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Dedication:
 
 
For Mrs. Rogan, the best writing teacher in the world, and all of my writing pals at Rogan’s Writers. You’ve seen me at my creative worst and you still like me!
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
Prologue
 
 
He brought his mouth down hard, claiming Smenkhare with a kiss so fierce her head swam. She moaned into his mouth, responding to his claiming of her. She laced her arms around his neck and pulled him closer as he did the most mind-numbing things to her with his tongue. 
She had fought him with every bit of strength within her. Swore she’d never give in to him. Even told him that while he could claim her body, he would never have the satisfaction of claiming her passion. She thought her years in bondage under her Roman captor, Marcus Ennius, had taught her enough about separating mind and body from the act of sex. But what Alaric did to her now was unlike anything she’d ever experienced with Marcus.
Alaric tightened his hold around her waist and lifted her off her feet, taking her up in his arms and cradling her as though she were a child. He always made her feel so small, so very light. She could feel his biceps flex beneath her, feel power emanating from him. She ached with need. Sensation flooded her senses, made her feel as though hundreds of tiny wings were fluttering across her body, searing every inch of her skin with heat. She could feel desire building in her, taking control of her and pooling deep in her core where her need of him was a persistent throb.
Holding her firm in one arm, he brought his free hand up and closed it over one naked breast. Her nipple hardened under his touch; the tiny bud was so sensitive right now, the slightest stroke would have her in a near swoon. She was desperate for him to touch it, to squeeze the bud between his fingers, then take it in his mouth and run his tongue over it. 
When he finally closed his fingers over the pert tip, she threw back her head and squirmed in his arms, pleasure filling every inch of her body.
“Please.” 
The word broke forth before she could stop herself.
An arrogant smile spread slowly across his face as he narrowed his eyes. His was a look of triumph, and though she knew it should bother her, she didn’t care. She was beyond caring. From that first moment the night he rode into the tiny village, spatha in hand as he cut down Romans by twos, she knew somehow her destiny was bound to his. His beautiful face was a beacon amongst the horde of Visigoths he rode alongside, and his skin seemed impossibly pale. Scantily dressed as he was in a loincloth with skins set about his thighs and legs, she couldn’t take her eyes off him. The Romans called him Alaric the Cruel. He was a Visigoth, a barbarian, but from that first moment she desired him. 
The moment he saw her, she felt a quickening in her heart. And though she tried to escape him, she knew he would prevail. He was too powerful a man to ever allow himself to be denied anything.   
Now, secure in his domination of her, he carried her to his pallet, kissing her deeply. His wild scent filled the air around her and she took in great lungfuls, happy to lose herself in him. 
He loosed her mouth and ran his tongue over her swollen lips. Gently he nipped at the pink flesh with his teeth, teasing it, driving her crazy. 
By the stars, he knew precisely where to touch her! He knew every sensitive place on her body and was merciless in exploiting his knowledge of her. 
He kneaded her breasts gently, making her writhe in his arms. He brushed his lips across her ear, then made languorous circles over her skin with his tongue. Her whole body tingled. She’d go mad if he kept this up.
“Please,” she repeated.
“Has my proud Keme princess been reduced to begging?” he teased. 
“My special place, please.”
“Would you like me to touch it?”
“Yes.”
Instead, he lowered her to the pallet and gently spread her across its length. In seconds he was covering her, pressing into her so she could feel his erection, insistent and hot, against her thigh. He ground his hips into her and licked a hot trail from the top of her breast to her throat. She writhed, felt her nipples pucker and harden to tiny pebbles as he continued his erotic assault. He scraped his teeth over her throat, lingering and making tiny circles with his tongue. As always, she tensed, preparing herself for the pain she knew was to come.
“Hush, Smenkhare,” he soothed, “you know the pain is temporary.”
“Yes,” she murmured.
“You know it will feel good after.”
“Kiss me first.”
He rose above her. The long strands of his hair tickled the moist skin of her neck, still wet from his tongue. Chills ran through her body and her loins felt hot and wet. Moisture seeped from between her legs, dampening her thighs.
He stared down at her, his lips full and succulent. Then he fell on her, pinning her beneath him. He claimed her mouth with such force she thought her lips would bruise. She twined her arms around his neck, meeting his kiss, twirling her tongue with his and tasting his sweetness. 
He edged her thighs open wide with the press of his knee. The thin material of her loincloth ripped as he dragged the flimsy covering from her body with one fierce tug. When he closed his hand over that most special part of her body, she moaned deep in the back of her throat.
“This what you want?”
He found her clitoris, closed his fingers over it, and squeezed.
She arched her back, lifting them both off the pallet, then collapsed. She rocked her head back and forth as he set his thumb against it and stroked her. When she squeezed her eyes shut, she saw stars.
Then he eased two fingers into her and her world stopped. She screamed with pleasure. He sank his fingers deep inside her, then slowly pulled them free; all the while stroking her, making small circles over her sensitive nub. 
“Oh, that feels so good,” she said, raking his back with her nails. 
He claimed her mouth again, his kiss nearly pushing her over the edge. 
She panted into his mouth, beyond control. All she cared for was his body, his presence, and his touch; all else was nothing. 
When he pulled free of her, she clung desperately to him, not wanting to lose this intimate contact.
He raised himself above her and rested his weight on his elbows. The hardness of his erection pressed at the juncture of her legs. She strained against it, desperate to impale herself on its hard, smooth length, but he pulled back enough to prevent her.
When she looked up, the change in him had already begun. She remembered how that first time she’d seen it happen, she’d been terrified. She was still terrified, but the pleasure was too strong, too powerful. It blotted out all else.
His chest heaved with his excitement. He rotated his hips and brought his cock to rest against her cleft again. When he opened his mouth to speak, no words came from him; instead, he let loose a low growl. As she watched, his canines lengthened; his eyes, already a light shade of gray, lightened until they were nearly translucent. The most shocking change was always his skin. Slowly, the color changed, blanched, until at last he was nearly as pale a hue as the finest Roman marble. 
His cock throbbed between her legs, growing still harder. Chills ran up and down her spine and a low, uneven sigh escaped her.
He smiled down at her, a feral smile that had her skin prickling. “You’re so wet,” he said.
“Take me,” she pleaded. “Now. Please.”
As she watched, his tongue snaked from between his lips and he brought one canine down on it. A spray of blood spilled from his mouth, but she didn’t have time to consider this. In that second, he drove himself deep inside of her.
“Ooo,” she gasped. 
He threw his head back and roared. 
Then, he was moving within her, thrusting his hips hard against hers. 
Pleasure rocked her body. She wrapped her legs about his waist and moved with him. 
He eased back, pulling his thick length loose until he was almost free of her body. The movement was so slow. It was a torture she wasn’t sure she could bear much longer. Then he drove himself in so deeply, she thought she’d split in two. Over and over he rocked his hips, slid his cock in and out, until the whole of her body was nothing but sensation.
His muscles flexed against her and she marveled at his strength. Marveled at the intense pleasure his body was able to deliver time and time again. 
She ran her hands over the silky skin of his back and cupped his buttocks in her palms, urging him deeper and deeper still.
“Harder,” she begged. “Do it harder.”
In response, he clasped her hands in his and pinned them over her head. He held them firmly to the pallet and watched her.
“Look at me,” he demanded. “I want to see your face while I take you.”
She felt her climax building, drawing nearer as she met his gaze. 
His eyes were clear, his mouth open so the fangs were clearly visible. Desire had blushed his skin a soft pink. Blood lust grew, his eyes fluttered each time he sank deep inside her. 
She met his every thrust with a thrust of her own, gloried in the feel of him filling her, marveled that his body could feel so good.
“Smenkhare,” he groaned. “So beautiful, my little princess.”
He brought his mouth down, tangled his tongue with hers, letting the hot blood fill her mouth.
She nearly screamed. The taste of it, of his life’s force filling her, it was ecstasy. She sucked his tongue into her mouth hungrily, fighting the near swoon that came over her as she swallowed the sweet elixir. It scorched her and burned a hot path down her throat, but it was too good to refuse. Every thrust was magnified, every pleasure tripled until she thought she’d explode.
When he pulled away from her, she struggled to pull him back, but he was too strong. Still moving inside her, he trailed kisses over her chin, down her cheek, and over her throat. He ran his tongue across the skin, pausing only when he felt the bulging throb of her artery beneath his seeking tongue. 
She stiffened beneath him, knowing well what was next. 
The consummation. 
She stifled a scream as he drew back, spread his lips wide so his fangs were clearly visible, then brought them down on her throat. 
Sharp pain rocketed through her body. She felt his lips against her skin, heard the sweet sound of him suckling her, drawing from her what he needed to live. 
Slowly the pain dulled, lessened, then metamorphosed into something quite different. She did scream then, grinding her hips against him. Pleasure, like bright streaks of lightning, shot through her body. 
He took her harder, holding her steady beneath him as he sucked. She felt the darkness drawing near, felt the orgasm as it bore down on her, and she knew this would be the best one yet. And as he drew her blood from her body, expertly rotating his hips, she knew every time with Alaric would be better than the last. If she had to spend all of her nights like this, she would be the happiest of women.
“I love you, Alaric,” she said as bright light exploded from behind her eyes and an orgasm took hold of her body. “Love you so much,” she said again, as the ecstasy coursed through her.
She knew by the slowing rhythm of his hips that he’d had his pleasure, too. When he finally stilled atop her, he collapsed. For a while they lay joined, content just to be near each other. She knew from experience that before too long, she’d feel him stiffen inside of her and be ready for another go. 
He rose on his elbows to gaze down at her. 
“So you love me,” he said with a mischievous smile. “Or is it my cock you love?”
“Now that you mention it…” She smiled innocently up at him, noting he looked himself again. The beast within had come, feasted, and gone. 
“I thought as much. Well, even if it’s my cock and not me, I love you, Smenkhare.” His expression grew serious. “Even after the stars have fled the heavens and the clouds have fled the sky, I will love you.”
“Even when I’m old? When the sun has wrinkled my flesh and I can no longer…” Her voice caught. It was too painful even to contemplate. “You’ll always be beautiful and young, Alaric. But not me. If you would give me the blood…really give it to me…” When she saw him frown, she let the sentence trail off, deciding to let the old argument go for now. “Will you love me even when I’m gone, then? When I’m ash and bone and nothing but a memory?”
Gently, he set his finger over her lips. “Hush, Smenkhare. I give you my pledge this day. As long as there’s life in my body, I will love you. Nothing will ever stop me from loving you.”
Tears fell from her eyes at the thought that some day, death would come to claim her, ripping her from Alaric forever. 
He gathered her up in his arms and held her close.
“And I you, Alaric. Not even death will stop me from loving you.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter One
 
Present day
 
 
“A brood of cowards, all of you. Is there no one amongst you willing to take on this assignment?”
People crossed and re-crossed their legs, shifted in their seats, and glanced around the room, careful to look anywhere save the low podium in the center of the Great Hall where Galen, the Warlord, sat with The Council. No one said a word.
Galen leaned against the oak table and glared; his drawn lips and narrowed blue eyes formed an angry mask. “Never have I felt the shame that fills me today. That I have trained each of you…I rue the day…”
Gerald, one of the guardians, shoved back from his table among the men and got to his feet. Fists clenched at his sides, he spoke with barely controlled rage. “That isn’t fair and you know it. You ask the impossible.”
“I demand you do your job.”
“No. You want our warriors to walk to their deaths because you demand it. I will not support this!” 
Gasps sounded around the room as Gerald’s last words echoed off the walls. The Ikarius shield, its gleaming metal emblazoned with the Ikari crest, quivered on its hooks. The Ikari warriors and guardians stared at Gerald, a mix of horror, shock, and admiration on their faces. 
Father Caleb, seated to Galen’s left, frowned. He had never liked the young upstart, had always feared that despite Gerald’s training, he would one day prove uncontrollable. The boy drank too much. No amount of skill could overcome so much drink, no matter if he had the Warlord’s blood flowing through his veins. 
Father Caleb gave Galen a quick shake of his head, an action that made his dreadlocks fall over his shoulders and across his chest.
“It’s what all of you were thinking,” Gerald continued. “I’m the only one brave enough to say it.”
“Or stupid enough,” Father Caleb murmured.
Galen got to his feet. His long auburn hair seemed to come alive with his growing anger. “You dare speak to me thus?” he asked. “You dare raise your voice to me?” 
“It isn’t right,” Gerald managed, losing just a bit of his steam.
“Right. You speak to me of what is right. What do you know of right and wrong, save what I tell you? You dare take so much upon yourself. We must act, I tell you.” He slammed a large fist on the table, making The Council jump like puppets on a string. “You speak to me of right and wrong when the Nephilim are free. You tell me what’s fair when everything around you is gone. Tell me my demands are too high when those you love, immortal man and mortal alike, are dead. We make our stand now, we make our allegiances now, before it’s too late.”
“But what of the woman, Warlord?” John, an Ikari warrior captain, got to his feet and bowed low to the floor. 
“Yes,” Gerald concurred. “Our warriors need not enter the lion’s den to prevent this travesty. Find the female, dispatch her if we must…”
Galen shook his head. 
Father Caleb sighed. “We don’t kill humans, Gerald. And even if we did, we couldn’t kill her. She’s under the protection of Myrddin. He has set a cloaking spell about her too strong for any of our sorcerers to breach. And the Watcher, Raven, guards her from Azriel.”
“If she’s so protected, what’s this imminent danger our Warlord speaks of?” Gerald asked.
“Azriel will succeed,” Galen said with a simplicity that belied his emotions. “He will succeed and the Nephilim will be freed. The Seer has told me as much. I cannot say how, but it will be done.”
“We cannot forget the white angel’s power,” Father Caleb added. “He’s the source of magic, the father of the black arts. He’s too powerful a foe for anyone.”
“And how can we be so sure the Alliance isn’t going to take his side?” someone asked.
Galen chuckled as he settled back into his chair. “And lose their dominance? If the Nephilim are freed, the Alliance goes down a step in the food chain. Believe me, they don’t want that. Already they have enough to deal with, with their rogue counterparts constantly challenging them.”
Gerald gave the old warrior a low bow and returned to his seat. “Forgive me, Warlord. I meant you no disrespect, but you must see the impossibility of what you demand of us.”
“It’s a death warrant, Warlord,” John said. “You must see that.”
Father Caleb gazed down at the assembled men. The twenty Ikari captains sitting beside their guardians, and the ten Ikari warriors on standby in the event of the unlikely death of a captain. He thought of the six hundred Ikari warriors on the training fields awaiting the outcome of this meeting. Never had Caleb thought he’d see the day any fighter would refuse an assignment, but things among Ikarius hadn’t been right for quite some time. Father Caleb pushed a stray braid from his forehead and cleared his throat, indicating to all he was about to speak. “Since the days of old, we existed. Before the first written language, we were fighting in the shadows to maintain the delicate balance of good and evil. And they have always been there; our enemies always fought us. They feed on mankind as they always have, they’re the very spawn of the fallen angels. Yet, they will fight at our sides to destroy this greater evil. There is no other choice for them. Nor for us.”  
“So you too would have us enter their territory and offer them the olive branch?” Gerald said. “You’re in agreement with the Warlord? As is, I suspect, the entire council.”
Quinn, seated beside Father Caleb nodded his agreement.
“I’ve secured an apartment in the city, Baltimore, where the head of the Alliance makes his home,” Quinn said. 
“Of course we’re in agreement,” Father Caleb interrupted, responding to Gerald. “But you have one thing wrong. We aren’t sending a band of warriors. Only one is going on this mission. Send a band, and they’ll see that band as a threat.”
The men looked at each other.
“He’s mad,” Oman, one of the captains, murmured.
“Impossible, I tell you,” said another. “Simply impossible.”
“Gerald is right, it would mean death.”
Galen frowned. “Will any of you go? Will anyone volunteer himself or must I…recruit you?”
Silence.
Galen shook his head. “Cowards, the whole lot of—” 
He was interrupted when the heavy double doors were thrown wide and a small figure entered. Long, dark, corkscrew curls shielded the face, but Galen knew immediately who it was. He knew also how deceptively sweet the honey-brown face beneath all that hair was, how pretty. In the plain black fitted pants and black cloak she always wore, she was unmistakable. The sound of boots hitting wood echoed off the walls as she made her way down the center aisle, broadsword sheathed to her waist as if she were ready to do battle. She kept one hand on the hilt of her weapon; the other was fisted and held over her heart. All eyes were on her, but she neither acknowledged nor even looked at any of them. She was focused on Galen. 
She dropped to one knee before the podium and bowed deep in the manner of an Ikari warrior, though she herself was but a female. Eyes downcast in a show of respect, she began speaking in a strong soprano voice.
“Greetings, my Most High and Supreme Warlord. It’s an honor to be in your presence, in the presence of The Council, and among the Ikari warrior captains.”
Galen gazed down at the prostrate figure. He couldn’t hide his pride in her and made no effort to try. Her beauty was unmatched among his kind, and her skill with a sword, though unfitting for a female, was just as matchless. He’d seen her take down many an Ikari warrior and had marveled at the sheer strength in her woman’s body every time. Still, the Great Hall wasn’t a place for women and she knew this. He would have to discipline her for such insubordination.
“Al-Kenna,” he began, “know you not the import of what we discuss here today? Why have you entered the Great Hall knowing such is an offense?”
“I request permission to speak freely, Most High,” she said, still bowed low.
“I grant you permission. But make it quick.”
She rose to her full height of five and a half feet and met Galen’s eyes. He knew at once by the stony determination in her eyes that he wasn’t going to like anything she had to say this day. 
Giving himself over to yet another disastrous verbal exchange, he leaned back in his chair and waved a hand for her to begin. “Say your piece, then.”
“Send me,” was all she said.
The hall erupted. Men vaulted to their feet, some cursing in loud, angry voices, while others waved their fists in the air.  
“Silence!” Galen shouted over the fray. “Silence.”
Beside Galen, Quinn slammed his gavel into the oak table. For a time, nobody heard it. 
Finally, Galen rose to his feet, his arms held aloft. Seeing him, the men returned to their seats. 
“I won’t have this meeting descend into chaos,” Galen said. “We will conduct ourselves as men, not beasts.” 
“But Warlord, she comes not to fight,” Gerald said as he got to his feet again, “but to humiliate us. That she would intrude on this meeting and make such a…such a…such a malicious statement is proof of her malevolent intent.”
“Don’t allow this breach, Warlord,” someone else cried.
“Such insubordination cannot, should not go unpunished,” another man said.
Al-Kenna turned to face the assembly. “Our most honorable and wise Warlord is right,” she said in her most cutting voice. “He’s trained a brood of cowards. If none of you are man enough to do what is required, I shall be the man you are not.”
The men exploded into angry protestations and accusations. Al-Kenna, however, remained silent. Casually, she turned her back on them and faced Galen.
When Galen was able to regain control of the meeting and return the proceedings to some semblance of order, the sweat that had begun to gleam on his temples was trickling down the sides of his face.
“The men are correct, Al-Kenna. What mean you by entering this hall and making such a statement?” Galen demanded.
“I’m just as capable as any of them. These fourteen years I have trained as an Ikari warrior. When I was but five, you saw to it I began training in the martial arts beside my half-brother, Gerald, when he was fifteen. When I was twelve and could stand the weight of a sword, you saw I was trained in the art of fencing. There’s no form of combat that’s foreign to me, Warlord. There’s no one among my peers who can best me. And you know well my skill with these.” She brought her hands to rest on the two Berettas strapped into the holster belted to her waist. “Further, my particular aspect gives me an advantage none of my Ikari brothers can claim.”
“And what is that, dear sister?” Gerald sneered.
“I’m a woman.” She gazed at him over her shoulder, returned her eyes to Galen. “They’ll never suspect I’m an Ikari warrior.”
“Woman,” Gerald sneered. “You’re a nineteen-year-old girl. A child.”
“They’re vampyr and beastmen,” said Galen, “They will see the truth of who you are in your mind.”
“I’ll screen my thoughts from them. I’ve been trained to do far more than create a simple mind shield. The Seer taught me such before I could speak.”
Galen chucked. “They’re timeless, little girl. Some among them have seen moon risings before my father’s father was a thought. Their leader, Alaric, is among the oldest and most powerful vampires to walk the earth. He will read your thoughts as easily as though you were speaking them to him. You’re not equipped to face such a one as him.”
“But I am.”
“The answer is no, child. Now, leave us.”
“Father, please. I’ve spent countless hours in the SIMs honing my skills. I know well how—”
“This isn’t a SIM, Al-Kenna. Leave us.”
Her lips trembling with barely controlled rage, she struggled to hold her jaw stiff as she bowed low to the floor. She rose, spun around, and was about to depart when the double doors exploded in and three women sprang into the room.
“Bloody hell!” Galen shouted.
“Ghouls,” one of the women yelled. “Somehow they’ve breached the eastern wall of the property.”
“I counted over four dozen on the monitor,” said another.
“Impossible!” Quinn gasped, even as Galen made his way down the aisle. “What of the sentries? What of the protection spells? They shouldn’t—”
Father Caleb rose to his feet and herded the men out before him. “Never trust to spells,” the holy man said. “Only God can be trusted.”
“Four dozen, we can handle. No need to disturb the ranks from their training,” Gerald said.
Al-Kenna rushed from the Great Hall and outside behind Galen, hand secured to the hilt of her sword, the only effective weapon against a ghoul. Bullets only slowed them. Her daggers were like trying to fell an elephant with safety pins. Only her sword would do, because decapitation was the only sure-fire way to kill any immortal.
“Stay close, Al-Kenna,” the Warlord ordered as he moved quickly over the sprawling estate at the head of the Ikari captains.
“I could kill ghouls with one hand tied behind my back,” she said dismissively of the gargoyle-like creatures. “They’re too stupid to pose any real threat.” 
“Stupid, eh? But somehow smart enough to get past our sentries.”
She drew her sword from its scabbard as the sound of running feet drew nearer.
“So they got lucky,” Gerald sneered. “They’ll regret it.” 
Up ahead, she could make out bodies rushing forward through the woods on the north side of the compound. They held weapons aloft, polished steel swords she knew from experience none of them were skilled enough to use. She wondered briefly what had prompted them to do this. The ghouls had to know they couldn’t defeat Ikari warriors. Only imps were able to fight Ikari, and the imps had been trapped in The Void longer than even the Warlord had been alive.
Warily, she surveyed the land, senses on high alert for possible traps. She paused to listen, see if she could gleam any stray thoughts from the enemy. As she’d expected, though, all she got was a confusion of thoughts thrown at her. The mind of ghouls, primitive creatures that they were, weren’t very advanced. 
She was pulled from her thoughts when Galen called a halt.
Running as though their very lives depended on it, the ghouls mounted the last rise and streamed from the trees, swords held high as they howled. 
“Steady!” Galen shouted. “Steady, let them come closer.”
Al-Kenna itched to use her sword. Legs spread, she breathed deep and readied her body for battle. 
“Steady.”
They were closer now. Al-Kenna could make out their horned heads, abnormally stretched faces, and putrid green skin. They ran full out with their wings tucked close to their bodies, digging their webbed feet into the soil as they came. 
“Steady.”
She could see hatred in their blood-red eyes. 
“Now!”
As one, the Ikari rushed forward, weapons at the ready. Al-Kenna raised her voice in a battle cry, just as the men around her howled. She followed close behind the Warlord, with Gerald flanking her just to the left and John to her right. Silently, she said a brief prayer. 
Then there was the sound of metal against metal as the Warlord brought his sword down, blocking the jab of a ghoul. She had time enough to see the Warlord bring his knee up into the rancid thing’s gut before she too was in the fray. She ducked low to the ground in time to dodge a sloppy thrust in her direction. She swept a leg into the ghoul so its feet came out from under it. The thing fell hard to the earth, landing with a grunt even as she leapt to her feet and brought her sword down on its throat. Spinning out of reach of another, she kicked high and landed a foot on its jaw. 
Momentarily stunned, the creature let out a shriek and lunged. Not wanting to have the thing impaled on her sword, slowing her down, she tightened her grip on the hilt with one hand and reached for a Beretta with the other. The bullet caught the ghoul between the eyes. It staggered backward but kept its feet. She advanced on it even as she replaced the gun in its holster. 
In one quick move, she decapitated the fiend. Before its horned head hit the ground, she felt an arm, slimy with who knew what, grip her around the neck. Ghouls were stupid, true, but they were also strong. She bent forward, trying to break free of its grip, but it held firm. She went for her gun, but wasn’t fast enough. It grabbed her free arm and held it pressed to her side so she couldn’t move.
She struggled to lean forward, but it held her tight. She felt its clammy skin against her neck. 
It began dragging her toward the trees. 
She had to think. Had to act.
Its breath was hot and rancid, and she fought not to gag on it. From the corner of her eye, she saw its wings extend and begin to flap. 
It tightened its forearm around her throat, applying more pressure. Even as it dragged her further away from the fighting, blackness played around the edges of her vision. She had to free herself. 
In horror, she felt the press of something hard against her lower back. She nearly screamed when she realized the horrid creature had an erection. Had it against her, was touching her with it. 
She had to think. 
Then, her mind went completely blank when it opened its mouth and spoke.
“Smenkhare,” it said, its voice phlegmy and hateful. “Poor, dead, reincarnated Smenkhare. Azriel wants you.”
Fear crept up her spine even as she tried to fight it down. She tried to dig her heels into the ground, tried to stop it from moving, fought to remain conscious. 
Smenkhare. She knew that name. Smenkhare was the woman from her dreams.
“Al-Kenna!”
She felt the beast stiffen and looked up to see from where the voice had come. 
“Al-Kenna!” 
Running full out, the Warlord came at them.
“No,” the creature balked, as if put out by this turn of events.
Taking advantage of its surprise, she lifted one foot and kicked back. When she heard the satisfying crack of bone, she gave a silent “Yes.” It jerked forward in pain, loosening its grip on her arm and she pulled free. She jabbed her elbow hard into the thing’s gut, spun around and landed a kick to its face so it stumbled back, then brought her sword down on its throat. Just as it fell to the ground, Galen reached her. 
“Al-Kenna!” he said. “You’re safe. I thought I’d lost you.”


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
Raven stepped from the main house and shivered at the sight that greeted him. Bodies. There were bodies everywhere. All of them headless. 
For the life of him, Raven couldn’t figure out what Azriel was up to.
He’d tracked Azriel and Charity to France. That had been the first thing that confused Raven. Azriel had Charity now; Raven had assumed the first thing Azriel would do was take her to the Sudan, where the portal to Hir na Gog was hidden in the desert. Azriel hadn’t traveled east when he left Prague, though, but gone west. 
The second thing that confused Raven was finding Azriel’s trail led to the Ikarius compound just off the Pyrenees mountain ridge. Raven had arrived at the main house on the Ikari compound nearly an hour ago—he wagered he’d only missed Azriel and Charity by a few hours—and found a sight that curdled his blood.  
Every Ikari warrior was dead. But that wasn’t all. After going through every room in the main house and walking the grounds, he realized every Ikari was dead, period. Warrior and non-warrior alike. Immortal and mortal alike. Bodies littered the main house, were scattered across the field, and had been felled while performing normal daily functions. That much told him the attack had been a surprise. What he wanted to know, though, was why Azriel attacked the Ikari in the first place.
“My God,” Myrddin gasped when he stepped out behind Raven. “They’re all dead! How? Why?”
Raven didn’t answer. He moved down the steps and continued to scan the darkening horizon. There had to be something he was missing, but he couldn’t figure out what it was. Azriel was crazy, but he was also very smart; he wouldn’t go on a killing rampage just for the hell of it. Azriel had always been methodical, analyzing every step before taking it. If Azriel had come to the Ikari compound, there was a reason.
Raven turned to face Myrddin. “What do you know about Ikarius?”
 “They’re descended from the Shilesian warriors. Five of the Shilesians were cursed after the Nephilim were exiled to Hir na Gog. This was a few centuries after you and the Watchers were exiled. 
“Anyway, after the Nephilim were exiled, the only immortals left on the earth were the offspring of the Nephilim and the offspring of the Watchers. The offspring of the Nephilim were the ghouls and imps. The offspring of the Watchers were the vampires and beastmen. A war erupted between them, and the Shilesian were instructed to bring an end to that war. Five refused, saying they were tired of fighting and wanted to live in peace. Eventually, the vampires and beastmen successfully defeated the ghouls and imps. The imps were exiled into what is now called The Void, while the ghouls took to living underground. Though the war ended, the five Shilesian warriors who refused to aid in bringing about peace were cursed with immortality and charged with the task of overseeing the immortals for all eternity. The Ikari are of that line. Many Ikari make up Ikarius, but only the Ikari warriors are immortal. It’s the responsibility of Ikarius to guard the seven entrances to The Void, and to execute rogue vampires and beastmen.”
Raven raised a hand and Myrddin paused. “These seven entrances,” Raven said. “Are there seven Ikari compounds for each entrance?”
Myrddin nodded. “The seven entrances are called portals.”
“And where are these portals located?”
Myrddin ran his fingers through the long strands of his strawberry-blonde hair and began naming countries. He punctuated each country with a tap of his foot. “One in Tibet, a second in Italy, a third in Mexico, a fourth in Russia, a fifth in North America, there’s the original portal in the Sudan, and…” he looked up at Raven, “the seventh in France.”
“How close to this compound is this seventh portal?”
Myrddin closed his eyes and shook his head as realization dawned. “In the Pyrenees, less than a mile away.”
A bubble of anger rose in Raven, but he quickly swallowed it down. Letting his emotions take over wouldn’t help the situation. “The portal,” Raven said through gritted teeth. “Azriel wants to get at the portal.”
Myrddin’s mouth was set in a grimace. “The imps. You think Azriel has gotten to The Void and freed the imps?”
Raven closed his eyes for a moment. He struggled to remain calm. He hadn’t even thought about the imps. He’d been so focused on the Nephilim, he’d completely forgotten about The Void. 
He opened his eyes and met Myrddin’s gaze. “Not yet,” Raven answered. “I’d know it if he entered the Void. I’d feel it. No, he came here to reach the seventh portal but he had to get through the Ikari before he could get to the portal. That’s why he did this.” Raven gestured toward the fields of fallen Ikari.
“Azriel did this? Alone, he was able to do this?” Aliceanna stepped onto the steps beside Myrddin and squinted into the darkening afternoon.
Raven shook his head. “He controls the ghouls. Remember the road to Alaric’s house in Prague where Azriel set them on us. I’m sure that’s what he did here, only this time he had surprise on his side. And probably an even greater number of ghouls at his disposal. He wouldn’t risk a repeat of what happened in Prague.”
“The ghouls we met in the forest were weak. I don’t know of any ghoul who could do this to Ikari warriors. If it were imps...” Myrddin stalled mid-sentence and stared out at the land. 
“If he had enough of them, it wouldn’t have been hard at all,” Raven said, moving down the stairs at a trot. Myrddin and Aliceanna rushed to catch up to him. “He’s going to use the imps,” Raven continued. “But how?”
Aliceanna flicked a hand out to indicate the fallen men scattered on the ground around them. “He’s done a pretty good job taking out one Ikari compound. Imagine what he could do to all of Ikarius with the force of the imps behind him! How does Ikarius stand regarding the Nephilim?”
Myrddin glanced at Aliceanna and frowned. “I’m sure Ikarius is against a Nephilim resurgence. If Azriel could take out every Ikari compound…” He let Raven draw the obvious conclusion.
“You think he doesn’t want to give the Ikari a chance to side up against him?” 
“Why else would he do this?”
Aliceanna asked, “But why the Ikari? Why now, when he’s so close to releasing the Nephilim?”
Raven turned to face her. “The Ikari are direct descendents of the Shilesian warriors. The Shilesian defeated the Nephilim in the first place.” He turned toward the north entrance of the compound and started forward again. “For Azriel, that would be reason enough.”
“But to wage a war against the Ikari? That’s crazy. He’ll lose too much time.”
“It’s not crazy,” Myrddin insisted. “It’s what I would do. Think about it. You have Ikarius, whose numbers are well in the thousands. If Alaric is able to convince the Alliance to stand against the Nephilim too, that would be a legion of immortals added to the already large number of Ikari warriors who are aligned against the Nephilim. Azriel is crazy, but he’s not stupid. To face the Alliance and Ikarius would be madness. Doing this, he’ll get Ikarius out of the way before the real war starts.”
Aliceanna’s eyes darkened. “We have to catch him then. Before he gets to the portal.”
“There’s no time.” Raven paused mid-step and closed his eyes against the rush of rage that threatened to undo him a second time. It was a struggle. He forced his fisted hands into the pockets of his cape and tried to calm himself. He didn’t want to leave the Pyrenees, he wanted to go after Azriel. He wanted Charity. Every time he thought about Charity alone with Azriel, fresh rage filled him. Raven cursed himself for letting Charity out of his sight and for mentioning Figlio right after making love to her. Now, he had to leave her with that beast so he could fly to the rescue of Ikarius. His only solace was knowing if Azriel took her into the Void, he’d know it. He’d feel it. 
What a damn fool of an angel he was proving to be! Michael would have been better served to choose someone else for this job. Raven was proving completely inadequate. “We have to go to the Warlord. Ikarius has to be warned and made ready for attack.”
Myrddin and Aliceanna glanced at each other. “Charity?” Aliceanna demanded.
“She’s safe. I can still feel her. She’s scared, but he hasn’t hurt her.” Raven tried to keep the tremor from his voice and knew he was doing a lousy job. He cleared his throat and continued. “He can’t hurt her. He needs her. There’s still time. Azriel isn’t going after the Nephilim yet; he’s going to The Void.” Raven started forward again. “If he defeats Ikarius…we cannot let that happen.”
“So you’re going to leave her with him?” Aliceanna said. “How can you do that? She needs you. You dragged her into this.”
He spun on his heels. “What choice do I have? If I go after Charity, Azriel will take out all of Ikarius. We need them. Once Azriel has Charity in The Void, I can reach her. I’ll use the North American portal to enter The Void and find her that way.”
Aliceanna’s chest heaved. “I’m sure it doesn’t matter,” she said. “He’s probably had her a dozen times by now. She probably has no recollection of you.”
Raven took a step toward her, but forced himself to stop. The desire to strangle her was nearly uncontrollable, but even in his rage, he knew he wasn’t angry with Aliceanna, but with himself. And he didn’t have anyone to blame but himself. Even now, Raven remembered the look of triumph on Azriel’s face when he’d finally captured Charity. Azriel had held Charity close to him, possessively, as if she belonged to him. 
To judge by the feelings he was picking up all day from Charity, he’d say Aliceanna’s assessment of the situation was more on target than he cared to think about. He’d always sensed fear in Charity, but of late, the fear had begun to be replaced with desire. Not a desire to be free, but a desire to give in to Azriel. 
“Enough!” Myrddin said. “We’re going to Virginia in North America to the Warlord. Raven hasn’t chosen to leave Charity, he has no choice. And neither do we. When she’s in The Void, we’ll travel through the Fifth portal to retrieve her.”
Raven turned again and started out across the lawn and away from the main house. He tried to close his mind to the image of Charity’s face, tried to block out the echo of her voice in his head as she called out to him to help her in those last moments.
He would find Charity again. If it was the last thing he did on earth.
 
* * * *
 
Azriel’s boots crunched over gravel at the lip of the cavern. 
Charity walked a few steps behind him. Even before they reached the cave, Charity had known it was where Azriel was heading. From a distance, it looked like a black abyss within the snow-covered mountain range. Close up, it didn’t look much better. The interior rock wall of the cavern was covered in fungus and other things Charity didn’t care to think about. It was a wide, open space whose ground was littered with large rocks and debris. In a far corner of the cavern, she saw an opening in the wall. Whatever was beyond the opening was too dark for her to see. 
Was this the entrance to Hir na Gog where the Nephilim were exiled? Nothing in Charity wanted to enter the cavern. Still, she found herself stepping over the threshold and into the gloom. As soon as she stepped inside the cold, dank air enveloped her. 
“You’re not thinking of running again?” he asked.
As if she still harbored any hope that escaping him would be as easy as running away. She’d found out the hard way Azriel didn’t need chains to bind her or a blindfold to prevent her from seeing. His presence was enough. If she tried to run, he could stop her without so much as lifting a finger. The last time she’d tried to run away, she’d been rushing up a steep incline one moment, slipping on the slick surface of the snow, and the next thing she knew, her feet weren’t touching the ground anymore. She’d levitated like some television magician and was pulled backward through the air. She knew what had happened even before she landed on the ground at his feet, knew then that escape from Azriel would be difficult. 
Difficult, but not impossible. She had, after all, acquired some of Raven’s powers since their night together. Though she hadn’t felt gutsy enough to give a go at the mind blow, she had managed moving small rocks and tree limbs telepathically when Azriel wasn’t watching her. With every trial, her confidence grew. Soon she’d be self-assured enough to mount another escape, but she wasn’t convinced yet her abilities would be enough against Azriel. Ideally, she would catch him off guard, but she didn’t have much hope that would happen. Her best bet was to play the helpless female until the right moment arose. No matter what, though, she’d never enter Hir na Gog. She’d die before she allowed that to happen.
“Go ahead and run,” Azriel was saying.
She was jolted to the present by his voice.
“Go ahead and run,” he said again. “I want you to run, but this time I won’t use magic to catch you. I don’t need magic to catch you.” 
Though only faint sunlight glimmered into the cavern, Azriel’s white hair shone as brilliantly as any light. It hung to his waist, looking far prettier than any human hair she’d ever seen. His face was intent as he looked at her, his eyes alive with anticipation. His full lips were pulled back in a grin that told her more about his intent than anything he could have said. 
“I wasn’t thinking about running,” she lied.
“You’ve blocked my efforts at reading your mind—no doubt I have Raven to thank for that—but don’t think for a minute you’re a match for me.” 
She backpedaled. 
“I’m more powerful than Raven,” he continued as he advanced. “Don’t think you can fight me just because you’ve acquired some of Raven’s abilities. You’re still a little girl from Baltimore who has no idea what she’s up against. Things will go better for you if you learn your place and do what I say.”
When she felt the pocked surface of the rock wall against her back, she let out a small yelp. A large patch of fungus squashed under the weight of her body. She was still wearing the sheer robe and slippers from the previous night, and the peach-fuzz hairs of the fungus easily penetrated the robe. The moldy stench of it rose around her, making her gag. 
Azriel moved in and gripped the ties that kept the sheer flaps cinched together. In two seconds, he had them unknotted, letting the flaps of the robe fall open and exposing her naked body to him. 
She scurried to pull the flaps closed, but Azriel grabbed her wrists in one hand and hiked them over her head.
The desire to fight back was almost too much for her to control. She wanted to give a try at the mind blow. Maybe she could knock him across the cavern. The look of surprise that would cross that arrogant face would be priceless. But it wasn’t worth losing the only leverage she had. Azriel didn’t know she’d been practicing the use of her new abilities. She could only use them when she was ready to escape, not before.
For a moment, he stared down at her naked breasts. He seemed mindless of her struggles to free herself. 
“Very lovely,” he said. 
He ran a finger over her nipple. The touch surprised her. Her skin burned at the point of contact. “Monster!” she said. 
He pressed her against the cavern wall, holding her captive with the weight of his body. He smiled down at her and again, the sheer beauty of his face struck her. “You can’t escape me,” he said, then closed his finger and thumb over her nipple and squeezed. 
She bit down on her lip, trying desperately to prevent the sigh that bubbled up inside of her from spilling out. When he squeezed a second time, she had to close her eyes against the pleasure. In an uncontrollable rush, her loins came alive and a desire to give in to him played around the edges of her consciousness. It would be so easy to let him have his way, she thought. And she knew it would feel good to have him moving inside of her. 
In her former life as a data entry clerk, she’d never had the opportunity to be around powerful men. She’d always heard power was an aphrodisiac for women, but she’d never had the opportunity to experience the phenomenon first hand. Until now. Azriel was more powerful than any man she’d ever met. The desire to submit to him sexually was nearly overwhelming, but she fought against it. Azriel would be a wonder in bed, she didn’t doubt that, but she loved Raven. Raven was whom she wanted. 
For a moment, a thought flittered around her mind. She had Raven’s power; true, she hadn’t mastered it, but it was there. How deadly would she be if she also had Azriel’s power? Azriel was more powerful than Raven, but if she acquired Azriel’s strength on top of Raven’s…But she couldn’t. To get Azriel’s essence would mean…she forced the thought out of her mind.
Raven. Raven. Raven. She repeated the silent mantra that had become the verbal equivalent of a cold shower. 
When she felt steady, she set her jaw and met Azriel’s gaze. “Get off of me.”
He pressed closer. So close she could feel his naked chest expand with every inhalation. His skin was hot and damp against her. She tried to hold her breath so the intoxicating scent of him couldn’t permeate her defenses, but already she felt her resolve begin to falter. His face was as beautiful as it had always been, his lips full and pink, his eyes gentle and kind. Knowing it was all a façade didn’t help. The painful ache between her legs intensified to a throb. 
Raven. Raven. Raven, she repeated silently.
Azriel smiled. “You’re as easy to read as a book, Charity. You think of Raven. When I’m ready to have you, all the thoughts of Raven in the world won’t save you.”
“You’ll never have me.”
He cocked a brow and tilted his head to the side, studying her. Then he laughed. “Even you don’t believe that,” he said. “We both know I could have you now if I chose. Lay you on the ground, ease inside of you, and fuck you senseless. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? No, I think you’d love that. And if I had rope to bind you—rope to make you feel even more helpless than you feel right now—I think you’d be in heaven.” He rotated his hips and for a moment, she felt the press of his erection as it grazed her stomach. “I’ll make you worship me, Charity. You’ll call me Master. Of the whole world, the only thing you’ll ever desire is me.” He eased back and she took a deep, steadying breath. “But not yet. When I take you, I plan to take my time about it, something I don’t have a lot of just now.” 
He pushed off from the wall and pulled her along behind him toward the tunnel at the edge of the chamber. Her mind was a jumble of erotic images and her legs felt like jelly. She gasped for breath and stumbled behind him. Two of her steps equaled one of his.
“Where are we going?” she demanded.
He stopped walking and she nearly walked into him. Still holding her by the wrists, he pulled her alongside him and pointed ahead toward the tunnel she’d seen burrowed into the far corner of the cavern. It was dark as pitch in there. 
“We’re going in there?” she asked. 
He didn’t answer. Instead, he started forward, pulling her along behind him again.
“If I can’t escape you,” she said to buy herself a little time, “why are you holding me?”
“Because where we’re going, it’s dark. You won’t be able to see. And there are things deep within the tunnels that would love to get their hands on a pretty little thing like you.” He paused at the entrance of the tunnel and released her. “Now that I think of it,” he said, and he retied her robe. When he’d finished, he laced his fingers with hers and stepped into the gloom. 
The last remnant of sunlight was slowly swallowed up in the darkness. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the dim interior. She could make out the glistening walls of the pass, the rough-hewn ground at her feet, and the curving trail Azriel was leading her down. But too soon, all faded to black.
In the darkness of the corridor, the effect of having Azriel’s body so near was magnified. The touch of his palm against hers was too intimate. The heat of his hand, of his forearm where it brushed hers was too much. The contact was hot and erotic. 
For what felt like hours but had probably only been twenty minutes or so, Charity fought down her arousal. She saw herself lying naked on a four-poster bed as she waited for Azriel to claim her. She saw him appear at the foot of the bed, saw him lower himself between her thighs. She saw him naked, platinum wings spread behind him as he covered her and eased his thick length inside her.
“I’d rather stumble in the dark than touch you,” she said suddenly, unable to control her thoughts anymore. “You’re a monster.”
She’d expected an argument, or even to be chastised. What she got stunned her so much, she stood frozen for precious seconds, staring out at the darkness ahead.
“Stumble, then,” Azriel said. His voice sounded so cold, it chilled her to hear it. Then he released her.
“What?”
But he didn’t answer.
She was all right walking in the darkness unaided for a while. She could hear the small bits of stone crush as Azriel stepped on them, smell the clean scent of him, and feel the soft edges of his wings brush her face, but in the unrelenting blackness of the cavern, she heard other things. She heard the sound of footfalls on the path behind her. Too many times, she spun around to see what was coming only to realize her eyesight was just as useless gazing behind as it was looking ahead. After becoming disoriented the first time she spun around, she learned to press her hands against the cavern walls as she moved so she could keep track of which was front and which was back. Azriel never stopped to help her, never paused to assure himself she was still there. He just kept going. 
More than once, she heard the sound of something scraping overhead. A few times she rushed forward in a panic that something was behind her, only to tread on the heels of Azriel’s boots, winning a low chuckle from him.
Finally, with scraped hands and a small gash on her forehead from running into a wall, she came to a stop. “I can’t see a thing, Azriel.”
“I can.”
A small tremor of fear went through her at how distant his voice sounded. Sure, she had acquired some of Raven’s abilities, but that wouldn’t help her while she tried to find her way in a foreign tunnel in total darkness. “I need help.”
“But I thought you’d rather stumble about in the dark than have me touch you.”
His voice sounded even further away. 
He was still walking. He wasn’t going to stop. He’d leave her there. And she couldn’t see. She was blind. “Azriel!” she called.
He didn’t answer.
“Azriel!”
Silence. She couldn’t even hear the crunch of gravel beneath his boots anymore. 
She realized suddenly she was alone. He’d left her alone in the corridor.
“Azriel!”
Nothing.
Raven. Raven. Raven, she thought. Swallowing down a tide of panic, she raised her arms and set her hands against the cavern corridor walls. She wasn’t that data entry clerk who was afraid of her own shadow anymore. She’d seen too many things, experienced too many things to give up on herself now. She could do this. 
She slid her hands over the slimy surface and a shiver of fear ran up her spine. She wouldn’t wonder what was covering the walls to make them so grimy, she’d focus on the task at hand. “Move it,” she told herself. “Walk.”
She took a step forward. Then, she took another step. Then, three more. Maybe if she focused on proceeding in this manner she could stay calm. Maybe she’d even catch up to Azriel, but even as she had that thought, she heard the crunch of gravel behind her. 
She froze and listened. 
Her heart pounded in earnest. The crunching wasn’t like the sound Azriel made when he walked. This sound was different. It was louder, uneven. It wasn’t the sound of one person walking in the pass behind her, but the sound of feet. Many feet. 
Pure, unadulterated fear had her moving again. She kept her hands pressed to the wall and tried to focus on going forward. But even as she moved, the sound got closer. 
Something was coming. And fast.
“Azriel?” she tried. But there was no answer.
She jogged. Her footfalls were jerky, but she was moving faster than she had been a minute ago.
Just stay calm, she told herself. He’s trying to scare you. And doing a very good job.
When she heard a chorus of phlegmy growls behind her, she screamed. She forgot about safety, forgot about the fact that she couldn’t see her hand in front of her face, and ran full out. Her hands scraped across the rough surface of the wall, but she didn’t care. She screamed and ran. But even over the sound of her own voice in the small pathway, she heard laughter. 
They were chasing her.
“Azriel!” she screamed. “Azriel!”
She pumped her legs and prayed she wouldn’t fall or run into a wall. 
The air felt thick around her as she moved, and she had to force herself to breathe it. Her fear had ceased to be fear anymore. She was terrified.
The sound of running feet behind her was closer. 
They were coming.
Was it her imagination, or could she feel the breath of something on the back of her neck? Then, there was the laughter again. They were closer. So close, they could touch her.
“Azriel!”
She felt something—a grasping hand—graze her back. 
“Azriel! Help me!”
She slammed into a wall and fell flat on her back. She tried to scramble to her feet, but was shoved hard to the ground. The wind came out of her on a gasp. 
A blaze of white light swallowed the darkness, and a gust of wind whipped through the corridor. Flashes of lighting streaked above her and she got a glimpse of Azriel—what she’d thought to be a wall—standing over her, hands lifted in the air. She flipped onto her stomach, intending to cover her head, but when she caught sight of three deformed creatures scurrying away, she scrambled to her knees and hid behind Azriel’s leg instead. 
From her vantage point and with the crystalline white light shining through the corridor, she had a clear view of the creatures. They looked almost human. She realized as the deformed shapes straightened to stand erect that they were human…or at least, more human-like than she’d first imagined. But their exposed fangs and grasping claws ruined the human façade. The thought of those things stalking her in the tunnels made her skin crawl. How many of these things were down here, and what would they have done to her had they caught her? Thoughts like that made her feel no shame in hovering behind Azriel. She was behaving in a cowardly fashion, but anyone in her position would do the same thing.
“Master,” the tallest among them—who wasn’t nearly Azriel’s size—pleaded in a garbled, lisping voice when he stopped running. “Forgive?” 
“Lovely lady,” said another. His voice sounded as high and plaintive as the first. “The pretty lady tempted us.” 
“Not hurt lady,” the first said. “Only look.”
“Yes, we only look at the pretty lady. Master’s pretty lady. Make sure Master’s pretty lady doesn’t hurt herself in the portal.”
Azriel seemed to be considering them. He stood still, arms down at his sides, as they spoke. “I told you she wasn’t to be touched,” he said finally.
“And we obey, Master,” said the first. 
“Is that so?” Azriel lifted a finger and white light flickered at its tip. 
The sight of this sent the creatures into a panic. They threw themselves on the ground, whining and pleading in earnest. The sound was awful. The first crawled forward on his stomach, face turned down in supplication. 
Charity got to her feet and took a step back. 
“If you obeyed me,” Azriel said, “I wouldn’t have heard her screaming. Isn’t that right?”
The beast slithered over the rocks. When it reached Azriel, it stretched its neck in an attempt to grovel at his boots. Azriel grunted in disgust and stepped away from it. 
“Master is kind. Master is merciful,” the third said, slithering on the floor behind its companion.
Azriel twirled his finger and a swirl of red light danced at the tip. “Master is fed up.” 
A burst of red flame turned the corridor crimson, and the ugly creatures howled. One by one they collapsed, face down. 
They didn’t move. An eddy of smoke drifted up from their still bodies.
“They’re dead?” she asked in a small voice.
Azriel casually turned his back on the fallen creatures and gazed down at her. “Are you ready to cooperate now?” he asked, holding out his hand.
She didn’t answer; instead, she leapt at him. She laced her fingers with his and held tight. She latched her free hand around his wrist and pressed close to him.
“I’m ready to cooperate,” she said as the bright light faded.  
“I bet you are.”
He led her forward into the darkness. 
After a while, when her breathing had steadied and she felt herself again, she risked speaking. “Were they some sort of ghoul?”
“No.”
“Then what?”
“Rogues.” 
She didn’t know what a rogue was, so she tried to clarify. “Your minions?”
“A man has to take whatever assistance he can find.”
“But you’re not a man.”
“Nevertheless, help is help.”
“Are there ghouls down here, too?”
“Mmhmm.”
“How many creatures are down here?”
“The ghouls live here. I don’t know how many. Thousands.”
She cringed. “Thousands? Or are you trying to scare me?”
“If I said hundreds, would you be any less scared? Or even if I said dozens?” 
“I suppose not.” She ground her teeth, but pressed closer to him for safety. “What did you do to the…rogues, is it?”
“Rogues are vampires. And I burned them. From the inside. Less messy that way.”
She stumbled. “From the inside?” she repeated. An image of searing flesh flickered in her mind before she was able to shut it out. “If I weren’t Nephilim, you would have left me to die.” 
“Now, that would be a waste,” he said in a low voice. “I haven’t tasted of you yet. I can promise you, I won’t let you die before that happens.”
“You’re delusional and…” Glancing around at the blackness of the corridor, she thought better of finishing the sentence. Like it or not, her life was in Azriel’s hands. Angering him again wouldn’t be a smart thing for her to do. Also, angering a being that could burn her alive, from the inside, wasn’t too bright. She wondered if she should have run before they entered the cavern, used what little skill she had to aid in her escape. The further they traveled into this black abyss, the less likely her escape looked.  
“Irresistible,” he finished her sentence.
He held her hand at his side. She felt the swell of his glutes as he walked, and the muscle contractions in his thigh. There was nothing soft about Azriel. Every inch of his body felt as hard and unyielding as steel. Even his personality was hard and unyielding. He’d set his sights on capturing her, and he’d been relentless until he succeeded. He’d made up his mind to destroy the massive estate they’d passed before reaching the caverns, and he’d done so with deadly precision. How many ghouls had he sent to raid the estate? Had he sent any of those rogue things? Azriel was cold and calculating, as immovable as a mountain, but there had to be some kindness in him. He’d been created as an angel, after all. And he’d fought on the side of God during the Great War. Surely, there had been good in him once. 
“You were good once,” she said before she had time to think better of it.
“If I left you alone here,” he said, “and there were no ghouls or rogue vampires to torment you, how long do you think you’d last?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. I can’t imagine it.”
“No? How about I leave you alone in one of the cavern rooms? You have nothing to fear from the ghouls or the rogues, they won’t risk bothering you again. I’ll leave you—”
“No,” she interrupted. “You can’t do that. You need me.”
“You’ll be here when I return. Say, I leave you for a day. What’s a day?”
“No.”
“A day, alone in the dark. There are worse things.”
She focused on the corridor ahead, on the blackness that surrounded her and imagined being alone here without Azriel to lead her. Sudden fear washed over her. She squeezed his hand tighter, as if doing so would prevent him from removing her if he decided that was what he wanted to do. “I understand,” she said. “You suffered in your prison.”
“Like no other has suffered. Even Lucifer was exiled with his legion of followers. Raven was exiled with the Watchers, but I was imprisoned alone in utter darkness. Was what I did worse than what Lucifer did? Did I challenge God’s dominion? No. I gave men magic, the only means to defend themselves against the Nephilim. God watched as his creations were slaughtered alive, as the Nephilim made food of them, and only I cared enough to act. For that, I was sent into the bowels of the earth to languish for thousands of years. No companionship, no one to talk to, no one to touch me.”
“You interfered. You perverted man’s innocence.”
“Did I, now?”  
“Raven said you taught men the secrets of heaven. He said you changed while you were on earth, became evil—”
The corridor came alive with light. 
Azriel spun her to face him and pressed her to the wall, caging her within the circle of his arms. “Am I evil?” he demanded. “Look at me. Look at my face. Do you see a demon or an angel before you?”
She looked up and into his eyes, at the crazed light that blazed in them. Then, she took in the perfectly formed features of his face, his lips and nose. He was beautiful. “An angel,” she said.
“Ghouls were once man-like, like vampires are now. But centuries of evil made them what they are today. The imps were once man-like, too. But their countenances are far worse to look on than ghouls. I’m not evil.”


