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“What happened to Max?”
This story is for you.
His blood. The last thing he’d seen was the thick liquid of it spilling through his fingers and onto the ground that rushed up to greet him as he fell.
Max clawed his way out of the engulfing darkness, toward the light of consciousness that beckoned just out of reach. It took all of his will. He was surprised at how daunting a task it was just to wake himself. He hated surprises. They never turned out well.
It felt as though he’d been sleeping for weeks. Years. Such a deep slumber was one a true warrior rarely afforded himself. Never in fact. And Max was a warrior. Trained from infancy. His father had ensured, as he’d done with all the future guardians he mentored, that his son stayed ever as sharp as his blade, alert to any and all dangers. To protect himself and all those in his care.
He rolled onto his side and groaned at the effort it took and the pain that followed. No sharp blade now. Max’s thoughts were more like blunt, heavy rocks, all of them falling toward the question of how. How had he been caught unawares?
He searched for some clue of where he was, of whether or not he was alone. His eyes refused to cooperate, but he reached out with his other senses and heard nothing beyond his own rough breathing. Scented nothing but the cold, dank walls of the tunnel and blood. His blood. Had the god of the storm come back from his eternal prison to punish all those who had defied him? It wasn’t as if the Great Mother’s wicked son hadn’t tried to kill him before. And this certainly had the taint of his kind of magic, the way Max could hardly tear his mind away from his dreams… such strange dreams. Images jumbled out of time and place. His childhood. Sparring with the other warriors. Training. His time with the Trueblood vampires.
Amidst all those memories there were other visions. Visions of a place he didn’t recognize. Smoke and mirrors filled with life. And the woman. Always there, standing just out of reach, tempting him. Enchanting him with her beauty and the compassion in her eyes.
At first Max had thought she was Jesse, the woman he’d sworn a blood oath to protect. He’d wanted her for his own as soon as she came to Haven looking to see if the world of her dreams was real. He’d never stood a chance with her; she had always belonged to his best friend, Kittim. Even if she hadn’t turned out to be a demigod, he knew she could never be his. The stubborn, strong-willed woman had a different destiny.
But this woman in his mind wasn’t Jesse. The redhead in Max’s dreams was far more fragile than the curvaceous photographer. Vulnerable. She needed him.
How did he know that?
He shouldn’t be thinking of her. He should be attempting to contact his father. The other Sariel guards. Kit. The friend he had shared so much with, the cousin he had faced down a god with. That’s what he should be thinking of. His responsibilities. His oaths. His vows. He needed to get back to fulfill his duty. Protect them all.
He just had to find out where he was.
He pushed himself up to a sitting position with a low growl. His hands slid in the fresh blood he had lost. Had less time passed than he’d imagined? One hand reached up to his side, touching the wound that already appeared to be bandaged. His heavy lids finally lifted and he saw, as if through a veil, the narrow passage that surrounded him.
Every muscle in his body tightened and the hair on the nape of his neck bristled with instinct. This was not where he’d fallen. It looked like it. Felt like it. Even smelled like it. But it was…wrong. More than his tended wound told him so.
The disembodied female voice confirmed his suspicions.
“You’re in no danger. But you’re also in no shape to protect anyone. Go back to sleep, my darling Maximus. Do not resist me; you still need to heal.”
Resist? It was difficult to imagine anyone being able to resist that voice. It was softly alluring, gently sensual. It was her. The woman from his dreams. Her words wrapped around him like a lover and when they stopped, all Max wanted was to hear her speak again. Call him her darling.
What the hell was wrong with him?
“Where am I?” His voice was rough and rasping from lack of use, his throat raw. And where is she?
Great Mother, he was in pain. He reasoned that he wouldn’t feel any pain at all if he were dead. That, at least, was a small sort of consolation.
He heard her sigh. Felt it like a breeze coming from the exit of the tunnel. A breath of fresh air. Perhaps she spoke from the entranceway. “I feel your distress. Trust me, please, Igigi, you are not dead and this is far from Hell. No one will hurt you here. “
Igigi. He was Igigi , a member of an ancient and honorable race. Quite literally giants in the world of men. He’d been a guardian for the Mediator of the Trueblood vampires, Zander Sariel. Only death would keep him from that duty. So if he wasn’t dead, then where was he?
The last thing he remembered was the tunnel. Only that one was no illusion. It had led from the woods toward the estate of the deranged Trueblood elder, Abaddon. Max had gone there searching for Deva Clan leader and newest council member, Nicolette. The Unborn vampire had been taken, though he wasn’t sure why, and he’d gone to retrieve her. He’d left the Sariel children within the protected confines of Haven to do so. He could still remember the tinge of sadness he’d felt when he saw their sober expressions. They were too young to know so much worry. Too young to be aware of so much evil.
