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Unable to stake his cruel vampire master himself due to the bonedust inked into his skin, Gabriel Sharpe flees the Boneyard with one thing on his mind: find vampire hunter Dante. If he doesn’t kill Jeremie now, the vampire will find and Change him and Gabriel would rather die than be a slave for the rest of his immortal life. 
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Chapter One









“The more distance you put between you and Jeremie, the less power he’ll have over you.” 

Caine’s voice was deadly quiet, his eyes trained on the empty doorway. With a large archway, it opened into a long hall with oaken doors on either side, the flooring a rich ruby fabric twined with glimmers of silver. The only way out of this Goddess-forsaken place was down that hall. 

Gabriel Sharpe slowly snaked a gaze over, his skin twitching with the magick of the vampire blood swelling low in his stomach. For all he knew, it could be booby-trapped, a purely elaborate set-up to get rid of him once and for all. The Bonemaster, Jeremie, was lazy, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t have ordered another slave—even Caine—to set something up. This could all be one giant trap. 

He wiped his mouth with the back of his arm, a smear of crimson on his pale, scar-etched skin, and shuddered. He’d die before he let that fanged bastard Change him. His lips twisted up in a sneer. He would gladly welcome death. 

“This isn’t going to work…” 

Caine cut him a glare, his green eyes flashing with annoyance and anger. “Do you truly want to be like us? This is the future, Gabriel,” he murmured, spreading his arms wide, stepping towards him. “You have no other choice. Jeremie will be back and when he comes, he’ll take your life as easily as taking candy from a baby. Can you imagine eternity as his unwilling lover?”

Gabriel didn’t move, didn’t back up, even as his instincts screamed to get far away from here. He kept his breathing even as he met Caine’s gaze. “No.” That one word rumbled with years of pent up, raw emotion. His fists clenched at his sides. 

“Then find Dante Saunders. He is, perhaps, the one man who can help us. The clock’s ticking, princess—you’d better hightail it outta here before J figures out my distraction was just that. Don’t overanalyze this, just go.”

Gabriel gave a sharp nod and headed for the door on rubbery legs. His heart galloped in his chest like a half-broke kelpie fighting its iron bit and he took shallow breaths through his nose, surprised at the flood of scents insulting his nostrils. He blamed the vampire blood. Goddess. He could still feel the graze of razor fangs across his throat, Jeremie’s lips fluttering against his skin. He shivered again. So close.

Caine made a ragged sound. “Go!” 

Gabriel didn’t need the push—his bare feet were already pounding across the carpeted stone, making barely a sound. In his mind’s eye, he imagined spider silk wire tied to the doorknob, rigged to keep him in—or else. He swung the door open and flinched, but no gun went off, firing a shot into his skull to spray the wall with blood and bone. It couldn’t be this easy. It just couldn’t be. Heart jumping, he half-ran, half-stumbled down the marble staircase and past a very surprised maid, her feet hobbled with crystallite shackles. She called something out, but the buzz of blood and magick in his head made it impossible to understand her. His hand slammed against the doorknob and praying to every Goddess out there that this was it—that he was free for once in seventeen years—he swung the door open. 

He wasn’t sure what he was expecting. A nest of vamps waiting like cobras around the door? Jeremie to catch his arm so nonchalant like he always did and tut at him before taking him upstairs for a punishment that involved hot knives and salt? Not the open graveyard that stood before him, hauntingly empty in the barest of morning hours. 

The grass was a dull yellow-green, cropped in a buzz cut, dormant from the cold. Weeds stuck up in spikes around the thousands of headstones jutting up like broken teeth from the earth. Gabriel had seen the sight thousands of times before, but it was somehow different this time.

It was so deadly silent. 

He bolted across the Boneyard, throwing a wary glance over his shoulder to make sure he wasn’t leaving a trail of footprints pressed into the grass. He wasn’t. His feet thrummed across hardened earth, pain shooting up his foot as he bashed a toe on a headstone. 

“Shit!” He tripped and fell, scraping his knees on the ground. Then he was up and running once again. His breaths came in short, sharp pants and he ran as though his life depended on it.

In reality, it did. At least his life as he knew it. Sure, he could stay and become the walking Undead, half-corpse, half-monster like dear Jeremie with his porcelain skin and row of dagger fangs and the blood dripping from his lips, staining pale skin as he drank from Gabriel’s throat. He shook his head fiercely to rid himself of the images, the memories, and just focused on running. 

If he could get away, if he could be free for just a week…it would all be worth it. He’d find whoever the hell Dante Saunders was and together they’d end Jeremie’s reign of terror.

And if Jeremie found him before then, Gabriel was ready to fall on the blade. Or take a bullet to the temple. Whichever came first. 

A low, booming bark echoed in the air and Gabriel’s heart jumped into his throat. He didn’t stop, couldn’t stop, even though he knew what was behind him. Big paws thundered after him, the hellhounds’ foul breath at the backs of Gabriel’s calves. He bit down the scream rising in his chest, knowing it would take more energy than he had to spare. He knew every inch of the muscled black hounds snarling behind him, from the tip of their canines to the end of their tails. If he stumbled, they’d be upon him, their bodies as hot as fire and their fangs slicing into flesh just for a taste. 

Teeth grazed his ankle and Gabriel could’ve sobbed with relief as the archway of the wrought iron fence came into view. Pain lancing down his side, he sprinted for safety, darting through the opening although it sent him skittering barefoot on gravel. Shrieks rose up behind him, furious and painful as the hounds touched the wards keeping them inside the Boneyard. Magick gleamed in the air, flickering like static. Gabriel stumbled and went down on one knee, gasping for breath as he watched them pace and growl. 

It wouldn’t take Jeremie nearly as long as it’d taken him to get here. He rose to his feet and headed west. He glanced down at his bare chest, to the intricate ink of the tattoo stained across his torso. A ribcage and spine had been drawn into his flesh, showing him off as property of the Bonemaster. But it was more than just a morbid decoration. No—for each of his slaves, Jeremie had ground a little of his bone to dust in the ink used, binding them to him forever. Gabriel forced a breath through his nose and took off at a jog. 

Jeremie would track him come dusk. The vampire had some sort of sick obsession with Gabriel ever since he’d plucked him up out of the Marketplace when he was eighteen. Gabriel was a slave—his mother had given him up as a toddler, his life less important than needing drug money for a quick fix, and he’d been in the System since. 

He’d fought the Bonemaster tooth and nail and he bore the scars for his disobedience. Now Jeremie wanted to Change him, to make him his eternal mate. Bile rose in Gabriel’s throat at the thought of that—of drinking the blood of the other slaves for sustenance and being Jeremie’s forever fuck-buddy for centuries to come. 

As the sun dawned blood red in the sky, casting a golden glow on the city’s gleaming crystal and steel towers and making the pavement glimmer, Gabriel finally slowed. His calves throbbed and his feet were bruised and bloodied, but he was alive. Alive. He whistled a breath through his nose and he leaned against a building, feeling the press of stone against his bare back. Alive and free for the first time in years. He ran a hand through dark curls and rested his head against brick. 

He needed a game plan. And some clothes. If someone saw his inked chest, they would know where to take him—straight back to Hell. And he needed a full day of sleep, unworried about the vampires coming to get him. Best thing about the bloodsucking bastards was that they were immobilized during the daylight hours. The only issue was: He needed money to be able to rent a motel room and slaves weren’t exactly rich. 

Which meant he needed a job. 

Rubbing the stubble on his jaw, he pushed off the building and started walking, feeling the warmth of the sun on his chest. The air was chilled with the brisk of autumn, fingering through his hair like whispers. Gabriel hunched his shoulders and cast his gaze around. What sort of place would hire a guy with no shirt and shoes to speak of? A job that didn’t involve clothes, even if it meant baring his ink to the world. Risky, but if he could get paid just enough to hitch a bus and a buy some clothes, he’d be out of here, far away. 

Garishly bright in violet neon, Gabriel could’ve groaned. New Ryot typically swung one way or another: High class places or lowest-of-the-low slums. And from the look of the silver trimmed door with bullet wounds and the buzz of the retro neon sign flashing “Feylinn”, Gabriel was guessing this was the slums. 

He sighed and swung the door inwards. It chimed merrily, inviting him into a small club decorated in hot pink and silver with a large dance floor. Bodies churned together like roaring waves, the tinge of sweat and sex in the air. One man had his hands wrapped in a woman’s hair, her throat bare to him, willing as he kissed her. The north wall held a corner bar with a long row of red vinyl stools and the back wall was a stage. The wooden floor gleamed under the lights, sporting a slender crystallite pole and the form of a man making love to it. 

The man swung and dipped to the thrum of the music pounding a beat. He wore nothing but a tight black thong that revealed a perfect ass. His head arched back, hands wrapped around the clear pole, one leg sliding upwards. His skin was pale, muscles taut and glittery under the lighting, his royal blue hair done up in spikes with the bangs drifting into his face. His eyes were closed and the lights caught the silver ring adorning one nipple. Someone whistled and the stripper skirted a little closer, a seductive, secretive smile playing across his lips. 

Gabriel hesitated, his eyes glued to the slender, rippling form of the man on the stage. Gorgeous, he had to admit, with a sort of liquid beauty even a vampire couldn’t attest to. Gabriel had never been given a choice about his sexuality, but despite being forced to Jeremie’s bed, men still intrigued him. It was something about their lean bodies, the supple muscle under taut skin that just…called to him in a way women never could. His tongue snaked out along his bottom lip just in time for the stripper’s eyes to open and lock on his.

His breath caught in his throat as eyes as pale as winter met his. Strange, hypnotizing eyes with snake-slit pupils. The man’s brow quirked, lips lifting into a toothy grin and then he winked and just like that, the spell was broken. The crowd gathered around the stage was glued to him as he strutted off, sashaying slender hips as he slid behind the curtains. The lights returned to the dance floor as a dark-skinned man came out and the crowd wolf-whistled. 

Gabriel needed to find the man in charge. He wasn’t sure he could offer the crowd what that stripper had just offered—pure sexual energy—but he had to try. He needed cash and he needed it quick. Worrying his lip between his teeth, he took off for the stage. A burly man with four arms stopped him dead with a glare. “I’d like a job,” he said before the man could escort him away. 

The bouncer gave him a look. “I suppose you look interestin’, that’s for sure.” He flashed a row of tiny, yellowed teeth. “But Butch isn’t hirin’. Sorry kid, but scram.”

“Can’t I at least talk with him?” 

“Depends. You have a coin?”

Gabriel’s lip wrinkled in a sneer. “If I had a coin, I wouldn’t be here.” 

“Maybe prostitution’s a better avenue for you, then.”

“I’d hire him.” The voice that trailed from behind the four-armed beast was soft with the promise of being a little bit naughty. The bouncer dropped his shoulder and glanced over at the man and Gabriel was given the full view of the stripper. He wore tight black snakeskin pants that hugged every inch of him. His chest was bare and in the lighting, Gabriel could see the glimmer of iridescent scales adorning his skin. His eyes were still eerily pale, the pupils mere slits down the center as deep blue bangs fringed into his gaze. Not only was his nipple pierced, but he had silver studs lining both ears and a ring through his bottom lip. He gave a coy grin. Not a scar marred his beautiful body. “Hey, sexy. You new around here?”

Gabriel nodded. “You could say that. I’m actually looking for a job.” 

Another grin. “I already said I’d hire you. How much?”

His breath caught in his chest as he fought back nerves and the instinct to run far away from this man… “Not like that.”

“Aww, you’re no fun. I promise you’d like it.” A thoughtful pause. The man stroked his tongue over the metal of his lip ring. “But I suppose I could help you out. How much you need?”

“You’re going to let me dance?”

“Babe, if it was up to me, you could dance all day long. But I’m not Butch and he’s not here ‘til seven. Still, he has no say about who I hire. How ‘bout I pay you for a private viewing? You, me, and a bottle of Calixthe.” 

“I don’t drink.”

“I do.” He flashed a brilliantly white smile, then stuck out a hand. Gabriel looked at it for a moment before gripping it in a shake. His grip was firm and cool to the touch, but not cold, not anything like Jeremie. “Urban Winters, striptease extraordinaire. And you?”

“Just Gabriel.” 

“Well then, Gabe-babe, whaddaya say we slip behind closed doors and get the party started?” 

The bouncer rolled his eyes with a grunt. “At least you’re going behind closed doors this time,” he muttered, waving one of his many hands and ambling towards the bar. 

“Love you too, babe!” Urban called after him with a whistle. Gabriel’s stomach did a nervous flop. He was so…out there. Outrageous. Exuberant and carefree, like a child who’d never been scolded before in his life. 

He slid his gaze across Urban’s torso, tracing the glimmer of scales lying across his skin. Sure, he was aware of the Shifters—Jeremie had kept a few of them as slaves—but what was Urban? Snake? Wyvern? His gaze skimmed downwards, to the low cut of his too-tight pants, to the trail of pale hair disappearing beneath the hemline. 

Urban’s pallid grey eyes met his, amused. “White viper, baby,” he said, one hand sliding down his hip and the other reaching out to Gabriel. “One hundred percent natural, no bio-genetic mutations involved.” His palm stretched toward him, slender fingers waiting. “Don’t you trust me?” His voice was nearly a whisper. 

“I don’t trust anyone,” Gabriel said just as softly, his heart doing double-time as he watched the other man smirk. Anger boiled in his gut at Urban’s silent laughter and he all but slapped his hand into the man’s waiting palm. Giving the snake’s fingers a squeeze for good measure, he said, “Let’s get this over with.”








Chapter Two 









Something about that man’s scars really gave Urban a hard on. He loved the way they crisscrossed, layered across one another carefully, as if their maker had hewn them slowly into his flesh. They looked painful, torturously so, but damn if Gabe-babe wasn’t a looker. His gaze roved down the intricate skeletal pattern tattoo, a perfect rendition of a spine and ribcage, before sliding lower. 

Gabriel made a noise in his throat and turned away, arms crossing over his chest quickly. Almost bashfully. So cute. Urban’s lips quirked into a grin and he held up one finger in a ‘wait a moment’ gesture before he flitted through the dancers on the floor. Their bodies ground and twisted against one another, soft pants and moans and husky murmurs spreading between them like a virus. Urban felt a hand touch his hip and he turned into the embrace of a man with strawberry blond hair and a cocksure grin on his face. 

“Hey doll,” the man murmured, pulling Urban flush against him. Urban swayed along with him without even a glance over his shoulder to Gabriel. He could feel eyes boring holes into his back, but it was fine. Let him look. Urban couldn’t deny that he loved to be watched. The man in his arms traced feather light fingers up his chest, toying with the ring in Urban’s left nipple. “Care to dance?”

“Aw, any other time I’d be game, honey, but…I’m a little busy tonight,” he replied easily, still swinging to the music. He let his hand brush the short stubble on the dancer’s face before he pulled away. Blowing a kiss to the man, he slunk off towards the bar. 

He leaned against a familiar, cracked red stool and pushed his elbows onto the bar counter. “Heya, Millie. Whaddaya say you give me two glasses and a bottle of Calixthe?”

The bartend, a petite woman with no tits to speak of, arched a pierced brow and smiled. Millie was the firstborn daughter of Butch Harding, owner and manager of Club Feylinn. She looked nothing like him, with hot pink curls that matched the décor. If you looked hard, her ears were slightly pointed at the tips, but that was the only thing the woman had in common with her Elven father. “Daddy’ll take double outta your salary,” she quipped. 

“Watch me care,” Urban said, dismissively waving his hand. “It’ll be worth it.” His mind flashed to Gabriel, to what he hoped the man would look like naked, and he wet his lips. So worth it, just to hear Gabriel moan… But he’d have to pull the stick out of the man’s ass first. He shook his head. 

Millie returned, sliding two tiny glasses and a half full bottle of Calixthe across the tabletop. Urban’s fingers wrapped around the neck of the bottle, watching the dark, thick liquid swirl behind frosted glass. He smiled. “Thanks, Mills. I owe you.”

“Don’t get too smashed. And please, for the love of Halcion, keep the door shut. The entirety of Feylinn doesn’t need to hear Urban’s Happy Time.” She rolled quicksilver eyes and turned to the next customer. Urban clinked the glasses together and strode back through the crowd.

Gabriel hovered near the stage where he’d left him, hands cupping his elbows, shifting his weight from side to side. There was something feral in the way his dark eyes flicked back and forth, scouring the crowd for any sign of danger, that made Urban want to grab him up and just…hold him. Shaking his head, he held out the bottle to Gabriel, who looked at him pointedly. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.” Urban nodded sagely, handing him the bottle and using his free hand to grab the man’s elbow. He led him through a door in the back, which led to a long hallway with doors on either side of it. The carpet was a dingy pink, more like bubblegum rather than neon. 

Gabriel stiffened, but Urban drug him down to the third door on the left. The knob turned easily, opening into a small room with a full sized bed, a night stand, and a tiny bathroom with just a toilet and a sink. The toilet was ringed with rust and probably wasn’t sanitary. “Don’t use that, if you can help it,” Urban said, waving a hand towards the bathroom. 

Gabriel wrinkled his nose. “Wouldn’t dream of it.” 

Urban’s eyes drifted to the metal pole secured into the ceiling and floor and he set the glasses down on the night stand. He looped an arm around the pole, doing an elaborate bow that made Gabriel’s eyebrow raise a fraction. Urban smirked. “Know how to use one of these things?”

“Do I look like a stripper to you?”

“Possibly…if you lost the pants.”

“Not happening.” 

“Again with the no fun. I’ll lose my pants if you lose yours.”

Gabriel’s gaze became pointy, like a dozen tiny little knives. Urban sashayed his hips, bumping himself against the pole and sliding down it slowly. He saw the way Gabe’s eyes followed him, though they never lost their nervous glimmer. Urban backed away, swinging himself onto the bed and reaching for the bottle of Calixthe. Unscrewing the top, he poured the thick liquid into both glasses and beckoned Gabriel over.

Gabriel frowned. “I don’t drink.”

 “C’mon, you have to at least have one. You don’t know what you’re missing.”

“I know exactly what I’m missing—being stupid and disoriented and puking my guts out the next morning just for a little ‘fun’ now.”

“Just one. Loosen up a bit; you’re coiled as tight as a spring.” Urban pushed the little glass towards him. The alcohol sloshed over the side, leaving a dark trail on the wood. He slid a finger through it and licked it, savoring the buzz of warmth on his tongue before downing his glass in a shot. It burned like the flames of Oblivion all the way and the glass tinked down on the table. 

“Just one,” he promised. Gabriel hesitated. Urban smirked, “You chicken?” and Gabriel threw back the shot. 

As the other man sputtered, Urban bounced to his feet. “C’mon, lemme show you some moves and then you can have at it.” Gabriel wiped his mouth with the back of his arm and followed. Urban hooked his arm around the cool metal pole. “Just watch and learn, babe,” he murmured. “Watch the way my body moves—liquid sexuality, loose and flowing like water. Let loose, just relax. Let your body do the work.” 

He swung himself around with a laugh, the alcohol already giving him a slight buzz. He breathed in, then out again, closing his eyes. He felt himself swaying, felt his body move of its own accord. He just danced.

When he opened his eyes, Gabriel was sitting on the bed, his feet crossed at the ankle and his weight on his arms. Watching Urban with those dark, soulful eyes. Urban felt his heart patter in his chest—he wanted the man now, naked and moving against the pole, writhing hot in his hands. He took a deep, shuddering breath, thought of dead kittens, and offered a smile. “Your turn.”

Gabriel stood and approached the pole as if it were a monster readying to bite him. His fingers clasped around metal and he stood awkwardly for a moment. Slowly he began to move, gaze downcast and shoulders tense. The way he danced was mechanical, like a robot trying to seduce a can opener. 

Urban slid behind him, placing both hands palms down on the man’s slender hips. Gabriel froze, twisting, but Urban pinned him against the pole. “Easy there, baby,” he murmured, feeling the hot press of Gabe’s back against his chest. “Just relax… Let me show you.” 

After a moment, the man relaxed and Urban swayed against him, urging him on with his hands. “Arch your neck like this,” Urban coaxed him, running a hand through Gabe’s mane of coffee-hued curls, twining his fingers in it. His other hand stayed cupped against Gabriel’s hip. The two of them moved together, every minute passing turning Gabriel’s movements softer. Or maybe it was the Calixthe. The only thing Urban knew was that he was enjoying this. 

He pressed his cheek against the back of Gabriel’s neck, placing a lingering kiss on milky flesh. He nibbled gently at the man’s pulse and Gabriel went stiff as a board in his grip. He jerked, twisting away from the pole and spinning around to look Urban in the eye, the whites of his eyes showing. 

“Don’t do that,” he snapped quietly, and any warmth Urban had felt was gone, sucked up like a cyclone as ice coated the man’s tone. “I’m not that drunk. Look, you’ve had your…fun. Can I just go? Please?” He wrapped his arms around himself and took a step back. 

Urban stepped forwards. “No.” 

“No?”

He smiled slowly. “You could leave, but I’m not paying you until I get what I paid for.”

“I’m not your fucking slave.”

“Never said you were, but obviously you’re someone’s. You’re like a beaten dog, Gabe—”

“Don’t call me that.” Gabriel’s voice was a hiss. “I’m no one’s slave. Not anymore. What? You want a lap dance? Oh, I’m good at those.” Dark eyes flashed as he reached out, hands connecting with Urban’s chest. He gave him a rough shove back. Urban stumbled, the backs of his calves hitting the mattress. Gabriel pushed him down and straddled him, rocking against him. His fingernails dug little crescents into Urban’s chest and the snake found his heart was doing double time. Damn. So the little slave had a spark of flame in him after all. 

Urban lay back against the bed, his arms reaching for the beautiful man on top of him. Gabriel sliced nails down his chest, leaving red streaks, and his lip turned up in a sneer. “Aw, c’mon babe,” Urban murmured, clamping both hands on either side of Gabriel’s hips and pulling him in. Gabe’s lips were mere inches from his—so kissable, even in their snarl—and Urban wanted badly to reach up and just connect. His hands slid up the scar tissue on Gabriel’s back, arching into him and dropping his head against the mattress. “Have your way with me,” he growled softly, staring up at the man. “Use me…” 

Two things happened at once. One: Gabriel stiffened and jerked away, stumbling back and slamming his hip into the nightstand. He stood there, a stricken look on his face. Two: A tiny chiming bird echoed in Urban’s ear. The man groaned. Not right now. Please, for the love of Halcion… They were so damn close! 

“Give me one sec, babe,” Urban muttered, reaching up and tapping the little black device curled around his earlobe. It crackled to life in his ear and made it sound like the man speaking words was right behind him, close enough to kiss. “Winters—whaddaya want? I’m a little busy.”

“Not anymore,” the man chuckled. “I’ve got an issue I need some help with. One of my wolves went rogue, completely psycho; she’s killed a man over in Dublith and I’m sure she’s not done yet. She’s a spicy little bitch, I’ll give her that.” 

“Why’d you Change her if you knew she would react?”

“Sweetie, that’s my business, not yours. I’m offering fifty zaels if you can catch her and bring her back to me.”

“How dangerous, on a scale from one to ten? Ten being deadly, I-don’t-wanna-fuck-with-this-bitch deadly.” Urban saw Gabriel’s eyebrow raise and he shot the man a quick grin. 

“Probably a good five. She’s majorly pissed, but she should come down. She always does. A little bipolar, maybe? I dunno. Fifty zaels, take it or leave it. I need the job done tonight. Before she endangers the pack any more than she already has.”

“Done. You say Dublith City?”

“I’ll wait for you at the boundary line. You’ll get half now, and half when you finish the job. Good?”

“Sure thing, baby.”

“I’m not your baby,” the man on the other end of the device said, then clicked off. Urban’s ear was filled with a buzz of bumblebee static before he touched it once more, rendering it silent. 

Damn. He’d been hoping to get smashed—and possibly laid—tonight. He let out a little sigh, sitting up on the bed. The mattress squealed softly. He gazed up at Gabriel, who looked out of place once again. “Want another drink?” he offered, tinking the tiny glasses together. Gabriel sneered and Urban shrugged, pouring himself a shot. “Oh well. Change of plans. How does twenty zaels sound?”

His eyes widened. “Hell…”

“Yeah, sounds good to me too. We’ve got an official job. Hunt down a crazy-bitch werewolf and take her back to her pack. You help me, I’ll give you twenty zaels. If not…well I suppose your time was worth a few coins. I could send you on your way.”

“What are you, a bounty hunting striptease?” 

“Of course, babe. You gotta pay child support one way or another.” Urban flashed a dangerous smile, then quickly downed the burning Calixthe. After a soft sputter, he swallowed and said, “So whaddaya say? With me or not?”

“You have children?” 

“In the great scheme of things, yes. Yes or no? Clock’s ticking.”

Gabriel frowned, then nodded. “Yeah. I need the money. I’m not sure how much help I’ll be but…”

“Sweetie, don’t worry about it. Now come along, I’ve gotta stop by my place and pick up my partner. Pandora’s a sucker for these sorts of hunts.” Urban turned, sliding him another up and down look. “And you can borrow a pair of clothes. So no one recognizes you’re the Bonemaster’s.”

The man’s face paled. “I already—”

“I know. You’re no one’s slave. But unless the Bonemaster set you free, which he didn’t from the way you’re jumping around like a cricket, I’m gonna be guessing you need the money to run. Hey, don’t give me that look. I’m just telling you what you already know. Now c’mon, let’s go before that wolf kills someone else.” 

Urban stood and stuck his hand in his pocket, pulling out a piece of gum before popping it in his mouth. At least this way, no one’d be able to tell he’d been drinking. Just him and this wonderful buzz he had. Urban grinned. “Right this way.” 








Chapter Three









Of course the man didn’t have a car. They were in the slums. It was obvious the closer they got to Urban’s place—his ‘nest’ as he called it. The streets were cracked, weeds sticking up every which way, green and gangly like teenagers. The houses, if you could call them houses, went down in value the farther they went, especially past the old, abandoned steel railway tracks. 

The gravel crunched under foot as Gabriel picked his way across, his feet still sore from his race away from the Boneyard and those hellhounds. His shoulders tensed. He took a deep breath, glanced around, and kept walking, his eyes locked on Urban’s back. 

It was still daylight. Jeremie wouldn’t come yet. Not yet. Hopefully by dusk, this whole escapade would be just another finished chapter in Gabriel’s storybook life and he’d be far, far away from here. 

Urban ducked down an alley with neon graffiti smothering the walls, a painting of a big-hipped brunette with boobs the size of watermelons—really? This was art? Gabriel snorted and Urban chuckled. “What, don’t appreciate fine art?” 

“That’s not art.”

“You’re right.” Urban nodded sagely. “It would look better if it was a naked man. With angel wings. Angels are hot, yanno.” He tipped his head in a laugh, darting ahead like a forest nymph, fleet on his feet. Gabriel stumbled to keep up with him, wincing as sharp rocks dug into the pads of his tender feet. Not to mention the alley smelled like cat pee. 

Rusted chain-link fences lined the path as they emerged from the alley and Gabriel’s heart lunged into his throat as two massive white dogs slammed their front paws against the fence. It rattled as they screamed. The dogs were big enough to jump that damned fence. Gabriel backed away, hand clamped over his heart. 

“Easy there,” Urban murmured, taking his arm and leading him past the snarling monsters with their eyes narrowed and white teeth flashing. “Almost home free. Those two are actually sweethearts once you get to know them.”

“And I’m a talking cactus,” muttered Gabriel. He swiped sweat off his brow with the back of his arm just as someone began to shout. On the back porch, two women were screaming bloody murder at each other. Their voices were loud, but too distant to pick out long sentences, though Gabriel heard various swear words. Then the dark-haired woman pulled out a pistol and aimed. The shot rang out and shattered a window and the dogs began to scream at the fence once again. Gabriel hurried past Urban, head ducked. 

Shadyside Apartments was a fitting name for this hellhole. Urban pushed a button on the intercom and it buzzed to let him in. The gate slowly slid open, catching on rocks as it drug past. Urban slipped through, pulling a set of keys out of his pocket and unlocked Apartment Twelve. He jerked his chin and Gabriel slunk after him, not liking the way the gate slammed shut with finality behind him. Still, daylight, he reminded himself.

To give the place credit, it was nicer inside than out, with new carpet and nicely painted walls. Not that it was well furnished—there was a couch and an ancient TV in the main room, with a table with a single chair in the tiny kitchen area. Down the right, there was a narrow hall with two rooms. One of those had to be the bathroom. “So why here, of all places?”

“About all I can afford, with child support being what it is. Kids are expensive. Take heed—don’t have any of your own.” 

“You’re getting twenty zaels on this job…”

“Fifty, actually. You’re getting twenty.”

“Fifty. That’s enough to buy three months of rent somewhere, well, where there aren’t trigger happy neighbors shooting out windows in your backyard.” Gabriel watched him. “If you picked up bounty hunting full time, you’d be fine.”

Urban merely shrugged. “What’s the fun in that? I’d just get bored. I’ll get you some clean clothes. I’m gonna take a quick shower, then you can have one. Looks like you need it.” He flashed a grin and disappeared down the hall. “Make yourself at home,” he called after him and the sound of a door shutting cut off whatever else he was going to say. 

Gabriel eyed the TV, but couldn’t bring himself to sit down on the couch parked in front of it. Even if the couch looked older than he was, all scuffed and stained blue fabric with stuffing popping from holes. It just felt strange for him to be making himself at home in a stranger’s house…a sexy stranger at that. He shivered at the memory of Urban’s teeth scraping across his neck—too close for comfort, too close to Jeremie’s fangs. Hunching his shoulders, he walked around the couch to the shelf on the wall. 

Alongside a layer of dust and a couple of snake themed knickknacks were two pictures in black cheapo frames. The first picture was of a tall woman with long, white-blonde hair, tiny, intricate braids laced through with teal beads at the ends. She wore a dancer’s clothes—silks and gauzy materials, silver coins glinting at her waist. Her arm was wound around a bony little boy of about eight. 

The little boy was all knees and elbows, skinny limbs like pencils sticking out of his clothes. His hair was pale and shaded his eyes from the camera, but Gabriel knew those eyes would be identical to Urban’s. The boy was gazing off to the side, a forlorn look on his face, like the only thing anchoring him to the world was his mother. 

The picture sitting opposite the first was of a little girl sitting on a plush pillow. She was small with delicate features and big, blue eyes. Her blonde hair fell around her face in loose ringlet curls. She was grinning and it was a beautiful grin…a familiar grin. 

