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      Morgan

      

      I hear Andy grind his teeth. “I don’t like this,” he whispers, eyes moving up and down the alley. His voice is barely audible. His hand is on his gun, which is holstered at his side.

      “My intel is good,” I assure him. “They abandoned this location yesterday. We need more information on where they’re headed. We can get a team together, track them, and exterminate them before they hurt any more people. That means going in now,” I whisper as well, even though I don’t have to. Call it a habit. You can’t be too careful.

      Andy swallows thickly, his eyes on the door. “I would prefer it if we brought in a team now. What if they’re still in there?” My partner is one of the bravest men I know, and yet I understand his apprehension. Back to ‘no such thing as being too careful’. Andy is probably right about waiting, just to be sure…but that would mean losing them.

      No!

      Forget it.

      “They’ve left.” I’m repeating myself, which normally irritates me. I do it anyway. “Calling in a team would mean waiting days for everyone to assemble. You want to catch this herd, don’t you?”

      “We could put eyes on this location for a day or two and proceed from there.”

      “May as well wait for a team then…I’m going in.” I know I’m being a jerk, but I can’t help it. “I trust her. You stay here if you want to.”

      “You don’t really know her,” he half growls.

      “I trust my gut.” I raise my brows. Lilith and I are tight. I didn’t have any girlfriends growing up. I always found myself hanging out with the guys. It’s been really nice to finally meet a woman I connect with. “She’s good people.”

      “There is no such thing as a good harpy,” he mutters, shaking his head.

      “The only good harpy is a dead harpy,” I say. “How many harpies have you actually met?”

      He narrows his eyes. “You know the answer to that.” He sighs. “My grandfather ran into a harpy once. Said she was the most beautiful woman he had ever met.”

      I roll my eyes. Men!

      “Said he couldn’t get her out of his mind for months.”

      “What happened to her then?”

      “He had to kill her, or he would have been a goner. He said—”

      I can’t help the laugh that’s pulled from me. This story is getting more and more far-fetched by the second. “Frank could tell a story, alright.”

      “They weren’t all stories.” Andy looks put out.

      “I know that, but come on, there is not much known about the species. They can’t all be bad.” What am I saying? “They aren’t all bad.”

      “Some of them are fucking evil as a collective, and you know that.” He points at the door. “Some of them are born bad…most of them,” he corrects.

      “I don’t like generalizing. Besides, Lilith is really nice. You met her. You liked her. You…” I’m smirking at this point.

      Andy rolls his eyes. “She’s hot,” he groans. “Fine, I’ll say that much. It’s hard not to like…all that…to be taken in. It’s almost freakish how I see her, and…my mind is blown.”

      I roll my eyes again. Always the same.

      His eyes get this faraway look. “I’ve met her a few times now and…” He shrugs, shaking his head. He still looked undecided. “She’s a harpy,” he finally pushes out. “When I’m not around her, and I can think straight…” He pauses. “I don’t know. There’s something off about her. You can’t trust a harpy.”

      “More generalization. Her sex appeal doesn’t work on me, and I like her just fine. I’ve known her for a couple of months, and I still like her. I trust her.”

      “Are you sure you trust her because you’re trusting your gut, or is it because you want to believe her so that we can catch this herd?” He points at the warehouse.

      “It’s not that.” My mind works through the possibility. “I mean, I really want to get eyes on this herd. I really want us to take them down, but I trust Lilith. She told me they left, and I believe her.” I shrug.

      “Why didn’t she tell you they were here in the first place?” He looks skeptical.

      “She only heard about them leaving this morning. She called me immediately. I called you straight after, and here we are. I trust her,” I say for the millionth time.

      His eyes move to mine for a second, and I watch as his shoulders relax. He gives me a nod. “Okay, I’ve known you for years. We’ve been partners for two of those years—”

      “Three,” I correct him. “It’ll be three years next month.”

      He smiles. “Time flies. I trust you, and I’ll follow you in there. Let’s do this thing.”

      “Hey,” I turn back to lock eyes with his, my hand is on the door handle, “Lilith may have mentioned that she’s interested in you.” I wink at him.

      I see interest flare in his eyes. He schools the emotion. “She’s your friend.” He shakes his head. “I’m not going there.”

      I snort. “I don’t mind.”

      “We’ll talk about it later. I’m sure there must be a rule against us dating the enemy.”

      “I know I have a rule. I guess I sort of broke it by being friends with Lilith so…”

      He narrows his eyes. “Let’s first find out where these fuckers are headed.”

      I nod before turning back to the warehouse entrance. Just as Lilith said it would be, the door is unlocked. We walk into the abandoned building. I carefully close the door behind us.

      I squint into the shadows. Neither of us moves or breathes. We are met with complete silence. I roll my eyes at myself. Of course it’s empty. I push out a breath. We’re so damned paranoid. After everything we’ve seen, who wouldn’t be?

      Andy pulls in a deep breath through his nose. I smell it too. It’s unmistakable. He draws his gun. I leave mine in the holster. I trust Lilith. I’ve never made friends with someone so quickly. So easily. When I found out who she was – what she was – I pulled back. I notified the higher power within our organization. I told them I had it under control. I did. I still do. She might be a harpy, but she’s my friend. She’s no angel, but she’s definitely not evil.

      Andy signals that he’s going to circle around the outer perimeter. He still has his gun drawn. He’s being cautious.

      I nod once, tempted to draw my own weapon as well. I don’t. They left yesterday. This warehouse is empty. We’re looking for clues. That’s all. Lilith is well connected. She knows things. I trust her.

      I stop for a second. I watch Andy’s retreating back. I’m tempted to call out to him. It’s not too late to withdraw. To call a team. To draw my weapon.

      My paranoia is ridiculous. I need to get a grip. I shake it off and keep walking. The smell is getting worse. The musty scent of animals. I smell excrement and urine. I smell…grass and a coppery scent.

      All is quiet. If they were here, we would hear them. It’s not like a herd of these things would be silent. Especially since they have no idea we are here. What am I saying? This abandoned warehouse is just that…abandoned. It’s no longer housing—

      “What have we here?” his voice is silky. His face is attractive. Looks can be deceiving, and I’m not talking about the centaur who just stepped into my path. He’s tall. In his human form and completely naked.

      Lilith lied.

      She lied!

      Is it possible that she made a mistake? No! She outright lied! She was adamant that they had gone. Centaurs are nomadic. They wreak too much havoc to stay in one place too long. They also operate in a herd, so it’s unlikely this one is alone. This feels like a trap. If the herd is still here, we’re as good as dead, or worse. There’s always worse.

      I need to shout out. I need to warn Andy. Maybe he can make it out. I pray he’ll make it out.

      “You look shocked.” He smiles, looking innocent. I know otherwise. “Did you think we were gone?” He winks at me.

      Lilith lied!

      I should be able to pull my gun before he reaches me. I get my hand around the butt of my Glock when I’m grabbed from behind.

      I yell and kick back as hard as I can. I throw a reverse headbutt that hits home with a crunch. The grip holds firm, and my hand is pulled from my gun before I can draw.

      The grinning fucker in front of me advances. Instead of fighting the hold on my arms, I use it to lift my body from the ground and to kick, using both my feet. My boots connect with his chest. He staggers back a few steps, and then he’s advancing again.

      I’m screaming like a banshee. I’m praying that Andy will leave. I know deep down that it’s highly unlikely. I would never leave him either. I’m hoping that this herd isn’t too big. Maybe it’s just the two of them. Maybe we can take them.

      I manage to pull one arm free. I reach for my gun when the centaur behind me knocks me off my feet with a hard blow to the side of my head. My ears are ringing. My vision goes in and out of focus. I feel a pulling on my side. I hear the blood rushing through my veins. I’m moaning loudly. I can’t stop. The world feels like it’s tilted to the side. I can’t get up. I’m breathing hard through the moans.

      That’s when I see them. Four more. Four. Holy crap! It’s a small herd, but I’m dead anyway. We’re dead if Andy tries to help me. The dizziness is subsiding. I sit up and reach for my gun. It’s gone.

      Fuck!

      “Your human toys won’t save you,” one of them says. A woman. There are two women and four men. This doesn’t make me feel any better. The women are almost as muscled as the men. Just as tall. They have large breasts and long hair. They’re also twice as vicious as their male counterparts.

      One of the women shifts into centaur form, her body morphing into that of a large, powerful horse. Her torso from her waist up juts upwards from the base of where the horse’s neck would have been. Her hair is long and flows down her back. Her face is beautiful. Her eyes are cruel and hard. They are focused on me.

      I’m fucked!

      She snorts, sounding very much like a horse. “The human is tiny. I hope the other one is more substantial. It would be nice to have a proper meal before we head out.”

      Other one?