He’d sensed a single Shadow Were stalking him in the darkness. Strong, but in no way stronger than he was. It should have been easy for him. He’d been in harder scuffles as a child. But something had happened just before the Were showed himself. Muttered words in an ancient language and a light, bright and blinding, had distracted him for a moment, allowing the Shadow to take Max’s sword and pierce his flesh, between his ribs and just below his heart. It had been more than disconcerting, seeing the sharpened steel he knew so well emerging from his own flesh. The injury shouldn’t have been enough to stop him, yet he could recall nothing after that.
Max touched the bandage where he’d been wounded. Had she cared for it? Could an insubstantial breeze that smelled of nutmeg and apple blossoms tend a flesh-and-blood wound?
“The battle you would have fought is over. The Unborn you think of was lost, but the Shadow and his minions lost far more. They lost their leaders. The few that did not die scattered to the winds. You are safe. Kittim and your other charges survived. Be at ease.”
Battle? Minions? He only recalled one Were. Had he missed a battle? “Be at ease? Every word you whisper on this wind makes me more determined to leave this place. “
More faces wove into the tapestry his mind was struggling to formulate. Zander and his wife Regina. The Sariel heir, Alexei, and Lux’s twins, Pax and Rhys. Even the aggravating yet beautiful Nicolette was his to protect. All of them were under his protection. According to this woman, Nicolette was gone. He’d failed her. He had failed them all.
He could not conceal his frustration. “Show yourself, woman. Why have you brought me here? Are you a servant of Baal?”
“Baal has never held dominion in this place. And you are here because there was no other way.” The beautiful voice was distracting. Hypnotic. Dangerous. “You are so loyal. But far too stubborn. Do you know how many rules were broken to find you when you were?”
She spoke so strangely. When he was, not where? A soft, feminine hand touched his chest. He could feel it, a hand that he could not see making his flesh come alive beneath its touch. Five fingertips and one small, smooth palm creating a pleasure that eased the ache in his heart and soothed the worry in his soul. How did she do that with just a touch? And why couldn’t he see her?
He wanted her to touch him everywhere, wanted to touch her in return. He placed his hand over hers and felt…nothing. His own skin and the light breeze he was coming to associate with her. His desire for answers was only a heartbeat stronger than his desire for her. “If you will not show yourself, I demand you release me.”
Her hesitation propelled him into action. He stood up slowly, unsteadily, determined to make his way out of the tunnel to whatever lay beyond. Each movement felt as though he were making it shoulder-deep in cement. It taxed him, and sweat poured down his face and neck, but he would not give up. It wasn’t in his nature. “Release me. I need to get back.”
The sigh that drifted around him held a trace of melancholy. “That, I cannot grant you. Not now. Not yet. But I can promise you that you will not be alone. I can give you more time to heal. I can ease your pain and frustration, and give you this.”
Max’s body was pulled back against the cool tunnel walls by an unseen force. Not violently, but inexorably. He couldn’t resist. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t lift a finger or move his lips to speak. She was casting some sort of spell on him. It was the only explanation he could find. He used all his will to summon his own gifts, to return to true Igigi form. In the past, allowing himself to reclaim his size had healed wounds, and released him from enchantments as well as physical bonds. But nothing happened.
He felt nothing.
The pain was gone as though it had never been. No hot or cold, no aches or the rough feel of the bandage on his injured side. The only sensation clear to him now was that touch. Her touch. Her heated palm moved lower, fingers tracing his ribcage as though fascinated by every ridge of hard bone and flesh. His awareness became hyper-focused on every inch of skin she touched, like a blind man whose other senses were magnified a thousand fold.
He should be enraged at the force of her actions. Was he to be given no choice?
As if he would push her away. If this was a spell it was one that ensured he had no desire to resist.
The ghostly touch lingered over the muscles of his abdomen and he would have groaned aloud if he could have made a sound. Did she understand what she was doing to him? If she could hear his thoughts, sense his feelings as she seemed to be able to, then she must. What was she after? And why didn’t he want her to stop?
He needed to focus. He should be devising a way out of this situation. Or at least discovering what the situation was, other than one vividly unusual erotic fantasy.
But her touch. Great Mother, he’d never felt anything like it.
“You are not a prisoner, but you must heal before you can move. If you enjoy this I can give you more. I can give you whatever you desire.”
If he enjoyed it? Goddess, if he enjoyed it any more, he’d shame himself.
He heard the trace of uncertainty beneath the sexual offer. She was nothing at all like the free-spirited Jesse, who’d performed for him, gazed into his eyes as Kit took her. Yet the innocent words and hesitant fingers aroused something in Max. Something primal and aggressive. Whatever he desired, she’d said. Giving him control even when it was clear to them both that he had none.
He would take it.
Since his mystery woman could read his mind, he would send her an image that would make any corporeal female blush. He wasn’t sure what it would do to an elemental. Was that all she was? Air and illusion? He couldn’t believe that. Oddly, the mere idea angered him. That he would not be able to touch her in return. To face her, to see the woman who dwelt in his dreams.
