her way, but Embry knew he was listening. “I could
tell you, but then I’d have to kill you.”

Cade’s lips curved in a killer smile she
felt straight down to her gut. “A woman of mystery. Okay, I can
respect that. So you won’t tell me what you do, tell me something
else about yourself.”

Time to get the show on the
road, she thought placing a hand on his forearm and
leaning in close. “I secretly hate high heels,” she whispered. “But
you can’t tell anyone. They’ll take away my woman card.”

His eyes raked over her in appreciation.
“Sugar, nobody could ever take your woman card away.”

She leaned back, crossing her legs so the
hemline rode high, drawing his eyes again. “Yeah, well, it has its
uses.”

“Like making guys drool?”

“Well, we sure don’t do it for
us.”

He threw back his head and laughed. God, how
she’d missed that sound.

“Well on behalf of my side of the
species, thank God for it.” He raised his glass.

She tapped her martini glass against
the lip with a cheerful clink,
then drained the last of her spoiled drink.

“Want another?” he asked, starting to
signal for Mick.

Embry shook her head and bent toward him.
“Let’s get out of here,” she whispered, letting her lips brush
against the lobe of his ear.

His big body tensed in a shiver before he
tipped his eyes back to hers. “Yes ma’am.”

 


* * *

 


Men are pigs,
thought Embry, struggling to keep the flirty smile from
turning into a scowl as the elevator climbed slowly to the ninth
floor. Cade stood beside her, thumbs hooked in the front pockets of
his jeans.

He didn’t have to agree so damned fast to
this proposal.

Never mind that this was the role she was
playing, that this was exactly where she wanted him.

He probably has women
throwing themselves at him all the time, she thought
with disgust. The sexy, successful fighter.
Probably gets all the tail he could want. Neanderthal. Flavor of
the week, my ass.

She felt a growl vibrate in the back of her
throat.

“Did you say something?” he
asked.

“Just clearing my throat,” she said,
pasting the smile back on as she met his eyes. There isn’t enough air in here.

The doors slid open with a soft ding and he
offered her his arm. Embry thought it was a foolishly gallant
gesture given what he thought they were going to do, but she slid
her hand in the crook of his elbow anyway and led him down the
hall.

At the door to her room, she fumbled
through her purse for the room key. She couldn’t help herself. “I
guess you do this all the time, huh?” Jealous idiot, she told herself.

He smiled a trifle sheepishly. “Meet
insanely attractive, audacious women with a killer sense of humor?
No, not so much.”

Clearly your tastes more
often run to brainless bimbos. But she smiled anyway
and slid the keycard into the door.

She paused just inside the doorway, doing a
quick sweep of the room with her senses. But the spells she’d put
in place when she left hadn’t been disturbed. She loosed a little
breath of relief.

Cade’s hands settled lightly on her
shoulders and began to knead. “You seem a bit tense.”

It wasn’t the first time he’d touched her
tonight. He was a casually affectionate sort of guy. But they’d
been in public before, surrounded by people she had to constantly
scan and assess. With no other threat to distract her, Embry was
fully aware of the strength in his hands, the feel of his fingers
on her bare shoulders. Heat radiated off him in the too cold air, a
solid reminder that he was very much alive. He leaned in, as if to
catch a too quiet response, and his breath trailed over her skin.
Lust and need tangled in her belly.

As she wracked her brain for a glib reply,
he circled around in front of her. “Hey, I don’t expect anything.
You get uncomfortable or want me to go, you just say the word. No
harm, no foul.”

“Always the gentleman,” she murmured.
“Someone raised you right.”

Something flickered in his eyes before he
smiled and took both her hands in his. “C’mon.”

He started tugging her further into the
room. Her heart stumbled and so did her feet as her gaze strayed to
the sprawling king-sized bed. But he bypassed it, nudging her
instead onto the sofa. Then he sat on the floor.

“What are you doing?”

Cade lifted her foot and did a reverse
Cinderella, slipping the stiletto heel off and setting it aside. “I
can see how these would be uncomfortable, but they totally
accomplish their mission.”

“And what’s that?” Embry asked as he
began to slowly flex her foot.

“They draw attention to your truly
superb legs.” He dug his thumbs into the ball and dragged them to
the arch.

Embry made an involuntary groan of pleasure
and let her head drop back against the sofa. “That’s it. This is
your fallback career when you can’t fight anymore. Women would line
up for miles for a foot massage like this.”