      Other one!

      I taste bile as I struggle to my feet. They know about Andy. The small glimmer of hope I was harboring fades away to dust. Disappointment floods me. This is irrefutable proof that Lilith set us up. I’m an idiot. This is all my fault.

      “Not everything is about food, Gaia,” one of the men says. A shiver runs down my spine when I see how he is looking at me.

      “Not everything is about sex, Dru. Let’s get the answers we need first. Then we can play with our food, at least,” she licks her lips; her teeth are sharp, “until they break.” I can’t see them, but I know her molars are blunt for grinding grass and hay. Centaurs are strange creatures. They eat both grass and raw meat. The fresher, the better. They’re partial to humans. I shudder.

      I’m trying not to panic. It’s not working. “Run, Andy. Run!” I scream as loud as I can. I know what these creatures are capable of. What chaos and carnage they can wreak. I’m about to become a statistic.

      “Stop that, human,” the female centaur, Gaia, says. “You’re hurting my ears.”

      “Your little friend,” the other woman centaur says, “Andy. I am sure he will have been captured by now.” She lifts her head, looking left and right. Her pointed ears twitch.

      My heart lurches in my chest. There are more of them. At least one, and he or she is stalking Andy right now.

      No!

      “Run!” I yell. “Please…go! Run, Andy! Leave me…just—” I shout as loud as I can.

      “Enough!” one of the men interrupts. He closes the distance between us in two or three strides, grabbing me by the arm.

      His penis is erect, and he’s smirking at me. “I say we play while we question her.” His eyes drift down to my breasts. He yanks at my jacket, tearing it and my shirt underneath wide open. I’m wearing a sports bra. He looks duly disappointed. Fucker!

      I knee him in the groin while he’s looking at my chest. He wasn’t expecting that either. He’s probably used to women screaming and begging. Not me!

      His eyes widen, and he groans, doubling over. I slam my boot down on his foot and punch him in the face. He staggers back, laughing. A trickle of blood drips from his mouth. He touches a hand to his lip and looks down at the blood. He laughs again. “How wonderful, a feisty one. We’re in for a treat. I think we need to fuck it into submission first.”

      “Stay away from me,” I shout.

      “No, Spiro!” Gaia shakes her head. “You might hurt her.”

      “I’ll be careful.” I watch in horror as he palms his hard member, looking at me with both hate and lust. “I promise to stay in my human form. Besides, it’s not her mouth that will take a hammering. She’ll be able to talk just fine.”

      My eyes widen. I might be sorely tempted to beg them to kill me before long. I still have the gun in my ankle holster. I vow to take at least one of them down. Maybe even two. I’m mostly praying that Andy heard me. I’m praying even more that he listens.

      “Why does he get to go first?” one of the others says. “I found her. I should get to mount her first.”

      “You can have her after me.” Spiro is grinning, his eyes on me. He glances at Gaia. “After Thine, she should tell us everything we need to know in return for a quick death. Otherwise, we’ll give her to Dru. I think you get the picture, human. You need to be a good girl and talk. We want to know more about the Order. About the identities of others of your kind. Give us three names and locations right now, and we’ll let you go.”

      “You’ll let me walk out of here?” It will never happen. I wasn’t born yesterday.

      “Yes.” He nods. “It’s the first and only offer I’m making you.”

      There is a loud crash. It’s followed by a yell which sounds like Andy. Then a shout that doesn’t sound anything like Andy. Then all is eerily silent. We all listen for a good ten seconds. Silence.

      The centaur in front of me smirks. “Your friend has just been captured. What do you say, human?” He lifts his brows. “Easy or hard?” He fists his cock. At least, I think that’s what he’s doing. I don’t look down. I keep my eyes on his. They have us both now. Andy. My heart feels like a lead block in my chest.

      I’m sorry.

      I’m so sorry.

      My eyes prick with tears, but I blink them away. I’m going to kill this SOB. If he’s the only one who goes down, so be it. This one is going to die. “I’ve never been one to take the easy route.” It probably isn’t the right time to have a smart mouth, but to hell with it.

      “I was hoping you would say that.” He grabs the waistband of my pants.

      I kick him hard in the shin. He grunts. I kick again, but he blocks me with his own leg. Then he pulls. The top button flies off my pants. I try to hit him, but he is turning me around. I can feel his heat behind me. His erection is digging into my back.

      No!

      Hell no!

      I elbow him. I kick backward. I scream and writhe. I can’t break free. One of his arms is snaked around my waist. His hold is vicelike. He has my zipper down and is pulling my pants down as well. I’m trying to hold onto them with one hand while fighting him with the other. He grunts when my elbow makes contact, but otherwise, it’s as if he is made of stone. My arm hurts. I’m struggling to breathe. This is going to happen. He’s going to rape me. They all will. They’ll question me between bouts. Then they’ll eat me. They’ll tear me limb from limb. There will be very little of me left when this is over. Andy will be raped too. His fate will be worse than mine since the women will use him as well. They’ve been known to start eating their victims before they’re finished with them. They’re bastards. Evil bastards!

      I’m screaming.

      I won’t lie. I’m afraid. Terrified. I’m also angry. Angry because I can’t do anything to stop this. Furious because I got us into this. I turn my head to the female centaurs. Gaia was against this part of their plan happening right away. Maybe I can reason with her. One of the males has changed into centaur form. He’s on top of Gaia. I taste bile when I realize what they are doing. One of the men is shifting. The other female is presenting her rear. This is sick. I lose my grip on my pants, and they are yanked down. His cock is hard against my ass. I’m fighting as hard as I can. It isn’t enough. Not nearly. I look for the fourth male, he has his hand on his cock. He’s stroking himself, his hand moving up and down his shaft. His lips are pulled back in a sneer. He’s going to get off on watching me being raped. If I reach for my ankle holster now, I’ll give myself away. I need to wait until this bastard is inside me. Until both men are so caught up in their sexual pleasure that they are no longer paying attention. Then I can make my move. The thought of letting this happen sickens me. If I want to kill one or two of them before I go, it is the only way. I redouble my efforts anyway. He is using his leg to pry mine open. He is so damned strong. I’m losing this battle. He’s—

      Two shots ring out. Then three more quickly follow. The centaurs scatter like dry leaves in a gust of wind. The one trying to rape me collapses to the ground. Gaia is holding her chest. Blood spurts from between her fingers. Her eyes are wide. Her mouth too.

      Andy.

      I pull my pants up and grab my ankle pistol. It’s a low caliber, not designed to take a centaur down, but at close range, it will do the job.

      The asshole who almost raped me is trying to stand. He has blood on his shoulder. I shoot him in the head. He falls back as his eyes go blank. Two down. I manage to hit the rump of another male and the neck of the remaining female. She goes down too. That’s three down and one wounded.

      More shots are fired. It must be Andy. Another centaur collapses. The female I hit in the neck has turned, and she’s charging me. Another shot is fired, and she falls down at my feet, blood spurting from her mouth. I notice that she’s been shot in the side of her chest. She’s gurgling, choking on her own blood. I walk up to her. “What did you give the harpy?” I ask.

      The centaur bitch smiles at me. Her teeth are red with blood. She coughs, and some of it trickles down her chin.

      “What did you give her in return for us?” I give her a kick and hear a rib break.

      She moans, her eyes clouding in pain. Her wounds aren’t gushing with blood anymore. Centaurs have very quick healing capabilities. If I leave her, she might well make a full recovery. I have no intention of leaving her. I shoot her in the meaty upper part of her back leg.

      She screams in pain. The bullet makes a nice little hole, which spurts blood. “This is a low caliber weapon. I can shoot you countless times before you’ll die from the blood loss. We can go at this for hours. I’m offering you a quick death in return for information. What did you give her?”

      The centaur looks unsure for a moment. I aim my gun at her shoulder.

      “No!” she yells between gasps. “No more. Food. I told her where to find food.”

      “Food?” I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m not saying anything more.” Her eyes get this resolute look.

      I’ve dawdled too long. I need to help Andy. I deliver a kill shot by shooting her in the head at point-blank range. These things are tough as nails. Her body jerks and then stills.

      There is one male left. I don’t know where he is exactly. Since he’s not here, I assume he’s stalking Andy. I know he would never leave his herd, dead or alive. Not until he has revenge. I say a silent prayer for Andy’s safety. The odds are far more in our favor now. They were so damned sure that Andy had been captured. Their overconfidence was their downfall. We can be lucky that asshole was more intent on raping me than checking me for another weapon. More of that arrogance.

      By the bullet trajectory that killed Gaia, and the shots fired at the others, I am pretty sure I know where Andy is holed up. There’s a large stack of drums on the far side of the warehouse. This place is full of junk no one has used in years. There are plenty of hiding places. I have to be careful.