 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
Alaric reclined in his seat and gazed out the airplane window at the cloudless night. Beyond the glass, the moon seemed no more substantial than a fluorescent orb of light mere miles out of his reach, but he knew such optical illusion was as much a deception as his promise to Raven that all of the Alliance would fall neatly into step behind him. He’d see to it they did, but it wouldn’t be as easy as he’d made it out to be. His kind, the vampyr, would of course follow him. He was their chosen leader, after all; but the beastmen wouldn’t be so easy to convince. There would be much debate and backbiting, accusations cast and loyalties sworn; but in the end, he would get the job done. There wasn’t any alternative. 
Then, there was the matter of the rogues. What part would they play in all of this? Those immortals who refused to pay heed to the rules of the Alliance, but lived lives that mirrored every horror movie ever made about immortals. They not only fed on the flesh and blood of humans, they did so to the point of death, something forbidden by the Alliance. It was permissible to drink human blood, that was how immortals lived; but to kill an innocent human was a violation.
“What do you think he’s done with her?”
Alaric pulled his gaze from the window, glanced at Damon and shrugged, too emotionally drained for words. The last hours before daylight on the previous evening had been a flurry of activity. In the initial moments after Azriel had stolen Charity, they had all stood there, staring at each other and the empty space where she had stood as though her kidnapping had been a dream. But as the last of her screams echoed off the distant mountains, reality set in. 
Raven had flown in pursuit of Charity and Azriel, but had quickly lost their trail. Azriel, the architect of the black arts, could have disappeared easily into the night with Charity, and in fact he had. When Raven returned, he’d been in a rage. His fury was so great, it had taken all of them to restrain him. 
Too soon after that, the sun had begun its inexorable rise. Alaric and Damon had had no choice but to seek shelter and rest in their rooms. When they’d awakened the following evening, they’d found the house empty. Alaric didn’t want to think about the debilitating fear that gripped him those first waking moments when he’d remembered what happened—that fear of knowing Azriel was out there with Charity, doing his best to win her to his side. Losing Charity put Azriel one step closer to freeing the Nephilim. 
In the dark of Alaric’s house, Damon had found a scrawled message tucked into an edge of the computer monitor screen in the library. It was from Myrddin, and it was brief. 
We go in search of Charity. Go to the Alliance, make them see our cause. The situation is dire.
Now, in the quiet comfort of his plane, Alaric wondered if Raven’s rage was due more to his feelings for Charity than to his fear for the fate of the world.
“What now?”    
“What now,” Alaric repeated, allowing his German accent to deepen the way it always did when he was tired. “What now is you hush yourself so I can think.”
Damon scowled. Alaric supposed if he were a woman, he’d be dazzled by the look of abject misery on Damon’s face. He couldn’t fault Damon, however; the creature didn’t seem to have any idea how alluring he was to women. All plum-red and black hair and piercing green eyes. Eyes that were completely incapable of hiding his feelings. Right now, Damon was sitting at attention, left ankle propped on his right knee and his tight blue jeans clinging to him. His hair fell loose past his shoulders and his gaze was locked on Alaric.
“But I can help, Alaric. I can do more than you think.”
Ah, Alaric thought, and that Spanish accent of his. Sighing heavily, he turned to Damon again. “We go home to Baltimore—”  
“But I though we were going to New York.”
“We go home to meet with your brother, Nuno. Save Figlio, who has completely lost all reason and gone into hiding like the overgrown child he is, Nuno is the most influential among the beastmen. If I can meet with him before the covens gather, I’ll have a better chance of swaying him to our way of thinking. With him as our ally, the beastmen are more likely to follow us.”
“If Figlio were here—”
 “Damn Figlio, anyway. I’ll just have to make the beastmen see reason.”
“Damn him, indeed. Even Nuno was angry when Figlio wasn’t made Coven Lord. That yet another vampire should rise to rule. As if Figlio were fit to lead.”
“Oh, Figlio could lead. Make no mistake on that account. But does Figlio want to lead? The entire concept of the Alliance is burdensome to Figlio. It’s nothing more than a necessary evil to him. He feared being made Coven Lord, Damon. When I was named Dimitri’s successor, I could feel Figlio’s relief. The brute actually took me to opera to celebrate.” Alaric laughed. “Pagliacci, if you can imagine. My favorite opera, but the very idea of us at the Met was ludicrous in the extreme. Here you have Placido Domingo singing his heart out, ‘Laugh, Pagliacci, play the clown,’ as he says; and you have New York’s elite, dressed to the nines in their designer clothes. And there you have the two of us: werewolf and vampire, dressed in finely tailored suits and playing at being cultured humans when all the while, the scent of human flesh drove us nearly insane with hunger. It was laughable, really. We watched the opera, had cocktails with a collection of beautiful people who had immediately spotted us and gathered us to them as their own. Then Figlio and I, still in our opera finery, took two particularly alluring females to our hotel room and leisurely fed on them. I enjoyed myself immensely.”
Damon frowned. “How monstrous.”
“Indeed. You have barely a hundred years, Damon, so you don’t know the horror our kind was in the old days, especially before the Alliance. Imagine feeding on humans in ninth century Europe, when all was superstition and dark forebodings. Better yet, in the fifth century, the time of the Barbarians. Ah, but I miss those days.” 
Alaric grinned and watched Damon grit his teeth and give a dramatic shudder. 
“Alaric the Cruel,” Damon murmured.
Alaric’s grin widened. “Indeed.”
“Sounds perfectly horrible to me.” 
 
* * * *
 
Damon leaned back in his chair, glancing around the fuselage at the lush interior of Alaric’s jet, trying to reconcile Alaric’s surroundings with Alaric the vampire and failing. Everything, from the Italian leather seats to the ornate woodwork around the cabin, was as over the top as its owner, but nothing spoke of the predator hidden beneath the layers of beauty and opulence. For Damon, whose predatory instincts weren’t so easy to hide, he wasn’t accustomed to living in such luxury. He’d learned quickly, though, that Alaric could only exist if a troupe of servants catered to his every whim. 
Damon let his eyes rove Alaric’s body and decided he couldn’t fault Alaric his eccentricities. In fact, as Damon watched Alaric, his golden-brown hair lying neatly across his chest in loose waves, Damon knew he’d never fault Alaric anything. Alaric was simply too perfect, too extraordinary to ever feel anything about him save complete adoration and absolute devotion. 
“At the very least,” Alaric said, breaking the silence that had fallen between them, “Raven finally saw fit to have at Charity as he should.”
Damon had to think for a moment to remember what they’d been talking about. But, then he remembered. Charity and Azriel. “I nearly forgot. Charity is half Nephilim. She’ll have taken in Raven’s essence when they had sex. She’ll have some of his abilities.”
“Ironic, to say the least, her being half Nephilim. The one thing that can save her is the very thing that’s put the entire world in danger. If she crosses into Hir na Gog, the Nephilim there will mate with her, then each other, all of them taking on her human essence and thus becoming able to cross the boundary separating our worlds. I figure we have a few days, a week maybe, before Azriel wears her down.”
“Is that all?”
“Unless Raven, Myrddin, and Aliceanna are able to find her. Hopefully if they don’t and war comes we will have gotten the Alliance to back us in fighting the Nephilim.” 
“I’ll hope for the best.” 
“You better do more than hope,” Alaric advised.
 
* * * *
 
Sighing again, Alaric settled his head on the chair’s headrest. He was tired, but he could deal with fatigue. What he couldn’t deal with was his present state of arousal. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out the cause, either. Before Azriel had taken Charity, he and Damon had amused themselves with her. They hadn’t really planned to harm her—that  would have been disastrous. But he hadn’t been playing at desiring her. Charity was such a beauty...and so much like the one he’d lost so long ago. And Charity was only half human, so he could have slept with her without worrying about her safety. 
How long had it been since he’d had the pleasure of bedding a woman, anyway? How many decades? It had been centuries since he’d made love to a human female…but then, making love and fucking a woman were two different things; that much, he knew. The last human he’d made love to was Smenkhare. But now, as always, he couldn’t bear the thought of her. If he thought of her, he’d see her face, see the fear in her eyes those last moments of her life, and feel his own fear. It was still so fresh. Fifteen hundred years, and it could have been yesterday for as much as it still hurt. If only he’d given her the blood, brought her over…
He shook his head clear. No, what he needed was a lush, soft, and silken woman beneath him. 
Among the vampyr there were few females, which typically meant if he wanted the company of a woman, he’d have to find her among the human population. For many reasons, this presented problems. For one, he wasn’t human. When his release came, it didn’t come in the manner of a human male—as a fountain of semen. He was vampyr, a species of being comprised mostly of blood. When his release came, it came in a rich crimson flow. He’d had many a human lover watch in horror as the blood dripped from her womb moments after mating with him. Clearly this was an overreaction, but it was a problem nonetheless. 
Another problem was blood lust. In such a heightened state of sexual arousal, blood lust was at its peak. For his kind, sex was more than an exchange of pleasure and genetic material; it was an exchange of pleasure heightened by an exchange of blood. There was a pleasure in blood that was unequal to any other pleasure he’d ever experienced. So, he wasn’t always able to control himself with human females. 
As a young vampire, he’d too often plunged deep within a woman’s womb while simultaneously sucking that luscious crimson elixir from a small gash in her throat. As soon as he set his lips to the delicate flesh and began sucking, the females went mad with need, moaning for him to stop while simultaneously begging him to never let the pleasure cease. Eventually, when they grew quiet, he’d rise from the bed sated, only to realize he’d inadvertently taken the poor thing’s life. Very depressing, that. It was one thing when his intent was to suck a human dry; it was quite another when he did it by mistake. So, he’d had to learn to content himself with immortals.
But Charity, half Nephilim creature that she was, would have been safe. He could have fucked her to his heart’s content, feeding on her and transporting her to a level of erotic euphoria she’d never before experienced. Hell, he would have even allowed her some of his blood if she were so inclined. That would have really driven her mad. 
Smenkhare had loved the taste of him. 
“We’re fifteen minutes out,” Damon said, pulling Alaric from his thoughts. “Should you call Nuno and let him know we’re coming?”
Alaric nodded. It was past time he stopped seeing Smenkhare’s face, stopped hearing her voice in his head. She was gone, dead, and beyond his reach. “Yes, Damon. Go ahead.”


 
 
 
 
 
 


Chapter Four
 
 
Galen entered the smoky chamber and blinked until his eyes became accustomed to the gloom. The scent of incense was heavy on the air, merging with the potent aroma of burning wood and chicory coals. Beneath those smells was one that had his cock rising to attention, despite his intent to keep this meeting formal. The sweet perfume of a feminine body covered in natural musk oils. Groaning under his breath, he pushed through the curtain of richly patterned scarves, their reds, gold, and lavenders a marker of the woman within, and stepped into the ornate bedchamber. 
A fire roared in the hearth, but he barely noticed. Stretched across the high wrought iron bed, dressed in nothing but her scented oils and a smile, was Valetta. She was just as exotic, just as exquisite as she’d been the first day he saw her. Her skin shone in the firelight, reminding him of white satin, as silkily smooth as it had been that first day he looked upon her. He felt an urge to touch her, to reach out and run his hands over her smooth flesh just so he could feel her body come alive beneath him. 
“Finally,” she said in her husky voice. “I thought you forgot.”
“And you, Valetta,” he said formally, “seem to have forgotten the point of this meeting. You’re to tell me if you’ve seen anything I should know about.”
The Seer sat up and stretched with a feline grace that belied her years. “And you, my Warlord, are as formal as ever. Come sit beside me. Tell me how it went. Did anyone volunteer?”
Her smile was broad as he approached the bed. She’d never been one to say, “I told you so.” She would never allow such a common phrase to fall from her lips. But then, she never had to. Her superiority was written all over her face. She knew when she was right, and for Galen, it was more than he cared to admit. 
He ignored her and shrugged out of his shirt. 
“And that thing,” she said, pointing at his sword. “You know I never allow such implements in my bed.”
He grinned. “Ah, so you’d have me helpless and at your mercy.”
“Never helpless, Warlord.”
He removed his sword and set it aside on the low table that served as her nightstand. “Is that so?” He hefted one thigh onto the edge of her bed and gazed at her, still enchanted by her exotic beauty. He loved the play of white teeth against creamy skin, and loved the long, loose curls of her blonde hair. He loved to touch it, feel its springy texture between his fingers while he drove himself into her. She was so different than he was, his opposite. Her skin was a rich shade of ivory, while his skin was tanned golden brown from his hours in the sun on the training fields. Her blonde hair grew in curls, while his was long, red, and straight. She was as thin, as wispy as a willow, and he was large, broad shouldered, and heavily muscled. She was mysterious and mischievous, while he had always been practical and serious. The polar opposite of him in every way, save the one way that counted.
“You know how it went,” he said.
“Hmm,” she responded thoughtfully. She rose to her knees beside him and reached to her side table for a bottle of oil. Slowly selecting one from the half dozen spread out, she chose a red oil whose fragrant tang enveloped him as soon as she uncorked the bottle. “You can’t say I didn’t warn you.” She poured some of the oil onto her hands and rubbed them together, filling the room with the scent of jungle flowers and wild blooms. “But was it really so bad as all that?”
Reclining until he was lying on his stomach, he groaned when she began massaging the oil into his tight muscles.
“It was bad,” he said. “Not one man came forward.”
“So what now?”
He shrugged. “What other choice do I have? Either I send someone against their will, which would be a disaster on such a mission as this, or I go myself.”
She ran her fingers over the tightly bunched muscles in his arms, massaging in the oil. 
“Are those your only choices?”
He thought of Al-Kenna then. So small and proud and adamant. He thought of her on the field today, striking down ghouls as easily as if they were children. When one had gotten its hands on her, though, strangled her, he had seen red. The thing should have counted its lucky stars that Al-Kenna was able to dispatch it before he got his hands on it. 
But ghouls and vampires were different creatures entirely. Ghouls weren’t bred to fight like imps and they weren’t taught to think. Ghouls were scouts. Nothing more. Dispatching ghouls with quick ease didn’t mean she was ready to face such a creature as Alaric, a vampire who was bred to fight, taught to think, and had the strength of ten men.
Still, he knew if he’d allowed it, she would walk right into the lion’s den—as Gerald called it—and face down the Alliance until they either came around to her way of thinking or killed her. Probably the latter; and if that happened, there wouldn’t be any chance at a reconciliation. He’d kill every vampire and every beastman he could until the streets of Baltimore ran red with their blood.
“Are you still with me, Warlord?”
“Of course. Where else could I possibly be with one as you near to me?”
“Ah, Warlord, your lips drip honey. But I was asking you of the meeting. Do you really see only two solutions?”
His voice grew hard. “Those are the only viable solutions, Seer. I know you and Al-Kenna have been conspiring, so I’ll tell you as I told her. No.”
“I’ve said nothing to the girl. Any ideas she has are her own.” 
“Save the idiot lies you’ve filled her head with all of her life. That she was born to save the world. She believes that. I didn’t realize quite how strongly until today. You’ve got to set her straight. She won’t listen to me. She’s as strong willed as you.”
Valetta sat back on her heels and let her hands fall to her sides. “You can’t change a person’s fate, Warlord. Even you’re not so strong as that.”
“Oh, no.”
“I told you when you brought her here, she was born—”
“Lies. Nothing more!” he shouted over her.
“She’s the only immortal born of the Ikari in over a century. The only immortal Ikari female in existence. Not even our son, Gerald, has been blessed with immortality.”
“She’s a girl, for crying out loud. And you know her immortality has more to do with her mother than it does me.”
“Then, why have you trained her?”
“What else could I do with her? Her mother was dead, I was all she had.”
“Her mother was dead at your hands, isn’t that what you mean, Warlord? You felt guilty, so to appease your guilt, you took the child.”
“Witch,” he sneered, fists clenched and held at his sides. “I had to kill her mother. I didn’t have a choice. You know that. When I found out what she was…”
“A rogue vampire, you mean.”
“Never speak those words in this house again. If Al-Kenna found out what her mother was…that she herself is born of a vampyr…”
Valetta shook her head. “I’d never tell her. It would kill her. But Al-Kenna was born to us, in this century, for this very reason. Do you think it coincidence that led you to her mother? Do you think it coincidence you let yourself be seduced by her beauty? Do you think it coincidence you lay with her? Al-Kenna was meant to be your daughter. She was meant to come to us. She was born—”
“She has only been on this earth for nineteen years, Seer. She’s not ready to face—” 
“Alaric,” she interrupted. “He wouldn’t hurt her.”
“You’re willing to bet my daughter’s life on that.”
She shook her head again and held up her hands. “It’s out of our hands, Warlord. You cannot change a person’s destiny.”
“Watch me.”
The room fell silent.
 She hardened her voice. “You may think differently when I tell you what’s happened.”
Every good feeling she had aroused in him, every newly relaxed muscle tensed at her tone. He got to his feet and faced her.
“What happened?”
“Please sit, Galen. You make me nervous when you loom over me like that.”
“Tell me.”
“Oh, very well then. What I warned could happen has,” she began, slipping easily into the persona of the Seer. “Azriel has the girl.”
“How can that be? She was protected by the watcher Raven. Looked over by the wizard Myrddin. Impossible.”
Despite everything he’d said to his men to the contrary, he didn’t really believe Azriel could overcome such overwhelming odds and win the girl. 
“Azriel is powerful,” she said, then added as an afterthought, “and very beautiful. It won’t be difficult for him to overcome the girl’s will. She will be as…as a slave to him. He’ll use his body to reduce her to a mindless receptor of pleasure that wants nothing more than his cock between her legs and his body covering hers. In that state, she’ll do anything for him.” She eyed Galen.
“Did you see that as well?”
“In this particular situation, one doesn’t have to see to know what the outcome will be. After all, Warlord, I’m something of an expert on the subject.”
Shame washed over him, but the feeling was brief and easily cast aside. Valetta would always love and resent him for his domination of her.
“Sit down, Galen,” she said. “Time is of the essence.”
“The choice is simple, then,” he declared. “I must go.”
“No choice is ever simple.”
“When you’re left with no choices, then yes, it’s simple to make a decision.”
He bent to retrieve his discarded shirt, silently making his plans. 
“If you go, Warlord, you will fail.”
He froze halfway to the floor. After a moment, he rose to his full height and stared at her. “I take it you’ve seen this.”
“I have. Not only that, Warlord. You will die as well.”
“I’m immortal, Valetta. Not so easily killed.”
“As you well know, being immortal only means you’re impervious to the ails of humans. No sickness will ever fell you, no diseases will ever take root in your body, and yes, you’re difficult to kill. Calling the healing properties of our people preternatural wouldn’t be an overestimation in any sense of the word. But you can die.”
“As I already know.”
“And if you go on this mission, you will die. You’ll fail and Ikarius will fall into chaos. Without our strength to stand beside the Alliance, the Nephilim will rise victorious, and millennia of creations will disintegrate to nothing in a matter of years.”
He spun from her and began pacing the room. “You’re wrong!”
“I’ve seen it.” 
Valetta was silent as he raged about the room, slamming his fists into the wall and cursing in the tongue of his forefathers, a language so old it predated written history. 
“Disaster can be avoided,” she finally said after he’d quieted somewhat.
“Witch. Tell me now, Valetta, or as the stars shine in the night sky, I promise you I’ll strangle you.”
Unmoved, she settled back into the pillows. 
“What?” he demanded “Tell me now.”
“Calm yourself, Warlord. This isn’t any easier for me. Al-Kenna isn’t my daughter, but I love the girl as though she were my own.” Her voice grew husky again. “You don’t have to go to Alaric. He’ll come to us. I saw this.”
Galen advanced on her, stopping only when his thighs were flush against the high mattress. “Alaric the Cruel? Here? Why?”
She shrugged. “The sight doesn’t work that way. I see what I see, and what I see is only a portion of the picture. But I saw Alaric here, within our walls.”
“I don’t want to hear anymore of this. If Alaric is coming, I’ll be ready. Just tell me when. I won’t let him have my daughter.”
“I don’t know when. He doesn’t even realize yet that he’s coming. But he is coming. And when he leaves us, he’ll leave with your daughter. We’ve known from her birth what lay before her.”
Galen held up his hand. She allowed her words to trail off. 
“I won’t let him have my daughter,” he repeated. This time, his tone was cold and hard.
“She belonged to Alaric before she belonged to you,” the Seer said with a shrug. 
“She’s not Smenkhare, damn you, she’s my daughter. She’s Al-Kenna. Alaric has no hold over her.”
“But he does. Even now, she’s begun to remember him. She dreams of him at night, did you know that, Warlord? She dreams of her life as Smenkhare.”
“You would send my daughter into the hands of our enemy?” 
“No, Warlord. I would send your daughter to save the world.”
The jangle of beads had them turning toward the entrance. Galen stalked forward, his hands clenched into fists.
“Who the hell is there?” he demanded.
Quinn rushed in. He gave Galen a brief bow, gave Valetta a jerky acknowledgement, then launched into his explanation.
“Wait, wait,” Galen said, holding out his hands to stall Quinn’s confused recitation of events. “What are you saying?”
Quinn huffed. “There’s been an attack on the Ikarius compound in the Pyrenees.”
Valetta sat up in bed, eyes wide.
“Damage?” Galen demanded.
“All dead.” 
“Impossible!” 
“I’m certain of this. The fallen one, Raven, contacted us not five minutes ago to say he was on his way here.”
Behind Galen, Valetta gasped. “The fallen one? Here?” she asked.
Quinn related all Raven had told him a second time.
“Impossible. There’s been no disturbance here. The Seventh portal remains protected. I saw for myself this evening. Our sentries remain on guard even now.”
“Have you forgotten the ghoul attack we ourselves experienced?” Valetta demanded.
Galen shook his head. “No ghouls could overcome an entire Ikari compound.”
“Azriel is the father of the dark arts,” Valetta reminded him. “Do you think such a small thing is beyond his ability?” Before Galen could reply, she went on. “We can’t ignore this threat against us. You’re the Warlord, Galen, the leader of Ikarius. Azriel will attack here first.”
“That’s what Raven said. He told me he’s left a message for Alaric to come here,” Quinn said. “As leader of the Alliance, Raven is of the opinion that Alaric’s presence is necessary. With Alaric comes the might of the Alliance. Raven seems to think we can trust Alaric to stand beside us and fight.”
Galen glared at Valetta. 
Valetta stared back. “It’s as I said, Warlord. And when he sees our Al-Kenna…”
But Galen didn’t hear the rest of the statement. He was rushing down the hallway and toward the Great Hall. 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 


Chapter Five
 
 
Alaric loved the way the sleek leather felt against his skin. Loved the way the center seam bunched between his legs, just the tiniest bit painful. But the pain wasn’t unpleasant. 
He rubbed a hand over his crotch, giving the group of females across the room a wink. Let them know he knew they were watching him. That their eyes had been on him since the moment he entered. Ah, but he loved the attention.
“They’re so obvious,” Damon complained.
Alaric glanced at Damon, who was leaning against the bar next to him and looking annoyed. Damon’s emerald eyes, which typically seemed too large for his face, were narrowed to slits as he darted glances around the busy club, giving dirty looks to anyone stupid enough to bump him; though, in reality, it couldn’t be helped. The place was positively packed. Still, Damon had one hand buried in his long, black-streaked, plum-red hair, the other held deep in the pocket of his trench, while he purposely set one boot into the path of foot traffic. Damon was clearly not in the best of moods. Either that, or he wanted to start a fight; though Alaric knew from experience that nobody was foolish enough to pick a fight with a man who stood nearly six and a half feet tall. Still, Damon was trying his best to aggravate people. He was doing a very good job of aggravating Alaric.
“Stop scowling, Damon,” Alaric ordered. “Nuno told us to meet him here, and since we’re here...” He let the sentence go unfinished. Let Damon wonder what he was thinking.
“We shouldn’t be here. We’ve too much to do for this, Alaric. My brother is a fool. We should feed, then gather the local vampire coven to your house.”
Damon’s Spanish accent sounded melodic over the Industrial Rock music blaring through the speakers, but Alaric refused to be charmed by him tonight. Ignoring Damon, Alaric scanned the crowd and grinned. Hordes of young human men and women were packed in rooms that had been fashioned to look like a medieval dungeon. They dressed in black. Black leather, black patent leather, even black spandex. He’d seen tiny little women leading men nearly his size around by a leash and had laughed at the humor of this. Men playing the slave and women playing the master, it was all too rich and too fantastic. It always amused him to come here. In the center of the club on the ground level, inside a barbed wired fence, was a dance floor, though not much dancing was happening on the black and white checkered tiles. The people seemed more interested in hopping up and down, stomping their feet to the music, and casting their fists out around them in every direction. Perhaps sometime this night he and Damon would enter the barbed wire. 
He smiled down at two females who passed, offering seductive smiles that promised more, he was willing to wager, than they were willing to give. At least, when it came to him.
By the light of a full moon, he wished he’d thought to bring a mirror. True, he already knew the striking picture he and Damon cast. Two darkly beautiful men clad in skintight leather pants and identical leather trenches purchased from a goth boutique a block away from this club. Damon with his angelic features and piercing emerald eyes, and he with his long waves, pouty lips, and translucent eyes. How many lascivious offers had they received already, and they’d only just arrived? But he wanted to see once more for himself how they looked. 
“Nuno has done wonders with this place.”
“You know Azriel has taken Charity,” Damon interrupted. “Things are reaching a head. We cannot—”
“You presume to tell me what we can and cannot do, Damon? How very rich of you. Have you forgotten how you begged me to bring you to Prague so you could be a part of this in the first place? Now that we’ve returned to the States, you think you can dictate to me?”
Damon glanced up at Alaric. “I don’t presume anything—”
“Raven, Myrddin and Aliceanna have gone after Charity. I’m confident they’ll be successful in retrieving her. We’re meeting with the east coast Coven Lords in two days in New York. I’ve already made the necessary calls to set things in action.” He glanced at Damon from the corner of his eye. “All is in order. The vampire covens will do as I wish. We have more than enough time to prepare for the meeting. The meeting is precisely why we’re here. If we don’t have beastmen backing us, the numbers of the Alliance will be cut in half. So relax and enjoy one hour of pleasure. Indulge, Damon, or at the very least, silence yourself so I may indulge. Scan the crowd for a meal if you must, but cease your incessant nagging.”
Alaric watched a slim blonde saunter in their direction, balancing a tray that held two drinks. He frowned at the plastic cups. 
“The ladies at the table,” she said when she reached them, pausing to point across the room to the table of women he had winked at, “requested I bring these to you and your friend with their compliments. They hope you’ll join them.”
Alaric removed the plastic offerings, handing one to Damon, who scowled. Alaric thanked the waitress and she moved on through the crowd. Gallantly, Alaric hefted his cup overhead and gave the ladies a bow. 
Giggling, they waved back. 
Turning his back on them, he slid onto his bar stool and faced the bar. Damon followed suit. 
“See, Damon, they buy us drinks. They too want you to relax. If you’re hungry, take one of them to a quiet corner and have at her. In a place like this, no one would ever notice.”
 “Feed in the middle of a packed nightclub?” Damon deposited his cup on the bar and turned to face Alaric. “Please. Let’s go. We have to prepare for the meeting.”
“You the guys waiting for Nuno? Well, he says to come on down. Can I fix you up something else to take with you?”
Alaric looked up to see the bartender, clad of course in black leather, moving toward Damon’s discarded cup. She wasn’t unattractive; in fact, she was rather pleasant-looking. Looked rather like a twenty-year-old Goldie Hawn. 
When she felt Alaric’s eyes on her, she looked up, faltered for a moment, then recovered. Alaric knew it was his eyes. They were always a shock to people. 
“What do you suggest?” Alaric asked.
“Not from ‘round here, are you? Your accent,” she explained.
“No. I’m from Germany, but the Americas have become a second home for me.”
She gazed at Alaric, a faint smile on her lips. 
It had always been this way for Alaric. Even before he drank from the eternal fount, women and even men had been inexorably drawn to him. There had always been the offers from ladies who thought he might be the answer to their prayers. The men who swore they’d never bedded another man before. Always, he’d been desirable, always he’d been pursued, and always he’d known his was a face to be grateful for. This didn’t change when he became a blood drinker; rather, his transformation into the insatiable undead thing he was today only served to magnify his appeal. His charm seemed to double, his carnal appetite tripled, and his beauty became unparalleled. He’d never been saddled with the need of luring his victims into quiet corners, hunting them in darkness to strike them down in a hidden alley of whatever city he’d decided to haunt. No, his victims came to him under the light of city streets, sought him out and begged him for his blood kiss. They reveled in any attention he bestowed on them. This woman behind the bar, this young Goldie Hawn, wasn’t any different. If Alaric chose, he could bid this woman to come out from behind the bar and offer herself up to him. Fortunately for young Goldie, however, Alaric wasn’t so disposed. No, tonight he had Smenkhare on his mind.
Young Goldie stared a beat longer, then seemed to remember herself. “You want a drink. Right. Ever have Sex on the Beach?”
Alaric gave the besotted bartender a flash of white teeth. “Is that an offer?”
She went crimson. “Um,” she said, “I should show you to Nuno’s office.”
“Why don’t you,” Damon interrupted, making no attempt to hide his ire. 
It was nearly ten minutes before they’d made it down the stairs, through the maze of halls, and to Nuno’s office.
“By the light of a full moon,” Damon murmured in Alaric’s ear, “you’d think Nuno was the vampire. Could he possibly get his office any further underground?”
“I doubt it.”
The bartender rapped three times on a reinforced steel door. Before she’d pulled her hand away on the third knock, the door was yanked wide. Dim light shone through the opening and great clouds of smoke billowed from the room and into the corridor. Frankincense was heavy on the air, giving the scene the feel and smell of an opium den. But as the smoke cleared, Alaric saw an exquisite woman with a mass of ruby-red hair standing in the entrance, waiting. Hand propped on one hip, she gave him a slow smile. 
“Alaric and Damon, I presume,” she said in a honeyed voice. “You’re both more lovely than Nuno said you would be. Please, come in.”
Alaric gave the bartender a nod of thanks, then stepped across the threshold. Slowly he drank in the sway of feminine hips encased in patent leather. He felt the pulse in his throat quicken. Never a good sign. 
“Nuno is always underestimating my appeal,” he explained, “and Damon’s.” 
The door was shut behind them, he presumed by the dutiful bartender. 
“Who are you?” Damon demanded.
“A friend.”
“Where is Nuno?”
She paused, mid stride, to look over her shoulder. “Feisty, aren’t you. Nuno said as much.”
Damon sneered. By now, disgust was emanating off him in great waves. “We don’t have time for games.”
Alaric scanned the room. The antique desk set into a corner, the expensive carpets placed haphazardly on the floor, and the numerous candle stands filling the room with flickering light were all quintessential Nuno. “This is Nuno’s office,” he murmured. “How horrible. No wonder he’s never allowed us down here.”
She went to the desk, but didn’t move to sit. She stood beside it, arms folded over her chest as she passed glances from one of them to the other.
“This is Nuno’s office,” she agreed.
“And where the hell is Nuno?” Damon asked.
“Getting to know Gilda?”
Both men turned to face the new voice. From a door Alaric hadn’t noticed until now, a man stepped into the room. At first, Alaric could only see his silhouette, but he knew from the voice who the speaker was. And that cocky swagger could only belong to one person. 
“Nuno.” Alaric started in his direction, arms spread in welcome. “How did things go with the female?”
Nuno stepped into Alaric’s arms and the two hugged. “She’s here. You can see for yourself.” Nuno stepped back and stalked toward Damon, who didn’t like to be hugged. 
“Back off,” Damon said.
“Come now, little brother, my little Duarte, you cannot mean you don’t want to hug me. I’m so pleased you’ve finally come to visit my club, I’m overcome with emotion.” 
Damon sighed. “We don’t have time for this, Alejandro.” He spoke Nuno’s full name in a mocking voice and punctuated his words with a sneer. “We’re here on serious business.”
Alaric smiled despite himself. Damon and Nuno were as different as night and day. Being around the two of them always proved amusing. Where Damon seemed genetically incapable of doing anything but play by the rules, Nuno could never be counted on to do what was expected. And Nuno knew it drove his brother crazy. Alaric was convinced at times that Nuno was disagreeable and unpredictable simply for the pleasure of getting under Damon’s skin. And the differences between the two weren’t limited to their personalities. Where Damon was refined and delicate boned, Nuno was rugged and built like a brute. He had a mass of auburn hair that hung down his back in unruly waves he did nothing to tame. What most people didn’t know, though, was that the two loved each other with a ferocity most siblings never shared. If it hadn’t been so, Damon would have been nothing more than decades-old dust and bones long ago.
“Isn’t my little Duarte a handsome devil,” Nuno proclaimed to the room at large.
“I rather think I look better.” Alaric made a show of strolling to the center of the office and turning in a slow three-sixty. 
From across the dim expanse of the candlelit room where she stood beside Nuno’s desk, he heard Gilda chuckle. It was a seductive sound. Teasing and sexy all at once. He’d nearly forgotten about her, though he couldn’t imagine how he’d done that. 
The simple recollection of her brought her scent to him. It was a strong fragrance, a cocktail of perfume and human blood. It was nearly intoxicating in its force, and suddenly he had to work to keep his hunger under control. If he looked at her, he knew he’d see the outline of her arteries just below the surface of her skin, and that would be it for him. He’d want to taste her then, press his lips to the flawless ivory skin at her throat and make a tiny gash. Drink from her until his hunger was nothing but a memory.
What the hell was Nuno thinking, bringing her here?
Nuno grinned. “Still conceited as ever, I see, Alaric.”
Alaric forced his attention back to Nuno. “Well, even if you don’t appreciate me, your lovely friend does. Gilda, you said?”
“Yes, and…where did that other one go? My Pandora found them for you, as a thank-you for allowing us to use your house.”
As if on cue, the office door opened, letting in a cool gust of air that lessened the sweet smell in the room, then shut. Alaric turned to see another woman entering the room. This one was a blonde, and she was as lovely as Gilda.
“This is Carol,” Nuno announced, one hand absently playing with her blonde strands.
“They’re both very nice,” Alaric began, but Nuno held up a hand for him to stop.
“Yes, time is of the essence. But on the phone, you said you were just in from Prague. Long flight, no? Pandora and I assumed you both would be in need of a little sustenance.”
“What are you saying, Nuno?”
“I’m saying if you’re hungry, you don’t have to be.”
“You mean, they’re ours?” Damon asked. “To feed on?”
“They know what we are, then,” Alaric added.
Nuno laughed. “What do you think? But they’re only appetizers, boys, a light meal. I don’t want them sucked dry.”
Alaric turned to face Gilda, saw she was panting now, her heavy breasts nearly spilling from her corseted dress. “And this pleases you?” Alaric asked her. “You want this?”
“Yes.”
“She’s a vamp groupie,” Nuno interrupted. “So’s the other one. Ever since that damn Anne Rice movie, everyone’s crazy over vampires. Can’t account for taste, but there you go.”
Alaric grinned. “Nuno, you never cease to surprise me.”
“So, you are hungry. Good. Eat up so we can get on with this meeting of yours.”
Alaric didn’t need any further prompting. He advanced on Gilda, moving so fast she let out a surprised chirp when she found herself pressed to the far wall, pinned beneath him. Moving too fast for the human eye to see, he clasped her wrists in one hand and held them over her head. He pressed them to the wall. He tried not to play the beast, but he couldn’t resist pressing his body closer to her, applying just a little pressure to her wrists to let her know now that she’d offered herself to him, there wasn’t any turning back. 
Nuno had been right, damn him, he was hungry. It was two days since he last fed.
He felt his canines elongate, felt the end of each tooth grow to fine points that he tested with his tongue. He knew from the pleasant tingle he always felt moments before feeding that his lips were reddening, his eyes becoming lighter, changing until they looked the eyes of the dead thing he really was. His nails lengthened until they were as sharp and deadly as claws. He knew when Gilda released a low scream that his skin had already changed. Had lightened until he was as white as porcelain. 
He tightened his hold on her. “Change your mind?” he asked, keeping the question short because talking after his fangs formed was difficult. Lisping always ruined the romance of the moment for him.
“No,” she whispered.
He lifted his free hand, ran a finger down her cheek, the beast in him savoring the fear he saw in her eyes, the man wanting more than blood.
He let one nail graze her chin, putting a shallow rent in her smooth flesh. He’d close the wound when he was done with her, but for now, he’d enjoy himself. As the blood rose to the surface, he bent forward, lowered his face until it was level with hers. Slowly, he ran his tongue over the broken skin, growling when the exquisite fluid reached his tongue. The pleasure of this was nearly too much. He didn’t care that there were other people in the room, didn’t care that Damon, child that he was, had probably made a small slash in the other woman’s throat, drank, and had done with her by now. He didn’t care for anyone or anything save the blood. 
“Delicious,” he said.
She tried to smile, but only managed to tremble. 
Had she thought he would be beautiful when he fed, that no remnant of the demon within him would show? If she’d thought that, she’d been wrong. There was nothing glamorous about what he was; at least, not from a human perspective. He was a monster. A very hungry, very aroused monster.
He ran his nail down her throat, careful not to break the skin again until he was ready. He longed to use his teeth, but fought the impulse. Rending flesh with his canines was always a messy business. Unless he was feeding on another vampire, it was better to use his nails. Which he did now, finding a small artery in her throat and rending it open with a slash of his finger. She gasped and he felt her breasts rising and falling against him. Her fear was too exhilarating for him, too perfect, and he would feast on it as he would her blood.
“Will it hurt?” she asked.
Kind of late for such a question, but he met her eyes anyway. “If I want it to.”
“Do you?”
He threw back his head in answer, spread his lips wide, and let a feral roar of pure hunger explode from him. He felt her stiffen, tasted her fear, but he was beyond caring. Before she could make a move to struggle, he brought his mouth down on her throat. He moved his lips over the gash, sucking until his mouth was filled, then sucking more. 
It was pure ecstasy, and he closed his eyes in pleasure. The sheer joy of the moment was nearly too much for him. He moaned, taking more of the fluid into. He felt her limbs loosen, her body go limp in his arms. 
He knew what this was for her, what the taking of blood was for the victim. He knew at this very moment as her fluid filled him, she was in a near swoon. The blood flowing from the small wound he made would feel hot from the press of his lips and sensitive to the touch. So sensitive, in fact, that the slightest contact would send her into a rapturous haze. He ran his tongue over the gash to test it. She moaned and shuddered.
He knew every suck, every lick set loose a surge of pleasure. There was no end to that pleasure. It started at her throat, oozed through her body, setting her nipples on fire, and resolved itself deep in her loins only to begin again with each new suck.
“Yes,” she muttered. 
By now, he was supporting her weight completely. If he let her go, she’d collapse. He sucked harder, drew more of the fluid into his mouth.
“Alaric.”
He ignored the voice. Ignored everything save the pliant body in his arms and the life-giving elixir on his tongue. 
“Alaric.” The voice was louder now. More insistent. “Don’t kill her.”
Could he stop? He could, of course, but did he want to? 
“You’ll kill her if you continue.”
Alaric growled. It was agony, but slowly he loosened his lips and raised his head. Gilda fell back in a swoon.
 