Gabriel found himself smiling as he picked up the picture and traced the girl’s face with a fingertip. Urban’s daughter? Had to be. He turned, picture in hand, to ask Urban if what he suspected was true, when he was stopped dead by a thundering growl. His mind jumped to Jeremie’s hellhounds, to their snarls and ebony coats. 

Heart racing, he slowly spun to face his tormentor when all he wanted to do was flee.

The dog was large and lean, with long legs and small paws. Her coat was the color of cinnamon and marked with cream. Her tail was half as long as her body, but plush and curled up high on the beast’s hindquarters like a husky’s. Triangular ears pricked forwards, listening, and green eyes watched every move Gabriel didn’t make. Another low, rumbly growl echoed in the small apartment.

As the dog stepped forwards, Gabriel snapped into action. His back slammed against the couch, nearly tipping it over as it scraped across the carpeted floors. Finding himself stuck, he leapt over the couch and put it in between them. The dog barked, high and keening, and hopped over the couch as well, padding towards him. Her teeth gleamed in the dim fluorescent lighting. 

“Stay back,” Gabriel hissed, kicking at the beast. The dog ducked, then snapped at the air. Her teeth clicked together and Gabriel scrambled away from it, slamming back against a wall. A cry tore up his throat before he could stop it just as the dog leapt.

“Pandora!” Urban’s voice was sharp and immediate. The dog jerked as if stung, whipping its head towards him. Gabriel thought for one wicked moment that the dog would ignore its master—what the hell Urban was doing with a beast in his apartment was beyond him—but then Pandora wagged her tail and hurried over to Urban. She plopped ungracefully down in front of him and he patted her head like one might stroke a friendly house pet. “Leave it.” 

Pale eyes met Gabriel’s, but instead of the smirk Gabriel expected, his lips were pressed into a grim line. “Have an issue with dogs?”

“Yeah. That…thing is your partner?” Gabriel couldn’t stop his voice from shivering slightly at the end. He watched the dog wag her tail and stare adoringly up at Urban before taking off at a bound down the hall. She skidded down the carpet and slammed into the bathroom door like a rabid pinball in a machine. She disappeared inside a room and Gabriel winced at the crash. 

“Yep. Best dirgehound money can buy. She’s the one thing in my life that stays constant. Well, for the past two years, anyway. She’s still young and feisty—I’m sure she just wanted you to scratch her ear.”

“No way in hell.” Gabriel straightened before realizing he’d dropped the picture in his haste to get away. It lay on the floor, the glass broken. “Shit. I’m sorry.” He bent down to pick it up at the same time Urban bent down and their heads knocked together. Gabriel backed away as stars swam in his vision. “Sorry…” 

“No prob, babe,” Urban said, looking down at the picture for a long moment.

“That your kid?”

“One of them…” He slid the cracked glass together so it lay flat with merely a slice separating the girl’s left side from her right. Then he sat it back on the shelf. “That’s Annabelle. She’s four now.” 

“She’s beautiful.” Gabriel watched Urban, watched the slick lines of water drip down his chest like empty, saltless tears. He wore only a striped towel around his waist and it rode a little low on one side, giving Gabriel a flash of milky hipbone. He pondered telling Urban his towel was slipping, but he doubted the man would care if he was naked. 

“Takes after her father,” Urban said with a small smile. “Her mother’s a dog, that’s for sure. A prime class bitch that doesn’t let me visit her and—” He cut off with a shake of his head and Gabriel felt his chest tighten. So Urban wasn’t too much of a cold hearted snake if he wanted to see his kid. For some reason, that made Gabriel smile, though he looked away so Urban didn’t see it. 

“Please tell me that…dog of yours isn’t coming hunting with us.”

“Of course she is. She’s the nose of the operation.” Urban smirked. “And you’re the bait. So get cleaned up—shower’s open, clothes are on top of the cabinet and towels inside it. Get ready. I want this done before dusk, otherwise we’ll have one hell of a time catching her.” 

“And the dog?”

“Pannie won’t bite you, Gabe-babe,” the man said, shooing him off. 

Gabriel cautiously crept down the tiny hall and shut the door behind him. His bare feet were soothed by the cracked tile floor and he cranked the water to hot. It only got lukewarm, but that was good enough for him. Washing the sweat and grime from himself, he rested against the side of the shower stall and let the water pour down around him, pattering on the fiberglass floor and sliding down the drain. 

He dried off with a ratty towel and pulled on a pair of tight black pants and a loose shirt with a dragon emblem up the side. He found a roll of bandages after shuffling around under the sink and wrapped his arms from elbow to wrist to hide the scarred designs etched into his skin. He ran a brush through his hair, tied it back, and looked at himself in the mirror. His eyes were wary, but he also looked…determined, he decided. Determined to beat this. 

He would help Urban catch a psycho werewolf, collect the zaels, and hitch the next Aerbus out of town. He’d be far, far away before night fell. And then? Then he would find Dante. 

A rapping on the door made Gabriel startle, swinging open the door to come face to face with Urban. He held a large, gleaming gun in his hand, sliding it into the holster at his hip. “You ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.”








Chapter Four 









“So what’s the deal?” Urban leaned back against the tree trunk, arms crossed over his chest as he studied the werewolf’s face. Micah Tanner was a typical wolf—looked younger than he was, with long chestnut hair pulled back in a braid down the middle of his back and fierce, wolf-gold eyes. But he was the Alpha of Dublith and rightfully so: He radiated a sort of strength that made even Urban want to obey the bastard. 

He caught a glimpse of Gabriel out of the corner of his eye. Even covered up with clothes, the man was sexy as hell. Made Urban want to strip him down slowly and have him on the forest floor with the wolves all around them. He licked his lips and winked at him. Gabriel was too busy keeping his eye on Pandora. 

The sleek hound sat at Urban’s side, her eyes focused on the task at hand. Sure, Pannie could be neurotic, destructive, and a royal pain in the ass, but put her on the job? She was switched on, baby. Urban dropped a hand to fondle Pandora’s ear and she leaned into the touch with a thump of her tail smacking the ground. 

“Reese is one of our newest members. She was given knowledge of the Pack beforehand. She was the decided mate of one of my wolves. She had accepted the initiation and was doing fine before she just…snapped.” Micah whistled an annoyed breath through his nose. “As it turns out, she was on anti-psychotics, and add pharmaceuticals with the were toxin and you get psycho wolf. She killed a man this morning on the edge of Dublith—true, he was just some poor, homeless bastard, so the Suits aren’t looking into it, but still. Anyone who pisses her off could be a target. I need her home so we can wean her off the drugs so she can become stable.”

“Doesn’t sound like someone who needs anti-psychotics to live as a human would make a very good werewolf, babe,” Urban said, eyebrow raised. 

“And that is none of your business,” Micah snapped back. “Twenty five zaels now. Twenty five when you get back.” He held out a little silk bag which jangled as he plopped it into Urban’s waiting palm. Urban slid it into his pocket and nodded. “Done before midnight or the deal’s off.”

“How do you know I won’t just take this purse and hightail it?” 

“Seriously, Winters? I know your reputation. You’re a greedy motherfucker—twenty five more zaels means you’ll be back, with my wolf.” Micah’s smile widened into a feral grin. “Otherwise, there are other ways of hunting you down.” 

His gaze slid to Gabriel and the man took a step back with a sharp nod. “Good. Thank you.” He pulled a sealed baggie of assorted items out of his pocket and handed it to Urban. “Her scent. Hopefully that hound of yours is well trained.” Then he turned his back and the two other men flanking him—wolves Urban assumed were his Betas—followed suit. 

“Ready, Gabe?” Urban pulled a skimpy black lace bra out of the bag and waved it in the air. Pandora snapped her head up as he offered her the garment. She breathed in the scent, nosing it with her muzzle before turning away. Head dropping to the ground, she took off at a quick trot and played the part of a hound dog perfectly. “We’re on it. Hope you can keep up!” he called to Gabriel as he took off. 

Gabriel kept pace beside him as they wound through the woods and into Dublith. The town was small and somewhat seedy looking, the buildings made of brick and stone. The late afternoon sun beamed down on their backs and Urban had to wipe the sweat dripping down his nose with the back of his sleeve. At least the town didn’t stink of the big city—sex and exhaust and hot asphalt. 

Pandora hesitated at the street, lifting her nose as if she’d lost the scent. She glanced back at Urban with a ‘come on, idiot, I’m waiting for you!’ look before taking off again. Urban and Gabriel rushed after her as she broke into a lope. 

Two men running after a dirgehound was probably a funny sight to the people of Dublith, who were watching them curiously as they meandered down the streets. A bunch of hookers and drug addicts. They slowed their pace and Urban shot a man looking at Gabriel a smug grin as he passed by, then wrapped an arm around Gabriel’s waist.

Gabe stiffened, but didn’t jerk away. “What are you doing?” he hissed under his breath and had he been a dog, his tail would’ve been tucked. So flighty, so nervous.

“That guy was giving you googly eyes. He looked scary—druggie, homeless perhaps. Not your type. I’m saving you here, babe.”

“How do you know my type?”

“You look like the kind of guy to be into pretty boys,” Urban smirked. “Like moi. C’mon, we’re losing her.” He pulled away, but looped a finger through the belt loop on Gabriel’s jeans and tugged him after him. 

They found Pandora sitting at the back entrance of a rundown-looking club, staring laser eyes into the door. She let out a soft, humming whine and her entire body went stiff. Urban crept up behind her, placing a tentative hand on her head, finding her trembling just a little. Excitement—hunting was this dog’s fix of choice. 

“Good girl,” he murmured. He pulled the plastic bag back out of his pocket and slid out a glossy photo of a woman. Their werewolf, Reese Callahan. 

Gabriel peeked over his shoulder. “That her?” 

“Yep.” The picture was from when she was human—Urban could tell, because all wolves had golden eyes once they Changed. In this photo, her eyes were a hard green and her short-cropped hair was the color of cinnamon. She looked snarky, like she might bite your head off. Hell, and this was her as a human? He couldn’t imagine her as a wolf. 

He shook his head and offered Gabe the picture. “You getta go in there and find her. Talk to her. I don’t care if you have to fucking seduce the wolf, but I want you to get close enough to put this on her wrist.” 

From the bag he withdrew a thin silver band that, once clamped around something, needed a key to come off. “This will keep her from Changing and going ape shit on you as a wolf. It won’t stop her from ripping you a new asshole while human though, so watch out.” Gabriel frowned as he fingered the metal band and then slid it and the photo into his pocket. 

“I’ve never…” He shook his head and glanced at the door. “I don’t know what I’m doing? How do I engage a girl like that in a conversation, even?”

“You pretend she’s the sexiest thing on two—or hey, four—legs. Buy her a drink.”

“With what, my charmingly good looks?”

Urban snorted and fished out a zael from the little bag. “Here. Buy her a drink, get her a little tipsy. Remember, weres are different than humans, so it may take a few drinks to get her there. Don’t look at me like that! I didn’t say you had to drink, though if it loosened you up, I’d say go for it.” He smirked when the man scowled. “Just get that band on her wrist and then lure her out of the bar. I’ll take it from there.”

“Why do I have a bad feeling about this?” Gabriel muttered.

“Would it make you happy if I gave you a good luck kiss?” 

“In your dreams.” And Gabriel took a breath and shouldered through the front door. Urban whistled softly for Pandora to follow—which she did, but whined about it—and then plopped down against the wall of the brick building to wait. 









***









The scene sketched before him: A dance floor packed with people, their bodies grinding and swaying together, the thumping throb of a beat pounding from the speakers. The stench of lust and sweat and a haze of smoke, wisps trailing around the dancers. Gabriel ducked between people, accidentally bumping past them. They didn’t seem to care—perhaps they were too drunk, maybe too high to notice. He wrinkled his nose. 

The only lights were a row of flashing colors, spraying shadows and silhouettes onto the walls in a rainbow display. He felt a hand grasp his, heard a feminine voice whisper in his ear: “Do you wanna dance?” 

Gabriel’s heart ratcheted into his throat as he stepped away. “N-No. I’m sorry. I’m…looking for someone,” he blurted, watching the girl’s foxish face merely smile. She blew him a kiss, waggled her fingers, and then promptly merged with another woman who welcomed her into her arms as if they were long lost lovers. 

Gabriel turned away, towards the row of occupied stools at the bar. His gaze skimmed past people, filtering them through his head, but never finding the one he was looking for. His hands slipped into his pockets, feeling the cool band of silver deep in his pocket, and his fingers closed over it. He could do this. This wasn’t rocket science, this was just…who was he kidding? This was Urban’s scene, not his. 

He pushed past a couple making out and headed for the bar. He hauled himself up on a stool and got change in coins for the zael Urban had given him. He ordered a glass of ice water, which earned him a few snickers. He shot the man beside him a look, then rested his elbows on the counter, watching everyone and everything out of the corner of his eye. His fingers fiddled with the loop of bandage that had come loose from around his wrist. 

Then he saw her. She was smaller than he expected for being a werewolf—somehow, he’d expected tall and flowing, when she was petite, almost delicate. She sat in a booth in the corner, alone, her dusty hair spiked back with gel. Her shoulders were hunched like hackles raised, her hands crossed in front of her and even from his viewpoint at the bar, Gabriel could see the fresh, pink scars lining her arms. 

His heart skipped in his chest. Goddess, he couldn’t do this. This wasn’t him! He took a deep breath and ordered two glasses of hard liquor over ice. With them balanced in his right hand, he wove his way through the dancers to her table, standing next to her for a moment. “Hello there.” His voice came out softer than he was expecting, surprisingly calm. 

She glanced up at him and he was stuck by the wildfires raging in those golden eyes. She was scared and angry and unsettled and anxious. “Hi.” Her voice was low, husky. She eyed him with all the caution of a wild animal as he slid into the seat opposite her. He offered her a glass, dipping his finger in his to swirl the ice around. “I’m not interested.”

“That’s alright. I guess I just saw you and had to come over.” His mind reeled. She stiffened, frowning at him and he did the first thing he could think of—he touched her scars with the tips of his fingers. “These… Where did you get them, if I may be bold?” Unlike his, carefully hewn into his flesh in intricate patterns, hers were feral, unplanned. He wondered if she’d done them to herself. 

She frowned, pulling her arm away, but taking the glass of liquor with it. She drank it quickly, pressed her eyes shut and then opened them again, as if the murmur of the alcohol made it easier to bear. “Fucking werewolf,” she said, angling her face towards his. “Sliced me up. Teeth and claws.” 

She pulled back, scraping her chair on the floor and lifted up her shirt a little. Her stomach was a mass of scar tissue and Gabriel winced. “Hard to believe I wanted this. I thought it would be different.” She made a noise in her throat, then began to back away.

“Wait. Please,” Gabriel said, reaching for her again. His hand clasped around her wrist, gentle, light. She paused and he offered a sad smile. He slowly unwrapped the bandage from around that arm, revealing the details of his own scars. Her eyes widened, a breath released as she stared. He looked down at his arm, a canvas for a vampire’s artistic tastes, and shook his head. “Fucking vampire. Thinks he owns me.” 

“Does he?” Her eyes met his, braver now. 

“Not anymore. Never again. I’d rather die.”

“Me too.”

“Want another drink?” He sipped at his, winced at the burn, and then downed it. Goddess, he didn’t drink—what was he doing? But he could feel the metal warm against his leg, daring him. He needed her to trust him. Just for a moment, just to let her guard down. Suddenly, he was filled with guilt at what he was planning on doing. For a heartbeat, he considered telling her to run, far away. But he bit back his emotions and smiled at her. She nodded, so he went back to the bar and ordered two more. 

When he came back, she was waiting for him. She took the glasses from his hands, then slowly unwrapped his other arm. Pulling them to her, her fingertips were feather light as they traced each and every damn scar. “What’s your name?” she murmured, eyes trained on his face. 

He swallowed. “Gabriel. You?” 

“It doesn’t matter…” she murmured, then leaned forwards. Using his arms as leverage, she tugged him towards her. Their lips met briefly, gently. Hers were needy, his were uncertain. He pulled away, startled. He’d never kissed a woman before—only Jeremie, only ever Jeremie… 

She leaned forward, reaching for him. His heart skittered in his chest but he let her twine fingers through his hair, let his mane loose from its ponytail as it fell around his face and she kissed his lips, his chin, his jaw. 

He soon found himself kissing her back. There wasn’t even lust between them—just a feral, unspoken need. He slowly wrapped his arms around her, crushing her to him and they became just another couple making out on the dance floor. At least until Reese pulled away, her fingers twining in his and a secret smile on her lips. Excitement danced in her sun gold eyes as she pulled him after her. “C’mon, Gabriel,” she whispered.

Gabriel found himself in a tiny room with a bed, complete with stained sheets. No stripper pole in this room, he noted as she locked the door behind her. She tilted her head back, watching him as he stood there, unsure of what was expected, what she wanted. She slowly began to unbutton her top, a smile twisting her face. 

He took a step back and his legs hit the bed. “I…I’m not sure,” he murmured, his mind spinning. Sex was just sex, he told himself, but it didn’t ease his fear. He swallowed tightly as she stepped forwards, dropping her shirt to the floor behind her, her breasts soft and round in the lacy bra she wore. 

“It’s okay to be nervous,” she said around a smile, her hands touching his chest. She gave him a gentle push and he collapsed on top of the bed, staring up at her with wide eyes. Her fingers traced down his chest, sliding under the fabric of his shirt. “I’ll be gentle.” Her lips found his throat, mouth opening and there were the teeth—sharp, pointed against his flesh and Gabriel stiffened. 

No! He thrust his hand into the pocket of his jeans and grasped the silver band. He reached up to Reese’s wrist, wrapping the metal around her arm, but before he could snap it shut, she reared back with a snarl. The silver sizzled against her skin and she screamed, high and piercing and wild. All gentleness was gone from her face as she wrenched the unlatched band from her arm and threw it across the room. 

“What the fuck?” she snarled, teeth elongating into fangs, her face partially wolven. Fury dripped off of her in waves. Gabriel scrambled off the bed and she slammed into him, sending him sprawling. His head bounced off the plaster wall, sending a wave of stars cascading down around his vision. “You little fucker. You never wanted me in the first place!” She wrapped a clawed hand in his hair, yanking his throat back. Her lips twisted into a sneer. “This is about that bastard, Micah, isn’t it? Isn’t it?!” She slammed his head back again and he felt a scream rise in his throat. 

He lashed out, slapping her across the face, swiping nails across her cheek. She wrenched back and he stumbled out of reach, lurching for the door. “Hell no,” Reese sang out, grabbing the back of his shirt collar. She flung him off balance—right through the window. The glass shattered beneath his weight and he felt thousands of tiny shards cut through his skin. He screamed, unable to help it, praying Urban would come. Then he did the only thing he could think of: He forced himself to his feet and fled into the forest.

Reese shrieked behind him, first a human wail that turned sick, then a snarl rose up. Gabriel’s shoes slapped the ground, pain racing through his body like a drug, but adrenaline made him strong. He didn’t dare look behind him—he could feel the pounding of her paws and his mind twisted, thinking of Jeremie’s hellhounds. He thought of their bodies pressed against him, their teeth at the back of his neck as they… No. No. “No!” he howled, pushing himself faster. 

He felt teeth snag his calf, catching on his pair of borrowed jeans. He lurched, stumbled, and hit the ground rolling. His legs came up to kick the massive red wolf off of him, but her fangs were merely inches from his face. Eyes pressing shut, he prayed to Halcion, that the Goddess might take him out of this world with very little pain and suffering. Please. Please…

An explosion lit the air and Gabriel opened his eyes just in time to see Reese’s head explode in a crash of blood, bone, and brains, soaking him with crimson. Her body, now dead weight, jerked and twitched on top of him, a massive weight on his chest and Gabriel tried to breathe through the panicked tears that were burning his eyes. His entire body trembled as he feebly tried to push Reese’s wolf corpse off of him. 

Then he realized something urgent—the sun was sliding behind the tree line. It was almost dark. A sob caught in his throat just as he heard Urban’s voice: “Holyfuck. You alright, babe?”








Chapter Five









His ears rang, thunderously loud though the forest was dead silent. Pressing his eyes shut for a moment’s time, he gathered himself and sprinted to Gabriel’s side. Pandora leapt in front of him, her paws thumping across the ground. She growled and he saw Gabe flinch, his eyes wide and fearful. He was trembling, blood smearing his face and neck, soaking his shirt. 

“You alright?” Urban asked again, kneeling next to him. 

Gabriel shivered. “Get her…” His arms were pressed against his chest, pinned there by the weight of the former Reese Callahan, minus a skull. Her head was a mass of fleshy ribbons and decimated bone. Pandora’s ears flattened as she hooked teeth into the wolf’s scruff, giving a tug. Slowly but surely, Reese slid to the ground and Gabriel lurched away, scrambling to his feet. 

“Easy! Easy, Gabe,” Urban cautioned, reaching for him. Gabriel’s eyes darted into the fading sunlight, to the darkness folding across the world. He swiped at his face, streaking blood across his arm, and then he stared at his crimson hands, unable to keep them from shaking. “Gabriel. Please, talk to me. Did she bite you?” Alarm reared up in his gut, twisting like a hurricane. 

Gabriel blinked, mouth dropping open. He hadn’t thought of that, obviously. He turned, bending down to pull up the torn leg of his jeans. Underneath, his calf was untouched, no puncture wound. Breath whooshed out of Urban’s mouth and he had the sudden urge to grab Gabe in a hug. Hot damn, the man could’ve easily been bitten. He could be facing a lifetime of shifting back and forth from human to wolf. “You’re okay.” Urban clasped a gentle hand on Gabriel’s shoulder, but the man flinched back.

“I… I’m sorry. I have to go.” His words came out rushed. He glanced to the side again, nervous as he wiped the backs, then the palms of his hands on his jeans to clean them.

“Where are you gonna go? It’s almost dark.”

“I know!” he wailed. “I have to run. I have to get someplace safe, someplace he won’t find me. Please, Urban. Please.” His voice was now a whisper as he gripped Urban’s shirt in his hand, fisting the fabric. He swallowed, his dark eyes pleading. It made Urban just want to embrace him, wrap him up in long arms and hold him until he stopped shaking, stopped crying. But Gabe was like a feral animal—scared shitless and no amount of coddling would bring him back until he was sure he was safe.

So Urban took a step back and reached into his pocket. The purse of twenty four remaining zaels sat heavy in his hand, but his mind was made up. “Take this. Find a safe place,” he said, thrusting the silky bag into Gabriel’s hands. Gabe jerked his gaze up, surprised. “Be safe, Gabriel. That’s all I ask.”

“Th-Thank you,” Gabe choked out, stumbling backwards. Urban’s heart gave a twist as he reached for the man again. He caught Gabriel’s hand in his, pulling him back to him. He grabbed a pen out of his pocket, faded black ink, and scribbled his number hastily on the back of Gabe’s hand, where it stared up at him amidst the darkening smears of the wolf’s blood. Barely visible, but it was there. 

“Call me if you need me and I’ll come,” Urban murmured, releasing him. Gabriel stared at the ink on his hand for a moment, then nodded. Giving one last glance to Pandora, as if afraid she’d chase him down, Gabriel fled into the forest, a bloody, shaking mess. 

“And find someplace to clean up! No one will take you in looking like you’ve just murdered a man!” Urban yelled after him. 

And then Gabriel was just gone. Urban stood there, the soft sounds of night time breezing around him like a lullaby. He wasn’t sure how long he stood there, watching the spot where Gabe used to be, desperately wishing he’d at least kissed him. Wondering how the man would’ve tasted. Pandora let out a low whine, her green eyes meeting his. He smiled ruefully and her tail thumped the ground. 

“Let’s finish this,” he said, looking sidelong at the body of the wolf. It was a shame she was dead, but hell, one second longer and Gabe would’ve been dead too. He’d had to save the man. He’d just had to. With a sigh, he hauled Reese’s huge body over his shoulder, stumbling under the weight of the hundred pound wolf. “Hell.” He gained balance and then gave Pandora a sharp whistle. “Find the wolves.”

Pan, seemingly knowing that he would be slow to follow, took off at an easy trot, her tail flagging the air like a white banner. Urban’s heart sank farther into his chest the further they went, because he knew Dublith’s Alpha would be pissed. Pissed that he killed a member of his pack, psycho-bitch or not. They wouldn’t care that she nearly killed another innocent person. 

Micah’s eyes were like cold, hard ice as they came upon the pack of three at the boundary line. The two wolves flanking him stiffened with low growls and Pandora quickly placed her body between them and Urban. She gave a snarl, showing teeth. Micah stepped forwards. “I didn’t pay you to blow her brains out, hunter.”

Urban slid Reese’s body to the ground in front of them and frowned. “She tried to kill my partner. I had no other choice. It was kill her or watch him be slaughtered. At least now you can rest assured she won’t harm another person.”

A were with black hair dropped to his knees beside Reese, his fingers stroking her red fur. “She was my mate,” he said softly. “Beautiful, enigmatic…”

“Psycho?” Urban offered. 

All three men snarled at him, showing fangs that looked dangerous beneath human lips. Pandora growled as well, her hackles spiked up as she began to pace. They looked down at her. Three mature werewolves against a single dirgehound, training or not, was overkill. 

“Pandora,” Urban warned. Pan’s ears flagged, but she was hesitant. He looked up at Micah. “I’m sorry for your loss.” He stood slowly, as if moving fast might trigger their fight instinct. Then, boldly, he said, “But I did the job—the purse?”

Micah snorted derisively. “Bullshit. You owe us back what we’ve already paid you.” He held out a hand.

Urban shook his head. “No deal. That was my partner’s cut and he’s already headed back to base. Terribly shaken up, the poor guy. If anything, you owe him for unneeded mental anguish.” Seeing the anger boiling in Micah’s eyes, however, made him backpedal. “But how about this—next time you need a job done, I’ll do it for free.” 

“Damn right. Hunter, if you value your life, you’ll cut your losses now and walk away. Walk fast. I can’t hold this beast in for long,” Micah said in a quiet voice. 

“Call me if you need me, baby,” Urban said. His heart hammered in his chest as he turned his back on the three wolves. It would only take them two strides to Change and tear him limb from limb. “Pandora, come.” The hound walked at his side, grumbling, but kept her head down. Three strides out and he picked up speed at the sound of a growl behind him. 

But they let him go. He didn’t stop to catch his breath until he was back in Cavanaugh, back at Shadyside with the gates closed tight behind him. He leaned against his door, locking it for once in his life as his heart galloped in his chest. His head rested back against the door and slowly he slid down to sit on the carpet, legs stretched out in front of him. 

Talk about an adrenaline rush. Pandora nudged him, once, twice, and then barked in his face. His hair blew back as hot dog breath assaulted him. Her eyes gleamed with mischief. She barked again, then darted into the kitchen, claws clicking on tile. Food. The dog felt she deserved dinner. He had to chuckle at that. He got up and poured her a heaping bowl of kibble. Pan’s tail wagged as she gobbled it down.

Urban’s thoughts roamed back to Gabriel, to the haunted look in his eyes just before he fled. Being chased by demons. Or rather, vampires. He’d looked so damn frightened. Urban swore and rubbed his hands on his pants, feeling dirty. Pan darted to the side door to go potty in the tiny square of backyard they had and Urban followed, picking up after her with a plastic baggy. Then they came in and he emptied his pockets on the counter—his keys, the black pen, and the little bag with Reese Callahan’s picture in it. She stared up at him, mockingly, and in a burst of anger not typical for him, he shredded the photo into the garbage.

“I’m taking a shower,” he muttered to Pandora, who was nowhere to be found. Grabbing a pair of cotton pants out of the dresser, he found his dirgehound sprawled on his bed, snoring softly. It brought a smile to his lips. He cranked the water as hot as it would go and stood under the spitting spray, staring up at the crack in the ceiling tiles. 

Goddess. He should’ve kissed him. He should’ve given him something to remember him by. Not a quick peck on the lips, but a full fledged, tongue-in-mouth kiss. He groaned and let the water pour over him as he scrubbed until his arms were raw. 

If he ever got the chance again, damn the sky, he would. 









***









The water in the little pond was murky and shallow, but it was water. It would work. Gabriel sunk into the icy depths, shivering, goose bumps lining every inch of his skin. His gut tightened at the cold, but he dunked himself under the surface. He didn’t have soap, but he had to get the blood off of him. Get the memory of Reese’s brain exploding out of his mind. His eyes pressed shut and he rubbed the pads of his thumbs into them, making light flash behind his eyes. As he scrubbed at his hair, his nails scraped his face as he washed, the water turning an even darker of brown. He began to rub his hands together, praying most of the blood would come off, when his heart leapt into his throat.

He thrust his hand above water, squinting at it in the dark. Urban’s number! He couldn’t wash it off. Please, let it still be there. It was stupid—the snake had been a complete stranger, but Gabriel felt a kinship with the man. If only because Urban set him free. The zaels didn’t hurt things. 

His heartbeat slowed as he caught sight of the loopy handwriting. Still there. He finished washing without letting his hand get wet. He ambled out of the pond, his clothes weighing him down, and he started ringing fabric out best he could. Water splattered the dirt into mud. He ran a hand through his hair, slicking it away from his face. 

Well now he was free. And alone. And surrounded by darkness and forest sounds, chirping and howling all around him. Shaking from the cold, he forced himself to move, to walk towards the only light in the forest, the light that would lead him back to civilization. He soon found it, a town no bigger than Dublith, certainly not as big as any of the Districts. Still, sitting at the corner of Firth Street, there was a little area with a bench. An Aerbus station. His heart leapt into his throat. Where would he even go? How long could he run? 

Someplace big. Someplace he could stay, his scent mingling with everyone else’s, keeping him obscured from the terror that was the Bonemaster. He would find Dante. He stuffed trembling hands into his soggy pockets and stood at the corner, shoulders hunched and looking like a homeless man stuck out in the rain, besides the fact that it hadn’t rained in awhile. He hoped people would overlook that. 

The bus sidled up to the curb in a rush of steamy air, the heat hitting Gabriel like a wave. He breathed in exhaust and warmth and hurried up the stairs as the doors opened. The driver was a man with a ridge of blue hair. He didn’t even give Gabriel a second glance as he said, “Keep your stuff in your space. Don’t piss anyone off, or I kick you off. Got it?”