      I head for the drums. I need to help Andy take this asshole down. My heart is racing. I have my gun ready. I inch my way around the stack. There is a downed centaur on the floor. He has a hunting knife sticking out of his right eyeball. It seems like this particular herd was quick to underestimate us. Thank God, or we wouldn’t be alive now.

      I inch my way around a makeshift corner. I have to hold back a laugh when I see the last centaur starting to climb the drums. These creatures are not made for climbing. Running, fighting, killing…yes. Climbing…not so much. I’m almost tempted to watch him, but Andy is sitting with his back to us. The centaur is determined. We got the upper hand over this situation because they underestimated us. I’m not about to make the same mistake.

      This centaur must have gotten away during the last shootout. Andy must have lost sight of him. I frown. Not like Andy at all. I’ll have to tease him about getting sloppy. About being off his game. I see my partner tracking the warehouse floor, sweeping from left to right with his weapon. With all the junk in here, there are plenty of hiding places. He doesn’t realize he’s about to be ambushed himself.

      It’s my turn to give back and fix some of this mess I created. The centaur is slow but making progress. I aim and fire, hitting him square in the back. Red blossoms at the entry point. The centaur, still in human shape, jerks but keeps climbing. I shoot again…twice, both bullets hitting home on his torso.

      At this point, Andy turns, his eyes widen in shock. Then he shoots the centaur in the face. I see the back of the creature’s head explode in a spray of brains and blood. He falls to the floor, eyes wide and unseeing.

      “Are you okay?” Andy asks; he’s breathing heavily.

      “Yes! You?”

      He nods once.

      “I’m going to check to make sure they’re all dead,” I say. “I need to find my Glock. One of them took it from me.”

      He nods once, holstering his gun. Andy starts to make his way down.

      I put a bullet in the skull of the one Andy stabbed. You can never be too sure. I go straight to Gaia and do the same with her. Once I’m satisfied, I holster my pistol and begin the search for my gun. I find a pile of clothing and items in the far corner. There are purses, wallets, jackets, and other miscellaneous items. The clothing is ripped up and bloody. I shudder thinking of the people these things must have belonged to. The centaurs’ victims. We won’t be able to process the scene. In fact, we need to get the hell out of here before the police show up.

      “All dead?” Andy asks. He has a sheen of sweat on his brow.

      “Yep.” I give him a tap on the side of his arm. “You saved us. I’m so damned sor—”

      “Let’s get out of here.” He smiles. “I’ll let you apologize plenty for this…trust me. I won’t let you live this one down,” he says, picking up a slow jog to the warehouse door. He pushes the door open, checking both ways before gesturing for me to follow.

      “I’m going to get her,” I vow; there’s a growl to my voice.

      “That’s another thing you have coming your way.” He glances back at me. “Plenty of ‘I told you so’s’,” he chuckles. Andy trips and falls to one knee.

      I laugh softly. “You’re getting old.” It’s a running joke between us on account that Andy turned thirty last month. He’s old. I’ll still be in my twenties for another two whole years. Young.

      He chuckles and tries to get to his feet but falls again.

      “Andy!” I can hear the shock in my voice. I’m frowning heavily. “Are you okay?” I grip him by the arm.

      “It’s just a flesh wound,” he says.

      No!

      He tries to get up a third time, he’s using me for support, but he still can’t make it to his feet. “Morgs,” he grunts my name, sounding unsure.

      “It’s not a flesh wound.” My voice is shrill. “Show me.”

      He shakes his head. “I’m fine.”

      “Show me!” I practically yell.

      He peels back his jacket. His chest is bloody. There’s a lot of the stuff. Too much. Andy touches a hand to the blood. “Fucker jabbed me with a steel rod,” he manages to push out. “Help me to my feet.”

      Andy is breathing heavily. His face is pale. Not just pale, it’s ashen.

      “Andy,” I whisper. “Shit!” I hook an arm around his body and begin to half drag, half carry him to the car. “Hold on,” I grit out. “Do you hear me?”

      He groans something unintelligible.

      “You can do this.” I let him go as we reach the vehicle, and he falls against my car, sliding down into a heap on the ground.

      I yank the back door open and somehow manage to wrestle him up and onto the back seat. He’s breathing fast and shallow. I see large spatters of blood on the cement floor.

      No!

      I pull off my jacket and put it in his hand, scrunching it up over the wound. “Try to apply pressure. You need to stop the bleeding. You fight!” I swallow thickly as I close the door. Then I jump in behind the wheel and gun it. I’m wishing I could turn back the clock. Andy is strong. He’s a fighter. He can beat this. He will beat this!
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      A week later…

      Lyre

      

      What the fuck did I do?

      I can’t believe I would be so stupid.

      I can’t!

      Forge and Night aren’t here yet. I pace towards the window, my eyes on the horizon. This view normally calms me. Even when I’m having the worst of days. It isn’t working right now.

      I hear a car pull up outside and doors open and close. I hear them walking towards the house and then climbing the stairs. I feel physically ill. I made promises I won’t be able to keep.

      They walk into the room. Forge first and then Night. Forge frowns as soon as he sees me. He cocks his head, scrutinizing me. “That bad?” he grunts.

      I push a breath out through my nose and nod. They’re not going to be happy.

      “Fuck!” Night growls. “Is everyone here?” he asks, looking around the room. His jaw is tense, as are his shoulders. He looks at me, locking gazes with me. I can see that he is tempted to ask me what’s going on. I called them both earlier, specifically asking that they attend this meeting since this will affect them so acutely.

      I can’t believe I fucked up so badly.

      I run a hand through my hair. Samuel yawns loudly, he is bleary-eyed. Jarrod and Stephan are sipping espressos. Bolt is dressed in a three-piece suit. He looks at his watch. I can see that he is agitated. “Can we get started?” he asks. “I have somewhere I need to be right now.”

      Rage saunters in, that perpetual scowl on his face. He grabs a muffin – I don’t know why he bothers since I doubt he will eat the thing. He sits at the far side of my long dining-room table.

      “We’re still waiting on Trident,” I say. “Why don’t you grab a couple of coffees?” I want to get this over with, but I’m dreading it.

      Forge grunts. He looks at the coffee machine but makes no move to fetch himself anything. He opens and closes his fists a couple of times and then rolls his neck. He looks like he’s ready to kill someone.

      I hear Night grind his teeth. When I look over at him, his eyes are blazing. He’s buzzing with nervous energy. We all just sit or stand around like that until I finally turn back to the view. I don’t take any of it in. My mind is in turmoil. It takes a full ten minutes before Trident strolls in. I wish I could be as carefree.

      “Morning, morning!” he calls in a sing-song voice. He’s grinning until he catches our expressions. The room scents of testosterone. Then he frowns. “I’m not late, am I? Great…pastries!” He grabs a plate, which he piles high. Then he pours himself a glass of orange juice. “Did I miss something?” His eyes narrow.

      “Take a seat.” I point at a chair.

      Trident puts a whole pastry into his mouth and begins chewing. “Are you okay, bro?” he asks, talking around his food.

      “No.” I shake my head. How do I even begin? “I’m not okay at all.” I run a hand through my hair and pace away, trying to think of a way to break this news to them. There is only one way, and that’s to just tell them. No sugar-coating. No beating around any bushes. I need to pull off the Band-Aid. I turn, my eyes on Forge and Night more than anyone else. “I lost my power.”

      Forge blinks a few times, and Night’s mouth drops open. “What do you mean you lost your power?” Forge’s voice is calm, which unnerves me.

      “I mean, it’s gone.” I’m such a stupid fucking asshole!

      “Your power can’t just be gone,” Bolt says, making a face.

      “It is. I’ve checked it several times over the last few days. I nearly lost a patient a few days ago during a routine surgery that went amiss…” I sigh. I’m still not sure how I brought him back. Although I rely on my power, I’m still a damn good surgeon. “All I know is when I try to summon it…I get nothing. I’ve tried twice – just to test myself – and…nothing.” I shake my head. “My power’s gone. There’s absolutely nothing there.” I don’t feel it anymore. I’m empty.

      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Forge growls.

      I need to tell them everything. I need to come completely clean.

      “What happened?” Forge asks, his voice softer. “Something must have happened to cause this.”

      “I don’t know.” I shake my head. It’s true, I don’t. Not really. My memory is foggy.

      “Come on,” Night snaps. “There has to be something. What did you do? What happened?” He pushes his chair back but doesn’t stand. His eyes are still blazing.

      Bolt stands up. “You called us to an emergency meeting for this?” he spits out.

      “It’s a big fucking deal!” I growl, feeling myself bristle. I don’t know what’s crawled up Bolt’s ass, but he needs to watch himself.