* * * *
 
They sat around Nuno ’s desk. The women were long gone, no worse for the wear. As he’d had promised himself, Alaric had sealed Gilda’s rented flesh so no sign of his feasting was left on her. He’d had to do the same for Carol, since Damon was too young yet to heal the torn skin of his victims.
Alaric sat back in his chair now; legs stretched out before him, and wondered why he still wasn’t sated. Yes, his hunger was gone, but his arousal had increased. He was so full of lust right now, he thought he might explode. But even as he wondered at his present state, he realized he knew the answer. It was Charity. It was Charity with her large brown eyes, long black hair, and honey-brown skin; Charity with her rounded breasts and lush body; Charity, who so reminded him of Smenkhare. That was why he’d been so drawn to her, so immediately attracted to her. It wasn’t her he was responding to, but the memory of Smenkhare, his lost one.
“Are things really as dire as all that?” Nuno asked after Damon explained the situation to him.
Alaric refocused on Nuno. He had watched Nuno’s face slowly change as Damon spoke. Even halfway through Damon’s recitation of events, when the lovely Pandora appeared and settled herself on Nuno’s knee, he remained serious. 
“Far worse than we thought,” Damon said.
“Bloody hell, Damon, to you things are always far worse than we thought.” Nuno mimicked his brother’s grim tone perfectly. “Is it so bad, Alaric, or is my brother playing the melodramaticist as usual?”
“Melodramaticist isn’t a word, Nuno,” Damon informed his brother in his most cutting voice. “Mayhap if you opened a book every now and again, you’d know that.”
“Mayhap if you did anything save read books, you’d get laid once in a while. You’ve got to be the most boring vampire ever created. I wonder at Alaric’s ability to tolerate your presence day in and day out. God knows you’ve bored me nearly to death more than once. And that’s saying a lot, since I’m immortal.”
Alaric forced his face to remain impassive, though he had to work at it. Only Damon and Nuno could squabble when so much was at stake. 
“Nuno,” Pandora chastised in a soft voice. “That’s not very nice.”
“Not very nice,” Damon mused. “Were there ever three words that describe Nuno better?”
“Foul-mouthed bastard,” Alaric offered.
“How about fucking asshole—or is asshole considered one word?”
“Sorry,” Alaric corrected. “Asshole is one word. Doesn’t count.”
“All right then, how about pain in the ass. Damn, that’s four words.”
“Oh, I got one. Full of shit.”
“Personally, I prefer sexy as hell,” said Pandora.
Alaric turned toward Damon in time to see him roll his eyes. Again, Alaric smiled, but only for a moment. The sight of Pandora and Nuno caused him a stab of pain. She was a lovely creature. Nowhere near as exquisite as his Smenkhare had been, but pretty in her own way. She seemed as delicate as a bird, sitting atop Nuno’s lap. Alaric had a sudden impulse to move forward and pull Pandora free of him before the brute accidentally crushed her to death. But the impulse quickly passed. Nuno’s affection for the female was obvious. All Alaric had to do was see the way he looked at her to know his old friend had fallen hard. 
Most cutting about Pandora, though, were her lips. Lips so like his Smenkhare’s, he nearly wept just looking at them. How, after all of these years, could he still miss her with such desperation? Would the pain ever cease?
“Are you two really brothers?” Pandora asked suddenly. “You look alike, but you’re so different. You’re a werewolf, Nuno, and your brother is a vampire…” She let her words trail off and shrugged. 
“Just look at him,” Nuno said, motioning toward Damon in his knit sweater, Italian leather pants, and stylish riding boots. “He looks more like a runway model than a vampire. Could you picture him as a werewolf? He couldn’t bark at the moon if his life depended on it.”
Again, Damon rolled his eyes. Sighing heavily, he began to speak. “After Nuno was made, he came to me, offered to turn me and that whole bit. I thought it prudent—”
“The little shit turned me down. He said he didn’t fancy the idea of turning into a dog three times a month and running around on all fours. Said it was undignified. Imagine that. Here I am offering him immortality, and he hadn’t even the good grace to accept it. Said he’d wait and see what other prospects opened up for him.”
Alaric watched Pandora’s head dart from one brother to the other. He guessed she was wondering if they were joking with her. She turned to face him, incredulity creasing her forehead and turning her lips down in a frown.
“Are they for real?” she asked.
“Unfortunately,” Alaric answered.
“I don’t see you hopping on the werewolf bandwagon,” Damon accused. 
“It’s a pretty big decision,” she said.
“Exactly. And as luck would have it, it was one I didn’t have to make. Nuno was so completely horrified at the prospect of an eternity without me that he found this one here,” he motioned toward Alaric, “and begged him to turn me.”
Pandora looked at Nuno who shrugged. “He’s my brother. What can I say?”
“So, you made him,” she said to Alaric.
“And I’ve been stuck with the two of them ever since.”
She smiled. It was a lovely smile, but Alaric looked away. Again, it wasn’t Pandora he was seeing, but Smenkhare’s face superimposed over Pandora’s. Suddenly, it all was too much. He wanted to retreat, to go to his home and sleep for all eternity. 
“Nuno says you’re the owner of the house he took me to after he…” She seemed to be searching for the right word.
“Abducted you,” Damon supplied. “Kidnapped you. Took you hostage. I could go on.”
Her smile brightened. “Brought me around to his way of thinking.” She glanced over her shoulder at Nuno for a moment before setting those eyes on Alaric again. “Those were the most wonderful days…and your house…we thoroughly enjoyed…” She broke off. “Thank you.”
Alaric smiled and nodded. Reminiscing was nice, but they had to get down to business. Time was an issue here.
“It’s that bad and worse,” Alaric pronounced. 
“How can you be sure the Nephilim will come after us immortals?” Nuno asked. 
Alaric focused his attention on his old friend. “You can’t be serious, Nuno. You know the legends. You know what they were and what they did to our kind.”
“Mmm,” he nodded. “What they did. Past tense. We’re stronger now. Not so easy to control. We get stronger with every year.”
“And what of their strength? What do you think they are now, if we’ve become this strong?”
Nuno shrugged. “I don’t know, Alaric. All I’m saying is, we have to think about this one. We can’t afford to side up the wrong way. We have a choice in this.”
“What choice? Become slaves or fight.”
“What about the First Brood? What do they say?”
Alaric chuckled. The first vampires and beastmen rarely weighed in on anything that mattered anymore. Those who survived with any remnant of sanity preferred a solitary existence, or at the very least an existence away from their own kind. Figlio was the perfect example of this, with his hidden mansions dotting the globe. As far as Alaric knew, he was one of only three immortals ever allowed to enter Figlio’s private sanctum. And all of the First Brood was like this. Loners. 
“What of Figlio?” Nuno asked.
Alaric shook his head. “He doesn’t want to be involved. He refuses to acknowledge Raven’s presence or the coming dilemma. Damn it, Nuno, why must we leave our future in the hands of the elders?”
“And why must the beastmen leave their future in the hands of the vampyr?”
“I’m not here as a vampire.”
“But you are vampyr,” Nuno announced. “You’re the great coven leader, friend. You are your kind’s chosen representative. Your coven leaders look to you for guidance, so don’t tell me you’re not coming to me as a vampire. When you speak, you speak the words of your covens. Why shouldn’t I ask about Figlio, our chosen leader?”
“Your chosen leader? So you’d prefer a leader who refuses to lead over me. Just so you know, Nuno, you’re the first immortal I’ve come to. I didn’t seek the counsel of my kind, but have sought you out.”
Nuno grunted. “Be that as it may, Alaric, but if you came to me first, it’s only because you want me to ally myself with you. You’ll think that with me at your side, all the beastmen will follow.”
“And would they?”
“Most would.”
“I’ve heard it rumored that beastmen have been seen in the company of ghouls of The Void.”
Nuno waved his hand in dismissal. “Rumors. No substance in any of those lies. No beastman would ever ally himself with any of The Void…unless he were a rogue. But then, I suppose that applies to vampires as well.”
Alaric he let the question lie for now. His main concern was getting Nuno on board. “So, what’s your decision?”
Nuno angled back in his chair, surveying his visitors through narrowed eyes. “Step into my lair, said the vampire to the werewolf,” he finally said.
 “Is a vampire all I am to you now, then? A coven leader?”
“In this, yes.”
Alaric glanced around the room, struggling to keep his emotions in check. 
“The Nephilim don’t care who is vampyr and who is beastman,” Damon began. “We’re all as nothing to them. We might as well be human in their eyes. And when they come, as we all know they will, they’ll either destroy us all, or enslave us all.”
Nuno twirled a strand of Pandora’s hair around his finger. “You don’t understand,” he said. “We’re already slaves. For the last five hundred years, a vampire has sat at the head of The Alliance. For the last five hundred years, it’s been vampires deciding the laws that govern us.”
“With input from—” Alaric began.
“But in the end, it’s your choice!” 
Nuno’s sudden anger caught Alaric off guard. Had that anger always been there, just under the surface?
“So you will cut off your nose to spite your face,” Alaric said.
“I won’t tell the beastmen to follow blindly like impotent dogs just because you will it, Alaric...the Cruel.” He laughed. “You may be the leader of the Alliance, but you don’t rule me. You may be my greatest friend, but friendship doesn’t enter into this.”
Alaric shot forward in his seat and slammed his fist onto Nuno’s desk, leaving broken shards of wood in its wake. He barely registered Pandora’s jolt of surprise. “The Nephilim are coming, damn you! And when they cross over, they’ll kill us all. Leave the petty differences behind for once in your lives. Either we stand together, or we’re finished. Do you know what existence was then, do you know what life was like for our kind?” When Nuno didn’t answer, Alaric continued. “Go to Figlio, then, and ask him. Ask any of the First Brood.”
“Don’t you think I would if I could? Figlio answers to no one. He’s as the wind and the mist. He moves around in such secrecy, even his own kind knows nothing of his whereabouts. Only you, Alaric. Of all the immortals, he only speaks to you. Damn his black soul to hell, he only speaks to you.”
They stared at each other. Nuno finally rose to his feet and shook his head. “I need time to think, Alaric. You can’t drop this on me and expect me to fall into step behind you without considering all the options.”
“Surely you’ve known of Azriel’s escape as long as I have.”
“Yes, but…”He shrugged. “I need time to think.”
Alaric softened. His next question was brief, but he knew Nuno would get his meaning. “What will it take?”
Nuno thought, but only for a moment. When he answered, his voice was sure and strong. “Figlio. If Figlio backs you, then I will, too.”


 
 
 
 
 
 


Chapter Six
 
 
Al-Kenna sat in a private corner of the Ikarius library basement archives, a small desk lamp her only illumination. The last thing she wanted was to be found out, so she had taken great pains in secluding herself. Hours earlier, she had crept into the Warlord’s private chambers and taken the keys to this subterranean storehouse where Father Caleb kept the ancient text. Rolls of papyrus, secret manuscripts, and forgotten histories, all of it painstakingly written in neat, compact script, all of it recording events the earth had forgotten in languages man had never known, all of it things man never knew transpired. Text so ancient, so delicate, she knew if anyone found out she had come here and touched them, she’d be severely punished. 
Thinking of this, she offered a silent prayer to God that Father Caleb wouldn’t suddenly decide to come down here. He’d kill her for sure, or worse, he’d go to the Warlord and tell him of her breach. Surely, the Warlord would view this as a sign of insubordination and never allow her to go to the Alliance. And for him to know she had gone into his very rooms and stolen the keys that made her break-in possible…it didn’t bear thinking of. Instead, she focused her attention on the old books and scrolls scattered around her. 
She’d been reading everything she could get her hands on about the Alliance, the Nephilim, and Alaric. She knew now that while the Nephilim had been on the earth, they not only ruled over man as gods, but forced the beastmen and vampires into submission. Beastmen and vampires were very strong, and she couldn’t imagine any species of creature powerful enough to enslave them. 
“And this is what you want to fight, these Nephilim things?” Jesse stared at her over his book. 
“The Nephilim have to be stopped.” 
Jesse shoved a stray lock of brown hair behind his ear and grimaced. “I’ll never understand you, Al. Here we are, alone in the basement, and all you want to do is read and talk about monsters. I thought you asked me down here ‘cause you wanted to make out.”
“Is that all you ever think about?”
He gave her a roguish grin. His green eyes lit with mischief, and he crooked his finger at her. “You know you love it. Come here.”
Instead of responding, Al-Kenna lifted one of her books and began reading. “‘Created as angels to be assistants of God, they were the most powerful of God’s creations.’” She paused and glanced up at Jesse. “You’d think all that power would have been taken from them as soon as they turned against God. ‘Their power twisted into something else,’” she resumed reading. “‘Something dark. Something sinister, evil and unnatural. While The Nephilim reigned on earth, they fed on humans, hating man for God’s love of them.’”
“Just stop, Al. I can’t take any more.” Jesse closed the book he was holding to emphasize his point. He stretched his legs out before him and leaned against the bookshelf. 
Again, Al-Kenna was startled by how tall Jesse had grown in the last few years. Five years ago, when he’d been fifteen, he’d barely been an inch taller than her. Now, at twenty, he towered head and shoulders over her. His face had developed, too. Gone were the pudgy cheeks and round face. Jesse’s face had streamlined when she hadn’t been paying attention. His boyish features had developed into those of a man, a very attractive man. His lips had firmed, his eyes grown serious, and somewhere along the line, he’d acquired the proud stance of an Ikari man. His body had changed, too. Now, his frame was heavy with muscle. He would have made a great warrior, had he been born immortal. 
 “You can go. I can do this alone, you know,” she told him.
“I don’t want to go and you know it. Not now, when there’s no chance of the Warlord hovering around and telling me to back off. Come on, just one kiss.”
“I kissed you yesterday by the lake.”
He smiled. “And I want a kiss today, in the archives.” He brought his knees up, rested his elbows on them, and stared at her. “Come on.” He puckered. “One kiss.”
“Reading first, kissing later. You promised.”
“Only if you put my dick in your mouth, too, and suck on it the way I showed you.”
Al-Kenna grimaced. She remembered well that first time she’d let herself be talked into getting down on her knees and putting the hard, protruding mass of flesh that hovered in Jesse’s open britches into her mouth. Too, she remembered how Jesse had moaned and groaned once she got the hang of the sucking motion and stopped scraping him with her teeth. The feeling of power she’d experienced wasn’t unpleasant. She’d felt like Jesse was completely at her mercy and she enjoyed that. What she didn’t enjoy, however, was the eruption of sticky goop that suddenly filled her mouth toward the end.
“Just kissing,” she said. “You promised.”
He let his head drop against the shelf and groaned. “Then, let’s get on with it.”
“What really interests me is how the Nephilim got on with the Watchers. You know Raven is a Watcher. So is Azriel. The Nephilim and Watchers were both created as angels, and both came to live on the earth. Don’t you think there would have been strife between them?”
“Why?”
“They fought on opposing sides during the Great War. The Watchers had a hand in ousting the Nephilim from heaven with Lucifer.”
“But when the Watchers came to earth, it was for sex. Having sex with human females wouldn’t interrupt anything the Nephilim were doing. If I were a Nephilim, I wouldn’t start a fight with Watchers knowing they just might kick my ass again.” Jesse smiled. “Mmm, why don’t we have sex, Al? Wouldn’t that be fun?”
Al-Kenna frowned. It didn’t sound like fun to her. It sounded stupid. “To leave paradise because you want to have sex is asinine,” she said. “And to think of these fallen angels taking on human forms as casually as we put on pants makes my skin crawl.” They’d always made themselves beautiful, irresistible even, and always the women fell prey to them, not knowing they were sharing their bodies with demons. The Watchers deserved to be punished.” 
 “According to the book I was reading,” Jesse said, “the Nephilim and Watchers got along just fine.”
“Where? Show me.”
Giving Al-Kenna a pained look, he hefted his book, opened it, and began paging through it. “I don’t remember exactly where…”
“Be careful with that. These books are priceless.”
Jesse pursed his lips in concentration. “I know I read it somewhere in this tome. Oh, here it is.” He glanced up. Al-Kenna nodded for him to go on. “Okay,” Jesse said. “There’s a lot of stuff here.”
“Just tell me what it says.”
Jesse began reading aloud, abridging the text as he saw fit. “The Watchers and Nephilim lived side by side in peace for millennia. Then, something happened. Let’s see. The Watchers pissed God off when they started teaching humans magic. And having sex with animals. God, who up until then was perfectly happy to let things unfold without any interjections on His part whatever, took action. God sent the flood—the Biblical flood, mind you—and destroyed the hybrid children the Watchers had fathered.” He broke off. “You know, I always thought the flood was sent because of man’s sins, not because of angelic sins. Least, that’s what Father Caleb always taught us.”
“What does it say next?”
“Okay, let’s see. The Watchers watched helplessly as their offspring were drowned in the flood, blah blah blah, and God imprisoned The Watchers in the outer darkness of Dudael below the Arabian Dessert.” He looked at Al-Kenna. “Happy?”
“But that doesn’t make sense. Haven’t we always been taught the werewolves and vampires are the direct offspring of Watchers? If all Watcher offspring died in the flood, why are there still vamps and were-creatures running around?”
“Oh, I skipped that part. Some vamps and beastmen can shapeshift.”
“I know that. For crying out loud, every human who’s ever read Dracula knows that.”
Jesse held up a hand for silence. “Let me finish. The surviving vamps and beastmen survived because they could shapeshift. Not just from man to beast, but from man to beast and…” he looked up from the page again, frowning. “They can shift into their spirit form. Like mist.”
Al-Kenna didn’t move. “Vampires, too?” 
“Yeah. That’s why they were able to survive. They took on their spirit form and hovered above the floodwaters.”
Al-Kenna set aside the scroll she’d been looking at moments earlier and came to sit beside Jesse. The two stared at each other. Al-Kenna saw gooseflesh spreading across Jesse’s arms. 
“You know what that means, then,” Al-Kenna said.
“They could go anywhere, pass under any doorway, through any crevice, and no one would know. They could come here, even. Who would know?”
“Who’s to say they haven’t? But I’m sure The Council knows about this. There has to be some form of protection in place. The Council would never let something like this go unchecked. The sorcerers...”
“The sorcerers were a lot of help keeping the ghouls out this morning.”
Al-Kenna worried her lip. “You’re right. This isn’t good, Jesse.” She hadn’t told Jesse what the ghoul had said to her. She hadn’t told anyone, but right now, she felt a sudden need to confess it all. Her strange dreams that she was an Egyptian hostage of an extraordinarily beautiful man. A man named Alaric the Cruel, the same Alaric who was Coven Lord of the Alliance. 
She swallowed down her need to confess. 
Sometimes, Al-Kenna wondered if the Seer alone was capable of dealing with situations with the emotional detachment necessary to see things through to a good end.
Jesse focused on the book again. “Here’s where things get real interesting. The beastmen and vampires were the only surviving offspring of The Watchers, right? So once the Watchers were imprisoned, the Nephilim, with their imp and ghoul offspring, enslaved the vamps and beastmen. This lasted until Myrddin’s arrival on the scene and his exile of the Nephilim to Hir na Gog. With the Nephilim gone, a war broke out between the immortals. It raged until the vamps and beastmen were able to push the imps below ground and into The Void. I can’t imagine any vampire or beastman accepting a Nephilim re-entry.” 
It wasn’t a mystery to any Ikari that the Nephilim rule had been one of the darkest periods of earth’s history, a time so grim that nearly all record of it had been stripped from the earth. If history were any indicator of possible future events, Al-Kenna intended to do everything she could to make sure history didn’t repeat itself. Step one was convincing the Alliance to join with Ikarius.
“As long as Azriel doesn’t get his hands on the girl, the one the Seer calls Charity, all will be okay,” Jesse said.
“But if he does, we’re all screwed.”
“Interesting choice of words.” He let the book rest in his lap and leaned into Al-Kenna. “Now, what about that kiss?”
“You’re still thinking about kissing?”
“Mm-hmm. What can I say? Guess I’m single-minded.” 
She was about to tell him she didn’t think it was such a good idea when he snaked an arm around her waist and pulled her close. She felt the gentle puffs of his peppermint-scented breath on her face as his breathing quickened. Her first impulse was to shove him away, but being alone with him did give her a thrill. It felt so taboo. “Just one kiss,” she said.
He pressed his lips to hers. The touch was tentative at first, unsure. But when she rested her hand on his thigh and leaned into him, she felt the arm around her waist tighten and his lips become more intent on their task. He opened his mouth and moaned against her lips. A tingle began in her stomach when she felt his tongue, moist and hot, glide along her lower lip. Instantly, she knew this kiss would be more serious than the quick peck they’d shared down by the lake yesterday. 
She opened her mouth to him and he slid inside. Her tongue darted against his and the contact was electric. It sent a jolt of erotic heat through her. He moaned again and his arm tightened until she felt she was locked in a vice. 
Slowly, he deepened the kiss. 
Enjoying this new delight, she pressed closer to him and squeezed his thigh.
He moaned, stiffened, then pulled away. There was an evil glint in his eyes and she didn’t like the way he was smiling at her. 
“What have you found out?” he asked, as though the kiss hadn’t happened.
“Why’d you stop?”
“We’re here to research, remember?”
She narrowed her eyes. “You’re a jerk. Don’t expect me to kiss you again.” Al-Kenna got to her feet and trod across the coarse cement slabs of the floor. She crouched low to retrieve the other book she’d been reading. She studied the book before making a move to touch it. Then, steeling herself against the barrage of emotions that had assailed her earlier, she grabbed it from the floor and returned to Jesse. “I’m reading about Alaric.”
“The Vampire that heads up the Alliance?”
Al-Kenna nodded. “It’s the story of—you’ll love this—Alaric the Cruel and his one true love.” Still remembering her encounter with the ghoul this morning, she paused and took a breath before she said her name. “Smenkhare.” At Jesse’s confused look, Al-Kenna explained. “Alaric was born an Visigoth…a German barbarian. When he was a boy, probably fifteen or so, Alaric was recognized for his skill in battle. He could kill three times as many men as anyone else, and seemed somehow impervious to injury. Enemies who survived Visigoth raids told of the mad boy rider who was impervious to the strike of an arrow and dressed only in a loincloth. One survivor of such a raid claimed to have seen this boy menace howling as he rode down on his victim. Once he struck this victim down, he jumped from his horse and ripped the guy’s throat out with his bare teeth.”
Jesse shivered dramatically. “Doesn’t sound like a very nice guy, if you ask me.”
“He was a barbarian, Jesse. It was the only life he knew. Interesting fact, this whole throat-ripping thing happened before he became a vampire.”
“And you’re ready to run to him. You expect this barbarian to be reasonable?”
“Do you want to hear about him or not?”
Jesse shrugged. “Go on.”
“Sometime in 397 AD, it’s said Alaric began suffering from an ailment that made sunlight unbearable to him.” Al-Kenna looked up from the book. “Guess that’s when he was bitten. After that, he was only able to take part in night raids. About twelve years afterwards, the Visigoths invaded Rome. According to the book, this is where Alaric took the head of Marcus Ennius the Roman and rode off with his slave in tow. Her name was Smenkhare.”
“That’s an odd name for a Roman.”
“She wasn’t Roman, she was Egyptian…and beautiful. This book says no woman was her equal. Which is pretty much what they always say about beautiful women throughout history. The story says when Alaric saw her, he fell hopelessly in love with her. He murdered her master, cast her over his horse, and rode off with her. Since Alaric was by then the chief of his tribe, he took this slave as a spoil of war. Smenkhare fought Alaric, but she wasn’t a match for him. And once he had her, she was completely at his mercy.”
“I’d love to do that to you.”
Al-Kenna stared straight ahead but she didn’t see the archive room. A wide expanse of land flashed before her eyes, and a bright moon shone down from the heavens. She saw looming trees and a curving path set amidst large boulders lining a trail. The pounding hooves of a raven-haired steed kicked up heavily-trodden dirt. But the dark horse wasn’t the only one she saw. There were many horses. All of them were large, powerfully-built beasts that seemed specially made to carry the men who rode them. The men now spoke in loud voices in a foreign tongue she couldn’t understand. 
When Al-Kenna spoke, her voice shook with the awe of what she was seeing. “She was terrified, but she still fought him.” Al-Kenna paused as the image of a small Egyptian woman came into view. The woman was lying on her stomach over the back of a horse while a hulking mass of a man sat behind her, holding her down. The female was like a rabid animal, kicking and screaming bloody murder. Al-Kenna couldn’t see the Egyptian’s face through her long hair, but she could see the man. Long strands of honey-blond hair streamed out behind him as he drove his horse forward. He was shirtless and a thin sheen of sweat glimmered on his chest. Other than the boots he wore, a loincloth was his only covering. The look of triumph on his face was unmistakable. “He rode holding her down with one hand. After a full night of riding in this fashion, her breasts were sore from being pressed against the horse and her stomach ached from the rough jostling of the hard ride. When Smenkhare realized her kicking and screaming didn’t faze her captor, she pressed her face into his thigh and bit him.” Al-Kenna smiled at the vision. “But as droplets of blood dripped from the wound, she heard him moan, felt the press of his hand against the back of her head as he pulled her into him and bade her bite him again. She knew then her captor was no ordinary man. 
“Worst, the crimson fluid spilled into her mouth, wetting her tongue and making her body tingle.”
“All this is in the book?”
“She knew when she tasted his blood, when the ecstasy of it rolled over her tongue and filled her, that he wasn’t a man but a beast. He was an inhuman thing that would do unspeakable things to her if she didn’t free herself. But she couldn’t move, couldn’t escape.”
“Al? Shit, don’t tell me you’re having another vision. This is creepy as hell, you know that. I hate it when you do this.”
“Nights and nights, countless miles. Oh God, she was so lost. Everything she’d struggled for, what little happiness she managed to eke out was being snatched from her again. Again!” Al-Kenna shook her head, clearly confused. 
“Al, come on, cut it out. ”
Al-Kenna paced. She didn’t remember when she’d gotten to her feet, but somehow that’s where she was. She knew she was scaring Jesse and she wanted to stop, but she couldn’t. The images flashed in her mind. Bright, technicolor images she was powerless to control.
She brushed her hands over the leggings she wore and sniffed the air. “The smell of him was all over her. In her hair—he made her wear it down. His scent was on the flimsy skins he allowed her to wear. He was everywhere. After that first night, he let her ride upright in the saddle, but that didn’t help. She felt the heat of his breath on her neck, felt his chest rising and falling against her back as they rode. He was so big, so strong. His thighs were pressed against the back of her legs. She felt every muscle contraction, every movement he made. And she wanted him.”
Jesse leapt to his feet and grabbed Al-Kenna by the hand. With a harsh yank, he jerked her round to face him. “Stop it, Al. I hate this. I hate it when you do this.”
“When her father gave her away, treated her as though she were a thing and not his own flesh, she swore to herself she’d never love another male. Marcus could claim her body, but he would never have her soul…but Alaric did.” Mouth opened and poised for speech, Al-Kenna met Jesse’s gaze. “Every night before daybreak, they’d make camp. Alaric’s men would set up an elaborate shelter in a secluded area for him, and he’d take her there and lie with her.” She closed her eyes and wobbled on her feet. Jesse tightened his hold and Al-Kenna steadied again. “The ecstasy. His blood was such a rich ecstasy. He always wanted to make love to her under the stars, and she always let him; then, they’d crawl into the shelter and sleep the entire day. He kidnapped her, but he wouldn’t take her sexually by force. Not when all he had to do was give her his blood. He’d pierce his tongue with a fang and let the blood come. While he slowly moved inside of her, he slid his tongue into her mouth and she sucked the crimson elixir from it and lost herself in the pleasure. He could do anything to her as long as he gave her his blood.” 
Al-Kenna’s eyes flew open. 
Jesse jumped back. 
“I won’t let the Warlord keep me away from him,” Al-Kenna said angrily. “I won’t let anybody keep me away from him.”
Jesse’s eyes widened. “Al, is that you?”
“Gerald comes.”
Al-Kenna stumbled backward, brought to the present by the voice in her head. She steadied herself on a chair, but only just managed it. She made to step forward but faltered, nearly tumbling over one of the books she and Jesse had been reading.
“Jesse?”
Jesse took a tentative step forward. “Al, is it over? Did the vision end?”
“He searches for you,” the voice said.
“That was the most vivid vision I’ve ever had. Ever.”
“I know. I could tell.”
“I saw him take her. I saw everything.”
“I know, Al.”
Al-Kenna!
Al-Kenna gazed up at the ceiling. She shook her head to clear it and took a steadying breath. “Yes, Seer?” she said to the voice in her head.
Gerald is coming. You have to get out of there. He enters the library as we speak. Exit with great caution and shield your thoughts.
“I know to shield my thoughts.”
True, you’ve managed to block me until now. But the Warlord has sent Gerald in search of you. There’s an emergency meeting in the Great Hall tonight. I don’t want Gerald to find you and Jesse in the archives. Get out of there now, before he finds out what you’ve been doing.
Al-Kenna moved forward, muttering under her breath. Scurrying to replace the documents, she wondered, not for the first time, what she had done to be cursed with a Seer for a stand-in mother. Not only could the Seer intrude on her thoughts whenever the desire took her, but she felt no compunction against doing so. What did Al-Kenna need with privacy? the Seer had often questioned. 
Though Al-Kenna wasn’t nearly as skilled as the Seer at reading people’s thoughts, she would have read Gerald’s before he’d entered. The Seer’s warning had been unnecessary
“Al-Kenna?” Jesse asked. “What the hell is going on?”
Al-Kenna paused to look at him. Jesse’s face was creased with worry. His eyes were wide and, if Al-Kenna didn’t know better, she would have said fearful. “The Seer says Gerald is on his way down, looking for us. There’s an emergency meeting in the Great Hall. One I won’t be invited to, no doubt.”
“I don’t care about Gerald. What happened before? What happened to you? I’ve never seen you like that during a vision before.”
Al-Kenna turned to the bookcase and set the last book in place. She didn’t want Jesse to see her face. Even if he didn’t know what had happened, she did. Her telepathic powers were increasing, just as the Seer said they would. That had to be the explanation for her dreams, too. She was being prepared for her meeting with Alaric. Somehow, knowing his past, knowing about Smenkhare, would help her in winning him to the Ikari cause. “I’m becoming more skilled,” she said over her shoulder. “Until today, I always needed to establish a physical connection with whomever my visions were about. Not today, though. Today I saw as clearly as the Seer.” As an afterthought, she grabbed the book she’d been reading, the book about Alaric, from the shelf, then stepped away from the bookcase. She scanned the room to make sure it looked as it had when she and Jesse had entered.
“Let’s go,” she told Jesse.
Al-Kenna tiptoed down the short corridor of bookcases and to the door, where she pressed her face against the cool steel and listened. All was silent. She hadn’t really expected she’d hear anything, but figured trying wouldn’t hurt.
He’s on the stairway. Leave now.
“I know he’s on the stairway,” Al-Kenna lied.
Then, why were you listening at the door? A soundproof door, no less.
Al-Kenna hid the book she was holding under her tunic, gave the archives one last glance, then gently pulled open the door. Jesse eased through the narrow opening of the door before Al-Kenna. Al-Kenna was a step behind him. She reached back with one hand and flicked off the lights, jammed her free hand into her tunic pocket, and closed it around the cool metal of the keys. It took her a second to find the right one, but when she finally did, she fitted it into the lock and twisted.
He’s on the third subterranean level already. He’s mere seconds from you.
She tried the door. It was locked. 
She slipped the keys into her pocket, anchoring them deep so they wouldn’t jangle and give her away.
As she turned from the door, she heard the clip-clop of boots coming down the hallway toward her. With the barely existent light glimmering at her from bulbs set into the wall at varying intervals, she had to squint to see Gerald’s large frame. As he closed the distance between them, the gleam of red hair made his identity unmistakable.
“I can handle this. Get out of my head.”
You may need me, Al-Kenna.
“No, I won’t.”
Al-Kenna stood for a moment, waiting until she felt the Seer exit. Stubbornly, the Seer hung on, forcing Al-Kenna to put up a block in her mind. It was always difficult for Al-Kenna to shield her thoughts from someone as powerful as the Seer—it took all her concentration, in fact—but once she had the block in place, it was relatively easy to keep it intact. 
Free of the older woman’s nagging, she and Jesse started down the hall toward Gerald. His red hair, an inheritance from the Warlord, shone as bright as any flashlight would have. His broad shoulders and massive chest dwarfed the hall. 
Already, she heard him snickering.
“I knew I’d find you down here,” he said when he’d come to stand under a flickering fluorescent light.
“Congratulations.” She reached for Jesse’s hand and made to brush past her half-brother.
“Hey. I’m talking to you.” He grabbed her by the forearm to stall her. When she tried to pull free, he tightened his grip, squeezing so hard she yelped in surprise at the pain. The smell of ale was heavy on his breath, and she made a mental note to proceed with caution. Gerald was dangerous enough when he was sober; drunk, he was an absolute menace. Not for the first time, she wondered how a person could imbibe so much ale, yet maintain his ability to wield a weapon. 
“Let her go, Gerald,” Jesse said.
“I’m busy, Gerald.” 
“Oh, I see that. Father won’t be pleased when I tell him you were down here screwing around with Jesse.”
“Screwing around?”
“Just because you’re not doing it now doesn’t mean you weren’t doing it a minute ago.”
“You’re paranoid, Gerald. And surprise of surprises, you’re drunk. Get your hands off me.”
He gave her arm a jerk and she clumsily stumbled toward him. For a moment, she considered giving him an uppercut to the gut, but decided against it. For one thing, that was exactly what he’d expect her to do. For another, the last thing she wanted to do was show the Warlord and The Council she was too emotional to control herself. She’d have to get around Gerald using her head.
“Paranoid, eh?” he went on. “Then what are you doing down here?”
Jesse stepped forward and placed his hand over Gerald’s. “Back off, Gerald.”
“Or what? Are you gonna tell my daddy on me? Go ahead. I dare you. Then I’ll tell him how you and Al-Kenna go down to the lake so she can suck your dick. I think Daddy Dearest would really love knowing that.”
“Let go of my arm, Gerald.”
He jerked her again.
“Let her go.” Jesse gave Al-Kenna’s arm a tug in his direction, but nothing happened. Gerald’s hold was too strong. 
“Fucking, that’s what you’re doing, Al-Kenna. And I caught you,” Gerald went on as if Jesse hadn’t said a word. 
Al-Kenna glared up at him, forcing her voice to remain steady. “Did you now, Gerald? What proof do you have?”
“I don’t need proof. The Warlord sent me to find you and I found you, all right.” He curled his lip and snarled, looking more beastly than any imp or vampire or beastman she’d ever seen in the SIM room. “Wonder what he’ll say when I tell him where I found you?” The sour smell of ale and half-digested meat permeated the air around her as he breathed, open-mouthed, into her face. “Daddy Dearest keeps you so protected, doesn’t he? Never even been out into the real world before, have you? Daddy’s little princess can’t be five hundred feet away from her daddy. Immortality is a waste on you. I should have been born immortal, not you.”
“You’re making a fool of yourself, Gerald.”
He ticked off her flaws on a finger. “You’re too uptight, you have the worst case of penis envy I’ve ever seen, you’re just plain weird, and you—”
“That’s enough!”
For a moment, he froze; then, his blue eyes widened as he registered who the voice belonged to.
“I said, that’s enough. Get away from her.”


 
 
 
 
 
 


Chapter Seven 
 
Alaric fitted the key into his penthouse, pushed the door open, then stepped inside. It was barely one in the morning, but fatigue was already pulling at him. 
He’d only had time to pull shut the curtains of his bedroom, turn on the tap in his shower and remove his shirt when Damon barged into the bathroom. Damon’s expression was grim, and immediately Alaric knew he’d have to put getting a hot shower further down on his list of things to do.
Alaric kicked the toilet seat cover down and settled himself atop it. “What is it now?”
“Your cell phone was off,” Damon said as he walked further into the room. A low fog from the hot water filled the air, and Damon waved it away as he moved forward.
“And?”
“Raven called.”
Alaric got to his feet. “Does he have Charity?”
“No. He said Azriel didn’t go to the Sudan after leaving your house, but to the seventh portal in the Pyrenees.”
Alaric frowned. “Why would Azriel do that? He has Charity. He can release the Nephilim now.”
“The Ikari guarding that portal are dead. Every one of them. Raven said Azriel isn’t searching for the portal to Hir na Gog. Azriel wants to release the imps. He’s gone to The Void.”
Alaric was silent. In a million years, he’d never have thought The Void would play a part in this. After being exiled for so many centuries, they’d become a non-issue. Why would Azriel waste his time with The Void when the Nephilim were within his reach?
Damon must have seen the question in Alaric’s face. “He’s going after Ikarius,” Damon said. “He’s going to use the imps to destroy them.”
“Azriel is mad.”
“Raven went to the compound in Virginia to see the Ikari Warlord. He wants us to meet him there,” Damon said, ignoring Alaric’s statement.
“Raven wants us to meet him at the Ikarius compound? Azriel isn’t mad, Raven is. I’m not going to the Ikarius compound.”
“Raven has arranged for our presence and assured our safety. He’s given his word no harm will come to us there. There’s a small airport three miles south of the compound. We’re to call this number when we arrive,” he said, giving Alaric a slip of paper with a telephone number scrawled in Damon’s fastidious script, “and speak with Quinn. Raven says to give this Quinn our flight arrangements. They’ll send someone to meet us at the airport.”
Alaric huffed. “The Ikari have been killing our kind for centuries. And Raven wants the two of us to saunter into an Ikari compound?”
“They’re not stupid, Alaric. You’re the leader of the Alliance. If they attack you, that’s as good as declaring war on all immortals. Even beastmen would take your murder as a personal affront. Anyway, the Ikari only go after rogue immortals who kill humans.”
“Still, I don’t like it.” Alaric stared down at his boots, unable to decide what to do.
“Time is wasting, Alaric. We have six hours until the sun rises. If we’re going, we should go now.”
“When did Raven call?”
“Just after ten our time.”
“I wonder how he got there. Did he fly, or did he fly?”
“The latter. Flying via commercial airline would take too long.”
“Myrddin and Aliceanna?”
“Will arrive in Virginia in the morning. Obviously, they have to come by jet.”
“Shit.” Alaric removed his discarded shirt from the hanger and slipped into it. He started out of the bathroom, yelling orders over his shoulder. “Wake up my pilot. See that he makes flight arrangements to this little airport south of the compound Raven spoke of. While you’re doing that, I’m calling down to the Ikari compound. Fuck Quinn, whoever he is, I’m getting Raven on the phone.”


 
 
 
 
 
 


Chapter Eight 
 
Charity crouched against a wall, shivering in the cold, dank air. 
Her environment wasn’t the cause of the chills, though. The massive, armor-laden ghoul who’d come around the corner a few minutes earlier was. He’d appeared in the corridor before them, blazing torch held aloft, and bowed low before Azriel.  Nearly Azriel’s size in height and much thicker around the middle, the creature looked like something straight out of her worst nightmare. 
She guessed from the conversation that followed that he’d been awaiting Azriel and would lead him to some hidden chamber within the tunnels. They must be nearing Hir na Gog. If she was going to escape, she had to do it soon. 
“Takes time,” the ghoul was saying. “Must be patient.”
“How much time?”
“They must be summoned. Awakened. Strengthened.”
“How long?”
The ghoul made a rough movement Charity guessed was supposed to indicate a shrug. “A day. Two days.”
Azriel cursed. 
Apparently sensing danger, the ghoul backed off. “Maybe less.”
Azriel gave the ghoul a quick nod. “We’ll see.” He turned to face Charity and fixed a smile to his face. “Up.” 
She didn’t move. 
She wondered how her life had come to this. How had she been a data entry clerk one day and only half human the next? How had she come to be led through caverns by a fallen angel who seemed to be lord over every horrid creature imaginable? What was clear was, she had to find a way to escape Azriel before he brought her to Hir na Gog. Problem was she didn’t know how. Azriel was simply too powerful.    
“Charity,” Azriel pressed. “Come on.”
“I need to rest,” Charity finally said.
“Later.”
“I’m exhausted. You haven’t let me sleep once since Prague. And I’m hungry. I’m not an angel, I’m human.”
“That’s where you’re wrong. You’re Nephilim. That makes all the difference in the world.” 
“My legs ache, I’m tired of thinking, and I’m so sleepy it hurts. I need a break.”
Azriel came toward her. “We’re almost there. You can rest then.” 
“You can’t make me cross into Hir na Gog.”
He stopped before her and crouched. She thought he was moving to bend low so they could speak in quiet voices, but that wasn’t what he did at all. One moment she was crouching on the floor, the next she was lifted as easily as though her weight were an inconsequential thing. His biceps flexed as he held her in his arms. The heat of his body warmed her and his sweet, musky scent enveloped her. 
“I can make you do anything I want you to do.”
Before she could answer, he started forward.
“Put me down,” she demanded. “I’m not a child. I can walk, even if I am tired.”
Azriel ignored her. “Show me the way,” he said to the ghoul who immediately turned and led them deeper into the cavern. 
With the ghoul holding his torch aloft, she could see. And she realized, she didn’t much want to see. In the dimness of the corridor ahead, she made out three sets of glowing eyes staring back at them. She didn’t doubt they too were ghouls. Gooseflesh rose on her skin. 
“Afraid?” he whispered against her ear. 
She wasn’t warmed by the question for a second. The mirth in his voice was enough to tell her he was more amused by her reaction than concerned.
“I don’t like ghouls.”
“You have nothing to fear from them. They won’t hurt you. At least, not while you’re with me. If you try to escape…”
Her mind raced. She had to escape despite the danger. “They smell bad.”
“Hygiene isn’t one of their pursuits,” he said quickly. “I know what you’re thinking, Charity. Get escape out of your mind. You can’t escape me.”
She hated feeling helpless, and fought against the wave of hopelessness that threatened to descend on her. She wasn’t helpless. She might not have Raven physically with her, but she had his essence. 
She wasn’t helpless. 
Again, the thought of acquiring Azriel’s power flittered through her brain. Again, though, she pushed the thought aside. Having Azriel’s strength would mean allowing Azriel to take her to bed. She’d never be able to face Raven. 
A small voice in her head questioned, Do you think Raven would fault you? He’s not here to rescue you. You have to take care of yourself. By any means necessary.
Even if it meant sleeping with Azriel? 
“You said you were tired,” Azriel was saying, “and I can see in your eyes that you are. Rest.”
“With ghouls everywhere?” Hell no, she wasn’t going to rest. If she slept she had no doubt she’d wake in Hir na Gog.
He cupped her head with his hand and forced it against his shoulder. 
Over the next few minutes her anger and confusion wore off as the fatigue of the last few days caught up with her. Even as she struggled to remain conscious, her eyes began to droop. She wasn’t sure if it was Azriel’s body heat, the safety of being in his arms, or a mix of both, but sleep was slowly descending on her. Even following the oversized ghoul wasn’t enough to keep her awake. As much as she hated admitting it, she was safe with Azriel. No ghoul would harm her while she was with him. And if she were going to escape, she had to have at least a little rest. 
The scent of apple-cinnamon rose from his hair and his skin smelled sweetly of honeysuckle. She felt his muscles flex around her as he tightened his hold, and the warmth of his body made her feel she was melting into him.
 She didn’t know when she dozed off or for how long, but she came awake when she felt something soft beneath her. 
She sat up and gaped. 
Her mind went completely blank for a moment and she struggled to remember where she was. She’d been in a cave. She’d fallen asleep in Azriel’s arms. She’d awakened in…she didn’t know where she was. 
She was in a sunlit room whose walls seemed to have been formed from bamboo. Expansive, glassless windows greeted her on every side and a gentle breeze flittered in through the windows, setting the sheer drapes astir. 
Beyond the windows, she saw high trees and lush foliage. The sweet scent of wildflowers filled her senses, even as she caught the distinctive scent of river water on the air. Somewhere beyond the room was water. She could even hear the rush of a fall. The room itself was simple, nearly plain. A low table was set beside the bed. Two crystal wine glasses sat atop it, and a bottle of white wine chilled in ice. She shook her head in an attempt to clear it, but the vision remained. 
Sheer white curtains fluttered in the breeze, giving the tableau the feel of a gauzy painting. Matching white sheets were on the bed she now lay on; they were soft and silken beneath her. On the far wall opposite the bed she saw a wide, door-sized opening. The door, however, was missing, but she could see out beyond the opening and realized this room she was in had to be thirty feet off the ground. It was situated over water. She could make out a sandy beach next to the water and a thick forest beyond.
She gazed around the room in awe.  It was like paradise. 
She stiffened when she heard the creak of wood at the entrance. When she turned to see what had made the sound, she saw Azriel standing at the foot of the bed, leering at her.
Before she could open her mouth to speak, he fell on her, pinning her to the mattress with his weight. She felt his tongue slide into her mouth and struggled against it. The kiss was forceful, almost bruising, and not at all what she had experienced with Raven. She tried to pull away from him.
“Let me go!” she said.
He leaned up on his elbows, caging her within his arms, and smiled. “You can’t escape,” he said. As he spoke, the features of his face changed, melted. His full lips thinned, his skin blanched, his eyes went from cobalt blue to green, and his white hair turned strawberry blond. It was one of the most horrific things she’d ever seen. In seconds, Azriel had become Myrddin, or at least Azriel’s face had morphed into Myrddin’s.
She bit her lower lip hard to keep from screaming. He was trying to scare her. Clearing her throat and meeting his gaze, she asked, “Where am I?”
“Don’t you recognize it?” he said in Myrddin’s voice. He smiled and lowered himself so they were lying chest to chest. “Would you prefer me like this?” he asked, and again the illusion of melting happened. This time his skin darkened, his hair turned black, and his green eyes darkened to ebony. 
Charity twisted away from him. “You’re a monster.”
“What’s the matter? Don’t you like me this way?” he asked in Raven’s voice. He ran his tongue over her lower lip and an erotic tremor ran through her body. But she fought it down. 
“And don’t you like this paradise I made for you?” he asked. “Eden with a few extra touches. I thought you’d like it. Thought you’d like to spend some time with your Raven in paradise.”
“Change back, Azriel.”
“I rather like Raven’s face. No, I think I’ll stay this way.”
She forced herself to look at him. It was Raven’s face she saw, Raven’s beauty, and even a facsimile of Raven’s kindness was visible in the eyes. The imitation was nearly perfect. Had it not been for the maniacal grin Azriel wore, the replica would have been exact. 
A memory of Azriel using his tricks to remove Aliceanna’s mouth flashed in her mind. Raven had called it a parlor trick.
She set her features and met his gaze. He seemed altogether too pleased with himself. “Parlor tricks,” she said. 
Azriel jerked back as though struck. For a moment, he seemed only able to stare, wide-eyed and disbelieving. His shock that his games weren’t having the desired effect made the illusion falter. He leapt from the bed and punched a wall. The entire room shook from the impact. All the while, his face shifted from Azriel to Raven and back again. As soon as he kicked one of the bedposts, the flickering faces suddenly stopped. When he came to stand over her, he was Azriel again. And he didn’t look pleased. 
“I thought I’d keep you company while I waited,” he huffed. “Figured you’d be lonely. But you can sit here by yourself for as long as it takes and suffer.”
She didn’t move. The wrong words, the wrong movement could push him completely over the edge. So she stared up at him, hoping desperately her face didn’t reflect the terror she felt.
Azriel bore down on her. His fury was so great that globules of saliva flew from his mouth and splattered her face. Still, she didn’t move. She didn’t dare.
“You ungrateful bitch! If I didn’t need you, Charity, if keeping you lucent and healthy wasn’t a concern, I’d take you from this paradise and send you straight to the pits of Hell. And I’d leave you there to suffer until I was ready to retrieve you.”
Her teeth were clenched so tight, her jaw ached. Still, she didn’t move. She figured this was what it was like to be frozen with fear.
“When this is done, Charity, I’m going to…”
But he never finished the sentence. 
He turned away from her and trod to the doorway. He didn’t look back, didn’t say another word. He leapt from the room and disappeared from view.
Charity fell back on the bed and fought down the tide of tears that threatened to spill.

Chapter Nine 
 


Father Caleb moved down the hall like a phantom. The wavering lights made him appear to flicker out in one spot and reappear five feet ahead. His speed was a reminder to Al-Kenna that Father Caleb had once been an Ikari warrior. Time hadn’t slowed him, nor had lack of practice. Before Gerald could move away from her, Father Caleb had Gerald by the arm and jerked him away so fast, Gerald lost his footing. He would have fallen had Father Caleb not held him firm.