Max sent her a visual of what he wanted. Raw, graphic pictures of things he imagined her doing. So detailed that his own arousal intensified to a near painful degree. The wind shivered. Her response? The fingers on his hip trembled. Yes, she had seen. Would she respond?
The back of her knuckles stroked his inner thigh, his naked inner thigh. More proof that none of this was real, since he was sure he’d been dressed when he’d fallen. Her touch moved higher. Closer to the place he most wanted it. Needed it.
His internal howl of impatience turned to one of pure pleasure the instant her slender fingers gripped his erection. Yes. He could feel that; the pulsing hardness, the pleasure and pain that he’d been longing for.
Need—physical and real—slammed into him. His every thought now, his whole world, was centered on that one blood-flushed shaft of flesh. It grew beneath her feather-light touch, and she added another hand. He heard her gasp as his skin swelled further and burned hotter in response.
His heartbeat pounded out a tribal rhythm in his cock, beating out its demand against her silken skin. Damn it, if this was his fantasy, why couldn’t he move? He wanted to lift his hips, to thrust inside her tight grip and find satisfaction. He wanted to slip his hands into the sunset-colored locks he’d seen during his long sleep and twist until it tangled around his fingers. He wanted to tug her head down gently, to feel her open mouth on him.
He heard a sharp inhalation, and then she was there, lips pressing soft, curious kisses on the head of his cock, down the length of it. Yes. Goddess, yes, but she had to…
The instant he thought it she obeyed. With closed eyes he could see her lifting and lowering her head, her mouth open around his erection. That mouth—it was the perfect combination of full lips and agile, inquisitive tongue. She was perfect.
Who was she? Why was she giving him what he wanted so readily? The desire was almost more than he could bear, but the part of him that was a Sariel guardian—the part of him that always watched, alert for danger—remained. And it was suspicious.
Kit and Jesse had shared carnal dreams for years, but that was because of what she was, not because of Kit’s ancestry. Igigi did not dream walk. They did not mate.
He recalled, as he had far too often before those damned tunnels, that Jesse had done this to him. Pleasured him with lips and tongue while Kit looked on. But it hadn’t felt like this. This woman was making love to his cock with a mouth that was tender and greedy, driving him wild with the need to claim her. Nothing like this had ever happened to him before. He wanted more than anything to lose himself to it, but he couldn’t let it go. He had to know.
Who are you? Where am I?
The sinfully sensual mouth lifted from his skin and spoke as he silently moaned in protest. “You leave me no choice, Maximus. I wanted to… But you aren’t ready yet, are you? For any of this. Sleep. Sleep now and let your cares fade. We have time.”
She watched as her words and the power behind them took the Igigi forcibly back to his slumber, sliding him down the wall until he was slumped in a sitting position. He would wake soon enough. Stronger and more stubborn than before. Perhaps by then she could regain some of her composure.
How could she have lost herself to his thoughts so quickly? She had always been drawn to the handsome young Igigi, but tending him, hearing him in her mind, having him so close and yet still just out of reach, affected her more than she’d expected.
She studied the dark, shoulder-length hair that fell down to his shoulders and forward, hiding a portion of the face she’d long ago memorized. His strong features, the sharp cheekbones and square jaw she’d grown so familiar with, were softened only slightly by sleep. He was young, only a few thousand years by Earth standards. Far too young for her to have grown so enamored of him.
Yet it was difficult not to admire him. He was so massive, even in this state. Tall and broad-shouldered when he stood. Even now, unconscious and weakened by his condition, his muscular form made her heart stutter in awe.
As an Igigi, he could attain an impressive size. In truth, he was gifted. He could already reach heights well beyond others of his age if he chose. It was an ability he had mastered while training on his own, and his potential appeared limitless. His closest companions had no knowledge of his actual strength, and Maximus had no desire to let them in on his secret. He always stood on the sidelines, content to let his friend and cousin lead the Sariel guard. Content to remain in Kit’s shadow. His honor and integrity were too deeply ingrained for him to do any less.
But he could never hide his power from her. She had always seen it. Max was, quite possibly, the strongest Igigi warrior alive. It was why he was here.
He was also the most beautiful.
Her cheeks heated as her gaze roamed his chiseled body and the erection still hard against his muscular stomach. She’d touched him…tasted him.
He’d liked it. She could hear it in his thoughts, as clearly as if he were whispering in her ear. He’d more than liked it, despite his suspicion. And so had she. But still, he’d managed to resist, where she had lost all control of herself. She had always admired his warrior’s restraint…until now.
Maybe she’d been wrong to bring him here. Maybe there was another way, another path she refused to see because of her own secret, selfish desires. She’d imagined what it would be like, having him this close, too many times to count. But that’s all it had been—a folly. In the flesh her Maximus was overwhelming. And headstrong. She hoped not too headstrong. It would make what came next far more difficult for him.