      “It’s bad, but I wouldn’t say it’s an emergency,” Bolt says, shrugging like it’s nothing. “Surely, it could have waited until the weekend. You could have texted us in the meanwhile.”

      “It’s a fuck-up,” Night says. “Firstly, Bolt, you could be next. How would you like to lose your power?”

      My thoughts exactly.

      Bolt shrugs. “I’ve used it a handful of times. I don’t see how my ability to shoot lightning from my hands will help anyone, least of all myself. If anything, it’s a hazard. I might lose out on a fifty-million-dollar deal because this couldn’t wait.” He’s scrolling on his phone, which he puts down on the table to glare at Night.

      “Not everything is about you,” Night barks. “Lyre is supposed to help Ava and Shannon with their pregnancies. He’s supposed to be their safety net if something goes wrong…which it might.” Night runs a hand through his hair, looking scared shitless. I don’t blame him. There are so many things that could go wrong with these pregnancies. I don’t say anything. I need to make this right.

      “Then he should have called this little meeting with the two of you,” Bolt bites back, deadpan. He’s acting like a jerk. “The rest of us didn’t need to be here. I’m sorry about your powers, Lyre, but I’m sure there’s a reasonable explanation.” He doesn’t look sorry at all.

      “Don’t be such a fucking prick!” Night snarls.

      “Hold up.” Forge stands. “Lyre is clearly upset about this. Night’s right, it is troubling. Some of us rely on our powers.” I don’t like the way Forge is fisting his hands. It looks like he’s itching for a fight. A punch-out won’t solve anything.

      “You?” Bolt snorts. “You didn’t even know you had a power until recently and, correct me if I’m wrong, you haven’t been able to use it again since saving your girlfriend.”

      “My mate! We’re married, asshole!” Forge snarls, taking a step towards Bolt. “I’m not talking about myself here. It’s not always about number one.”

      Samuel yawns loudly as he stands. “This bickering is irritating.” He waves his hand in Bolt’s direction.

      Bolt’s eyes widen. “Don’t you dare! Don’t you—” Before he can finish, he falls to the floor in a heap. He’s fast asleep, his chest rising and falling rhythmically.

      “Thank you.” Rage rubs his temples. His right eye twitches.

      “What the hell is up with him?” Jarrod points at Bolt. He doesn’t wait for an explanation.

      “I happen to like my power,” Rage rasps. “I, for one, wouldn’t want to lose it. We would be weaker as a brotherhood. More susceptible. There must be an explanation, Lyre. Tell us your theory. I’m sure you have one.” Surprisingly, he picks up his muffin and takes a small bite.

      Everyone turns to look at me.

      I push out a breath. “There is only one thing that I can think of that might have affected my powers.”

      Might have.

      Not hardly.

      There is only one thing.

      “What would that be?” Trident asks, putting another pastry in his mouth and raising his brows.

      “Tell us,” Jarrod urges. “We can’t help if we don’t know.”

      Bolt gives a soft snore as he readjusts his position on the floor. He’s curled up in a fetal position. Serves him right. I’m just glad they didn’t fight. I don’t have time to redecorate.

      “Please, someone remind me to get a video of him before we leave,” Tri chuckles, pointing at Bolt. Then he clears his throat. “You were saying, Lyre?” He turns his attention back to me.

      Best I get this over with. “I brought a woman home last Saturday. We spent the night together. She was gone in the morning. I didn’t catch her last name. I have no idea who she is. All I know is that my power is gone. It must have something to do with her.” I wrack my brain, running through the events of that night. “I can’t think of anything else.” There is no other explanation. I know it was her.

      “What do you know about her?” Rage asks.

      “Her name is Gabrielle. Gabby for short. She can dance. Has a wicked sense of humor. She’s gorgeous. I enjoyed chatting with her. We talked a lot. I enjoyed having a drink and a laugh. I enjoyed—”

      “Fucking her,” Trident says bluntly. For once, he sounds serious.

      “Yeah, I’m not going to lie.” I shrug, lying through my teeth. “That too.” I clench my jaw, trying to hold onto something…anything. Nope!

      “So, you think this Gabby woman somehow stole your power?” Jarrod asks.

      “Looks that way.” I nod.

      “And you don’t know much about her?” Stephan asks. “You said you talked to her for a long time.”

      “In hindsight, she never actually said much about herself. She told me she’s an admin assistant but didn’t say for which company. She gave me no indication of the type of dealings they have. She told me she enjoys jogging instead of going to an actual gym but never said where she likes to jog. She gave me no real facts about herself.” I’m such an idiot. I know I found her attractive. I was more focused on that than anything else. It was like I was in a haze. A lustful haze.

      “What now?” Forge asks, eyes narrowed.

      “I’ve thought it through,” I continue. I’ve done nothing other than think in every spare moment of the last few days. “I want to hire a private investigator to try to find her.” I already have someone lined up. “It’s going to be tough, otherwise, with the limited information I have on her. The good news is that I have a CCTV camera at my front door. I have a side picture of her from when we arrived at my place. It’s a little grainy, but it’s something.” I go to a desk on the far side of the room and pull out a couple of black and white photographs, which I hand out to them.

      “I can see why you brought her home.” Tri whistles.

      “This woman more than likely sucked out my powers, this is no time to joke around.” I bristle because he is right. I’m not usually pulled in so quickly. She was lovely, one of the sexiest women I’ve ever met and yet... I’m such an asshole to have fallen for all of that.

      “I’m sure that’s not the only thing she sucked,” Trident says, a smirk on his face.

      I want to punch his mouth. Fucker! “You could be next, asshole! Especially with the number of women you take through your revolving bedroom door.”

      “It is bad luck you got hit. You hardly ever take a woman home. You don’t date much either,” Jarrod remarks. “I feel for you.” He looks like he means it. He can keep his pity. I’m finding her one way or the other. I’m going to fix this.

      “It is what it is,” I push out. “I’ve found a PI I plan on hiring. Let’s see if he can find out who she is.” He is the best in the business. Doesn’t come cheap. He will find her.

      “What do we do in the meantime?” Night asks.

      “In the meantime, we wait.” I feel like an asshole all over again. “I don’t know what else there is to do.”

      “What about Shannon and Ava?” Night asks. “You said there could be complications.”

      “Could be. We’re not certain of anything. Rest assured that I’m a fantastic doctor and a good surgeon in my own right. So far, everything is progressing well with both of them. I’ve always maintained that we’re being cautious just to be on the safe side. There is no cause for concern at this time.” I wish I hadn’t interfered, but I was worried. I still am. We have no idea how their pregnancies will progress. “I’m hoping I can sort this whole thing out long before Ava is due. We have at least six weeks, probably more. That’s plenty of time. Shannon has months.” I look around the table, trying to bring home the severity of this situation. “We need to be careful, gents. This is serious. Bolt played it down, but this affects all of us. Chances are good that I was targeted. What kind of being can steal power? I had no idea it was happening. The bigger question is, who’s next on her hitlist?” Of course, I had no idea it was happening. Shame hits me.

      “Maybe it wasn’t even this mystery woman,” Rage points out. “Maybe there is no hitlist.”

      “Chances are good it was her,” I say. I know it like I know my own name. “Be vigilant. That’s all I ask.”

      “You’re right.” Trident nods. “I like my powers. That probably means no messing around for a while.” He hangs his head.

      “I wouldn’t,” I say.

      “We’ll be careful,” Jarrod says.

      Stephanus nods.

      Rage grunts. “Keep us informed,” he says as he stands. “Later,” he adds as he walks out.

      “Shall I wake up sleeping beauty?” Samuel asks, looking down at Bolt.

      Night shakes his head. “I’d leave him to sleep for a day or two. It would serve him right.” He’s frowning, and his jaw is tense. “You ready to head out?” he asks Forge, who nods as well.

      “You don’t want to wait…?” Forge points at Bolt.

      “What for?” Night sneers. “So that he can be a dick some more? Fuck that! I’m done trying to find new ground.” Night turns to me. “Let us know if anything changes.”

      “I will.”

      I watch the two of them leave. Samuel waves a hand over Bolt, and he slowly comes to. He blinks his eyes for a few moments before sitting up and shaking his head to knock back the effects of the spell Samuel wove around him. “Fucking…fuck!” he grunts, clambering to his feet. “How dare you?” He points at Sam.

      “You were being a dick, and we had important matters to discuss.” Sam shrugs.

      Bolt lunges for him, but Samuel moves out of reach. “I’ll put you back down,” he growls, eyes narrowing.

      Bolt clenches his jaw but holds his ground. “I’ll tase the fuck out of you if you try.” He holds up his hands.

      “I thought you didn’t use your power,” Jarrod remarks. He and Stephan are still sitting at my table.