He slung Gerald into the opposite wall hard enough for Al-Kenna to hear the impact. Gerald seemed stunned, staring at the holy man as if Father Caleb were a ghost.“I said, enough,” Father Caleb repeated. “What on earth are you thinking, Gerald?”
Gerald didn’t reply. He stared, doing his best impersonation of a fish with bulging eyes and gaping mouth. 
“Are you okay, Al-Kenna?”
Al-Kenna turned her attention from Gerald to Father Caleb. His bushy brows were furrowed, but though he was frowning, the look of concern on his face was unmistakable. “Yes. I’m fine,” she said.
“Gerald’s drunk again.” Jesse came to stand beside Father Caleb, his pretty features twisted in anger. “Should I get the Warlord?”
“No!” Gerald said, suddenly coming to life at the mention of his father. “I mean, why bother him?”
“Because his son is an idiot and a bully,” Al-Kenna replied.
“I’m not drunk. I only had some ale with dinner. Where were you during dinner, Al-Kenna? I don’t remember seeing you.”
“My whereabouts are none of your concern.”
“Because you were down here. Fucking. Isn’t that right?”
“Get up to the Great Hall, Gerald, and try to sober up.” It was clear from Father Caleb’s tone he wasn’t making a suggestion. “The Warlord is waiting for you. Personally, I don’t care what you do, as long as you do it somewhere else.”
“The meeting?” Al-Kenna asked. “Let me go. I should be there, too.”
Father Caleb glared at her. “You’re staying put. Gerald, you go. Now.”
Al-Kenna watched Gerald’s Adam’s apple bob up and down as he swallowed, searching Father Caleb’s face for any sign of give. “And what of the Warlord, Father Caleb?” he asked.
“Leave now and I won’t tell him of this latest performance.”
“But Father,” Jesse complained, “did you see what he was doing to Al-Kenna?”
“Al-Kenna can defend herself,” Father Caleb said. “Now go, Gerald. And if I ever see you man-handling Al-Kenna again, I’ll personally see to it you’re castrated.”
“Yes, Father,” Gerald said. “Thank you, Father.”
Gerald bowed low, then exited on the double. 
“Go too, Jesse,” Father Caleb said. His voice had softened, but the fact remained that he wasn’t making a request. “Your presence is also required in the Great Hall.”
“Really?” Jesse asked, hopefully. “Me? But I’m no warrior or guardian.”
“Every Ikari male has been summoned. Go now. I’ll follow you shortly.”
Jesse bowed and turned to leave.
“Thanks, Jesse,” Al-Kenna called to him. 
Jesse gave Al-Kenna a frown. “We have to talk, Al,” he said, then left the same way Gerald had. 
Alone with Father Caleb, with the Warlord’s stolen key burning a hole through her pocket, Al-Kenna felt a sudden urge to go after Jesse. Obviously, Father Caleb wanted time alone with her. This couldn’t be good. “The Warlord?” she asked quietly.
“Hmm,” he said, frowning at her. “I wonder if all of the Warlord’s children are so adept at keeping secrets from him. What were you up to down here with young Jesse? I hope you haven’t forgotten your vow of chastity. If you ever hope the Warlord to allow you to become a warrior—”
“For crying out loud, we weren’t having sex. Is that all everyone thinks I think about? I know every warrior—save the Warlord, of course—is chaste. You and the Warlord have drilled chastity into me.”
“Then, why were you down here?”
 She searched her mind for a likely excuse. 
She was more than a little offended, though, that it hadn’t occurred to Father Caleb she’d come down here to snoop in the archives. Had she been a lone male, that would have been the first thing she was accused of. But since she was a female, her reasons had to be lust-driven. And to think she’d been terrified of being found down here. The injustices of being born female made her furious. “I wanted to get into the archives,” she said simply.
“You know such a thing is forbidden. What do you think the Warlord would do if I told him of this?” 
She shrugged, knowing full well he wouldn’t bother the Warlord with this. 
Father Caleb glowered a moment longer, then he gave her a winning smile. “No harm done, though.” He took a step back and ruffled her hair. The movement set a fresh wave of rage coursing through her. Would he ever stop treating her like a child? She was a grown woman, for crying out loud. “Go on to your room, Al-Kenna. I won’t tell your father about Jesse. Just be sure you don’t do it again.”
“But what of the meeting in the Great Hall? Why can’t I go? I’d be very quiet.”
“You know you can’t.”
“But I don’t understand why. I’m immortal, just like the warriors. I have more right than Gerald and Jesse to be there. If something is happening, I should know about it. I’ll be the first to raise my sword in defense—”
“To your room. It’s a direct order from the Warlord. If I see you outside of your room tonight, I’ll tell the Warlord about you and Jesse.”
“But we didn’t do anything,” she started to say, but he cut her off again.
“I’ll see you at morning mass.” He jerked a finger in the direction of the stairs.
Grudgingly, feeling near to boiling over with anger, she started forward. 
To be excluded and sent to her room as though she were an errant child instead of being allowed to take part in what was obviously a meeting of great import was unfair. She was as strong as any Ikari male, and a far better fighter than most. Her place was in the Great Hall tonight, not in her bedroom.
As she made her way up the stairs, she cursed herself for being born female.


 
 
 
 
 
 


Chapter Ten
 
 
Alaric was exhausted. He and Damon had arrived at the airport less than an hour ago. Raven and two Ikari warriors had been waiting for them. They were quickly ushered into an idling SUV—black, of course—and taken to the Ikari compound. Inside, Raven led them directly to the Great Hall where a horde of men were already seated and awaiting their arrival. Now, as he stared out at the faces of the men before him, their voices raised in anger, he wondered what he’d been thinking to agree to come here.
Long tables had been positioned end to end in ten rows that spanned the entire length of the hall. Two massive stone fireplaces sat like bookends on either side of the room, and both blazed with fire. Dozens of simple chandeliers hung overhead, but the light they produced was soft. A wide banner emblazoned with the Ikarius crest spanned the wall across from him. Alaric knew it was the largest Ikari compound in existence, but seeing it with his own eyes was shocking. There had to be close to a thousand men here…and every one of those men was embroiled in a heated argument.
Beside Alaric and to his right was Raven. Galen, the Warlord, was sitting at the end of the table on Raven’s other side. Damon, who was never far from Alaric these days, was seated to his left beside a man the Ikari called Father Caleb. At the end of the table was Quinn. The three men, Galen, Caleb, and Quinn, were Ikari elders. They made up The Council.
Galen leaned forward and spoke in a loud voice.  “We cannot doubt the creatures of The Void will soon be free. Nor can we forget the power of Azriel. We have to be ready for attack.” 
A man on the far side of the room leapt to his feet and pointed an accusing finger at Alaric. “And what of the Nephilim female? Why didn’t you kill her when you had the chance? That would have solved all our problems.” 
Gerald, a mouthy Ikari who had long been getting on Alaric’s nerves, hopped on this. “It’s what I would have done…had I been there.” 
“And the moment you tried to move against her,” Raven said, “I would have struck you down.”
“How very fortunate for this Charity wench to be in possession of such powerful protectors.”
“Oh, shut up, Gerald,” someone else said. “You’re missing the point. It’s madness to allow immortals to come here. They’re our enemies.”
“I’ve already told you,” Raven said. “Azriel is methodical. He means to destroy Ikarius. To do that, he’ll come here, to the Warlord. Right now your best allies are the immortals. They have as much at stake as you.”
Gerald shook his head. “What of the other Ikari? We should summon aid from among our own. Let us call to Tibet, to Italy, to any of the other remaining compounds. They’ll come if you command them, Warlord.”
“What would you have them do, Gerald, leave their women and children unguarded and come here en masse?” Galen asked. “They have to be ready to defend themselves. If things don’t go well here...”
“I don’t trust these…these vampires.” Gerald thrust a hand in Alaric’s direction. “They’re up to something.”
Another man got to his feet. “We’ve been taught our whole lives not to trust them, now you’d have us put our lives in their hands?”
“We have Raven’s word that by signing this pact, there will be peace among us,” Father Caleb said. “And the word of Alaric, the leader of the Alliance. What other assurances do you need?”
“How can we be sure Azriel’s coming here?” someone asked.
Alaric had a sudden urge to descend from the council table and strangle the speaker. Instead, he leaned forward in his seat and began to speak. His voice was cold steel and the room immediately went silent. “You know because Raven has told you it’s so. He’s fallen, but he’s an angel. Lying is beyond him.”
“I think the Warlord is right,” a dark-haired man in the back of the room said. “What Raven said makes sense. With us out of the way, Azriel and the Nephilim will be free to attack the immortals. We should accept whatever aid Alaric and the Alliance are willing to give.”
“A horde of immortals within the walls of the compound. It’s crazy talk,” Gerald said.
Alaric wondered how long this would go on. Since drinking from the eternal fount, headaches were something he never had to contend with. But he could swear right now the throbbing he felt in his temples was one monster of a headache.
This was ridiculous. Nothing would be decided this night, at least not with two of the feared immortals sitting in their midst. Alaric shoved back from the table and got to his feet. Instantly, a murmur went through the room.
“I’ve had enough,” he said. “I’ve given you our offer of assistance. Accept or decline, at this point I don’t care what you do.”
Damon scurried to his feet as well, muttering under his breath. The two Ikari warriors who’d been assigned as their guards came to stand at the foot of the table.
“You’re right,” Galen said, coming to his feet as well. “You must be tired. John, Omar, please show our guests to their quarters.”
Alaric shook his head. “I’m not sleepy. I’m too annoyed to sleep.”
Galen nodded. “Very well, then. Show our guests to the library. We have an extensive collection.” 

Chapter Eleven 
 
Al-Kenna sat on her bed with the heavy alpaca coverlet pulled over her legs. She had set a fire in the hearth after she settled in her bedroom and it was blazing nicely now. There was something about a warm fire that soothed her as nothing else could, save the Seer. Right now, she needed soothing. 
It had taken her a while to feel comfortable handling the book, but she had forced herself. She needed to know Alaric’s story, to see what made him tick, and so had spent the last few hours reading about him. Now, she had the book resting on her lap, its pages open to a painting of Alaric the Cruel she was studiously trying to avoid looking at. Though she hadn’t been able to bring herself to look at the picture again, she hadn’t been able to take her mind off him. As she trod the stairs, changed into her nightclothes, even as she’d said her evening prayers, all her thoughts were of Alaric. Alaric, who’d been the star of her dreams of late. It was Alaric who would decide whether or not to trust Ikarius. It was Alaric who held the reins of the Alliance, and thus was the most powerful immortal presently walking the earth. It was Alaric to whom she would go if the Warlord allowed it. He had to allow it. She’d convince him of that. 
Finally, she gazed down at the picture. A moment later, she ran a hand over the image of Alaric’s face. If the painting on the page was anything to go by, Alaric was truly something to behold. Long, golden-brown hair with a body as well-shaped as any Ikari warrior she’d ever seen. Briefly, she wondered what it would be like to be taken captive by such a man. To be at his mercy. Of course, as one of the Ikari, Al-Kenna could never be at the mercy of any man. She was too strong, but Smenkhare hadn’t been. Smenkhare had been human. Did Smenkhare know her captor was a vampire? How often did she allow him to touch her, to do things to her? What would it have been like to be Smenkhare?
Why would any man as beautiful as Alaric need to take a captive? But then, maybe he hadn’t been this beautiful in real life. Surely, her dreams weren’t anything to go by. As for the painting, in it his lips were too pink. Nobody could possibly have such lush lips, least of all a man. Then, there were those preternaturally light eyes, the thick thatch of golden eyebrows, and the glittering length of eyelashes that framed those wondrous eyes. Common sense told her no person could possibly have such a face as this, that what she saw was simply a fanciful artist’s rendering of the man. The book called the subject Alaric the Cruel, for crying out loud. No person with such a name could look like this. Still, now that she’d looked at the image, she couldn’t stop staring at it. 
She ran the tips of her fingers across the page as though doing so would give her the sensation of touching the man. God help her, she wanted to touch the man. Something in her had clicked into place when she’d opened the book that first time and gazed down at him. That moment, she had known she would go to him. She had known she’d be the one to seek Alaric, persuade him of the Ikari cause, and…and what?
She slammed the book shut suddenly and tossed it onto the bed, shocked and disgusted by her train of thoughts. What was wrong with her?
She glanced at her bedside clock and was surprised at the time. It was nearly four in the morning. Had she been reading so long? She had to replace the book in the archives before Father Caleb realized it was missing, then she had to find a way to replace the Warlord’s key.
She eased off the mattress, carefully removed her dagger from beneath her pillow and slid it into the sheath on her thigh. It was habit. A necessary habit, with so many bizarre things happening around her. A second later, she removed her robe from her bedpost. As she slipped her arms into the thick terrycloth sleeves, she debated whether she should put on her slippers. In the end, she decided they’d make too much noise. Tonight, she was going for stealth.
She slipped the book into a pocket in her robe, tiptoed to the door, eased it open, and stepped out into the dim hall. She bit back a yelp of surprise when a gust of hot air from the heating vents lining the floor set the ruffles of her nightdress fluttering about her knees. Setting her lower lip firmly between her teeth, she started forward. 
A number of small, wall-mounted lamps lined the hallway. The light was dim, only enough to make night vision possible, but still unobtrusive enough not to disturb anyone whose bedroom was situated along this corridor. At night, every hall in the compound was lit this way. In case of an emergency, sight was a necessity.
Al-Kenna made her way to the balcony at the top of the stairs and gazed down at the courtyard-like lower level. Directly below her was a series of couches, tables, a pool table, and a wide screen television. It was a sort of rec room. It was empty now, but someone was downstairs. Even from her position at the top of the stairs, she could hear the sound of voices emanating from somewhere on the lower level.
To the right of the rec room were the kitchens, to the left was living space, and beyond the rec room was the Great Hall. 
She started down the stairs on her toes. The polished oak was slick beneath her feet, so she held tightly to the rail. When she reached the bottom of the staircase, she paused to listen. 
The sound seemed to be coming from the Great Hall. Were the men still gathered there at this hour? She rushed down the back hall and toward the Great Hall, sure she was wrong. But when she got to the expanse of double doors, she heard male voices raised in anger. She could make out the sound of the Warlord, but with the doors shut, she couldn’t make out his words. Father Caleb was there, too. 
Could she have gotten so lucky as this? That both men were still holed up in the Great Hall gave her the time she needed to get down to the archives, replace the book, and into the Warlord’s private chambers to replace his key. 
She was about to turn and flee when an urge to know what was happening inside nearly had her running forward and pushing the doors open as she had this morning. She had to remind herself that nothing good had come from that move. 
“Replace the book,” she whispered. “Listen later.”
Forcing herself away from the doors, an act that took Herculean effort, Al-Kenna made her way back to the courtyard and slowly through the darkened parlor. She was careful not to bump into anything. Her night vision was pretty good—that was one of the perks of being Ikari—but she didn’t want to trip over something due to carelessness and alert the Warlord to her presence. 
From the parlor, she saw the dim lights of another corridor. She went to it and made her way toward the end of the hall. Even as she walked, she realized she wasn’t alone here, either. There were voices coming from ahead in the library. Male voices. 
As she neared the open doors to the library, she saw bright orange light shining from the room. The soft crackling of flames drifted to her as a murmur below the sound of male voices. None of them were familiar to her. Their voices were accented. One sounded Spanish and the other Russian. 
“So, they’ve decided they want our aid. But how safe will we be here, Raven?” the Spanish one was asking.
Al-Kenna paused to the right of the doorway and gaped. Raven, the fallen one, the Watcher? He was here in the compound?
“Would I have summoned you if your safety were an issue?” the Russian—Raven—replied. 
There was silence in the room.
“Sunrise is in less than three hours. Where did he get off to? We should leave—”
“Stay here. I want you both close, Damon. No harm will come to you here. We have the Warlord’s word. And you have my word.”
“And while we’re sleeping, what’s going to happen?”
“You’ll be locked in the basement chamber where nobody can get in, save the Warlord and Father Caleb. Meanwhile, Myrddin, Aliceanna and I will enter the fifth portal to the Void.”
“So she’s there, she’s in the Void now?”
This news seemed to excite the Spanish one. The one called Damon.
“She doesn’t know where she is, though. Her mind is such a jumble of confusion and I still can’t communicate with her to let her know I’m coming.”
“Maybe she’s trying to block Azriel and doesn’t realize she’s blocking you, too.”
“Mmm. That would be a good sign. Nevertheless, the time to act is at hand. As soon as Myrddin and Aliceanna arrive, I’ll set off. I don’t foresee being gone too long. Azriel should be busy waking the imps and calling them to arms. I’m hoping I can get in and out of The Void without him noticing.”
“Alaric will hate being left behind.”
Al-Kenna gasped and took a step back. “Alaric,” she whispered. 
The library went quiet. 
Panicked, she turned to leave but was stalled when a commanding male voice demanded, “Who’s there?” 
Accustomed to obeying the dictates of the Warlord, she froze in her tracks. 
She didn’t know what to do. Should she make a run for it, should she answer, should she just stand there like a bump on a log and hope she’d blend in with the walls? Decision was taken from her when she heard the floorboards behind her creak. A male voice rose in question. 
“Who are you?”
Chest heaving, mind a confusion of thoughts, Al-Kenna closed her eyes for a moment and struggled to think a coherent thought. Raven was in the library, and he spoke of Alaric. Alaric, from the painting in the book she was holding, Alaric the Visigoth. Alaric, who had the face of an angel. 
Swallowing, she forced herself to turn and face the speaker. Unfortunately, when she saw the man standing there, whatever she was about to say slipped from her mind. Before her stood the most extraordinary man she’d ever seen face to face. He had plum-red hair with wide black streaks running through it, a face so wondrous all she could do was stare, and a long, sleek body that made her think of fast automobiles. 
“Who’s there?” the Russian…Raven, still in the library, demanded.
“I didn’t mean to disturb you,” Al-Kenna blurted. “I’m Al-Kenna, the Warlord’s daughter.” She met the Spaniard’s gaze and forced a smile to her lips. “And you’re a vampire.”
He didn’t smile. In fact, his face had gone stark white. With one hand clasped to his throat, he took a step back. “It can’t be,” he muttered, then he squinted at her. “Al-Kenna, you say?”
Heavy footsteps sounded in the library as Raven made his way to the hall.
“She says her name is Al-Kenna,” the Spaniard called over his shoulder, “and that she’s the Warlord’s daughter, but her face…I’ve seen it before.” To Al-Kenna he said, “You know our Alaric?”
At the mention of his name, Al-Kenna’s heart hiccupped in her chest. “No,” she said quickly. 
“The Warlord’s daughter?” Raven was saying as he neared the doors.
“I should go,” Al-Kenna said. “I’m not supposed to be here. The Warlord will kill me if…My God!” Al-Kenna’s mouth fell open. 
The largest man she’d ever seen materialized in the hall behind the vampire. He loomed over her, making the hall dwindle in size. He had a mass of raven hair that fell in lush waves to his waist. His eyes were black as midnight and his face was simply too extraordinary to be real. And he had wings. The man had wings. Glimmering, sable wings. “My God!” she said again. “It’s true. You’re Raven. You really exist.”
Instead of being offended, the man—the angel—smiled. He didn’t say anything, but motioned for her to enter the library.
“No,” Al-Kenna said. “I’m not supposed to be here.” Though she wanted to enter the library. She wanted to see him. See if he was anything like the painting she’d seen of him.
“Surely, the Warlord won’t mind you keeping his guests company for a while?” Raven asked.
Chest heaving, she stepped away. “Yes, he would. I have to go.”
She turned to leave, then froze. The air came out of her lungs on one long sigh and she let loose with a tiny mew of distress.
The man appeared in front of her, hands on hips, legs spread wide, and body blocking her only means of escape. She gazed up and into his face, blinking when she saw her surprise mirrored on his face. Mouth gaping like her own, crystalline eyes wide and wondering, and chest dancing rapidly up and down, the man stared at her.
“Smenkhare?” he murmured.
She felt herself falling backward, felt her sight narrow until she saw only darkness. She landed on her back with a gasp of pain. In the far distance, she heard a male voice swearing.
“Bloody hell, Damon,” Raven said. “What is he doing? We don’t have time for this.”
“How incredibly common of him,” Damon said dryly. “Our great Visigoth, our barbarian warrior turned vampire, the infamous Alaric the Cruel, has swooned. He’s fainted dead away.” A soft male chuckle reached her ears. “This is too good to be true.”
 
* * * *
 
Al-Kenna felt the red glow of the firelight on her face from her seat on the fur rug to the right of the stone hearth. Once Raven and Damon hefted Alaric off her and she could move again, she managed to get to her feet and follow them into the library. They carried Alaric to the fire and settled him on the sofa between them. Al-Kenna didn’t know what happened out there, but if she didn’t know better, she’d think the sight of her had somehow shocked Alaric. He’d called her Smenkhare. This was the second time today she’d been referred to by that name. Did she, in some way, resemble his lost love?
The two men leaned forward, toward the fire, Alaric propped between them. The broad sweep of Alaric’s shoulders, the lean lines of his body, and that golden brown hair was even more perfect than the artist’s rendering. And his face was even more wonderful than it had been in the book. Raven was an angel, and beautiful, but Alaric had a face formed by God Himself. His eyes were closed now, but when he’d stood before her in the hall, she’d seen the nearly translucent gray coloring the book had spoken of. While the artist had done a commendable job at capturing the effect of Alaric’s translucent stare, he’d fallen woefully short. He didn’t capture the flecks of blue and green, or the deep blue shadow that outlined his irises. The artist’s skill was dead on when it came to Alaric’s lips, though. They were as full and pink as she’d seen them in the painting. And his eyelashes were long, dozens of tiny hairs spun from golden silk. He would have been too beautiful, had it not been for the very masculine bone structure of his face. 
Alaric was dressed in leather. From the fierce-looking leather knee-boots he wore to the sinfully tight leather pants, he looked like he’d come to the compound with the intent to kick butt. If he’d tried to make himself more appealing to Al-Kenna, he couldn’t have done a better job. His black silk shirt was unbuttoned and lay open, exposing one pink nipple and the tight bands of muscle that covered his chest. 
Al-Kenna clutched the book to her breasts and marveled that Alaric in person was even better than Alaric in the painting. A thousand times better. Again she wondered what it would be like to be kidnapped by such a man. 
“Alaric?” Before she realized she was going to speak, the name had escaped her lips. 
Damon and Raven looked up, as if they’d forgotten her presence and just now remembered she was there. They both studied her openly, but save a slight stiffening of his body, Alaric made no move to acknowledge her. Eyes closed, he let his face fall into his hands. “Tell me if I’ve gone completely mad,” he said suddenly, voice muffled by the press of his hands to his face. “Is it her? I can’t look. I can’t bear to look.”
“Who?” Raven asked.
“I’ll look,” Damon said at the same time. He rose from the sofa and moved to stand over her. Damon’s eyes widened for a moment, but he made no sound. Instead, he moved closer.
“Who?” Raven demanded again.
“One moment please, great one,” Damon said.
 Charity watched Damon, marveling that he was a real vampire, not a simulation vampire. And Raven, the fallen one, was real and she was with them. For some reason, there was a question about who she was.
“I’m Al-Kenna, the Warlord’s daughter. He doesn’t speak of me much, true, but I do exist. I’m not the son he would have preferred, but I am real.”
Damon moved forward until his leather boots were mere inches from her, then he crouched low. His face hovered above hers.
From a distance, Damon could easily pass for human, but this close, his perfection was a dead giveaway. His pale skin was flawless, his hair glimmered and shone unnaturally in the firelight, and his eyes were green as emeralds. 
He reached for her. She felt the cool skin of his hand as he brushed it against her face. She should have felt something other than awe at being this close to a vampire, but she didn’t. 
When he abruptly poked her with a finger, though, she reeled back and yelped. She gave his probing finger a shove and covered her cheek with one hand to stave off any further pokes.
“What in the hell are you doing, Damon?” Raven demanded. “This is the Warlord’s daughter.”
“Tell me, Damon. Am I mad?” Alaric said. She heard a slight tremor in his voice, but couldn’t figure out what about her had shaken him. 
“Who are you?” the one called Damon asked her.
“Al-Kenna,” she answered. The sound of her own name brought her to herself. She was an Ikari warrior, for crying out loud. What in the hell was she doing sitting cross-legged by the fire in a room full of vampires and a fallen angel? “If you poke me again, I’ll be forced to respond in kind.”
 “She’s real,” Damon decided. 
“Of course, she’s real,” Raven said. “Do they know each other?”
“I’m not sure,” the plum-haired one said. “Smenkhare died a long time ago, yet this girl looks like the woman whose face hangs on portraits within the walls of Alaric’s homes.”
“Smenkhare?” Al-Kenna repeated. “The Egyptian Alaric stole away from Marcus Ennius, the Roman? I’m not her. I’m Al-Kenna, daughter of Galen, descendent of the Shilesians. I look Egyptian because my mother was Ethiopian. I have her skin and her features. That’s what the Warlord tells me, at least. I look nothing like him.” She abruptly stopped talking when the ramifications of Damon’s statement hit her. Alaric thought she was Smenkhare, the Egyptian princess he kidnapped nearly seventeen centuries ago. Smenkhare was said to have been beautiful, so beautiful that one look at her made the Visigoth vampire fall madly in love with her. “You think I’m Smenkhare?” she blurted. 
Alaric rose to his feet, but made no other movement. “Smenkhare?” he asked in a weak voice.
“No,” she said, getting to her feet as well. “Al-Kenna.” Though a part of her wished heartily she were Smenkhare. 
“You have her voice.” 
He turned toward her and she saw his lashes flutter. Slowly, he opened his eyes. He didn’t look at her face, though, but at her bare feet. His gaze felt as gentle as the touch of dove wings. Her toes tingled, then her ankles. Heat enveloped her legs, then her thighs and she wished she’d worn a longer nightgown tonight. A slow tingle began in her stomach, and her breasts burned with a sudden need to be touched. Then, warmth suffused her face. 
She stared into his eyes and felt a jolt pass through her body like a current of electricity. His lower lip quivered as he studied her face. She couldn’t look away from him, felt somehow locked in place. 
“Not even death could keep you from me,” he said at last. 
He closed the distance between them and she forgot there was anyone else in the room. The world had become Alaric, all else was forgotten. The smell of him, of the leather he wore and the more potent aroma of the man beneath made her heady with desire. She felt her knees buckle beneath her. Feeling her hands go limp, she heard the book clatter to the floor. Breathing became a struggle and she was certain she would have collapsed, had not Alaric been there to catch her. She feared he would close his arms around her chest, squeeze the life out of her with his inhuman strength and she’d be powerless to stop him. Instead, he held her away from him and studied her face.
“Smenkhare?” he said. His voice held a hint of shock. “Smenkhare,” he repeated. This time his voice held steady and he sounded sure of himself. “You’ve come back to me.”
Al-Kenna began to deny his claim, but he continued. 
“Are you really here, or is this some cruel joke? Am I going to wake up alone as I have a thousand nights before?”
The pain in his voice tugged at her heart. For a moment, she wished, wished with all of her being that she were Smenkhare. Wished that she were the true object of such complete love… the object of his love.
“But you are real, aren’t you? I can never touch you in my dreams. I can never feel you.” 
As if to test his hypothesis, he pressed his hands against her face. Then, he ran his fingers over her skin, brushed her eyelids with the tips of his fingers, and stroked her lips with the pad of his thumb. 
He breathed heavily into the air, eyes wide and unbelieving. 
“I can never do this,” he said. Squeezing her shoulders, then running his hands down the length of her arms. “Or this.”
For a moment, she thought he’d kiss her. She found herself wanting the touch of his lips, of his tongue. Instead, though, he set his hands around her waist and lifted. A chirp of surprise fell from her lips as, effortlessly, he raised her off the ground and closed her in an embrace so tight, it crushed the air out of her lungs. He hugged her to him, squeezing tighter still and murmuring into her ear that he loved her. His voice trembled with emotion. 
Unthinking, swept up in the emotion of the moment, she closed her arms around him and returned his embrace. The allure of his golden brown hair was too much and she found herself running her fingers through the long, wavy strands. She breathed in the scent of him. She could smell his cologne, probably some expensive brand that cost a fortune. But beneath the cologne, beneath the smell of his shampoo, and beneath the leather she could smell the real man. The primal, untamed man he was despite the luxuriant clothes and fineries he filled his life with now. The smell of him was like coming home. 
That thought scared her. But before she could think further on it, she realized he was moving, walking. In surprise, she found herself falling backward onto the sofa. She felt supple leather beneath her skin. A second later, he was on top of her, crushing her to the couch beneath him with his weight. 
“Get out, Raven. And take Damon with you,” he called. 
She would have protested, but he brought his mouth down on hers, hard enough to bruise. She didn’t think. Couldn’t think. Didn’t want to think. 
She wrapped her arms around his neck, drawing him closer. When she felt his tongue against hers, she moaned. Settling his body comfortably against hers, he deepened the kiss, working his tongue in and out of her mouth so lusciously she thought she’d lose her mind. Heat swept through her body and she felt scorched. 
“Love you,” she said into his mouth even as he confessed his love of her. 
She closed her eyes, letting her emotions guide her for once. But too soon, he drew away from her. At the absence of his heat, she opened her eyes.
And screamed.
All was lost as sudden fear tumbled through her. 
He’d raised himself on his elbows to stare down at her. His chest heaved and she felt something hard pressing insistently against her thigh. But she couldn’t think about that. What worried her were the fangs, the way his skin was blanching before her eyes, and those lovely gray eyes that had just become completely clear. 
She screamed and struggled beneath him.
She heard male voices calling to Alaric, the Spaniard and the Russian, but Alaric didn’t seem to hear them.
“You know the pain is brief and the pleasure endless, love. I wouldn’t harm you, but I have to taste you. I have to have all of you. It’s been so long.”
She kicked her legs and tried to push him off of her, but he was immovable. She was strong, but he was stronger. She felt like a child struggling against a grown man. This was how it felt when the Warlord had begun her training. 
She tried to hit him with her fists. Easily, though, he captured them both in one hand and pinned them to the sofa over her head. The body that had seemed so luscious and tempting before now seemed like an immovable weight.
 “Alaric!” Damon and Raven grabbed Alaric by the arms and struggled to pull him off her. Alaric was in a panic. He seemed to have finally realized he was scaring the crap out of her.
“Hush,” he crooned. “I’m sorry. It’s been so long. Too long. Of course you’d be afraid. I wasn’t thinking.” He spoke so fast, she barely caught his words. 
He wrestled an arm free of Damon and set a finger over her lips as she opened her mouth to scream again, and bid her to hush.
“I won’t hurt you,” he said. “I’d die before I hurt you.” With that, he let himself be lifted. She jerked upright on the sofa and scrambled to the other end. “Don’t scream. I won’t hurt you,” he insisted.
Even as he said this, she realized his canines were returning to their normal, non-dangerous length. His skin returned to its normal color and his eyes, though still inhumanly light, looked as they had earlier. 
She rocketed off the sofa. In less than a second, she had her hand closed over the handle of her dagger and was backing toward the library door. She pulled it free of its sheath and held it out before her. 
His confusion was obvious. He shook off Raven and Damon and started toward her.
“No, Alaric,” Raven said. “Leave her alone.”
“Stay back,” she said, giving the air a swipe with the blade. “I mean it.”
“A knife?” Alaric asked. “Still as kinky as ever, aren’t you, love?” he asked with a grin, still advancing on her.
“I mean it.” She gave the air another swipe. “I know how to use this.”
“I see. You’ve done a quite the job cutting the air to ribbons. But then, you were never a fighter, were you? You don’t have to prove yourself to me. Now that I’m here, I’ll keep you safe.”
“Never a fighter,” she repeated. Juvenile ire rose at those words. She was tired of men telling her she wasn’t a warrior, but a woman. 
Alaric was about to step forward again, but he was suddenly airborne. He flew through the air, as if pulled by an invisible string, and landed at the foot of a bookcase. Raven was standing over Alaric before Alaric could get to his feet. When Alaric moved to stand, Raven gave him a hard shove that sent him sprawling onto the floor a second time. 
“She’s the Warlord’s daughter!” Raven hissed. “Would you jeopardize everything with your adolescent behavior? That you would try to bite her…” Raven sputtered for a moment, his rage so extreme, he couldn’t find appropriate words. “You fool of a vampire, have you no idea what the Warlord would do if he found out you feasted on his child? Leader of the Alliance or no, he would seek your head.”
Alaric’s eyes darted from Raven, to Damon, then fixed on Al-Kenna. “She was mine before she was his.” He sat up, but with Raven still standing over him, he seemed to think better of trying to get to his feet again. His eyes bored into Al-Kenna. “I will have you again…Al-Kenna. That’s a promise.”
Unable to take her eyes off him, she stumbled backward toward the door. She didn’t see Damon approaching until he closed his hand over her arm. She nearly leapt out of her skin. 
“Go,” he said.
And she did. As though the gentle urge was all she needed to free her of Alaric’s gaze, she spun on her heels and ran.
She moved down the hall, through the parlor, and up the stairs. When she got to her bedroom, she exploded through her door. She turned quickly, locked it, then set a chair beneath the knob. Out of breath and at a loss for what to do, she stood in the center of her room and stared at the door, half expecting Alaric to burst through the wood at any second. 
After a minute passed and nothing happened, she began to feel at ease. Common sense kicked in and she went to the armoire where she kept her store of weapons. Then she realized she couldn’t very well arm herself in her nightgown. She rushed to her closet, removed her gown, shoved her legs into leggings and pulled a tank top over her head. That done, she returned to her armoire and began grabbing weapons. She eased her arms into the double holster and set her matching Berettas in it. She found two arm sheaths, slid them on, and set a dagger in each sheath. She thought about grabbing her sword, but then thought better of it. She didn’t want to kill Alaric, after all; she only wanted to protect herself. Protect herself from his kisses, and his touch, and from the emotions he made her feel. She had wanted to know what it felt like to be Smenkhare, she reminded herself. But she hadn’t counted on the fact that Alaric the vampire would behave so much like a vampire. He tried to bite her.
Instead of filling her with the disgust it should have, the memory made her dizzy with desire. 
She had to go to her bed and sit. The thought of his lips pressed to her throat, the feel of his body on top of hers…it was too much. 
She lay back, intending only to close her eyes for a moment, and fell asleep.


 
 
 
 
 
 


Chapter Twelve
 
 
Alaric stood alone, the soft glow of the nearly burnt out light bulb causing the room to flicker light and dark. Alaric had never been a religious man, not even while he was alive, but if he had a sanctuary, a place he would call sacred, it would be just such a place as this. For years now, whenever he needed to be alone, to think, or when his soul was at its deepest unrest, he always found himself within the walls of whatever library he could find. 
He walked around the room, savoring this time with the old texts and ancient manuscripts. He loved books. And though initially he was hesitant to take refuge in an Ikari compound, he was glad he had. Had any scholar or collector known of the storehouse of history collected within these walls, they would have murdered to get their hands on it. 
The archives, as Caleb had called the place where they were to sleep, were separated into sections. Coffins—why the Ikari had coffins was anybody’s guess—were set between two rows of books within what Caleb had called the Immortals section. The walls were covered with depictions of Watchers descending from the heavens and lying with human females. This was the story of the birth of the vampyr and beastmen. 
He could spend years within this room and never grow bored. Though the books weren’t the only draw for him. Had the Warlord rescinded his offer of sanctuary, Alaric wouldn’t have left. Not so long as she was here.
Quite suddenly, eternity stretched unbearably before him. How had he lasted so long without her? And how much longer could he last alone, now that he’d seen Al-Kenna?
“Are you ready for tomorrow’s meeting?”
Startled from his reverie, Alaric turned to face Damon. The vampire had come to him in silence. Alaric hadn’t even known he was standing behind him until Damon had spoken. More than anything else, this spoke to him of his present emotional state. “Of course,” Alaric said.
Alaric returned his attention to the murals. “Everything will run smoothly. This new threat actually makes me feel better about tomorrow night. This should show the beastmen that the threat is real.” 
“Do you think Figlio will come?”
Alaric shrugged. “We better hope he does. Go to sleep now, Damon. I need time to think.”
Though he made no sound, Alaric knew Damon hadn’t moved to his coffin but remained rooted to the spot, staring at him. 
“All the immortals need your strength, Alaric. The Nephilim to us are what we are to humans. They’ll be scared and they’ll need you to—”
“I know well what they need.”
“Forget about her, Alaric. She’s not Smenkhare. When will you let Smenkhare go? She’s dead.”
Alaric spun. “Don’t you think I know that? Damn you, Damon, don’t you think I know? Every day of every week of every month of every year, don’t you think I know? But Al-Kenna…Al-Kenna has her face and her voice, she even moves like Smenkhare. Isn’t it possible Smenkhare has come back to me?”
“You can’t go on like this. Especially now. You can’t waste time thinking about her. The Alliance needs you lucid. All your attention must be focused on the problem.”
“I know,” he hissed.
“Then forget her.”
Alaric shoved his hands into the pockets of his pants and rested his head against the bookcase to his left. He was so tired, he could barely focus his attention on making it to his coffin to sleep. “I have to see her again,” he said.
“Are you mad? You can’t. You nearly bit her tonight. Raven is right, that would have been a disaster.”
“I know. I got emotional, wasn’t thinking. I wouldn’t do that again. Tomorrow, I’ll find her before we leave. I’ll be gentle and I won’t scare her.”
Damon shook his head. “She won’t be at the compound. Raven said the Warlord is sending her away with all the women and children. By the time we wake, she’ll be gone.”
“Where?”
“Do you think he’d tell Raven?” 
Alaric reached into the bookcase and removed a book. The covers were sun-bleached and the pages had yellowed with time. In comparison to his own life, the book wasn’t very old; nevertheless, it was old enough. 
Damon focused on it and shrugged. “What’s that?”
“The book Al-Kenna was holding when she came down to the library. I took it.”
“Please don’t tell me your Smenkhare loved to read, because I won’t believe you for a minute.”
Alaric shook his head. “This book is about me, Damon. About my life. About Alaric the Cruel and Smenkhare. And this page had a marker in it.”
He opened the book and held it for Damon to see. 
Damon looked at the picture of the painting, then stared up at the ceiling. 
“She was reading about me, Damon. She bookmarked the painting of me. Don’t you see? She knows who she is. She feels the connection as strongly as I do.”
“You’re a good-looking man, Alaric. Any female would bookmark an image of your face. It means nothing.”
Alaric swallowed and turned to face the wall. 
“Please, Alaric, let her go.”
“I can’t.”

Chapter Thirteen
 
 
Normally, Al-Kenna loved attending morning mass. Father Caleb’s homily was always an education, but this morning, she could scarce listen to a word he said. Try as she might, her mind constantly retured to Alaric.
He’d been more beautiful than she ever imagined. Not even that book had been able to capture the wonder that was his face. Every feature, every hair, every part of him seemed divinely inspired. And he was so big. Bigger than most Ikari, save the Warlord. She barely reached his shoulders. When he held her, she thought she could lose herself in him.
Something sharp poked Al-Kenna’s ribs and made her look up. Jesse, who’d been sitting beside her a second ago, was kneeling in the pew. In the sanctuary balcony, she belatedly realized the choir had raised their voices.
“Holy! Holy! Holy Lord. God of power, God of might, heaven and earth are full of your glory…” they sang.
“The Eucharist,” Jesse said. “Kneel. The Warlord is watching you.”
She slid off the pew and knelt beside Jesse. 
“What’s with you?” Jesse whispered. “You’ve been acting strange all morning.”
“Shh. Not now.”
Father Caleb stood behind the altar, speaking in a voice that filled the room. “Lord, you are holy indeed, the fountain of all holiness…” he said.
Guilt washed over Al-Kenna as she knelt. She closed her eyes and tried to focus on the words Father Caleb was saying, but her mind had turned against her. Close her eyes, and Alaric’s face popped up behind her closed eyelids. Open them, and her desire to see him standing before her nearly overwhelmed her. Here she was at mass, about to receive the most holy of holies, and she was obsessing over a vampire. A vampire who had to be the most handsome creature ever made. 'Creature' being the operative word. She had to remember that. Alaric was a monster, a drinker of blood. The fact that he believed she was his long lost love was something she should forget.
“Let us proclaim the mystery of faith,” Father Caleb sang off-tune.
Immediately, the pianist began to play and the choir sang, “Christ has died, Christ is risen, Christ will come again…”
Al-Kenna forced herself to sing along, but the act of singing only made her feel guiltier. 
Ten minutes later, after she received the Eucharist, she felt guiltier still. Having Jesse beside her, whispering into her ear that if she’d make out with him today, he’d tell her everything that happened at the meeting last night, didn’t help. She was standing now, trying to sing along as the choir sang the closing hymn, and wishing she could go to her room and lock herself in. 
She couldn’t imagine kissing Jesse, now that she’d experienced Alaric. Alaric’s tongue hadn’t darted against hers with the insecurity Jesse had displayed. Alaric’s kiss had been eager and hungry. It had done strange things to her, made her stomach feel all trembly, like a hundred butterflies were fluttering around inside. Her knees had felt so weak, she’d been grateful he’d lifted her off them and carried her to the couch. There had been nothing unsure about Alaric. 
When mass ended, she erupted from her seat and ran down the aisle toward the outer door with the intent to go to her room and gather her weapons for the morning workout. She was stalled, however, when she saw the Warlord standing within a group of the Ikari warriors and trainers.
“I’ll be ready,” John was saying, “let the imps come.”
“Fallen angel or no,” another was saying, “we’ll give Azriel something to think about.”
The Warlord stood among his men, chest swollen with pride, nodding his approval at their vehemence. 
Al-Kenna paused in the aisle and turned to look at Jesse. “Imps?” 
“You know the price of information.”
She rolled her eyes. “This isn’t funny, Jesse. What about imps?”
Jesse grabbed her by the forearm and pulled her into a pew so they were out of the way of the people exiting the chapel. 
“Azriel didn’t go to the Sudan to free the Nephilim,” Jesse said. “He went to the seventh portal. All the Ikari who guarded it are dead.”
She gaped. “What about the women and the—”
“Everyone’s dead. That’s why we had an emergency meeting last night. Raven was here with two vampires, and they say Azriel is going to release the imps and attack us. Raven set out for the Void this morning with the wizard Myrddin and the witch Aliceanna. Raven and Myrddin in our compound. I nearly pissed my pants when I saw them making their way through the fields toward the mountain ridge. And Aliceanna, that’s one hottie.”
Lust, desire, want were all forgotten as the ramifications of what Jesse said sank in. “They’re coming here? Azriel and the imps? We can’t face them alone. Our numbers are great, but there must be thousands of imps, not to mention the ghouls that are sure to be happy to lend a helping hand.”
“We’re not alone. Your Alaric—”
“He’s not my Alaric,” she snapped unnecessarily. 
Jesse didn’t seem to notice. “Alaric says if we promise not to attack any member of the Alliance, he’ll help us.”
It all made sense now. She’d wondered what the fallen one had been doing at the compound with two vampires. This was why. Nobody had to go to Alaric to plead for assistance, he had come to them.
Al-Kenna was suddenly so angry, she could spit. The Warlord should have told her about Azriel’s plan, not Jesse. At the very least, Father Caleb could have come to her. She should be allowed to go fight beside the Ikari warriors. Her place was with them, not here at the compound, taking up space. If she knew the Warlord, he’d have her in the lower tunnels hiding with the women and children quicker than she could draw her sword.
She stepped back into the aisle and made her way toward the Warlord.
“Okay, okay,” the Warlord was saying. “Change and meet me in the field in fifteen and we’ll discuss strategy. There’s much we have to do to prepare.”
As the men tromped out of the sanctuary toward their rooms, Al-Kenna approached her father. 
“I’m already dressed for practice,” she said, motioning toward her leggings and the black tank top. “Am I welcome at the war meeting?” She knew her voice was pure steel, but she didn’t care. She made no attempt to soften it. 
He turned and seemed surprised to see her standing there. “Al-Kenna,” he said, giving her a rare smile. “I didn’t see you. But then, you’re so small, it’s easy to miss you. I’ve been looking for you.”
“Small but stealthy. Do you want me on the field or not?”
“That’s what I wanted to see you about. I’ve spoken with the Council this morning…you know of Raven’s visit by now?”
A glimmer of hope had her nodding. “Yes,” she added. “Jesse told me about the meeting with him and the two vampires.” 
“Well, the Council has decided to evacuate the women and children. It’s not safe for them here.”
She nodded again. “Makes sense.”
He studied her for a moment, then took her hand and led her further into the chapel. At a polished wooden pew, he settled her on a seat and crouched beside her. His green eyes were narrowed and his lips were pursed as if he were deep in thought. “You, too,” he finally said.
“Me, too what?”
“We want you to leave the compound.” He held up a hand to keep her from speaking. “It’s only temporary. Once the situation with Azriel is settled, you can come home.”
She stared at him, aghast. “You plan to send me away?”
“We’re all in agreement. It’s not safe for you here.”
“Gerald stays, Jesse stays, while I’m exiled?”
“Not exiled. Protected.”
“I don’t need to be protected. I can protect myself.”
He placed his hands on her legs and squeezed gently, hoping to calm the coming storm. “You’re a female, Al-Kenna, you can’t expect—”
“Will you make a weakling out of me, then?” she interrupted. “Mayhap on my return, I’ll go daily to the greenhouse with the women and care for the plants. Gardening is a far more fitting endeavor for someone of my sex, isn’t that right, Warlord?”   
His expression grew serious. She turned away from him, but he grabbed her by the forearm and stood, pulling her to her feet. 
“We discussed this,” he said, his tone grim. “You’re not a warrior, so get that out of your head.”
“I’m not going anywhere.”
He stared at her. “What?”
“I said, I’m not going anywhere.” Hell, she’d already dug her hole, why not jump in with both feet? She was beyond caring about what was proper or improper. Honor thy father, indeed. If the Warlord didn’t like her tone, it was too bad. She didn’t like his sexist behavior or his hypocrisy. 
“The hell you aren’t,” he finally said.
“The hell I am.”
“You’re not so old I won’t turn you over my knee. I’m not certain what has come over you, but I suggest you get a hold of yourself. Right now.”
“You would keep a drunk to fight before you’d keep me?” She shook her head in disbelief. “That doesn’t make sense. I should stay here, I should fight beside you. What will Gerald do but make a mess of things?”
“These beings are powerful. You’re no match for them.”
“Azriel is so powerful and you keep Gerald? You keep a buffoon to do a warrior’s job.”
“You’re leaving the compound today. This isn’t open for discussion.”
“I’m immortal!”
“They can behead you, Al-Kenna. You’re my daughter. My child. I won’t let that happen.”
“Father, please. I can do this.”
“I’m not letting a woman to do a man’s job, and you’re not staying. If you try, I’ll have you chained and carried off the grounds physically.”
She pulled free of him. “You have trained me to be a warrior, not a woman. Let me be a part of this.”
He stepped away from the pew and started down the narrow aisle. “Discussion over,” he threw over his shoulder as he made his way to the doors. “Be packed and ready to leave by early evening. You’ll be leaving with the rest of the women and children before nightfall.”
“You’re nothing but a hypocrite!”
Galen paused a few feet from the door and slowly turned to face her. His features, contorted with rage, should have given her pause, but she was too angry to notice anyone else’s ire. Neither did she notice the small crowd that had gathered in the chapel and just beyond the doors.
“And what does that mean?” He began to walk toward her.
“It means just that. From the time I could walk, you taught me how to fight. You set a sword in my hand before I knew what it meant to be a woman. You made me what I am, Warlord, and now you remind me that I’m a woman. Yes, I’m a woman, but we can use that to our favor.”
“Is that right? I suppose I could ask Jesse about your varying talents. Just what precisely is it you intend to do? Make yourself into an Ikari whore?”
She took a step closer to him. “As you did my mother?”
“Watch your mouth, little girl.”
“Go to hell!”
The blow knocked her off her feet and sent her sliding across the polished wooden floorboards on her back. Almost instantly, the taste of blood filled her mouth. Too stunned to get to her feet, too stunned even to catch the blood spilling from her nose before it marred the floor, she only stared up at him. His eyes blazed hot rage and he held his hand fisted, as though he would hit her again.
“If you ever speak thus to me again…” he began, but she cut him off.
“You can beat me black and blue, but you’ll still be a hypocrite.”
A roar of unfiltered fury erupted from him and he started forward. Hands clenched into tight fists, he seemed on the brink of pounding her into the ground. His rage was so great that had the Seer not appeared, seemingly out of nowhere, Al-Kenna was convinced he would have done precisely that. But in the manner of a saving angel, the Seer stepped between them and forced the Warlord to stop.
“Don’t you dare lay hands on the girl,” she said. “You’d never forgive yourself if you hurt her.”
“Do you hear how she speaks to me, Valetta?”
“You’re a liar,” Al-Kenna accused, “a hypocrite and a chauvinist!”
“Enough!” the Seer shouted. “Quiet yourself, Al-Kenna.”
“Out of my sight!” the Warlord ordered. “Get her out of my sight, Valetta, or I swear by all that we hold holy, I’ll beat her within an inch of her life.”
Finally wiping her face clean of blood, Al-Kenna got to her feet. Her legs felt weak beneath her and she felt lightheaded, but she had to leave, get out of there. She knew she’d crossed a line she’d never be able to re-cross. What was worse than the things she had said was the look on the Warlord’s face. There was anger there, but beneath that anger she saw pain. 
Stupidly, as though it would help matters, she tried to execute a bow. Her legs were too wobbly beneath her, though. “I’m sorry, Warlord. Please forgive me.”
“Out of my sight.”
“Come, Al-Kenna,” the Seer said, holding out her hand to Al-Kenna.
She felt tears rising to her eyes and was helpless to staunch their flow. “Please, Father,” she tried again, “I’m sorry. Punish me, beat me if you must, but please, don’t be angry with…”
“Get out!”
She ran. The Meeting Hall was a haze as she pushed through the throng of onlookers and sprinted from the chapel into the main hall and out the front doors. She barely registered the chill December air; neither did she pay attention to where she was going. She ran full out, pumping her legs as fast as they’d take her over the low hills of the property and through the trees covering the grounds. She ran until the stone of the barrier wall encircling the property brought her to a stop. She collapsed onto her knees, pressed her face against the cold stone and cried. 
What on earth had she been thinking? How could she have said those things to her father? And in the chapel, of all places. Had she lost her mind? She was angry with his injustice toward her, but it was an injustice built on love. He didn’t want her to stay because he didn’t want her to be hurt. In many ways, he wasn’t as strong as the Seer. If it were up to Valetta, Al-Kenna knew the Seer would have her stay here with every faith that Al-Kenna would be able to protect herself. The Warlord was too afraid for her to be sensible on the subject. No, she shouldn’t have confronted him. She should have gone to the Seer, waited in the Seer’s rooms had she not been there, and discussed things with her. The Seer was wise and always knew what was best. 
“Feel better?”
Al-Kenna looked up and realized the Seer was standing over her. Her blonde curls were pinned atop her head and she was wearing a sheer pink dress that fluttered about her ankles. She looked so poised and so in control of herself that Al-Kenna felt all the more out of control.
“No,” she answered sullenly.
“What a display of hysterics. If you had set out to ensure your exile—as you call it—you couldn’t have done a better job.”
Al-Kenna shrugged. She already knew this. “What should I do?”
The Seer pulled at her long skirts and settled herself upon a boulder beside Al-Kenna. “Go.”
“But—”
“Your battle isn’t here.” 
Al-Kenna stared at the Seer. “Plain English, if you please.”
“Leave the compound today. Your path leads elsewhere.”
“But—”
“Trust me. You’ll come back to the compound eventually, but for now, you must leave.”
“I can’t leave my home when it’s about to be invaded. You can’t mean to say you believe I should run off—”
“Do stop talking, Al-Kenna. The Warlord won’t let you fight. Do you remember what happened on the field yesterday when the ghouls attacked?”
“Yeah, I kicked major ghoul butt.”
“Do you remember what the Warlord did when he thought you were in trouble?”
Al-Kenna didn’t have to think about the question. Automatically, a memory of her father running to her rescue flashed. “He tried to rescue me from that ghoul that tried to strangle me.”
Valetta nodded. “If the Warlord sees you on the battlefield, his first impulse will be to protect you. He can’t fight that way. If you stay here, you’ll be risking his life. Is your pride so important?”
“It’s not my pride—”
“Isn’t it? You want to prove to everyone that being a woman doesn’t mean you can’t be a warrior.” She grew silent and studied Al-Kenna’s face. 
Al-Kenna slumped forward. A feeling of dread and defeat descended on her. Her place was here, at the compound, defending her home and her brethren. It wasn’t fair that her chance birth as a female prevented her from doing what she’d been born to do. Still, she knew the Seer was right. If during the fighting the Warlord saw her fall into trouble, he would rush to her aid.
She sat up suddenly, the particles of an idea forming. 
A slow smile spread across her face. 
“What are you thinking, Al-Kenna? You’re blocking your thoughts from me again, and I don’t like it.”
Al-Kenna shook her head. The Seer had said if the Warlord saw her on the field, his first impulse would be to protect her. But what if he didn’t see her?
The Seer frowned. “What are you up to?”
Al-Kenna worked out a plan. “Nothing.” 