Chuckling, Cade continued to knead,
loosening the knots and strain in her abused feet.

He’s not seducing
me, Embry told herself. I’m
just letting him think he is. But she couldn’t resist
imagining those magic hands elsewhere on her body. Then she
couldn’t stop the memory of them from flashing to life in her mind.
She wanted him. She had always wanted him. But she’d be damned if
she was going to let history repeat itself. This was a mission,
nothing more. It couldn’t be anything more.

Because she was desperate to touch him,
Embry curled her fingers into the cushions and called herself a
liar.

“Hey, where did your head go just
now?”

She opened her eyes to look down at him as
he shifted over to the other foot. God he was beautiful. And
completely out of bounds.

“You look sad.”

I found out that the man I love is still
alive, and it doesn’t matter because however things turn out, I
can’t be with him. Yeah, that makes me pretty fucking
heartbroken.

Giving into the urge, she leaned forward and
captured his face lightly in her hands. It was a pleasure to run
her fingers over the planes of it. His cheeks were sharper, leaner
now, without the boyish softness she remembered. There was an
assortment of small scars that she didn’t recognize. She traced
each of them softly, wondering if they’d all come from the
cage.

His lips quirked. “I’m not too pretty after
all these years of fighting.”

“Nothing has looked more wonderful to
me in the last ten years,” she said.

His eyes widened, and Embry realized her
mistake. Muttering a curse, she laid her lips over his.

She meant to distract him. To keep her own
head and kiss him until she could think of an explanation that
wouldn’t blow this. But beneath the faint taste of hops from his
earlier beer, she tasted home, and she wanted to drown in it. All
the years of longing, of wanting, of grieving swamped her, and she
dragged him closer, her hands diving into his hair.

His arms came around her, one hand fisting
in her curls as he dragged her head back and plundered her mouth
with the same ragged desperation she felt.

It was foolish, dangerous, and she
didn’t care. After so many years of nothing, just this once she was going to take something for
herself.

He jerked her to her feet, and they circled
in a fevered dance toward the bed, straining to touch and taste.
And beneath his hands, she felt herself ignite.

Alarmed, Embry stumbled back. She
struggled to slow the breath that threatened to whistle out of her
lungs like a steam engine. She stepped back from him. “I think I
need a drink.” Stupid. Idiot. Get it
together.

The ice bucket was where she’d left it on
the coffee table hours earlier, albeit with a puddle of
condensation around it. She scooped what remained of the ice into
the waiting glasses and added a generous three fingers of scotch to
one. Her hand trembled. She hadn’t counted on this, hadn’t planned
on all the old feelings swirling up and taking over. She needed to
be focused. She was here on a mission. This was about her father,
not about reviving feelings for a ghost.

The first sip burned its way down to her
stomach, clearing her mind, clarifying her purpose. Slipping the
tiny vial from her dress, she carefully tipped the contents into
the second glass on the pretext of adding more ice, then topped it
off with single malt. She offered it to Cade. “Join me?”

His breath still came harder than
normal as he crossed and took the glass, and Embry hoped he didn’t
see the very real spark that flew up when his finger brushed
hers. Get a grip, woman or you’re going to
burn the hotel down.

Rather than taking a sip of the drink in his
hand, Cade swirled the glass until the ice rattled. He didn’t look
amused anymore. “You said ten years.”

“Did I?” The nerves doing a river
dance in her stomach trembled in her voice. Drink the damned scotch.

“You know me, don’t you.” It wasn’t a
question. The words came out more as an accusation that slapped her
from across the room.

No more lies on this
one. Keeping her gaze steady on his, she swallowed.
“Yes.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?” he demanded. The fingers gripping
his glass went white.

“You didn’t remember me.”

“I don’t remember anything. Who are you?”

“I told you. I’m Embry Hollister—” she
began.

“No. Who are you to
me? Or who were you?”

Drink the scotch.
Drink the scotch. The words repeated
like a mantra in her head. She took another sip of her own, hoping
he’d follow the example. “We were…involved. I wanted to see if
you’d remember anything from spending time with me.”
Okay, partial truth.

The ice cubes clinked in his glass as
he began to pace restlessly. “I saw you. During the fight. And I
felt. . .  I don’t know what I felt. But
something. When I asked you in the locker room if you knew me, you
blew it off.” He stopped pacing to face her. “Do you have any idea
how long I’ve been looking for
someone who knew me from before?”