A cynical male voice interrupted her musings. “He is a guardian. From a species that is one of the first of the gods’ creations. And he is strong. Did you think he would be so easy to lull?”
“No, I suppose I didn’t.” She quickly drew the blanket she’d conjured for the warrior and tossed it over his hips. As if it mattered. Max could not see them. Could not see the marbled floor and high pillars of her home. Could not see that they were no longer alone. That they really never had been. It was not as if she could hide anything from the new arrival anyway. She never could. “How long have you been here?”
“Long enough,” he snorted. “You asked him, but do you have any idea of the rules you’ve broken? So many I’m not sure what could happen. What the results could be. I can’t believe I agreed in a moment of weakness to help you. The possible ramifications of this are… Has it occurred to you that this decision might be the cause of—”
“It isn’t.” It couldn’t be. “I was careful. Meticulous.”
She looked up at him over her shoulder and he lifted one perfect blond eyebrow. He didn’t seem convinced and, considering her own doubts mere moments before, she couldn’t say she blamed him.
After all this time she still found him attractive. He was like a beacon of flame, white-gold curls and pale skin shimmering over the lean muscle that wasn’t covered by his lightweight tunic. It was the image he’d preferred for ages. Part of the reason was that he knew she liked him this way. Liked to watch his hair shimmer in the light and his silvery eyes glisten.
She couldn’t fault him for tailoring his appearance to suit her tastes. After all, hadn’t she appeared the way she did now for centuries because she’d noticed the slight darkening of Max’s eyes when he spotted certain women? Women with reddish tints to their hair and long-lashed eyes. Petite women with curving figures and full lips.
She wondered if he would approve when he saw her or if—after recent events—only one particular woman would do. A woman much taller and less fragile than his usual type. One who belonged to another.
How had he done this to her? She had been content with her lot, her task, until she’d seen the dark giant with his kind, bottomless eyes. Another Watcher. A guardian who stood so alone on the sidelines…so much like her.
But he wasn’t always alone. A faint trace of something tightened her stomach into knots at the thought of the god Shalem’s daughter. Jesse. Her Igigi felt something for Jesse, had thought of the other woman even as she’d touched him. She wasn’t sure why, but she didn’t like that at all.
The man beside her gripped her arm and pulled her up to her feet. He’d never touched her before, not like this. Aggressively. But then, they had only begun to take solid form a few hundred years ago.
“You forget all we share, all I know about you.” He frowned. It wasn’t an expression their kind used often, so she knew he felt very strongly about what he was saying. So strongly it almost swayed her as he continued, “You are not alone either. But you do forget our purpose. This is not it. Lust and love. Regret and jealousy. None of those burdens are meant for us. Maybe the stubborn giant should be sent back to his own time and space. For everyone’s sake.”
She flinched. No. That couldn’t be the answer. She knew this was the right way. It had to be. “I have seen no other answer, not from gods nor men. This is the only way.” She removed his hand from her arm pointedly. “And you should shield your mind from our newest arrival’s influence. It is already affecting you.”
He stepped back, startled and distracted from his interrogation. Good. Maybe now she wouldn’t have to think about what would happen if she was wrong.
Perhaps her warrior was rubbing off on her as well, because she already knew that outcome. She would accept her punishment, even if it meant she would end up as their other companion had. If she faded into the mists and out of existence entirely. She would do anything to have this chance to talk to Maximus. To know him. To touch him again.
To give him the chance he deserved to protect his people.
She lowered her gaze, unwilling to accept his censure. “Let us be done with this for now. He must rest, if he is to heal and make the transition.”
“Heal? Or forget the world you ripped him from? Even if he agrees with the reasoning behind it, he may not forgive you for your actions.”
“I know it. As for the healing and forgetting, time may accomplish both. But either way, we’ll need him on our side if we are to succeed in our goal.” She stared soberly into his shining face, knowing how difficult this was for him as well. “The goal we both agreed was necessary to change what must not come to pass.”
He shifted beside her, his frustration in that single, tense motion clear. “You don’t have to remind me, bright one. I’ve seen it too. It is the only reason I would ever agree to this. If he can adapt, we will know his mind soon enough. I only hope you aren’t too disappointed in how your hero reacts to what we’ve witnessed.”
She shivered. What they’d witnessed. Over and over again because they had been unable and unwilling to believe what they were seeing play out before their eyes. There were countless variables, a billion threads weaving the same conclusion.
The end of them. The end of their existence.
The end of time.
How nice it would have been if Max could have woken to find himself on a comfortable bed, stretching with a smile as he recalled his disturbingly vivid fantasy. He would have loved to believe he’d been brought back to the Haven pub, the Trueblood sanctuary, to tend to the injury he’d received in the tunnel. Perhaps the priestess, Glynn Magriel herself, had given him a draught of something to cause him to sleep that deeply, to dream with such clarity.
But when he opened his eyes, he knew it was an empty hope.
“Great Mother.” His curse echoed in his aching head and he grimaced. Having his voice back was no consolation for the sight that greeted him.