      Bolt fixes his suit, sliding his hands down his jacket and straightening his tie. “There are times when I make an exception.” He gives Sam a dirty look.

      “Look after yourselves,” I say. “That’s all I’m asking. This woman could have taken more than just my powers.”

      “She did,” Trident smirks. “She took your cock as well.”

      I’m not sure what comes over me at that moment, but I see red for a few seconds and launch myself at Trident. I grab him by his collar and hoist him to his feet, putting my face right in his. “Stop your shit!” I grind out. “This isn’t a joke. It’s my life. It’s the lives of others.” I grit my teeth, forcing myself to calm down. Forcing my hand to open.

      Trident’s eyes are wide. “What the hell, man?” He looks down at his shirt, which is torn. “That wasn’t necessary. I was just—”

      “Trying to make light of something that isn’t a joke,” Samuel says, yawning. “I need to hit the road.”

      I nod once.

      “I didn’t mean…” Trident begins.

      “I know you didn’t.” I pull in a breath. “I know you’re busy, Bolt. I know you’re trying to make me feel better, Tri. This is fucking serious. Please be vigilant. Keep your zipper up and your nose clean.”

      Trident nods once. He is frowning. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him with a grave look like the one he is sporting now.

      There is something I haven’t told my brothers. Technically I didn’t lie. I just didn’t tell them the whole truth either. It’s been on the tip of my tongue. I’m lying by omission. I’m not sure why. I feel so stupid. So ashamed. I’m sure I can rectify this whole situation, and fast. I just need to find her. Gabby, Gabriella…if that’s even her name.
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      Morgan

      

      I’m going to fix this.

      I can do it.

      I will do it.

      I look down at Andy’s motionless form. He has so many pipes attached to him. A tube that is breathing for him. A tube that is feeding him. For such a big, strong man, he looks small under the thin blanket. My heart aches. I hold back a sob. My eyes are pricking, and my throat hurts from swallowing back my tears.

      “Morgan,” I hear a woman say. My back stiffens because I recognize the voice.

      I turn slowly, my eyes locking with hers. “Mrs. Golding…I…I’m so sorry,” I push out.

      Her face crumples. She puts a hand to her mouth, holding back emotion I know is bubbling just below the surface. She blinks her eyes rapidly.

      I take a step towards her. “I’m so sorry. It was all my fault. I…” I can’t imagine what she must be going through. It’s been a week since Mrs. Golding almost lost her son.

      She shakes her head, wiping away the single tear that has fallen. “No! No…Morgan, you were doing your job. My boy was doing what he loved. What he was born to do. It is not your fault. It is not his fault. It’s how it is.”

      It is my fault. I feel worse, somehow, hearing her say that it isn’t. Hearing her forgiveness and understanding. “Thank you for saying that.” What else can I say to her?

      “He loved being your partner. Andy talked about it all the time. The trouble the two of you stirred up.” She smiles. It’s sad. Her eyes are glistening.

      I also notice that she’s speaking in the past tense. Why? “What did the doctor say?”

      She shrugs. “They can’t tell me much. Just that he lost a lot of blood and died upon arrival at the hospital.” I remember that vividly. I also remember how they made me wait outside his room while they desperately tried to revive him. I watched them shock his chest with those paddles. “He was gone for a long time. Too long.” She takes a shuddery breath. “They worked on him the whole time. They’re hopeful he received enough oxygen. That his brain received enough oxygen, but they can’t say for sure. We have to wait and see.” Her lip wobbles, and her eyes cloud over.

      “He will wake up, Mrs. Golding.”

      “I’ve been told it’s a fifty-fifty chance. That he might have…” She sniffs, trying to find composure. “His brain might be affected. He might…he might not be the same.” She walks to the other side of his bed and looks down at Andy. “He looks peaceful. Like he’s sleeping.”

      “He is sleeping,” I say.

      She nods her head, her eyes welling with tears. “We need for him to wake up. Every day he lies here…” She chokes on her words, pulling in a deep breath which she holds. Then she looks up at me, her eyes watery. “I can feel him drifting further and further away.”

      “Don’t say that, Mrs. Golding. Andy is a fighter. Although you can’t see it, he is fighting. I promise you.”

      “You’re right.” She nods.

      “Don’t give up on him,” I beg her.

      “I won’t, but I won’t let him suffer either.” Her face crumples again, and she gives a wailing sob as tears course down her cheeks.

      I feel them falling down mine as well. I take Andy’s hand and squeeze. I hear slow, steady beeping. It’s his heart. As long as those beeps sound, there is hope. Andy is strong. I believe in him.

      I need to find Lilith. “I will find the person who caused this to happen,” I vow. “I will make her pay.”

      “I don’t want you to get hurt, dear,” Mrs. Golding says. “My son wouldn’t want that.”

      “I won’t.” I shake my head. “I won’t be able to rest until I’ve fixed this.” I have this irrational feeling inside me that the two are intertwined. That Andy’s recovery hinges on me hunting her down. “Please call me if anything changes. I might have to head out of town.”

      Mrs. Golding nods. “I will.”

      “I mean it.” I reach over and put my hand over hers. “For anything. If Andy wakes up or if anything changes. If…” I refuse to think about him dying. I can’t handle that thought.

      “I will. I promise. You take care of yourself.”

      “I will.” I let her go. “Goodbye, old man,” I whisper to Andy. “You have to wake up so that you can tell me, ‘I told you so’,” I add, wiping another tear away. “Please,” I whisper. Then I leave. I’m sure about what I need to do.
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      Three hours later…

      I pull into the motel parking lot. I can tell it’s a rent-by-the-hour establishment by the neon sign on the street advertising it as such. Our line of work doesn’t pay very well. It’s long hours. Days, weeks, sometimes even months away from home. I sometimes wonder why I do it. It’s a calling, I guess. A passion.

      I feel tired. Like maybe I’ll be ready to hang up my gun after Lilith. This job will take it out of you. It can destroy you. Then again, I wouldn’t know what else to do with my life. Who else to be. I’m a Seeker. I hunt the creatures of the night. Humans are oblivious. Lucky them. I sometimes wish I hadn’t stumbled into this line of work, but here I am. I’m good at what I do. At least, I thought I was. I used to be able to trust my gut. Now…I’m not so sure. After what happened with Lilith, I’m not sure I will ever be able to trust again. Especially one of them.

      I pull the crumpled up note out of my pocket and look at it again. Room 38. I hadn’t forgotten, I just wanted to be sure. This is not the type of establishment where you want to be knocking on random doors.

      I lock the car and head over to one of the many doors in a long row. There are nine cars in the lot aside from mine. It is almost lunch hour. It’s that time of day when bosses start banging their secretaries.

      I knock on the door. The number has been painted onto the peeling surface of the wall. It takes a few seconds for my boss to answer. I’m not here to bang him. He’s happily married and…I just wouldn’t go there. “Tom,” I say by way of greeting.

      “Morgan.” He steps to the side. “Coffee?” he asks once I’m inside.

      I look over at the coffee station that also serves as a desk and dressing table. The kettle is yellow from age. There are two coffee cups, one of which is chipped.

      I shake my head, trying to hold back a shudder of revulsion. “No, thanks.”

      “Take a seat.” He points at a chair. It looks rickety. It’s the only one in the room. Other than that, there’s the bed.

      “I’m fine.” I have no plans on staying for longer than what is necessary. There is work to be done.

      “How was he?” Tom asks, looking concerned. I know he also visited yesterday, but I answer anyway.

      “No change.” I relay the rest of the information.

      He nods a couple of times as I talk. “How are you holding up?” he asks.

      “I’m fine.” I fold my arms.

      “Morgs…” he raises his brows, “don’t lie to me. How are you, really?”

      “I’m not lying!” I insist. “I’m ready to get back out there. I’m going to find her and—”

      “No!” He shakes his head. “That’s not going to happen.”

      “I’m fine. I’m ready to go back to work.” I was ready days ago.

      “You watched your partner die.”

      “They brought him back,” I counter. “Andy is going to be fine.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      “I do!” I insist, trying hard to raise my voice and failing.

      “We don’t know that,” he repeats. “He was pulled through the wringer. That rod clipped his artery.”

      “I know,” I say. “They stopped the bleed. They performed CPR. They brought him back. He’ll wake up soon, and I want to be able to tell him that I got that bitch.” My hands close into fists.

      “Listen to yourself.” Tom is looking me in the eyes. His are blazing. “You’re emotional. Emotions will get you killed every time.”

      “You’re right, I’m emotional. I’m angry. I’m sad. I regret that day. I regret my decision to go into that warehouse. I’m seriously emotional, but I plan on using all of that, of channeling it to find her and to kill her.”