“I imagine as long as I’ve been
looking over my shoulder hoping to find you.” Embry was out of
scotch.

“So we were involved? Important to
each other?” he asked.

“Very,” she said softly.

“Do you know what happened to me? Why
I can’t remember?”

“Some of it,” she admitted.

He tipped the glass back and drained it.
“Tell me everything,” he said, slapping the glass down with a
thunk.

Embry stared at it in relief. “I don’t have
to. You’re about to remember.”

A vein popped out at his temple and his eyes
went wide. One hand flew to his throat as he began to wheeze, the
other reached out to her as he stumbled forward.
“What . . .  have . . . 
you . . .  done?”

“Set you free,” she said
softly.

He crashed onto the coffee table. The wood
splintered, the tray and the ice bucket flying.

Even knowing that the antidote wouldn’t kill
him, panic pulsed through her at the sight of his purpling face.
His limbs flailed, his body bowing as the potion worked its way
through every cell, eradicating the memory block imposed there all
those years ago.

At last, he was still, his color returning
to normal. With considerable effort, she hoisted his dead weight
and repositioned him on the bed. Then she poured herself another
scotch and settled in to wait.

 



Chapter 4

 


Sweat slicked his skin. He lifted his arm in an
automatic block and felt the zing of impact up to his shoulder. A
grin stretched his lips as he backed up, circling her on the
sparring mat. “You’re getting better, Ember.”

“I still haven’t taken you down,” she
panted, her sunburst eyes glowing with battle light and with the
power she managed to keep just banked.

“Keep dreaming, baby,” he
laughed.

“I’m going to beat you, Gage Dempsey,”
she declared, punctuating each word with an attempted
strike.

When she snuck in a blow to his kidney, Gage
stopped laughing and corrected his stance.

He lived for these sparring matches with
Embry. He lived for any of the stolen time they managed to spend
together, even if she just came to the dojo because she wanted to
learn the ways of the Shadow Walkers and her father wouldn’t teach
her. He didn’t know how Adan would react to the fact that he was
teaching Embry to fight. Or the fact that his protégé was in love
with his daughter. And Gage couldn’t afford to anger his mentor.
Not when he owed Adan everything. So other than this, Embry was off
limits.

A blast of dry heat knocked him back two
steps.

“Hey now, you’re losing your cool.
Keep the fireworks under wraps, padewan.”

“I will burn your ass,
Obi-wan.”

Gage ducked as a roundhouse whispered by his
head, countering with a low spin kick that caught and buckled her
knee. From the mat, Embry scissored her legs around his and brought
him down to her level. She swarmed over him like a monkey,
struggling for any kind of hold, but he just rolled and twisted in
her ever frustrated grasp. Which was amusing until the friction of
her lithe little body rubbing against his caused another
problem.

He pinned her with his body, pressing
both her arms to the mat. Her long legs were wrapped around his
hips like a vice, and Gage could feel his erection straining
against his gi pants toward her heat. His breath shuddered out as
he struggled for some kind of control. This was Adan’s
daughter. She was practically his
sister.

Gage tried to back up, but Embry’s legs only
tightened. He felt himself twitch against her, and his face flamed
in mortification. “Uncle,” he muttered, voice rough. “You win. Let
me up.”

Embry tipped her hips experimentally against
his, and he strangled on his own breath. His head dipped as he
struggled not to react. She moved again.

“Don’t,” he
barked. “We’re not going to play this game, Embry.”

“Gage.” At her soft voice, he looked
up and met her eyes. The gold ring that circled her pupil was
pulsing. “Let go of my hands.”

He released her, planting his own
hands on the mat and pushing up to keep them from touching her
anywhere else. He tried to find somewhere else to look. Straight
down put him on eye level with her breasts, and his mouth watered
at the thought of suckling one puckered peak. Straight ahead gave
him a full on view of them in the mirror, and his all too active
imagination decided to treat him to what those tangled limbs would
look like if they were both naked. Christ.

Her hands, soft and insistent, framed his
face and forced him to look at her. And it wasn’t a girl beneath
him. Wasn’t anyone he could convince himself to think of as a
sibling. She was a woman, fully aroused, fully aware. Her
extraordinary sunburst eyes stayed focused on him as she rose up
and captured his mouth.

His arms and shoulders trembled. He was not
so weak a fighter that he couldn’t extricate himself. He should
throw her off, end this madness.