Chapter Fourteen
 
 
Charity stiffened when she heard the creak of wood beyond the entrance again. Her sense of time was completely lost, and she had no idea how long she’d been in this room, but it seemed not much time had passed since Azriel had left. Was he returning already? She didn’t think she was emotionally recovered enough to deal with him again so soon after their last encounter. Still, the creaking continued. 
As she stared, a pair of ebony wings appeared, then a head of sable hair. 
Then Raven, or what looked like Raven, was there, stepping into the room. 
He’d climbed up a ladder of sorts, though why he didn’t just fly up was anybody’s guess, and stood just inside the room, staring at her. 
Charity felt frozen to the spot, afraid to hope, afraid to believe she was really seeing him. 
He was shirtless. His wine-tipped nipples looked all the more pink under the summer sun and his chest was as chiseled, as well defined as she remembered. He wore tight leather pants. On Raven the material looked positively sinful. The fabric was so lush, she could see the silhouette of every curve and muscle. Charity sighed. Raven’s erection pulsed with life. He was thick and long and the sight of him was enough to have her in a swoon. Instantly, she felt her heart begin to race. Her mouth went dry and she had to struggle to remain calm. 
When he came forward, she tried to roll off the bed and get to her feet. Unfortunately, silken scarves bound her arms to the bed. She gave the scarves a tug, but nothing happened. 
She felt the bed dip as Raven crawled onto it and made his way, cat-like, up her body. His eyes were level with hers and his stare was hot and hungry.
“Raven?” she finally asked. 
He studied her. He was all raw energy and hot sex appeal. His body was so near now, she could feel his breath on her face, feel the heat of his body radiating off him. She wanted to touch him, feel him and know he was real.
“Raven?” She tried again. “Is it really you this time?”
He lifted a hand to touch her, but froze inches from her face, as if he were afraid to make contact. “Did he hurt you?” Raven said at last.
She saw the concern in his eyes, saw the grim set to his lips and she knew. This wasn’t Azriel. Azriel could mimic, but not perfectly. Always, Azriel wore that crazed grin. 
“It’s really you, isn’t it?”
“Hush. We’re in The Void. There isn’t much time.”
“The Void? Is that another word for Hir na Gog?”
Raven frowned. “You’re no where Hir na Gog. There’s no time to explain. Azriel will be back soon. He’s…” he broke off. “That’s not important.”
She struggled to move closer to him, but couldn’t manage with her hands bound. “Raven,” she said again. “Don’t you want to hold me? Touch me?”
He shook his head. “We have to get you out of here. Azriel has created this illusion, this paradise for you, but make no mistake, it’s a prison. We have to leave before he returns.”
“No kidding!”
That brought a smile to his lips. 
He moved off the bed and made his way behind her to where her wrists were bound. She had to twist around so she could see him. 
His fingers were light as doves on her skin, and she realized then he hadn’t been joking about not wanting to touch her. The contact was minimal, but efficient. As he worked, he spoke in a low voice. 
“The Void exists in a different dimension than your world. It’s an incorporeal place; real, but unreal. It’s a place that can be manipulated by its inhabitants, understand?”
She shook her head.
Raven gazed out the doorway for a moment, then turned back to her. “I’ll show you.” He closed his eyes for a moment and she found herself gazing at the long, sable lashes over his eyes. “I want to be with you in Prague again,” he said, then added, “Close your eyes.”
She didn’t want to close her eyes. What if she closed them and when she opened them again, Raven wasn’t there anymore?
“I’ll still be here,” he said.
“You can read my thoughts still? Azriel can’t.”
“Because you have my essence. Azriel can’t read my mind and I can’t read his. Now, close your eyes.”
“You promise you’ll still be here?”
“I promise.”
Slowly, she shut her eyes tight. After a few moments, Raven said in a low voice, “Open them.”
She did.
A gasp of surprise erupted from her. She was in Prague, in the beautiful hotel room where she’d awakened after Raven carried her off from her wedding. She lay in a four-poster bed with a roaring fireplace across the room. Trays of food were scattered to the left and right of her legs; even the long velvet curtains covering the windows were the same. It was all there. 
“Raven,” she said in surprise. 
“We’re not really here. This is pretend. It’s all part of The Void.”
“Why did he bring me here?” she asked quickly. “Why not Hir na Gog? I thought that was the point.”
He undid the last knot and motioned for her to stand.
“I’ll explain everything later. All you need to know now is that there are seven portals that lead to The Void. You entered through the seventh. I entered through the fifth, which is the way we’re leaving.”
Charity nodded. A sudden need to feel him, to touch him had her bending forward. He moved from her, though, and hurried to the door. 
“Don’t distract me. Azriel’s going to go looking for you in his little paradise. When he doesn’t find you there, he’ll be in a rage.”
She got off the bed and went to him. When the sheer material of the robe flittered about her thighs, she remembered how scantily dressed she was. 
Raven jerked as if struck, but his eyes tracked her progress across the room. He looked suddenly as lethal as a panther with his dark eyes fixed to her nearly naked body. Animal hunger flashed in his eyes as he watched her move, and heat gathered between her legs. Her knees felt weak and she realized quite suddenly she was panting.
When she neared him, he reached for her. His hand tightened around her wrist and he pulled her close. She half-walked, half-stumbled into his arms. 
The feel of him, of his chest, of his muscled arms enclosing her, of his hair against her face and breasts, was heaven. She sighed and wrapped her arms around his waist. 
When his mouth met hers, electric heat shot through her body. The kiss was excruciatingly slow, wonderfully deep. When he pulled away, she struggled to keep her arms locked around him.
He held her out before him and stared down at her, eyes full of erotic hunger…and something else she couldn’t name.
“We don’t have time for this,” he said, giving her a gentle shove. 
“Please, Raven, I just need to feel your arms around me for a few seconds. I missed you so much. I’m so sorry I ran away from you in Prague. I should have stayed in the room, but I was hurt.”
Raven’s lips were clenched so tightly, they blanched white. His eyes narrowed to thin slits and he seemed suddenly distant. 
Turning away from her, he called, “We’ll discuss this later. When you’re safely away from Azriel.”
Charity stood in the doorway of the hotel room and stared at his retreating back. He was so perfect, so extraordinary. 
“Hurry, Charity. I’m going to take us directly to the entrance of the fifth portal. Once we’re there, you’ll see something that’ll look similar to a waterfall. It’s not a waterfall, but the entrance gate. Once we walk beneath the falls, we’ll enter the tunnels of the fifth portal.”
“There are ghouls in the tunnels. Ghouls and rogues.”
“And I’ll be there. As will Myrddin and Aliceanna.”

Chapter Fifteen

 
 
Al-Kenna decided she would pretend to leave. Such would set the Warlord’s heart at rest. But she wouldn’t be gone for long. 
She’d already packed a bag. It was a small bag, but sufficient for her purposes. She was never one who carried around lots of unnecessary things. Plus, she was only carrying it because the Warlord might check it before she left to make sure she’d actually packed. He might even unzip the bag to see if there were clothes inside. So, she packed a few changes of clothes and undergarments, her hairbrush, toothbrush, shampoo, conditioner, mousse, and some lip-gloss. Al-Kenna also buried a few extra daggers, a sheathed machete, a sword, and a store of bullets tucked beneath her clothes. 
Now, she stood before the open doors of her armoire where she kept her favorite weapons. She kept twelve daggers here. All of them were museum-worthy antiques collected by the Warlord during his centuries of battle and given to her on various special occasions. Over the years, she had taken care to keep the blades sharpened and the richly ornamented handles clean and well oiled.  Below them was a small collection of semi-automatic guns, all gifts to her from the Warlord. They’d both learned long ago that an automatic pistol wasn’t a good idea in the hands of one as zealous as her. She’d press that trigger and keep the pressure on until she’d emptied the gun of bullets. 
Her finest piece, though, was the broadsword. She lifted it from its case and studied it. Even with only the setting sunlight coming in through her windows, the blade glimmered. Light leapt across its gleaming surface, making its deadly-sharp edges all the more visible. She tested the weight of it in her hand, twirled it about her before returning it to its case where she could retrieve it when she returned. After the sword was in place, she picked four daggers and opened the drawer where she kept her leather arm guards and dagger sheaths. She plucked out two brown arm guards and fitted them on her forearms. Then she found four sheaths, from the assortment she kept at hand, and strapped those on as well. One for her ankle, two she strapped to her biceps beneath her shirt, and one she strapped to her back within easy reach between her shoulder blades. The daggers fit easily within their sheaths. 
She had to search for the double gun holster she’d tossed inside this morning when she was dressing for mass, but found it lying on the floor of the armoire. After grabbing her favored Berettas, she slipped off her shirt and eased the holster on, setting them within. 
After that, she braided her hair in one long braid down her back. Twisting the braid and keeping it in place at the top of her head had proved more difficult than she thought it would be. The braid kept slipping from its pins and falling loose. When she finally got it in place, she studied her refection in the mirror in the armoire door. 
She still looked like Al-Kenna, but in the dark, the lack of hair falling about her face would be enough of a disguise to throw off the Warlord. That, and she would make a point to stay far from him. Once she returned, she’d remain hidden in the compound, listening for the signs of battle that were sure to come. Who knew, if the battle didn’t come until two days from now, she’d be happy for the prop clothes she’d packed. 
Quickly, she removed the pins from her hair and stuffed them into a pocket of her discarded shirt. She unbraided her hair and checked her reflection a second time. This time, she looked very much like herself. Her curly hair fell down her back nearly to her waist.


Al-Kenna shut the double doors of her armoire and slipped on her shirt. Dressed and armed, there was nothing for her to do save pace the floor while she waited for someone to retrieve her for the mass exodus she was to be a part of.  
That’s when she remembered. 
“The book!” she gasped. “I forgot to replace the book.”
How on earth could she have been so stupid? Worse, she had no idea what she’d done with it. She remembered leaving her bedroom last night carrying the book with the intent to replace it. Then, she’d seen Alaric.
She must have left it somewhere in the library. 
As she rushed from her room, she prayed everyone was too busy preparing for the attack to have bothered going into the library. More than anything, she wanted to walk in the library doors and see the book lying somewhere on the floor. 
When she got to the library, her fear escalated. She couldn’t find the book anywhere. It wasn’t in the hall outside the library where she’d been standing the first time she’d seen Alaric. At the thought of him, her heart quickened, but she forced herself to focus. Inside the library, she searched the dozens of shelves, crawled about on all fours to see if it had somehow been shoved beneath a sofa or a table. She even felt around under the sofa cushions where Alaric had laid her when he’d begun to kiss her.
She felt her face heat at the memory and warmth suffused her body.
“Alaric.”
She stood centered in the library and surveyed the entire room. With sickening clarity, she realized the book wasn’t there. It was gone. 
But where could it have gone? It couldn’t simply disappear. She had brought it down to the library. That was her last recollection of it. It wasn’t in her room, so that meant she’d left it here last night. 
She felt hope rise as she realized a possibility. Someone could have come into the library, maybe Father Caleb, and found the book lying discarded. He would have taken the book back to the archives where it belonged. 
Yes, that had to have been what happened, she thought.
She still had the Warlord’s keys to the archives, too. All she had to do was hurry down to the archives and see if the book were there. If it was, she was in the clear. If not…she didn’t want to think about that.
When she got to the archive room doors, she slipped the Warlord’s key in the lock, eased the door open, and peeked inside. 
It might as well have been night for all the sunlight that came into the room. But the darkness was enough to tell her the room was empty. 
She eased inside and gently shut and locked the door behind her. A moment later, she turned on a light and walked past the shelves of ancient text. When she reached the section she was looking for, she turned into the stacks…and gasped. 
Two coffins had been set between the shelves where she and Jesse had been sitting just yesterday.
Two coffins.
Her knees turned to mush beneath her, even as the sweetest of throbs vibrated between her thighs. Sighing, she took a step away. Fear should have been her dominant emotion, or perhaps a desire to fight. Instead, longing nearly leveled her where she stood. She was a few short feet away from where Alaric rested, and the knowledge made her feel giddy with anticipation.
Alaric was here. Sleeping. 
Would he be lying naked in his coffin, body hard as marble and as beautiful as the finest work of art? Even clothed in his leather pants and boots, he’d be a sight.
Cautiously, she moved forward. She wanted to see him again, maybe even touch him. He’d been so perfect, so very masculine. Surely, no harm would come from opening the lid of his coffin to gaze at him.
When she was standing between the two coffins, she stared with indecision, glancing from one coffin to the other. Was she really going to go through with this? If the Warlord knew where she was right now, knew what she was doing, he’d go through the roof. But he didn’t know. Nobody knew. The only person she had to worry about right now was Al-Kenna. 
The only question she had to answer now was, which coffin was his? One coffin held Damon, no doubt. The other, though…
“Alaric,” she whispered, loving the sound of his name on her tongue.
Coming to a quick decision, she turned to her right, pressed her hands to the grips of the coffin and paused. She remembered how much Alaric had wanted her last night. Even now as he lay in sleep, she was certain if he saw her, he’d welcome her into the warmth and safety of his embrace. But then again, he probably wouldn’t stir at all. Maybe he’d remain asleep and not notice she was there.
“Just do it,” she told herself. 
She tightened her hold on the grips and raised the lid. The well-oiled hinges barely made a sound. In seconds, she had the lid raised and was staring into the coffin.
She moaned at the sight of him.
Seeing him lying on his back with his hands crossed over his chest in slumber was nearly too much. His golden hair was fanned on the crimson velvet pillow beneath him. He looked so innocent in sleep, so helpless, she wanted to reach out and stroke his cheek. She was a little disappointed to find that he wasn’t naked, but only for a moment. The silken shirt he was wearing when she’d last seen him had fallen open. She stared down at the bands of muscle lining his chest and abdomen. He was all hard muscle. Leather pants hugged the most powerfully built thighs she’d ever seen. His pants were sinfully tight, and she felt the need to repent just from the simple act of looking at him.  
She knew her heart was racing in her chest, felt her shortness of breath. She had to get out of there before she did something stupid, like throwing herself into the coffin with him and begging him for more kisses. The Warlord was right, Alaric was way out of her league. Give her a battle and she knew how to defend herself. She had no idea, however, how she was supposed to protect her emotions from whatever it was Alaric was doing to her.
She was about to reach for the lid so she could shut it and leave Alaric undisturbed, but as she reached up, a hand reached from the inner depths of the coffin and gripped her wrist. She screamed in surprise, tried to step back, but the hand, its grip sure, held her firm. The strength in that single hand, in the fingers as they squeezed, made her marvel. She was, after all, no weak human. She was strong. But struggle as she might, she couldn’t pull free. Instead, she found herself drawn forward. She fought against the forward momentum, but her strength was nothing compared to the force driving her.
Thinking she’d awakened Alaric and he was merely having fun at her expense, she looked into the coffin, expecting to see his grinning countenance. The sight that greeted her turned her blood cold. Alaric hadn’t moved. His eyes remained closed, his body lay still, one hand remained folded over his chest. The other hand, however, had attached itself to her. She realized quite suddenly that Alaric wasn’t awake and joking, he was still asleep.
Her legs came out from under her and she fell forward. Panicked, she tried to jerk her arm free of him. But he drew her forward and over the top of the coffin. Her head banged hard against the mahogany lid, causing it to rattle. 
“Alaric, wake up.”
He didn’t answer.
She felt herself being dragged into the coffin, realized there was nothing she could do to prevent it. 
“Wake up!” she yelled.
She would have yelled again, had not his other arm suddenly vaulted into the air. Before she felt the strong fingers close around her neck, she realized what was happening. Alaric was protecting himself in his sleep from a possible predator. The problem was, she wasn’t a predator. 
She got out the beginning of a scream before his fingers closed around her throat. She kicked, banging her knees into the side of the coffin, and struggled against him. He squeezed, his strength too much for her. Had she been human, her throat would have been crushed under such force; as it was, blackness played around the edges of her vision. Pain erupted in her head, and her limbs weakened as her ability to fight was forced out of her. 
Her legs collapsed uselessly against the side of the coffin and she felt her upper body slumping inside. 
She looked down and saw Alaric, beautiful as ever, still deep in sleep. Sleeping, but strangling the life out of her.
She gave one last effort at pulling his hand free of her throat before collapsing into the coffin. 
Coldness closed in, and all went black.
 
* * * *
 
Even before he opened his eyes, Alaric knew something was wrong. He could feel a jet of warm air brushing against his face. That would be impossible if all were as it should be. He knew well where he was, in the archives, sleeping in a coffin. It was the clear memory of where he was that made him realize something was wrong. He was in a coffin. If the lid of his coffin were closed, he wouldn’t feel air…that thought was forgotten when he realized something was in his hands. Something soft. 
And he knew. He knew with a surety that could only come from years of recrimination and self-hatred. He remembered leaving the village that last night, remembered telling Smenkhare to stay with his people, remembered returning and finding her dead.
He didn’t want to open his eyes and see what he’d done. He couldn’t bear it. 
Could life be so cruel? 
A sudden glimmer of hope sparked. Maybe it wasn’t her. Maybe someone had broken into the archives and…
He opened his eyes.
A low wail of misery erupted from his lips, rising in volume until the entire room trembled with the force of his rage. 
She lay in a heap, looking as lifeless as a rag doll, his hand was still wrapped about her throat. In horror, he released her and stared at the offending member as if it had acted alone. 
He got to his feet and lifted her from where she lay, half in and half out of his coffin. Cradling her as though she were a baby, he carried her to a corner. He didn’t make the decision to sit; rather, he fell against the wall and slid until he was seated, spread-legged, on the cold cement with her cradled in his arms.
She didn’t move. Didn’t stir. 
“No!” he cried.  
He studied the small body in his lap and cursed himself. She looked like a broken toy. He’d crushed her throat. Her head lolled to the side.
How had she gotten in? Caleb said the archives were kept locked at all times. He claimed the only ones who had access were himself and the Warlord. How the hell had she gotten in? 
“No,” he said again. Could the gods really be so cruel? Could they have led him to his Smenkhare again, after all these centuries, just so she could die before her time again? Was this his destiny? Was this his punishment for all of the lives he had taken? Would every reunion with Smenkhare end like this, with her dead in her youth? He couldn’t do this again, couldn’t withstand the misery. He would die before he suffered the pain of her loss again.
“No!” he said again. “Smenkhare, wake up. Please wake up.”
But of course, she didn’t answer. She couldn’t. 
He pulled her body close and held her. Already, he felt his face dampening with tears. He didn’t care what sight he made when Damon woke and saw him sitting in the corner, face stained with blood tears while he cradled the lifeless body of his Smenkhare in his arms. 
He pressed his face to hers and wept. “Come back to me,” he begged.
Then, he heard something. He jerked upright, drawing her face away from his. He stared, unbelieving, as her mouth fell open. 
“Smenkhare?” he said in a tentative voice.
She didn’t answer. Still couldn’t. But even as he looked on, he realized her throat was expanding. He could hear the bones in her throat crackle as if they were moving beneath her skin. 
Alaric gaped, unsure of what he was seeing.
Her skin went from the putrid brownish-yellow it had been to the lush honey-brown it had been last night. 
She struggled to take in a breath. Then another. Then, quite suddenly, she opened her eyes.
“Alaric.”
Alaric opened his mouth, then shut it. He stared. “I killed you,” he finally managed.
She moved to sit up, then seemed to realize she was in his arms and cradled in his lap. Instantly, her face heated with what Alaric took to be embarrassment. “You can’t kill me,” she said quickly, trying to set some distance between them. He held tight to her, unwilling to let her go.
“But I did. You were dead. Your throat was crushed. I saw you, then…” he shook his head, “then you were alive again.”
“I’m Ikari,” she said, as if that were explanation enough.
“And you’re a female. There aren’t any female Ikari warriors.”
She pushed at his prodding fingers and eased off his lap. “Save me. Now, I’ll admit you caught me off-guard and I panicked. I overreacted.” 
“Overreacted? To being strangled by a sleeping vampire? Is that possible?”
“I’ve been killed before,” she said with a shrug, trying to be more nonchalant about the whole matter than he figured she really felt. 
He wondered if her skin were burning from being so close to him the way his burned from being close to her. His hormones had gone on full alert as soon as he realized she was all right. He’d felt her chest rise and fall against him, felt the tickle of her curls on his neck. 
Alaric studied her. “Is that so?”
She nodded. “It’s part of my training. Every warrior has to be killed at least a dozen times before being sent out on missions. If not, dying while on a mission would come as too much of a shock for us.”
Alaric wiped the dampness from his face. “You’ve been killed before,” he repeated. “As part of your training.”
“Indeed. Oh, don’t worry,” she added. “The first few times, the Warlord did it himself. He didn’t let anyone else touch me until I was completely comfortable with the process.”
Alaric opened his mouth to speak, then shut it yet again. He shook his head and dragged a hand through his hair. “Just exactly how many times have you died?”
She shrugged, obviously still trying to maintain her façade of nonchalance. “I don’t know. I stopped counting.”
“How many ways, then?”
She stared up at the ceiling. “I’ve been strangled before, so don’t worry, you weren’t the first. I’ve been stabbed through the heart, drowned, smothered—”
“Stop. I don’t want to hear any more. Had I realized you were such an old hand at dying, I wouldn’t have spent the last five minutes cursing myself to the seven pits of hell.”
“I’m sorry if I scared you. You should be happy to know you didn’t kill me.” She met his gaze and set a smile on her face. “Also, I’m partially to blame. Usually when one of my Ikari brethren strangles me, they don’t do it with quite as much vehemence as you displayed. You truly seemed to want me dead, so I tried to fight you. In retrospect, I think that was a mistake. If I’d just let you strangle me and be done with it, I’m sure you wouldn’t have been so, er, passionate about it.”
Alaric stared at her. “I thought I’d killed you. I was ready to end myself.”
Neither spoke until Al-Kenna broke the silence by asking the time. “I’m to leave the compound today. To go into exile,” she added with a sneer. “It’s still early, though, so they probably haven’t been looking for me.”
“You don’t want to go? It would be safer for you—”
She rounded on him. “I don’t care what would be safer. I know how to defend myself. I should be here, fighting. It’s where I belong, not holed up in some safe house like an insipid female. And if you tell me the Warlord is right to send me off, I’ll…I don’t know what I’ll do, but I’ll do something.”
“I wouldn’t dream of saying any such thing. So, you don’t want to be sent off into exile. What would you like instead?”
She studied him for a moment, then seemed to come to a decision. “I’m leaving the compound as he wishes, but I’ll be back.”
“Ah, so your plan is to return to the compound and what?”
“Fight, as is my duty and right as an Ikari warrior.”
Alaric had to struggle to keep from smiling. To see his Smenkhare proclaiming herself a warrior was almost too cute to be borne. Still, there was a good chance if she saw the slightest glint of humor in his eyes, she’d turn tail and run. Instead, he asked , “Don’t you think the Warlord would notice you, the only woman among men?”
“The Seer is remaining at the compound—”
“But the Seer doesn’t plan to fight, does she? You would be the only woman on a battlefield of men. You’re smaller than male Ikari, you’re slight of build, not to mention the fact that your body, on its worst day, could never be mistaken for a man’s, so you’ll be spotted fast.”
He turned away at the look of misery that crossed her face. Look on that face too long, Alaric, and you’re liable to do something stupid, he told himself.
“They need me,” she insisted.
“One, even two people don’t make that much difference when you’re dealing with such great numbers. But if you really don’t want to remain in exile, as you called it, you could come with me.”
“Where are you going?”
“To New York.” He shifted on the floor so he was sitting on the heels of his boots instead of flat on his ass. “To search for an old friend, and to a meeting of the Alliance.”
“But we need you here.”
Moving forward on his knees, he closed the space between them, half expecting her to turn and run. But she didn’t. She met his gaze and stood her ground. 
“You need me, honey?”
“We all need you.”
“My services, as they are, are best used elsewhere. Though I will try to be back before the imps come.”
“So, you haven’t abandoned us?”
He grinned. She really was a delicious little morsel. “No. So, what do you think? Will you come with me to New York?” 
A number of expressions crossed her face as she considered his proposal. All of them had the blood rushing to his already engorged cock. It strained painfully against the tight leather pants. Damn, if she wasn’t sexy as hell. He wanted to ease her onto her back, right here, and move on top of her. His desire to ease his throbbing erection into her was so powerful, he had to close his eyes for a moment to regain control. He refused to scare her again as he had last night. He was amazed she’d had enough courage to enter the archives after his behavior. He was even more amazed that she was still here after he’d literally strangled her to death. 
“I don’t think that would be such a good idea,” she said finally.
“I think it would be a wonderful idea.”
“Of course, you do. But only because you think I look like Smenkhare.”
“Would you prefer to languish with the women and children?”
“I don’t plan to do that, either.”
“Think about it. How long do you think you’d be here before someone recognized you? You’re the Warlord’s daughter, after all. With your brown skin, and all that hair…you stand out.”
She stared down at the floor and shrugged. He hoped she was considering his offer. It would please Alaric to no end to have her with him in New York. If he had time alone with her, he could break through these walls she’d set between them and make some progress with her. Hell, who was he kidding? If he had her to himself, he’d show her the myriad benefits of sharing his company. He’d show her nice and slow how wonderful he was. He didn’t doubt he’d have her eating from the palm of his hand in short order. Women did, after all, find him irresistible. And if all else failed, there was the blood.
“When are you leaving?” she asked.
“I’m flying out at nine-thirty.”
“Are you flying from the private airport?”
“I don’t do commercial,” he said, curling his lip arrogantly. 
She got to her feet and stepped away from him. “Very well, then. If I decide to take you up on your offer, I’ll meet you at the airport at nine.”
Alaric stood, but made no move toward her. This was real progress. Still, he had to fight down an urge to advance on her and force the issue. He wasn’t about to attack her the way he had last night. Instead, he shoved his hands into the waistband of his leather pants and smiled. “I hope to see you at nine, then.”


 
 
 
 
 
 


Chapter Sixteen
 
 
“You have my essence,” Raven reminded Charity as he led her through the dark tunnels toward the real world. 
He ran a finger over her cheek and set off a series of tremors in her body. 
They’d been walking for what had to be hours, but she wasn’t exhausted anymore, or hungry. Raven was here. Next to her. Though he still seemed distant, every now and again he’d touch her. The simple contact quickened her and made her feel alive. She was so attuned to him that every move he made had her body crying out with want. The sight of him called to mind their time together in Prague. Too clearly, she remembered the luscious feel of having Raven deep inside and moving within her. Right now, she wanted him inside of her with a desperation that scared her. Even running for her life as she was, she would have stopped in her tracks and lay on the ground, ready to receive him, had Raven told her to. The anticipation of being joined with him, of being one with him again was nearly too much for her to bear. 
 “You two still back there?” Raven asked, drawing her from her thoughts.
Aliceanna grunted, even as Myrddin responded that they were fine. 
“I’ve only stubbed my toe three or four dozen times,” Aliceanna said, caustic as ever. “But yes, we’re fine. We love to stumble around in the dark.”
Raven had insisted they walk in darkness for stealth. Charity didn’t mind, though. Actually, she couldn’t say she was in complete darkness. She knew the tunnels were as dark as the tunnels Azriel led her through, but she could see the silhouette of the tunnel walls this time and make out the patches of green slime that clung to the walls. She could see where the corridor turned to the left or right, and where the walls opened to display a deep cavern—which they always walked past. Objects, though not entirely visible, were discernible in the gloom. She knew this new sight, this night vision, was due to Raven’s instructions to her that she could see if she tried. He had told her she had his essence.
“I have an eye with me,” Myrddin said. 
Charity glanced over her shoulder at the wizard in time to see Myrddin slip a hand into the inner pocket of his overcoat. He came up holding a black orb. It was about the size of a tennis ball.
“I could do a lighting spell and make it glow so we can see,” Myrddin said.
Raven rejected the offer out of hand. “No magic. We’ve been walking through the tunnels for close to two hours now, and we’ve yet to come across any resistance. The ghouls I’ve seen haven’t attacked. I’ve no doubt if Azriel knew we were here, he’d have sent them to waylay us, even if he were unable to come himself. If you use magic, he’ll feel it and know we’re here. Then, the docile creatures we’ve been passing will act. Just stay close to me.” 
Raven was right. The ghouls hadn’t been a problem. And she’d yet to see any rogues. Charity could only guess it was because Raven was an unknown quantity. That he was powerful was obvious, and that seemed to be enough of a threat to keep the ghouls frozen with indecision. She realized the ghouls weren’t very threatening when forced to stand on their own, without Azriel. The most they did when they caught sight of Raven was scurry away and hide in the darkness of the corridors.
Raven squeezed Charity’s hand and warmth spread from her fingers through her body. 
She sighed.
“As for you,” he told her in a low voice. “What have I told you about all those dirty thoughts?”
Charity felt her face heat. She kept forgetting he could read her mind. It was incredibly embarrassing to know he could see every wanton thought that made its way through her mind. Hell, it was unnerving. 
She swallowed hard and tried to smile. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be.” He pressed her hand, palm down, against his stomach and rubbed until she felt the waistband of his pants pass under her touch. His guiding hand forced her touch further down until her fingers closed over the hard mound of his erection. Her breath caught in her throat when she realized he was thick and hard as a rock.
“When I get you back to the compound,” he promised in a whisper, “I'm gonna take you to a private room and ride you till you beg me for mercy. Would you like that?”
“I can hear you,” Aliceanna sang out from behind them before Charity could answer.
Still, intense desire swept through Charity at the image Raven’s words created. He knew she’d love that. She was desperate for that. 
“Naughty girl that you are, I knew you’d love it,” he said, repeating her thoughts out loud. He gave her hand a squeeze, forcing her fingers tighter against his erection, then let her go. 
“This really sucks, Raven,” Aliceanna said. “Myrddin and I could have stayed back at the compound. I don’t like the idea of leaving Alaric and Damon behind in a compound full of vampire hunters.”
“They’ll be fine, Aliceanna. Galen has promised their safety.”
Aliceanna snorted. 
This was the first time Charity had seen Aliceanna since Prague. The last time she’d seen the witch in training, Aliceanna had been flat on her back, naked save her mass of red hair, whipped, and had her face pressed into Alaric’s waiting crotch. If memory served, and Charity knew it did, Alaric hadn’t been the only male vampire in the room that night. Damon had been there as well. Aliceanna had been a sort of plaything—or maybe sex slave was a better term—to the vampires. After seeing the outspoken female crawling around on all fours at Alaric’s heels, Charity hadn’t been sure what to say when she saw Aliceanna waiting in the tunnel. When Aliceanna gave Charity a punch to the shoulder and expressed relief to see her, Charity was happy enough to follow her lead. She wouldn’t mention the scene if Aliceanna didn’t. Still, she wondered what kind of relationship the three shared. Were they lovers, or something less important?
“Maybe we should take a short rest,” Myrddin was saying.
“I’d rather get out of the tunnels and rest later,” Raven said.
“Remember, Great One, not all of us have your strength. I think a ten-minute break may do us good.”
Raven continued forward for a few minutes without answering. “There’s a cavern here,” Raven said at last. “We’ll go in and rest for fifteen minutes. After that, we have to move fast.”
They followed Raven into the cavern. The ceiling stood high above them. If truth be told, Charity wasn’t sure if it was the top of the cavern she saw, or the dense blackness of the cave. The walls were made of gray and black stone and were shiny with grime. It was altogether an unpleasant place. And if the view wasn’t bad enough, the air was sticky and hot. Even as she walked, her hair began to kink into tight curls.
They found a relatively comfortable spot deep within the chamber and settled onto a series of boulders.
“It feels so good to sit,” Aliceanna said.
“Enjoy the next fifteen minutes, then,” Raven said. But he made no move to sit himself. 
“You’re not going to rest?” Charity asked him.
“No. I’m going to keep an eye out for any movement.” 
He turned away and started forward. Charity got to her feet and went after him.
“Wait, Raven,” she called as she trotted up behind him. “I want to go with you.”
“You’re leaving Myrddin and Aliceanna in the dark?”
“I don’t think Myrddin’s as blind as he pretends to be. He’s been making his way through the tunnels fine. He hasn’t complained once.”
“Complaining isn’t Myrddin’s way.” He paused to allow her to draw up beside him. “If you come with me, there’ll be no dirty thoughts.” His voice was stern as he spoke, and only served to arouse her more.
“I promise.”
He led her to a small nook beside the entrance to the cavern and stood, still as stone, listening.
“I can move tree limbs and dead leaves,” she said when she couldn’t take the silence any more. “A few small rodents, too, but that’s all. I can’t come close to moving a human body.”
He focused his dark eyes on her and a tremor delicious swept through her body. 
“It’s just a matter of a thought,” he said. “Visualize the mind-blow and your enemy will be struck. If you want to hurt them, visualize the part of the body you want hurt and see the pain. Make the pain happen.” He paused, and she knew he was studying her. She tried to rearrange her features so the numerous carnal thoughts flashing through her head didn’t seem so obvious. “I wouldn’t tell you that you could do this if I thought it was beyond you.”
“But it is beyond me. I can’t do what you and Azriel do.”
“You have my essence, Charity. And you’re half Nephilim. You’re more powerful than you know. Once Azriel releases the imps, we’ll need you.” 
His voice was cold again, as it had been those last moments in the Void. Had she done something to anger him? 
She didn’t answer his last statement. Instead, she bit her lower lip and stared down at her slippered feet. “I’m a data entry clerk,” she said at last. “I can’t help. I couldn’t even escape Azriel. When he left me alone in the tunnels and those rogues chased me, I was so scared, Raven. I could barely breathe.”
He clasped her face in his hands and forced her to meet his gaze. “You’re not a data entry clerk. You haven’t been a data entry clerk for days.”
She shook her head.
“Listen to me, Charity. You’re half Nephilim. You hear me? Don’t you know what that means?”
“What if I fail you and everyone else? What if someone dies because of me?”
“You’re half Nephilim,” he repeated. “An angel doesn’t need a light to see in dark places. And neither do you.”
“How much time do we have until the imps are free?” 
“We’re almost at the end of the tunnel. But I’d say a day. Two, if we’re lucky.”
“That’s what Azriel was told. But I think he’s likely to force the issue. He didn’t seem happy about waiting two days.” When Raven didn’t respond, she continued. “What do we do until then?” 
He was silent. When he spoke, his voice was cold with obvious irritation. “I can’t listen out for intruders, Charity, with your incessant chatter filling my ears.”
“I…” She trailed off. 
He turned away from her and faced the corridor again. “Go retrieve Myrddin and Aliceanna. Fifteen minutes have passed, and I’m ready to go.”
“Raven? Did I do something—”
“Go. Another hour or two, and we’ll be out of here.”
Swallowing, Charity backed away from him and sought out Myrddin and Aliceanna.


 
 
 
 
 
 
 


Chapter Seventeen
 
 
When Charity saw the massive house come into view, she thought she was dreaming. She’d never seen anything like it in her life. Even Raven, Myrddin, and Aliceanna’s explanations to her about who Ikarius was and what they did hadn’t prepared her for the enormity of their sprawling estate. The others constantly referred to the Ikari lands as a compound, and for the first time since hearing the word, she saw why. Even in the gloom of night, she could tell their land spread out for miles. There were forests on the land, a number of small outbuildings, fields, gardens, and one huge structure centered on the land that Raven told her was the main house where all the Ikari who guarded the fifth portal lived. The property reminded her of a college campus, it was so large.
Myrddin was the first to enter through the doors of the main house, with Aliceanna a step behind him. Raven, his hand placed securely on her lower back, had to give her a gentle push to prod her forward. 
She moved through the wide double doors, but came to an abrupt stop after she crossed the threshold and found herself in what she supposed was a foyer, but seemed more like an enclosed courtyard. Stuffed sofas were positioned around the room; piled carpets with vibrant designs covered the floor. A split stairway stood like bookends at either side of the room. Further, there was any number of people filling the room. Every one of them had frozen to the spot when their small party entered. Still, none of these things had been what made her legs stiffen and refuse to move forward. What had caught her off-guard was the sight of Damon standing in the center of the room, arms folded imperiously over his chest as he regarded them. From the look on his face, you’d have thought they were errant school children returning home from school hours later than expected.
She felt his eyes fix to her and she dropped her gaze to the ground, unable to meet his stare. Their last meeting had been more than a little embarrassing on her part. He and Alaric had cornered her outside the library of Alaric’s home in Prague and proceeded to toy with her. While Damon had disrobed her, displaying her nakedness for Alaric to see, Alaric pressed in close and…he’d kissed her with such heat, he’d nearly scorched the skin right off her bones. All the while Damon had stood behind her, running his hands over her naked thighs and talking dirty into her ear.
Even the memory made her flush with embarrassment. She’d run away from them in terror when the pair had flashed their fangs. Her last memory of them was the commingled sound of their laughter. She realized then that they’d never had any intention of biting her or even having sex with her, they were simply amusing themselves with her.
“It’s about time,” Damon said, clearly annoyed. 
Though she wasn’t looking at him, his Spanish accent was unmistakable. 
“Everyone’s in the library,” he went on to say. “We’ve been waiting for you for hours. Alaric is flying to New York in an hour.”
Again, the press of Raven’s hand on her lower back made her move further into the house. 
“Alaric is here?” she asked Raven as their small group followed Damon through a Victorian parlor done up in antiques and down a back hall. 
“I wouldn’t worry about Alaric if I were you,” Raven said. “Seems our favorite vampire has become enamored with an Ikari female.”
Aliceanna swung her head around. “What?” she demanded.
But Raven didn’t have a chance to answer. Damon, walking briskly, led them into a room, pausing only to shut and lock the door behind them.
Immediately, Charity realized it was another library. But it wasn’t anything like the public libraries her mother used to take her to. This one was styled more like Alaric’s. It was the kind of library one would expect to see in the home of a scholar. Tall bookshelves lined the walls, and numerous sofas were positioned in the center of the room around a stone fireplace. 
More interesting, she saw Alaric was settled on one of the sofas. Beside him was a large man with a head of hair nearly as red as Aliceanna’s. Next to the man was a faery-looking woman with long pale hair and delicate features. Across from them were two men she’d never seen before. One was dark-skinned, like her. Though he couldn’t have been older than forty, something in his eyes told her this man had seen much. Beside him was an older man, maybe sixty, with long gray hair and a perfectly groomed mustache. 
“Raven,” the red-haired one said, getting to his feet. “We’d begun to fear you ran into trouble in the tunnels. We were about to send a search party. This must be Charity,” he said, fixing her with a hard gaze. “The last human Nephilim we’ve heard so much about.”
Taking her by the hand, Raven led her deeper into the room. She had to struggle with her desire to hide behind him, but she forced herself to walk by his side with her head up. 
“Yes,” Raven said. He took a moment to introduce her to everyone. 
The faery woman— Raven had called her Valetta— got to her feet. She pulled a heavy afghan off the back of the sofa. “You could have taken a few minutes to allow her to clothe herself, Raven.” 
Only then did Charity recall her dire state of dress. Though ’undress’ would have been a more appropriate word. The sheer robe with the matching slippers whose soles were worn thin from all of the walking she’d done in the last two days barely covered her. Worse, not only was she standing before these strangers nearly naked, but she realized her legs were streaked with dirt and dust. Her arms had small scratches running along their length from her headlong run through the tunnels when the ghouls had been chasing her. She probably didn’t smell very good, either.
Valetta wrapped the afghan over her shoulders and pulled her to the sofa. Charity allowed herself to be seated beside the woman. She murmured a thank you, to which she received a broad smile.
“The Warlord has a daughter who’s about your size. When we’re finished here, I’ll get some of her clothes for you to wear.”
Charity returned the smile. “Thank you.”
“If you’re finished talking fashion,” the Warlord said, “can we get on with this?”
Myrddin settled beside the two men Raven had introduced as Caleb and Quinn. Aliceanna sat on the floor closest to Damon, who was perched on the arm of the sofa next to Alaric. Aliceanna glanced up at them periodically, an activity Alaric seemed completely oblivious to. Damon, however, settled one boot in her lap and gave her furtive rubs between her thighs with his heel when he thought no one was looking.
Raven, who had remained standing, was the first to speak. “Before anything else is said, I want to make sure everyone’s agreed on the pact. I have your word, Galen, that none of the Ikari will move against any member of the Alliance?”
Galen nodded. “Aye. On my honor, no action will be taken against any member of the Alliance.”
“And you, Alaric. Do I have your word no immortal will act against Ikarius?”
Alaric seemed to suddenly remember his part in all this. “You have my word.”
“Good,” Raven said with a nod. “We have a day, maybe two, before Azriel comes with the imps. I’m confident the ghouls won’t act against us again until they have Azriel at their side. Have you heard anything from the other Ikari compounds, Galen?”
Galen leaned forward on the couch. “Like us, they’ve sent their women and children to a safe house, just as a precaution. But no one has reported any attacks. Seems the Ikari outside the seventh portal and us are the only ones who were attacked by ghouls yesterday.”
“What I want to know,” Caleb said, “is why the ghouls outside the seventh portal were so strong.” He’d set his gaze on Charity, and Charity eased back in the sofa. 
Raven spoke again. “She can’t answer your questions. She was a captive at the time, and didn’t know what was going on. As far as she knew, Azriel was taking her to Hir na Gog.”
“Still, the girl must have something she could tell us. She’s spent the last two days with Azriel, after all.” Caleb studied her. “Did you learn nothing from the demon in all that time?”
Damn, Charity thought, they wanted her to talk. After realizing she’d been completely oblivious to Azriel’s plan of holding off on freeing the Nephilim, she had hoped she’d be able to melt into the scenery, but it didn’t look like that was going to happen. 
Raven began to speak for her, but she interrupted. “I’m fine, Raven. I don’t have much to add to what you already know. Your brethren, the ones who lived at the large estate Azriel attacked, were outnumbered four to one. And Azriel surprised them, caught them completely off-guard. They didn’t stand a chance.”
“There’s something else,” the Warlord said. “Once he sees Charity is gone and he’s told of Raven’s arrival on the scene and rescue of her, he’ll know we’re on to his little plot. What if he changes his plan to attack us?”
 “What would be the point?” Caleb asked. “If he wants to cut off the Ikari head, he has to attack here.” 
Charity nodded. “I’m sure he would have wanted surprise on his side, but he won’t let the loss of it discourage him. He’s that confident.”
Raven, who’d been watching her closely, folded his arms over his chest. His voice was cold when he spoke and the sound of it chilled her. “You seem to know a lot about Azriel.”
“When you spend two days trapped with someone, that happens.”
His obsidian eyes fixed to her face and narrowed. An almost imperceptible curl lifted his lip. The effect was so sinister, it reminded her that Raven was a fallen angel and capable of performing any number of horrible things if he chose. Her first impulse was to drop her eyes and stare docilely at her feet. But after everything she’d been through, she refused to be intimidated. She met his stare head on. 
Their eyes locked. She started when a voice in her head demanded, “What else do you know about Azriel?”
Her spine stiffened as indignation washed through her. What exactly was he accusing her of? That he was accusing her of something was obvious. “Do you ask for Figlio’s sake, or have you forgotten you discarded me minutes after sleeping with me?”
Idly, she realized this silent exchange wasn’t going unnoticed. Before Raven could respond, Alaric cleared his throat and exchanging a frown with Damon, spoke.
“I’m leaving tonight. If Raven’s right, I’ll have at least a day before Azriel’s attack on the compound. By that time, I hope to have the eastern leg of the Alliance in agreement. I’m going to stop at Figlio’s New York home as well. Who knows? Maybe he’ll be there and surprise us by returning with me.”
Charity gasped at that comment, a move that had the direct effect of refocusing everyone’s attention to her. “Figlio is coming here?” she demanded of Alaric.
“If all goes well.”
She turned on Raven, who still stood, staring at her. “Is that why you came for me?” she asked.
“Now isn’t the time, Charity,” he said. 
Though he spoke quietly, she didn’t miss the dangerous quality to his voice. She just didn’t care. 
“Answer me, Raven.” 
“Not…now.”
She rocketed to her feet. “I think right now is the perfect time! This is why you’ve been so distant, why you’ve been so cold, isn’t it? Damn you, Raven, answer me!”
Raven started forward. His eyes flashed hot fury as he advanced, but Charity stood her ground. 
“You lying rat bastard of an angel!” she accused. “The only reason you came for me is so you can hand me off to Figlio.”
He clamped a hand to her wrist and whirled, pulling her along behind him as he half walked, half flew toward the library doors. She didn’t have time to look behind her to see the numerous looks of surprise that surely greeted this little performance. She was too stunned. 
When they neared the doors, Raven lifted a hand and they flew wide, slamming into the corridor walls. Once released from the confines of the library, Raven moved forward with a speed that made her head spin. In a blur, she saw the hall, the parlor, the stairs.  In less time than it would have taken her to walk through the library, they’d traversed three levels and were standing outside a closed door.
She whirled to face him, her anger so extreme she couldn’t control it. “Damn it, Raven, what’s your problem?”
He kicked the door in and pushed her inside. A moment later, he kicked the door shut and she heard the lock slip into place.
Whatever was about to happen, she thought, it wouldn’t be good.