“Yes, sir,” he mumbled, darting down the aisle. The bus was mostly empty, a few stragglers at the back and a nervous-looking single mom with two kids on her lap in the front. He sat down somewhere in the middle, tucked into himself. He was still damp, but it was warm on the bus. He placed his chin on his knees and watched the scenery float by him as if he were dreaming. 

His heartbeat pulsed in his head the entire ride, his gaze drilling over the number on his hand, repeating it through his mind until it was engraved there. He would never lose this number, even if he never called it. He’d still have it. Just in case. 

They finally came into a large city overlit with a cascade of bright lights. He surged to his feet and pulled a cable and the driver found a stop. He dropped several zaels into the coin machine, until it jingled to tell him when to stop, and then he hopped off the steps onto the sidewalk. A group of people jostled around him, heading up into the bus, until it was just Gabriel and the empty Aerbus stop and the smells of Battery City burning their paths down his sinuses. 

The chill to the air had his teeth chattering. He hurried down the sidewalk, head down but ever watchful. He bought a room at the first motel he came across. The sign flickered on and off, reading out ‘Hardy’s’ in a bright blue and white font. The squat man behind the desk took his money, counted it three times to make sure it was the right amount, and then sent Gabriel off with a little key on a chain. The leather tab said it belonged to Room 4.

The door swung open to reveal a tidy little bedroom with a full-size bed that took up most the space. There was a black steel table next to the bed with a clock and a single drawer. Off to the side was a small red recliner and a TV that probably didn’t get good reception. There was a battered wooden door and Gabriel opened it to find a tiny bathroom with a shower stall. The toilet and sink looked in no better shape than the ones back at Club Feylinn. He wrinkled his nose and went through the cabinet. Ratty towels and washcloths, an extra roll of toilet paper. Essentials.

But bingo! The drawer in the bedside table revealed a pair of baggy pants and a robe that looked two sizes too big. He triple locked the door, sliding the chain into place, not that it would keep a hungry, pissed off vamp out. Then he gathered up his stuff and headed for the bathroom. 

He piled the clothes on the toilet lid, the towels hanging on the rack, and cranked the water to hot. To his surprise, a spray of nearly boiling water spat out at him. He turned it down, then stripped. His wet clothes made a squishing sound as they hit the floor. He hung them up to dry. 

He slid into the shower spray, groaning softly at the ripple of water against his tense muscles. Goddess, that felt good. He found a bar of soap and worked at it until the washcloth was covered in white foam. He scrubbed his skin until it felt raw, washed his hair with a floral smelling shampoo, and then just stood under the stream as the water at the bottom of the tub went from murky to clear.

All he wanted to do was dry off and lie down, collapse into bed and let the pillow cradle his pounding head. Let it lull him to sleep. Instead, he got dressed and surveyed his kingdom, the tiny room and the door. His heart thudded dully as he shoved the recliner up against it, keeping anyone out and keeping himself in. He eased down into the chair and wrapped his arms around his legs. He turned the TV on to an infomercial channel and let the noise drone on. 

He wasn’t watching. His eyes were tracing the now-invisible numbers on his hand. He found a pen in the drawer and wrote them back down. His handwriting was small and messy. He wrote it twice, then three times, as if afraid he might blink and lose it. He sat on the chair, staring at the TV and drawing doodles on his arms, prepping himself for battle. 

As dawn cried bright in the sky, leaking through the grubby window into the room, Gabriel let his guard down. Nerves escaped him in a wheezing breath. Daytime was safe time. Sure, Jeremie could hire an outside source to hunt him down. He wasn’t safe, ever, but somehow, knowing that Jeremie couldn’t come himself calmed his trembling heart. 

Pulling the sheets back, he lay down in the bed, the mattress squeaking gently under his weight. He turned onto his side, fluffed up the pillow and breathed its musty scent. He stared at the window, watching the sky turn from pink to watery blue. Behind the curtain that was his eyelids, he saw Urban’s cocksure smile, his long fingers wrapped around the crystallite pole back at Feylinn. Urban arched his back, snakeskin rippling up his torso, his pale eyes burning into Gabriel’s in a silent promise. 

He’d be back. 

Just a single thought, and something exploded inside of him like fire on gasoline. Hope and excitement mixed in a blender with a cupful of ice and the slightest burn of alcohol. His lips slowly quirked into a smile. 

He’d be back. 



 Chapter Six 









 He got to Umbra Ammo just as the man working flipped the sign to Closed. Gabriel slapped his palms on the glass, panic making him jittery. “Hey! Please, let me in. I just need to buy something—look!” He held up a zael coin and frowned at his reflection. The man merely looked at him, as if he were crazy and needed to be taken away by the Suits. 

“Please. Sir, listen. Just…just open the door.” He cast a glance over his shoulder to the dusk-painted streets. Damnit, he’d slept longer than he should’ve. And what sort of ammunition shop closed before dark? He pounded again and the man’s lips moved behind the glass. 

“I’ll pay double,” he all but yelled.

The man’s brow lifted and he swung the door in. “Double. No less than double,” he said, his voice tinged with an accent. “In, in.” Gabriel let out a breath and ducked inside and the man locked the door behind him. “What you need?”

“A gun,” he said. “And ammo. Silver bullets.” 

“You hunt werewolves?”

“Vampires.” 

The man chortled, shaking his head. “You crazy bastard.” He motioned to the glass display case between them, flicking on a light. Fluorescents gleamed in washed-out white against steel. 

Gabriel placed his hands on the case and looked down, inspecting them. They varied in size, shape, and color. His palms squeaked against the glass, leaving smears of sweat. His head spun as he squinted at them. “I don’t know guns. Which one will work?”

“They all work.” The man—whose nametag read Paba—smirked and Gabriel scowled. Great, just what he needed, a smart ass with a case full of guns. He kept his tongue against his teeth and shrugged, pointing to a small gun. “Ah, has lotsa kick. Blow vamp brains everrrywhere, but trick is: Aim for the heart. Heart shot, then skkkkk.” He made a throat-cutting motion. “Sever the head, burn the body. Voila. Barbeque vamp.” 

“Thanks for that lovely mental image.” But Gabriel smiled. He’d love to watch Jeremie burn, slough to ashes and flutter away on the wind. It was almost too beautiful a death for the cruel bastard. “I’ll take it.” 

Paba removed it and slid it across the case to him. Gabriel touched it gently, stroking fingertips down the sleek surface. Paba then instructed him on how to load, aim, and fire the little weapon and slapped a box of gleaming silver bullets onto the glass top. “Seven zael times two.”

Fourteen zaels… Damn. But he needed protection—even if he’d never fired a gun before in his entire life. There was no need for a slave to have a gun, after all. He fished out the zaels and lay them down on the counter top. Paba rang him up and handed him a leather holster hanging on a hook on the shelf behind him. Gabriel fiddled with it before Paba sighed, muttered something in another language, and helped hook him up. 

Gabriel walked out of Umbra Ammo with the box in his pocket and the gun sitting snugly at his side, half-obscured by the length of his shirt. 

He stared down at the smeared numbers on the back of his hand, to where they trailed up his arm to his elbow, making a sleeve of ink. They swirled together, mingling amongst each other. Gabriel was so tempted to just find a call and dial the numbers, dial them in order, just to hear Urban’s voice on the other end of the line. 

He decided against it. Shaking his head, he skirted into one of the other shops in Battery City, spending what little he had left on an extra set of clothes and a bag full of non-perishable food that should last him a few days if he didn’t eat like a starving man. His stomach growled hungrily by the time he reached Room 4 and he locked the door before setting everything down on the bed.

He fished out a big bag of meat jerky. It was heaven on his tongue—sweet spices and salty goodness wrapped up in one. He chewed thoughtfully, leaning back against the pillow. He slid the gun onto the night stand, where he could reach it in an emergency. He ate an apple, then a handful of crackers, and his stomach finally stopped gnawing at him. 

Crickets chirped outside his window, reminding him painfully of the darkness outside. He watched the window like a neurotic dirgehound, jumping at every little thing passing by, certain it was Jeremie. Now that he had a full night—or rather, day—of sleep, he was watchful. And scared. He didn’t dare shut his eyes, hated having to blink. The vampire could be upon him in a matter of terrifying seconds. Oh, Jeremie wouldn’t kill him—but it wasn’t death that Gabriel feared. 

Plus he didn’t like being alone. 

Again, his eyes trailed down to his arm. Goddess, he’d feel so much better with Urban at his side to play bodyguard. He’d stopped that wolf from killing Gabriel in a single shot, but he’d been on the job and Gabriel only had a few coins left to his name. He couldn’t hire the man without money. 

Running a hand through his hair, he stood and began to pace circles in the small room. He rubbed his face, fingers dancing along stubble. With a huff, he headed into the bathroom. Behind the mirror, he found a half used can of shaving cream and a bag of razors. Shutting the door behind him, he got to work. 

He dried off his face and glanced up, into the face of his reflection. Despite the full day of sleep, he had dark circles beneath his eyes. He looked pale and haggard and just exhausted. Taking a big breath in, he leaned his forehead against the cool glass. 

Dante Saunders. The name fled like wildfire through his mind. He had to find the man. The sooner he found him, the sooner Jeremie would die. And when the Bonemaster was gone, Gabriel would be free. But how would he find him if he didn’t look?

Rolling his shoulders, he slid the gun back into its holster and pulled on the jacket he’d bought. He unlocked the door and swung it open, depositing himself into the night. He felt naked and terrified, like a newborn child without its mother. He locked the door behind him, stuffed the key into his pocket, and with a hand grazing the steel at his hip, hidden beneath his jacket, he breathed in the crisp night air.

Dante Saunders. 

Where did you even start looking for a man like that?

He started at a club called Thalion, music throbbing in sync with his heart. It was almost exactly like Feylinn, except for the fact that it was a little ritzier. Still, there were people dancing on the floor, people grinding their hips together in a sensual dance, and people hounding the bartender for drinks. 

Gabriel plopped down on a bar stool and rested his elbows on the counter. “I’ll have water.” 

“Staying sober’s not something people do here.” The bartend was a pretty girl with dark hair and even darker eyes, looking barely out of school. She smirked at him, but filled a glass with ice water and slid it toward him. “You must be new in Battery.”

“Yeah. Just got here last night. Figured I’d stay for a little while. Nice place.” His heart began to pitter-patter behind his ribcage. Someone moved behind him and he jumped, twisting his head to try and see better. Lord, it was just some drunk. Relief whooshed out of him in a whistle. 

“Jumpy.”

“You could say that.” He looked at her then. “I’ve actually got a question.”

She rubbed a clean glass dry with a little towel. “I’ve got an answer: Green.” Her teeth were a perfect white. 

“I’m looking for someone. A man named Dante Saunders.” 

The chatter around him died and he glanced down the line, to the group of men drinking. They watched him, caution flashing in their eyes. One cleared his throat. Another took a shot, sputtered, and then got up and ambled off. He hit the wall twice in his drunken stupor. 

Nerves knotted in Gabriel’s stomach. “O…kay then. I’m guessing that’s a rough topic?”

“You’re better off not finding that man,” the bartend said softly. 

“Rumor has it, he’s a cruel bastard, sharp-edged like a knife. You can hire him, but he’ll cut out your throat when the job’s done.” 

“He’s wanted high and low. They say he drinks the blood of newborns and bathes in the remains of their parents. He’s slaughtered endless families. Whatever you need him for, you’d be better off doing it yourself.”

 Great. How hard could it’ve been for Caine to send him to find someone sane? “So…he’s a vampire?”

“One of the eldest vamps around. He’s strong and scary as hell.”

“You’ve met him?”

“Only seen pictures. He’s been in hiding for years. Or maybe he crawled off and died somewhere—I hope, for everyone’s sake, it’s the latter.” A man with a set of bushy black eyebrows frowned at him. “Sorry to burn your bridges, kid.” 

He shrugged a shoulder. “It doesn’t matter,” he murmured, turning back to his water. The ice was melting and condensation streaked down the glass. His throat was tight but he drank it, then stood. “Well. Thanks. That helps, I guess.” 

“Good luck staking your vampire,” the bartend said. Gabriel blinked at her. How did she— “Anyone looking for Dante Saunders has a vamp they need staked. Saunders is best at what he does: Eradication of his own damn species. Be careful, kid.”

Gabriel, feeling sick to his stomach, headed out the door into the cool night. 

Goddess. Even if what the people had said were just rumors, Dante Saunders didn’t sound like a man he wanted to mess with. Especially if he was a vampire. His skin crawled just thinking about the brush of fangs against his throat. He groaned. What now? What did he do now? Crawl back to Jeremie with his tail between his legs, beg for his forgiveness? He’d never be able to stake the man on his own—Jeremie had too much control over him, thanks to the bonedust. 

His eyes landed on a little call booth, glowing bright in the darkness, a sign directly from the stars. He glanced down at the numbers scrawled on his arm, back to the booth. His heart thumped—no. No. He couldn’t hire Urban. Jeremie would kill the Shifter faster than either of them could blink. The thought of Urban dropping lifeless to the ground, his throat a mess of bloody ribbons, blood smeared on Jeremie’s mouth… His stomach churned. 

But Urban was a hunter. Maybe he knew of another man, a man who could do the job. Goose bumps prickled on his flesh as he took one step, then another towards the call booth. It was a lot to ask of a man he barely knew. Hell, he already owed Urban his life. 

Somehow he ended up secure in the call booth, his fingers tracing the numbers on his arm. He eyed the keypad, nerves fluttering in his heart like butterflies. Goddess, it was just a call. He wasn’t asking the man to marry him, for Halcion’s sake! Still, he felt like a jittery teenage girl—or how he assumed a jittery teenage girl would feel—as he punched in the numbers.

The call went through with two clicks, then a ring. Each ring made blood rush in his head, making him dizzy. He leaned against the side of the booth, gripping the phone in a vice. 

Urban answered on the third ring, sounding groggy. Sounding so blissfully there. Gabriel could see him in his mind’s eye, lying sprawled in bed, wearing nothing but the little black earpiece that allowed him to receive calls. 

Gabriel’s lungs gasped for air. His heart thumped a staccato beat. He took a breath in. 

“Hello?” Urban’s voice, confused, annoyed. 

“Hey. It’s Gabriel.” 

A pause. Then, with a grin in his voice, “Holyshit, babe. I didn’t think you were ever gonna call.”








Chapter Seven









Pandora sat in the center of the kitchen, stock still, staring two envy-green holes into his skull as he crouched in front of the fridge, tossing out anything perishable. The rest of it went in his bag. He’d already emptied his food closet and both cupboards. He wasn’t sure how long he’d be gone, or if he would even come back here at all. Even if he did, he wouldn’t have the same apartment building. Things changed. That was life. Life was constantly moving, and he had to either move with it, or get caught up in the aftermath. 

“Just wait,” he murmured, glancing over the top of the bag to where the dirgehound sat. She seemed to heave a sigh of ‘Goddess, this is taking forever!’ as she slid down on the tile to stretch out on her side. She didn’t close her eyes, though. Her paws and tail twitched every so often. Urban knew she’d be happy on the road again, at least. She was always happy when she ran. She probably wouldn’t enjoy the bus ride to Battery, though. 

His clothes were already packed, sitting in the hall in a duffle bag. Finishing up with the food, he dumped the rest in a trash bag and tied the mouth in a knot. He set it outside the back door and plopped the bag full of goodies beside his clothing. 

Then he meandered slowly over to the shelf on the wall over the TV. Little snake charms hung from a silver cord, along with several carved ivory knickknacks. His eyes slid to the two photographs, his mother’s face behind a sheet of glass and his daughter’s bright smile. He picked up the picture of Annabelle—the little girl he hadn’t seen since she was a baby—and frowned. He should tell Cinthi where he was headed. 

He stashed the pictures in his clothes bag, then hauled both bag straps over his shoulders. Key in hand, he jingled it, casting one final look around the apartment with mixed feelings. In one hand, it was the place he’d come to know as home. On the other hand, it was just a place he stayed between jobs. Home was where the heart was, after all, and as long as he had Pannie at his side, he was home. At least that’s what he told himself as he locked the door behind him, Pandora skirting ahead with a joyous yip. He found the landlady’s office and the bell chimed as he opened the door. 

Margarette Shady was four-seven with a frame that couldn’t have been more than eighty pounds soaking wet. She had bluing silver hair, but Urban knew not to let that fool him—her eyes and mind were sharp. She peered out from behind round glasses as he slid the key and an envelope of money towards her. “I was just about to close. You leaving?”

“Yeah. I may be back. May not. I dunno, it’s up in the air.”

“Hell, Urban. I’ll have to rent out your place. Can’t keep it open an undetermined amount of time, you know that.”

“I know. It’s fine. If I come back, just hook me up with another one.” He shrugged. As the old lady frowned, he grinned at her. “I have to follow this lead. Don’t look so worried.” 

“I know better than to worry about your scaly ass,” she muttered, looking put off. Then she scurried around the desk to wrap him in a quick hug. She truly was an old softie. “But be careful, nonetheless. I’ll see what I can do about getting your old place back when you come back.” Her eyes narrowed and Urban smiled: End of discussion. 

He gave a short wave and headed back outside. Pan looked at him, long pink tongue flopping out the side of her mouth as she wiggled her butt in a happy-joy dance. “Alright, alright. One more stop,” he said, hoisting the bags higher up on his shoulder.

He found the tiny house on the edge of town, right where he knew it had been. With chipped blue shutters and a sloping foundation, he couldn’t imagine calling this place home. As Cinthi opened the door, her blond hair piled atop her head in a messy half-bun, her eyes wide with surprise, he knew he couldn’t imagine calling this woman his wife. 

“Urban.” Her voice was hard, tinged with hidden nerves. 

“Hey. Just…wanted to let you know that I’m moving. Again. I guess I don’t know when I’ll be back around.”

“Okay. And?”

“You don’t have to be such a frigid bitch,” Urban muttered, crossing both arms over his chest. “Can’t I say a quick hello-goodbye to Annabelle? There aren’t any rules about that.” 

She let air seep between her teeth in a way that made Pandora growl warningly. Cinthi shot the hound a glare that would’ve decimated lesser beings. “Urban, I’m trying to make Anna’s life as stable as possible. She doesn’t need a father who doesn’t stick around. She doesn’t need you. I don’t need you either.” 

Urban ran a hand through his hair. “Just…let me say hello. God, Cinthi, I don’t know when I’ll have the chance again. I’m her father, for Halcion’s sake.” His own voice was a rumble. “I won’t stay long. I have to--”

“Leave. Oh, believe me Urban, I know. You always end up leaving.” She shook her head, sending blond bangs flying, and stormed back into the house. “The mutt doesn’t come in. I just had the carpets cleaned.”

Urban held up a finger to his hound before following her in. The kitchen was brightly lit, the table set with bowls of steaming stew. His stomach knotted at the scent—like coming back to a family reunion you really didn’t wanna be at—but he stopped breathing for a moment when he saw her. 

Annabelle sat up at the table, her legs swinging off the edge of the chair. Her hair had been cut and curled cutely around her chin and she looked at Urban with curious eyes. No fear. Never fear. She truly was his daughter. You didn’t need to see the shimmer of scales across her cheeks to see that. “Annabelle…” 

Annabelle looked to Cinthi, who went to her daughter’s side. Kneeling down, she murmured something too low for Urban to hear, and the little girl peered up at him with a shy smile. “Hiya.”

“Hey.” Words lodged in his throat. He stood there, feeling awkward. “You’ve grown up, little Belle.” Cinthi snapped her gaze to his, but he cut her off without a word. There was no way Annabelle remembered him—she had been less than a year when he’d seen her last. It was a miracle Cinthi even sent him updated pictures. 

“This is your Uncle Urban,” Cinthi said quickly, squeezing the girl’s hand and shooting Urban a warning glance. Play along, or suffer the consequences. “He’s in town and thought he’d drop in. Would you like to stay for dinner, Urban?” She offered a thin-lipped smile, just a show for her daughter. Like a hound protecting her pups. 

Urban slowly shook his head, dropping to one knee on the scuffed carpet. “Can I have a hug, or am I too much of a stranger?”

The girl wavered, glancing between him and Cinthi for a moment, as if gauging her mother’s reaction. Please, just… One hug, that’s all he asked. Something to remember her by before she grew up and turned against the father who’d left her all alone. His heart clenched in relief as she scooted off the chair and shyly wrapped her arms around his neck. 

He couldn’t help himself. His arms wrapped around her thin frame, holding her close. He took a deep breath, her hair smelling of berries, and he pulled away to look into her face. A smile spread across his lips as he traced the line of pearly scales across her cheek. Her too-blue eyes locked into his and she mirrored his grin, looking quite impish. 

“You have scales too, Uncle Urban?” She reached out and pressed one finger to his cheek. 

Cinthi stepped forward, clearing her throat. “Anna, can you be a big girl and finish your dinner?”

Annabelle nodded, turned, then peered over her shoulder at him. “Bye,” she said, then hopped back over to her chair. 

“I should be going, anyway. I’ll see you again soon, Annabelle,” he said, turning away from Cinthi. He made his way back to the door and his hand rested on the knob. “Just…take care of her. You might be a bitch, but you’re the only mom she has.”

Cinthi said nothing as he shut the door behind him. He took three deep breaths as he walked down the driveway, whistling for Pandora. She jogged to his side, looking up curiously, and he reached down to fondle an ear. “Good girl.” 

He went to Cavanaugh’s Speedi Station and bought an extra large coffee—sans cream, two sugars—and a quick lottery ticket estimating that the winner could receive up to 250,000 zaels. He could use that. Settle down in a cozy little house off the beaten path and be able to live comfortably, pay child support, and dance whenever he wanted to. No more late night hunts, no more dealing with homicidal werewolves. Just him and Pandora and…

He paused mid-thought. Gabriel. His heart skipped a beat, realizing what this feeling meant. No. Love was a four letter word. Lust he could handle, companionship was great. But love… He shook his head, drawn out of his thoughts. 

 The cashier smiled a crooked grin at him as he slid coins across the counter to her. She counted them, rang him up, and he headed back outside. Pandora stood at a hedge of bushes, having spied something in them. She gave a low uttered bark. “Let’s go,” he said, and she just stared at him, then glanced back at the bushes. “Pan, move it.” There must’ve been something urgent in his voice, because she sprinted to his side.

It took a little cajoling to make the Aerbus driver accept a dog on his bus. He thrust a finger at the ‘No Pets’ sign and shook his head. “She’s not technically a dog,” Urban said, patting Pandora’s head. “She’s pureblood dirgehound from a Cork breeder. I can get you her papers.” Weren’t all buses supposed to allow hunters the ability to travel with their hounds in case of emergency? What if there was a Level Five? He’d have to get there, pronto. 

“Does she bite?”

“Small children and old ladies.” Urban smirked at him. The man missed the joke, obviously, and Urban heaved a sigh. “Only vamps, werewolves, and anything I sic her on. She won’t be trouble—look, I’ll even pay a few extra zaels.” 

That seemed to make up the driver’s mind. Of course, it didn’t make up Pandora’s mind. He tried coaxing her up the steps, reminding her that she’d been up hundreds of steps in her lifetime. She merely whined and thrashed in his grip. “Halcion,” he grumbled, wrapping his arms around her torso and hauling her up into the bus. He deposited her on a seat and flopped down just as he realized the small crowd of bus goers was staring at him. “She won’t pee on the seats,” he promised them, flashing a little red-headed girl a smile. She blushed and ducked behind her mother. 

He relaxed into the cracked seat, stretching his legs out in front of him as far as they would stretch, and he let his mind wander. Gabriel. Gabe had called him, needing his help. Needing a bodyguard, first and foremost. Urban smirked; he would do more than guard the other man’s body. He shooed the dirty thoughts out of his mind—last thing he needed was a hard on in the middle of a public bus—and it wandered to other things.

Battery City. It meant nothing and everything all at once. He could still remember the smell of the city streets, still remember the creamy taste of the sundae he’d gotten at a little home owned shop called Haven. He could still remember looking into his boyfriend’s eyes, their depths dark and contemplative; remember tracing the slice of a scar that ran across the bridge of his nose earned from one of his various hunts. 

Urban’s heart gave a pained twist and he shook his head, trying to rid himself of the memory. That was a path better left untread. That was the past, this was the present. The present was: Him, riding an Aerbus, headed to Battery City to meet Gabriel. Him, with butterflies in his stomach, feeling like a high schooler with a silly crush. It had nothing to do with love. 

The familiar landscape zoomed through the windows in gleaming lights and he reached up to caution his stop. The bus slowly slid to a halt, the doors swinging open. Pandora was up out of the seat and clawing her way down the steps while Urban paid the driver and hopped down onto the curb. The bus sent up a pocket of air as it whooshed away and left Urban in a cloud of exhaust. 

Pandora, her bus fears forgotten, padded along the sidewalk, her nails click-clicking with each step she took. Urban took a breath, telling himself once again that this was a fresher start than any, and squared his shoulders. Then he followed the mental directions Gabriel had given him to a tiny little motel with a brick front and dirty windows. Two of them had bullet holes that were taped over. His eyes skimmed the dingy metal numbers on each door until he found Room 4. 

His heart did another flip, a dying fish doing gymnastics, as he raised his knuckles to rap on the wood. He took a gulp of air in, let it out through his nose, and knocked. There was a sound on the other side of the door, a scrape, and then it swung inwards. It stopped as the chain pulled taut and Gabriel’s eyes met his and his heartbeat stilled for a moment. 

“Gabe-babe.” Urban’s lips twisted into a smile and he saw relief flood Gabriel’s face, the nerves fading fast. He shut the door promptly in Urban’s face, then opened it again, and this time there was no chain between them. Urban took him in: Dark jeans that hugged his hips and rode a little low, a button-down shirt, and the scuffed sneakers Urban had let him borrow. His hair was pulled back away from his face, making the angles of his cheekbones a little sharper. 

But damn if the man didn’t look like an angel minus the wings. And he knew what he thought about angels. Fucking sexy. 

He took one stride forwards—that was all he needed. Deftly looping an arm around Gabriel’s waist, he tugged the man flush to him and placed a quick, firm kiss on his lips. Gabe stiffened, hands rising to greet Urban’s chest, and Urban swept his tongue over the man’s bottom lip before releasing him. Gabriel merely stared at him, a stunned expression on his face, and Urban grinned despite the rush in his head. 

“I had to. I’d say sorry, but that’d be a lie and that would be a rough start to our relationship.”

“Relationship?” 

His grin merely grew wider. “I intend to have you,” he said simply. “You can freak out, but remember: You called me.” Then he winked and shouldered past Gabriel into the tiny room, whistling as he caught sight of the single bed. They’d have to share and if Urban had it his way, they wouldn’t be sleeping. 

Gabriel made a sound and shut the door behind him, as if he could read Urban’s mind. The locks clicked into place and when Urban turned, the man had pressed his back against the wall, looking out of place and nervous. Urban watched him carefully, watched the way his chest rose up and down a little faster than usual, and he stepped forwards. “Gabe,” he murmured. “This doesn’t change anything.”

“This changes everything,” Gabriel replied, crossing both arms over his chest. 

Urban caught sight of the black ink trailing up and down the other man’s arm. He reached out, pulling Gabe towards him, and recognized the numbers in a spiral tattoo down his wrist. His call number had been printed in scribbled handwriting, the numbers repeated over and over again like a chorus to a set of song lyrics. He let a grin spread across his lips. “Obviously.” 

Gabriel flushed and turned away just as there was a scratch at the door.

“Hell. Pandora.” Urban dropped his bags on the floor and reached for the locks, but Gabe’s hand clamped on his wrist made him stop. 

“You’re not letting that beast in my room.”

“I’m not letting her get stolen.”

“I’m sure she can take care of herself.”

“She’s coming in.”

Gabriel stepped in front of the door with a growl on his lips. “I don’t like dogs.”

“Gabe.” Urban’s voice softened at the gleam of fear in the other man’s eyes. He reached for Gabriel, but the man shied away. “She’s not going to hurt you. I promise. If it makes you feel better, we’ll tie her to the door.” Oh, Pandora would just love him for that. Hopefully Gabe would change his mind once the hound started barking.

Urban unlocked the door, swinging it open wide enough for Pan to shimmy her skinny butt through. Her tail wagged as she licked at Gabriel’s fingers, but the man had backed against the wall, his eyes pressed closed. 

“Pan,” Urban warned, fishing a leash out of his bag and clipping it to her collar. He knotted the end around the doorknob and Pandora bounced back as she hit the end of her rope. “Stay.” Then he turned, reaching out a hand. “Gabe, come here…” 

Gabriel regarded him warily, then moved towards the bed, giving Pandora a wide berth. He slowly sank down on the mattress and he placed his hands in his lap. His fingers twined together, tapping along the side of his hand. 

“I’m being hunted by my…master,” he said, his tone bitter. “Another slave helped me escape, just before…before he could Change me. It’s only a matter of time before he tracks me down. If he finds you here, with me, he’ll kill you.” A frown creased his forehead. “But I can’t do this on my own. I didn’t know who else to call. I just… I need help, Urban.”

Urban stood still for a moment, then knelt beside the bed, rocking back on his heels. “I’m not afraid, if that’s what you’re getting at. I don’t prefer staking vamps, but I can do it if I have to—”

“No!” Anxiety flashed in Gabriel’s eyes. “He’s too strong. Caine told me I had to find a certain hunter, but everywhere I ask, people warn me away from him. I thought that maybe you could help me figure out where to find him. If not him, then maybe someone who could stake my master. Ugh, I hate that word.” He hunched his shoulders and Urban’s heart jumped into his throat. No. It wasn’t possible. 

“It depends on who you’re looking for. Sure, babe, I’ve got connections but I’m not Halcion.” He tried to keep his tone light, carefree; tried to keep the nerves from coloring his voice black and blue. “All you can do is try me.”

“His name is Dante Saunders.” 

And Urban’s heart nearly stopped beating.

After all these years… Dante. It all came back to Dante. 



 Chapter Eight









His lips still tingled from the pressure of Urban’s kiss, sparking a fire deep within him. Nerves made his heart flutter and he resisted the urge to reach up and touch his mouth. The scary part was…he liked it. A lot more than he should’ve. He should’ve reacted, should’ve said something, should’ve pushed him away. Instead, he’d damn near melted against the other man. 