But the taste of her seeped into his veins
and fired his blood. She would burn him up from the inside out,
leaving nothing but cinders. Yet he couldn’t pull away.

She shoved at him until he rolled, reversing
their positions. Rising over him like some kind of fire goddess,
she pulled the tight t-shirt over her head, growling a little in
frustration as it caught in the long tangle of auburn. The sports
bra she wore zipped in the front. The zipper was already partially
down, and her breasts strained against the cotton. He ached to fill
his hands with them. Because he didn’t trust himself, he clutched
her thighs and held still.

She bent over him again, her hands sprinting
over his chest. Everywhere she touched, he burned, a delicious edge
one step away from pain that left him wanting more. If this was
lunacy, he reveled in it.

“Gage,” she murmured, her lips barely
brushing his.

“Mmm?”

“Touch me.”

Embry sat up, her eyes fixed on his in
challenge, and slowly unzipped her sports bra. Her breasts spilled
out as she shrugged the thing off. “Touch me,” she ordered again,
lifting both his hands and placing them over her breasts. A hum of
pleasure escaped her, and he was lost.

He reared up to take her mouth as he shifted
his hands to cradle her breasts. They were full and heavy in his
palms, the nipples budding taut and hard beneath the stroke of his
thumbs. In his lap she began to move to the rhythm of his stroking.
On a gasp he broke the kiss and stilled her. “You’ll need to stop
that unless you want this over before it’s started.”

“I need you,” she whispered, and the
plea brought him one step closer to madness.

Gage dropped his forehead to hers. “I have
to know, Ember. Have you ever . . . ”

“No. I wanted it to be you. I always
wanted it to be you.”

Her first. God, he’d never imagined she
would want him.

Gage stroked the hair back from her temple.
“Embry, I . . . ”

“Let her go.” The voice echoed through
the dojo and froze his blood, drying up the words he’d been about
to speak

Instead of obeying, Gage pulled Embry closer
to shield her from the intruders as he watched them step out of the
shadows. There were three of them, each clad in the dark gray or
black that was the standard issue for Shadow Walkers. He didn’t
know them, but he knew their kind. After all, he’d been trained to
be one of them. As Adan wasn’t among them, Gage could only assume
the powers that be had finally found out about him and the
vigilante missions Adan had trained him for.

“What do you want?” he asked,
carefully easing up, keeping Embry’s body pressed close to his as
he shifted to put himself between the intruders and her, both as a
means of protection and to preserve some measure of her
modesty.

“I said, let her go.”

“Matthias, don’t. He didn’t—” Embry
started.

“Shut your mouth, child. You weren’t
supposed to be here.”

Gage’s mind whirled.
So they were coming after me. They don’t want her.
I can keep her safe if I can just get her out of here.
“Will you be taking me to the Council?” he asked. He moved
over a couple of steps, retrieving Embry’s t-shirt and passing it
back to her.

“And expose Adan’s little side
project? I don’t think so. We’re simply here to take care of the
problem before it gets any further out of hand.” This came from the
Walker to Matthias’ left. He was lean with the ropy muscles and
long-fingered hands of a wraith.

“Take care of the problem,” said Gage.
“Meaning me.” Behind him, he felt Embry stiffen. Before she could
speak, he clamped his hand down tight on hers in warning. He knew
every inch of this dojo, could visualize it under any condition.
Right now he opened his mind, searching for the shadows. There was
a sliver, behind him. Not much, but it might be just enough for him
to dematerialize them both out of here. Without knowing him, they
wouldn’t be able to follow. Not fast enough. He could get Embry
away, keep her safe.

“Do you have any idea how many rules
Adan violated with you? Bringing a human into our world?” The demand came from the
Walker on the left. His dark face was barely differentiated from
the shadows in which he stood. The outlines of his broad body were
still blurred.

“I know he gave me my life.” Gage
edged backward, trying to push Embry into a corner.

“A mistake we intend to rectify before
it destroys him,” said the wraith.

“No!” The heat behind him was instant,
scorching.

Gage turned toward her, shouting, “Embry,
no!” But the fireballs were already flying from her hands toward
the two flanking Walkers. They phased out even as Matthias dove
forward and caught Gage around the waist.

Matthias was the bigger man, but Gage was
younger, faster. He twisted and threw the Walker into a wall,
already scrambling toward Embry.