This was not Haven. It was not the tunnel he’d woken in earlier, either. The sand scraping his arms as he lifted himself to a sitting position, and the uncomfortable feeling of the abrasive grains all along his backside, was a testament to that. He was in a desert, alone…and he was still naked. Was this the same arid landscape he’d traveled through with Kit and Jesse for the trials? His theory that Baal had found a way to punish him for his part in the god’s imprisonment was gaining momentum. Though he did not remember the sand being this red.
“Perhaps I’m still dreaming.” It was a slim hope, but one he was still clinging to.
He thought about Lux and Regina, the two Sariels he knew that regularly went walking through dreams. Hadn’t they mentioned something about control? If he could imagine clothes, his sword, perhaps they would appear.
But it was hard to imagine his discomfort away. He still retained the aches, the wound in his side, though he could see that the bandage had been removed, and it was healing swiftly. It was also hard to imagine anything but the hot, endless desert all around him. It all felt real. Too real, damn it. And hot as hell.
He looked up at the sky. That helped. There was no blue. A sky that was trying desperately to be sky but unable to decide what form it should take. He saw the light, felt the heat of the sun, but it was strange. Not real then.
He had died.
Max opened his arms and shouted at the sky in frustration. “Are you playing with me? I know you can hear me, woman. Whoever or whatever you are, whether I’m dead or dreaming, can I at least have some dignity? A pair of pants, my boots and my sword. That’s all I ask.”
“No need to shout, son of Elam,” a familiar voice muttered behind him, causing Max to whirl around. Silas Who Waits, the giant, old Cyclops he’d met in the desert during Kit’s great walk, held out a handful of black leather. Silas himself was wearing a leather vest and pants, seemingly unaffected by the heat, his one large eye looking everywhere but Max’s naked form. “Here. The bright one may want to watch you walk your path in the altogether, but I don’t. Put these on.”
He looked exactly as Max remembered. “Silas? But you’re—“
“With the gods enjoying peace for the first time since the world was new?” His voice was tinged with sarcasm and a touch of sadness, his forehead deeply furrowed above his eye. “That was the plan, wasn’t it? After the end of the mahan calati, the great sacrifice required by Baal. After the end of the tests, Silas Who Waits was supposed to be free to see, or not, as he wished. To dwell at the Mother’s side, yes? Yes.”
Yes. At least, that was what the god of twilight had told his daughter, Jesse. And she’d told Max. “You were not allowed entrance?”
Silas shrugged one bulging shoulder while Max slid up his black leather pants and a pair of well-worn boots gratefully. They were his, what he’d been wearing before he was gutted.
“They let me in.” Silas studied the arid landscape around them. “This is where you come to, son of Elam? This place? Why not the Igigi homeland with its carved cliffs and hallowed halls? Why not the green hills where you dwell as Sariel guard?”
Max lowered his own brow in confusion. “Silas, I didn’t want to come here. I still don’t bloody know where here is. You said they let you in. Is that where we are? In the domain of the Goddess?”
Silas laughed. “As if any of the gods would choose this place. Anyone, other than Baal, that is. But he was a twisted bastard of a deity and we both know it. I can only hope his punishment is a true one, and that he finds no pleasure in it.”
Max wondered at Silas’ newfound clarity. He sounded…sane. When last they’d met, Silas had been driven mad with his visions of death and darkness. With his part in Baal’s sadistic game.
He reached up to absently rub the scar on his chest. Baal’s mark of ownership was something that every Igigi was born with, and was proud to have physically removed from their body as soon as they could survive the process. The scar that remained was a reminder that, despite their origins, the Igigi had chosen to follow the Great Mother instead. According to the Goddess who protected them and all life on earth, they would never have to suffer his mark or offer themselves up as sacrifice to Her twisted son again.
Silas had also been punished in his own way and for far longer than Max had been alive. But he was free now. They all were.
Or so Max had believed. “Why is it no one will give me a straight answer? She wouldn’t tell me, you won’t tell me. Maybe she lied and this is Hell after all.” He studied Silas. “I don’t suppose you have a weapon on you? A sword I could use?”
The Cyclops snorted. “She, huh? She is more impatient than I imagined.” He shook his head. “Earth is our Hell, son of Elam. Or had you not figured that out yet? There should be no need for weapons here. But then, I don’t think they’ve ever let a warrior in before. It’s bound to have an effect on everything. Just to be safe, let’s start this walk. I’m hoping there’ll be shade up ahead near the ruins.”
They began the slow walk through the shifting red sands and he saw it. The ruins of Baalbeck. Silas, this desert, it all fit. He’d been right about their location then. Or what their location was supposed to represent. The endless desert where he had walked as the second of Kittim, who’d survived the trials of Baal and shared Jesse’s pleasure with him. It was also the first time Max had died.
“You are more complicated than I foresaw, son of Elam. I did not know this was your future when last we met.”