The look on Urban’s face was hard to read. The tiniest of lines had etched themselves into the snake’s forehead for a moment, the man lost in thought before they smoothed and gave Gabriel back the Urban that he knew—carefree and slightly arrogant. But for a moment, he thought he’d seen a glimmer in those pale eyes, a wave of recognition. “Do you know him?” Please, oh Goddess, please let this uphill battle be won… 

Urban lifted one shoulder in a shrug, popping down beside Gabriel on the bed. He sat with his legs crossed. Pandora strained against her leash, but it held fast. She bounced back, lunged, and bounced back again. She whined pathetically before giving up and flopping down on the carpet with a moan. Goddess, she’d better not tear anything up. Gabriel couldn’t afford any repairs on this shithole. 

“Heard of him. Everyone has, really.” Urban’s tone was nonchalant. “He’s a vampire, several hundred years old at least. I’ve heard that he’s beautiful but deadly—a cobra waiting to strike. Some say he drinks the blood of innocents.” He paused, catching Gabriel’s eye and he almost expected Urban to crack a grin and say ‘Just kidding’, but he didn’t. He remained somber. “People want to stake him out of fear. Vampires want to stake him because he’s a traitor to his own kind, a vampire-hunting vampire. Last I heard, he’d gone into hiding. Doubt the man’s dead, though. Just gonna be a bitch to find.”

“How long do you think it will take? To find him, I mean.” Gabriel asked, his stomach knotting. His luck, they wouldn’t be able to find Dante Saunders. They’d be stuck with some hick vampire hunter who didn’t know his ass from a hole in the ground. The guy would probably end up as Jeremie’s meal, and then where would Gabriel be? He sighed softly. 

“You never know about these things. All we can do is give it our best shot. Start a search, put feelers out. I can get in touch with my hunter’s guild, see if they have any leads.” Urban watched him, then smiled. His hand reached up and his fingers gently caressed Gabriel’s cheek, making the man’s heart skip into his throat. “Don’t look so worried—we’ll stake your vamp. Give it time.” 

Gabriel found himself tracing the lush lines of Urban’s lips with his eyes, remembering the taste of the man—sugar and spice. He wanted to reach for Urban, thread his fingers through the snake’s blue hair, press their lips together and—no. He stopped himself, giving his head a shake and hopping quickly up off the bed to put distance between them. Damnit. He didn’t need this right now. “I hope you’re right.”

Urban’s gaze skirted down. “You know how to use that thing?”

His heart slammed on its brakes. What the hell? Was that some sort of perverse come on? His face heated up and he turned away quickly. Urban merely laughed. “Gabe-babe. Your gun. The one at your belt? Do you know how to use it, or is it just for decoration?” 

Gabriel’s hand touched the cool metal of the pistol, drawing it out of its holster. It was firm, heavy in his hands and he handed it to Urban carefully, as if it had teeth. This drew another short laugh out of the man. He took the gun and looked it over, then checked the cartridge. “Silver bullets. Nice touch. How long have you known how to shoot?” 

He frowned. “I’ve not really… I just… I felt I’d be safer with a gun. At least then, if Jeremie burst through my window in the middle of the night, I wouldn’t be a sitting duck begging to be roasted.”

“So you can’t shoot?”

“It can’t be that hard. Just aim and pull the trigger.” When Urban laughed, he crossed his arms over his chest and huffed. “Glad I can amuse you. Sorry if I’ve been a slave all my life. They don’t exactly trust slaves with guns.” Spinning on his heel, he strode into the bathroom, suddenly dizzy and hot under the collar. He shut the door behind him and sank down on the toilet lid. 

“Gabe.” Urban’s voice was soft outside the door. When Gabriel didn’t answer, silence spawned between them, stretching through the air like a fog. “Do you want me to teach you how? I can help you, but you have to let me.”

Gabriel sighed and swung the door open. Urban stood there, fingers hooked into his pockets, looking like a beaten puppy. Gabe pushed past him and sank down onto the bed, casting a cursory glance out the window to the darkness outside.”I’m going to sleep. I’m trusting you to play bodyguard and keep me safe.” He eyed the snake Shifter and frowned. Pandora made a mournful sound. “And to keep your beast quiet.” 

He didn’t wait for Urban to answer. He lay down on his side facing the window, legs bent at the knee, one arm cupped under the pillow. He breathed in the stale, needed-washed smell of the pillowcase and pressed his eyes shut. He heard Urban shuffle around the tiny room, heard the scrape of Pandora’s paws against the carpet. 

The TV gave an electronic buzz as it came on, the volume so low that Gabe could barely hear it. He willed sleep to take him, to get him out of here. He should’ve felt better with Urban at his side. Instead his pulse thundered noisily and his mind spun. He buried his face in the pillow and focused on breathing. In. Out. In…

The only thing he dreamed about was Jeremie and his vampire army, pounding on Gabriel’s door. His gun hung heavy and solid in his hands. The vamps burst through the window, glass shattering and spraying the floor with shards. Urban lunged, but Jeremie caught his throat in his hand and snapped his neck with the flick of his wrist. Urban dropped lifelessly to the ground like a marionette with cut strings. 

Gabriel fired his gun, but the bullets buried themselves in the walls, the door—everywhere but inside the vampire’s heart where they belonged. And in the end, Jeremie lunged at him, pinning him immobile to the bed and his fangs gleaming in darkness as he bent down. 

Gabriel woke up screaming.

“Gabe!” His eyes shuttered open to see Urban standing over him, hands clamped on his shoulders, shaking him. Gabriel sat bolt upright in the bed, the sheets strewn across the floor. He wrapped his arms around himself and rocked for a moment, trying to catch his racing heart and put it back in its cage. Urban eased down on the edge of the bed, giving him room, for which he was thankful. He said nothing—no wry quip, nothing. 

“Will you teach me how to shoot?” Gabriel’s voice was barely a whisper. 

“Of course, but you need to eat something first. How ‘bout we swing by for breakfast—or rather, lunch now—and then I’ll take you to target practice?” Urban offered a warm smile, his hand somehow on Gabriel’s knee, squeezing it gently. Gabe wanted to pull away, but he just stared at Urban’s long fingers and nodded. 

Urban hopped up, dragging Gabriel with him. When Gabriel found his feet, he was nudged towards the bathroom. “Shower. I’ll take Pandora out to take a leak and then we can head out.” A pause. “Gabe. Whatever it was, it’ll be okay. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

A lump lodged in Gabriel’s throat. “Thanks,” he managed, grabbing his change of clothes and shutting himself in the bathroom. He let the water steam up the room before stepping into the stall, relaxing against the hot spray. It ran over his skin like fingers and trailed slick patterns down his chest. He took a deep breath in, then let it out. 

It was only a nightmare. He was safe. But Goddess, he couldn’t wait until Jeremie was dead. No more jumping at every little sound, no more fear that if he turned the corner, the vampire would be laying in wait. He would be free… 

He found Urban sprawled on the bed, hands linked behind his head. The man glanced his way and Gabriel felt a flutter in his stomach as the snake looked him up, down, and grinned, like he liked what he saw. “Ready?” He was up off the bed in one graceful bounce. His gun swung at his belt and Gabriel reached down to touch his own. He nodded. 

Breakfast of champions was a couple of grease bomb burgers from a place called The Shack. They split a side of twisty fries, saltier than brine. Urban pulled off the top from one of his burgers and layered fries atop the meat, flooded it with ketchup, then replaced the bun and took a bite. Gabriel grinned despite himself, but the food settled like a rock in his stomach. He pushed his tray away. 

“Done?” Urban asked. He nodded and the man snatched the half-eaten burger off his tray and scarfed it. “Yum. Let’s go, baby. Ready to rock and roll!” 

They hailed a bus and rode the twelve blocks, across the railway tracks and into the grungier part of town. Graffiti was splashed across brick walls in bright, gaudy colors. Storefront windows were busted, bullet holes taped over. Many of the buildings had gone under, their glass plates painted black, their doors boarded shut. The shiver of cold tickled the back of Gabriel’s neck and he stuffed his hands in his coat pockets as he walked. 

“Not much to look at,” Urban commented as they came upon a massive outbuilding, the only place on the street that looked a little less than metropolitan. It looked more like a barn, with rusty red siding and white pillars out front. It was also the only place on the street untouched by tags. Urban waved Gabriel forwards and together they walked through the large double doors.

Sitting behind the counter was the scariest man Gabriel had ever seen. He was at least eight feet tall and built like a truck, with bulging arm muscles. His neck was like a tree trunk and his eyebrows were bushy, lined with a row of silver studs that gleamed under the lighting. His hair was pale blue and done in cornrows with a braid down the back. Empty black eyes glanced up and caught him in their sights and Gabriel jerked to a stop. He couldn’t help it. He stared. 

“Come on,” Urban sing-songed, dragging Gabe the rest of the way to the counter. Then he smiled pleasantly at the…whatever-it-was. “I’m here for the shooting range. Last name of Winters. I’m with the Epine Guild.”

The monster stared back at Gabriel without saying a word. “Rather rude,” he said, and his voice held an accent of a sort that Gabriel couldn’t place. “I’m not staring at your skinny white ass.” Gabriel dropped his gaze with a mumbled ‘Sorry’ and stuffed his hands deep in his pockets. The monster had Urban sign a couple of papers and then sent them ahead. “If you’re from the guild, you’ll know where to go. Marissa will get your equipment.” He made a shooing motion, buzzed someone on the intercom, and returned to his paperwork. 

Urban looped an arm through Gabriel’s, pulling him down the hall. “Goddess, you act like you’ve never seen an Iriami before,” he said once they were out of earshot. 

“I’ve never even heard of one.”

“They’re a troll hybrid of sorts, I guess. Not sure what they’re mixed with. Don’t care to know either. Elementals. That guy could turn your dick into an icicle with the snap of his finger. Word of advice—don’t stare if you don’t know what you’re staring at.” He cracked a grin, though, and it was contagious. 

Marissa was a very plain girl compared to the hulking Iriami. She looked better suited to paperwork than him, but her brown eyes shielded behind wire-rim glasses were sharp as a fox’s. She gathered equipment, handing them each a set of headgear and goggles. 

As they walked down the aisle towards the shooting range, Marissa explained that the goggles were to protect their eyes from lead and gases ejected from the gun and the earmuffs were to shield their eardrums from the blast. “Because being deaf isn’t fun,” she said, matter of fact.

She left them to their own devices after checking their weapons and the two men stood together, looking out over the range. The room was long with three sets of targets set up at the opposite end of the building. Each target was human-shaped and organs were painted different colors. The heart was blood red—that was where Gabriel would be aiming. 

“Alright. Here we go.” He was hyper aware of Urban sidling up behind him. Urban touched his sides gently with both hands. “Equipment on. Hold your weapon and aim it downwards. Like that. Okay.” Following instructions, Gabe pulled back the slide, loading the chamber. It gave a metallic thunk. “Hold the gun like this. Make sure your grip is firm.” Urban’s voice was distant through the headgear, placing his hands in the right positions, then had Gabriel try it a few times on his own. He stepped back and showed Gabriel how to stand, with his legs shoulder-width apart and the dominant foot in front. “Lean forwards a little bit—there you go. Now watch.” 

Urban cocked his gun and aimed for the target, one eye closed as he leveled the gun with the bull’s eye. He pressed his finger against the trigger and in a matter of moments, there were three holes clean through the head of the target. “Your turn,” he said, instructing how he did it: Keeping pressure on the trigger and timing the shots with his breathing.

Gabriel gripped the gun to keep his hands from trembling, doing everything Urban had instructed. He felt a bead of sweat burst and trickle down his neck, giving him a chill. He pressed his left eye shut, leveled the sight with the heart of the target, and pulled the trigger. The gun kicked, exploding in his hand. The bullet grazed the side of the target. Swallowing, he looked up at Urban, who nodded. He shot another round. 

The more he fired, the easier it became. He soon anticipated the pistol’s jump and readied himself. By the time they’d shot all their rounds, the targets were peppered with bullet holes—heart and head included. Gabriel locked his gun and knocked off his headgear, wiping sweat from his brow. 

Urban grinned at him, his eyes vivid with excitement. “Perfect. You could use a little more practice, but I’d say that’s enough for the day, eh?” He leaned forwards and placed a chaste kiss on Gabriel’s lips before the other man could refuse. Then he darted away, giddy like a child, and cast a glance over his shoulder that said: ‘Whatcha gonna do about it?’

The outside air held a sharp chill as dusk got closer. The sun was a red and gold haze in the sky and Urban bumped his shoulder against Gabriel’s. “Whaddaya say we hit a movie? Theatre popcorn sounds positively orgasmic. We can still get back to the hotel before dark,” he added quickly as Gabe opened his mouth to argue. He flashed a quick, perfectly white smile. “I promise. You’ll be safe. Trust me.”

Trust me. The words echoed in Gabriel’s head. “Alright,” he agreed. 

They ended up seeing a B-rated film about a horde of fake-looking zombies and blood that appeared more Day Glo orange than red. The dialogue was cheesier than the makeup and Urban spent the entire second half of the movie making up his own and it was okay because they were the only people in the theatre besides a couple up at the very top of the stadium seats having sex. Their moans were more lifelike than the zombies’ and Gabriel couldn’t remember a time when he’d laughed so much. 

“Pan’s gonna have to piss like a racehorse,” Urban said idly as they got off the bus, walking down the sidewalk side by side. Gabriel’s arms ached from his shoulder to his fingertips, feeling like dead weight, but he felt a sense of renewal. A sense of hope. True, targets didn’t move and vampires did, but it gave him optimism that they could, quite possibly, beat the Bonemaster. 

Gabriel walked fast, racing the darkness casting deep shadows all around them. Urban reached out and caught his arm, making him slow down. “Easy. Breathe, babe.”

“I just feel…naked. Vulnerable.” He hunched his shoulders. “I don’t like it.”

“But you can’t control it.”

“I can. I can go inside.”

“Gabe…” Urban shook his head. “You can’t control it, bottom line. Jeremie could show up here in two seconds and you can’t do a damn thing to prevent it. You think being inside a cheap motel’s gonna stop a bloodsucker hell bent on revenge? Hell no. He’ll just come through your window. Or burn the entire motel to the ground. Or hire a sniper to knock you off during the day.” 

Gabriel looked at him quickly. “He doesn’t want me dead.” Maybe he wouldn’t be so damn scared if he knew that Jeremie wanted to kill him. No. Jeremie had an obsession with Gabriel. He wanted him as his immortal plaything, something to shatter into a thousand pieces, glue him back together, only to shatter him again. He hunched his shoulders. No. He’d rather die. “He wants to Change me.” 

“Lovely.” 

He huffed out a breath of relief as Hardy’s came into view, the buzzing streetlight casting a yellowed glow on the building. He pulled his keys out of his pocket and unlocked the door. Pandora gave a shriek that sounded like a mix of pain and happiness and lunged nearly into Urban’s arms. Urban laughed and hugged her around the middle. She squirmed, lashing his face with her tongue, and together they headed out the door. 

Gabriel sighed and glanced around the room. He picked up the trash the dirgehound had gotten into; little flecks of paper plates and napkins littered the floor like a dusting of snow. He got down on his hands and knees and gathered it all into a pile, scooping it into a bag. Next time they went out, Pandora was being locked in the damn bathroom. What could she do in there? Eat the toilet? 

The door squeaked open and Pandora bolted towards Gabriel. He stiffened and twisted, nearly falling on his ass as he struck the hound with the back of his hand. Pan blinked, docked her ears, and stared back at Urban, who was calling her name. Gabriel stood on shaky legs, threw the trash away, and waited until Urban had tied her up to the doorknob before relaxing. 

“She just wanted to say hi.”

“You don’t say hi by lunging at someone’s face, especially if you have fangs,” he muttered. Shucking off his jacket, he reached for the hem of his shirt and pulled it up. “Look.” His hand reached back, fingers splaying across a scar punctured into his flesh. He felt the feather light brush of Urban’s fingers against it. 

“Hounds did that. They pinned me and Jeremie just…watched. And laughed.” His voice grew hard at the memory, the feel of the hounds’ teeth slicing against him, and the scar ached as if it’d just been done yesterday. “I have several more on my calf. Get bit by one of those fuckers, then see about trusting one. They scare the living piss out of me.” 

“I’m sorry.” Urban’s voice was a deep rumble, his fingertips still tracing the scars on Gabriel’s back. Then fingers became his hand, slowly sliding around the other man’s torso and Gabe felt the hot press of lips at his shoulder. He couldn’t control the shiver that trembled through him. “I wish I could take it away, baby, but I can’t. I don’t have that power…” 

“No one has that power,” Gabriel said, moving to pull away, but Urban held him fast. He felt the brush of the snake’s stubble tickle his spine as the man trailed a path of kisses downward. “Urban…” His breath caught in his throat. He tugged free, collapsing onto the bed. He turned himself around so he was facing the other man, heart hammering in his chest. “Don’t. Please.” 

“I won’t hurt you.” 

I don’t know that, he wanted to cry. And at the same time, he wanted to crawl into the warmth of Urban’s arms and let the man kiss each and every fear away. He worried his lip between his teeth and shook his head. “Not tonight. I…”

Urban smiled softly. “Deal.” Patting Pan on the head as he passed, he turned the ancient TV towards the bed, adjusting the antenna. Gabriel watched as the snake unbuttoned his shirt, dropping the fabric to the ground and revealing a lithe, lean torso void of any marks—just an expanse of milk-fair skin peppered with iridescent scales. Urban spun and cracked a grin. “Like what you see?”

“That’s beside the point.”

“I can be a very patient man, Gabriel.” Snake-eyes glittered. “Now scoot over, I’m not sleeping on the recliner again.” He gave him a nudge, then plopped down on his side of the bed. “Get some sleep. I’ll keep an eye on everything.”

“Don’t you ever sleep?”

“Eventually.” He ended the conversation by turning the volume up. Gabriel rolled onto his side, his head in the crook of his arm, and thought about a happier time. Only thing was: the happiest he’d ever been was at that lame zombie flick. He felt a smile touch his lips as he played the sound of their conjoined laughter on repeat in his mind and he fell asleep to the moan of the couple in the back seats. 



 Chapter Nine 









Dante Saunders. 

While Gabriel snored softly beside him, Urban’s mind spun over the events of the last few days. His eyes were glued to the wall, the TV screen illuminating and flickering pictures across the room, but he didn’t really see it. 

In his mind eye, he pictured the man—tall and broad shouldered, his skin sun-kissed and his hair as dark as ebony, falling in crests around his face. His eyes had been beautiful—the deepest shade of pink that darkened to blood red when the man’s hunger grew. Eyes that flickered with emotion, even when he didn’t smile. Dante never smiled. Urban had pointed out that it took more muscles to frown than to smile, but it hadn’t helped any. 

Along the way, something must’ve happened to the man to make him so hard. There’d been plenty of time—he’d been alive for hundreds of years—but as close as they’d been, he’d never trusted Urban with that information. Not even as they cuddled under the blankets, wrapped up in each other’s arms, stealing each other’s breath away with need-filled kisses. 

They’d been partnered up when Urban first started hunting, having to fulfill an apprenticeship under a master hunter to become part of the Guild. Dante had taken one look at him, snorted, and walked away. Urban had had to work his ass off to get the man to notice him. A smile crept up onto his lips as he leaned his head against the headboard. Oh, but it’d been worth it. 

They melded into lovers as easily as a fish cuts through water, spending night after night in each other’s arms. Urban’s face fit perfectly in the crook of the vampire’s neck and he could still remember the way he smelled, the citrus volumizing shampoo that Urban had bought him that Dante claimed he would never use, but did. He remembered the stories Dante would tell about his youth, but they were always stories before his Change. Still, it had been enough.

Urban had fallen in love with the man just in time for Dante to break his heart over a damn chocolate sundae. 

Gabriel turned over in his sleep, hands curled up to his chest in fists. Urban let his gaze linger on the man’s face; the sharp cheekbones, the strong jaw line, those beautiful lips. He wanted to cuddle up next to him, wrap his arms around the man and kiss him awake. But he had the feeling that would end badly and get him banned from the bed. No. He would be patient. He’d have Gabriel and Gabe would want it. He was just shy. 

Urban slid off the bed, grabbing Pandora’s leash off the doorknob and rousing the dog. She was on her feet in two seconds, dragging him out the door. The night air was cool in his lungs, but not cold enough that his breath came out in a puff. Leaning against the side of the building, he dropped the leash and let the dirgehound sniff and snort around in the overgrown grassy patch. 

He should’ve hated Dante’s guts, but he couldn’t bring himself to feel that way. In his head, Dante was still the strong, resilient master hunter who taught Urban everything he knew. Dante was a father figure in as many ways as he’d been a lover, as twisted as that was, and for that, a part of him still loved the man. Maybe that’s why he’d never been able to settle down. Who knew?

Pan’s head jerked up, a huff escaping her as someone staggered towards the motel. After three tries, the man got the door unlocked and pitched into a room three doors down. It slammed soundly shut behind him and Urban shook his head at the distraction. Drunks. 

If anyone had the ability to put a stake in Jeremie’s black heart, it was Dante. He’d been hunting vampires since he’d been Changed. He was a wanted man among the Undead legions, but he was damn good at what he did and damn good at keeping under the radar. 

And it wasn’t that Urban was worried about Dante failing. It was just that when they found Dante, Jeremie would be dead within a matter of hours and Gabriel would be free. He would no longer need a bodyguard and there would be no reason for Urban to stay and damnit, he wanted to experience the beautiful man at least once before he walked out of his life for good. So what if it was selfish? Gabe never had to know. 

So when Gabriel woke, Urban lied, the words careful on his tongue: “I called the Guild while you were asleep. They’re putting out feelers and will get back with me. They’re gonna try and find him. We can ask around if you want, but I don’t think it’ll do any good.” 

Gabriel frowned. “I asked around the day I got here. None of the locals are willing to give up information except to warn me away from Dante. And to be honest? As much as I want Jeremie dead, the idea of hiring another bloodsucker to do the work scares me. I don’t have anything to offer Dante, but Caine seemed sure he could do the job.” 

“Well then, what’s the plan for the day now that we can cross ‘Find Dante Saunders’ off of our lists?” Urban quirked a grin and stretched, liking the feel of Gabriel’s eyes on him as he turned away. Try as he might to deny it, Gabe was interested—he was just scared and a little bit stubborn. When the man didn’t answer right away, he slowly twisted back around to peer at him. “I know what we could do…”

“Oh?” Gabriel looked nervous.

“Not that. Get your mind out of the gutter, baby,” Urban teased, waggling a finger at him. “How about we go dancing?” 

“Depends on the kind of dancing.”

“I dunno. Dancing. Not like, square dancing. Nothing gay.” He stroked the tip of his tongue against the ring of metal in his lip, then clinked it against his teeth. “I’m seeing a party scene, low lights and the thump of music in our ears. You, me, and a bottle of Calixthe.”

“How about no?”

Urban offered his best pout. 

“You’ll talk me into a shot, I’ll have three more and before you know it we’ll both be drunk and horny and end up fucking on the floor of the men’s bathroom. No. No alcohol.” He crossed his arms over his chest and jutted his chin out, looking adorable in his defiance. 

Urban couldn’t hide his grin. “But not ‘no dancing’? Right, Gabe-babe? We can go dancing? It’s been so long since I’ve moved to the beat of the music.” He felt coiled tight anyway; he needed an outlet to burn energy. And the idea of moving his body against Gabriel’s made his cock twitch. “Pretty please with a cherry on top?” 

Gabriel let out a sigh of defeat. He apparently couldn’t best a cherry. “Why not? Not like we’ve got anything better to do.” 

Urban knew exactly where they were going, too. Excitement coiled inside of him as he dressed in the usual: snug pants and a loose cream top that laced up the front. While Gabe got ready, he gelled his hair up in spikes, noting the pale roots growing in. Damn, he’d have to dye it again soon. His hair was naturally a nearly white shade of blond, but royal blue fit him so much better. He blew his reflection a kiss, smirked, and all but pranced out of the bathroom. 

Urban took one look at Gabriel’s outfit of choice and crossed his arms over his chest. Jeans and a T-shirt? Really? “You’re seriously not wearing that, are you?”

Gabe started, looking up quickly. “What? Why not?”

“We’re going dancing, not horseback riding.” He rolled his eyes, then bent down to dig through his bag of clothes. He chucked a pair of his favorite jeans and a tight shirt at the man and Gabe balled them to his chest. “Try that.” He shooed him off into the bathroom and flopped down on the end of the bed to wait.

When Gabriel came back out, Urban couldn’t help the appreciative whistle that left his lips. “Much better. Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.”

They locked the motel room behind them and Urban heard Pandora’s shrieking barks on the other side of the door as they walked away. “I’m gonna have to take her out for a run soon, unless you want to pay for damages. She’s bored and bored hounds aren’t a good thing.”

“She’s like the devil incarnate.”

“But she’s my devil incarnate.” 

Helsong was a small, locally owned club with a good taste in music and fairly priced drinks. It had been the place Urban and Dante had spent a lot of their nights whenever they were stationed in Battery City. Even though the vampire had been quiet, he’d been a damn good mover. Urban shouldered through the door, dragging a slightly hesitant Gabe behind him. “Don’t worry. It’s fine.” 

Urban was pleased to see the half-Iriami man standing at the entrance, still a bouncer after all this time. With dark hair and ram horns, Dallon’s ink-black gaze lingered on Urban before a simmering smile broke across his face. “Urban Winters. Long time, no see.” Urban felt a jerk of nerves as he realized Dallon might bring up Dante in front of Gabriel. That would be a fun subject to talk about. 

Gabriel glanced sidelong at him. “You know him?”

“Sweetheart, Urban’s an old regular.” Dallon smiled and motioned with a rubber stamp. Urban offered his hand and the man stamped the back of it with a music note of ink that glowed softly, complete with devil horns. He stamped Gabe’s hand too, then winked at Urban. “Not much of a crowd here yet; people seem to always want to dance after dark. Not everyone has a dancer’s spirit like you. You’d dance 24/7 if you had the energy.”

“Thanks, Dal,” Urban grinned, then wrapped an arm around Gabriel’s shoulders and led him through the door. As the door swung open, their ears were assaulted by the pounding thrum of a dance beat. The room was mostly darkness with the violet shimmer of black lights, a flash of white every few moments casting the group of dancers as stop-motion silhouettes. 

Gabe stiffened, starting to pull away, but Urban held him fast. He leaned close enough to breathe in the smell of the other man’s shampoo. “Easy. I’ll keep you safe. Remember: Outside it’s still daylight. No one’s coming for you. Just relax. Feel the music. Let the music take you to a secret spot. Let it move you.”

He slid his hand into Gabriel’s and tugged him onto the dance floor. He settled for a spot at the edge, a glow of light from the bar illuminating Gabriel’s outline, and he placed gentle hands on the man’s hips. 

“Move with it. Swing. Your body is liquid,” he whispered into his ear. He felt Gabe shiver ever so slightly and it brought a smile to his lips. He began to sway with the music, pressing his eyes shut and letting the beat drown out reality. 

 He wasn’t sure how long it had been, but he was jolted back to the present by the feel of Gabriel’s body pressed up against his, moving smoothly instead of the jerky motions he’d been dancing with before. Urban reached around, sliding one arm around Gabe’s waist, fingertips tracing the scars on the man’s stomach between the line of his shirt and the hem of his jeans. 

He heard Gabriel let out a soft breath, then felt a hand loop around his neck. They pressed together, sliding and moving in unison, the music drowning out their heartbeats. Urban placed a gentle kiss at the man’s jaw, his tongue snaking out, pulling the man tighter against him. He felt the vibration of Gabriel’s moan rather than heard it and the realization of it made him ache with want. He sucked the man’s earlobe into his mouth, worrying it between his tongue and his teeth. 

His free hand trailed downwards in the darkness. They’d somehow gravitated to the center of the room, pitch blackness all around them, holding them in a lover’s embrace. Gabriel pressed his back against Urban’s chest and Urban ground into him. His fingers found the crotch of the other man’s jeans, stroking the tips over the denim, teasingly light. 

Goddess, he wanted the man. His own cock throbbed against the press of Gabriel’s ass and his breath caught in his throat. When Gabriel moved to pull away, his heart clenched. He reluctantly let him go, feeling naked and cold without Gabriel’s body cupping his. They fit together so perfectly.

 “Gabe,” he said into the darkness, eyes straining for the other man, but he didn’t have far to look.

In a moment’s time, Gabriel’s lips pressed against his, the kiss nervous but needy. Urban felt a groan trickle up his throat and his arms wrapped around the man. His hands slid down to cup the man’s ass, pulling him flush against him. He slid his tongue against Gabe’s lips, encouraging him to open for him because Urban needed to experience him. His world reeled when Gabriel’s lips parted and Urban could taste the mint on the man’s breath. Their tongues twined together for a moment and then it was over and Gabriel was pulling away, his hands against Urban’s chest. 

Urban caught his wrists and stole one more kiss. “Damnit, I won’t hurt you. Just trust me.”

“I’m sorry,” Gabriel murmured, his voice husky. He tugged free and disappeared into the dark, leaving Urban’s body and soul aching. Damnit, that man would be the death of him. 

“Gabriel, wait.” He caught up with him at the entrance, shouldering his way out of Helsong. Gabe’s face was flushed, nerves and lust and want glimmering in those chocolate eyes. He wanted it just as much as Urban did—he just had so many damned walls. Urban took a breath as the door shut behind them and the music left them to silence. 

His heart thundered in his ears. “I told you. I’ll be patient,” he said, looking at the man. Gabriel closed his eyes for a moment and wrapped arms around himself. “I want you. I won’t deny that. Hell, you already know it. And a part of you wants me too. You’re scared—I get that. But I won’t hurt you. Goddess, I swear on it. I won’t do anything you don’t want me to do.” His throat was tight, caught like a mouse in a trap. 

“I just don’t know,” Gabriel whispered, looking down at their feet. 

Urban reached for Gabe’s hands, tugging them to his chest. “Look me in the eye and tell me you don’t want me, and I swear I won’t bring this up again.” Please, just look at me, Gabriel.


The man looked up and their eyes met, locking. “I…” He trailed off with a sharp inhale. “I can’t. I just… I do want you, but I’ve spent my life wanting what I can never have. I don’t even know what to do with this and—”

“Just kiss me. Please. I’ll get on my knees and beg, damnit,” Urban said. “I’m here for as long as you want me. But just kiss me.”

 Gabriel hesitated and for a heart-wrenching moment, Urban thought the man would back away. He thought the man would throw up his walls and walk right out of his life and leave them both aching for more. Instead he leaned forwards, hands splayed against Urban’s chest and their lips crashed together like waves beating the beach in the middle of a storm, demanding and wild and wanton. Urban moaned into the other man’s mouth, his knees weakening. His hands fisted in Gabriel’s hair, holding him close, wanting to drown in the essence that was Gabe. 