      “No damned way.” He paces away from me, takes two steps before reaching the wall, and then turns back, hands crammed into his jean pockets. His mind is working. “It’s too dangerous. We can’t lose you as well.”

      “As well?” I yell. “What kind of bullshit is that? Have you given up on Andy? Is that what you’re saying?”

      “No one has given up on him, but we need to be realistic, Morgan. About Andy. About you. You’re in no shape to be in the field right now. I want to put you in admin for now. You can coordinate the team I’ve assigned to finding the harpy. You will still be involved.”

      “Administration?” I can’t believe what he is saying.

      “Yes. The work done behind the scenes is just as important as—”

      “Who’s lying now?” I throw back at him.

      “Careful, Morgan. I know you’ve been through a lot. Too much…but don’t say something you might regret.”

      “I can’t do it, Tom. I can’t sit behind a desk day in and day out. I need to be out there.” I point my finger at the door.

      We look each other in the eyes for what feels like a long time. He finally breathes out through his nose. His body relaxes some. “Let me think about it.”

      “What?’ I scrub a hand over my face. I was so sure I had him. “Why do you need to think about it? I’ve got this. I won’t make the same mistake twice.”

      “You need to learn when to close your mouth. Give me a day or two. You take some time. Think things through.”

      That’s just it, I don’t want more time. I don’t want to think.

      “It’s already been a week,” I counter, trying hard to be calm. “Her trail is getting colder by the second.”

      “There are already people on this.”

      I want to be on it. I want to find her. I have to. I don’t say any of that. I bite my tongue. I have to take his advice, or I’m out.

      “Give me a day or two, and I’ll see what I can do. I don’t have anyone to partner you with.” He rubs a hand over his chin, breaking eye contact.

      No one wants me. He’s trying to hide it. I can tell. No one wants to partner with me after what happened to Andy. I don’t blame them. I wouldn’t want me either. “I’ll be fine on my own.”

      “No…now that isn’t happening. I’ll see if I can pair you with an existing partnership.”

      “Anything,” I say. “Anyone. I don’t care. I need a shot at this.”

      He nods once. “Don’t go doing anything stupid in the meanwhile.”

      “Don’t take too long…please,” I add when his eyes narrow.

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “Thank you,” I push out. I don’t know if I can wait a couple of minutes, let alone a couple of days. I’ll find a way to get through it. “We’ll talk soon, then?” I raise my brows.

      “Yes, we will.”

      I leave. Worry clawing at my gut. So many ‘what ifs’ rolling around my head, I feel weighed down by them. I need to push all that aside. I’m doing this with or without the help of the Order. I am a Seeker. I will find her.
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      One week later…

      Lyre

      

      The scent of Chinese takeout is pungent as I get out of my car. It makes my mouth water, and my stomach twist. I’m on edge. I close my car door and push the lock button.

      I hope Luke has something for me. Anything. I’m desperate. It’s been two weeks since I lost my power. All of it. Every shred. The last two weeks have felt like two years. I feel naked without it. No…naked isn’t quite right…I feel empty. I feel half of…of…well, of me. I hate how it feels. I was cheated. Taken advantage of. I keep running through the events of that night. I get headaches from trying to piece things together. From trying to understand.

      I walk past the entrance to the takeout place and make my way through a glass door, which leads up a flight of stairs. I head down a hallway. I pass a couple of doors until I reach the one that has ‘Luke Roberts PI’ on it in gold lettering. It was so clichéd the first time I came here that if I wasn’t as desperate, and if he hadn’t come as highly recommended, I might just have turned and walked away.

      I knock once and enter since he is expecting me and I’m two minutes late.

      Luke is tapping on the keyboard of his laptop. He looks up. “Hey. Take a seat.”

      “Please tell me you have something for me,” I get right to it as I sit down across from him.

      “I do.”

      I push out a pent-up breath I didn’t even realize I was holding. “Oh, thank god!”

      “It’s not what you think, though.” He frowns. “I still have no leads on our mystery lady. None of the street cameras picked her up. I had hoped to get a registration on a vehicle, but nada. The barman remembered her, but it was the first time he had ever seen her. All he could tell me was that she left with some guy. That would be you.” Luke nods his head in my direction. “She hasn’t been back since.”

      “All dead ends.”

      He nods. “Yep. I canvassed the area, including bus stations, the train station, and the closest airport, and no one remembers seeing anyone matching her description.”

      “You used her picture?” I ask.

      “I did. So far, I’ve come up empty-handed.”

      “What is this lead you referred to?”

      “I don’t know if it’s a lead. It could be nothing. A woman called me wanting information. She said she’s looking for the same woman.”

      I frown. “How could she know that?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe she spoke with someone I approached. I left my card all over. You’d be surprised how often a lead comes in from that. Especially if you offer a reward. Also, I called in a favor with a detective friend at the police department. I had him run facial recognition on this.” He picks up the photograph of Gabriella.

      “Surely they can’t trace someone with that?” The photograph is pixelated. It’s a side-view. It isn’t great unless you’ve met Gabby. You would most likely recognize her then.

      “In this instance,” he shakes his head, “they were unable to identify her. I told them what went down, how she lifted your wallet, your watch, and some electronic equipment. They’ve put a BOLO out on her.”

      “That’s handy.” I’m hoping it will pan out, but this woman is elusive.

      “The woman caller mentioned the picture. She called the woman by another name, though.”

      “Oh?” I sit up taller in my seat.

      “Lilith.”

      I shrug. “All it tells me is that she has more than one identity. Anything else? Did this woman caller give you her name, at least?”

      “Nope. She clamped up tighter than an oyster about to be shucked when I asked.”

      “What did you get?”

      “Her number. She gave me a number to call if I had any information to share. She said she was looking for Lilith. Wouldn’t say why. All I can say is that she didn’t sound like there was much love lost.”

      “I’m going to assume you traced the number.”

      He nods once and smiles. “Of course. It’s a burner.”

      “So, all we have is another mystery woman, a cellphone number, and the name Lilith.”

      “I’m afraid so, but it’s more than we had yesterday.”

      Damn.

      That’s nothing.

      Less than nothing.

      Who is this person who called Luke? Who is Gabby…Lilith? More importantly, what is she? There’s only one thing to do in a situation like this. “Call her,” I say. “Put her on speaker.”

      “Now?” he asks, sounding bewildered.

      “Yes, now.”

      “I tried to get her to talk to me. I tried to get her to agree to meet but got nothing. I don’t think it’ll help if I call her.”

      “There’s only one way to find out.” I look down at his phone. I’d take her number and call her myself, but I’m afraid she won’t answer if she doesn’t recognize the number. In fact, it’s highly likely that’ll be the outcome.

      “Okay. I guess we have nothing to lose.” He picks up his phone and starts scrolling. Then he swipes at the screen a couple of times and puts the phone on the desk.

      “It’s on speaker,” he says, as a ringtone sounds.

      I pull my chair in closer, my eyes are on his screen. “Let me talk,” I say.

      Luke looks unsure for a moment, and then he nods.

      She picks up. I’m shocked because I somehow didn’t think that she would. “I hope you have some information for me and that you’re not wasting my time.” Her voice is no-nonsense.

      “Hello,” I say. “My name is Lyre. It seems like we might be looking for the same person.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “What is your name?’ I ask. I told her mine. Maybe, just maybe.

      She sighs. “Do you have information or not?”

      I need to give her something. I hope she’ll give me something back in return. I won’t hold my breath. “This woman…you call her Lilith, she stole from me. She took my wallet, my watch, and a couple of other things of little importance. The watch was sentimental. I need it back. I’m trying to find her.”

      “Your watch and your wallet?” she asks, I hear skepticism in her tone. Maybe I’m wrong.

      “Yes, that’s right. Like I said, the watch isn’t worth much, but it’s important to me. I’m trying to find her. I’m offering a reward.”

      “That’s nice.” I don’t think she’s interested.

      “Ten thousand dollars,” I throw the number out there. I can pay it. In fact, I’m fully prepared to pay triple that – more – to find Gabriella.

      “Let’s cut the bull,” she says, deadpan. “We both know she didn’t steal those things from you. That’s not how she operates. Why are you really looking for her?”

      What? How could this woman possibly know that? “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me! Lilith, or whatever she’s calling herself these days, was not after your money or jewelry. Why do you want her so badly?”

      “I’m telling you—”

      “No, I’m telling you! You’re lying to me. Maybe if you come clean and tell me what really happened, we can set something up.”

      “Who the hell are you?” I growl. “Why are you trying to find her?”

      “Call me when you have something, or if you’re willing to cut the crap.” She hangs up the phone.

      I’m reeling.

      This woman knows something.

      “Call her again!” I say.

      “Why?” Luke is frowning. “She’s full of hot air. I’m telling you she’s one of those crazies we get calling in sometimes.”