She was a living flame, more than ever the
child of her fire elemental mother. Heat and light pulsed off her
in waves, expanding, beating in a terrifying rhythm as the nimbus
grew and grew.

If she went nova, she’d kill them all.

Gage dove into the light, feeling no burn,
no pain, just desperation to save her. If he could drag her out of
the light and into the shadows, he could get her away to safety.
Drawing on the darkness, he reached out for her. “You have to shut
it off!”

“No, you don’t underst—”

His hands closed around her arms. For a
heartbeat everything stilled. Then, agony ripped through him, an
insatiable inferno of pain as everything she was projecting shot
into his body and ripped him apart.

 


* * *

 


Embry shoved the barely there dress
and ankle-breaking pumps into the bag. Good
riddance, she thought, far more at ease in the jeans
and knit top she now wore. A quick pass through the rest of the
room showed that she’d gathered up everything. Her single duffel
bag was packed and ready to go.

She wiped the room down for prints. Not that
the IED used such primitive methods. If they came looking, they
would find the characteristic traces of her magic in the room from
when she’d nearly lost control with Gage. That spark would be as
damning as a signature to those who knew how to read the scene, and
there was no way to wipe that. And there really wasn’t anything she
could do about the broken coffee table other than clean up the mess
and let the hotel charge her credit card. So it was best that they
get moving as soon as possible. Except she couldn’t lug Gage as a
deadweight all the way to the car, not without arousing undue
attention and suspicion.

Two long, restless hours had passed
since he’d taken the antidote. How long is
this going to take? The potionmonger from whom she’d
obtained the antidote hadn’t said. If Matthias hadn’t recommended
him as a source, Embry might be worried she’d given Gage some kind
of poison. She moved back to sit on the edge of the bed.

He looks like he’s fighting
a war, she thought, watching his face. What was he
remembering?

Picking up one of his hands, she was
startled at the sight of his palms. They held none of the usual
lines but were, instead, covered in smooth, white scar tissue.
Burns.

Embry closed her eyes and could still feel
the desperate terror of that night. She’d been trying to save him
the only way she knew how—by banishing the shadows with light. The
dojo and Gage’s quarters were housed in a building with no windows
or doors. If she eliminated all shadows, wrapping him in light,
they couldn’t touch him, couldn’t take him into the shadows and
away forever.

But he’d seen the aurora and mistaken
it.

You have to turn it off!

The moment he’d grabbed her, something had
changed. The nimbus of light she’d woven condensed and shot into
him, slamming him back into the wall hard enough to crack the
plaster. Then he’d slid limply to the ground and lay still. So
still.

Matthias had walked over, checked his pulse,
and shaken his head.

Matthias had lied. He’d let her live
for ten years with the corrosive guilt that she’d killed the man
she loved, until it suited his purposes to tell her
otherwise. The bastard.

With one hand, she reached out, tracing her
fingers over the contorted muscles in Gage’s face, as if she could
ease the strain. “I’m so sorry.”

“Embry!” The scream burst from his
mouth, and her heart jumped into her throat.

She leaned forward, intending to comfort,
but he shot up, tackling her backwards.

Her breath whooshed out as they landed hard
on the floor, his hands tight around her throat. Power swelled
inside her, but she held it in check long enough to see his eyes
clear, his face shift from rage to horror. He released her and
scrambled back. One hand clutched at his head as he stared first at
her, then looked wildly around the room, struggling to get to his
feet, to raise his fists.

Embry sat up, clearing her throat. “It’s
okay. We’re safe.”

He stumbled a few paces, looking as punch
drunk as Archer had, and fell to his knees.

Embry scrambled to him before he could
rise again, grabbing at his forearms, “Gage look at me.
Look at me.” When he did, she could
see the panicked fury in his eyes. She reached out to touch his
cheek. “We’re alone. There’s no one here to hurt us. We’re safe.
We’re safe.”

“Ember?” His eyes searched her face,
and she wondered what he saw.

“I’m here.”

Her breath whooshed out again as he crushed
her to him, almost cracking her ribs with shaking arms as one hand
cradled her head. The combination of strength and gentleness all
but undid her. It took every shred of self control to hold her body
stiff in his embrace when she wanted to stroke and soothe—anything
to ease his transition.

At length he stopped shaking. His frantic
pulse slowed, and he loosened his grip, seeming to become aware
that she was not returning his embrace.

“Embry, what the hell is going
on?”