 
 
 
 
 
 


Chapter Eighteen
 
 
Al-Kenna settled herself in the passenger seat and dropped her bag on the floorboard between her feet. 
The stranger who’d been kind enough to pick her up watched all this, a slight smile on his face. When he began speaking to her, she made sure she could easily reach her bag and the weapons inside, then turned to face him. 
“So, where you headed?” the man asked.
He had an easy voice, soft and non-threatening. Now that she was settled in the car beside him and had ample time to study him, he seemed a pleasant enough person. He had the round, chubby face of a child, though she was sure he was much older than she was. There was gentleness about the man, a kindness. She hadn’t seen any malevolence in him, though in truth even if she had, she’d still have gotten in the car. There’d been no other choice. The compound was twenty miles away, and she couldn’t very well walk back. This man would be safe to travel with for the short distance she had to go. The only thoughts she’d gleaned from him were confusion and concern. He wondered what a lone female was doing walking the rural roads of nowhere Virginia, when the nearest town was more than fifteen miles away. Well, she’d just let him wonder. The important thing was that she’d be at the compound soon. 
“Blue Ridge Parkway?” she said. “The airport.” 
“I was heading to the Blue Ridge myself. Going to see the Appalachian Trail. Ever been there?”
She nodded. And for the next twenty minutes, they talked about Liberty Inn, where he was staying, the wonder that was the Shenandoah Valley, and the amazing views he hoped to see in the Allegheny Mountains.
When Al-Kenna recognized the line of old willows that hung over the north gate of the compound, she stared at them. She eyed the north gate entrance and searched for any signs of battle. Long ago, the trees surrounding the compound had grown thick. Thatches of weeds grew unchecked along the forest floor. Even in the darkness of night— especially in the darkness of night— the land looked overgrown, unkempt, uncared for, and dangerous. Even the enclosing gate looked as though it had seen better days. It was impossible from this side of the gate to see the buildings and grounds. From where was, the old cement slabs that made up the gate looked decrepit. But this was all as it should be. Civilians weren’t supposed to know what Ikarius was. The compound itself was centered on ninety acres of land, a distance no curious traveler ever ventured through untamed land, and if they tried, there were enough sentries guarding the property to dissuade them. 
“The airport’s a few miles from here. It’s a little out of the way.”
“I don’t mind,” he said. “What I’d mind is leaving you out in the middle of nowhere.”
She smiled. “Thank you.”
Once they got to the airport, she quickly shoved her car door open, grabbed her bag, and eased out of the seat.
“You sure you’ll be okay here? This place looks…oh, looks like someone’s flying out of here tonight. A friend of yours?”
She glanced over her shoulder and saw there was a plane on the tarmac being tended to. It was a sleek piece of equipment. Instead of the plain gray of most planes, this one was painted midnight black. This plane, this jet, was nothing like the prop planes that typically flew in and out of the airport.
“Yeah,” she said absently. “A friend.” She stepped from the car and bent to look in. “Thanks a lot.” She shoved the door shut and stepped back.
He waved and mouthed, “Don’t mention it.”
With that, he turned the car around and drove away. She caught the last flash of rear lights as he turned left out of the airport and cruised down the road. 
Al-Kenna walked toward the terminal. Her heart suddenly felt ten pounds heavier, and the act of breathing became a forced exercise. She didn’t realize she was holding her breath as she moved closer to the terminal until she felt a burst of air rush past her lips.  
Was Alaric really inside the tiny airport?
She shivered at the thought. 
She paused at the entrance to force a deep breath. 
Then she went in.


 
 
 
 
 
 


Chapter Nineteen
 
 
“Did he touch you?” Raven demanded, advancing on her until he had her cornered. He set his hands at either side of her and glared. 
The tight bands of muscle along his chest rippled as his body tensed. His wine-colored nipples darkened with his rage. Why she should notice such a thing now, when clearly Raven was in such a dangerous mood, she didn’t know, but even in his rage, Raven was something to behold.
Unbidden and unwanted, her loins stirred to life.
“Who?” She asked.
“You know who I’m talking about.”
“Azriel?”
“Did you let Azriel touch you? If he touched you...”
“You’d what? Do you even care?”
His eyes were hard on her, drinking in every inch of her body. His awareness of her sent a jolt through her. Even as she struggled to swallow down an urge to wrap her arms around him and pull him close, he stepped closer to her. “Answer me, Charity,” he said in a dangerous voice.
She should have been wary, but she wasn’t. His jealousy aroused her. “Will Figlio be offended if he did?” she demanded.
“Tread carefully, Charity. You forget what I am. I’m not a mortal man whom you can toy with.”
She studied the grim set to his face, then shook her head. “He didn’t. I would never let that happen. I don’t want Azriel…or Figlio, and you know it.” 
For a moment, he studied her. His face was impassive, expressionless. She was amazed by how effectively he could shut her out. 
During her time with Azriel, all she could think about was being with Raven again. Now that they were together, she didn’t want to argue with him. Steeling herself against rejection, she leaned forward and ran the tip of her finger over his chest. 
He stiffened, but made no other move. 
“Raven?” she said. She closed her eyes and leaned into him, let the warmth of his body soothe her. “Why are you so angry? You’re the one who wanted to pawn me off on someone else.”
 Raven’s wings fluttered. A moment later, he spread his legs wide and stroked the throbbing flesh between his thighs. “Get on your knees, Charity,” he said in a voice that drove her to the edge of control. 
Charity didn’t answer, but she knew Raven could hear the rustle of the afghan as she cast it off and slid onto the floor. Placing one hand on his knee for balance, she eased between his thighs and paused. She wondered if Raven could feel her eyes on him, feel her hunger and need to devour him. But she waited. 
 
* * * *
 
Raven opened his eyes and returned her stare. Already, what had begun as a pleasant throb in his cock had transformed into a painful pulse of need. The constricting material of his pants felt too tight suddenly, and his desire was too intense. 
“Open my pants, take my dick out, and suck it.”
He hadn’t meant to be so coarse, but he couldn’t help it. He hadn’t realized how much he needed to feel her lips on him until now. He wanted to reclaim her and show her she belonged to him and nobody else. 
With an eagerness that stiffened his cock even more, Charity fell on him, clenching his zipper between fingers trembling with anticipation and nearly ripping the zipper off. She had his member free in seconds.
She gasped. “My gosh, you’re huge.”
“Don’t act as if you’ve never seen it before, Charity.”
“I know I have, but last time you weren’t quite so…quite this…”
Raven glanced down at his erection, noting that perhaps she had a point. 
“What are you waiting for, Charity?”
She didn’t need any further prompting. Raven sucked in air between his teeth as Charity came at him. She slipped her arms around him, eased her trembling hands into the open flaps of his pants and kneaded the taut muscle covering his hips. She moaned, too excited to hide her anticipation, and too aroused to care for such mundane considerations as pride. 
Raven watched silently as Charity lowered her face between his thighs. But instead of drawing his cock into her mouth, she set worshipful kisses along its length, breathed in the scent of it, the maleness of it, and moaned deep in the back of her throat. When Raven at last felt the slickness of her tongue brush along it, he felt the air go out of him on a long, uneven sigh. He could feel Charity smile for a moment, but then she closed her mouth over him and all thought was gone. 
“Have I told you how much I love that tongue of yours?” Raven said, head thrown back as Charity released his erection to lick at the tender skin of his scrotum. One moment, she sent her tongue along the delicate skin of his erection, languidly tasting Raven; the next moment she was like a snake, darting her tongue against Raven’s balls and causing that painful pleasure to build like a fire between his legs. 
Yes, this was what he needed. Pleasure administered to him in a manner of worshipful adoration that made his cock ache for release. Unfortunately, Charity was dragging this out, savoring every second until he was ready to burst. She was taking her time and he was struggling for control.
He gazed down at Charity, at the beautiful female hovering between his legs as though his cock were about to spill mother’s milk. 
She must have sensed his gaze on her, because at that moment she looked up, eyes narrowed with need. Raven set a finger under her chin, forcing her head up and away from his crotch. Her chest heaved; her lips were spread in a moist O. 
“Put it in your mouth,” Raven said. 
“Your cock or your…?”
“My balls. Right now.”
He released her and she quickly focused all of her attention on the job at hand. She eased her hands further into his pants, cupping a cheek in each hand and squeezing as she lowered her face.
“Oh!” Raven gasped when Charity at last closed her mouth over him. Like a trained juggler, she sucked one ball into her mouth, laved it like a hungry kitten and released, only to repeat the process with the other. 
Raven sucked air into his mouth, on the edge of losing control. He felt her struggle to get them both between her lips and knew despite their size, she would manage. Still, Raven didn’t think he could wait much longer. He needed to cum as he hadn’t needed to in a long time. He closed his eyes, imagined his cock filling that luscious mouth of hers. He groaned at the image of it. Felt his cock stiffen still more at the simple beauty of it. Yes, he’d wanted her, still wanted her even after he’d thought Azriel had had her. 
Frustration making a heady, nearly overwhelming cocktail with his hunger, he reached forward and closed his hands over her head. He felt the soft strands of her hair beneath his fingers. 
He pulled her mouth from him, felt the wash of air cool on his saturated skin as he set his cock against those perfect red lips of hers.
“Suck it,” he whispered, on the very edge of control.
He felt her pause, only for a second, then she was sheathing him. Warmth spread from the head of his cock down the entire length of him as she easily sucked him deep into the back of her throat. She sucked at him hard, her head moving slowly up and down along his length. All the while that tongue—Got help him, it was like magic—lapped at him and laved him. He groaned. Slowly, she brought her mouth down on him, and slowly she rose, driving him completely out of his mind. 
“Faster,” he demanded.
In response, she slowed. 
“Faster,” he repeated, his voice ragged with the effort of control.
When he felt her chuckle against him, he lost it. Far beyond any consideration of pleasure other than his own, he pulled his cock from her mouth while simultaneously easing her backward onto the floor at his feet. In a second, he stood over her. He caught a brief glimpse of the confusion in her eyes, but determinedly pushed that aside and out of his mind. With a feral growl unlike him, he fell to his knees over her. Instinctively, she struggled, but Raven let all his weight rest on her chest, anchored by his not inconsiderable strength. 
“Raven?” she asked, fear making a mockery of her voice. She reached up with one hand, but Raven quickly pinned that hand to the floor. Almost as an afterthought, he set his knee on it. He repeated the process with her other hand, effectively trapping her beneath him and between his thighs.
“Raven?” 
Raven’s chest heaved as he struggled to regain control over himself. He knew he was scaring her, and that wasn’t what he wanted to do, but he was beyond control.
When he heard her open her mouth a third time to speak, he leaned forward and filled it with the throbbing length of him. With a savage need that was beginning to scare Raven as well, he rocked his hips, fucking her mouth. 
He felt her relax beneath him, felt her widen her mouth in welcome. 
She struggled to keep up with his pace, but managed to work him with her tongue. Her hands clenched around his knees, but she didn’t make any move to unseat him. Instead, she moaned. She seemed to be enjoying Raven’s wild abandon. 
Raven saw Charity beneath him, writhing as he drove himself into her. Charity stared up at him and silently bade him to cum inside of her. 
Like a wave finally breaking, the orgasm broke over him hard, making him shudder under the sheer force of it. He rocked his hips, unable to still himself as the liquid richness of him spilled from his cock and into the hungry mouth milking him. He was still struggling for control when he felt her stiffen and shudder with her own release. 
After a time, he opened his eyes, rested his hands on his thighs and breathed slowly. When he spoke, his voice almost sounded normal. “Did I hurt you, Charity?” he asked.
“You can hurt me like that a million times.”
“Is that so?” Raven said, getting to his feet. He lifted her with him and set her on the floor before him. “Take off your clothes,” he practically pleaded.
“I should shower. I’m dirty from roaming around caves and—” She let loose a surprised sound when Raven lifted her off her feet and backed her into a wall. 
“I don’t care,” he said.
 
* * * *
 
Charity felt her resolve falter when she felt the press of his erection against her thigh. His promise of riding her all night long echoed through her head. When he ground his hips into her, she was suddenly so desperate for him to do just as he promised, she had a difficult time thinking. 
“Wrap your legs around me,” he ordered in a hoarse voice.
“I’m sweaty.”
“Do it. Right now.” He leaned into her, covering her mouth with his and lashing the warmth of her mouth with his tongue. His kiss was hungry, possessive, and she found herself dissolving into him.
Reaching down with one arm, he hooked her thigh and brought it to rest around his waist. He didn’t have to tell her to lift the other. She did as ordered, lifting and wrapping her legs tight about him. The sheer robe she wore fell open as she moved. 
Her arousal washed over her with the force of a tidal wave. “What if someone hears?” she asked.
“I don’t care.”
With one arm, he held her while he fumbled with his pants. The sound of leather slipping over his skin as he shoved his pants low on his hips filled the room. He pressed his weight into her, pinning her against the wall so she could scarcely move. 
The corners of his lips drew down into a frown as he studied her. “Did you let him touch you?” he repeated through clenched teeth.
She thanked the stars above she hadn’t. Who knew what Raven would have done had she told him she’d allowed Azriel to have sex with her? “No,” she said a little breathlessly. “I told you, I would never let him.” 
Raven stared. His mouth was open, but he made no effort to speak. Instead, he grabbed her about the waist and positioned her to his liking. The moment she felt the press of his erection at her opening, she moaned. She needed this, was so hungry for this, she would go mad if she had to wait a second longer.
Snaking her arms around his neck, she pulled closer to him. “Now, Raven. I need you so badly.”
“Did you want him?”
This wasn’t a question so easily answered. She fought to clear her mind of all thought. 
She should have known trying to clear her thoughts was as much of an admission as admitting outright she had lusted after Azriel.
“You’re mine, Charity,” he said, pure steel in his voice. 
He gave his hips a gentle thrust so she could feel the head of his erection ease into her. She sighed and tried to work her hips against him. He held her firmly, though.
“Say it,” he ordered in a stern voice. “I want to hear you say it. Say, ‘Raven, I belong to you.’”
She swallowed hard before she spoke. “Raven, I belong to you.”
“That’s my girl.” He gave her a lascivious grin and impaled her. 
The ecstasy hit her like a shock wave. Her loins came alive and pleasure radiated out to every part of her body. Her stomach quivered from the intensity of it and she had all she could do to keep her ankles locked about him. She threw her head back and groaned. 
“You like that?” he asked.
She sighed.
Raven tightened his hold on her waist to steady her. His lips were on her neck; she felt his tongue as he licked a trail from the hollow of her throat to her ear lobe. And when he began to move inside her, she thought she’d crumble into a thousand pieces. 
He thrust into her hard, then pulled nearly out. Thrust, then eased back. Every time he sank deep, she rent his shoulders with her nails and cried out. It had been too long since they’d been joined. This is what she’d been waiting for, what she had needed. Had their first time felt this good? Had anything in her entire life ever felt so good? 
“Fuck Azriel,” he said in a sneer as he pulled back and thrust again. “Fuck Figlio,” he said again on another thrust. “You’re mine.”
The pleasure was too much. She didn’t respond, couldn’t respond. Could only raise her face to his and press her lips against his again. Her body quickened at the contact. His tongue was hungry, seeking out hers and plunging as fiercely as he pumped his hips.
The leather of his pants chafed, and the wall at her back felt rough against her nearly bare skin, but no amount of discomfort could offset the sheer pleasure of having Raven inside her again. 
His thrusts were hard and fast, his need as great as her own. His hips jerked into her like a piston, the pleasure setting her insides on fire. “Tell me how much you love it, Charity. Tell me how much you love being fucked by me.”
Too soon, she felt her orgasm building, felt the pleasure escalating until she was sure she’d crack into a million fragments if she didn’t have release. 
Raven cupped her backside and forced himself in deeper.
“Ooo.”
“Don’t you dare cum yet,” he ordered, slowing his thrusts. “Tell me what you want.” When she couldn’t speak, he demanded, “Say it.”
“I want you to fuck me.”
“No. Say, ‘Fuck me hard, Raven.’”
“Oh, God!”
“Say it,” he said as he drove himself into her.
“Ooo. Fuck me hard, Raven.”
He thrust harder. “That’s it. Say it again.”
“Fuck me hard, Raven.”
He drew back and plunged into her deep and fast. The pleasure had her throwing her head to and fro, moaning. His hips smacked into hers and she cried out.
“Again,” he demanded.
“Fuck me hard, Raven!” she screamed. “Fuck me hard, Raven. Fuck me hard, Raven.”
He’d become a wild man. He growled against her lips and moved with such force, she felt every thrust in her belly. 
All at once, ecstasy exploded inside of her and the orgasm that had been hovering washed over her, making her scream her release into his waiting mouth. He swallowed her screams, still thrusting.
He drove himself deep into her core and froze, a groan spilling from his lips. When his own orgasm hit him, she felt his legs tremble beneath them.
His movements slowed, though his breathing remained frantic. 
After a few moments, he glanced down at her and grinned. “I needed that.” 

Chapter Twenty
 
 
Alaric sat in one of the hard metal chairs positioned inside of what he supposed were the airline gates. Even through his thick suede pants, he could feel the chill of metal. Since it was a private airport, he had expected a bit more. Upon his arrival, he’d not had time to sit, but now, as he waited for his plane to be refueled and readied for flight, he had no choice but to sit and wait.
Sighing, Alaric let his head rest against the wall. 
He should be pleased he’d managed to finagle a few Damon-free days out of this. It seemed eons since he’d been alone and he savored the time. He could finally think without having his thoughts interrupted by somebody asking him a question. And this mission would require a lot of thought. He’d decided first he’d go to Figlio’s house and, assuming he was there, try to persuade Figlio to return to the compound with him. Good old anti-social Figlio. 
“Is that your plane?”
Alaric jerked up and stared. Then, like one of those old Warner Brother’s cartoon characters, he closed his eyes, gave them a rub, then opened them. Seeing the figure was still there, he gave his head a shake.
But she was still there, staring down at him with a large red duffle bag thrown over her shoulder. 
She was lovely. A mass of curls fell over her shoulders and down her back like lush waves. She had on athletic sneakers and a long black trench coat that really did little to hide the fact she was heavily armed. Alaric’s eyes were too experienced to miss such a thing. 
When he realized he’d been staring at her like a lovesick adolescent, he quickly got to his feet. And cleared his throat.
She stepped back.
“Smenkhare,” he said. Which, of course, had her retreating another step.
“I have a weapon. And I know how to use it.”
He smiled. “No doubt. Did come all the way here to threaten me with your daggers again?”
She bit her lip and looked away, then seemed to realize she was biting her lip and stopped. Her lip slid out of her teeth with a wet pop. All at once, her shoulders stiffened and she took a step closer. Alaric was pleased. This meant she wasn’t going to run away from him again. Definite progress.
 “You’re really going?” she asked.
“Mm-hmm.”
She studied him. To Alaric, her midnight eyes seemed exquisite gems and not eyes at all. She was like a fine work of art.
 “Mr. Roth, the plane is ready.”
They both turned to look at the man who’d come into the terminal, delivered his message, and disappeared from whence he came.
A sudden urge to throw her over his shoulder and carry her into the plane stole over him, but he forced the impulse down. That would really go over well with the Warlord. “Well, looks like it’s time for me to go,” he said. “Does that bag hanging over your shoulder mean you’ve decided to come with me?” 
“What about daylight?”
“Huh?”
“Daylight? What will you do during daylight?”
He glanced down at his watch. “Sleep.”
“Won’t you burn up or something?”
He laughed. He couldn’t help it. “Only if someone opens all the windows in the coven house.”
He began to walk slowly toward the departure gate, such as it was, and was pleased when she fell in step beside him. As he gazed down at her, he realized how small she was. Barely reached the top of his shoulder. He couldn’t fathom why she fancied herself a warrior. Surely, the Warlord didn’t approve such folly.
“Once you’re there, how will you get around? How will you stay safe during the day? Don’t you need a protector or something? I remember seeing a movie where the vampire had a guardian. Someone to protect him—”
“Bloody hell, I’m a vampire, not a paraplegic! I’m more than capable of taking care of myself. But your concern warms me.”
He pushed open the exit door and motioned for her to step out ahead of him. Her scent filled his nostrils as she stepped past him and into the chill December air. 
“Are you coming?”
“Well, I’m not going back into hiding,” she said. He didn’t miss the challenge in her voice. 
“So, the Warlord doesn’t know you left the safe house. Does anybody know?”
She gave him a very unladylike snort and curled her lip. “Of course not. That would defeat the purpose of sneaking away. I told the women at the safe house—no, I demanded to be left alone. After that, I went up to my room and locked the door. I was out the window and off the property in five minutes flat.”
Yes, he thought as he gazed down at her, he was about to do something very stupid. He wasn’t sure if it was the fact that they were standing so close to the open door of his plane or simply because he’d completely lost his mind, but he figured if none of the Ikari knew she had left the safe house, there wouldn’t be any harm in taking her with him to New York. Surely, traveling with him would be a damn sight better than sneaking around the compound in the dead of night. At least, he hoped that was how she’d see it.
She studied him for a moment. Her eyes seemed to take in every inch of him, from the boots he wore to the leather jacket he’d thrown on in place of a shirt. Those lush lips of hers quivered, almost imperceptibly, as she looked at him. He realized she was nervous. Very nervous. 
He rested his weight against the narrow stair railing that led to the jet door and focused his attention on those pretty pink lips. Just the act of staring at her, of making sure she knew he was staring, sent the blood rushing between his legs where his cock had already begun to throb. 
She bit her lower lip, probably in an effort to still the tremors, and gazed down at her feet. 
“Come with me, Al-Kenna. I need you.”
“You shouldn’t say such things,” she mumbled to the ground. 
Damn if she wasn’t a doll of a woman. It took every ounce of strength he had to remain standing there and not force the issue. It would be so easy to simply lift her off her feet and carry her into the plane. She’d protest for a while, just for form’s sake, but inside she’d want to thank him. He knew she wanted to go with him. He could see it in her eyes and in the way she couldn’t quite maintain eye contact with him. 
He knew the Ikari and knew that above all things, they valued chastity. Especially in their women. That, along with the fact that he was a vampire, had to be why she was having such a difficult time admitting she wanted to go with him. She’d been leading up to this with her questions about his safety, though she’d probably told herself his safety was only important because he was the Coven Lord of the Alliance. 
“Why shouldn’t I say such things when it’s how I feel? Look at me, Al-Kenna.”
Her eyes remained fixed to the tarmac. 
“How do I know you won’t bite me?” she finally said.
“I won’t hurt you, or scare you. I just want your company.”
She finally raised her head and met his gaze. At the visual contact, a jolt went through his body like a shock of electricity.
“Because I look like her?” she asked.
He pushed off the railing and took her hand in his. He brought it to his lips and gently kissed her palm. All the while, he maintained eye contact with her. “Because I want your company.”
She stared at him and seemed unable to make a decision.
He had a sudden urge to grip her by the shoulders and shake her until she remembered him. He wanted to make her remember, make her feel the love she felt for him before. To have her here, after so many long centuries of missing her, should have been a cause for celebration. That she didn’t remember him made him want to howl in agony. Surely, the gods were laughing at him tonight. His prayers had been answered; he had his Smenkhare, but now she was called Al-Kenna and had no recollection of him. 
“I can’t go with you,” she said finally. “I have to return to the compound.”
The agony that had begun to swell inside him became so intense, he was scarce able to remain on his feet. Worse, he felt a slow rage building within him. She was his Smenkhare, whether she remembered or not. That she would stand here and reject him…He felt his skin begin to tingle, felt his fangs begin to lengthen. 
He closed his eyes and tried to focus on staying calm. The last thing he wanted was to scare her again, but try as he might, he simply couldn’t master himself. 
The change must have been visible already. As he stood, struggling under the weight of his blood lust, she took a few steps away from him.
He took a step forward and held a hand out to her. Too late, he noticed his nails. They looked sharp and deadly. 
She stared at him for a moment, then turned and ran.
 
* * * *
 
Having lost all common sense in her need to get away from Alaric, Al-Kenna ran away from the airport and into the thick wood bordering the street. She ran through the woods and felt the cold winter wind whipping through her hair and slashing across her face. She pumped her legs hard and fast, ignored everything but her onward progress through the trees and the ground beneath her. As quickly as she could manage, she ducked under branches and dodged anything in her path. The forest ahead was a mass of trees and she had no idea where she was going, only that she was going away from him.
She slowed to look behind her, to see if she could see him coming up the path she’d just run down, but nobody was there. 
Had he given up on her that fast? Gotten in the plane, prepared to leave her behind? 
She felt a pang of disappointment and jerked her head forward again. 
She screamed. In the next second, she was falling backward. She hit the ground hard enough to stun her.
Alaric stepped from the shadows and hunkered down beside her. He didn’t seem annoyed, though. Rather, he seemed amused. 
And he looked human again.
“Now that you’ve had your little mutiny, are you ready to come with me?”
“How did you get here ahead of me?”
She rolled to her side and moved to sit up, but he pressed her gently into the ground. Her back arched when it met the rocky ground, but she was quickly enveloped in the warmth of Alaric’s body as he settled it over hers. The leather felt soft and smooth against her skin and so good, she wanted to press her body closer to his. His eyes were narrowed to slits as he looked at her. The hard length of him, thick and long, and very erect, pushed insistently against her leg. It felt hot, and needy, and altogether too real. 
“Magic,” he whispered into her ear.
Her first impulse was to struggle away from him, but as he pressed his body against hers with more insistence, her willpower evaporated. He felt so good. When he entwined his fingers in hers and pressed her hands to the ground at either side of her head, a brief chill of fear ran down her spine. But the fear quickly evaporated in the heat of her lust. 
“You’re beautiful,” he said in a low voice. “I’ve waited so long to have you at my side again.”
He ran his lips over her throat. The touch was so soft, she wondered for a moment if she’d imagined it and this entire night. The press of his erection was evidence enough, though, that he was very real. 
Her body was suddenly overloaded with sensation. 
“I’ve wanted you so long,” he said.
Even as she stared into his eyes, she knew her lips were quivering. She was a fighter, a warrior. But put her in a situation like this and she had no idea what to do. No, that wasn’t precisely true. What she wanted to do was give over to her hormones and let him do whatever he wanted. 
He met her gaze and grinned as he drove one fang through his tongue. Blood dribbled down his chin from the wound, but she didn’t move. She felt paralyzed. When he ran his hand over her breast, she sighed. The pleasure of that simple touch was too exquisite and too luscious for words. He did it again, his eyes focused on her, and she let her eyelids close as pleasure washed over her.
“This is what I’ve wanted to do to you for years,” he told her. “This and more.” 
“I don’t even know you.”
“Look at me,” he whispered into her ear. “Remember me.”
She couldn’t speak, couldn’t think. And as she opened her eyes, he ran his moistened tongue over her bottom lip. 
“Oh, gosh,” she whimpered as a few drops of his blood dampened her tongue. A shudder ran through her body at the taste of it.
He sucked her lip into his mouth and laved it. 
When he released her it, she gazed up at him. “Why me?”
Releasing her hands, he nipped at her chin and growled. 
She opened her mouth to speak again, but whatever she was about to say was cut off when he lowered his face to hers and kissed her hungrily. Their tongues met and tangled and for the first time in her life, Al-Kenna knew what true bliss was. White-hot heat scorched her even as pleasure came at her in great waves, pummeling her. Yes, bliss was the taste of Alaric on her tongue and the feel of his body against hers as he moved his mouth over hers. She would have screamed in ecstasy, had his kiss not been so thorough. 
Moaning into his mouth, she pulled him closer and squeezed. He growled again, but this time the sound was more animal, more savage.
“You’re coming with me, Al-Kenna,” he promised through gritted teeth. 
The pleasure was too much to deny, too much to refuse. She writhed beneath him, tried to grasp him so she could pull him to her again. She wanted the taste of him, the pleasure. And more than just a few drops.
“Yes. Yes.”
He rose from the ground and pulled her up with him. She wanted to swoon when she realized he was carrying her away with him. He was taking her as he had Smenkhare. She knew she should protest, knew if the Warlord found out it would be a disaster, but she couldn’t consider the Warlord’s feelings. She wanted this. Had wanted this since she’d read that dreadful book.

Chapter Twenty-One
 
 
Al-Kenna sat on a buttery sofa and stared out the window at the crystalline night beyond the jet’s windows. They’d been at cruising altitude for twenty minutes now. Alaric had unstrapped and gone to the cockpit to make sure all his New York arrangements were in order. She’d never thought of it before, but traveling and being a vampire was very difficult. There were so many things to consider, even if you owned your own jet. But that was stupid. She didn’t know why she was thinking of such things now when she was speeding through the night sky at over thirty thousand feet in the air. And her traveling companion was said vampire.
The plane, as she suspected, had every amenity a person could need, and, no doubt, many more. The interior looked more like a lavish parlor than an airplane fuselage. There were three cream-colored sofas positioned around the fuselage, a secure bar, and a back bedroom where Alaric went when he wanted to sleep. While she’d accepted the full tour of the lounge area, she had refused Alaric’s offer of a tour of the sleeping quarters. She didn’t doubt it was any less lavish than the rest of the plane. But just now, she figured seeing his bed wouldn’t be a good idea. Just thinking of it brought up images of Alaric lying naked, his muscular thighs tangled in silky sheets while his golden brown hair fanned out across the bed beneath him. Now, that would be a sight to take her breath away…and whatever good judgment she had would flee. 
“Now I have you where I want you,” Alaric said when he stepped into the lounge. He set a maniacal grin on his face and bobbed his eyebrows up and down. “I bet you’re scared now.” 
“Even if she’s not, I can assure you I am.”
The sound of the cultivated Spanish voice had Alaric glaring for real. Turning to the speaker, Alaric said, “I thought I told you if you were coming, you’d have to be silent. Why don’t you go to the sleeping quarters so I can be alone with Al-Kenna?”
Damon shrugged. “It didn’t make any sense for you to leave me behind when I have to be there tomorrow, anyway.”
She couldn’t help but laugh. When Alaric had carried her into the plane and realized Damon was already sitting within, strapped and ready for flight, he had let loose with a flurry of expletives unlike any she’d ever heard. 
Alaric lifted an arm and pointed toward the back room. “Go, Damon.”
Damon stared across the fuselage to where she was sitting and met her gaze. Giving her a wink, he rose, then sauntered from the room.
Even as he shut the door behind him, she found herself laughing again.
Her humor was short-lived, though. She quickly sobered as Alaric closed the distance between them and settled himself on the sofa beside her. He sat facing her, and she was grateful to be saved from the emotional overload of sitting thigh to thigh with him. But his knee, propped on the sofa and bent under him, brushed against her. She could have sworn her skin grew hot at the point of contact. Even this small connection sent her into a near panic. She had to force herself not to scurry away from him like a scared rabbit. 
“You’re safe from my advances…for now.” He ran a finger over her chin. “But make no mistakes. You belong to me.”
Her stomach gave a jolt at those words and she found she was at a loss for how to respond. He went on, though, as casually as if he said this sort of thing every day. Of a surety, it wasn’t the sort of thing Al-Kenna was accustomed to being told. More bizarre was her own reaction to this speech. She should have been outraged. She shouldn’t have felt comforting warmth spreading through her body.
“Have you ever been to New York before, lovely?”
Even the sound of his voice did things to her, things she didn’t care to think about. Her stomach felt like thousands of tiny butterflies were flittering around inside, and there’d arisen an ache between her thighs she didn’t know how to quiet. But as uncomfortable as these new sensations made her, they felt incredibly good. She wondered if this was how the Seer felt when she took the Warlord to her bed.
“You shouldn’t call me lovely,” she said.
“Beautiful, ravishing, stunning, I could go on.”
At a soft chuckle from the other room, Alaric looked toward the sleeping quarters and scowled. “Shut up, Damon!” he yelled.
The laughing abruptly stopped.
“I’ve never been to New York,” she said, answering his question. She’d never been complimented before, at least not in this way, and she didn’t know how to respond. Even Jesse, in his eternal quest to make out, had never told her she was beautiful. He’d never even told her she was sorta cute. This experience with Alaric was wholly new to her. And it didn’t help matters that Alaric was the most handsome man she’d ever laid eyes on. 
And he was a vampire.
“I wish I could take you to Manhattan, but we’re going to Long Island. Figlio, showoff that he is, has a beach house in the South Hamptons. He only goes to it in the winter when his millionaire neighbors are either in the city or off gallivanting around the globe. He likes his solitude. As it is, though, there’s a chance he’s away. We’ll wait at his house until night fall tomorrow, then go to the coven house.”
“You haven’t let him know you’re coming?”
He smiled. “Figlio is of the first brood. He’ll know someone is in his house as soon as we enter. And he’ll know who it is, so don’t worry that if he comes, he’ll come poised for battle.”
“I wasn’t worried. I can handle myself. But what will he say about you bringing an Ikari into his home?”
“He’ll understand once he sees you.” 
And so they were back to Smenkhare again. Alaric didn’t have to explain what he meant. She knew Figlio would take one look at her, see Smenkhare, and understand Alaric’s attraction to her. What she couldn’t understand was how a man, a vampire as powerful as Alaric, could fall in love with a woman and love her for centuries, even after she was dead. Was Smenkhare such an extraordinary person to be so unforgettable? 
A sudden, unreasonable anger rose in Al-Kenna that this dead woman still had Alaric’s complete devotion and love. She was dead, for crying out loud! What did she need with love? Al-Kenna also knew the attention Alaric showed her was only pointed in her direction because she looked like this Smenkhare creature. He didn’t really care about her. 
“I’m not Smenkhare,” she said angrily. “I’m Al-Kenna.”
He stared at her for a moment. “I know who you are,” he finally said.
“Do you?”
He lifted his leather-encased arm and rested it on the seat back behind her. 
He was way too close. She couldn’t move now without some part of her body coming in contact with his. Full, sexy lips, those nearly translucent eyes fixed on her as she put space between them, it was all too much for her.
“Believe me, Al-Kenna, I know exactly who you are.” 
She was about to express doubt when the pilot’s voice filled the cabin.
“Mr. Roth, all is in order.”
Alaric stared at her a beat longer, then rose from the sofa. “I’ll be right back,” he said, then made his way toward the cockpit. 
Even from behind, he was a vision. The tan suede pants he wore hugged his hips. And he had thighs unlike anything she’d ever seen. She couldn’t take her eyes off the sway of his butt or the way the muscles in his legs contracted against the thick material. Vampire or not, Alaric had one awesome body. 
“And I’m not wearing any underwear,” he said casually.
She jerked her eyes up the length of him in time to see him turn away from her and continue out of view. He hadn’t turned away so quickly that she hadn’t missed that cocky grin, though. 
He knew she was staring at him…staring at his butt. He’d caught her in the very act.
Her face heated with embarrassment. 
She would just have to try not to look at him any more. She wasn’t a fool, after all. She knew why she’d been invited on this little trip. She wasn’t so naïve as not to know Alaric would love the chance to bed his Smenkhare again, even if his Smenkhare were named Al-Kenna. If he caught her staring at him too often, he’d probably think she was offering him an invitation, which she wasn’t.
“They’ll be a car waiting for us when we reach the airport,” Alaric said when he returned to the lounge five minutes later. “Ever been in a Jag?”
He settled himself beside her again and she focused on ignoring him. She directed her next question to the floor. “You can rent a Jag from Budget Rental?”
She felt the low rumble of his laugh in her chest and fought not to raise her head to look at him. 
“I wouldn’t rent a car from anyone with the word ‘budget’ in their name. Would you?”
She shrugged. “I don’t drive.”
She felt the heat of his body as he moved closer. His breath was hot on her ear and he’d set his arm on the seat back behind her again.
“I want to be inside of you, Al-Kenna. But you know that already, don’t you?”
She swallowed hard and worked to keep her eyes fixed to the floor. He wasn’t asking her a question, but telling her. “Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.”
“And you desire me. Don’t deny it. I can smell your arousal.” His cheek grazed her own and he inhaled deeply. “ The aroma is sweet as honey. And I bet you taste as good. Probably better.”
“Alaric, I don’t think—”
She nearly jumped out of her skin when she felt his finger mark a slow path down the back of her neck. A shiver of pleasure rolled through her body and she let out a sigh before she could stop herself.
“You like that?” he whispered into her ear, easing closer.
“No,” she lied.
“How ‘bout this?”
“Oh, God.” She felt like she was melting. The closer he got to her, the faster her resolve vanished. As it was, she had to wrap trembling fingers around the arm of the sofa to steady herself. 
He laved her ear, then sucked the tender lobe into the warmth of his mouth. It felt heavenly. She’d never known that part of her body was so sensitive. He released it and ran his tongue over the outer edge. It was then she knew the Warlord was right. She was no match for Alaric. He was far out of her league. If he were to take a sword to her, challenge her to battle, that she could handle; but this erotic play was unsettling and unimaginably stimulating. All she wanted was to feel more of this new delight. She loved the way her body felt so suddenly alive. Every inch of her skin burned with the need to be touched. 
She leaned into him and nearly collapsed when he moaned into her ear.
“You taste so good,” he murmured. 
All the while, one very skilled finger made little circles in the hollow of her throat. It felt so good, too good, and she needed more. She couldn’t explain this need. She’d never felt such an odd mix of pleasure, anticipation, and frustration, but she sensed as good as it felt to be touched and licked this way, there were things far better to experience. All she had to do was let go and give herself to him. Forget everything she’d been raised to believe, to delight in the kind of carnal pleasures Father Caleb had always instructed her against. 
“Let me touch you,” he said, then licked her ear so slowly that for a moment, her knees knocked together with the effort of control.
“It’s forbi…oh, that feels so good.”
Taking that as acquiescence, he brought his free hand up and began working it under her tight tank top.
She knew she should bring a halt to these proceedings and let him know just how offended she was. Problem was, she wasn’t offended. She wanted more. If she’d known when she’d read that book about Alaric that soon she’d experience the pleasures that had so easily overcome Smenkhare, she would never have believed it. Yet here she was, falling into his arms as easily as Smenkhare had. 
Smenkhare had faltered when she had a taste of his blood. All it had taken Al-Kenna was the touch of his tongue. 
She arched her back, then yelped in surprise when he found her nipple and began to gently play with it, stroking the hard nub with his thumb and letting his nail scrape lightly over it.
“We should stop,” she said at last. “I shouldn’t be doing this. You’re a vampire.”
He removed the tickling fingers from her throat and used his thumb to maneuver her chin so she faced him. For a moment, she saw his eyes had already lost what little color they had, saw his canines hadn’t lengthened but had sharpened. 
He ran his tongue over his lower lip. Just the sight of it, of imagining all of the wonderful things he could do with it, of the blood, made her moan.
Then, he leaned in and closed his lips over hers. 
The kiss was slow and teasing, but it quickly grew more serious. The gentle laving of his tongue became the hungry ravishing of a starved man. His need seemed to overcome his previous attempt at mildness. She was being laid backward on the sofa. He broke contact long enough to position himself atop her. 
She gasped in surprise at the press of his weight. The muscled plains of his chest were enough to keep her pinned beneath him, even if she weren’t caged within the confines of his arms. If she had time to consider this more, she would have realized the delicate position she’d allowed herself to be in, but all thought evaporated when he brought his mouth down on hers and kissed her with such heat, she wouldn’t have been surprised to see an eddy of smoke rising from their joined bodies.
“Can I have another taste?” She moaned into his mouth and closed her arms around his waist, glorying in the feel of this new delight. He seemed so ravenous, so hungry as he slid his tongue against hers. 
He rotated his hips and she felt the press of his erection. Knowing how excited he was should have given her pause, but it only served to inflame her. She realized quite suddenly she wanted this. She’d wanted it since picking up that book in the archives and reading about him, since dreaming about him.
He opened his mouth wide and bared his fangs.
“Yes,” she murmured. “The blood.”
“Shit!” 
The exclamation brought her from her erotic fog. She knew it was Alaric who’d called out as there was no one else in the room who could have spoken, but his voice sounded strange. It was deeper than before, and there was something in the sound of that one word that made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.
“Shit!”
Before she realized what he was doing, Alaric vaulted from the sofa and moved across the cabin so fast, she didn’t even see him move. One minute he was on top of her, the next he was on the other side of the room.
She sat up. “What’s wrong?” she asked his back.
“Bedroom. Now,” he said. 
Since he was standing as far away from her as possible without leaving the room, she didn’t suppose he intended to join her. 
“Are you getting all vampy on me again?” she asked.
“Go! Can’t control myself.”
She didn’t need him to elaborate. He had turned vampire and wanted to feed on her. She got to her feet and ran for the bedroom. She’d opened the door and was vaulting within the cool confines when she heard him call out.
“Bar the door against me, Damon.”
In the room, a startled Damon rose from the bed, gave her a hard stare, then did as told. But she didn’t believe for one second if Alaric decided he wanted to get in the room, Damon would be strong enough to keep him out. 
 
* * * *
 
Alaric swore under his breath as the blood lust in him rose to a fevered pitch. The desire to steep himself deep within her moist warmth was nearly too intense to control. And the lust had brought him to the very edge of control. He was so hungry for that intimate connection of joined bodies and shared blood. It had been so long since he’d felt satisfied, and he knew after being with Al-Kenna, he’d be sated to the point of bliss. Problem was, he couldn’t feed on her. He didn’t care what the Warlord would say about it if he did. He had Al-Kenna where he wanted her now, he could feed on her at will and cover any signs of his feasting before she was anywhere near her father again. What stopped him was his memory of the look of fear he saw on her face the previous night when he’d tried. She’d been terrified. As much pleasure as the taste of her blood would give him, he wouldn’t do it unless she offered herself. He told her he wouldn’t hurt her and he meant it. 
As he settled down on the sofa again, he stretched his hands out before him and was pleased to note his color was returning. He ran his tongue along his teeth and noted too that his fangs were receding. 
What had he been thinking to bring her with him? How on earth was he going to spend days with her without feeding on her? His need—and it was need—was more powerful than any he’d ever experienced. 
He didn’t know how long he could hold out.


 
 
 
 
 
 


Chapter Twenty-Two
 
 
Al-Kenna woke to the sound of rock music coming at her from every direction. Sounded like Godsmack. She jerked upright in the seat and clamped her hands over her ears. At first, she thought she was with Jesse, but as memory returned, fear took root and held fast. Everything that had happened came back to her in a rush of images. 
Her last memory was of being on the plane. At present, though, they were in a parking lot outside a drugstore. 
“Have a good sleep?” Alaric asked conversationally from beside her. 
She didn’t answer. She was still half asleep. 
When the overhead light suddenly flashed on, she screamed like a little girl. 
Had Alaric moved, or had he just willed the light to come on? 
“You’re scaring her again,” an accented Spanish voice declared…from behind her?
She realized then she wasn’t sitting on a seat but on a lap. On Damon’s lap. All at once, she felt the heat of his body beneath her, felt the play of rippling muscles on his thighs as he repositioned himself. The slight movement made her very aware that despite Damon’s calm voice, he was anything but. An unmistakable protrusion pressed insistently against her backside. The feel of it made her stomach clench.
“Where am I?” she demanded. 
“New York.” When Damon spoke, with his lips pressed against her ear, the heat of his breath tickled her. “We’re a few miles from Figlio’s house. We stopped to buy you some food. You must be hungry.”  
She glanced around the car, trying to get her bearings. 
“Calm yourself, Al-Kenna,” Damon said. He closed his arms around her. The movement was slow, gentle even, and it had an oddly calming affect. The warmth of his body seeped into her. Even the sound of his Spanish accent as he spoke was soothing.
She tried not to think about the ramifications of being alone with these men. Both oozed sex appeal. And everything about Alaric captivated her, save the one little fact of him being a vampire. 
She opened her mouth to speak, but whatever she was about to say was cut off when Alaric bent over the seat and captured her mouth with his. Their tongues met and tangled. 
Moaning into her mouth, he cupped his head and pulled her closer. He growled. The sound was untamed, savage.
“I won’t hurt you, so relax,” he said when he’d pulled back.
There was something strangely erotic about sitting in Damon’s lap, his arms pulled tight around her, while the taste of Alaric was on her tongue.
What was scary was that she was enjoying this. 
 