      That was no crazy. I get why Luke would draw that conclusion since he doesn’t have all the facts.

      “Humor me.”

      He looks my way for a few moments and then pulls in a breath. Luke goes through the motions, putting the phone down between us. It just rings and rings and rings.

      He tries again, but the same thing happens.

      “I want her number,” I say.

      “Why?” He raises his brows. “Forget her. She clearly can’t help us.”

      “Please,” I say.

      “I wouldn’t waste my time.” He gives me her number anyway, and I program it into my phone.

      Then he proceeds to explain several avenues he plans on exploring. They’re all long shots. I’m thinking about the woman I just spoke to. How am I going to get her to talk? She knows something. It’s important. How do I get her to open up without revealing too much about myself? It’s not like I can tell her that Gabby – Lilith – stole my power. That would sound like crazy talk. I’d scare her away for good if I did that. I’m tempted to give her more information about myself. Maybe that will draw her in. Problem is, I can’t trust her.

      It doesn’t take long for Luke to finish outlining his plan. We’re getting to the point where we’ve exhausted all leads. Not that there were many to begin with.

      “I’ll call you if I find out anything,” he says.

      I nod.

      “It’s like she just disappeared,” he adds. “Rest assured, I won’t give up.”

      “I know you won’t.”

      “I’ve got PD on this. I’ll keep fishing. Keep on turning rocks until something comes up.”

      “I know you will.” We shake hands, and I leave.

      I can’t walk past the Chinese takeout a second time. This time, my mouth waters and my stomach rumbles. I go inside and place my order.

      Then I sit down at the cheap plastic table. I can’t stop thinking about her. For once, it’s not Gabby but the other mystery woman. I look at the screen of my phone for a long couple of minutes before I finally decide to send her a text.

      

      Nice chatting.

      

      I see that she has read my message, but I don’t get a response.

      

      I wish you’d tell me your name.

      

      She reads the message…and I get nothing.

      

      The lady at the counter tells me that my order is ready. I look at my watch. Ten minutes. That’s impressive. I take my food and head to my car. I get inside and do what I always do when I get Chinese; I find my fortune cookie. I rip open the plastic packaging. Crack open the cookie and take out the little piece of paper.

      Soon life will become more interesting.

      I choke out a laugh. Please no. ‘More interesting’ is another way of saying more complicated. It’s complicated enough, thanks.

      

      You don’t even want to know the fortune I just pulled out of a cookie. I ordered Chinese BTW.

      

      I’m not sure why I just sent that message. I see those bouncing balls that indicate she is typing. I watch them for a long couple of seconds. Then they are gone. Damn. She thought about it but didn’t respond in the end. She is reading my messages. Maybe I can get through to her if I keep trying. Maybe she’ll tell me what she knows without me having to confess to being a dragon demigod…because that won’t work.

      

      Okay then. Take care of yourself. I’ll eat an egg roll for you.

      

      Again, she reads the message, but that’s all. Rome wasn’t built in a day. I’m a patient man. As a surgeon, I have to be. A heart transplant can take eight hours. Six for a triple bypass.

      I put my phone away and pull out into the road. I’m probably being an idiot here. I should forget about this woman. I’ll find some other way to find Gabriella…Lilith…whatever the hell her name is. I still can’t help feeling that this woman knows something real. Something that will break this wide open. I’ll keep chipping away at her. It’s all I have to go on.
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      Six weeks later…

      Morgan

      

      We drive into the underground parking and get out. I follow behind them. We take the elevator, which opens into a lobby of a hotel. The reception area is large and airy. The floor looks like it’s made of black and white marble. It’s that or some kind of shiny stone. Thankfully I decided to wear black slacks instead of jeans. I still feel out of place. I look up at a large skylight. The ceiling is white marble. There are wooden pillars down the whole length of the space. The contrast between all the marble and the warm wood works well.

      There are several modern sitting areas and a large reception desk spanning the whole one side of the room. It’s made from white marble with a dark grain running through it. There are five people behind the desk. Four are smiling and looking our way, while a fifth is busy with a customer who is clearly checking in. My phone vibrates in my pocket, but I ignore it.

      “Wait here,” Mandy instructs. She doesn’t look my way, but I know she is speaking to me…the third wheel. I’ve been tagging along with this pair for weeks.

      I bite my tongue, holding back a sigh of frustration. I move away, staying in the general vicinity. This lead came in from head office. Someone called to say that a Lilith checked in to this hotel last night. It’s a long shot and more than likely a waste of time, yet here we are, grasping at straws.

      If it were up to me, I’d hit the underground bars and hangouts. I’d find every lowlife scum from here to Alaska. I’d stir up hell until someone talked. Someone has to know where this harpy is. Harpies are rare. She has to be somewhere. Holing up with someone. She has to eat. Hunger will drive her into the open. She’ll be itching for a fix by now. I disregarded everything Lilith told me about harpies. I’ve been doing my own research. I’m more inclined to believe the books than anything that came out of that lying bitch’s mouth. The only way to catch her will be to think like her. To associate ourselves with those who get off on blood and guts. Her kind. My new partners – and I use the term loosely – disagree.

      My pocket vibrates with an incoming message. I keep my eyes on Mandy and Mike. M and M, as I like to call them. They’re talking with a receptionist who keeps shaking her head. I roll my eyes, letting a sigh of annoyance fall from my lips. They aren’t going to get anything like this. It’s clear that the Order has sent the lowest-ranking Seekers on the harpy chase. Why? Because they think it’s a lost cause, but they have to make it look like they care. What am I saying? They do care, but they’re not wasting resources on a wild goose chase. We’re understaffed as it is. Besides, a job like this doesn’t pay. The Order needs cold, hard cash to survive. All of this is what Tom told me when he assigned me to join these two. I’m sorry that I agreed. I think I might have gotten further working a desk.

      I head to the help desk. “Hi,” I smile brightly, “I’m in Room 314. My name is Bianca Tate.” All bullshit. One thing I’ve realized is that if you say something with real confidence, people will tend to believe you. “I need a large envelope, please.” I look at my watch and then lock eyes with the guy behind the desk.

      “Of course…ma’am.” He frowns. “You said Room 314?”

      “That’s correct.”

      “No problem.” He takes out a regular-sized envelope.

      “Do you have anything bigger. I have a stack of documents I need to get to a client by the end of business.” I look at my watch again, making sure that my expression conveys minor irritation. “I don’t want this deal falling through,” I add. My tone is no-nonsense and yet polite. I force a tight smile.

      “Of course not.” He opens and closes a couple of drawers and then hands me what I’m looking for.

      “Great!” I smile. “You’ve saved my life…” I look at his name tag, “George. Do you have a black marker by any chance?”

      He nods and hands me the marker. I write ‘Urgent!’ on the envelope, followed by ‘Attention: Lilith Hunter’. That’s the name this woman checked in under.

      Hunter.

      Could it be?

      I see M and M still hard at work trying to get the receptionist to give them information on the guest. She’s not budging…hotel policy. I’m not sure why they’re even trying anymore. I walk into the ladies’ restroom and stop in my tracks. Sheesh! It’s even more gorgeous in here than in the lobby. It smells amazing too. They don’t have disposable paper napkins, but there’s a stack of perfectly rolled up, fluffy, white hand towels. I grab four and unfold them, placing them in my envelope. I give it a squeeze and then add one more towel. Perfect. Nice and thick. It looks like there is something important inside the envelope. I lick and seal it tightly shut, and then I head for the reception desk.

      I head to a receptionist further up from Mike and Mandy. M and M are still at it. The receptionist isn’t really listening to them anymore, but they’re still pushing hard. She gives a final, very definite, shake of the head, and they turn, looking defeated.

      Mandy’s eyes flash around the lobby. They narrow when they land on me. I focus on the lady in front of me.

      “Good day. Can I help you with something?” The receptionist is bright, and all smiles.

      “Hi, yes, please. I have important mail for one of your guests.” I step closer and lower my voice.

      The receptionist cocks her head and steps closer to the desk as well.

      “It’s very important that she receive this personally. I need you to put this into her hands.”

      She frowns. “I may not leave this desk. It’s…” she looks at the clock on the wall behind her, “two hours before my next break. We have a delivery service. I can assure you that the guest would receive her mail within the next ten minutes.”

      I shake my head. “I know that Miss Hunter would be pleased if you honor my request. The fewer hands…” I lower my voice even more, “this passes through,” I wink at her, “the better. It’ll be safer that way. The information inside here,” I tap the envelope, “is strictly confidential.”

      “Although The Ten Winds would be happy to help, you should probably contact her and deliver it yourself.” Her eyes narrow, and she looks skeptical for a moment or two.