Max grunted. “Max, Silas. Call me Max. I would rather not think about the shame I brought to my father’s reputation with that last attack.”
“The Shadow Were who snuck up behind you?” Max nodded at Silas’ question, unsurprised that he knew, and the man patted him awkwardly on the shoulder. “You had no control over that outcome. If you hadn’t been taken, I’m certain you would have prevailed.”
“Taken.”
Silas muttered under his breath and allowed his strides to lengthen. Max easily kept pace, never taking his eyes from the larger man. “You know what’s going on here, don’t you? I don’t need a gift of vision to see that. Silas, please. How can I defend myself if I do not know my enemy?”
Before Silas could respond he heard a familiar voice. Lux Sariel? What was he doing here? Max jogged across the dunes until the crumbling structure revealed itself. No one was there. But he heard…
A spark of light, a shimmer of heat appeared beside a chalky column. “What is that?”
“Son of Elam…Max. Wait.”
But he wasn’t listening, too intent on the image appearing like a mirage as he drew closer. Impossible. But he could see so clearly...
It was the night of the fire started by the mad Were, Grey Wolf. Zander Sariel, Trueblood Mediator, held Haven, the tiny raven-haired Unborn in his arms. He looked mad. Frenzied. Familiar.
Zander’s brother Lux stood between Max and Kit and the predatory vampire. His voice was soft, but held a deadly warning. “We need to get to the ruins. Quickly.”
Max stepped closer, losing himself in the memory. It had happened years ago yet felt as if it were happening now. As if a few more steps would bring him fully into the moment.
The clear image of Lux held up a hand to stop him. “I wouldn’t if I were you, gentlemen. He’s newly mated.”
Mated. Sariel and his grathita, his mate, Regina. Yes, he remembered when she fell into her slumber for her change. When he and Kit had led them to safety. This was exactly how it had happened before. Or was it only just occurring? He couldn’t be sure. Max stopped moving but reached out with his hand. “Lux can you hear me? Can any of you hear me?”
A charge of electricity tingled through his fingers. For a moment he was breathing in smoke. Felt his sword in his hand. And then he heard it. The shrieking. An agony unlike any he’d known tore through his hand and up his arm, causing him to shout out in pain. Darkness. So much darkness.
He wasn’t sure when he became aware of the grizzled Silas peering down at him with one judgmental eye. He lifted his hand and stared at his fingers. The tips were blackened, as though he’d touched burning coals. But he was still here. Still intact. “What happened?”
“Maybe I was right the first time. Not complicated. All warrior. And a strong one at that. Though lumbering in without using your brain could get you in trouble around here.” Silas pulled Max’s arm over his shoulder and hoisted him up with an exaggerated groan. “I’ve made camp. You’ve been out for a while. You should eat so you can get your strength back and I don’t have to carry you the whole way. I’ll answer what I can, yes? Yes.”
Max stared into the fire, watching the way it burned. Even this, the simplest of nature’s events, was incorrect. The flames did not sputter, they did not dance. They pulsed. The meat had been like nothing he’d eaten before. And everything he’d ever eaten. He couldn’t pin it down, but it sure as hell hadn’t tasted like chicken.
As they ate, Silas had told him he wasn’t in the gods’ heaven, and he wasn’t on Earth. He was in a between place that was hidden from view, even from the Great Mother, though she was aware of its existence.
The Cyclops prodded the fire with a scorched branch. “I was amazed when I learned that there were things, beings, beyond the gods’ reach. Knowledge they did not possess.” He grimaced. “If only they had taken away my gift instead of keeping it intact. I would give up some of my newfound conversational skills to never have known what they were thinking. What they believed. That they did not have all the answers. Your Great Mother aside, it was a disheartening experience. At least she had compassion and believed in what she was doing.”
Max shook his head and held up his hand. “No more blasphemy, Silas. Nothing is beyond the reach of the Mother.”
“It is not blasphemy to speak the truth, son of Elam. The Goddess herself would tell you that. I bear her no ill will. In a way, I have her to thank for being here. The bright one told me the Great Mother noticed my unhappiness and made the request. If I belong anywhere…I imagine it would be here. Here I can choose what I see. And what I don’t. It makes all the difference.” Silas leaned back on his elbow and gazed at the wavering stars.
“Here?” Max shrugged. “If I could choose, I would be in the mountains near water, with beautiful women around every corner. Not this place.”
Mocking laughter landed on Max like shards of glass. “Oh, yes, of course. I can see that. Waterfalls and naked nymphs all around me, yes? Yes.”
“You are trying my patience, Silas,” Max growled. “That is the second time you’ve implied that where I am is my choice. It was my choice to save Nicolette. It was my choice to fulfill my people’s oath to the Sariel clan. And it would have been my choice to be there for Kit and Jesse when they had their first child. This…” He gestured at the ruins they’d taken shelter in. “Is not my choice.”