In the end, it was Urban who broke off first, gasping for air. “Gabe…” But whatever his mind had come up with, it was cut off by the distinct tinkle of birds in his ear. Oh Goddess be damned. Not now… “Fuck.”

“What?” Gabriel’s eyes widened.

Urban sighed and kissed him once more, this time gentle and chaste, before tapping the device at his ear. “Winters. This better be damned good.” 








Chapter Ten









“Want the good news or the bad news first?” Urban hooked his fingers in his belt loops, the snakeskin pants so form-fitting that he couldn’t use the pockets. Gabriel couldn’t help but smile at the thought. Nor could he help the thought of peeling them off to reveal the layer underneath…

His face flushed. “Bad, I guess.”

“I have to go on a hunt. Big Suit purse and, let’s face it: We could use the zaels. Some freaking klepto coyote shifter broke into a gem store and took off with some priceless pieces. They want him alive.” The snake gave a little sigh, as if shooting him dead would be easier and less time consuming. 

 “And the good news?”

Urban leaned in, looping one arm around Gabriel’s waist to pull him closer. He planted a searingly quick kiss on his lips, a kiss that made his head spin. “You’re a damn good kisser,” he said, pale eyes gleaming. “And I so wish I could ignore this call, carry you back to the motel, and make love with you on every surface imaginable.”

A lump formed in Gabriel’s throat. Halcion, what was wrong with him? This was what he wanted! His entire body throbbed with need and as forward as Urban was, he wanted it. But…

”That’s… Urban.” He glanced down at his feet, working up the nerve. “I don’t want to just…rush into this, whatever this is. I like you.” He met Urban’s gaze and held it, heart thudding in his ears. “But I want to go slow. If that’s alright. We have time, right? You don’t have to leave anytime soon.” Not until they found Dante. 

Urban slowly nodded, a quizzical look on his face before it was replaced with a smile. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said softly, reaching out his hand. Gabriel twined their fingers together and Urban squeezed them. “Good. We’ll take our time then. Shall I take you back to the motel while I hunt? I can leave Pandora with you for protection.”

His heart pitched. “No.” Call him a coward, but it would be dark soon. The idea of being alone, even with the psycho dirgehound at his beck and call, made his stomach feel like his intestines were tying themselves in knots. “Can’t I come with? Two heads are better than one, and all that?” 

“I don’t see why not. Let’s go pick up Pannie and see about bagging us a coyote.” 

Pandora barked and leapt several feet in the air, her tail wagging a mile a minute as they let her out of the motel room. She zoomed across the parking lot, into a patch of scrub bushes, then zipped right back. Urban knelt down to the ground and she showered his face with kisses. 

Gabriel stayed back as the man began to murmur in her ear. Her body became still, the calm before the storm, and Urban stroked the backs of her ears with both hands. “Ready?” This was for Pandora, but it held a double meaning as he looked up at Gabriel. “We have to stop by the station and pick up a few things first. Then we’re good to go.”

The station. The Suits were New Ryot’s police force, but they’d never done jack shit with the slave rings. Gabriel remembered curling up in the corner of his cell as a kid of barely nine, praying that the Suits would save him before he was sold to someone worse. It never happened. Gabriel came to terms with the fact that they were probably paid off to overlook the rings and that was life. What did a handful of slaves matter to the Suits? 

Gabriel frowned and when he spoke, his voice felt tight. “I don’t want to be there when you talk to them. I’ll wait outside with Pandora.”

Urban merely nodded and Gabe did just that. He sat on the curb, his legs sprawled out in front of him at awkward angles, the toes of his sneakers pointing in. Pandora paced behind him, the sound of her claws clicking on cement enough to drive a man mad. “Quit it, would you?” he snapped, but Pandora just looked at him, barked in his face, and continued to pace. A blatant ‘Fuck off’ in doggie terms. “Bitch…” 

Urban returned with a bag slung over his shoulder and a tiny glass gun in his hand. He held it carefully, as if one touch of the trigger could decimate the entire planet. Gabriel looked at it curiously and Urban grinned, tapping the cylinder. 

“A very powerful sedative. I guess this guy’s crazy as a coon. I figure we’ll let Pan hunt him down and catch him. Then one shot of this will put him out. We’ll carry him back and cash in, then go find some grub. I know of an all night diner that has amazing bisque.”

Gabriel nodded, though he wasn’t exactly sure what bisque was. His stomach gave a gurgle at the thought of food and he tried to remember when he ate last. He gave a lingering glance to the darkness that was slowly settling around them and took a deep breath. “Let’s get this over with.”

“Last chance. You sure you don’t wanna stay at the motel?”

“I don’t want to be alone, Urban,” he said softly, hunching his shoulders at the wisp of cold air that touched the back of his neck. “So no.”

Urban looked at him for a moment, then smiled. “Alright, babe. Pannie?” He pulled out a strip of torn fabric from the bag and held it down at nose level. The hound sniffed, snorted, and took off at a quick clip. Urban was on his feet in a moment, looking to Gabe, and Gabriel nodded. “Let’s do this.” 

For the longest while, the only sounds were the crickets’ minstrel, their breaths in the night, and their shoes crunching on the hard earth, chasing along after Pandora, who was nose to the ground with her tail ramrod straight. She snuffed for a moment, then paused, her entire body going still. Urban’s hand caught Gabriel in the chest and he nearly tripped over his own feet in an effort to stop. “Listen.”

Gabriel held his breath, straining his ears for any sort of sound. He heard a scraping, like claws against wood. Pandora’s head jerked up, her nostrils flared, and she bolted left. Urban darted after her, his arms pumping at his sides, one hand gripping the tranq gun. The hound leapt gracefully over a rotten log, her long legs pulled tight to her body, and there was a snarl from the other side. 

Urban hurtled over the log with Gabe scrambling to keep up behind him. The path led downhill, to a clearing with a small rock cave jutting out of the ground like an open mouth. Pandora’s tail flagged from the opening of the cave, and then her body twisted. A tan coyote, half her size and wild-eyed, snarled viciously before sprinting back into the forest. It disappeared into the underbrush, but the dirgehound refused to give up. She lunged after it with a shrieking bark of her own. 

“And the hunt is on!” Urban flashed Gabriel a wild grin, his own eyes dancing with the thrill of the chase. He ran after his hound, his bag thumping against his shoulder rhythmically, and Gabriel hurried after him. His calves ached and every now and again, a sharp pain shot under his ribs. He merely pressed an arm against his side and focused on pacing his breathing. Still, he fell behind.

He found Pandora straddling the coyote, her jaws clamped around the side of its throat. The animal jerked and kicked and writhed, screeching an awful sound, but the hound didn’t let go. Urban dropped to his knees beside the pair, pressing the tranq gun against the coyote’s thigh. It released with a hiss and a click and Gabriel watched as the creature shuddered. 

“Back up,” Urban said and Pandora promptly dropped the coyote, backing up into a tree stump, her tail wagging. The coyote threw its head back, mouth open in agony as the drugs forced it to shift. A man lay there a moment later, his ginger hair sticking up every which way. Urban clasped his fingers around the man’s shirt collar and pulled him up into a sitting potion. “Where did you put the gems?” 

The man shuddered, his chest heaving as he tried to catch his breath. “Why…should I tell you? Yer just gonna take me back! Don’t wanna go…back…” He moaned, head rolling back on his shoulders. Urban gave him a little shake and the Shifter met his gaze. Then he twisted, heaved, and promptly threw up the contents of his stomach. 

Gabriel eased closer. “I think I might know where he hid them,” he said, then as an afterthought, added, “Maybe.”

“Thank the Goddess, because this bastard’s useless now.” Sure enough, the sedatives had taken effect. The man lay sprawled across the ground, his golden eyes mere slits as he looked up at the starry sky. 

Urban stood, reaching for Pandora. Her body wiggled as he praised her, tickling behind her ears. She rolled onto her back, presenting her tummy and Urban rubbed it until one of her back legs kicked at the air. “Alright. Let’s go then.” He hauled the slim-framed Shifter onto his shoulder and looked at Gabriel.

A smile teased at the corners of Gabriel’s lips and he turned away. “Back this way.” They came upon the little clearing and he bent down at the mouth of the small cave. It was pitch dark in there, but he reached a hand out, feeling in the darkness and praying he wouldn’t touch a snake or something. 

He paused, a laugh on his lips. Urban was a snake and he wanted to touch him. His fingertips brushed something cool and as he pulled it out into the light of the moon, he saw the glimmer of crystal and silver. “Found it.” 

They retrieved all the stolen gems and secured them in Urban’s bag. Even Pandora’s steps dragged a little bit on their way back to Battery City. Gabriel groaned in the silence between them, glancing up at Urban, his face illuminated by the moonlight and beautiful. “I don’t think these shoes were made for wild goose chases across uneven terrain. My feet are screaming.” 

“We could cut them off?” Urban suggested.

“Har har. Clever. But you could give me a foot rub when we get back.” 

“I thought you wanted to take this slow.”

He paused. “I do.” 

“Foot massages lead to full body massages. And you know where those lead.” The snake wore a devilish grin. “That’s right. Naughty places.”

“How about you buy me dinner first…and then I’ll think about it.”

“Ooh, a bargain. We’ll see. Let’s get rid of our baggage first.” Urban sighed as he hoisted the coyote Shifter onto his other shoulder. Pandora gave a soft chuff of agreement as she trotted ahead of them. Gabriel had never seen the hound look so calm. 

They waited outside on the curb while Urban dropped off the thief and collected the purse. He came out of the station rubbing his shoulder, as if the small-framed man really weighed that much. Gabriel couldn’t help but smile. 

Urban stretched, rolling his shoulders, and reached out a hand. Gabriel stared at it for a moment, feeling heat spread across his cheeks at the realization of: They were together. With a nod, he slid his fingers between Urban’s and they walked down the sidewalk, hand in hand. And it just felt…right. Like this was how it was supposed to be. 

“Where to, babe?” Urban’s voice was soft. “I’ll take you any place you wanna go. You earned it.”

“I didn’t even do anything. If anything, I slowed you down!”

“Hey, you tried. You were there.” He squeezed his hand. “That’s plenty. Maybe I’ll take you under my wing, teach you the mechanics of bounty hunting.”

“I’d suck,” Gabriel argued with a huff. “I wouldn’t be able to make the kill shot.”

“Unless it was a vampire,” Urban amended. 

“Let’s get something fast. I just wanna take a hot shower, curl up in bed, and watch TV.”

“Sounds delicious. Shall I join you in the shower?”

Gabriel blinked and his heart skipped a beat, heat rushing across his face once again. “No. Slow, remember?”

“No fun. But you’re sharing the bed, no buts about it.” Urban knocked their shoulders together. “And you’re giving me a good night kiss. Else I’m gonna pout and you know I’m good at that.” He cast Gabriel a sidelong grin that gleamed white in the moonlight and the man had to laugh.

“Deal.”

They walked in silence for a few minutes, their arms swinging between them. Then: “You know what sounds totally amazing?” Urban turned to him, his tongue click-clicking his lip ring against his bottom row of teeth. He waited a breath, then said, “Pizza. Extra gooey mozza cheese, piled high with sausage.”

Gabriel’s mind flickered back to the Boneyard. Sure, meals were a daily reoccurrence—the non-vampire slaves had to eat, after all—but the hired chef made food that was bland and tasted like cardboard. Except for one time, when he’d gotten violently ill and left the kitchen to the slaves. One of the Bleeders, Moira, had made six pans of pizza—rich with meats and cheeses and topped with peppers and onions, it had been a meal to remember. They’d been beaten for it, but Goddess had it been worth it.

So he grinned. “That does sound amazing.”

“I’m lazy, so let’s just head back to the motel and call for delivery. It can’t cost too much more and besides, we deserve it.”

When they reached the parking lot of Hardy’s, their shoes crunching on gravel, Gabriel paused, his heart lurching into his throat. Perched on the edge of the roof, directly above Door 4, was the biggest crow he’d ever seen. Oily black feathers slicked down its back and beady eyes glared at them. Or rather, at him. He swallowed the lump in his throat, his appetite gone. “Urban…”

“Well that’s a convenient place for a raven to perch. Go! Get outta here!” Urban waved his arms like a mad man, shrieking and stomping, but the crow merely cawed a hoarse bark of laughter and shifted its weight. “Get, you black winged bastard! Oh, hell. Let’s just go in, Gabe. It’ll leave eventually.”

Pandora leapt forwards, barking wildly as she jumped into the air, jaws snapping at the crow. The huge bird cawed again, ruffled its feathers, and took flight with heavy wing beats. It disappeared into the blackness of the trees, but Gabriel could still feel its eyes on his back. Definitely not a normal crow.

He ducked under Urban’s arm and shut and triple locked the door behind them. He pressed his back against the wood and took a deep breath. It was fine. 

“You alright?” Urban looked at him, his forehead wrinkled with worry lines.

Gabriel let air whistle out his nose and shrugged, aiming for nonchalant when his heart was thundering with fear. “It’s just a crow. It’s fine. I’m fine. Let’s order pizza.”

So they did.








Chapter Eleven









Urban crouched down, digging around in the bag of non-perishables. Canned veggies and chicken noodle soup. A box of cheese crackers. A jar of peanut butter. “Ugh, we seriously need real food,” he grumbled, grabbing the crackers and prying them open. He tossed a couple into his mouth and crunched. “Stale.” He chucked the box back into the paper bag. 

Gabriel lay on the bed, one arm looped under his head, his dark hair making a halo around his face. He watched Urban with the smallest of smiles on his lips; an angelic smile that made Urban’s heart do a jazz beat in his chest. “Well it’s hard to keep real food with no refrigerator and nothing to cook on. So looks like we’re stuck with crackers and dried meat. Speaking of which, hand me the bag, would you?” 

Urban snatched the half-eaten baggie of meat jerky and waved it just out of reach. “I’m usually not picky, but I really want real food. You know. Steaks, seared on either side and juicy in the middle? I can freaking smell them sizzling, Gabe, and it’s killing me.” He groaned, fished a stick of jerky out of the bag for himself, then tossed it to Gabriel. “Goddess, I wish we had a grill.”

The man stuck a piece in his mouth and chewed thoughtfully. “What about going to a restaurant? We have enough from the Suit purse to eat like kings for the night if we wanted.”

“You know how much a couple of steaks are gonna cost at a place like that?” But it got Urban thinking anyway—thinking and salivating at the idea of biting into a piece of grilled meat, savoring the flavors dancing on his tongue. He rubbed his fingers across the slight stubble on his chin, stretching out his legs in front of him. “What about a campfire?”

“Like, at the back of the motel?” Gabriel snickered. “I’m sure that’s on the blacklist, Urban. Too much of a fire hazard. What if the wind picked up and carried the flame over to the building. We’d be shit outta luck then.”

“No, I meant that we could go camping. You, me, and Pandora. In the wilderness.” Urban grinned at Gabe’s dubious look. “No really. Build a bonfire—away from trees, don’t look at me like that, you tree hugger—and cook a couple of steaks medium rare over the flames. We could even sing campfire songs. It could be an experience.”

“Sounds dangerous.”

“We live for danger. C’mon, Gabe-babe, we’re a couple of guys being hunted by a crazy vamp king. What if we all died tomorrow? We’d never eat another steak again. I’m telling you: If Jeremie wanted to find you, he’d be here. Easy as that. I really don’t think he’s gonna parade up to us, drain me dry, and steal you away while we’re cuddling in a sleeping bag. Besides, we have Pandora. She’d kick his bony vamp ass.”

“Jeremie would kill your hound without a second thought,” Gabriel muttered, ripping a hunk off his meat stick before pausing mid-chew. His dark eyes met Urban’s and a smile played at the corner of his lips despite his previous frown. “Did you say cuddling in a sleeping bag?”

“We could buy one. A big one.” Urban waggled an eyebrow. “C’mon Gabe, you know you wanna. Just…think about the steak. The juiiiices. C’mon, please don’t leave me hanging. You’ll be just as safe out there as you are in here. I’ll protect you.” 

Gabriel gave a soft groan and rolled onto his back. “Urban…” He glanced back down.

Urban gave him his best puppy-dog eyes. His lip wibbled a little. “Please?”

Another groan. “Fine. Okay? Fine. We’ll go camping. One night. And if I feel freaked, we pack up and come home, no questions asked. It better be a damn good steak, that’s all I have to say.”

“Great!” Urban rocked forwards and leapt nimbly to his feet. Pandora surged to hers as well with a bark, her green eyes sparkling in a way that made Urban wonder if she knew what was going on and was excited about it too. “Let’s head back to that clearing where we found the gem thief. We can build a fire pit with rocks from the cave and wood from the forest. We’ll stop at the store and pick up supplies on the way there.”

Gabriel nodded and sat up, the mattress squeaking underneath him. “Lemme take a shower first.” 

“But I like the way you smell.” Urban shot him a smirk, then chuckled as Gabe’s face turned two shades of pink. Adorable. “Really. You smell good, just you. And I like it. So let’s go. Let’s not think about it; let’s just do it.” He reached out a hand, wiggling his fingertips at the other man. 

Gabriel pressed his eyes shut, took a deep breath in, then placed his hand in Urban’s waiting palm. Urban’s fingers curled around Gabriel’s and he gave him a warm smile. “It’ll be worth it. Trust me.” 

They tied Pandora outside the store front and went in together while the dirgehound pouted. “I’ll pick out the food. You go find an awesome sleeping bag.” Gabriel merely nodded and took off in the direction of the camping section. 

Urban meandered down aisles until he found what he was looking for: A row of meats kept chilly in the refrigeration section. He found a package of steaks, thick and red and marbled with streaks of fat, and grabbed a bag of chips to go with it. 

He found Gabriel waiting up front. His arms were full and he grinned at Urban over the top of the sleeping bag. It was pink—not girly pink, but salmon-colored and hideous. Urban gave a snort of laughter and Gabriel shook his head. 

“Only big one they had. Shut up. Here.” He offered Urban a length of grate that would fit over the fire, something to cook their steaks on, as well as a pair of tongs. His dark eyes glimmered under the pallid fluorescents and Urban had to resist the urge to kiss him right then and there. He would wait until they were alone, the only voyeurs being the birds and the trees. 

Packing all the supplies into a large bag, Urban hauled it over his shoulder and they headed into the forest. The late afternoon sun beamed down on their backs, but it was so cold out that it did little to warm them. Pandora trotted ahead, sniffing out their trail as if on a hunt, but her posture was relaxed, her tail swaying behind her. 

“We forgot a tent,” Gabriel murmured as they stepped into the clearing, patterned by the sunlight dappled through the trees. Birds chirped a cheerful tune around them. 

“Babe, the whole point of camping out is to sleep under the stars,” Urban said with a smile as he dropped the bag to the ground, where it landed with a whumph of dust. “Let’s make our fire pit before the sun goes down and we’re stumbling blind in the dark.” 

Together they hauled large rocks into the center of the clearing, lining them in a circle around a patch of ground Pandora had dug up. They stacked them like bricks and Gabriel went searching for twigs and dry sticks while Urban rolled a log close to the edge of the pit. In a matter of minutes, the fire had caught on and flickered red and gold, a wild bird caged by rocks. Urban spread his hands, letting the warmth seep into them. “Beautiful,” he murmured, plopping down on top of the log and stretching out his legs.

Gabriel spread out their sleeping bag and readied the makeshift grill. Urban unwrapped the plastic from the steaks and laid them on the grating. Juices dripped down and the fire sizzled hungrily and Pandora pressed her nose into Urban’s side. Her eyes were locked onto the thick slabs of meat, her tongue lolling. 

“Yeah, yeah. You’ll get your share,” Urban snickered, rubbing the hound’s ears. “Come over here, Gabe.” He patted the spot beside him and Gabriel, with a shy smile, eased down next to him.

“Still nervous?” He pressed his face into the crook of the other man’s neck, breathing him in, soft and slightly tangy. Gabriel glanced out into the darkening trees but didn’t say anything. Urban grinned against his skin, placing a kiss on his throat and the man pressed his forehead against Urban’s cheek. “I’ll take that as a yes. Second question: Want me to make you forget all about your nerves?” 

“That sounds naughty…”

“It’s meant to be naughty, babe.” He kissed him again, then reached up, skimming the man’s jaw with gentle fingers. He brought them nose to nose, a smile playing on his lips. He itched to kiss the man’s worries away. “Gabriel… Do you know that you’re beautiful?” 

As expected, Gabe’s eyes snapped to his, his mouth making a pleasant little ‘o’ of surprise. Urban captured his lips in a kiss before he could deny it; he tasted even better than he smelled, with a hint of orange and honey. “It’s true, you know. You’re like an angel.” 

Gabriel smiled ruefully, pulling back. “Angels are beautiful and perfect. I’m hardly perfect.”

“Gabe.”

The man jerked away, rising to stand, but Urban’s hand clasped around Gabriel’s wrist, pulling him back down. “Why not? These?” He traced fingers across the intricate patterns marring the milky skin of his wrists, lacing up his arms like veins. “They’re beautiful, Gabriel. They make you you. I love them.”

“I hate them.” His lip rose in a snarl. 

“They’re beautiful.” He pulled Gabe’s wrist to his mouth, kissing the pulse hammering just beneath the surface. “You’re beautiful. You don’t have to believe me, but I’ll never stop saying it. Come here.” Without waiting for an answer, he looped his arm around Gabriel’s waist and pulled him close and they just sat there for a few minutes, silence looping between them.

“You should turn those,” Gabriel murmured, pointing to the flames rising up around the steaks. 

Urban cursed under his breath and finished cooking them, keeping an eye on the flames. Once they were done, he pulled out the package of paper plates from the bag and served their dinner with a side of chips. Pandora sat at his side, drool beading and dropping to the ground as she watched them eat. Urban kept her plate on the log so it could cool. 

The first bite was heaven in his mouth—tangy and full of juices, the flavor exploding over his tongue. “Oh my Goddess,” he moaned after chewing and swallowing. Gabriel had cut his into strips and was eying it. Urban grinned. “You’d better be finished by the time I am, else I’m eating yours.” The man laughed and took a bite and Urban was pleased to see the satisfaction on his face. “Good, huh? I’m a great cook. Maybe I’ll open a steakhouse.” 

“I can see it now—a steakhouse slash strip club,” Gabriel grinned, teasing. 

“Admit it. Watching me dance while eating a perfectly cooked steak? You’d come before you could even touch yourself.” Urban smirked. 

“Cocky.”

“True.” 

 They finished their meal. Pandora, tired of waiting for her dinner, snatched the bag of chips. Urban chased her around the camp site, but the dog danced gleefully out of reach until he gave up. “Fine! I’m eating your steak!” he yowled as the hound settled down to munch on the chips spilling from the bag. 

He got two bites in before Pan was back at his side, looking doleful and guilty. Urban tossed her the steak, unable to take her puppy-dog eyes. By the time they’d finished and cleaned up, packing up what they no longer needed, the fire was the only light they had. It flickered and glowed, dancing seductively. 

“It’s getting cold,” Gabriel said, rubbing his arms through his jacket sleeves. 

“Good thing we’ve got a fire, huh?” Urban stretched out on the ground beside the pit, arms locked behind him. The grass tickled his palms. He glanced up at the other man and watched him for a moment. Gabriel seemed uneasy, glancing into the forest around them every few moments and then back at the fire. “You wanna lie down?” 

“I won’t be able to sleep either way.”

“I wasn’t planning on letting you sleep.” Urban grinned, then hauled himself to his feet. He unzipped the pink sleeping bag part of the way, folding the flap down. 

Gabriel smiled and nodded slowly. He kicked off his shoes, leaving them on the log before slipping into the sleeping bag. He lay down on his side, arm propping his head up, and Urban burrowed in behind him. His arm coiled around the man’s torso, burying his nose in Gabriel’s hair. He pulled him close, relishing the heat radiating between them. “You do smell good.” 

Gabriel twisted in his arms, turning to face him, his hand cupping Urban’s face. “You’re beautiful too, you know. I didn’t tell you that before…but you are.” He smiled, leaning in for a kiss. Urban trailed fingers through Gabriel’s hair, his tongue riding the line of the other man’s lips. 

Gabriel pulled away. “I don’t know how to have a relationship or anything. I’ve…never known anyone but Jeremie, and believe me…” He gave a small shiver. “That wasn’t something I enjoyed, ever.” 

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’m free now. I just need to make sure I stay free.”

Urban pulled him close, kissing him gently. “I’ll make sure you stay free. We’ll get Jeremie, Gabe. Maybe not tonight but we’ll get him and—” Whatever he was going to say died on his lips as the laugh-hack caw of a crow rang out through the forest, cutting the crickets off mid-chirp. 

Gabriel stiffened, hands clenching in Urban’s shirt. “No…”

“Gabe—” But the man was already pulling away, scrambling out of the sleeping bag like someone had lit it on fire. His breathing was sharp as he fumbled with his shoes. Urban reached out and clamped a hand down on Gabriel’s shoulder, spinning him around to face him. “Gabriel, it’s alright. It’s just a crow. There are hundreds of crows in the middle of the forest.”

“No. It’s an omen. Crows don’t just randomly appear. It’s following us! It’s not a real crow, Urban. Vampires, they shape shift; they’re wily and cruel and…no. No. No.” He ran both hands through his hair, fingers snagging on tangles as he began to pace. “Please, let’s go.”

“Go where?”

 “Away! Far away from here. We’ll go back to the motel and pack up our stuff. We’ll skip town. Find another motel, anywhere, just please!” He took a shuddering breath, pressing his thumbs into his eyelids. “Please. I don’t want to go back there. I’d rather die. Please.” The world sounded strangled and terrified. 

Urban’s heart twisted. “Okay. Alright, calm down. We’ll go. Pandora!” He gave a shrill whistle, looking out across the moonlit landscape. She galloped towards them as Gabriel fumbled with rolling the sleeping bag up, his breathing uneven. 

“Shit, what do we do about the fire?” It flickered, tongues snaking into the sky, sending sparks floating. He grabbed the jug of water they’d brought with them and poured it over the flames. They hissed and spat, steam and smoke rising to the sky in tendrils. 

“Urban,” Gabriel turned towards him, his face haunted by the lack of light. “I’m sorry.”

“No problem.” He flashed a quick smile and hoisted the bag onto his shoulder. Gabe grabbed the other one and took off into the woods at a fast clip. Pandora loped after them as they left the still-simmering campfire behind. They made it to town in record time and Gabriel all but ran into the motel room, gathering up everything they needed. Urban went around to the front and paid the man sitting behind the desk, turning in their key. 

They met in the parking lot, Gabriel’s face tight with fear. Urban reached out, looping an arm around his shoulders in a snug hug. “You okay? It’s alright. It’s gonna be fine. We’ll hop onto the bus and skip a few towns. Start over. It’s good, okay? Gabe, look at me.” Gabriel shivered, but stared into his eyes. Urban kissed him. “I promise. It’s okay. Let’s go.”

They found a cheap motel over in Angel City, but they didn’t bother to unpack. Without a TV to drone on in the back ground, silence crowded them. Urban curled up behind Gabriel on the bed, one arm wrapped around the other man’s stomach, fingers trailing across the warm skin even as Gabriel trembled. “It’s okay,” he murmured, over and over again, each time kissing Gabe’s neck. 

It wasn’t until dawn cracked the sky that they were able to fall asleep. 

The crow didn’t follow. 








Chapter Twelve









Gabriel woke to the hum of the furnace, the hot air rising from the vent on the floor. It fluttered against his hair and tickled his face. He breathed in the musty smell and stretched, toes pointing away from him. Urban’s arm lay looped across his waist, holding him snug even in sleep and Gabriel relaxed back into the pillows. He didn’t want to ruin this moment of pure peace. 

Turning slightly, he gazed at Urban, whose lower lip pouted out as he snored softly. His blue hair was mussed with sleep and a line of drool trailed from his mouth to the pillow. Gabriel wanted to memorize every line, every curve of the man’s face. Just in case. 

He stared at the cracked ceiling, the brightness of the sun illuminating the whiteness of the tile and walls. It gleamed down around them, bouncing off the sheets and Gabriel turned his face to stare out the window, his heart skipping a beat at the thought that trilled through his mind: It was too bright to just be the sun.

“Urban!” He shrugged off the man’s arm, slipping off to pad barefoot across the floor. His hands found the glass, icy cold, and he stared into the blustering winter wonderland just beyond his reach. Urban mumbled something unintelligible behind him and pulled the covers back over himself. Gabriel laughed and tugged them back, then pounced. “Urban. Wake up.” He straddled the Shifter, hands cupping Urban’s face as his eyes flickered open.

“Well this is a hell of a way to wake up,” he said with a grin. “To what do I owe this pleasure, babe?”

“Get your mind outta the gutter,” Gabriel chided, scrambling off like a child on Christmas morning. He grabbed Urban’s hands to pull him up. He led him over to the window and Urban merely gaped. “It’s beautiful! But it’s a little early for snow. C’mon, let’s get dressed and go outside.”

“Out…side?” Urban’s head tipped in a way that reminded Gabriel of the dirgehound sprawled on the floor. 

“To play?” Gabriel watched him, curious now. “In the snow? My inner kid is squealing, Urban. C’mon! It’s snow!” Excitement bubbling in his stomach, he hurried into the bathroom to take a leak and run a brush through his hair. He tied it back with a band, then dressed in jeans and a hoodie, yanking on his coat after it. Urban just stood there, looking out. “Urban?” He frowned, sidling closer after he tied his shoes.

Urban turned towards him, a look of irritation on his face. “I hate winter.”

“Why?” 

“I don’t know. I like summer. I love the heat. I love the sun—not the sun in the winter, because it’s a cold mistress, but summer sun. Sun bathing. Swimming. I’m a freakin’ snake. Heat lamps ring a bell? I like the heat.” Urban grumbled, hunching his shoulders.

Gabriel couldn’t help but smirk. “You look like a spoiled child,” he said, wrapping an arm around Urban’s waist, drawing him closer. His hands skimmed the man’s bare chest before he kissed the side of his mouth. “C’mon… Please?” He raised an eyebrow, his tongue flicking out to graze Urban’s lip ring. “I’ll make it worth your while.”

Urban’s eyes met his quickly, simmering with a heat that made Gabriel’s stomach flip. “You promise?” 