His eyes seemed clearer, more firmly
grounded in the now than when he’d first awakened. “I’ll explain
everything on the way.”

“On the way to where?”

“I need your help. Can you
walk?”

“Probably. Why do I feel like I just
went ten rounds with Chuck Liddell with both hands tied behind my
back?”

“It’s a side effect of the antidote,”
she said, heaving him to his feet.

“Antidote to what?”

“The Lethe potion.”

Gage slumped unsteadily against her. “The
what?”

“Lethe. Like the river in Greek
mythology. To make you forget.”

“Forget . . . I
don’t . . . ” He shook his head.

“It’ll be clear in a while. But we
have to move. We won’t be safe here for long.” She snagged the
duffel and led him out the door.

They were alone in the elevator, so she
asked, “What do you remember?”

He frowned, his eyes seeming to glaze over a
bit as he tried to think. “They hurt you,” he growled. “They hurt
you, and I couldn’t stop them.” His voice was ragged, and the
self-condemnation on his face raked at her heart.

“They didn’t hurt me,” she told him.
It wasn’t the sort of lie she minded telling. Not under the
circumstances. “You, on the other hand, were another story.” The
doors slid open to the lobby. “C’mon. I need to check out, and we
have to get going.”

He moved more steadily as they crossed to
the counter. To the average observer, he probably just appeared
hung over or tired. Embry plastered a bright smile on her face and
tucked one arm more firmly around his waist as they approached the
desk clerk. “We need to check out.”

“Room please.”

“Nine seventeen.”

The receptionist’s fingers flew over her
keyboard. “Will that be charged to the card we have on file?”

“Yes. And um, we needed to let you
know we had a
little . . . uh . . . issue
with the coffee table.” The smile threatened to crack her face, but
Embry cuddled up to Gage and hoped they looked honeymoonish or
something. “Just charge me for the replacement of that too.
Whatever is necessary.”

The woman’s eyes flicked to where Gage had
dropped his head and was nuzzling Embry’s neck. Only the fact that
she was supporting the bulk of his body weight let Embry know that
it was a cover up.

The clerk’s eyebrows rose. “Very well.
Please sign here.”

Embry signed the bill.

“Please come again.”

The black Dodge Charger was gleaming with a
coat of droplets from the flash summer shower that had blown
through an hour or so before. Using the keys she’d liberated from
his jeans pocket, Embry opened the passenger door and more or less
dumped Gage into it. When he opened his mouth she said, “You’re in
no condition to drive,” and shut the door.

She started to circle around to the trunk,
but a flash of movement caught her attention just before she was
slammed against the back end of the car.

“I knew you was trouble, you,” snarled
Mick, eyes glinting a dangerous gold. “What did you do to
him?”

Embry drew on the heat of temper, focusing
it where the Wylk’s hands dug into her arms. “That’s none of your
goddamned business.”

“Mick?” Gage shoved the car door open.
“What the fuck? Let her go!”

“Stay in the car. I’ll handle this.
Let me go, Guidry.” She cranked up the heat until he pulled his
hands away with a hiss.

Gage, naturally, didn’t stay in the
car. “Mick, what the hell are you doing here? Did you
follow us?”

The irate shifter glanced toward him and
Gage’s jaw dropped. “Holy shit, you’re Wylk.” He sagged against the
car for support.

Mick’s eyes widened before narrowing
and swinging back to her. “What kinda game you playin’,
’tite fille?”

“One you have no place in. Why did you
follow us?”

“I know what you are, and I gots to
ask myself what some firecaster wants with mon ami, why she smells like anxiety and
aggression instead of arousal when she drag him outta my bar. So I
follow.”

“Mick, it’s not what you think,”
started Gage, trying to steady himself with one hand on the door
and the other on the roof of the car.

“Really? Cause it sure the fuck look
like she been tellin’ you all kind of things she not supposed to.
Not to mention you look like you either drunk off yo’ ass or been
beat to shit.”

“She didn’t tell me anything. She
filled in the blank.”

“She what?” Mick demanded.

Fuck. Embry
scrubbed both hands over her face in frustration. “He was under a
Lethe spell. I removed it. End of story as far as you’re concerned.
Gage, get in the car, we have to go.”

“Who da fuck is Gage?”

“That was my name before.”

“Enough with the explanations. We
don’t have time for this,” insisted Embry. She opened the trunk and
tossed the duffel in.
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