* * * *
 
Alaric held the door open for her and she stepped inside the foyer and glanced around, too stunned to speak. This didn’t look anything like a beach house. It looked like a small palace. Thick oriental rugs lined the checkered floor, a split marble stairway curved in a wide oval above them, and an ornate chandelier hung high overhead. All this, and she’d only seen the foyer. Even when she felt Alaric step in behind her and press close, she couldn’t find the appropriate words.
“I hope your reticence is due your overwhelming approval of our temporary quarters.”
She turned to face him. The simple movement made him step back a pace to set some distance between them. 
“That beauty of yours is lethal,” he said as he hiked her duffle higher on his shoulder. “Remember. Watch how you look at me. You don’t want me to go all 'vampy' on you again.” 
She was attracted to Alaric, true, but she wouldn’t let him feed on her. That would be a line she could never cross. That he knew and respected this showed her she could trust him more than anything else he could have said. 
“While you two spend the rest of the evening tiptoeing around each other, I’m going out to feed, then up to bed,” Damon said. “I’m hungry and exhausted.”
Al-Kenna watched Damon as he retreated up the stairs. She noticed the way his muscles constricted under the leather pants, watched the sway of his butt as he moved out of sight. 
When she realized Alaric was watching her watch Damon, she looked away and cleared her throat. “He’s right. You can’t spend the next few day tiptoeing around me,” she told Alaric.
“Is that so? What would you suggest?”
She fixed her gaze to the floor and grimaced at what she was about to say. It had to be said, though. One of them had to say it, or they were in for a miserable couple of days. “I like kissing you, Alaric. I don’t think it’s logical to think the two of us can be in this house alone and not be at least a little intimate.” She chanced a glance at him and was relieved to see he was smiling. “Don’t you think?”
“You don’t know how thoroughly I want you. You don’t know the risk you’re taking by admitting you desire me.”
“What would happen if you bit me? Would I turn into a vampire?”
“No. Nothing would happen to you. It’s not like the movies; people don’t accidentally become vampires and werewolves. I’d have to make you a vampire. It would be a conscious effort on both our parts.”
So, theoretically no harm could come to her, save the emotional realization that she’d just allowed a vampire to feed on her. 
“I won’t have you afraid of me,” he said. “I want you to trust that I won’t hurt you.”
She nodded. “How long until you think Figlio will return?”
“Change of subject, eh? I’ll play along. If he has any plan to return, it will be sometime before we wake tomorrow evening.” He kicked the door shut with the heel of his boot and ushered her inside. 
He led her through the foyer into a airy room whose walls were made entirely of glass. Though no lights were lit within, there was enough light coming into the room from the full moon high above in the night sky. A fireplace provided a focal point for the room and stuffed leather sofas were positioned around it. On the floor was what looked like a fur rug, though she couldn’t tell what kind of animal the fur had once belonged to. 
“And the backyard is, of course, the ocean. Do you like the beach?” 
He tossed her duffle onto one of the sofas and led her to wide French doors that sat at the back of the room. Even from where she stood, the view took her breath away.  
“I’ve never been to the beach for pleasure before,” she answered as he led her through the doors and into the night. 
They stepped down onto an iron-railed portico. Wrought iron chairs and tables were positioned to face the sea. Al-Kenna marveled at the thought of owning a house like this where she could sit outside and see such a view at will. 
The sky was a deep syrupy black. It seemed millions of stars twinkled in the thick abyss of night, and the moon shone brilliantly. The smell of the ocean was in the air all around her and though it was cold, she took in a deep lungful of air. When she closed her eyes, the sound of waves crashing against the shore made her smile. She opened her eyes quickly, though, and glanced up and down the beach.
“We’re pretty isolated,” she said as she stepped down the portico stairs and followed Alaric onto the beach. She wasn’t dressed for the beach, and her shoes felt bulky and ungainly as she made her way across the sand behind Alaric.
“Figlio likes his privacy. Are you cold?”
He turned to face her. The chill winds coming off the ocean whipped his long hair around his face. And he looked magnificent standing before the crashing waves in his tight suede pants and leather jacket. His chest looked like it was made of marble. He seemed so solid.
“I could start a fire. Are you hungry? Remember, we got food for you,” he continued.
She couldn’t remember her last meal, but knew it had to have been some time ago. Even so, she wasn’t hungry. Under the circumstances, food wasn’t the uppermost thought in her mind. 
“What kind of food would an immortal have in his kitchen?”
“Figlio? Oh, werewolves eat regular food. You’d be surprised.”
Alaric turned to the portico and headed toward the door. For a moment, she thought he was about to leave her outside, but of course, he didn’t. To the left of the door was a pile of logs. He grabbed an armful and started toward her. 
“You are cold,” he said when he reached her. He crouched low and set the logs into a circle in the sand. “You’re shivering.” He paused long enough to look up at her. “But I don’t think you’re ready to go inside with me yet, so we’ll just sit here and talk for a while. Does that sound good to you?”
She nodded. “Can you read my mind?”
He grinned. “I wish. I won’t say I haven’t tried…”
“How incredibly rude!”
“Are you saying you haven’t tried to read mine? Before you answer, note that I’ve felt you prodding around, trying to get in. You have a lot of secrets don’t you? First, I find out the hard way that you’re immortal, then, I find out you’re a mind reader. What else are you hiding?”
She stared down at her feet and smiled. “Well, then, we’re even.”
“That remains to be seen.”
After Alaric had the fire going, she moved close to it and settled herself in the sand. Alaric sat beside her, though he was careful not to sit too close. He was working at pulling off his boots and socks, and this small thing amazed her. Somehow, she’d never pictured that a vampire wore socks. She knew he didn’t wear underpants. What else didn’t he wear?
When he got his socks off, he tossed them aside and leaned back on his elbows. He seemed caught in his thoughts. He gazed ahead at the fire, a blank expression on his face. The only movement he made was the slight wiggling of his toes in the sand. It was odd to look at him, to see him performing so common an action and know he wasn’t human. He was a vampire. A vampire who wiggled his toes in the sand.
“Tell me about Figlio,” she finally said. “How did you meet?” 
He rotated his body so he could face her. Yet again, she was struck by his looks. Would she never get over how handsome he was? There was a part of her that wished he’d forgo any consideration of what she wanted and simply do to her whatever he chose. Take the responsibility of making a decision out of her hands and do what they both wanted him to do. They were alone here at this house. For miles around, they were the only two beings—not including Damon, of course. If she let him feed on her, nobody else would ever have to know. It could be their secret. But even as she thought that, she heard Father Caleb’s voice in her head chastising her for giving in to her carnal nature.
“He took me in during those rough years after Smenkhare…after she was gone,” Alaric was saying.
“It still pains you to talk of her.”
He turned away. The shadow of the dancing flames moved across the profile of his face. 
“Talking to you is like talking to Smenkhare.” He held up a hand. “I know. You’re Al-Kenna, not Smenkhare. I don’t mind telling you how Figlio and I became acquainted, though. It’s a short story.” He sat up and began digging seashells from the sand and tossing them into the flame. “I never talk about this, you know. Not to anyone.”
“I’m sorry.”
He let a moment pass before he began. “After Smenkhare was gone, I wanted to die. There seemed to be no reason for me left to live if I had to live without her. Never did my immortality weigh so heavily on me as it did during those years. I left my clan and roamed the forests of Germany alone. Eventually, I made my way through Gaul and into Rome, then across the see to Crete. Everywhere I went, I sought death. I picked fights with other immortals, hoping, praying to the gods I never really believed in that one of the immortals would put me out of my misery.” He shrugged. “But I was a warrior; my whole life had been war. To a Visigoth, there is no greater aspiration than to fight. Our whole society was built around war. The chief of Visigoth tribes was always the fiercest warrior. A Visigoth afraid of battle was a Visigoth who would be relegated to performing domestic duties with the women and weaklings of the clan. So, I’d been fighting all my mortal and immortal life. There was no immortal that could best me.” He sighed and continued to gaze ahead at the fire. “I left a trail of vampire and beastmen corpses behind me that would have made any Ikari proud, even your father. And my anger and frustration at remaining alive throughout grew with every immortal I destroyed.”
“Did you try to kill Figlio, too?” she asked.
“No, not yet. When my travels brought me to Greece, I heard talk of him. He was legendary, even then. In all the posh locales the Greek immortals frequented, Figlio was always an object of conversation. Figlio the werewolf, Figlio the true immortal, Figlio of the first brood. His name was on the lips of every Greek immortal I came across. After a while, all the lore became tiresome. I had one hell of an ego—still do, in fact—and I’d just left a path of dead in my wake. You’d think someone would have been slightly impressed.”
He glanced at her from the corner of his eyes. Just that small look made her body tingle with the need to have him touch her. To feel his fingers on her as he kissed her. 
“He had a home near the sea, and it was rumored no immortal had ever crossed the threshold to his house and lived to tell. As you can imagine, my interest was immediately piqued.”
“So what’d you do?”
“I found out where this so-called mansion was and went to it. The rest, as they say, is history.” 
When he settled back on his elbows and gazed into the sky, she realized that was all he was going to say. 
Al-Kenna frowned. “That’s it? That’s your story? No offense, Alaric, but you’re the worst storyteller I’ve ever come across.”
“I like the way my name sounds on your lips. Say it again.”
“Tell me what happened after you found his house. I want to know.”
“Oh, very well. I walked up the hill to his property, hopped the fence enclosing his home, and went to his door. Then, I banged on it and demanded he come out and face me.”
“You really did have a death wish, didn’t you?”
He smiled. “I don’t do things by half. I was sure that in Figlio, I’d finally meet my match. See what I mean about my arrogance? Figlio was of the first brood, and I thought he would be a match for me. It was unthinkable I’d be childlike and weak to him. That thought never entered my mind. In any case, I was destined for disappointment. He didn’t answer me.”
“Was he inside, or away like he is now?”
“He wasn’t home. I stayed on his doorstep, banging until one of his servants came to the door. It was a human, of course, a robust male in his late teens, which of course made him a man in that time. He told me Figlio wasn’t home, but I could leave a message with him. Which I was glad to do. After the servant was dead—”
“Dead! You killed him? You killed a man? An innocent man? But why?”
“Baby doll, that’s what I do. I’m a vampire, remember? I have fangs, claws, and dark intentions.”
“But you don’t seem like that.”
“Like what?”
“A murderer. That’s what you did to that guy you know, you murdered him. That’s forbidden.”
 “Maybe among your people, but among my people it’s called eating. Least it was before the Alliance was formed.”
She shook her head. “When a lion kills a zebra to feed herself and her young, that’s eating. What you did is murder. Do you still go around murdering people?”
“So, it’s not murder if I kill an immortal, but it’s murder if I kill a human?”
“Answer me, please.”
“What if I did? What would that mean to you?”
“I’d have to kill you.”
He stared at her for a beat, then fell backward in the sand and laughed. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” he finally managed.
“I don’t think it’s funny. I could kill you if I had to. I’m very strong.”
Still laughing, he rolled onto his side and propped his head on his hand. “I don’t doubt you are, since you’re Ikari. But I’ve also no doubt that I’m stronger.”
“Why, because I’m a woman?”
“No, because I’m a Visigoth…and a man.” He gave her a winning smile.
She realized he was purposely baiting her, but she couldn’t help but be annoyed. She was so tired of having her abilities discounted simply because she was a female.
“Don’t believe me?” she asked. “How about an armwrestle? Bet I could beat you.”
“Armwrestle a girl?” He sat up and darted looks at every corner of the beach. “If anyone ever found out, I’d never live it down. All of my centuries of cruelty would pale in comparison. Alaric the Cruel, armwrestling a girl? I’d be the laughing stock of immortals everywhere.” 
She snorted. “You were telling me if you’ve murdered anyone recently?”
He grinned. “Not for a few centuries. You can thank Figlio for that.”
“What happened after he found out you killed his servant?” 
“He came after me. Just as I wanted him to. I returned to the crypt where I slept during the day, but when I woke, I was in unfamiliar surroundings. I was in a room unlike anything I’d ever seen. Thick beddings made of the finest silk, marble floors, exquisitely made wall hangings. It was an absolute paradise to my eyes. And Figlio was there, sitting across the room, watching me.”
“He moved you during the day?” 
“No, he waited until early evening when the sun had just set, but I was still sleeping. I was young, so I slept longer than I do now. But I woke and I was so startled by my surroundings, I leapt out of the bed and tried to run before I realized someone was in the room with me.”
“I’ll assume since you’re here with me now that he didn’t kill you.”
“No. Instead of killing me on the spot, he offered his home to me, this legend of a werewolf who had a town of immortals quivering at the mention of his name. I was so stunned, I didn’t respond. He took this as acquiescence.”
“So, he wanted you to move in with him. He never said anything about you murdering his servant?”
“Oh, don’t get me wrong. He gave me the fight I wanted. He could have killed me more than a dozen times, but he never did. I’d never met an immortal as powerful as Figlio. He didn’t even have to touch me. All he need do was look at me and suddenly I was sent flying through the room and slamming into a wall or into the floor. He could set me ablaze as easily as you strike a match, that’s how great his power was…and still is. Don’t get me wrong, though. Physically, he was just as fierce. He bested my strength more times than I care to remember.”
“You didn’t hate him for it?”
“No. I think I loved him for it.” He laughed. “When he’d finally beaten all of the fight out of me, he began to show me what being immortal was. What it really was. It wasn’t power and flash and all the things I had thought it was until then. He spoke of the things he’d seen, the people he’d known, the history. He told me that was the true gift of immortality. To see and know so many things. And he taught me to respect life, human and immortal.”
“He made you stop murdering, then.”
“He never made me do anything. But he taught me to value life, something I’d never done. You have to remember I was a warrior. I valued my own life and that of my tribesmen. Anyone else?” He shrugged. “I guess you can say Figlio civilized me.”
“I would have loved to see you as a barbarian.”
He eyed her. “I doubt that. I wasn’t anything like the man you see before you now. I was dirty, I smelled bad, I was violent, and,” he paused and grinned, “barbaric.”
“It’s hard to imagine you dirty, stinky, and violent. I read that you wore a loincloth into battle and nothing else.”
“Does that turn you on? The idea of me riding around on a horse in nothing but a loincloth?”
She looked away from him. Her face heated with embarrassment. “I only meant to say that what I read about you was far more flattering than…” She let the sentence trail off. Now she’d gone and told him she’d been reading about him. How stupid was that?
“You know, I don’t have any of my old loincloths, but I have a few G-strings. We have a few hours until morning. What do you say we go upstairs and have some fun? I’ll throw on a G-string and we can pretend I’m still a barbarian and you’re…who do you want to be?”
An image of Alaric in a G-string flittered through her mind. His tight backside would look wonderful in a G-string. Just the thought of it made her body come alive as it had in the plane.
Before she could respond, she felt Alaric move close to her. “You fantasize about barbarians?” he whispered.
She stared purposefully at the sand. “I don’t fantasize about anything. Fantasies are a waste of time.”
“So, you’re telling me you have no fantasies. No fetishes.” He eased closer.
She didn’t know whether it was the coziness of the fire or the simple force of Alaric’s personality, but she found herself thinking of the ride here, of sitting in Damon’s lap, his erection pressing into her while Alaric kissed her. What would have happened had the situation played out? Would Alaric have allowed Damon to act on his arousal, or would he have been angered by his friend’s excitement? 
When she realized she was smiling, she looked away.
“I knew it. Tell me.”
“No way.”
“Tell me.”
“What about you? What do you fantasize about? What’s your fetish?”
“Making you my love slave. Now, what about you?” 
She opened her mouth to respond, but his lips closed over hers. She started at the contact, but quickly welcomed his warmth. 
The kiss was long and deep. He seemed ravenous, so starved for her, she immediately drew her arms around him and pulled him close. 
She felt the press of his body as he lay across her. The taste of him was sweet on her lips, and she wanted more. Thought she’d never have enough of him. 
“Alaric, you taste so good. I want you.”
He paused long enough to stare down at her. Just the touch of his eyes made her feel like she was the only woman in the world. 
“Not half as much as I want you,” he said.
Abruptly, though, he froze. A second later, he pulled away from her and scanned the darkness around them.
“What?” she asked, but he hushed her. 
“Get up,” he said. “And get your shoes on.”
“What’s wrong?”
“Right now. There are too many of them. Shit.”
He shoved his feet into his discarded boots as he spoke.
“Who?”
He paused a second to look at her. “The rogues.”
Feeling more than a little fuzzy from his kisses, she sat upright. “Rogues?”
“Your shoes,” he said in a hiss. “Hurry up. They’re less than a mile away from us. What the hell are they doing here? And to come after me.”
More than his words, the sound of his voice got her moving. She couldn’t say he sounded scared, but he was probably as close to scared as he ever came. She slipped her feet into the shoes. 
“Come on,” he said. 
He had his shoes on and was on the portico before Al-Kenna even finished with her laces. Pausing in the doorway to wait for her, he glared. 
She couldn’t help it, her shoes had a hundred holes to loop the laces through and she hadn’t even done half of them.
“Now!” he said.
She rose to her feet and scurried to the door. Walking wasn’t easy, though, not with the stupid shoes only half tied. When she got to the door, he scooped her up in his arms as though she weighed no more than ten pounds and started into the house at a jog. 
“I can walk,” she argued.
He ignored her. He ran to the living room, grabbed her bag and yelled for Damon.
He bounded through the house and out the front door. A moment later, Damon appeared, eyes wide with concern. Alaric said nothing. After he tossed her duffle to Damon, Alaric locked the door, then set off in the direction of the car at a full run. This terrified her on many different levels. For one, she wasn’t accustomed to being carried. If he fell, it would hurt. His footing was sure, though, and he never faltered once. As he ran, she could see the sleek Jag parked in the driveway a few dozen feet away. 
“Shit!” she heard him say in a hiss.
“Who are we running from?” Damon demanded.
“The rogues. They’re here. Son of a bitch.”
In the distance, Al-Kenna saw three black SUV’s pull onto the street. Two used the road in the manner it was intended; the third, however, simply drove over the sidewalk. 
Al-Kenna, Damon, and Alaric reached the car and Alaric settled her on the ground in front of the driver’s door even as he pulled his car keys free of his coat pocket. 
“Get in,” he said when he’d unlocked the door. “You too, Damon, your door’s already unlocked.”
“Why are we running?” she wanted to know. “If someone is after you, we should stand our ground.”
“No, sweetheart, we can’t. There are close to fifteen immortals in those trucks. Three of them are old. Nearly as old as me.”
At his insistent prods, she bent and climbed in and over the driver’s seat. She’d barely shifted into the passenger seat where Damon had already settled himself when Alaric pushed into the car behind her and slammed his door. He shoved the key in the ignition and started the car. Instantly, Godsmack came blaring from the speakers. Apparently, nobody had thought to turn off the CD player when they got here.
“Put your seatbelt on!” Alaric yelled over the music.
Damon scowled. “How the fuck do you think we can get a seatbelt on?”
“Just do it. If we wreck, I don’t want her flying through the window and getting run over.”
Mumbling under his breath the entire time, Damon yanked at the seat belt and fastened it around the two of them.
When Al-Kenna looked at Alaric, she was more than a little surprised by the expression on his face. She expected anger, trepidation, even fear, but what she saw was something altogether different. His eyes were wide and he was grinning like a loon. His was a look of anticipation. 
Alaric slammed his booted foot down on the clutch and put the car in first. They rocketed out of the driveway and onto the street. 
He proceeded to steer the car directly into the path of the coming SUVs.
“Are you crazy?” she screamed.
He didn’t answer. 
Bright lights blazed through their window as the trucks zoomed toward them. There was no way around the cars, they took up the entire street. Instead of slowing down, though, Alaric shifted up and gave the car more gas. Al-Kenna thought for sure this was it. His headlong run to the car hadn’t done them in, but his driving would. 
“Hold on!” Alaric yelled as the distance between them and the SUVs decreased. 
Damon wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her hard against his chest. She was more than happy to lean into him. Hand to hand fighting was one thing, speeding down a residential street into three huge trucks was quite another.
When Al-Kenna thought impact was inevitable, Alaric swung the car to the left and onto the sidewalk. She could imagine the piles of dirt and rock crunching under the tires and marveled that they didn’t lose traction. 
As they rode past the SUVs, she saw a man in the passenger seat of the truck closest them shaking his fist in Alaric’s direction.
“Sucker ass!” Alaric called. 
The trucks slowed, turned around, and started after them. 
“This isn’t a good idea!” Damon yelled over the music as Alaric pulled onto another street. “We’re in the suburbs. Not a good place for a car chase.”
“I agree,” Al-Kenna added.
“Not up to me, baby doll.”
She glanced at him. 
With one fist, he banged the steering wheel. She supposed he was keeping beat with the music. What made her really uncomfortable was the way he bopped his head around, like he was at a hard rock concert instead of running for his life.  
He was truly having too much fun. 
“They’re right on our ass, Alaric,” Damon advised. 
She twisted to look out the rear window. As she watched, three passenger windows of the lead truck opened. Three males appeared…and they were holding the biggest guns she’d ever seen. 
“They have guns!” she yelled.
“I can’t say I’m surprised,” Damon murmured close to her ear.
“You mean to tell me you don’t have a gun in that mini arsenal you’re carrying around in that duffle bag?” Alaric said.
She did have a gun. But she’d never used it to actually shoot a person. She’d shot ghouls, not human beings.
“Yeah, but I can’t shoot human beings.”
Alaric rolled his eyes. “These guys aren’t human. I told you already, they’re rogues. Immortal like Damon and me.”
“Why the guns, then? They have to know a bullet can’t kill you.”
“No, but it can slow me down and disable this car.”
No sooner had the words left him than bright orange sparks of light erupted from the trucks behind them. Gunfire split the night sky. Alaric jerked the car to the left, no doubt hoping he could dodge the bullets. She was amazed when none of their tires ruptured and the glass remained intact.
“If those bastards mess up this car, there’s gonna be hell to pay,” Alaric said.
Al-Kenna unclipped the seatbelt and reached into the back seat where Damon had tossed her bag. 
“What are you doing?” Alaric demanded. “Get your seatbelt back on.”
She rummaged through her clothes, skimmed over the daggers, tossed her sword aside, until she found what she was looking for. She jerked the gun out of the bag and sat up. But she wasn’t about to lock herself back in the seatbelt.
“You know,” she said as she checked the bullets, “I really wish you’d stop acting like my father.” Saying that, she depressed the power window button and eased out the window.
“Hey!” Alaric protested. “What the hell are you doing? Grab her, Damon.”
“I’m returning fire. Least I would, if you’d keep this car steady.”
“Get back in here.”
She felt a hand on her shirt as someone, probably Damon, got ahold of her and gave her a hard tug. 
It was difficult to aim with the swerving car and someone pulling on her, but she tried.
“You said Smenkhare was like a little princess,” Damon was saying. “You said she couldn’t hurt a fly. Well, look at her now.”
“Just drive, Alaric!” Al-Kenna yelled. “I can take the trucks out if you drive the damn car and stop swerving.”
“You’ll get hurt,” Alaric said. 
Damon hooked his forearm around her middle and reeled her in. Once again finding herself belted into the seat beside Damon, she didn’t know whom to complain to first. So, she simply leveled Alaric with a glare. 
“Come on, this is what I’ve been trained to do. Let me do it,” she said.
Alaric stared at her for a second, then shook his head. “No.”
She was about to unclasp the seatbelt and ease out the window anyway, but paused when she realized she hadn’t heard any shots in the last few seconds. When she looked out the back window, she saw the SUV’s had fallen far behind them. 
“Who are they?” Al-Kenna yelled, competing with Sully who was singing about how he stands alone. 
“Rogues. They’re the immortals who refuse to join the Alliance.”
“What do they want with us?”
He pulled onto a two-lane highway, jerking the wheel so hard to the left, she thought the car would flip. 
Though the SUV’s didn’t make the turn as sharply as Alaric, they managed not to lose any more distance.
She repeated her question.
“What do you think?” he said. “I could hear their thoughts from a mile away. They’ve allied themselves with Azriel.”
“Where are we going?”
“To a coven house. We were going there tomorrow anyway, so it won’t be a big deal that we’re showing up tonight. The rogues won’t dare go anywhere near the coven house. They’ll be too many Alliance members there.”
“More so than usual, given the meeting is tomorrow,” Damon agreed.
“They’re still chasing us,” Al-Kenna said.
Alaric glanced in his rearview mirror and grinned. “This baby has a V8 in her. There’s no way a hulk of an SUV can keep up with me now that we’re on an open highway.”
As if to demonstrate, he shifted into fifth and slammed the gas…hard. The car shot forward and she thanked God for the time. This late at night, there were only a few cars on the road. 
The trucks fell further behind them and after a few minutes, she couldn’t even see the glow of their headlights. 
“They’re gone,” she said.
She felt Damon’s muscles relax as he reclined in his chair and glanced at the passenger side mirror. 
“She’s right,” he agreed. “No sign of them. I still can’t believe they had the balls to come after you. You’re the Coven Lord.”
“There were a few old ones in there, but most of them were young. It was the young ones who couldn’t mask their thoughts,” Alaric said.
Al-Kenna looked at him. “What would have happened if you hadn’t been able to read their thoughts from so far away?”
Alaric shrugged. “Baby doll, I don’t want to think about that.”


 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
 
Al-Kenna felt the car slow and heard the crunch of gravel beneath the wheels. 
“We’re here,” Alaric said after he’d brought the car to a stop. 
Damon popped off the seatbelt and shoved open the car door. “I’ll let Jules know we’re here.”
She stretched into the backseat and replaced her gun. She would have hooked the duffle over her shoulder and stepped out of the car behind Damon but Alaric leaned over her, wrapped an arm around her waist, and pulled her onto his lap. Before she realized what was happening, she was straddling him. He held her face in his hands and brought her mouth down to his. 
Light exploded behind her eyes as his tongue delved into her mouth and filled her with his sweet taste. His embrace was so hot, she felt the heat of his body slowly engulf her, swallowing her until her whole world became Alaric. Desire reared within so powerfully that she had to pull away from him so she could draw a breath. But he drew her close again and closed his mouth over hers. Possessively, he plundered her and rendered her mindless with lust. 
Alaric moved an arm away from her and used it to shove open the car door. In one movement he’d turned in the seat, set his feet on the ground, and stepped from the car. He’d lifted her with as little effort as he’d shown earlier. 
When he stumbled into the car, she knew he was as excited as she was. 
Releasing her lips, he bent over the car and pressed her against the hood. She arched her back in surprise when the metal came into contact with her skin. 
“Alaric?”
“I want you so badly, Al-Kenna.”
He caged her in his arms and ground his hips against her so she could feel the press of his erection against her stomach. She opened her mouth to speak, but only gasped as he fell on her and claimed her mouth again. 
Al-Kenna moaned at the intensity of his desire. She knew he would take her right there on the hood of his car if she let him. His kisses were so deep and so wet, a part of her entertained the thought of letting him. 
“Alaric?” she breathed against his mouth. 
She could feel the struggle in him, the fight to control his primal urge to defy her and do as he wished, but he pulled back.
“You must think I’m an animal,” he said between pants. His canines were sharp already, but they hadn’t lengthened. His eyes were still a safe color, but she felt a little wariness creep up her spine.
He moved away from her and she slid off the hood onto the ground. As she stared up into his face and took in the thin layer of sheen that covered it, his disheveled hair and his lips, he nearly looked more animal than man.
“Being on the beach with you,” he explained. “Then the chase. When I have you alone, Al-Kenna…” But he didn’t finish the sentence. Instead, he said, “Let’s go inside.” 
He grabbed her hand and started up the driveway with her. She took the time to digest her surroundings. They seemed to be far from civilization. Save the house that stood before her, all else was trees. The driveway they had driven up was lined with trees, the area around the house was littered with trees, it was as though the builder plopped the house down in the middle of a forest. Ancient willows leaned over the flagstone path that led to the front door, blocking out the bright glow of the moonlight. The house itself looked like something out of a horror movie. It was a gothic-style stone monstrosity that seemed the perfect abode for a coven house. It had the look of something that had grown out of the ground. It loomed four stories above them and as they progressed up the walkway, she felt a tremor of fear run down her spine. 
“This is the coven house?”
“Yes. And don’t worry. Nobody will harm you. You’re not only Ikari, you’re the Warlord’s daughter. And you’re with me.”
She swallowed hard, suddenly realizing what she was about to do. She was about to enter an Alliance coven house. This was madness. “It’s close to three in the morning. Won’t they mind us showing up on their door unannounced like this?”
“I’m the Coven Lord,” he said. “Nobody will dare touch you while you’re here. They won’t even think about touching you.” 
She studied the grim set to his features and knew he meant it. 
“If they try,” she said, “I’ll kill them.”
That brought a smile to his face. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. For now…” He offered her his hand. 
She took it. 
They stepped into the foyer and immediately the scent of frankincense assailed her. It was thick on the air, and so strong she practically choked on it. Trying not to grimace, she allowed Alaric to lead her inside.
The house itself was like something out of a gothic fantasy. Al-Kenna felt like she’d stumbled onto a Hollywood horror movie set and gotten trapped inside. From what she could see of the house so far, it had all the necessary touches. A multi-tiered chandelier spanned three of the four stories that made up the foyer. Dim sparks of light glimmered like tiny diamonds from this electrical atrocity, and she wondered how such a huge light source could emit so little light. A circular table was centered beneath the chandelier and it sported a mini wilderness of blooms, all of them blood red. Even the carpet fit the gothic décor. Clearly, it was expensive. With every step, she felt her feet sink deep into it. The walls were lined with the portraits of darkly handsome men and women. She didn’t doubt they were all immortals.
“Coven leaders who have ruled within this house,” Alaric explained when he saw where she was looking. 
“Why so many?”
“No one rules to his or her death,” he said with a chuckle. “This is a democracy. Our leaders are elected.”
“Even you?” she asked quickly when she heard the clatter of feet coming toward them.
“Even me,” he agreed. “Sounds like Damon has rounded up the entire house. Stay close to me.”
As pale-faced men and women filed into the foyer, Al-Kenna welcomed the warmth of Alaric’s hand wrapped around her own. She had a sudden impulse to burrow close to him and hide her face in the hard plains of his chest. Instead, she gave his hand a squeeze and forced herself to stay calm. She refused to show these immortals the fear she felt. She was an Ikari warrior and she would behave accordingly.
Nobody made a move to approach Alaric, and she had a sense they were waiting for some move on her part to decide how to respond to her presence. They stared at her through heavy-lidded eyes, each of them so pale she could have easily mistaken them for manikins. They were all beautiful, though none of them came near to Alaric’s beauty. Still, she realized with some surprise that other than their pale skin, they each had very unique faces. Most of them had dark hair, but there were a few blondes and one man who had a mass of bright red hair falling over his shoulders. She wanted to ask Alaric how many of these fiends were vampyr and how many of them were beastmen, but she figured now was not the time to quiz him.
She fixed her gaze to the redhead and studied him. He seemed young enough, hadn’t been more than twenty when he was made, she supposed, but she didn’t think he was a very old immortal, either. Being around Alaric and Damon had taught her much in knowing the age of an immortal simply from being in their presence. Where power radiated off Alaric with such force that she felt the strength of him before he was within her sight, Damon had a gentle aura that gave off tiny sparks of energy. This red-haired vampire was like Damon, so she fixed her eyes on him and focused, listening until a glimmer of his thoughts came to her.
The Coven Lord has brought an outsider within the walls of the coven house. Jules says such is forbidden. Damon says she’s safe.
“Coven Lord,” someone said, drawing Al-Kenna’s attention away from the red-haired immortal. 
A man strolled into the foyer with Damon close at his side. He was dressed simply enough in black slacks and a crimson button-up shirt, but his clothes weren’t what held Al-Kenna’s attention. There was strength in this creature, a force of will that made her take a surprised step backward. 
Alaric’s hand remained firm, though, and his grip kept her from retreating any further. 
“Jules,” Alaric said with a nod.
This new immortal, this Jules, made his way forward and as if on cue, every immortal in the foyer stepped out of his path. 
Head held high, black hair streaming out behind him as he moved, he advanced on them. When Jules got to them, he gave Alaric a respectful nod.
“Can I assume from your presence that the situation has escalated?” Jules asked.
“That would be a fair assessment. Before we get into that, though, is my room ready? I know I’m a day early, but I’d like to let my guest settle in. She’s had a long day and she’s tired.”
The mention of her made Jules refocus his attention on her. 
His head seemed to glide in her direction. When she felt the full force of his gaze, she again was startled by the strength of this creature. He looked like a porcelain doll with his delicate bone structure, cupid’s mouth, and wide, questioning eyes. But, there was something in the way he held himself, something in the way he looked at her that told her this wasn’t a man to cross. 
His eyes on her body, the leisurely way he let them run over her made her feel dirty. She had a sudden desire to stand under a hot shower and scrub her skin. His eyes were ice blue and nearly as pale as Alaric’s. But where Alaric’s eyes were kind, this Jules had the kind of eyes that made her think he was capable of committing any horror with the right justification. To be this fiend’s victim, to have those emotionless eyes be the last thing she saw before death would truly be horrible. A cold shudder ran up her spine as she thought of the people who had been unfortunate enough to cross his path in the days before the Alliance.
She gasped when she felt sudden pressure in her head. Before she could stop herself, she took another step back. She couldn’t help it, this creature’s boldness had caught her by surprise. In some shock, she realized the fiend was trying to read her thoughts. He was actually trying to burrow his way into her mind and glean what he could from her. 
The realization outraged her so much she had to struggle to rein in her emotions. 
She’d already blocked her thoughts. As soon as Alaric told her where they were going, she’d made sure her metaphorical wall was in place. Now, with this immortal trying his best to breach her walls, she focused all her attention on him and keeping him out. Setting her teeth, she met his gaze and held it. She felt the prodding touch of his mind as though he were reaching out to her with his fingers and stroking an errant lock of hair from her forehead. 
“Jules,” Alaric said in a quiet voice, “back off.” The threat, though unspoken, was unmistakable. 
Jules broke eye contact with her and looked at Alaric. “Who is she, Alaric?”
“My guest. And I’ll have her treated with respect.” Saying this, Alaric scanned the room. It was a look that said as clear as any words he could have spoken that he expected the same from the rest of them. 
“She’s not one of us,” Jules hissed, “yet she’s strong. She blocked me from reading her, Alaric. Who is this female you bring into my house that would block me?”
Alaric’s eyes lightened. All humanity drained out of his face as he stepped closer to Jules and opened his mouth to speak. “She belongs to me. That’s all you need to know.”
A fresh wave of lust washed through Al-Kenna at the sound of those words. She marveled that her hormones were active even after everything she’d experienced tonight. The fact that her safety was presently in question wasn’t even enough of a deterrent.
“Keep your distance from her, Jules,” Alaric continued. “If I catch you trying to read her again, I’ll take it as a personal insult.” 
“Surely, you don’t expect me to—” Jules began.
“I’m tired, Jules. In the past four days I’ve flown from London to Prague, then from Prague to Baltimore where I remained a scant few hours before I was forced to wake my fatigued pilot because Raven had summoned me to Virginia. I’ve just arrived in New York. I haven’t been here two hours, and already I’ve been attacked by a band of rogue immortals toting guns and riding around in SUVs. My patience is at an end, Jules. We have a crazed fallen angel to worry about, and the threat that he’ll be releasing the imps. My guest isn’t a threat to you. So, I’ll say this only one more time. If I don’t get an answer I like, I’m going to take it as an offense. Is my room ready? My guest is tired, and I’d like her to get some sleep.”  
Al-Kenna wanted to protest. She wasn’t tired, not in the least little bit, but she figured now wasn’t the time to contradict him. 
The two men stared at each other, and for a moment, Al-Kenna feared Jules had every intention of making an issue of it. After a few beats, though, he took a step back and gave Alaric a slow nod.
“My apologies, Coven Lord,” Jules said.
He jerked his head to the right and two immortals stepped forward. 
“Please show our guest to the Coven Master’s room.”
The two nodded and started for the stairs.
Panic flittered through Al-Kenna. Did Alaric mean for her to go off on her own with these unfamiliar creatures? He was mad if he thought she would. 
He looked down at her and she narrowed her eyes at him. “No,” she told him silently. To emphasize her point, she tightened her grip on his hand. 
This brought a smile to his face. 
She had a sudden urge to kick him, see how he liked that. Bet he wouldn’t be smiling then. 
“Damon?” Alaric asked.
Almost immediately Damon, dutiful as ever, appeared at her side. Some silent exchange passed between the two, then Alaric slipped free of her and walked toward the throng of immortals who had gathered in the foyer to greet him.
“Come on,” Damon whispered.   
She felt Damon’s hand close over hers. A moment later, he led her toward the stairs where the two immortals had paused to wait for them.
“Upstairs,” one of the immortals said. She realized he was the red-haired immortal whose mind she had read. “Alaric’s room is on the fourth level,” he said. 
As they proceeded up, all around her was slowly swallowed in darkness. She thanked the stars for her Ikari night sight, otherwise she might have panicked. Not for the first time, the thought flickered through her mind that if the Warlord knew where she was right now, he’d kill her. She hadn’t just broken the rules this time, she’d beaten them into the dirt and spit on them. If the Warlord ever found out about this, he’d do worse than kill her. He’d disown her.
They came to a room at the end of a long hall. The two immortals gave a set of keys to Damon, bowed, then disappeared down the hall. A moment later, she and Damon stepped into the suite of rooms held aside for the Coven Lord. 
Though she glanced around, she couldn’t see much of anything. She could make out what seemed to be a sitting area over in a nook of the room, and a study with three floor-to-ceiling bookcases. It was a nice enough space, she decided.
When she turned to face the back of the room, she realized the entire wall had been fashioned of crystal-clear glass. Outside, the moon had risen high above the trees and glimmered off a frozen lake. It was beautiful. She started in the direction of the window while Damon head off toward the couches. 
“What a view,” she said.
“I suppose.” 
She heard shuffling behind her, but continued to gaze out the expansive windows. 
“Is every bedroom as gorgeous as this?”
“The Coven Master’s, maybe, but I doubt it. Being Coven Lord comes with its perks. Alaric has a suite of rooms all his own in every coven house in existence. Al-Kenna, turn around.”
She turned and saw Damon point to two doors beyond the sitting area.
“My room is through that door there. You’ll sleep in Alaric’s room, which is through that door.”
She nodded, but her heart stuttered inside her chest. 
She hadn’t thought about sleeping arrangements. Of course, Alaric would expect her to sleep with him. That was the whole purpose of why he wanted her to come in the first place. But sleeping with Alaric would go against everything she’d ever been taught. 
“Damon?” she asked. “Maybe I should sleep on the sofa.”
Damon had begun lighting candles around the room. It was nice. As she watched, he went to a wide fireplace and set to lighting a fire. 
“You can try,” he said dryly, “but Alaric will have something to say about it.”
She bit her lip nervously. “Surely, he wouldn’t force me—”
He turned to gaze at her over his shoulder. His long dark hair seemed suddenly to be made of spun silk and his face had the look of finely crafted porcelain. “I don’t think he’d have to force you to do anything. I can smell your arousal, Al-Kenna, and so can he.” He held up a hand to stall her protestations. “It’s an intoxicating scent, and it says more of your feelings for him than you care to admit. Why do you think he’s been having such a difficult time controlling himself? He knows you want him as much as he wants you. He’s determined to have you before the night is over.” He shrugged. “You might as well accept it.”
This was disturbing on a variety of levels. “You can…smell me?”
“I can smell your arousal.”
When Damon had a fire roaring in the hearth, he got to his feet and started toward her. “Now to get you to bed.”
“I’m not sleepy.”
“You should rest while you can. Alaric won’t be long downstairs, and when he gets here, he’ll plan to keep you occupied for a while.”
Al-Kenna felt her face grow hot even as Damon took her hand and led her to the room he’d indicated. Once inside, she watched him go to the massive four-poster centered in the middle of the room. He pulled down the covers of the bed and motioned for her to get in. 
“I’m not a child, Damon.”
“This June I’ll be a hundred and ten. You don’t have two decades on you.”
She squashed a childish impulse to say, “I know you are, but what am I?” Instead, she dutifully went to the bed and got in. 
She only intended to close her eyes so Damon would leave her alone. Once he left, she’d stare out the expansive windows into the night. But when she found herself waking to the feel of a warm body pressed flush against her own, she realized she’d done precisely what she’d meant not to. She’d fallen asleep. 
Dazedly, she tried to recall where she was and what she was doing. 
She started to turn, but a set of arms closed tight around her. 
“Alaric?” she asked.
His breath flittered across her ear. “I want you, Al-Kenna.”
The smell of leather was heavy on him and Al-Kenna could feel the heat of his body as he shifted. He felt like silk, but was hard and smooth as marble. When he settled one of his large hands across her stomach, a chill of fear ran down her spine. The fear quickly evaporated in the heat of her lust. He had brought her with him to seduce her; to take advantage of her. Though the thought should have incensed her, it only fanned the flames. 
“Look at me. I want to see you,” he said in a voice she was powerless to disobey. “I’m going to make love to you now, nice and slowly,” he whispered.
Even as she turned to look at him, she knew her lips were quivering. She knew how to tough-talk her way through any situation, but that’s all it was. Talk. Put her in a situation like this and she had no idea what to do. No, that wasn’t precisely true. What she wanted to do was give over to the raging hormones of her body and let him do whatever he wanted. So what if he wasn’t human. So what if he was a vampire.
He met her gaze and grinned. Gentle as a dove, he cupped a breast in one hand, closed a finger and thumb over her nipple and squeezed. She sighed. The pain and the pleasure of that simple touch was exquisite. He did it again, his eyes focused on her, and she let her eyelids flutter shut as the pleasure engulfed her.
“This is what I wanted to do in the library when I first saw you,” he told her. “This is what I would have done had we been alone. Look at me,” he whispered into her ear. 
“This is forbidden, Alaric,” she whispered back.
He sucked her lip into his mouth and laved it. It felt so good, she thought she might scream.
Of their own volition, her arms closed around him. She ran her fingers over the planes of his back, marveling at how something so unyielding could feel so silken beneath her touch.
He let his lips trail over her chin, placing wet kisses over her throat. The kisses were soft, tender, and perfect. Her body felt alive with desire, full of erotic cravings. She had to be sated, had to be filled, but she didn’t know how. 
He ran his tongue over her inflamed skin and she moaned from the sheer delight of it. 
“You are so hot,” he said.
“I want you.”
He pulled away from her and tugged at her tank top. She knew she should stop him, but she didn’t. She squirmed out of it. 
When she was bare before him he stared at her, drinking her in.
“You’re so beautiful,” he said, then pressed her into the mattress beneath him. “I want to taste you, feel you in my mouth. But I won’t bite you. You have my word. Do you trust me?” 
His face was earnest and she nodded. She did trust him. If he were going to feed on her, he would have done it by now. She knew he would keep his word.
The heat of his mouth encircled her nipple and she arched in surprise. “Ooh, Alaric, that feels so good.”
He pulled her puckered nipple into his mouth and sucked it hard. 
She writhed beneath him. “Oh, God!” she moaned.
“You’re mine now, Al-Kenna. I’m never letting you go.”
She didn’t want him to let her go. She’d be happy to stay locked away with him forever. As long as he put an end to the incessant longing she felt deep in the pit of her stomach. 
“Tell me you’re mine,” he whispered. “Tell me you’ll never leave me again.” He ran his tongue down the hollow between her breasts and over her stomach. “Tell me you love me.”
“Please,” was all she could say.
He pressed soft kisses into her stomach, then ran his tongue over her belly, pausing to lick her navel. Then he moved down her body, setting a wet trail from her stomach to her thighs.
“I’m going to make you feel so good,” he promised when he was poised at the juncture between her thighs. 
He eased his hand under the waistband of her stretch pants and she started at the contact.
“Relax and trust me. This is gonna feel good. I promise.”
 His fingers seemed to be searching for something as they roved deeper. 
She panted, eager to find out what was next. 
When he closed his fingers over her, she arched in surprise and gasped.
“That’s your clitoris. Feel that?” 
He ran his thumb over the sensitive nub and she fell back into the mattress and moaned. 
“Does that feel good?”
“Alaric,” she gasped, “what are you doing to me?”
He closed his fingers over the throbbing little core and stroked her. She wanted to scream.
“How does that feel?”
“Good.”
He tickled her, let his fingers dance lightly over the surface of that most delicious part of her he’d called her clitoris. Then she felt him prod her with one finger.
“You’re so wet, baby doll. I could be inside of you in seconds.”
She stared down the length of her body and met his gaze. “Penetrate?”
“I could, but I won’t. At least, not before you’re ready. Relax. Doesn’t this feel good?” To demonstrate, he circled her nub with his thumb again. 
“God, yes.”
“I want you naked,” he said. 
He reared back on his heels, grabbed hold of her pants and gave them a tug. She was naked faster than she would have imagined possible. Instead of feeling exposed and vulnerable the way she feared she would feel when she’d been shrugging out of her shirt, the comforter beneath her and the soft glow of the moon made her feel completely at ease. She rested her head against the pillows, bent her legs at the knee, and slowly spread them as he instructed. Alaric crouched between her thighs and stared at her soft triangle of hair. He looked as though he’d forgotten about the Figlio, the rogues, and everything else.
He groaned. “This has to be the most beautiful pussy I’ve ever seen.” 
She wanted to thank him, but somehow remaining silent seemed best at this particular juncture. Instead, she gazed at him in his suede pants and leather jacket and grinned. The grin turned into a full smile when she thought about the fact that she’d run away with Alaric the Cruel. Then, all thought evaporated as Alaric forced her thighs wider apart and pressed his face between them. 
“Alaric! What are you doing?”
Languidly, as if he had eternity, he ran his tongue over her in deep, long strokes. Her body shuddered beneath him and she bit down on her lower lip to still her moans. Alaric moaned softly into her and sucked delicately on the sensitive folds of her vaginal lips. First one, then the other, pausing only to dip his tongue deep into her moist depths, then pull out. Without forethought, she lifted her legs and wrapped them around him, a move that forced his face deeper into her. 
“You’re so wet,” he said, as he lapped at her juices with a hunger that set an inferno blazing inside of her. 
When he drove his tongue into her, she screamed out in pleasure. She hadn’t been able to stop herself. 
Alaric pulled away from her long enough to chuckle and ask, “Feel good?”
When she could manage a nod, he returned to the task at hand, moving his tongue in and out of her with a slow ease that made her think she’d lose her mind. This felt better than anything she’d ever experienced. Better even than the play they had enjoyed on the plane. 
When he closed his mouth over the soft nub between her legs, her world stopped. She closed her eyes, felt her body shudder, and bit down hard on her lip to quiet her moaning. 
He sucked the engorged nub into his mouth and flicked his tongue over it, sending her body into small spasms of pleasure. She arched her back even as he suckled the nub deeper into his mouth. With an intensity that made her writhe beneath him, she felt her entire body come alive. Her stomach roiled with erotic sensation, her skin prickled with it, and she lost her inner struggle for calm and quiet because of it. She screamed out as the most intense pleasure she’d ever felt shimmered on the edge of consciousness, just out of reach. She gasped, moaned, and when he began flicking his tongue over her in rapid succession, she felt her body explode. Stars flashed before her eyes, she pulled Alaric’s face deeper into her, and screamed out her release.