Part of him was screaming, fear making him recoil: Goddess, no! I take it back! The rest of him coiled in anticipation, heat rising to his cheeks as a grin spread across his face. He leaned in for another quick kiss, then bounced away, nimble in his sneakers. His hand rested on the doorknob. “C’mon then. Pandora wants to go.” 

Pan gave a half-bark and lunged to the door. Her claws scraped the wood and he couldn’t open it fast enough. She shot out like a bottle rocket and danced around, paw prints marring the virgin snow. She snuffed around and looked back with a pile of white on her nose. Gabriel couldn’t help but laugh and shut the door behind him. 

The wind bit at his cheeks, blustering snow all around him like hundreds of white tumbleweeds. He reached out, cupping a handful of feather light fluff and threw it up in the air. It fell down and he stuck his tongue out, catching a flake. It melted immediately, tasting of winter. His fingers tingled with cold and he skirted around the edge of the building as the door swung open.

He bent down, cupping a snowball between his hands. Urban hunched his shoulders and bent down to ruffle the snow from Pandora’s cinnamon and cream coat. Gabriel grinned recklessly, hauled back his arm and let the snowball fly. It smacked into Urban’s neck with a splatter of white and a yell from the other man. “Gabriel! Holy fuck that’s cold!”

Pandora raced around with barks and yips, not bothered by the way her master hopped up and down, blowing on his hands to keep them warm. Gabriel cackled and danced towards him, stopping for a quick peck on the lips. 

“Oh, hell no you don’t,” Urban growled, reaching down to shovel snow into his palm. Gabriel wheeled away, his shoes slipping on slush as the snowball collided with his chest. His laughter blew out in white puffs as he lobbed another. 

Gabriel kept them coming; when Urban realized he wasn’t going to relent until Gabe got his way, the snowball fight was on. The snake flung them faster than Gabriel could make them, Pandora bouncing back and forth between them as she tried to catch the snowballs mid-air. 

Snow slammed home at the back of Gabriel’s neck, melting and trailing icy water down his back. He couldn’t suppress a shiver. His hands were red and were numb with cold. He rubbed them together and blew on them with his breath to try and warm them up. Urban swung another snowball and it landed pathetically at Gabe’s feet as he raised both hands. “Truce?”

“Only if I win.” Urban flashed a grin, though his teeth chattered.

“Deal.” Gabriel skirted inside, shucking off his shoes and jacket. They dropped to the floor in a pile and he moved to huddle next to the heater. “Goddess, I didn’t realize how cold it was.”

Urban shrugged off his own coat. “It’s freakin’ winter, whaddaya expect?” He sidled up close and their shoulders bumped together. Gabriel yelped as icy hands slid up his shirt to press against his skin. Urban placed a kiss at the back of Gabe’s neck and Gabriel could feel the man smiling. “Cold, huh?”

“It’s winter. What did I expect?” Gabe shot back, wiggling out of the way. “Get off, you’re freezing!”

“Just for now.” Urban’s hands slid around to the front, pulling Gabriel flush against him. His fingers tweaked a nipple between the tips and Gabe couldn’t suppress another shiver. “Gabriel…” The Shifter’s voice was a low rumble of heat in his ear. “Let me warm you up. You said you’d make it worth my while, babe. I’m holding you to that.”

Gabriel uttered a soft noise in his throat and pulled away. “Okay! But hands out of my shirt…”

“Lose the shirt and my hands won’t be in it.”

“Urban.”

“Gabe-babe.” Urban shot him a Cheshire grin. 

Gabriel’s voice trembled slightly, though if it was from nerves or excitement, he couldn’t quite tell. His pulse thundered in his ears. “Alright. Do it.”

Urban’s hands slid out from underneath, rising up to push down on Gabe’s shoulders. “Sit,” he commanded, motioning towards the bed. Gabriel eased down on jelly-knees and watched as Urban shuffled into the other room. The water in the bathroom was cranked on while the snake dug through one of their bags. He surfaced with two cups and a tin of cocoa mix Gabriel wasn’t aware they had. 

He came out of the bathroom with two steaming mugs of cocoa. Gabriel took his, the heat emanating through his hands and down to his bones. He sipped it, but Urban tapped him on the nose. “Wait.” His hand came up with a can of whipped cream and he sprayed the white froth onto the rippling surface of the cocoa. “Better this way,” he said as he eased down next to Gabe on the bed. 

The drink was scalding hot and sugary, the taste of chocolate flooding his mouth. Heat coursed down his throat, warming him, and slowly his shaking eased. Urban dabbed a glob of whipped cream on his nose and Gabriel couldn’t help but laugh, smearing it across his face with the back of his hand. 

He finished his cocoa and set the cup down on the end table. Urban’s joined it a moment later and his lips slanted over Gabriel’s, tasting of chocolate and warm sugar. Gabe leaned back against the mattress, pulling Urban down with him. Their kiss never ended, just deepened, Urban’s tongue stroking against his with an untold hunger. 

Urban’s fingers toyed at the hem of his shirt, breaking the kiss for one moment to shed it like a second skin. The fabric pooled on the floor and Gabriel’s hands spread up Urban’s chest, fingers splayed against pale skin. He toyed with the silver hoop pierced through the Shifter’s nipple, tugging it experimentally. Urban nipped his lip, drawing a spark of pain to the surface. Gabriel answered it with a soft moan, the sound reverberating between their mouths. 

Urban’s hands slid up Gabriel’s shirt, nails scraping the surface of his skin as he drew the hoodie up and off. Gabriel gazed up at him, his back flat against the mattress as his hands explored the hard lines of Urban’s back. He tugged him closer and Urban’s chest pressed against his as the man’s lips went to work at his neck. As cold as Gabriel had been before, he was burning up, feverish as the press of fingers rubbing circles across his crotch. 

Still, it wasn’t enough to keep the warning bells from going off in Gabriel’s mind as he felt teeth skim across his pulse. He stiffened, hands pushing against Urban’s chest, panic rising like bile in his throat. The man pulled back, his face flushed and his eyes glazed over. “Gabe…”

“Don’t—” he began, but Urban kissed his protest away, taking his breath along with it. 

“Trust me,” he rumbled, kissing him on the brow first before his lips trailed back down. “Just trust me…” His mouth was searing, burning like fire against Gabriel’s throat, teeth skipping along the skin as he suckled. He nipped and eased the wound with his tongue as his free hand cupped and rubbed Gabriel’s denim-clad cock. 

Gabriel’s head lolled back as Urban marked him, his eyes pressing shut. Heat burned between them, a fever pitch that only increased at the sound of a zipper being drawn down. His breath shuddered in his chest as Urban’s fingers stroked his cock, tenderly gentle and teasing at the same time. Gabe arched into the touch with a groan, bucking into the snake’s hand. Urban’s grip grew tighter as his lips skimmed down Gabriel’s chest, pausing to suck a nipple into his mouth. 

Gabriel threaded his fingers through Urban’s hair, elbows resting on the mattress as Urban’s mouth worked lower, tongue tracing over scar tissue. “You’re beautiful,” Urban said, his mouth poised above Gabe’s cock, his breath hot enough to make the man’s hips jerk in response. Then he placed a kiss to the tip of his head. 

“So you’ve said,” Gabe managed to bark out. 

Urban paused, eyes flicking up to lock onto Gabriel’s. “You don’t believe me?”

“I don’t believe it. Oh…” He bit back a groan as Urban’s tongue slid up the slit, teasing. The man kissed the tip again and for a breathtaking moment, his cock was enveloped in slick heat. Gabriel’s fingers knotted in Urban’s hair, drawing his head back down. His breath was cool against the wetness. 

“Tell me you’re beautiful.”

“Wh-what?”

“Say it.”

“Damnit, Urban,” he whined, straining against Urban’s grip. Urban kissed his inner thigh and Gabriel spread his legs, wiggling against the bed. “Please. Goddess, please.”

“Say it.”

“I’m beautiful.” The words were foreign, tasting strange on his tongue, but he didn’t have the chance to ponder it. He gasped as Urban slid his lips around the head of his cock, tongue teasing the underside. He bucked, arching, his fingers rubbing the back of Urban’s neck as his cock was engulfed in fire. A moan tore up his throat, sounding ragged as it hit the air in a pant. 

Urban’s fingers stroked the base of his shaft, dropping down to rhythmically squeeze Gabriel’s scrotum. His other hand played circles on the inside of his thigh before sliding down and disappearing. Gabriel heard Urban’s breath hitch, heard the zipper whirr and knew Urban was touching himself. If anything, that made the fire burn hotter. “Don’t stop,” he gasped out. 

“Wouldn’t dream of it, babe,” Urban said, teeth skimming across tender flesh. Gabriel’s hips arched up, thrusting into the man’s mouth as Urban moved faster. His hands guided the man’s head with each stroke, his own head lolling back. 

He felt the need for release pooling low, drawing all the heat to a single point in his soul. He opened his mouth to warn Urban, but the man seemed to know; he pulled back until just the head was in his mouth as Gabriel bucked and came with a rumbling moan. He held Urban’s head, fingers knotting in royal blue hair as Urban swallowed every last drop. Gabriel shuddered, muscles twitching as he lay against the mattress, drawing Urban up with a tug. 

Urban crawled up and their lips locked. Gabriel tasted himself in Urban’s mouth and it made his gut coil. He felt the press of Urban’s erection against his stomach, hot and needy and he slid both hands down between them. His fingertips touched Urban’s cock, finding it hard as steel, and his hand ran experimentally down the length. Urban groaned softly. 

Gabriel wiggled out from under the man, his heart beating erratic with excitement as he slowly rolled Urban over. He caught the glimmer of lust in the man’s pale eyes and he placed a wanton kiss at Urban’s collarbone. 

Gabriel hovered there for a moment before sliding his body down the length of Urban’s chest, finding his cock bobbing. He took him in his hands, one hand stroking while the other fondled his balls. Urban chest rose up and down with each breath and Gabriel’s stomach twisted with nerves. 

He’d done this hundreds of times, appeasing his master, but each time had been with nausea roiling in his gut as he did what he had to do. He’d done what Jeremie had always asked, no matter how wrong the task felt to him. Still… It was like he wanted this with Urban. He ached to taste him, to draw him into his mouth and make the man moan his name. 

His stomach fluttered with the strangeness of it even as his lips touched and lingered at the tip of Urban’s cock. He heard a sharp intake of breath and saw Urban’s hands fisting the white sheet beneath them. His own cock twitched as he slid his lips down the shaft. 

The man tasted sweet and musky and male and everything about him made Gabriel want him all over again. He stroked his cock with one hand, sucking gently on Urban’s scrotum, taking each testicle into his mouth one by one. Urban’s breathing hitched and a soft moan rattled between them, urging Gabe on. 

His mouth joined his hand, taking the man as deep as he could go, his teeth scraping the underside of Urban’s cock. It only took a few turns before Urban growled something and before Gabriel could react, his mouth was filled with come. He swallowed, milking the man dry even as Urban bucked and twisted in the sheets. His heart thundered in his head and he crawled back up to greet him, staring into those ice-pale eyes. 

Urban kissed him long and hard and then curled an arm around his waist, drawing him down to the mattress. They lay together, breathing in tune and Gabriel knew one thing for certain: He could spend eternity with Urban and be happy. His heart thumped at the thought of the rest of his life, curled up in bed together every single night and waking to the man’s beautiful face every morning. But in his thoughts, he didn’t have to live in fear of Jeremie…

He pressed his face into the crook of Urban’s neck, enjoying the smell of his skin. He couldn’t control the future, even if he wanted to. He planted a kiss at the man’s jaw, then rested his head against Urban’s. 

All he had—all they had—was the now.



 Chapter Thirteen









His dreams were of a little crystal shop and the man he’d been there with. The man he’d loved with every scrap of his soul, only to leave picking up the pieces… 

“I want to take you somewhere,” Urban announced as the door swung open and Gabriel came out of the bathroom. The man wore only a pair of jeans that hung on one hip just low enough to kick start Urban’s imagination and kick out all thoughts of Dante Saunders. His lips curved at the naughty ideas swirling in his mind, but shoved them away; now was not the time. 

“Oh? You’re going to take me out on a date?” Gabriel grinned, his hair hanging in wet curls around his face, rivulets of water sliding down his chest. He flopped down beside Urban onto the bed and Urban wrapped both arms around the man. He rested his chin on Gabriel’s shoulder. 

“Is that an issue? Because if it is…” His lips pressed against Gabriel’s neck, gently drawing blood to the surface of his skin. Gabriel squirmed and nipped at his jaw, teeth lightly grazing. Urban drew back with a satisfied smile. “I’ve already got a place picked out. You’re going to love it.” 

Gabriel couldn’t hide his surprise and the child-like smile that spread across his face like a ray of sunshine warmed Urban’s heart. He tugged the man closer, kissing his neck once more before pulling him down to the mattress with him. “You look happier than I’ve ever seen you,” he murmured, his forehead pressed against the heat of Gabe’s shoulder. 

“Is that an issue?” Gabe shot back, twisting in his arms so that they were nose to nose. Urban rolled his eyes and Gabriel kissed him chastely on the lips. “I am happy, Urban. Sure, I’m still afraid at night, when Jeremie threatens to burst out of the shadows in the form of a greasy crow, but during the day? I feel happy. I feel…” He paused, nibbling on his lower lip and Urban was pleased to see the faintest of pinks coloring his cheeks. “Safe. With you.” 

His heart kicked in his chest. “I’m glad. I want you to feel safe.” 

They lay together for a few moments, basking in the sound of their breathing in-tune, before Gabriel spoke again. “So where are you taking me?” 

“Ah, ah, but that’s a secret,” he replied, pulling himself up off the bed. He rocked back on the balls of his feet. “But we should probably get going while we have daylight left. It’s the most beautiful when the sun is shining. So get up, get dressed. Let’s go!”

At the words, Pandora barked and placed her paws against Urban’s chest. “Aw, babe, not you,” he cooed, scratching her ears. Her tail wagged, threatening to knock everything off the bedside table with one swipe. “How about this—we’ll take you out on a run when we get back. I promise.” When her eyes met his, he could’ve sworn she was scowling. “I swear! Really!” 

Fifteen minutes later, Urban and Gabriel were headed down the snow-crusted street, hands linked together and swinging between them. Gabriel hesitated as they came across Angel’s Aerbus station, but Urban tugged him up the stairs and led him down the aisle. 

“Just a little road trip,” he said, picking a seat near the back. The bus was filled with people bundled up in scarves and hats, chatting amiably to one another as the bus skimmed along the road. 

Urban pulled a long strip of violet cloth out of his pocket. He waved it a little, catching the confused look on his lover’s face. “I want it to be a total surprise.” He paused, cupping Gabe’s cheek in his hand, stroking fingers across his jaw. “Do you trust me?”

“Yes.” And the tone of his voice said he meant it as he settled against the back of the seat. Urban slid the fabric up and covered Gabriel’s eyes, tying it in a loose knot behind his head. Then he slid his hand into Gabe’s, their fingers knotting together. “You’ll like it. I promise,” he breathed into his ear, pleased as it seemed to draw a shiver from the other man. 

He gazed out the window as the landscape grew more familiar, the gleam of Battery City shining bright even in the afternoon sun. As they drew closer to a station, Urban tugged down on the release and the bus slid to a halt. He helped Gabriel down the aisle despite the strange looks he got—he flashed them a toothy smirk and looped his arm around Gabe’s waist, as if claiming the man as his for all eyes to see. He waved as the Aerbus drove away.

“Please don’t tell me we had an audience,” Gabriel said as they walked down the sidewalk. 

“Of course we did,” Urban laughed. “What, you embarrassed?” 

There was a thoughtful pause before: “Strangely? Not as much as I should be. You’re corrupting me, Urban.” Still, he wore a smile as they lapsed into silence.

Urban’s heart thudded louder in his ears the closer they got to Haven. He wasn’t sure what exactly he was trying to prove. Haven had been his and Dante’s secret place, the little sundae shop filled with so many memories. It had been the place where Dante had first kissed him. It had been the last place they ever went together as a couple. His stomach gave a turn. 

“Can you hold my hand any tighter?” Gabe asked, a hint of amusement in his voice, and Urban realized he’d been squeezing it. He took a breath, forcing his tense muscles to relax. He would not let a memory of a man rule his mind, rule his life. It was time to make new memories. Happier ones. He stared into the glare of the glass front of Haven and thought, just for a moment, that Dante was smiling back at him. He blinked and it was gone. 

“Come on,” he said, shouldering through the door. The little bells chimed a welcome and he was immediately hit by the rich smells of chocolate and sweets. The little shop was tiny, but the décor was mostly crystallite and frosted, beveled glass, gleaming and reflecting rainbows on the walls everywhere the sunlight hit it. The booths were clear with red leather benches that looked a little scuffed in spots. He helped Gabriel ease down into the booth, then sat next to him, their legs rubbing together. 

A little redhead in a silver and black miniskirt bounced over to them, an order pad in one hand and a pen in the other. She offered Urban a wide, flirtatious smile that dimmed a little in brightness as she saw their hands clasped on top of the table. She didn’t give the blindfold a second glance. “Welcome to Haven! Anything special I can get for you today?”

Urban flashed his trademark grin before tapping his fingers on the table. He gazed around the little shop—the only thing that seemed to change in Haven was the menu. Spying it up on the wall, the words penned in red, he said, “Let’s go with your special. For both of us.” 

“I’ll be right back then.”

 Urban’s hands found Gabriel’s and he rubbed his thumb against the side of his hand. “Almost there,” he said about the same time that the waitress came back with two crystal bowls. The sundaes were three scoops of creamy vanilla, topped with rich chocolate syrup, a sprinkle of nuts, and a cherry on top. Beautiful and decadent. She offered Urban a pair of sterling spoons, then walked off to the next table. “Okay. You can take it off now.” 

Gabriel reached both hands back and the blindfold fell away. He blinked a moment, gazing at the ice cream as if it was the best gift he’d ever been given. Urban quirked a brow. “That’s just the icing on the cake. Look around, babe,” he said, waving a hand in the air. 

Gabriel followed it, his eyes widening as he took in the shine and sparkle of things all around them. His gaze lingered on a spray of rainbow, gleaming across the wall as the door swung open to welcome a new customer. “I always thought it was the most beautiful place in the world.” 

“It’s gorgeous,” Gabriel said softly, a smile touching his lips. His fingers reached for the little spoon and he dipped into the ice cream, taking a taste. “And delicious, all at once. How’d you find this place?”

“Someone in my past brought me here a long time ago. I decided I’d have to come back here with any boyfriends I may have in the future, just to share it. Plus they have the best ice cream in the world.” He shot him a smile, scooping a bite of fudge and vanilla into his mouth and damn near melting at the flavors that assaulted his tongue. “Goddess, I love ice cream.”

It was Gabe’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “You love ice cream, but you hate snow and winter.”

“Yup, that about covers it.” He plucked the cherry off the top and licked it clean, then held it out, the stem between his fingers. “This is the best part.” He popped it in his mouth, chewed carefully to avoid the pit and lay it and the stem down on a napkin. 

“You can have mine if you want,” Gabriel said with a teasing glint in his eyes. Urban reached for it, but Gabriel was faster—he popped it into his mouth and held it between his lips around a grin. 

“If you insist,” Urban chuckled, leaning in for a kiss. His tongue snaked around the cherry, pulling it into his mouth and he savored it for a moment before kissing him again. His mouth tasted of cold and chocolate and Urban’s tongue stroked against Gabriel’s for a moment before he released him. “Definitely delicious.” 

Gabe reached out and scooped the top off of Urban’s sundae and ate it, still grinning. He followed that bite with one of his own, the metal of the spoon clinking against crystal. “Better hurry, or I’ll eat yours too.” 

“I don’t think so,” Urban said, leaning one elbow against the table and scooping another bite. His other hand slid between them, inconspicuous under the table as his fingers found Gabriel’s thigh, gently rubbing them down the denim. 

They ate in silence, Gabriel finishing first. He pushed his bowl away even as Urban’s fingers worked beneath the table, drawing circles closer and closer to his crotch. Gabe’s dark eyes flickered with emotion—want, need, love—even as he stole another chunk of ice cream. Urban grinned and kissed the side of his neck. “You want it?” he murmured against skin, pushing his bowl towards Gabriel. “Take it…but you’ll owe me.”

“Oh?” His voice was breathy. 

“Oh yes…” Urban’s fingers traced across the seam of his jeans, making Gabriel’s breathing hitch. He grinned, lowering his mouth to his ear, his voice sultry. “You can eat it, but you have to promise to moan as we dive beneath the sheets, as I touch you…” He squeezed Gabriel’s crotch gently, to enunciate his meaning. “And scream my name as I have you over and over again.” He kissed behind his ear, nibbling on the earlobe before pulling away. “Or maybe I’ll just have you here, on the top of this beautiful table where everyone can see.”

Gabriel’s face was flushed a bright pink, the ice cream untouched and melting in the dish. Urban felt his hand brush his, fingertips skimming across Urban’s knuckles and he stroked him. Gabriel shuddered slightly, turning his face and trapping Urban’s lips between his. “Okay,” he murmured, their eyes locking. 

Urban stole a quick kiss. “Oh?”

“We’d better get home then.”

He smirked. “Aren’t you going to finish my ice cream?”

“I think I’m in the mood for something a little warmer…”

Urban leaned in, lips to ear once more. “Oh?” His fingers paused, hovering over the denim and Gabriel took a sharp breath in. “What exactly are you in the mood for?” He couldn’t help the thump of his heart, the heat coiling low in his gut, excitement bubbling on top of want. He remembered a time when Gabriel wouldn’t even kiss him… They’d come so far. “Tell me…” he purred.

“You.” The word was strangled, breathless as Gabriel kissed him. “Please. You. All of you.” His hands gripped Urban’s chest, fingers twisting in the fabric of his jacket, tugging him closer for another searing kiss. “Please. Don’t make me beg in Goddess-damned public. Take me home and fuck me…”

“I thought you’d never ask!” He threw a couple of zaels down on the table, more than enough to cover their dessert plus a hefty tip, and reached for Gabriel’s hand. Gabe clamped his fingers around Urban’s as they shouldered through the door, and Urban would forever remember the chime that rang out. 









***









Gabe’s back hit the door of the motel, his hands tangled in Urban’s hair and their lips crushed together, hungry, desperate. Urban broke away long enough to get the key in the lock and then the door swung open, depositing them inside. Gabriel scrambled back, tugging at Urban’s shirt even as the door sealed behind them, his cock throbbing with need. Urban peeled his shirt over his head, then did the same with Gabriel’s, his long fingers sliding up his chest. Gabriel gave a soft groan—he wanted this, needed this. Goddess, it was moving too fast, but this was it. 

His hands roamed across Urban’s chest, sliding around to his back, trailing fingertips down the ridges of his spine. He slid them lower to cup the man’s ass, hauling him up against him. Urban’s mouth trailed burning kisses down Gabe’s neck, nipping and suckling with wild abandon. Gabriel ground against him, making them both groan. Urban slid his fingers through the loops of Gabriel’s jeans and they fell together onto the bed. 

Gabriel’s hands slid up, wrapping his fingers in Urban’s hair as he pinned the Shifter to the bed, cupping his hips between his thighs. His back arched, Urban’s fingers trailing down his sides, feather light, only to hesitate at the snap of his jeans. “Don’t stop,” Gabriel barked before kissing the man’s collarbone. The zipper whirred down and Gabriel shuddered as fingers wrapped around his length. He pressed his forehead against Urban’s neck, arching into the touch. “Don’t ever stop…” 

“Wouldn’t dream of it, babe,” Urban growled, stroking him. He reached up, nipping at Gabriel’s chest before sucking a nipple into his mouth until the nub became tight and hardened. Wrapping one arm around Gabriel’s waist, he flipped them over, Gabe’s back hitting the mattress. He reached for him, but Urban had darted away, sliding Gabriel’s jeans and boxers down with him. Gabriel leaned back on his elbows as the snake shimmied out of snakeskin pants and dropped them to the floor. He grabbed a bottle of lube from the night stand and eased down between Gabriel’s legs.

Gabriel felt fingers encircle the base of his cock, gently squeezing, and then he slid into bliss. Urban’s tongue worked a line down the shaft as his mouth enveloped him. Teeth scraped gently against his crown, drawing a spastic buck from Gabriel. 

He gasped as something cool probed his ass, tensing for a moment. “Relax. Trust me.” Urban flashed him a grin and slowly worked his finger in past the ring of muscle. Gabriel let his head drop against the mattress, a smile quirking his lips as he felt Urban place tender kisses against his inner thigh. 

Urban bit down hard enough to leave a mark, then softened the bite with licks and kisses, sliding a second finger inside him. Gabriel groaned and arched against him, amazed by the pleasure sparking through his system. With Jeremie, it had only ever been pain. Pain and disgust. He shuddered as Urban’s fingers touched someplace deep within him and he bucked against his hand.

He needed the man. Now. 

“Breathe,” Urban grinned, kissing a line up his abdomen. Gabriel gasped as he pulled his hand away, leaving him empty, but it was short lived. He felt the tip of Urban’s cock pressing against him, pushing its way inside, inch by glorious inch. His heart thundered a staccato beat and he looped his arms around his legs, spreading himself as Urban sank in. 

“Oh…”

“You alright? Am I hurting you?”

“No. Goddess, no. Just…don’t move for a second.” Gabriel wrapped his legs around the man’s waist, pulling him in the rest of the way and lay there for a moment, reveling in the feeling of being full. He gave a soft groan as Urban’s fingers touched his cock, lightly teasing. “Okay,” he managed. Urban reached up to kiss him once before starting to pull away.

They both groaned as Urban thrust back in and out again, slowly at first but building up speed. Gabriel rocked against him, his own cock throbbing every time Urban slammed home. They moved together, Urban picking up a rhythm that Gabriel met thrust for thrust. Each stroke sent a wave of pleasure sparking through Gabriel’s body and his hand found its way to his cock, pumping it in time. They climbed together and Urban came first with one final, bone-shattering thrust. He buried himself deep, flowing hot into his lover and Gabriel stiffened, spasming against the other man as he came. 

Urban slipped out, crawling up the bed to take Gabriel’s lips in a tender kiss. His arm looped around Gabe’s waist and he snuggled close as they fought to catch their breath. “That was a trip,” Urban murmured against his sweat-slicked skin. Gabriel stroked his out of his eyes, kissing him again, running his tongue across the seam of Urban’s lips. Urban opened his mouth to welcome him in and made a soft sound in his throat. 

Gabriel laid there, his muscles twitching in the aftermath of pleasure. He twined a leg around Urban’s and pressed his forehead into the snake’s shoulder, breathing in his scent as he willed his heart to slow down. Nerves slithered in his stomach. This was what he wanted—he wanted it, and he’d want it again and again for as long as they were together. His fingers trailed through Urban’s dark hair and it burst forwards like a flood gate letting loose: “I love you.” He paused, and softer, said, “I know that’s insane and we haven’t even been together that long, but…I know it’s true. I love you, Urban.” 

Urban made a soft sound behind him and Gabriel gazed up into the man’s face. His eyes were closed in sleep, peace settling over his face, making him look like a beautiful, scaled angel. Gabriel smiled and pressed a gentle kiss to Urban’s forehead. “I love you,” he murmured, then settled in, his own eyes fluttering closed. 



 Chapter Fourteen









It all came down to this: Gabriel loved him. 

Urban’s heart thumped erratically as he lay beside his sleeping lover, trying to take it all in. Gabriel loved him. His words played back on a loop in Urban’s mind, driving him nearly mad. Suddenly restless, he untangled himself from Gabriel and cleaned up, making sure not to wake him. Dressing, he roused Pandora and opened the door, stepping out into the icy air. It chilled across his arms and he blew out a long breath. It released in a puff of white air. 

Goddess, he wasn’t a smoker, but a cigarette sounded amazing right now. He pressed his eyes shut and just focused on breathing. In. Out. In. Out. Pandora barked, shattering the silence and he hissed at her to shut up. She barked again, then took off into the surrounding forest. Urban groaned and jogged after her, his body still tense. Maybe a run was just what he needed. 

His feet pounded against the ground, striking the earth with solid thumps. He kept his arms at his sides, pumping as he stretched out and ran. Pandora yipped joyfully and bolted ahead, her tail wagging, a white beacon in the night.

He ran until his lungs burned, and only then did he double back for the motel. Slowing down, he whistled for Pandora. She padded up beside him, her shoulder bumping his knee. He paused, stumbling. Panic seized his chest as he realized he’d just left Gabriel alone in the middle of the night. 

“Shit.” He took off at a dead bolt, tearing across the crunchy snow and praying to Halcion that Gabriel was alright. “Goddess, I’m a fucking idiot!” he snarled, swinging the unlocked door open, his heart hammering. Please, Halcion, please…

Gabriel lay curled on the bed, twisted in sheets as he slept. Urban felt a whoosh of air leave his chest and he stood in the doorway, paralyzed. Thank you. He shrugged off his jacket and shoes and locked the door behind him. Pandora flopped to the ground after a drink from the toilet, her sides heaving with pants. Urban slid in behind Gabriel, though his stomach was knotted. Sleep. He just needed sleep. He’d deal with his stupid emotions in the morning. 

He didn’t get the chance. As he settled in and relaxed, his muscles still warm and lax from the run, the call in his ear chimed twice. “Shit.” Then: “Winters.” 

“So it seems we meet again, hunter.” The voice in his ear was roughened, gravelly, and Urban pinned it—the Alpha werewolf from Dublith. Shit. What did he do to deserve this, tonight of all nights? 

“Yeah?”

“I have a job. Of course, I’m not going to pay you for it, but we have an…issue.”

“Oh?”

“The wolf you killed. Her mate has gone on a psychotic break. He’s injured two of my wolves, and has killed a handful of humans. All women.”

“Why not call the Suits, then?”

“They’re on it, but he’s being…tricky. I assume he’ll come out for revenge if he sees you, my friend. Seeing as you killed his mate. And wolves mate for life.” Micah Tanner’s voice was amused. “And if you die, I suppose no one’s really out anything. I just figured you’d be the man to call, since you owe us.”

Urban fisted the sheets and fought back a probably-pissy retort. “And I suppose you need it done now?”

“Unless you want the body count to rise, I’d advise you come to Dublith, ASAP. Bring your little boy-toy with you if you have to. I don’t give a damn. Just get your scaly ass over here.” He rumbled a softly dark laugh. “I’ll see you soon.” The call ended with a click and a flicker of static. 