“That is exactly what it is, Max. I’m here now to help you through this because we are of a kind. But before you came I wandered through the old lands of our people. The lands we held before you were born. Miles of endless purple-bladed grass fields where I ran as a child. Before humans. Before the floods made it a part of the seabed.” Silas pinched the bridge of his large, hooked nose and closed his one, brilliant eye as Max looked on in confusion. “I will use small words, son of Elam. Imagine, if you can, that we’re in a place that is beyond even your normal understanding. So far beyond our comprehension that, in order to make sense of it, it had to make sense of you first. In a way, you are walking through your own mind. And your mind takes you here, where you met me. Here, where you faced death and truly became aware of the fragility of life and the true frailty of the gods.”
His mind? If it were his mind, surely he would have stumbled across his sword by now. “So Lux…the fire. That was just a memory?”
The older man shook his head. “No, that is real. And I should warn you that here, you’d best be wary of reflective surfaces, mirages and the like. No matter how tempting, worse things can happen than a singed hand if you stray too close.”
“And the woman? The voice?” Damn it, just thinking of her made his body ache. Made him recall the feel of her hands on him. Her mouth. The sweet, wet heat of her tongue curling hesitantly around his cock. He clenched his jaw.
Silas smirked. “The bright one? Oh she’s real as well. And it seems she has plans for you, yes?” He chuckled darkly. “But can you—can any of us—live with the price that might have to be paid for what she wants?”
Max watched Silas stand and stretch, trying to make sense of his words. The other man yawned. “I think I need to take a walk. You’re safe enough here, son of Elam. My apologies…Max. Sleep if you can. If you are as stubborn as I think you are, you’ll need it.”
Alone by the fire, Max stood and paced. He had heard of Purgatory. Baal himself had been sent by the Mother and the god of twilight to such a place. He trusted Silas, so he knew the woman had not lied. Baal was not here. But Max was.
Not a dream and not dead, but trapped nevertheless. The frustration of it burned in his veins, straining his patience, making him want to bellow. To fight.
He felt it then, the power that ran through him. The true essence of what he was that had always been tightly controlled. But what did his years of training matter here? There was no human to shock, no Trueblood to be intimidated. Why not let it out?
His muscles expanded and he watched with the first sense of satisfaction he’d had since waking as the towering ruins shrank until he was eye level with the tops of the thick columns.
He was glad he could still do it. Adrenaline pounded through his veins and he reveled in the strength that dwelt inside him. It was a strength that served no purpose here. No purpose but to show him, with help of the false moon’s light, that all there was as far as he could see was red desert. It stretched out into forever. If this was his mind’s recreation, as Silas insisted, then there was definitely something wrong with him. And there had to be a way out.
He wished he had paid more attention to Regina’s conversations with Priestess Magriel. Or Lux’s lessons when he was a healer in training. This wasn’t that different from dream walking after all. He just needed to focus. To understand why he was here, in particular. Why, of all the beautiful things he’d seen in his lifetime, his subconscious taken him to this? Something endless. Lonely. Harsh.
Was that what he was, what this place saw when it looked inside him?
What she saw?
Perhaps she was right. Hadn’t he secretly envied the lives of his charges? Somewhere in the hidden part of his heart, hadn’t he heard whispers of discontent at the thought that his life was set? That he would stand alone, a watchful guardian with no one to see him, love him as Truebloods and Weres loved their mates?
Max looked ahead and saw an oasis in the distance. The rays of the moon shimmered on its surface, drawing his gaze. There was movement inside it. Silas had warned him to stay away from reflective surfaces.
He looked behind him. Silas had disappeared from view.
“Some walk. I bet he took the first mirage out of this place,” he muttered. He turned back toward the pool of water and heard it again. The screams. Agonized screams. Sounds meant to instill horror. Terror. Even in this form, he felt a chill. His large fist curled at the remembered pain that had followed that sound.
Rabasa.
Her voice was in his head again. Her voice, along with that distinctive scent of apple blossoms and nutmeg. “What? Is that you? What did you say?”
They are called Rabasa, Maximus. And they know you now. They’ve tasted you and they are watching. Beware.
“Where are you? How can I find you?”
Keep moving, Maximus. Soon. You’ll see me soon.
“Damn,” Max snarled, focusing on relaxing his body, regaining his usual six foot six height. “Not only desert but demons as well. Where the hell is my sword?”
He noticed it leaning on a fallen pillar beside the fire and smiled. There was no doubt it was his. At last. Something was going his way. Now he would find his way out of here. He would fight whatever beast was watching him and get to her. And when he did—when he found this “bright one”—he would find out why he’d been brought here. He would make her show him the way home.
Or insist she make good on the unspoken promises of her touch.
“Oh. Hello, Max.”
Max took a surprise step back. “Lady, how do you know my name?”
The tall redhead sighed. “It’s a long story.”
He watched her look up the stairs to greet Lux and his brow furrowed. Another memory, but this time, he knew it was a dream. He’d fallen asleep on the desert floor, sword within reaching distance, ready for anything since Silas had yet to return.