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
 
“I want to taste you, Al-Kenna. Will you stop me?”
Al-Kenna worked her lips. She could smell the minty aroma of peppermint and sex on his breath, feel the heat emanating from his body and enveloping her as he crawled up the length of her body and settled himself between her thighs. 
“No,” she finally said in a low voice.
He pulled her closer until their lips were nearly touching. His breath was cool on her face, making a warm shiver flow through her body. She didn’t struggle against him; she knew from the size of him she wasn’t any match for him physically, so she remained still. 
“Are you sure?” His words lighted across her cheek, more a caress than speech.
“Yes,” she said, feeling a little breathless. After what he’d just done to her she was ready to do anything he asked.
He leaned into her, brushing his cheek across her chin so the silken strands of his hair tickled her nose. His skin was soft, free of the annoying pins of stubble that plagued most men. She leaned into him, breathing in his scent. He nuzzled her neck, sending frissons of pleasure through her. Though she knew what he was up to, she didn’t have the strength of will to stop him. She was enjoying it too much. She’d fantasized so long about what it would feel like to kiss him, to be intimately connected to him. When she felt his lips, moist and hot, brush her skin, she moaned. He set butterfly kisses against her neck, then beneath the tender flesh of her earlobe. 
“Alaric.”
In response, he bit the naked lobe, then nibbled.
“You like that?” he asked.
“Ooo.” 
He sucked it into his mouth, flicking at it with his tongue, and she felt as though she were melting. Melting into pleasure, losing herself in him so completely, she didn’t know where she ended and Alaric began. 
“And that,” he said. “You like that?”
She was beyond speech, beyond anything but simple female acquiescence. She let her body relax into the bed because she felt too weak to support herself. 
He leaned into her until his body was pressed firmly against hers, then closed his mouth over her throat and licked. His tongue scorched her from the sensitive hollow in her throat down the length of her carotid, where he took his time tasting her. He lapped at her skin as if he were starving for the taste of her.
She groaned.
“Tell me, sweetheart,” he said, moving his lips along her jaw line. “Are you ready to give yourself to me completely?”
“Completely?”
He pulled away and stared down at her. “I want all of you.” A glimmer of a smile reshaped his lips, but only for a moment. Then, he frowned at her, his gray eyes narrowed to thin slits. “Are you certain you’re ready for that?”
Feeling more than a little confused, she tried to sit up again. “I just want you, Alaric.”
He ran his tongue along her lower lip and her mind went straight back to the gutter. 
He grinned and straddled her, pinning her to the bed beneath him. She felt a momentary panic as his weight settled on her and she realized she was completely at his mercy. But then, she didn’t know of any other place she’d rather be held captive, or of any other person she’d rather have as her captor.
He gripped her wrists and pinioned them to the bed. “Tell me you’re sure.”
“Yes,” she finally answered. “I’m sure.”
His eyes softened and a slow smile curved his lips. She registered the increased pressure on her wrists and felt his erection, thick and insistent, pressing into her stomach. She watched, silent, as his nearly translucent eyes lightened to the palest hue she had ever seen. It made his eyes looked like the finest of gems. His lips, already full and succulent, took on a deeper tinge. Then, his teeth changed. The perfect white canines sharpened until the blunt edges formed fine points, but they didn’t lengthen. Not yet. 
“Are you offering yourself to me, then?” he asked in a quiet voice.
“Is there a choice?”
“Oh, there are always choices. And right now, I chose you.”
Before she could respond, he brought his mouth down on hers, capturing her in a fierce kiss. He forced her lips wide with his tongue and drove it within her depths. She opened her mouth to him, loving the rough texture of his tongue against hers. She moaned against his lips as he laced his fingers into hers and pinioned them at either side of her head. He ground his hips into her and she could feel his erection pressing against the thick material of his pants, straining for release. 
His kiss was hungry and possessive. Already, she felt a trickle of moisture seeping down her thighs. She knew now this was exactly what she wanted. What she had hoped would happen, when she’d begged the Warlord to send her to him. 
She moved her lips against his, welcomed his tongue into her mouth and sucked on it. He groaned and thrust his hips into her again. When she felt the hard press of his erection against her this time, she marveled that she would finally know how it felt to have him inside her, moving within her. 
She would know what it was like to be Smenkhare.
He pulled back and gazed at her, his translucent eyes heavy with lust. The deadly fangs protruded over his full lower lip now, but she didn’t feel threatened by them. He’d taken care not to prick her or hurt her in any way with them. She trusted him.
“Not so scary now, am I?” he said, giving their laced fingers a gentle squeeze.  
Her chest heaved. “Not in a vampy way,” she agreed.
He grinned, making the fangs appear larger than they’d been a second earlier. “Among my kind,” he said quietly, pausing to run his tongue along the sharp point of a canine, “this is the most precious, the most sensual gift we can give a lover.” Scraping at his tongue with the edge of a canine, a tiny trickle of blood appeared. “Taste,” he said.
She opened her mouth as he bent to her and felt his lips closing over hers again. This time, though, he eased his tongue into her and moved it slowly, languidly against hers. Forgetting the blood, she arched toward him, hungry for the taste of him. She felt starved for him. But when the trickle of blood spilled onto her tongue, a spasm more powerful than anything she’d ever experienced rocketed through her body. In response, he pulled away, a half smile playing on his lips as he gazed down at her. 
She gasped out her surprise and threw her head back. Hot pleasure, so intense she’d thought she’d faint from the force of it, lighted on her tongue, then flowed through her body. She moaned at the intensity of it and ground her hips into him, suddenly desperate for her release. His smile broadened as erotic heat descended through her body, turning her skin into a momentary sensor of pleasure. Every touch was ecstasy and every stroke was heaven. The press of his hands against her breasts was too divine to be real.
“Please, now,” she begged.
He only smiled, and began to massage her stiff nipples with his fingers.
 The pleasure finally resolved itself deep in her loins, making her pant and gasp like a common whore. She didn’t care, though. 
“The first time is always the most intense,” he whispered, but she barely heard. “I gave you a few drops before, but this time—”
“Please. Now.”
He reached for the button on his pants. 
She thought she’d die from longing. This was too much; this intense need of him was too much.
He pulled the button free, then paused to make sure she was watching him. She was. She was watching every move he made, silently pleading with him to move faster.
He pulled the zipper down and she groaned when she remembered he wasn’t wearing anything beneath. He had said he didn’t wear underpants. 
The object of her desire was bent so she could only see the very top of it, enclosed in a mass of pale curls. 
She caught her breath. 
He reached inside his pants and pulled the member free of the constricting material. Freed from its constraints, his erection stood at attention. 
A long, uneven sigh escaped from her lips as she stared at it. It was perfect. 
Seeing her wide-eyed stare and open mouth, Alaric stood. A sudden chill swept over her body where he had been, but only for a moment. He’d gotten to his feet long enough to undress. When at last he stood before her, naked and more perfect than any fantasy she’d ever conjured, she nearly came on the spot. 
Muscles stood out on his chest, making him seem like an Adonis. His thighs were heavy with muscles and his arms were roped with them. But it wasn’t too much. He looked nothing like a competitive body builder whose body had become deformed with muscle mass. Alaric was beautiful. The most beautiful man she’d ever seen. 
As if he could read her mind, he grinned and did a body builder bicep flex. She smiled up at him.
“You’re so big,” she said.
“I’m a Visigoth…” he began, but she interrupted.
“I can’t wait any more.”
Alaric lowered himself onto her, covering her with his body. 
“I’m gonna fuck you so thoroughly, Al-Kenna,” he said, then his mouth was on hers, his hands on her breasts, kneading them. He moaned against her lips, ground his hips into her, drove her completely mad. 
She felt the head of his cock pressing against her cleft, tormenting her. She wanted him inside of her so badly. She was frantic with her need of him, hungry for the taste of him. She closed her arms around his neck and pulled his face closer to her, savoring the taste of his tongue. But she wanted more than simple kisses now, wanted more than the press of his body against hers; she wanted the blood. His blood and his cock.
“Please,” she begged. “Take me now.”
 He rested his weight on his elbows, ending the kiss to look at her.
“You would have me take you, even though you know what I am?”
It was kind of late for that question, she thought, nodding.
“And what am I, Al-Kenna?”
“A…”Her voice trailed off at the thought of saying it out loud. 
“I want to hear you say it.” He ground his hips into her, sending delicious shivers along her body. “Say it. Tell me what I am.”
“You’re a…”
He eased the head of his cock into her, making her body hum with pleasure. She arched toward him, hungry to have him fill her to the brim. 
“Oh, yes,” she moaned.
“Say it,” he insisted, pulling free of her. 
“Please, Alaric.”
“You’re going to have to say it.”
“You’re a blood drinker, one of the undead, a vampire.”
He lowered his head and kissed her slowly, as though he had an eternity to enjoy her. She writhed beneath him, working her hips in a desperate effort to force him to enter her. Instead, he ended the kiss and gazed down at her again.
“I’ve shared my blood with you, Al-Kenna. This is something my kind doesn’t do lightly.”
His voice was even, and she sensed the seriousness of his words. His eyes were intense as he looked at her.
“I understand,” she said. 
“Do you? Do you realize by sharing my bed, sharing my blood, you’re committing yourself to me in ways you cannot imagine?”
“I understand,” she insisted.
“After this day, Al-Kenna, after this consummation,” he went on, doggedly, “you are committing yourself to me body, mind, and spirit for all eternity. All that you are belongs to me and me alone. After tonight, I’ll never permit any man, save myself, to touch you.”
That penetrated her lust daze. “I’ve never wanted any other man. You’re it. My first and only lover.”
He swept down for another, deeper kiss, lighting her loins on fire again. “You belong to me now,” he said in a whisper. “Your body is mine, your mind is mine,” he paused. “Your blood is mine.”
Before she could respond, he thrust into her. 
She screamed out from the sudden pain. It started deep in her womb and radiated out to her entire body. She felt she would burst from being so completely filled by him. She wasn’t large enough; she was too tight, he was too big. 
“Take it out,” she said. “My gosh, Alaric, please take it out.”
“Shh, I promise it will get better.”
“It hurts.”
“I know, but soon you won’t remember the pain. I promise.”
She felt his muscles tense as he struggled to remain still inside her. 
“You feel so good. So tight. But I won’t move till you’re ready.” 
“But it’s so intense,” she pleaded. “I can’t take it.”
This wasn’t anything like she’d expected. It was pain unlike any she had ever known. Pain deep within her core. There wasn’t anything erotic or pleasurable about this. He had to stop, pull out. She twisted beneath him, trying to free herself, but he was immovable. 
Completely unaware of the torment she was causing him, she continued to writhe.
Alaric closed his eyes and gritted his teeth. “Shh,” he cooed. 
When she looked at him, she saw he was biting his tongue hard enough to force a spray of blood from his mouth. It dribbled down his chin and splattered her chest. He lowered his face to hers and forced his tongue into her mouth.
When the first taste of his blood hit, she trembled beneath him. Intense pleasure washed over her, making her cry out. If the first time she had felt pleasure, this time she felt an ecstasy so complete, it all but engulfed her. He’d said the first time was always the best, but she had to wonder if he knew what he was talking about. She didn’t know if it was the sheer quantity he had fed her this time, but waves of pleasure pulsed through her body, making her moan into his mouth.
She sucked his tongue hard, hungry for every drop, all but forgetting the pain beneath this intense pleasure. 
He moved his mouth over her possessively, letting her have her fill of him. When he’d given her enough time to adjust, and while the rapture was still on her, he began to move. Slowly, he eased his cock from within her depths, only to descend into her again. When she didn’t make any move to stop him, he eased out, then back in. 
At first, his movements were tentative. She felt a sting of pain as he thrust inside her, but by the third thrust, any remnant of pain had evaporated, dissolved into something she couldn’t quite define. His rose-tinged lips formed a perfect O as he closed his eyes and moaned. 
“Wrap your legs around me,” he told her. “Yeah, just like that.”
The simple movement intensified her pleasure. She felt him moving deep inside of her. Slowly, he eased his length in, inch by inch, then drew back.   
 Having him inside of her felt so suddenly wonderful, she wondered if he were a wizard instead of a vampire. The force of knowing they were joined as one, that he was getting as much pleasure as he was giving was nearly too much for her to comprehend. When she looked up at him, saw the intensity of his desire, she whimpered low in the back of her throat. 
“That’s it, honey, look at me. Give yourself to me,” he said.
“I’m yours, Alaric.” 
“Does that feel good?” he asked as he thrust deep and rotated his hips.
She writhed on the bed, bit her lower lip, and struggled for control. But control was beyond her. What he was doing to her felt too good. Every inch of her body had become a pleasure sensor. Her womb hummed with erotic sensation. He wanted to know if it felt good. She’d left good behind and moved on to extraordinary. “More than good. You feel amazing.” 
“Yeah, that’s it. Tell me how good my dick feels.” 
He set his weight on his elbows, still wearing that rakish grin. When he pulled back and drove into her hard, she screamed. But this time, it was a scream of pure delight. To think she had tried to stop him, that she had almost prevented herself from feeling this. She’d been mad. 
He thrust in again, harder, and rotated his hips and they both moaned. 
Then, he kissed her again. Slowly and deeply. 
She ran her hands over the hard plains of his back and marveled at the strength of his body. He was built like solid steel. 
His arms trembled, and she realized the steel control he was exerting over himself to make sure he didn’t hurt her. 
“Let go, Alaric.”
“I don’t want to hurt you.”
“That’s just it. You won’t. I’m ready now. I’m yours.” To show him she meant what she said, she raised her head and exposed her throat for him. “Take me.”
He panted and she felt the quiver of his muscles against her. Then, he reared up on his hands and stared down at her. His thrusts became harder, more insistent. She saw how pale he was, saw the bloodlust was taking over.
“Take me, Alaric.”
She only had a moment to tense before he fell on her. His mouth closed over her and she felt a sudden sharp, stabbing pain in her throat where his canines punctured her flesh. Still thrusting hard enough to send spasms of pleasure rocketing through her body, he began to drink of her. She felt the suction of his lips, heard the quiet sound of his suckling as moved inside her. This most intimate of kisses was possessive and hot. There was a need in him she hadn’t seen before, a desperation that made her want him more.
As the sweetness of his mouth slowly drawing what he needed filled her, she felt an orgasm building deep within. It teased, coming closer little by little as he drove himself deeper, and deeper still until she could scarcely control herself. 
“Harder!” she begged. “Do me harder.”
He slammed his hips against her; pleasure shot from her wound and radiated out to her entire body. She felt alive with pleasure, full of erotic heat. 
His movements came faster, her release so close she could taste it. 
He loomed above her, licking his lips and staring down at her. His eyes smoldered. Just looking at him made her release draw nearer. 
“You belong to me,” he said, and thrust deep.  
She screamed as pleasure erupted up and out of her. She bucked, lost control as wave after wave of pleasure hummed through her body. His thrusts came harder and deeper. He plunged into her, then she felt him stiffen. A moment later, he released a howl that sent shivers up her spine.
When he collapsed on top of her, all they could do was lie in a silent heap, gasping for breath. 
When she was finally able to breathe normally, she remained silent. Words seemed too coarse for what they had just shared. Instead, she held him to her and listened as his breathing slowed. 
When she fell asleep, it was with a contentment she’d never known.


 
 
 
 
 

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
 
Charity sat in the library with Raven, who was crouched before the fireplace, staring into the flames. 
“What happens now?” she finally asked, breaking the silence.
He didn’t answer for a few seconds. “We wait,” he said finally. “It’s all we can do.”
“I don’t mean Azriel and the imps. I’m talking about us. What happens now between us? I meant what I said last night. I don’t want Figlio, or anyone else. I want to be with you.”
Raven stood and turned to face her. In his trademark snakeskin pants, he looked truly delectable. She wondered if she’d ever stop wanting him. Every time she looked at him, her hormones went from zero to sixty in six seconds. 
“Things aren’t always a matter of what we want,” he said quietly. “Life is more complex than that.”
“I don’t care about what anybody else wants, Raven. What do you want?”
Again, it took him a moment to answer. “I’ve been punished for acting on my desires before. I was imprisoned beneath the earth for millennia. Imprisoned with my desire and lust, and no woman to fulfill them. Now, I finally have a chance to redeem myself. I’ve been given this one chance. If I make the wrong decision, I’ll end up back where I started with nothing. I won’t be welcomed back into heaven, and I won’t have you. I’ll be in my pit in my chains, suffering.”
Charity looked away and fought down the rising tide of fear that nearly overtook her. She knew he was right, knew she was being selfish to expect him to risk everything at the slim chance of them being together. But she wanted him so much. The thought of being with another…it didn’t bear thinking of. 
“I love you, Raven,” she said at last. “I love you, but I don’t want you to suffer, either. If what we have is impossible, if being together means you’ll be punished, then I’ll back off.”
Raven went to her. He slipped his arms around her and lifted her from the couch. “You didn’t let me finish, Charity. I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anyone or anything. I thought I made that clear last night. If there’s a way for us to be together, I intend to find it.”
She jerked her head up and met his obsidian gaze. “You mean it?”
He opened his mouth to answer, but the library doors flew open a moment before the sound of heavy footfalls reached them. 
“I hate waiting around,” Aliceanna said, breaking the mood.
Raven smiled at Al-kenna and settled her into the sofa again. 
 “Does the Warlord really expect us to sit here,” Aliceanna continued, “and wait while he readies the troops? This is madness. I hate waiting. I knew we should have gone with Alaric and Damon.”
“We don’t have a choice,” Myrddin said, coming in behind Aliceanna. 
“The hell we don’t. Let’s do something.”
“What do you suggest?” Raven asked.
She shrugged prettily, pursing her crimson lips and tossing her mane of red hair over her shoulder. “I don’t know. What do you think, Raven?”
“We wait,” he said, agreeing with Myrddin. 
Charity repositioned herself on the couch and tried not to stare at Raven. Idly, she ran her fingers over his thigh, feeling the hard muscle beneath her touch and getting entirely too much pleasure from the simple contact. 
“What I want to know,” Aliceanna said, “is what the rogues have to do with this. I can’t believe they actually attacked Alaric. Are you sure you didn’t misunderstand what Damon said?”
Myrddin shook his head. “Damon was pretty clear when I spoke with him last night. Maybe the rogues are using the Nephilim situation as leverage against the Alliance.” 
“No,” Raven said. “Damon said Alaric could read their thoughts. They’ve aligned themselves with Azriel. But to what purpose? To attack the Coven Lord of the Alliance is tantamount to waging war against every coven house in the world. They wouldn’t do that unless…” Deep in thought, he let his sentence trail off.
Charity had only crossed paths with three rogue vampires, and that had been three too many. “They’re horrible fiends,” she said.
“They live by their own rules,” Raven answered. “They kill whomever they please, and refuse to show allegiance to the Alliance.”
“Still,” Myrddin agreed, “I’ve never heard of rogue immortals attacking a Coven Lord. It’s unheard of.”
Raven gazed at Charity. “Wait a minute. How do you know about rogues? You’d never even seen vampires before Prague.”
She shrugged, uncomfortable at the thought of mentioning Azriel. “Azriel left me alone in the tunnels. Three rogues attacked me, and he had to kill them.”
Raven jerked back as if struck. “Three rogues were in the seventh portal tunnels?”
She nodded. “More than three. Azriel said the tunnels were full of ghouls and rogues.”
Myrddin exchanged a look with Raven. Slowly, Charity got to her feet. “Why is this important?”
“Alaric,” Raven said. “What if Azriel isn’t going after the leader of Ikarius but the leader of the Alliance? What if Azriel is going after Alaric?”


 
 
 
 
 


Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
Al-Kenna awakened a little after six to darkness so complete, it took her a moment to remember where she was. But the feel of Alaric’s naked thigh laid over her stomach was an immediate reminder she wasn’t alone. In fact, the chill feel of his skin against hers brought everything back to her. Flying out of Virginia late last night and going to Figlio’s house. Being out on the beach, being chased, and…Her face heated at the memory of what Alaric had done to her last night, what she had allowed him to do. She didn’t know anything could feel so good. She didn’t know what she preferred, his regular kisses or those secret kisses. 
“Have you lost your mind?” she asked herself. 
She didn’t answer.
She was in an Alliance coven house, in the middle of nowhere, with a vampire. But even as she thought this, she corrected herself. Alaric was more than just a vampire. He had feelings, was kind to her, gentle, considerate. He suffered from the loss of Smenkhare, a woman he had loved so deeply that centuries later, he still suffered the loss of her. Alaric was more than just a vampire. She imagined he’d never been just a vampire. He was too extraordinary a being to be just anything.
For a moment, she wished she could see him. He’d looked so delicious undressing under the soft moonlight last night. She’d had an urge to drop to her knees and set worshipful kisses all over his body, from his toes to the top of his head. He had the kind of body that deserved worship. 
Al-Kenna figured Alaric would wake soon. She thanked God it was winter. She’d never appreciated the long nights of winter so much as she did right now. Turning to lie on her stomach, she wondered how she should behave once he did wake up. Should she pretend they’d done nothing out of the ordinary last night, or immediately bring up the subject? 
Would the Warlord be able to tell what she’d done when she saw him? Would it be written on her face?
“What are you thinking about?” a voice in the darkness asked.
It was Alaric, of course, but he’d surprised her so much, she’d nearly reached under her pillow for the dagger she’d stashed there last night after she and Alaric had shuttered the windows and went to bed.
“You’re awake,” she said.
“Mmm,” he answered, rubbing his naked thigh over her bare butt. “This is nice.”
“What’s the plan for today?” 
He eased on top of her and warmth suffused her body. It wasn’t an external heat, but an internal one that positively scorched her to her core. She felt the hard length of his cock pressing insistently against her entrance. Desire coursed through her veins. Suddenly, nothing seemed as important as having Alaric deep inside her again. 
“First on the list,” Alaric purred into her ear, “I’m gonna ride you nice and slow.” 
Saying this, he eased his thick erection into her in one luxurious thrust.
She sighed in surprise as unexpected pleasure surged through her body. 
“Oh, God, Alaric.”
With his arms positioned at either side of her, he levered himself up and began a slow, measured ride. He thrust into her until he was at her core, then eased back. Each move felt so good, she had to force her face into the pillow and bite down on the cottony fabric to staunch her cries. 
“That feel good, baby?” Alaric asked.
“Yes.”
“I could make love to you all night long, you know that?”
Just the thought of that made her grind her hips in welcome to every thrust. She’d love to spend eternity lying beneath Alaric as he moved within her. Already she could feel her climax building, knew it wouldn’t be long before the ecstasy filled her. She also knew with every thrust, his blood lust grew. 
“Al-Kenna,” he whispered into her ear. “My beautiful princess. Taste me.”
He tangled his fingers in her hair and turned her head to face him. When his tongue touched hers, she nearly screamed at the thrill of the contact. One taste of his crimson elixir made her buck beneath him. The taste of him was the taste of euphoria.  
He closed his mouth over hers and she let the warm fluid fill her mouth. She sucked his tongue like a greedy baby, hungry for more. Each time he drove into her warmth, the ecstasy felt a thousand times better. The rapture was so intense, she thought she might swoon.
When he pulled away from her, she knew what was coming next; the consummation, as he called it. She focused on the thrill of having him moving inside of her, on the ebbing tide of pleasure his blood produced. Still, when she felt the edge of his teeth at her neck, she stiffened.
“It’ll feel good, baby. Remember how good it felt last night?” he told her. 
She screamed when he reared back, then sprang forward, closing his mouth over her throat. 
The pain was intense, but tonight it didn’t seem quite as bad as the previous evening. It hurt, but the pain was blunt and brief. Soon, it resolved itself between her thighs where Alaric continued to move.  
He accented each suck with a thrust, every thrust accented by the rising tide of her orgasm. The orgasm built in her, grew until she could scarcely keep still beneath him. The pleasure was suddenly too much.
“Yes,” she moaned. “I love you, Alaric.”
He drove himself into her and pulsed hard and fast. She screamed as her most intense orgasm yet erupted inside her. She barely heard Alaric’s scream of pleasure, so powerful was her own. She thrust against him and moaned into the pillow. 
When his thrusts slowed, softening until he lay still atop her, she sighed.
“Bravo, Alaric! Now, get the hell out of bed so we can get on with the meeting.”
Alaric sighed. “Shouldn’t you still be in bed, Damon?”
 
* * * *
 
Alaric surveyed the room from his position at the head of the center table and again, he barely managed to restrain a sigh. What should have been a brief meeting of like-minded individuals had stretched into hours of discourse on topics ranging from the imp threat to beastman/vampire relations and the ever-changing land barriers. 
One coven master had seven coven leaders beneath him, all of whom were fighting amongst themselves because each thought he deserved more land than the other. 
“Counties today in North Carolina aren’t what they were thirty years ago when I took over control of the region,” one vampire had complained. “It only figures that if a coven leader controls a land mass that includes three counties, and those counties are reconfigured, then the coven leader’s domain should be reconfigured.”
Alaric couldn’t believe what he was hearing.
Then, another piped in with, “Yeah, but the coven leader whose land mass has been diminished from the county re-allocation shouldn’t lose land because men have decided county re-allocation is necessary. Immortals shouldn’t be governed by the whims of man.”
Things quickly got heated after that. 
After nearly an hour of this, Alaric exploded. “Bloody hell!” he yelled over the fray. “For the first time in millennia, our lives are in mortal peril. Azriel has risen from the depths of the earth and set his sights on freeing the Nephilim…” He paused long enough to fix his gaze on every immortal assembled before him. “The Nephilim are a race of fallen angels who enslaved our ancestors; can anyone remember that? Yesterday, Azriel had the last human Nephilim in his possession. Though she’s escaped, the situation is dire…and it’s now that you come to me with your land disputes? I don’t want to hear them. On a good day, I don’t want to hear them; you cannot think for one second I’ll give a damn today.” 
“We need a dictate from on high to settle this once and for all,” William, a beastman coven master from Delaware, said.
“Either we can reassign coven lands or we can’t,” said another. “It’s up to you.”
A few more began to speak up, but Alaric raised a hand to hold them off. He closed his eyes for a moment and struggled to regain his composure. Once he had himself under control, he folded his hands in his lap and spoke again. “A word for you,” he said in a near whisper. “Hierarchy.” 
The immortals glanced at one another, unsure of his meaning. 
“Hierarchy!” he repeated, accenting the word with a fist to the table. “Do you know what hierarchy is? No, I can tell you don’t, so let me enlighten you.  Hierarchy means there are a few million or so vampires and beastmen running around the world. Those vamps and beastmen are grouped into covens, those covens are run by coven leaders, and those coven leaders are governed by coven masters.” He pointed at a few of the men around him. “That’s you. And coven masters are governed by…” Again, he paused and glanced around the table. “What, no guesses? Coven masters are governed by the Coven Lord. At this point, that happens to be me. If two coven masters have a dispute, I want them to come to me. If a coven master has a dispute with a coven leader, even then you can come to me. If a coven member inexplicably sucks a member of Congress dry, come to me. But when coven leaders are having land disputes, I don’t want to hear it.”
“You’re being unreasonable, Alaric,” William said.
“How do you expect I can settle land disputes? There are any number of factors to consider that I, miles away, am not privy to. Population growth—human and immortal; extenuating circumstances, such as one coven leader’s inability to deal with ever increasing human issues. I can issue a dictate, but I assure you it would cause more harm than good. 
“If the Nephilim are freed and we don’t defeat them, land disputes will be a superfluous point because everything will belong to them. And if Azriel and his imps defeat Ikarius, the Nephilim will be one step closer to ruling us.”
An unexpected smash made everyone look around to see where the sound had come from. Alaric scanned the room until he found Nuno. Nuno’s fist was resting in a newly made, fist-sized gouge in the table. He glowered across the room “Either we fight or we die. I will not live as a slave the way our ancestors did. I will slice my throat and end my immortal life before I allow that to happen.” 
Nuno stared at Alaric for a moment, then gave Alaric a nod.
 “I for one,” Jules said, speaking for the first time, “agree with Nuno. We’ve been going on like a band of fools when this meeting should have ended hours ago. We’ve already discussed the pertinent facts. I think we should stand behind Ikarius.”
“What if Figlio won’t come?” William asked. “Surely, Figlio’s presence would bring many of the rogues to our side.”
The immortals around the table nodded. 
With his eyes still fixed to Alaric, Nuno said, “A friend once told me not to leave my future in the hands of the elders.” He shrugged. “I’m apt to agree with him. Let Figlio look after Figlio, I will look after myself and whoever stands beside me.” 
Alaric grinned.
“So, we are decided then,” Damon said, hoping to end the meeting before another argument could start.
“William?” Alaric asked, taking time to focus on those who’d voiced the most doubt, “Jordan, Rage, and everyone else, do you have any other questions?”
Nobody spoke.
“Okay, then.” Alaric pushed away from the table. “The imps are unlike anything we’ve ever faced. The threat is real and should be taken very seriously. Time is something of an issue, so we need to—” 
Damon vaulted from his chair. It fell over and clattered against the basement floor. Lips turned down in a frown and fists clenched at his sides, Damon stared around the room.
“What is it?” Alaric asked, suddenly alert.
Damon held up a hand for silence. A moment later, he asked, “Do you hear that?”
Alaric got to his feet and darted glances around room. Everything seemed as it should, but he could hear something. The sound was faint. And coming from beneath them. He crouched to the floor and listened. At first, the sound was muffled, but as he squatted, it grew louder. 
Boom. Boom. Boom.
Nuno got to his feet and approached Alaric. “What is that?”
“Sounds like drums,” Alaric said.
“But where’s it coming from?”
Still crouched to the floor, Alaric turned to face Jules, who’d been seated beside him. “What’s below us?”
Jules shrugged. “I don’t know. I wasn’t the architect.”
The sound was louder now. 
“Quick, Jules, where are your weapons? Do you have any?”
“Of course.”
“Everybody up. Arm yourselves. Where are the weapons, Jules?”
Alaric saw a few of the younger immortals stare about the room in confusion. 
Jules stared at the ground and listened. “Something’s coming.”
The sound was louder. Each boom was accented with a rumble of the floor tiles. 
“The weapons are in the back room, through that door.” Jules motioned toward a door in a far corner of the room.
Boom. Boom. Boom.
“Arm yourselves!” Alaric said again. “We need sharp swords. Jules is right. We’re about to have company.”
Jules trotted to the head of the table, pulled open a drawer, and depressed a button.  A high-pitched siren began to wail. It was an obnoxiously loud sound, and precisely what was needed. Even as Jules moved away from the table, immortals ran toward the door Jules had indicated. 
“A distress signal,” Jules explained. “Right now, every immortal within these walls knows something’s up and to come to the basement.”
“I don’t want them in the basement,” Alaric said through gritted teeth. “We have to get out of the basement.”
“What the hell is going on?” Nuno demanded.
Boom. Boom. Boom.
Alaric moved toward the weapon room with Damon close on his heels. “Azriel, that’s what’s going on!” Alaric answered. “Shit!” He whirled on Damon, fire in his eyes. “Al-Kenna is upstairs. Go to her. Keep her safe. Don’t let her out of your sight.”
Damon nodded, then turned and ran from the room.
“Hurry up!” Nuno yelled. “The floor is beginning to buckle. Whatever’s coming is almost through!”
Immortals grabbed weapons and ran from the back room. One by one, they armed themselves and fled to higher ground. Alaric was the last to grab two machetes. A moment later, he made his way through the room and toward the stairs.
“Come on!” Alaric yelled at Nuno, after giving him the extra weapon. “We have to head up.” 
“Azriel isn’t alone, is he?” Nuno asked as he ran.
“No.”
The sound was louder, more insistent. They were close.
“The imps?” 
But even as Nuno said this, Alaric rejected the idea. Why would Azriel waste time coming here when it was Ikarius he was after? He said as much to Nuno. 
Nuno paused on the threshold of the stairs. “Then who, or what?”
“I don’t know,” Alaric said. 
Alaric turned to motion toward the floor and tell Nuno to move, but at that precise moment, the floor erupted in a confetti-like explosion that sent large bits of cement flying into the air. The table where they’d been sitting minutes earlier flew into the air and landed hard on the opposite side of the room. A thick amalgam of smoke and fog drifted up from the jagged crater where the floor had been, and a bright red glow shone up from the depths.
Alaric spun toward the stairs and ran. “Move!” he yelled at Nuno’s retreating form. 
Nuno spun, saw something that made his eyes bulge, turned back toward the stairs, then seemed to disappear. Alaric knew he hadn’t actually disappeared, he’d simply used his preternatural speed to propel himself forward. But the effect was much like disappearing.
A chorus of phlegmy bellows screeched over the wail of the siren, but Alaric didn’t bother looking back. He leapt onto the first set of stairs and bounded up, cursing under his breath. He dashed up the stairs, bounced off the landing, and onto another stairway. “Faster,” he prodded himself. 
Above, he heard Nuno yelling, “Get back! Get to the main floor.”
When Alaric reached a short corridor, he picked up speed. He spun briefly to see how close the enemy was, but the corridor behind him was empty. The fact only provided small comfort because he could still hear the phlegmy howls echoing up from the stairwell he’d just come from.
Ten feet ahead, the last stairwell loomed. He sprinted the distance, then leapt onto the fifth step and bounded onto the landing and up the next level. 
The sound of raised voices was more audible as he moved forward.
“Let’s fight,” someone was saying. 
A few others said, “Give me a weapon.” And, “Where is Alaric? Did you leave him down there to fend for himself?”
The lights of the main level came into view a second before Alaric rounded the last set of stairs. He took them in threes. A group of nearly fifty immortals stood poised at the mouth of the stairs, most of them with weapons in hand and held at the ready. Alaric reached the top of the stairs and moved forward. Then, he spun on his heels and held his own weapon aloft. 
“What is it?” Someone asked.
“Bet it’s just ghouls,” another called. 
“Ghouls can’t fight us. They’re nothing but scouts,” someone else was saying. “Imps are the fighters, and they’re trapped in…” The sentence trailed off as the first of the intruders came into view, a squall of rage coming from its fanged mouth. 
Three more appeared in quick succession behind the first, and Alaric knew more would follow. But that wasn’t what disturbed him. 
“Not ghouls,” someone sputtered as if reading Alaric’s thoughts.
Nuno was right. 
 “The gateway!” Alaric said. “Azriel opened the gateway to The Void. Fucking son of a bitch, they’re not ghouls!”
A brief shudder ran through their ranks and older, more experienced immortals pushed to the front while the young ones hovered in the back. But Alaric stood side by side with Nuno and Jules, poised for a fight.
The creatures hovered on the landing one staircase down, surveying the opposition. Alaric could see them weighing their options, and a sudden rage surged through him. Already, he could feel his nails growing to fine points, felt the tips of his teeth sharpen, and felt the beast inside him take over as pure hatred coursed through his veins. He glared down at the imps and made a show of expertly twirling his blade before him. 
“Come on,” he said. “Come and get me if you want me.”
Alaric felt Nuno beside him. He was suddenly so close, Alaric could feel Nuno’s muscles pulse with the start of transformation. A low growl issued from him. The sound was so menacing, Alaric found himself giving Nuno a brief glance. Nuno’s fangs had extended, but not only his fangs, every tooth had sharpened to a point. Fine hairs sprouted on his chin and cheeks as the hair on his head thickened and grew coarse. Growling like the beast he was, his eyes had darkened until even his irises were black as night.
Beastmen growled their fury as, hair standing on end, their eyes darkened to midnight black. Their muscles constricted and contracted as animal and demon fought for supremacy. Noses and mouths melted as nose became snout and mouth widened until dozens of tiny, razor sharp teeth flashed. Long black hair appeared beneath the shirtsleeves and under the cuffs of pants. The sound of material being rent kept Azriel alert. He knew from that sound that the beastmen’s muscle mass was doubling. Shoes burst as feet that looked a hybrid of animal and man tore through the simple confines of leather. 
It felt good to hold a weapon again, Alaric thought. His body positively purred with the need to use it. He twirled it in his hand, getting accustomed to the weight of it.
The first imp moved forward slowly, scaly wings flapping in the air. It stared at Alaric, evil intent clear in its grotesquely misshapen features. Alaric briefly surveyed the immortals behind him. Then, giving a war cry any goth would have been proud of, he ran forward. 
“Alaric!” he heard someone call, but his voice sounded far away, unimportant. “Alaric, Al-Kenna has escaped!”
The sound of fighting filled the room, drowning out Damon’s words.
 
* * * *
 
Al-Kenna ran out the front door and down the flagstone path toward the car. She’d be damned if she’d allow Alaric to think he could shove her to the sidelines the way her father did. She was a warrior, and as such her place was in the battle. 
She’d been stupid to leave her weapons in the car last night. She attributed her lack of forethought to her lust-hazed mind. As it was, she’d only managed to make it down the stairs and out the front door moments before Damon had appeared on the main level, calling her name. 
She reached the car and yanked the passenger door open, silently thanking God that neither she nor Alaric had thought to lock the car. Keys had been the last thing on her mind when she’d heard the siren go off. She’d known immediately what the siren meant. Someone or something had breached the coven house walls. 
She eased into the backseat and spotted her duffle on the floor. In seconds, she’d reached into it and come up with her Beretta. Once she found her gun, she fit it into the waistband of her pants. Her sword was lying across the backseat of the car. With her gun secure, she grabbed her blade and was stepping out of the car when she heard the distinct sound of gravel crunching. 
She whirled, gun in hand, in time to see two imps standing at the rear of the car. They were grotesque, with unnaturally hairy bodies, skin whose surface was pocked and marred, and one great horn sticking out of the center of their heads. Where ghouls could pass for gargoyles, imps seemed like oversized apes on steroids. 
The gray-furred creatures seemed to take in the scene in seconds. They eyed her, pleasure clearly etched on their faces. In stereo, they growled. Behind them, a set of wings unfolded and began to flap.
She took a step back, closed her left hand over her gun, and got a tighter grip of her sword with her right hand. Though she didn’t want to turn her back on the creatures, she needed an accurate accounting of precisely how many of them there were and if any of them were behind her. Even now, she saw three more horned figures appear further down the driveway.
“Damn,” she muttered to herself. Suddenly, coming out to the car to retrieve her weapons didn’t seem like such a bright idea.
As she swiveled her head to the left and scanned the ground around her, a boom of thunder cracked. A second later, a streak of lightning lit the sky. Al-Kenna stumbled backward. The crash of thunder had been such a surprise, she’d thought for a second one of the imps had gotten hold of a gun and was shooting at her. When she eyed the two closest to her, she saw they were still hovering near the rear of the car. No guns, but they could spring at her any second, and would. 
As she was deciding what to do next, a swirl of wind set the trees lining the drive to rustling. The naked limbs crashed into one another as the rising wind whipped around them. Al-Kenna couldn’t say why, but the sight of this made gooseflesh rise along her body.
The two imps at the rear of the car didn’t move. Though it was a crazy thought, they seemed to be taking strength from the weather disturbance. They crouched low; their black wings spread behind them, then loped forward.
She didn’t retreat. She leveled her gun, sighted it on the figure closest to her, and pulled the trigger. The explosion echoed in the the night and the fiend howled in pain. Yellow fluid erupted from the fresh hole in its head as it staggered forward and collapsed on the ground. She aimed her gun a second time and caught the next imp between the eyes. Even as it fell to its knees, she noted the set of three she’d seen on the driveway were making their way toward her. She sprang forward and brought her blade down on the necks of the fallen imps. 
Yellow muck dripped from her blade and a sickly-sweet odor rose from the viscous sludge. Her stomach lurched and she had to force herself to block out the odor. 
She gave the headless bodies a hard shove with the toe of her boot. Though unlikely, if the head were allowed to rejoin with the body, the imp would be reanimated. 
Even as she was stepping back, she raised her gun in preparation to shoot down the next three. She didn’t press the trigger, though. She didn’t have any extra bullets on her, so she’d have to use what she had sparingly. 
She turned quickly where she stood, desperate to make sure nothing was behind her. Nothing was. But the wind had picked up speed and was steadily getting worse. Another boom of thunder sounded. She turned to face the three, aimed, shot. Yellow fluid spurted from the figure closest her. But already three more had appeared on the driveway further down, and they were running toward her. She shot again and caught another creature. When eight more appeared on the driveway, she froze.
This was too much. There were too many of them. She had to run, take a chance that she could put distance between them. She was an able fighter, but fourteen imps would be too many for any Ikari. 
She turned then and ran for her life. Still, she could hear them behind her, chortling in their low, phlegmy voices as they pursued her. 
“Smenkhare,” they called to her. “Smenkhare!”
And, “Smenkhare, we’ve come for you.”
She suddenly realized this was real. This wasn’t a SIM or a field exercise. Those things behind her weren’t simulation imps, but the real thing; and Azriel was a very real threat.
The door to the house was only a few feet ahead of her. Behind her, the voices of the imps had been swallowed in the gusts of wind. She wanted to take comfort in the fact that she couldn’t hear them anymore, but short of turning around and looking behind her, she had no way of knowing if she’d really put distance between them.
She stepped onto the flagstone path and ran faster, but even as she closed the distance between her and the door, a whirlwind of air whipped into the space between her and safety. The force of the wind knocked her legs out from under her. She hit the ground hard and an explosion of pain shot through her chest as she landed face down in the grass. She tried to get her arms under her, tried to get to all fours, but her limbs wouldn’t obey. 
She felt herself roughly flipped onto her back. 
Then, she was staring into the face of one of the most beautiful men she’d ever seen. Long white hair whipped around his face and bare chest. Clad only in white pants and white boots, with lush white wings spread behind him, she thought for a moment God had sent an angel to her rescue. 
Then, she saw his smile and knew how wrong she was.
“Azriel,” she gasped.
“Smenkhare. You should have stayed dead.”

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
 
Alaric dragged the beast he was fighting to the ground, slammed his elbow into its face so it lay stunned on the floor long enough for him to rise and decapitate it. He kicked its body and head across the floor and moved forward and into the fray. 
It was apparent Azriel had only sent a small number of imps to this fight, and they’d those he had sent had thought they could waltz in and ambush them. Another stupid move was that they had come alone. Azriel hadn’t been with them after all. That was what Alaric had really been afraid of. 
Alaric brought his blade down on the throat of an imp. He reveled in the satisfying sound of metal meeting flesh. By now, his sword dripped with the sludge that was an imp’s lifeblood. Something told him that before the night was over, he’d spill more blood than this. 
Before him the ape-like creature cackled, flapped its wings, then fell over in two heaps, hoofed feet kicking spasmodically at the air. The thick bands of muscle that made up its body quivered as death slowly took reign over the beast.
Alaric stood in the center of the floor, chest heaving as he struggled to catch his breath. Every imp had been taken down. There’d been about four-dozen of them, and now their severed heads lay scattered over what had once been an expensive Persian carpet. The one at Alaric’s feet still writhed. Its legs kicked out as if denying the fact that death was near. But soon enough, it would be still. 
Alaric made a slow turn in the center of the room, searching for Damon and Al-Kenna. Bloodlust sated, the immortals were returning to their human selves even as Alaric’s own fangs receded. As he scanned the remaining faces, he was pleased to see most of the immortals remained. 
He finally spotted Damon bending over the body of an imp, machete in hand and dark hair saturated in imp blood. Damon glanced up and met Alaric’s gaze. His look was grim.
Alaric felt his skin prickle with fear as he realized Damon was alone. “Where is Al-Kenna?”
Damon got to his feet. “Gone.” 
“You didn’t go after her?”
“I couldn’t.” Damon motioned to the floor around him.
Alaric’s blood ran cold and fear, sharp as a blade, pierced his heart. 
He would not lose Smenkhare again.

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
 
“I see my reputation precedes me,” Azriel said, grinning. 
Al-Kenna raised her gun, but he closed his hand around her wrist and squeezed. Spikes of pain speared her arm. She tried to grit her teeth against the force of it, but even as she set her mind against releasing her hold on the gun, she found her hand was opening. A moment later, the gun landed on the ground beside her.  
Still gripping her wrist, Azriel jerked her to her feet. 
She lifted her sword arm to strike him, but felt the sword slip free of her grasp before she could bring the blade down on him. The deadly weapon flew uselessly across the yard as if on an invisible string. It landed in a thatch of bushes. 
Al-Kenna let loose a roar of primal fury and lifted her leg. The first kick caught him in the temple. His look of surprise would have been comical if she wasn’t so terrified. By her second kick, he was ready for her. He caught her leg under the knee and held it firm. Though he still grasped her wrist, still maintained enough pressure to hurt her, she used the balance gained from his hold of arm and leg to balance herself enough so she could bring her knee up and into his groin.
Azriel didn’t lurch, didn’t show any sign the blow had hurt him. Instead, he released her captured leg and raised a brow in challenge. “You have spirit,” he said, still grinning. “I could have fun with you.”
Al-Kenna swallowed down an urge to launch herself at him. She realized she couldn’t hurt this creature. He was too strong to defeat with physical force. “What do you want?” she finally asked.
He loosened his hold on her wrist but didn’t let go. 
On the edge of the driveway, just beyond the tree line, the imps receded into the forest. 
“Just you, Smenkhare. All I want is you. See, I’ve even made the monsters disappear.”
“Stop calling me Smenkhare.”
“What would you prefer I call you? Al-Kenna?” he shrugged. “But that’s not your name.”
She tried to jerk free of him, but he held her firm. 
“I do love that Ikari spirit,” he said with a chuckle, giving her a little jerk forward. “But then, that doesn’t really apply to you, does it? Ikari spirit, that is. I’m not sure what I’d call what you have.”
“Let me go!” 
He chuckled. “Good old vampire spirit, that’s what I’d call it.” 
Al-Kenna froze and stared into the creature’s face. His pink lips curved into a smile and he met her glare with kind eyes. 
“Oh, you didn’t know? How delicious. I get to be the bearer of good news. I get so few pleasures.”
 “You’re a liar.”
“I’m an angel. You know what that means. I can’t lie, though I’ve been called a liar before. I’m not made that way. Lying is a human trait, Smenkhare. Free will and all that.”
“Stop calling me that!”
“You have vampire blood flowing through those veins, Smenkhare. Your mother wasn’t some human your father slept with, then cast off. That’s what you thought? What you always suspected. But you’re wrong.” His grin broadened to a smile, and he threw back his head and laughed. “You really don’t know, do you? The Warlord has kept you in the dark all these years…and I’m the monster.”
Al-Kenna felt like her world was careening out of control. She didn’t want to believe Azriel, couldn’t believe him. But even as she rejected his words, her mind kept returning to one thing. Fallen or not, he was an angel; and just as he’d said, angels couldn’t lie.
“Tell me,” she said through clenched teeth.
“Your mother was a vampire. That’s why you’re immortal, Smenkhare. You’re not the only female Ikari warrior ever born, much as you’d like to believe that. Your mother was a rogue vampire whom your father bled to death after you were born. But you are the only vampire who has ever lived within the walls of an Ikari compound. You should be proud.”
“You’re lying! I walk in sunlight. I don’t drink blood. I’ve never drank…” She began to say blood, but couldn’t finish the sentence. She had. Last night and today.
He sighed, as if growing bored with this discussion. “You are half Ikari. You lucked out with that whole sun thing. As far as blood goes, you’ve drunk it all your life. In small doses, of course. With the gravy the servers poured over your potatoes, with the wine your father allowed you to drink with dinner. You’re a blood drinker, Smenkhare, learn to like it.”
“Liar!”
“Ever ask yourself why the Warlord never wanted to take you into battle, why he never allowed your training to go beyond the SIMs and the practice field, when you’re one of the most skilled fighters he has? He was afraid of your blood lust. He was afraid you’d get caught up in the fight and go all 'vampy' on him. It’s why he did his best to see that you remained a virgin, too. Blood lust, Smenkhare, blood lust.”
“But Alaric. I didn’t…”
“He gave you his blood freely. Ask yourself what would have happened had he refused—”
 “Lying bastard!” she screamed at him. 
Despite her decision that physical force against Azriel was useless, she reared back with her free hand and made a fist. Before she could bring it home, Azriel pulled her to him and held her against her chest. 
“Hush now,” he said, “he’s coming. It won’t do to have him seeing you squirming around like a rabid beast.”
She tried to push against his chest, tried to free herself of him, but he was too strong. “Who’s coming?” she demanded.
“My quarry. Now, hush yourself.”
It could have been madness, but she didn’t think so. Unwanted, unbidden, laughter erupted up and out of her. She tried to swallow it down, but couldn’t. “You fool,” she said, “the Warlord isn’t here. The Warlord would never bring me to a coven house.”
“Silly little girl. Who said anything about the Warlord? I’ve come for Alaric.”


 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
 
A moment later, Alaric erupted from the entrance, Damon, Nuno, and Jules on his heels. When he saw her dangling there, caught in Azriel’s arms, he would have ran forward had not Nuno and Damon stayed him.
“Let me go!” Alaric demanded.
“It’s a trap, you stupid bastard,” Nuno said. 
“I won’t lose her again.”
“And you don’t have to,” Azriel promised. “Align yourself with me and I’ll free her. No one has to be hurt.”
Alaric stared into her eyes, but he spoke to Azriel. “How do I know you’ll let her go?”
“Because I say so. Everyone seems to have forgotten the fact that I’m an angel. I can’t lie. It’s a damned annoying trait to have when you’re trying to take over the universe, but there you go. It’s how I’m made.”
Alaric closed his eyes for a moment and shook his head. “We played right into your hands, didn’t we? It was never Ikarius. It’s not even me you want. You want the Alliance.” 
“Decide, Coven Lord, or I’ll kill you where you stand. Before your blood dries on the ground, I’ll take Smenkhare as I did—”
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”
At the sound of this new voice, Azriel jerked as if struck. With his arm wrapped firmly about her, he whirled. 
She felt his muscles stiffen as he struggled to contain his fury. Raven, Myrddin, Aliceanna, and a female she’d never seen before were standing mere feet from them. How they had gotten past the imps Al-Kenna didn’t know, but somehow they had. At present, she saw no sign of the creatures. 
“Let her go, Azriel,” Raven said, “you’re outnumbered.”
“You meddling nuisance of an angel! Go away, Raven.”
“Let her go.”
Azriel’s wings flapped and Al-Kenna felt his arm tighten around her. From behind them, she heard Alaric call out to her, heard the tromp of feet on the ground. 
Then, everything seemed to happen at once.
Suddenly, she was falling. 
Azriel cartwheeled across the yard. 
Arms closed around her and she felt the warmth of Alaric envelope her as Azriel got to his feet and leered.
“You fool!” Azriel cursed. “Outnumbered! Outnumbered!” Azriel raised his hand and snapped his fingers.
A second passed. Two seconds. When ten seconds had passed, Azriel thrust his hand into the air a second time.
“Don’t bother,” Raven said, lifting his own arm, one finger raised in the air. 
Al-Kenna let out a yelp of surprise as the trees surrounding the coven house came alive, rustling and fluttering as if of their own accord. A moment later, however, she realized what she was seeing wasn’t the trees coming to life, but movement in the trees. One face appeared in the thick wood, then another, then more. Then, there was a legion of men. Soon, the trees around the property were all shifting as men made their way through the forest to the yard. They were all Ikari. Every one of them was an Ikari warrior, armed for battle and holding weapons that dripped with yellow sludge. Imp blood. 
When she saw the bright red hair and large frame of a particular warrior, Al-Kenna felt anger rear inside of her. Unbidden, Azriel’s words came back to her. 
“The Warlord,” she whispered. 
Even as she said this, the sound of the Warlord’s voice, raised in fury, boomed through the night. “Al-Kenna! Al-Kenna! Show yourself, girl.”
Before she could decide what to do, he spotted her and started in her direction. 
“I don’t want to see him, Alaric,” she said. 
Alaric tightened his hold around her. “It’s okay, I’ve got you now. I won’t let your father take you away from me. Ever.”
She didn’t correct Alaric’s assumption that her angst was due to fear of being dragged back to the compound against her will. She had no intention of leaving Alaric’s side, no matter if the Warlord willed it or not. Her problem at present was that she didn’t know how to respond to the Warlord, a man who had lied to her from the day she was born. 
There were so many things that had changed in her life, so many things she had to figure out. 
“Al-Kenna,” the Warlord said, throwing his arms around her. “I thought I’d lost you.”
She allowed this contact, deciding for the moment silence was her best bet. Just now, with a crazed angel bent on destruction, a confrontation between her and her father wasn’t in anyone’s best interest. 
“I’m fine, Warlord,” she said against his shoulder. 
“Your imps are dead,” Raven was saying. Al-Kenna looked up in time to see him shrug. “See, you’re not the only one who can plan a successful ambush.”
For a moment, Al-Kenna thought Azriel would explode. Clenching his fists at his sides, though, he managed to control himself. “This isn’t over, Raven.”
“You’ve lost Charity, and you never had Alaric. You’re all alone. Your little attempt at an overthrow of the earth has failed.”
Azriel gazed at the horde of Ikari males making their way into the yard. His eyes were fixed to the Warlord, however. Almost immediately, a smile split his lips. “Has it?” he asked.
“Yes,” Raven said. “It has.”
“I have more imps,” he said. It was Azriel’s turn to shrug. His eyes met Al-Kenna’s. She almost screamed out in surprise when she heard his voice in her head. The Warlord thinks he killed her, but she’s not dead, Smenkhare, Azriel said. Only I know where your mother is.
A crack of lightning lit the night sky and the ground rumbled. Azriel’s wings spread and he ascended into the air. “Is it over, Raven? Or are we just beginning?”
 
The end... of Book Two
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