Urban groaned. Great. A homicidal werewolf was killing innocent people, just because he was pissed that Urban accidentally killed his girlfriend. Mate. Whatever. Just his lucky day. He sat up with a sigh and dressed quickly, then shook Gabriel awake. 

Gabe blinked up at him, a frown on his face. “What’s going on?”

“We’ve got a call. Dublith. Reese Callahan’s lovely boyfriend went psycho-wolf and is killing innocent women. He won’t come out until he gets his revenge. And lucky-lucky, that would be me.” Urban rolled his eyes with a huff, outstretching a hand to Gabriel. “You wanna come, or you want me to leave you here with Pandora?”

Gabe shook his head and scurried out of bed. Ducking into the bathroom, his voice echoed from the tile. “I’m coming. I can help—my gun’s not just for decoration anymore, yanno?” He laughed as he dressed quickly, lacing up his sneakers and pulling on his coat. “Pandora rides in an Aerbus okay? Dublith’s pretty far off from Angel.”

“She’ll be fine. It’ll just take a little bribery on my part. Let’s go. Get this over with so we can sleep—” Urban paused as Gabriel caught his hand, tugging him back. The man’s face was soft, his dark eyes filled with love. 

Panic rose in his throat and he turned away. “Come on, Gabe. We don’t have time.” He hated to see the pain flicker across his lover’s face as he pulled away, but he just couldn’t handle this right now. His mind was a jumbled mess. He just needed room to breathe. How could he love him? They’d only been a couple for a few weeks. 

By the time they hitched a bus to Dublith, his mind was torn and twisted from his internal battle. He’d loved Dante. He’d loved the man with all of his heart, only to have it torn into tiny pieces. Urban hadn’t had a relationship since—the idea of love terrified him. The idea of a relationship? Well, relationships always ended. 

He flicked his gaze to Gabriel, who seemed lost in his own little world, his mouth in a grim line. No. Gabriel wasn’t something that would always be there, no matter how much Urban liked the idea. They’d end up hurting each other, end up parting ways, and Urban would be alone. Always alone.

He shook his head, trying to rid his mind of the thoughts. But they clicked! They fit together so well, in mind and soul. If he had to settle down with any of his past lovers barring Dante Saunders, it would be with Gabriel. His heart twisted and he moved faster, his mind busy and his body on autopilot. He caught a concerned look from Gabriel as they met with Dublith’s alpha to pick up the scent of the rogue, but he shrugged it off as they headed into the woods. 

They seemed to walk for miles, the forest endless around them. The crickets had died off with the frost, so the wood was silent behind their crunching footfalls. 

He froze mid-step as a high, keening scream rose up, filtering through the trees. “Fuck. I’ll bet that’s him,” Urban said, breaking into a run. His feet pounded against the earth in time with his heart. He was barely aware of Gabriel behind him, but as he turned the corner, the world shifted. 

The werewolf was a man, bare as the day he was born, crouched over a woman still writhing on the ground. His arms were slick with blood up to his elbows, his chest slathered with crimson as he slowly pulled intestine from her torn gut. She screamed, pitiful this time, and the werewolf snapped his feral gaze to Urban. He might’ve looked human, but he was an animal on the inside. 

“Back off, bitch,” Urban growled, taking a step forward and reaching for the gun at his belt. The wolf was faster—swapping skin in a moment’s time, the black-furred beast lunged at him, jaws open and gaping with a mouthful of razor sharp points. Urban caught the girl’s wounded, dying gaze and it made his heart jump. God, that could’ve been Gabriel, just weeks before. He saw the man shuddering on the ground, Reese Callahan’s hulking body hovering over him. No. That’s not how the story ended!

He raised the gun and pulled the trigger just as the wolf collided with him. The gun exploded with a shot of sound and Urban pitched backward with a yell. The last thing he saw was the dark glint in the wolf’s eyes as his head slammed against the ground, bounced off, and everything went black. 









***









Gabriel’s heart stopped as Urban fell backwards, his hands reaching out helplessly to ward the wolf off. The beast was snarling, his fangs inches away from Urban’s face. For a moment, in his mind, he saw Urban drowning in his own blood, his throat torn out, his hands grasping at air as blood bubbled up. He could see the agony, the desperation in his pale eyes, and it ripped his heart in half. No! No, he wouldn’t let that happen! Raising his gun, he knocked of the safety and cocked it, but Pandora was faster. 

She gave a shriek and barreled towards her master, light on her paws, a streak of rusty fur. The wolf snapped at her, ears flat against his skull, but Pandora wasn’t afraid: She was born for this moment. She slammed into the werewolf with all the power of a freight train and threw him off balance. They stumbled. Her fangs buried into his fur, ripping and tearing, a silent battle as they scrambled on the forest floor. 

“Halcion,” Gabriel gasped, aiming at the writhing ball of lupine and canine, snarls and snapping fangs. Pressing one eye shut, his hands trembled as he lined up the shot. Pandora, as if knowing what he was about to do, flung herself away just as the gun blasted into the night air. The wolf staggered as the bullet hit it, jerking backwards. He snarled, lips pulled away from deadly fangs as he turned his sight to Gabriel. 

He didn’t give it a second thought; the gun jerked in his grasp once more and the final silver bullet sank in between the wolf’s eyes. His eyes rolled up in his head as he collapsed onto the ground, legs twitching as he bled out. 

Gabriel rushed the last few feet and dropped to his knees at Urban’s side, grasping his shirt. “Damnit, Urban, please! Be alive. You can’t die on me, you just can’t!” He reached shaky hands to the man’s throat, feeling for a pulse and heaving a breath of relief as he felt it pattering strong underneath his skin. Pandora limped up, favoring her left foreleg, and began to nuzzle and worry at Urban’s face. Her pink tongue stroked across his cheek until his eyes fluttered open, clouded with confusion.

“…Gabe?” 

“Thank you, Halcion,” Gabriel grinned despite the tears burning behind his eyes. He would not cry, he told himself, but as Urban managed to sit up, he wrapped both arms around the man and kissed him again and again, his breath hitching as tears bled free. “Goddess, I was so scared. You’re okay? The wolf didn’t bite you? Halcion, please say it didn’t bite you…” 

“I think I’m alright. Seriously, Gabe. I’m alright.” Urban’s voice was tired, wary. He staggered to his feet and Gabriel followed, reaching for him. Urban stopped, holding him by his shoulders out at arm’s length. “I need space. I can’t breathe.” He gave Gabe a little push back and Gabriel’s heart skittered. He took a step back and Urban rubbed his head. “What a fucking headache. Well at least you killed the bastard,” he said, kicking the dead wolf with the tip of his shoe. “Unfortunately, we got here too late…” 

Gabriel followed his gaze to the motionless girl, her gut torn open, entrails splayed around her like tinsel on a Christmas tree. Urban stood there for a moment, as if saying his goodbye to the nameless woman and apologizing. Gabe dropped down to one knee, gut churning but he knew what he had to do. 

Wiggling his fingers, he called for the dirgehound. Pandora’s ears pricked up, and like Urban had so many times, he scratched her behind the ears. “Thank you. You saved him. Good girl. Good dog.” Her fur was silky against his fingertips and he stroked the fur down on her head. 

“Ready to head back?” Urban looked at him. Gabriel nodded and the two of them took off towards the city. Although there was nothing but the sound of their breaths to keep them company, Gabriel wasn’t terrified to be out at night. He could’ve lost Urban… Halcion, the man could’ve died. Pandora limped along at their side, her pink tongue lolling out of her mouth. Gabe smiled and reached for Urban’s hand, but as their fingers brushed, Urban pulled away. “I can’t…”

“What?” A low ache settled in his heart as he watched the confusion glimmer in Urban’s eyes. 

“I can’t. Not right now. I-I need time to think. I’m not ready for this, Gabriel. Goddess…” He rammed his fingers through his hair, catching on snarls and jerking them out. “For us. You said you loved me, but I just can’t do this right now.” 

A pause, their eyes locked for the briefest of seconds and Gabriel’s heart plummeted to his gut. “I’m sorry. I’ve been hurt before, and it’s not something to mess with. I can’t. I just need time. Space.” He turned away and stuffed both hands in his pockets, continuing to walk.

Gabe stood there, feeling strangely hollow. Rejected. Pandora nudged his hand, his arms hanging limp at his sides. She whined for a moment, then padded ahead, and wiping away a tear, he hurried after Urban. They said nothing to each other the whole way home, the empty feeling growing to a void in Gabe’s chest. He would give him time. He wouldn’t give up. He couldn’t. He loved Urban and knew, deep down, behind all the fear, Urban loved him back.

“Goodnight,” he murmured to Urban as he climbed into bed. Urban parroted the word, then sealed himself up in the bathroom and Gabriel tangled himself up in blankets, falling into a fitful sleep to the sound of the spray of water. 








Chapter Fifteen









Goddess, what a fool he was. The shower spray slicked over him, but the warmth wasn’t enough to keep the ache from his bones, from his heart. He felt chilled and sick, his gut twisting like a snake. Like the snake that he was. He couldn’t stop looping Gabriel’s pained expression through his mind, the way he woundedly said goodnight to him. And damn it all. He was just a fool. 

He ran both hands through his wet tangles, working shampoo and then conditioner through from root to tip. He let the water pulse the suds out, then worked on scrubbing his body. He felt dirty, worse than he’d felt that one time he’d had that orgy… Goddess, that was something he’d rather forget. He pressed his thumbs into his eyelids and groaned. 

In his mind, Dante Saunder’s lips curled into a frown. His dark hair fringed just above his eyebrows as he sat across the booth from Urban. The same booth Urban had confessed his love to the man was the booth where his heart was broken, like a shattered crystal glass. “It’s moving too fast, Urban. I can’t take it. I need room to breathe.” And then, the final words, the words he’d bit back from telling Gabriel: “I think we need to go our separate ways.” He’d come so close, the fear nipping at his heart like a dirgehound’s fangs.

The water ran cold and his skin was puckered by the time he got out of the shower. He toweled off and dressed, the fabric clinging to his damp skin. He didn’t deserve that beautiful angel of a man. He deserved no one. He bit his lip, hard enough that his teeth pierced the skin and the copper tang of blood filled his mouth. He sat on the closed toilet lid, elbows on his knees and his face buried in his hands. He had to remind himself to breathe. Halcion, why did it hurt? This was his choice… He knew what he had to do. “Just do it already,” he snarled, his voice desperate. 

Then he stood and, checking to make sure Gabriel was sound asleep, he slipped out the door. Pandora shot out after him, nose to the ground, but he was already striding across the gravel parking lot, to the benches that sat in front of the forest. He touched the caller in his ear, voice dialing a number he knew by heart but had denied he ever knew. 

It took a half a ring before the voice, sultry and sexual and slightly annoyed, answered. 

“Dante.” Urban’s voice was soft, childish, and he inwardly snarled at himself for being such a baby. “I have a job. I need it done ASAP.”

“Let me guess, darling. Evil vampire overlord is stalking your new boyfriend?” A soft laugh. “Oh, don’t give me the shocked silence treatment—you think I haven’t been keeping tabs on you? His name is Gabriel and he’s drop-dead gorgeous, just the way you like them. And it’s obvious that he adores you…” 

“It doesn’t matter. It’s over. I told him… I told him I’d find you; as far as he knows, you’ve gotten in touch with me from the guild.” Urban ground his teeth together, breathing sharp through his nose. “I need you to kill the vampire.”

“No problem. On one condition.”

Urban paused, holding his breath. 

“I want Gabriel.”

Warning sirens shot off in his head and he lurched to his feet. “What?” The words were all but torn from him.

“Oh, but he’s perfect, darling, and I need a new apprentice. My last one met an…untimely death. He can stay human, I don’t mind. But I can’t promise you I won’t sleep with him.” There was a secret grin in the man’s softly uttered words. Cocky. Confident. “Or you can keep him and the vampire will someday catch up with him and kill you both—your choice.”

Urban snarled and hung up, stalking across the snowy drive. He thrust his hands into his pockets, but they were restless. He stared at the moon in the sky, but it seemed to mock him. “Fuck!” he screamed, not caring who he woke up or what hour it was in the morning. His heart twisted; if he didn’t give Gabe up, Jeremie would find him. It was just a matter of time. Urban had hoped they could outrun his past, but you couldn’t. You could never outrun your past. It always caught up with you. Urban knew that better than anyone. 

Gabe wouldn’t make a good hunter—Dante would turn him cold, emotionless. His fear would turn bitter, into dark hatred and he’d be no better than Dante. He pressed his eyes shut, pacing the ground. But wasn’t that better than Gabe becoming the very thing he hated? A vampire, to live the rest of his life the slave bitch of a sadistic master? 

He felt the burn behind his eyes, in his sinuses, and he focused on breathing. 

Gabriel would choose Dante over a life stuck with Jeremie. And Urban wanted to do what Gabe would want to do, even if it killed him. Blinking back tears, he headed back for the apartment. One more night with Gabriel, cuddling the man to his chest. One more night and then he’d set him free… 

He swung the door open and froze. The room was exactly as he’d left it just minutes before, but something was off. Emotion hung heavy in the air, like a scent you could try and try to get rid of but it never left. And his eyes fell to the bed, the sheets twisted but empty. His heart slammed into his throat. 

“Gabriel!” he barked hoarsely, sliding towards the bathroom—please, Halcion, let him be taking a leak. But the light was off, the room cold. Empty. His eyes lingered on the pillow, to the strange shape there. He tore back blankets to find a canine skull, bleached white and cracked along the gum line, like the dog had suffered a slow and painful death.

The Bonemaster had Gabriel. 

His world spun, dizzying circles that made him run for the bathroom. He retched, but nothing came up. He sucked in breaths, forcing himself back to reality. Gabriel was gone. Gabriel had been kidnapped… 

He had to find him. If that was the last thing he did, he would find the man and stake the blood-thirsty fucker who had taken him. 

“Pandora!” he yelled, and the hound appeared at the door, a silhouette against the moonlit night. “Let’s go. Hunt, girl. Hunt!” He jerked the sheets off the bed and offered them to her. She looked perplexed, but quickly dropped her muzzle to the ground, turning on a dime to dart out the door. 

His finger pressed the button in his ear, dialing Dante’s number one final time. “Ta?”

“I don’t care what it costs—I need your help. Gabriel’s been kidnapped. I’ll be in your debt forever, but Halcion help me,” he pleaded. “Meet me at the Boneyard. Gabriel said it was in western Cable. I’m sure that’s where Jeremie took him.” He didn’t wait for a reply; he pressed the end button and took off at a dead bolt, his feet pounding the asphalt as he ran, but he knew it would never be fast enough. 

Please, Goddess, please…









***









Gabriel’s eyes shuttered open, then closed once more. His chest was tight, fire burning along his ribcage. His arms… He tried moving them, but they were leaden, stiff. No, wait. His eyes slammed open as he struggled, but a glance up showed his hands uselessly encased in crystallite shackles, chained to either bedpost on a cruelly familiar bed. 

No… No. Halcion, no! A strangled sob escaped his lips and he tore his gaze around the large bedroom. Done up in reds and blacks, it probably pleased its vampire master. 

His heart lodged in his throat, beating helplessly like a caged bird, as he saw Jeremie. The man stood in the doorway, arms braced on either side of him, wearing nothing. His skin was as pale and smooth as alabaster, his hair framing his face in blond curls—a face that made any angel look hideous. His deep red eyes gleamed with pent up emotion: betrayal and pure, liquid fury.

 Jeremie stalked closer, then pounced onto the bed. “I can’t believe you,” he hissed, fangs flashing. “Leaving me behind, leaving little darling Caine to pick up the slack while you traipsed around and fucked a snake!” His roar rattled the glass in their panes. “You’re mine.” He raked claws down Gabriel’s sides, leaving red welts in their wake. 

Gabe forced himself to breath, to remain calm despite the panic screaming in his head, screaming for release. This couldn’t happen. Urban was going to protect him. Urban was there. Oh, Goddess… “Did you hurt him?” he bit out, straining against the shackles. He bounced back onto the red silk sheets and twisted. “You better not’ve laid a fucking hand on him—” His head snapped back as Jeremie slapped him. 

“You have no right to talk to me in that tone,” Jeremie replied coldly. “I’ve given you everything a slave could want—a warm place to stay, fine clothes, good food.”

“I’m still a fucking slave! At the end of the day, you bind me and fuck me like I’m some sort of sex toy!” His skin prickled with heat and he thrashed on the bed, kicking out with a leg. Jeremie caught it and pinned it to the bed, claws sinking in. Gabriel refused to wince. He would not sit here and become a vampire. He would die first. 

“At the end of the day, I still bought you. You’re mine. You will be mine forever.” Emotion flickered in garnet eyes as he stroked his hands feather light down Gabe’s abdomen. “And you can’t do a thing about it.”

“I may not be able to stake you, master, but I can sure as hell stake myself.”

“I won’t give you the option!”

“What, are you going to keep me shackled to a fucking bed?” 

“If that’s what it takes. Gabriel. Gabe… Listen to the voice of reason. You’re mine. Just accept it. You will never find anything better than me.”

Gabe couldn’t help the derisive snort that burst free. “I’ve had better than you. He was more than better than you…”

Fury lit the vamp’s eyes. “I’ll kill him. I’ll hunt him down and shear off his scales with a hot blade. I’ll make him beg for me to kill him.” He smirked, cold and heartless. “And it will be you who does the finishing blow. Because he’ll be in too much pain. Because you’re a pussy and won’t be able to see your lover suffer.” He hissed the word between his fangs, then pulled a long, sterling blade from the bedside table. “You’re mine, Gabe. You’re mine and you’ll always be mine.” 

Fire lit across his chest as the vampire began to carve into his flesh with the knife. He bit back a cry, but he’d had worse—pain he could endure. It was the sick satisfaction on Jeremie’s face that he couldn’t stand to see. Pressing his eyes shut, he ground his teeth together as Jeremie began to explain the process that he would put him through. The process to Change him to a vampire, to an immortal. 

He raised the blade to his hand, finished with Gabriel’s chest, and readied to nick a vein so that he could force-feed Gabriel his blood. Gabriel spit at the man. Jeremie snarled and yanked his head to the side, hard.

And then Gabriel couldn’t believe his eyes.

The door swung open and Urban burst through, a stake in his grip and a fire burning in his eyes, a hatred gleaming so wickedly that it sent goose bumps down Gabe’s arms. No! He couldn’t be here! Couldn’t watch this. He opened his mouth, Urban’s name at the tip of his tongue as Jeremie reached and grabbed Urban’s arm, slamming it and the stake against the wall. There was a sickening crack of bone and Urban buckled with a cry. 

“Nice try, snake. But you’re just in time…” 

Gabriel began to scream, his words unintelligible as he strained at his bonds. Please, Halcion! But the goddess didn’t hear his pleas. Jeremie hauled Urban up to greet him. He pinned him against the wall, a smirk on his face. 

“It’s a shame. You are a pretty thing…” Jeremie gave a half shrug, then wrapped his hand in Urban’s hair and yanked his head back. His throat glimmered with scales, but Jeremis’ fangs were already sunken deep, blood billowing out around them. Gabriel shrieked until his voice was hoarse, his heart thundering and aching and it felt like murder. 

Jeremie pulled away. “Oh, delicious. Maybe I won’t be able to stop.” He smirked coldly. “Keep screaming—it’s a nice serenade to my meal.” He continued to feed and Gabriel bit back his cries, tears bursting unbidden. 

“Please. Let him go.” Urban’s knees buckled, the man sliding slowly to the ground. Being drained dry. Gabriel struggled. “Jeremie! Please, let him be! He didn’t do anything to deserve this! You want me, remember? Come here you fucking bastard!” he shrieked, shaking and helpless as he watched Urban’s eyes darken, then flutter shut. A sob tore up his throat, wet and strangled. “Please, Goddess, please. I’ll behave. Just…let him live. Don’t kill him. Please.” 

Jeremie pulled back, smearing blood across his lips as he wiped them, then dropped Urban like a sack of potatoes. He slumped against the wall, but Gabriel could barely make out the slight rise and fall of his chest. “Thank you,” he breathed, his voice shaky as Jeremie descended.

 He sliced his own wrist, blood rippling out of the wound and Gabriel met his gaze. “I’ll never love you. You’re nothing but a monster.” His eyes were locked on Urban as Jeremie’s blood flowed into his mouth, bitter and tasting of hatred. 

Please, Halcion, let Urban live. Please, let him be okay, he pleaded silently as Jeremie’s mouth took his in a quick, one-sided kiss. “Ready, darling?” He murmured, fangs gleaming as he lowered his teeth to Gabriel’s neck. His heart ratcheted and his eyes pressed shut tightly. Just get it over with, please… His lips touched his throat, cool and dry. 

He expected the prick of pain, the loss of sensation as he died and was slowly reborn. 

It never came—instead, Jeremie let out a wounded shriek, like a dying man. Gabe’s eyes flew open in time to see a crystal stake embedded into Jeremie’s back, the vampire’s head thrown back in agony as he writhed beneath a dark, scarred man. The stake was jammed through the heart and as Jeremie twisted, the man grabbed a hunk of hair. With his free hand, he hacked at Jeremie’s throat with a big knife. It severed through the spine and the head went rolling across the bed and Gabriel bit back a cry as he was sprayed with Jeremie’s blood. 

“Please…” He struggled, tearing at his shackles. His eyes were locked on Urban—he had to get to Urban. His savior found the key after a few minutes of searching and they unlatched, leaving Gabriel to pitch forwards. He scrambled across the carpet on his hands and knees, cupping Urban’s pale, pale face in his hands. “Please, please, Urban. Be okay. Live for me, baby…please,” he gasped, tears coming in torrents, dripping down to streak across Urban’s still face. 

“He’s lost a lot of blood,” the strange man said, kneeling down next to them. He carefully pulled Urban in to his arms, cradling him like he might a child or a lover. He rested him down on the bed and Gabriel fought the sobs rising in his throat. “He’s fading.”

“It can’t be too late.” No. Please. “Goddamnit, I just met him. I love him! What use is freedom if I have no one to share it with…?” He sank to his knees beside the bed, taking Urban’s hand in his, kissing the knuckles. He took a shaky breath and felt a nose bump against his elbow. 

Pandora, her face slick with matted blood, one eyeball gouged out, pushed against Gabriel’s side despite her own injuries. The hellhounds. She’d fought them? And won? He wrapped both arms around her, kissing her head, and his tears washed lines of blood away. “I’m sorry…” 

“I can save him,” the man said quietly and Gabe snapped his gaze up to greet him. The man slowly smiled, showing off a set of fangs of his own and Gabriel knew exactly who he was. 

Dante Saunders… 

 “I don’t want him to become a vampire.”

“He won’t be. I’ll give him a little of my blood; it should be enough to restore his own blood supply. It will heal him.” He paused, readying his arm against a blade. Gabriel merely nodded, turning away as Dante fed the man from his vein. He just kept praying, pressing his face against Urban’s hand. Just make him safe. Make him mine again… 


“Done. You can stay with him until he wakes?”

Gabriel nodded quickly, then climbed into the bed with him. Dante pulled away the blood-soaked sheets and Pandora ambled slowly up onto the mattress at Urban’s feet. Gabriel wrapped an arm around Urban’s torso, pulling him close. He looked back up to Dante. “Thank you…” 

“I know what it’s like to love someone and lose them,” he said quietly, then bowed his head and left the room. 

Gabriel let his breath out slowly, nuzzling his face against Urban’s neck and breathing in his scent. It was over. The nightmare would be over just as soon as Urban woke up… 









***









The room was dark when he opened his eyes, the only light coming through the cracked door, from a hallway. Urban turned his head, looking into the angel face of Gabriel. His breath hitched in his throat, thinking of Jeremie’s hand on his arm, snapping the bone with one solid twist. It ached dully, deeply, but he wiggled his fingers and was surprised to find them movable. He tried his toes next, and his bare feet burrowed into soft and silky fur. 

He leaned up slightly, finding Pandora curled up at the end of the bed, her side rising and falling but her fur matted with dried blood. He pressed his eyes shut at the sounds of her screams as she’d fought off those two black devils. The same devils, he could’ve bet, that haunted Gabriel. He no longer blamed the man for fearing dogs.

His eyes settled to rest on Gabe’s face, on the high cheekbones and the pouty lips just visible within the beam of light. He smiled and reached out to brush a curl from Gabriel’s cheek, and stopped himself. 

No more beating around the bush—it was time to decide. Either he lived in fear and backed away, let this beautiful, loving man escape him to walk out of his life for good… Or he embraced his fear and dove headfirst into the relationship, a relationship that could last months or even years. Maybe forever. The idea of waking up next to Gabe each and every morning made him long for that. 

His fingers found Gabe’s face, stroking the soft skin. Gabriel took a soft breath, then opened his eyes, those dark depths filled with love. “Hey…” His voice was roughened and Urban recalled his screams. 

“Hey, babe…” Urban’s eyes trailed down to Gabriel’s bare chest, where the wounds were already closing up. Jeremie’s name was carved into his flesh, so deep that it would scar, but Gabriel didn’t seem bothered. Not even as Urban touched the J and winced. “I’m so sorry. I should’ve been there. Protecting you. I let my head run away with me…and I almost lost you.”

“It’s okay. What’s one more scar?” His lips were a rueful shape. He reached over and stroked his fingers down Urban’s cheek. “Are you…going to stay? Stay with me now that I’m a free man, no longer haunted by demons. I can wait for you, as long as you need me to wait, Urban. I promise. I can give you time and space and whatever else you need. Just…eventually come back to me. I love you.” His voice was soft. 

Urban’s heart hammered, but he already knew his answer. He’d known his answer when he’d found Gabriel’s bed empty, that sick hollow feeling emptying him out. He reached for Gabe, splaying fingers across his cheek before cupping it. 

“I love you too. I’m sorry… I’ve spent my entire life being afraid of love, afraid of commitment, and look where it’s gotten me. I’m a fool, Gabriel. I’m a fool and I don’t nearly deserve you, and—” He was stopped mid-sentence by Gabe’s fingertips on his lips.

The man wore a wicked smile as he looped his arms around Urban’s waist and pulled him flush against him. “Shut up and kiss me,” he whispered, his breath warm and inviting against Urban’s lips and Urban did what his heart told him to do—he kissed him. 
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Chapter One





He lived for this, the roar of the crowd, girls screaming their names, holding up huge poster board signs with bold letters and glitter. The pulse of Micah’s drums behind him, all staccato beats and the crash of the cymbals. The rock-steady rhythm of the bass, strings plucked by Benji’s deft fingers. And the weight of the Fender in his grip, fingers pressing against frets as he spiraled into a solo that would’ve given Lucifer himself a run for his money—if the devil was the frontman of a rock band. 

 The lyrics leapt forward like powerful horses, led by the siren’s call of the music, and somewhere in his throat they went from simple words to something beautiful, his voice husky and soft in the echo of the microphone. He crooned the words and he could’ve sworn a woman in the front row fainted. Cocky, sure, but it was true. 

Zane Alexander knew how to sing, and sing well. The music thundered around him, shooting straight through to his veins, stronger than any street drug. His nostrils flared at the tinge of sweat dripping from the crowd, wolf senses heightened by adrenaline. In that moment, he was a sponge, absorbing the pulse of body heat and the zing of excitement. Their band—his beautiful brain child—was selling, and selling well. High Velocity’s second album had gone double platinum in a matter of days. Their Kiss and Tell tour was sold out. 

His heartbeat was a steady thump-thump in his chest, a blend of pride and excitement nearly burning him alive. His spirit was floating around somewhere up on cloud nine. It was amazing, being the top dog—something Zane had only ever achieved in his dreams.

Their final song dwindled down to gentle acoustics before ending with the shrill of an electric guitar, loud enough to make his ears ring. The crowd screamed as the lights dimmed and a haze of fog spread across the stage like ghostly fingers, reaching for them. Under the mask of darkness, the members of High Velocity bounded backstage, adrenaline still riding them hard. 

“You kicked ass tonight, man.” Micah Tate’s beefy hand slapped down on Zane’s shoulder, drawing a grin and a chuckle out of the other man. Zane handed his guitar off to the only assistant he trusted to take care of the custom Fender. 

“We all did. We really blew them away. Another damn-near perfect performance, if I do say so myself.”

“Cocky.”

“True.” Zane’s lips quirked into a lopsided grin. He ran a hand through his hair and spun around in a tight circle. Excitement burned through him and he yearned for a run, yearned for release. He set his jaw and shook it off. Not yet. Be patient. The beast that slumbered deep within his soul, a beautiful white wolf that was his second half, twisted beneath his skin. Patience is a virtue. But one look around his band mates—his fellow pack mates—told Zane that the other werewolves were just as eager to stretch their legs as he was. 

“Whaddaya say, Zane?” Parker Wilde’s voice made him glance up. The keyboardist’s long fingers tapped impatiently on the edge of a Coke can and Zane tilted his head. Parker sighed, as if exasperated. “Expensive booze and cheap girls after the big romp tonight? Let loose and celebrate a little?”

“Like we don’t do it enough?” Benji gave a hoot and pumped his fist, his bass still slung around his neck. He was a little paranoid in that regard. He always put his instrument away himself; he didn’t even trust Zane with it. “I’m in.”

“In,” agreed Micah. 

The three of them turned to look at Zane, expectant, waiting. They looked up to him, followed his lead. Maybe it was the fact that his parents were the alphas of Elysium Pack, that Zane himself was their named heir to the throne whenever he was ready to step up and take it. Even if he had no desire to lead anything besides leading High Velocity to fame and fortune. 

But how could he say no to good alcohol and beautiful women? A slow grin spread across his face. “In,” he said and the guys crowed. Zane held up a hand. “And I’ll even buy, how’s that?” Another round of cheers. 

“Besides, I heard Lola was looking for you.” Parker winked in an exaggerated way. 

Oh, Lola… Innocent flair, blonde ringlet curls, and all that smooth, pale skin. No man could forget a face like Lola’s, but while she had him locked in her sights, he was interested in someone else. He’d always been interested in someone else. 

Women were Zane’s not-so-secret pleasure. He loved them. All shapes and sizes, all colors and races; black hair, brown hair—it didn’t matter. If they had curves and a nice ass, they were fair game, and the best part of being a rock star was that the women loved him just as much as he loved them. It was win-win. 

Except that none of them filled the spot that Charlie did, with those baby-blue eyes, cool and confident, and that mane of thick black curls, always stuffed up in a prim little bun, always daring him to tug at it, stroke it… He shook his head, warring with his thoughts. 