He followed the dream as it took him up the stairs to the rooms above Haven, watching as Jesse began to describe her own dreams. The dreams that had brought her to them with knowledge it was impossible for her to have.
He remembered being suspicious. The regret he’d felt for slipping the sleeping draught into her drink, as duty commanded. He’d had to learn how much she knew, who she’d told about them.
When he’d realized she wasn’t lying, that she’d been sharing Kit’s dreams, knew everything Kit knew and would have to be taken to his people for judgment…he’d been torn.
“Torn because you wanted to spend more time with me from the moment you saw me? Torn because you were jealous of Kit?”
The dreamscape changed and they were standing in the desert ruins once more. Just he and Jesse. She was as naked as he’d been when he woke up here.
“Jesse?” This felt different. Like Silas, she looked real. He tried not to stare at her voluptuous curves. Had they found a way to communicate with him after all? Jesse was a demigod, but Silas had said no gods could come here. Perhaps she’d found a loophole. “Is it you?”
Jesse tilted her head and smiled. “You want it to be me. Just the two of us, alone. No Kit to come between us, to keep you from taking me.”
That did not sound like Jesse. “My oath keeps me from taking you. My honor. You don’t belong to me.”
She stepped closer, shoulders back, smile seductive. “It’s only a dream, Maximus. In this dream I am yours.” Her hand reached for his, lifted it to press against her heavy breast. “In this dream you can see me. Touch me. Anything you want.”
His fingers tightened around her flesh, his cock hardening instinctively at her words. He could do anything he wanted to Jesse. Could take her the way he’d watched Kit take her. Make her wild for him. Fill her again and again while she called out his name. His.
He could smell apple blossoms.
He pinched her nipple between his finger and thumb, just enough to get her attention. “I know this is just a dream, but it’s mine. In my dreams, I do see Jesse like this. More than I’d like to admit. But she doesn’t call me Maximus. And she would never turn away from Kit so easily. Not in a million lifetimes. You aren’t Jesse. What is it Silas calls you? Bright one?”
A male voice seeming to come from nowhere and everywhere at once raised Max’s hackles. “He’s good, this Igigi. Not even gods are meant to see through our defenses. Giants must be particularly cynical creatures. Or maybe it’s just this one.”
Max growled. Taking his hand from her breast, he turned and reached down for his sword as he took a protective stance in front of her. “Show yourself. Are you the Rabasa she warned me about?”
A masculine chuckle made Max snarl. “I am no Rabasa, Igigi. I belong here. I cannot say the same for you.” He seemed to direct his next words to the woman currently disguised as Jesse. “Can we send him back now? Surely you must see—”
“Enough.” Max turned around and took a step back, startled. She’d begun to transform in front of him, from Jesse into the woman he thought he’d created in his dreams.
She was even more beautiful than he remembered. Her skin was now, unfortunately, covered in a sheer white gown, obscuring her figure. Her hair changed from russet red to the color of strawberries warmed in golden sunlight. It blazed around her head like a silken halo, falling well past her shoulders. It framed an angelically delicate face with wide, ice-blue eyes and a perfect mouth. The mouth that was currently frowning sternly toward her invisible accomplice.
The reminder of the other man quickly put an end to his musings, and he put down his sword and crossed his arms, waiting as she said over his shoulder, “I will handle this. You must get back now.”
“Trust me.” The bitter tone was unmistakable. “The last thing I want to see is this man’s dreams. His memories and urges are bad enough. But it’s not safe for you, not even in this way, to stay too long.”
The silence and the relaxing of her shoulders told Max the man was gone. He knew what he felt was jealousy. This woman was not Jesse. She was his dream. His fantasy. She could not belong to another.
“He is a part of me, Maximus. But I am not his. We do not…we are not—” She shrugged her shoulders. “We are not mated.”
“Max.”
Her slender, elegantly arched eyebrows furrowed. “What?”
He stepped closer. “My name. I prefer Max.”
She bit her lip. “I knew that. I should have known that. I apologize…Max.”
Max kept silent until she shifted, obviously uncomfortable with his intent focus. “What is it? Why are you looking at me like that?”
“I’m waiting for you to tell me your name. Maybe even what you are, where I am and why I’m here.” He made no attempt to hide the temper in his tone. “ You can also explain who you were talking to. No hurry.”
She mimicked his posture, though her crossed arms seemed more protective than defiant. The move made Max feel like an insensitive ass.
“I was planning on explaining everything to you once you transitioned. It is just taking you longer to adjust than I anticipated. I’ve never dealt with your kind before. Other than Silas, but he is special.”
He didn’t like the sound of that. “My kind? Igigi? Do you have so much distaste for my people, then? Other than Silas, of course.”
She shook her head. “No, no. Not just Igigi. I meant… It’s hard to explain. I’ve never had to do that before either. Explain.”
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