As the guys turned to go off in different directions, amped about the following evening, Zane moved to do the same. Yet…something stopped him. A whiff of the air, and over the smell of the fog maker and the sweat lingering there, he breathed her in. Wildflowers and blueberries, she was beautiful, unique, wolf…

And oh so untouchable. She’d made that part clear as day. 

He craned his neck, his wolf suddenly alert and aware, and his nostrils flared. “Wait.” The one word rumbled from him as he raised a hand. Parker stopped first, but then they turned, looking to him. He took another breath in, want making him damn near crazy. She’d appear, any minute now. 

Zane was content to wait. 





***





Just one night.

Just one blessed night without having to listen to the screams of the crowd, of raging fans and groupies alike, shouting the guys’ names like it would make a difference this time, like it would make High Velocity look their way. It was driving her damn near crazy. 

Once this tour ended, so did she. Figuring out how to tell the band wasn’t something that she particularly looked forward to, but it had to be done. Tonight. 

Charlie Banks stood and surveyed the area, enjoying the slow decline in volume around her. She had to be vigilant until the final member of the crew reported that they were clear for the night. Having been with High Velocity since they’d started climbing the ladder of fame, she knew the guys in and out and knew almost all the tricks that fans would try to get in close with “their idol.”

Her normal schedule was to stand guard backstage, keeping up communication with the other members of security detail, to just ensure that everything ran smoothly. But something about tonight had taken its toll on her. Her feet ached, her head hurt. She just wanted to go home and take a long, luxurious soak in the tub. She could almost smell the flowery scent of her favorite bath salts… 

While Zane, Micah, Parker, and Benji had had their fun on stage as usual, she’d spent the evening flashing her badge and foiling the groupies’ plots. People attempted just about anything in desperation to get a single touch from one of the guys. Some nights it seemed like five hundred pizza delivery girls showed up to give a specialty pie to whichever band member they deemed the most worthy of laying them. Ha—the little hussies would screw any of the guys if given half a chance. Fans weren’t exceptionally picky. 

Charlie’s mental tirade ended on an abrupt note when her ear piece buzzed with a message. “Touchdown, Char. Stadium clear.” Her shoulders nearly drooped with exhaustion, but instead she straightened, braced herself, and headed to her next task—to be briefed by the boys as to where they were going, with who, and when they’d be back. She was the shepherd and they were her sheep. 

God, she was only twenty-seven years old and she played babysitter to a group of rich brats. Okay, so she actually liked them—most of the time—but after a show, when their adrenaline ran rampant and the voices screaming for more still echoed in their eardrums, she loathed every one of them. 

Shrewd blue eyes scanned the crowd and zeroed in on the quartet, still coiled together in a little pack. Good, they were gonna make it easy on her. The wolf inside of her tensed and tugged for freedom. More and more often, she’d been having a hard time fighting the animal down until she could shapeshift and have a little relief. The physical pain was punishment as well as motivation to give her notice to quit, to go live her own quiet life, away from sexy smiles and ripped bodies that she’d love to spend licking every inch of—

Whoa. Back up the lick-train, what was wrong with her? Why, all of a sudden, did the very idea of screwing Mr. “I’m Sexy and I Know It” appeal like nothing ever else had? 

“Hey, Lieutenant Uptight! Come give us our orders. I’ve gotta go get my party on!” came Parker’s catcall from across the room, his hands cupped around his mouth. 

Charlie felt her wolf bristle and bunch up. She wanted so badly to snarl and assert her dominance over the snot-nosed little wolf egging her on. With copper curls and an ever-present smirk, Parker Wilde was the youngest member of the group and took joy in annoying her in more ways than one. Charlie allowed it because he was part of the reason for her paycheck. 

As she marched towards them, the once-crisp double polyester suit she wore now clung to her curves in an irritating, itchy manner. She was hot, sweaty, and ready to go home. Well, as “home” as a trailer could be while travelling through the states on tour. 

“Hello Parker, it’s nice to see you too.” 

Her gaze grazed over the group. She tried her best not to look directly at Zane, the leader of the band, but she was drawn to him, a moth to a wicked flame. With sun-kissed skin, broad shoulders, and blue-black hair that stuck up in perfectly disheveled spikes, he looked every bit the part of rock star. Her stomach flipped over, nerves getting the best of her as she quickly looked away. Three years of working for High Velocity and Zane had always somehow had the ability to look straight through to her soul. That, and he had a wicked smile that always made her burn. 

Enough was most definitely enough. 

Flashing a quick sliver of a smile, she gave them a brief rundown. “All clear here. Everything ran smoothly, so I don’t have much to report. If there’s nothing else, you can call on Conner. He’ll be taking over my usual post tonight.”

Charlie braced for their protests, knowing none of them were going to be happy with what she had to say, but for her sanity, she had to go. She couldn’t keep doing this. It was starting to eat at her, little by little. 

“What?” one of the men barked, the others jumping in.

“You feeling all right, Char?”

 She took a deep breath in and patiently waited for the quartet to settle down before she continued. “Conner’s going to take over tonight. He’s been in training for awhile now. He can handle it. He’s stepping up to take over my position.” She paused. “I’m going to be leaving you guys.” 

The looks they shot her were sharp and drilled straight through to her nerves. The mix of confusion and surprise that etched across their features nearly made her reconsider, made her stay here where everything was familiar. In a way, they were family… Instead, she steeled herself and forged on. “As part of that, Conner is ready to take over the after show security.” 

 “How soon are we talking?” Zane’s voice was quiet, calm, but she could feel the intensity behind his words.

She took a breath. This wasn’t going to be easy. “In twenty-four hours, I’ll be off the clock. For good. I’ve already put my notice in.” She’d gotten that out of the way two weeks ago. She was actually surprised none of them had picked up on it before now, but they’d been busy with the tour. Too busy with the after-show parties. 

There was silence for a heartbeat. “You can’t go, Charlie. None of the other security guards have an ass like yours,” Parker said with a wink. Micah frowned, lines etched between his brows, but he had never been much of one to react, so it wasn’t a big surprise when he said nothing. 

Benji, on the other hand, moved closer, nudging tentatively at her shoulder like an uncertain young wolf might his alpha. “Ha, April fool’s, right, Charlie?” This was the hard part. Leaving this guy was going to tear at her—she had always had a soft spot for Benji. They had sat together, side by side under many full moons, understanding the community that the silence could build. They didn’t need words as wolves. What had started as simply stumbling upon each other one night had become sort of a tradition and Charlie cherished both the memories and the friendship that had blossomed. 

But it was Zane who surprised her. His normally cocky grin vanished, fast replaced by the hard tension in his jaw, the sharp drop of his eyebrows. His entire demeanor stiffened and she thought for a moment he was going to cause a scene, because—let’s face it, they were talking Zane Alexander. Her palms grew damp and clammy as she gazed at him. Please, just let me go. 


Memories swirled to the surface. The secret smiles he always seemed to save for her, aimed straight for her heart, slipping like sand through the cracks of her resistance. The way her heart skipped when he teased her. They had a past, in a way. They’d worked together for three years and he’d flirted with her since day one, wining and dining like a pro. Still, she resisted. 

He was gorgeous, she was attracted. She’d always been attracted… But she also knew what kind of a man Zane was. He wasn’t a steady-relationship kind of man and she didn’t need to fall hard and fast, only to get her heart broken. They’d never been lovers, even when the spark had always been there. She never allowed it. 

But he said nothing and the breath she was holding escaped her slowly. Setting her jaw, she turned, but his stare stabbed into her back with all the force of a blade. Reminding her. 

Too late. She shrugged it off, stepping away. For once in a long time, she was actually going to be able to run wild and free after a show instead of holding back until it hurt, until the moon only had a short hour or two left to shine. Her heart skipped a beat at the thought, her wolf surging forward, eager. She was finally free. 

Touching a gentle hand to Benji’s, she gave him a half-smile and turned to go. Saying less was always more, right? 

Why, then, did it feel like her heart was breaking? 
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Chapter One





The muscles in her thighs quivered as Lennox Donnelly crouched behind a yellow bush in the middle of the desert. She’d crawled the quarter mile from the bulletin board she’d stuffed her car behind to the wooden fence she eased under now. A soft groan slipped from her as her belly scraped the rough grass and then she was under, safely in the Bayrock Pridelands. 

Well, about as safe as a Hound from Shifter Town Enforcement could get. 

The lion-shifters here would hardly welcome the shifter equivalent of a cop on their lands, especially when she’d come to tag and bag one of their resident pride males. If anything that tended to get their tails in a twist. Her lips twisted in a wry grin as she lay there, breathing in the thick scent of dirt and dried grass. He shouldn’t have attacked a dog if he hadn’t wanted to get caught. 

Hounds didn’t take kindly to one of their own getting clawed up by a kitty cat. Lennox slowly righted herself into another crouch, her hands stained with the desert-red dirt all around her. A quick scan of the area revealed barren, yellowed rock that stretched out for miles. Broken only by tufts of weed and the occasional boulder. Well that, and small cluster of ranch houses sitting several hundred yards to the south. 

With the sun still clinging to its perch in the sky, more than a few of the pride members still lolled about outside and Lennox licked her dirt chapped lips, waiting. Having to hunt a pride male in his own territory wasn’t her favorite way to spend the evening. She wouldn’t exactly be able to march in there without drawing the attention of the whole pride, and Enforcement liked its takedowns cut and dry. No fuss, minimal mess. 

Meaning her boss would shit sticks if she botched the takedown and he had to send the rest of the pack out to save her ass. The media always loved it when STE had to come out and pump a whole community with silver like they were nothing more than animals. Then again, lion-shifters weren’t much better than their kitty cat brethren. They were violent, edgy, and always riding that fine line between aggression and brutality. 

Visitors more often than not equated to snacks.

Keeping low, Lennox crept closer to the small ranch. Six houses in total. It wasn’t the biggest pride around and once everyone settled in for the night she could make her move. A car rattled up the road and Lennox froze. The only cars that would be heading up this drive would be other pride members. She blended in easily to red dirt ground and the wiry brush that dotted the landscape. She’d dressed for a romp along a country dirt road, her khaki camos dusted thoroughly with prairie dirt and her tan tank top was nearly skin color. To a car racing down the road, she’d be invisible. 

The car drove on past, exhaust billowing out in dark, angry plumes and Lennox waited, breath held. Watching. Taillights flashed in the dim evening light as the car pulled to a stop in front of a two-story house with a wraparound porch. She watched the towering form of a man get out, black hair flipped back in the wind. Had to be her man. The Bayrock Pride only had two coalition males, and one of her pack mates was supposed to have eyes on Tegan Sharpe, to make sure he didn’t make it home in time to come running to his partner’s aid. 

One pissed male lion-shifter was going to be bad enough. She licked the dirt off her teeth and stretched out, crawling over the dry, cracked grass. All this would have been easier if she’d just shifted into her dog-half and trotted the distance in a low crouch, but she kept the Rhodesian ridgeback clamped down. The trip to the ranch would have been easier, but it was a waste of energy and magick that only a stupid Hound would make. 

She needed hands to put cuffs on Kanon Reyes when she got to him. Hands to slip a gag in his mouth if she needed one. Hands to tranq him enough to make him cooperative. Human logic won out and Lennox crawled over the ground. Lean muscles bunched as she hung low, scanning the road for any other cars heading this way. Her shoulder holster chafed against the back of her arm as she rolled to get a good view. 

All clear.

Lennox gave a toothy grin. About damn time. She loved a good hunt. 

Dirty work as it was, Lennox worked her way closer to the ranch, flinching as a roar filled the slowly darkening sky. A tremor ran down her back, raising gooseflesh down her arms in a rush. It sounded again, deeper this time. Throatier. The roar had a physical punch to it, loud enough it rattled through her lungs, grabbed hold of her bones and shook her out like a ragdoll. 

With nothing more than sound, Kanon Reyes left her frozen on the dirt a quarter mile outside of his ranch, staring as the pride scurried into their homes. A lion cub pounced on a human sibling before darting in a front door; an impatient woman tapped her foot against the white-washed porch step before she too disappeared inside. Kanon stood on the tan steps of the two-story house in the center, his face tilted back against the dying sun.

Gold ember light highlighted the rich tan of his skin, drawing out the profile of his face in sharp contrast to the shadow of his jaw. It made him look hard, fierce. His tongue darted out over pale, pink lips and then his mouth opened again. A shudder stole up his spine and his whole body swayed with the force of the sound ripping out of him. Another roar thundered across the savannah sky leaving Lennox to sway under the force of it, grubby fingertips curling into dirt. 

Mine, it screamed. Mine.


A stark claim settled on the land and with a final glance across the now silent string of houses, Kanon let out a snort and turned on his heels, disappearing inside. Lennox watched him go, strength coiled in every step. Like most lion-shifters, Kanon Reyes was built like a tank—sheer power and brutality stamped across every inch of his skin. He’d hurt one of her Hounds, left the poor man hospitalized. He’d pay for that. Her jaw tightened.

She was going to take the violent bastard down. 

Hard. 





***





Kanon stretched out across the leather sofa, a bowl of popcorn balanced on his stomach as he flicked through the channels. There was nothing on. A few hundred channels and he’d have thought he could find one decent thing to watch. Frustrated, he settled on a rerun of Halloween. Maybe watching Michael Meyers kill people would make him feel more at ease.

The night felt...off and it bugged the hell out of him.

The house was too damn quiet. 

One finger slipped over the volume button until the sound rattled through the walls. Nights without Tegan home were long, dull affairs that put his teeth on edge. But it had been a night home with the pride without Tegan or a night negotiating territory with the Idaho Basin Pride’s coalition.

He’d passed on the latter. 

Kanon didn’t have the temperament for it. They’d trespassed. In Kanon’s book it was simple: A quick slice of claws and they wouldn’t be an issue anymore. Tegan had more patience, more finesse. And then, when all else failed, Tegan would kick their asses as cleanly as Kanon would have. 

The new shifter laws demanded that all shifters belong in easily catalogued groups, and for lions that meant being classified as part of a pride. There was still the occasional rogue, but they had to report a permanent address and suffer the random check-ins. After Kanon had almost ate the last Hound to show up on make-out night, they’d opted to give pride life a shot. 

The woman on screen screamed as the man in the mask jumped out at her and Kanon tossed another kernel of popcorn in his mouth. Stupid woman. They were all too stupid to live in movies like this. Didn’t anyone know when to look behind them? 

A soft creak sounded from the porch and Kanon gave an irritated huff. He couldn’t even watch a movie in peace. He waited for the tentative knock of one of the pride females. Needy little things they were. No doubt wondering if he was lonely. He wasn’t. 

The floorboard creaked again, the soft whisper of it almost lost completely under the wail of the dying woman on screen. But it’d moved around the wraparound porch to the side of the house. Someone sneaking in then. It wouldn’t be the first time one of the pride females had snuck in. Lionesses in heat didn’t tend to think much beyond their current cycle. 

Soft footfalls and the quiet groan of the aging floorboards let Kanon track her progress to the window he’d left open in the dining room to let in the breeze. Smart. Kanon munched on a handful of popcorn and pondered the movie. 

Kanon knew the moment the soft sole of a shoe touched the hardwood floor in his dining room. Whoever it was, she was soft and easy on her feet, like a huntress stalking a zebra. Definitely female. No male lion moved that lightly on his feet. 

The steps paused, just a brief hesitation creeping closer in his direction but she didn’t rush. She was clever enough not to risk that he might not be watching the movie. A small smile twisted his lips. This was almost fun. 

She paused, close to the room, if not in it, and Kanon had to force himself not to turn his head. Instead, he inhaled a quiet breath, keeping it slow and easy as he tried to catch her scent. Definitely female, but beyond that, he wasn’t sure. There was no wind to go in his favor and Tegan’s stupid air freshener let out a blast of cinnamon so strong it burned his nose. Another victim fell dead on the TV in front of him. 

 “You know I’m here,” the woman said. 

“Honey, I knew you were there the moment you stepped on my porch. Just figured I’d wait and see what you were gonna do.” He didn’t look, though damn he wanted to. Instead he waited for her to decide; let her figure out her next move. She sounded sultry. Like the kind of woman that could lure a man to his grave just by the sound of her voice. Like a siren in the middle of the damned ocean. 

She’d made it this far. What was she going to do now? Bail and run or keep on coming? A wave of want flooded through him at that last thought. Please keep on coming. Maybe he was a little lonely tonight after all.

“Kanon Reyes?”

Tension eased into a knot between his shoulders. “That depends doesn’t it?”

Carefully, he set the bowl on the carpet and slid to a sit, turning to get a good look at the woman in his living room. Damn. She had dirt caked over her pants up to her knees, and her skin-toned tank top clung to every curve of her body. Her combat boots looked worn and comfortable, wrapped lovingly around strong legs. She also had the reddest hair he’d ever seen. 

But she wasn’t a lioness. 

Kanon’s gaze drifted to the gun holster and the ugly butt of gun he’d bet was packing silver.

His nostrils flared as he sucked her scent down deep.

Canine. Kanon cringed. Hound. Fuck. 

“Who are you?” 

“Lennox Donnelly.” He saw the glint of silver cuffs jutting out from her back pocket as she took a step forward, confirming his suspicions. Shifter Town Enforcement. If they’d sent a dog after him, it’d be a ridgeback. 

Probably a whole damned pack. 

“Kanon Reyes...”

“Save it.”

There was a creak on the front porch again, faint. Heavier. Male this time. Damn.

So they had sent a pack. 

She reached a hand around and tugged out her badge. 

The steps headed straight for them. Confident, quick. Her attention flicked to the door, her body going tense as she reached to pull her gun. Not a Hound then. He was on his feet before he heard the key slip into the lock, moving to block her shot. He reached out towards her with one hand, the word coming on a low growl, “Don’t.”

Her gaze locked with his. She didn’t give a rat’s ass what he wanted and Kanon stepped towards her, violence entrenching itself deep in his gut. Her eyes turned hard as she leveled the gun on him, but at least it wasn’t at Tegan.

The door swung open and his partner stepped in, black hair shaggy around his face. Tegan froze. His growl was instantaneous as he glanced from one to the other, before turning to face off squarely with the woman pointing a gun at Kanon. “Who the fuck are you?”

“Lennox Donnelly,” Kanon said before she could spit it out. “And she was just about to explain what she thinks she’s arresting me for.”

But he knew. He just wanted to hear it from her. Hear one of Shifter Town Enforcement’s many little lies. She stiffened, shoulders tensing, and he could almost picture her hackles rising all the way down her spine. Kanon swallowed. 

Hellfire. She was something different all right. Not exactly beautiful, but more of a drop dead gorgeous appeal. The gun, the rough and rugged edge to her, the fierce blaze of confidence in her eyes as she flicked her attention between them—calculating the risks. Drop dead was stamped all over her pretty little face, right along with the dust smears and the rust hair, a few loose strands hanging around her face, bringing out the green in her eyes. Green that wouldn’t carry true to her dog. 

Even with her pointing a gun at him, he wanted her. His tongue made a wet line across his lower lip. He was every bit as stupid as the idiots in the movie screaming behind him. Worse probably, the ladies in the film never got the hots for Michael Myers when he came after them with an axe. 

“You attacked a Hound.”

No he hadn’t. The son of a bitch had sucker punched him. Kanon had just made damn sure he’d finished the fight. If the Hound hadn’t wanted to play with a lion, he shouldn’t have started it. 

“That was your dog’s fault, not Kanon’s.”

Tegan took a step closer and Lennox stiffened, her gaze slipping between them. She couldn’t shoot them both. With a slight baring of teeth, she holstered her weapon, briefly lifting both hands in a no-harm gesture. Confidence clung to her, as she braced herself to stare them both down. She never once looked away. Never once backed down. 

“Look, I’m not here to argue or negotiate. I have a warrant for your partner’s arrest. That’s it. If you have an issue with it...”

“I have an issue with it, sweetheart,” Kanon drawled. 

The look she shot him was every bit as fiery as her copper red hair. 

“Then take it up with the courts.”

“No. I’m taking it up with you. We both know in a court case between a Hound and a lion, I don’t have a chance. You all supposed to do whatever you’re bid...”

“And you don’t have an obedient bone in your body.”

Kanon closed the distance between them in a single stride. She radiated heat, warmth, but he could see now the slightest tremor in her hands. Scared. But a cornered dog fought back. Women were like that too. She wouldn’t go down without a fight. 

“I didn’t start that fight and the moment you lock me up, I’m a dead man.”

He’d had issues with Hounds in the past and a lion with a troubled history only met with one end. The muscle in his jaw ticked as his teeth ground together. He wouldn’t get a jail cell; he’d get a holding cell before his execution. Better dead than alive was Shifter Town Enforcement’s motto. 

Tegan grabbed his shoulder and squeezed, the tension zinging between them. Wild, restless. One look at Lennox, the calm professionalism stamped over her face, and certainty settled in his gut. 

They were going to have to kill a Hound. Her.

Spend the rest of their lives looking over their shoulders for something Kanon hadn’t even started. Goddamn it. He should have killed that stupid dog when he’d had the chance. 

“Then you shouldn’t have assaulted a Hound.” 

She reached for her cuffs when Tegan caught her wrist. “You are not taking my partner. Not for something he didn’t do.”

The threat hung in the air. 

Lennox stiffened. “I could have you charged for obstructing justice. You’re not helping yourself, Mr. Sharpe.”

“Tegan,” he said, and Kanon watched as Tegan gently took the cuffs from her hand, wincing at the touch of silver against his fingertips before he tossed them aside. They hit the hardwood with a soft clunk, but she didn’t move to follow them.

The pulse in her neck jumped. 

Her lips thinned. Kanon watched as a subtle readiness settled in her muscles. Here came that fight. 

“Lennox,” Tegan said, imploring, but she bared her teeth at the sound of her name coming from him. 

Tegan gave her a grim smile.

“Lennox,” he repeated, drawing it out, “Kanon did not attack your Hound. I have witnesses who could prove it. Your man swung first.”

“So, what, you punched him back?”

Kanon gave a quiet huff. The edge of a smile curling his lips. “Yeah. I did. Then he kept on hitting and I thought, Fine, we’ll play.” 

He watched her lips thin, the corners lifting in a slight grimace. 

“I don’t start fights with Hounds. Tends to get me a bullet right here.” He poked his forehead. “Be kind of stupid don’t you think?”

“Lions don’t tend to think.” There was a sour note to her voice as she glanced away, staring back towards the dining room and the open window she’d climbed through. Kanon waited, watching as she ran down her options. She had to know. Sexy as she was to him right now, Kanon wasn’t going peacefully. Maybe if a cop had asked him to go downtown, sure. But a Hound? Downtown for them meant: Hey, come see the electric chair. He’d pass. 

A sigh slid out of her, a sharp blast of breath as she took one last look at freedom and turned back to them with a nod. “And you got witnesses to prove this?” 

“Yeah,” Kanon said.

“Then let’s hear what happened.” 





***





Tegan closed his eyes in relief. Yes. He didn’t know what he’d do if... 

“Thank you,” he whispered. 

“Don’t thank me. Just open that handsome little mouth of yours and start talking.”

Tegan grinned. Handsome? One glance at Kanon, and Tegan could see his partner was half smitten with the Hound already. Not that Tegan blamed him. She was big and she was bad, but Lennox Donnelly also had a heart. A fair streak and he was going to run with that for all it was worth. 

“Anyone in that bar that night would vouch for Kanon. We’re regulars, never had an issue there before. Hell, the owners will vouch for that.” He didn’t add that Tristan and Carolyn Hale were also friends of theirs. Still, every bar regular and wait staff in that bar knew the two of them by sight, and they’d never once given anyone an issue there that hadn’t deserved it. 

The Hound had deserved it, but he didn’t say that part either. Not when she was beginning to sway. And sway she was, those sharp eyes considering his words and Tegan pounced on that weakness. “I’ll take you there myself. Kanon doesn’t start fights.”

Normally. Lennox’s raised eyebrow told him she expected there was a ‘but’ to that, but she didn’t insist. “Fine, but I’m driving.”

That was a bit too neat for Tegan’s taste. He shook his head, but outmanned as she was, Lennox wasn’t about to back down. “I’m not going to have Kanon bailing. You can drive separately, he can’t.”

“You’re not exactly in a position to be bargaining,” Kanon said but Tegan waved him off. 

“Fine. Your word though, you’ll see this through. You’ll give us a shot to prove Kanon’s clear.”

It was her eyes that gave her away. Soft, and they glanced down at the question, almost submissive, but Tegan wasn’t foolish enough to think this Hound had a submissive bone in her body. 

“Hounds don’t bargain with lions,” she whispered, only to drag her bottom lip between her teeth as she stared up at him. Her chin dipped in the faintest nod. “Fine. I swear to you, I’ll give you the chance to prove to me your partner is innocent. I’ll go to the bar; I’ll meet your witnesses. 

“But I make the final call. If I don’t deem their statements accurate or if what they say contradicts you, I’ll tote both of your asses off to Enforcement. Got it?”

A smile touched his lips. “Got it.”

“Then where are we going?” 

Tegan couldn’t help it then. He let his gaze drift down over her dirt layered pants, the tank top that was damn near the color of her skin. She wasn’t thin. At least not the wiry lean he was used to seeing in Hound females, where they could probably wear a bikini beautifully, but a sharp eye wouldn’t miss the jut of a hip bone beneath the skin. 

No, she was thicker. Still slender, but with muscle and weight to her. A solidity he was more used to seeing in lionesses. Dirt smeared her cheeks, and her hair was a tousled mess, strands of the reddest rust he’d ever seen. Several strands had fallen loose from the tight knot she kept it in, and they dangled just out of reach. He itched to reach out and touch it, to test the silk of it against his fingertips. 

Shit. Now, he was every bit as smitten with her as Kanon. 

She’d agreed to let them prove it and now he was thinking about running his hand through that long, long hair. Yeah. She’d just as soon break his hand than let him do that. 

Tegan caught Kanon’s eye, his partner giving him an impish grin and Tegan couldn’t help but smile back. At least they liked to share and sharing Lennox would be something neither of them would forget for a long time. 

Probably because she’d kill them. 

Lennox’s eyes narrowed. 

Tegan covered his smile with a small cough. One handed, he gestured towards her dirt stained outfit. “You can’t wear that where we’re going.”

“Bullshit I can’t.”

The muscle in her jaw flexed, tense and he could see the warpath opening up between them. Damn, the woman would do battle with just about anything if a man riled her right. Kanon snatched a strand of that hair and Tegan’s eyes jumped to his, knowing instantly the texture of her hair by the hooded expression on his partner’s face. 

Hell, Metro would let just about anyone in, as long as they were wearing clothes, but Tegan ached to see her without the dirt and with all that hair loosely draped over her shoulders.

She caught Kanon’s hand, so ready to fight when Tegan gave a low chuckle, stepping closer. Trapping her, between them and the dining room. She could run, but she’d have to back down for that. Lennox Donnelly looked like she’d rather shoot them both first. 

But she was still trying to be the nice girl. “I thought you wanted help.”

Tegan let her see the lazy draw of his eyes as he looked her up and down from head to toe. “You’re filthy. Your hair is a mess...”

“You have dirt smudged on your cheeks.” Kanon licked a finger and reached out to swab a spot when she jerked back, a laugh floating from her. 

“Is that your game? Seduce the Hound meant to drag you in?” 

“No, Tegan actually intends to take you to the bar.” 

Her gaze flitted back to Kanon. “And you?”

Kanon lifted his shoulders in a shrug, his grin growing wider. “We can go to the bar.”

“We are going to the bar. Unless your witnesses are fake, then we’re all going down to Enforcement.”

Tegan snatched a piece of her hair, giving it a small tug. “Then you should probably clean up. I can show you to the bathroom.”

Her death glare would have been enough to make most men cower. It only turned Tegan on more. “I’m going as is.”

“Might as well roll you in a few mud puddles first.”

Kanon snorted. “Or dump her down a manhole along the way.”

“She does stink a little.” 

“Like wet dog.” Kanon edged closer, his hand finding the back of her neck just as she flattened her palm against his chest. Her jaw went tight with warning, but she caved. 

“All right. Where’s the bathroom?”

That was something Tegan had no problem showing her. They scooted her up the stairs and into the guest bathroom, even letting her shut the door and lock them out. He didn’t think for one second she’d run. She wasn’t the tuck-tail-and-bolt kind of girl. 

Tegan shook his head at the sound of the lock turning over. Relief poured through him and he closed his eyes, tilting his head back. He knew Tristan and the Metro staff would clear Kanon’s name, he just hoped it’d be enough for her. He’d come too damn close to losing Kanon tonight, and the thought left him hollow. Exhausted. Kanon slipped up behind him, wrapped his arms around Tegan’s waist, holding him tight.

“We got lucky,” Tegan murmured over his shoulder, knowing damn well Lennox would hear them. 

“Maybe.” 

Kanon pressed a kiss to the crook of his neck, then trailed several more across his collarbone, nipping over his pulse. 

“Kanon,” Tegan whispered, his voice drying up in his throat as Kanon rocked into him from behind. The tap water in the bathroom stopped. 

“I figure if she reneges on our deal and turns me in, I might as well get you one last time.”

“It’s not going to happen.”

“Having you, or her breaking the deal?”

“She won’t break her word.” Tegan twisted his head around to press a kiss to the corner of Kanon’s lips. “And you always have me.”

Kanon gave a satisfied groan, and cuddled closer. 

“You are not screwing each other outside that door.”

Tegan smiled. 

Kanon pressed another kiss to his pulse and then called out, teasing, “Not yet, honey, care to join?”

“I would rather jump out the window. Put your pants on so I can come out.”

“Damn,” Kanon whispered against his ear. “Reckon we should take them off first?”

The bathroom door jerked open and Lennox stumbled straight into Tegan, catching herself on his shoulders. He shuddered at the press of her against him. She was softer than he’d thought, all that muscle yielding perfectly to such soft, sweet femininity. Kanon leaned into him from behind and Tegan groaned. 

Lennox gave a small growl, stepping back, startled. “You all have no sense of...”

Her voice died in her throat and she turned away, lips pursed. “The bar, boys.” 

Lennox stepped past them both and headed for the stairs. “I’ll meet you at my car. It’s by the billboard for that new grocery store in town. Behind a few bushes.”

Her sultry tone turned dark, as she glanced between them, and then met Tegan’s gaze. She’d heard everything. “I hope you’re right and you can clear your partner’s name.”

A shadow slipped over her face as she headed down the stairs. 

Tegan’s gut twisted. 

She hadn’t looked so sure. 
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