      “I just handle the deliveries. This,” I tap the envelope again, “is way above my pay grade. I have another ten deliveries to make before lunch.” I roll my eyes. “You know how it is?”

      “Absolutely.” I can see she wants to roll her eyes as well, but that wouldn’t be acceptable behavior for a receptionist in an establishment like this one, so she holds back.

      “As I said, it’s important she get this ASAP. Can I trust you to help me out?”

      Her eyes widen. “Of course. I’ll see to it that she gets this.”

      “You’ll personally see to it?” I’m tempted to hand her a crisp bill but decide not to at the last minute. I have her hook, line, and sinker. I might lose her if I try to bribe her. I’ve learned that there are those who are swayed by money and those who are put off by it.

      She gets this look of determination. “I will personally make sure that Miss Hunter receives this.” She touches the envelope.

      “You’re a lifesaver,” I push out, sounding relieved.

      “No problem! I’ll let her know right away that it’s here,” she says.

      I glance at her name badge. “You have been a huge help, Candice.” I smile at her.

      “I’m here to help.” She winks at me, her hand already reaching for the telephone in front of her.

      I give her a small nod and walk to the elevator, ignoring the surprised looks on the faces of M and M. I step into the elevator and head down to the parking area.

      I’ll wait a minute or two, and then, if need be, I’ll contact them with instructions. I don’t have to wait. The elevator dings half a minute later, and Mike and Mandy get out. “What the hell was that?” Mandy spits.

      “I could see that you weren’t getting anywhere with that receptionist, so I went to plan B.”

      “You should have run any plans past us first,” Mike chimes in.

      “There wasn’t time. I needed to act.” I relay the plan.

      Mandy folds her arms. “I doubt it’ll work.”

      “Waste of time.” Mike frowns. “The harpy would never fall for it.”

      “It will work,” I assure them. I highly doubt that the woman staying in this hotel is the harpy. The Lilith who screwed over my partner and I wouldn’t fall for this envelope trick. If no one comes down, it’ll give me the heads up that it probably is the harpy. Either way, I’ll know. “I need the two of you to sit in one of those lounges closer to the reception. Order coffee.” I try not to sound frustrated. “Lilith Hunter will be down shortly to collect her mail.”

      “I swear if you’re wasting our—”

      “Please, Mandy. If you don’t hurry, you might miss her.”

      “One cup of coffee,” Mike says. “If she hasn’t been down to collect her mail by then, we’ll have to figure something else out.”

      “Understood,” I say, irritation clawing at me. I doubt it, but it might take a couple of hours for Lilith to collect the envelope. We need to be here to ID this woman. My plan needs to be given a chance.

      Mandy nods once. She doesn’t look happy.

      “Oh, and keep an eye on the exits,” I say to their retreating backs.

      “Do we look like amateurs?”

      I smile brightly in answer.

      Mike gives me a dirty look, and then they get back into the elevator. The doors close. I start pacing. I need to keep an eye on the rear exits. If this is a harpy, she might try to run. I find a door at the back with an exit sign. I turn the lock and head out into an alley. There are large, foul-smelling dumpsters and steam pouring out of a pipe. This is either the laundry or the kitchen.

      I take my phone out of my pocket to text M and M – I need to let them know I’m here – and notice that there are two unread texts. They’re from him. Lyre. My lip twitches and I feel slightly better. I’m not sure why he insists on messaging me several times a day, especially since I don’t reply, but he does it anyway. He sends arbitrary things. It’s stupid, but I have caught myself checking my phone anyway. I’ve started looking forward to seeing what he has to say. I should have tossed this burner by now. It would solve several problems. One of which is his constant contact with me, but I haven’t. He could still pan out to be a real lead. I fire off a message to M and M. Then I open the texts.

      

      Hi, Miss Stubborn. Hope you are having a good day? Did you know that roughly one million dogs in the US have been named as heirs in their owners’ wills? I know, I was shocked too.

      

      I choke out a laugh. It’s stupid! I read the second text, which came through fifteen minutes after the first

      

      No answer… Still living up to your name, I see. Oh well! I guess it is what it is. I’m nothing if not tenacious. I have a busy day lined up, so you won’t hear from me until later…maybe even tomorrow. Let me know when you’re ready to meet in person. Have a good day!

      

      My brows go up. It’s the first time he’s suggested meeting with me in all the weeks he’s been texting. He hasn’t asked me about Lilith either. He’s kept everything light-hearted and… fun. Having said that, we both know why he keeps messaging me. It isn’t to make friends with me. It isn’t to brighten my day, even though he’s done a good job of that on most of them, even if it was just for a few seconds. This guy, Lyre, if that’s even his real name, wants information on Lilith. He’s also a liar, and I hate those.

      

      Me: Hi Mr. Pushy! I’ll meet you when you have something to say. Something real. Something factual.

      

      Him: Everything I’ve said has been factual and real.

      

      Me: Factual, real, and useless. One million dog heirs. It was a 9-foot, 100-year-old turtle yesterday and the 1000-gallon inflatable pool that was stolen without a drop of water being spilled, the day before. I know what you’ve been eating and some of the shit you’ve been doing. I’m sorry to say, but it hasn’t been very helpful. Give me something I can actually use.

      

      Him: I’m glad you’re paying such close attention  I have lots to say that you can actually use, Miss Stubborn.

      

      Me: Prove it! Right now!

      

      Him: Who’s being pushy now? I’m not giving you anything telephonically. Meet with me.

      

      Me: Not interested! Stop texting me. Either give me something, and we’ll meet…or get lost.

      

      I’m not meeting with some asshole just because he insists he has information. It would most likely be a colossal waste of my time. More importantly, it could be another trap. I hold my breath, staring at my phone.

      

      Him: No can do, Miss Stubborn, I’m pushy, remember?

      

      I try not to smile and fail. I stuff my phone back in my pocket and focus on monitoring the exits.
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        * * *

      

      Lyre

      I stare at my phone for a good half a minute before putting it down on the table.

      I should have given up on the mystery woman a long time ago. The problem is that we’ve hit a dead end. I have no idea where Gabby is, or what she is, or why she took my power. All I have is this woman. Miss Stubborn. I feel my lip twitch. She finally answered one of my messages. She was just as short as the first time we spoke. I look down at my device; I itch to call her. To try to talk her into meeting me. The problem is that I would have nothing to say to her. Nothing real or true. How would I lead the conversation?

      ‘Gabby or Lilith, or whatever her name is, stole my powers. Yes, you heard correctly. I’m not human. I’m a dragon demigod. My father is Apollo. I know it’s hard to swallow, but it’s all true, I swear. Gabby stole my power, and I need to find her so that I can get it back. Do you want to work together?’

      Yeah…no! It wouldn’t be well received. I might end up in the looney bin. She would block my number and never speak to me again.

      I need to keep chipping away at her. I feel like I am getting somewhere. One of these days she’s going to come around. I’ll find out what she knows, and hopefully, it will lead somewhere. One thing is certain, she definitely knows something.

      “I’d love to know who you just texted,” Jarrod says, smirking. “You went from smiling to seriously frowning and all in the space of a couple of minutes. Plus, you’re letting your food get cold.” He looks down at my half-eaten omelet. “Although, I probably wouldn’t eat that either. An omelet made with only egg whites?” He makes this face and then picks up a piece of bacon and stuffs it into his mouth, making a noise of enjoyment.

      “My omelet is healthy,” I throw back, glad the conversation has moved on.

      “I’m guessing it’s a woman,” Stephan smirks, glancing down at my phone.

      They won’t let it go! Of course not, that would have been too easy. “It’s not!” I answer immediately. “I mean, it is, but it’s not like that.”

      “Sure, it isn’t,” Jarrod laughs, mouth full of bacon. “It never is…like that.”

      “It’s not. I’ve never met her.”

      “Kinky,” Jarrod says.

      “You know what happened to me.” I lower my voice. “I’m definitely not going to be jumping into anything with anyone anytime soon.”

      Jarrod sighs. “I guess not. Who is she then?”

      “Someone I’m hoping will be able to help me with finding Gabriella, only she’s refusing to meet with me unless I give her a reason to.”

      “I’m sure you can come up with a reason.” Stephan bobs his brows.

      I give him a dirty look and take a bite of my food.

      Both Stephan and Jarrod laugh.

      “It’s not like I can tell her what actually happened, and she refuses to believe the reasons I gave her. I told her that Gabby lifted my wallet, a watch, and some other stuff. I mentioned that the watch was important to me and that there was a reward. She basically called me a liar. She said that Gabby – she calls her Lilith – wouldn’t have been interested in those things.” I lift my eyes in thought. “How can she know that? She must know something worthwhile.”

      “Interesting.” Stephan puts his knife and fork down on his empty plate and rubs his chin. “It almost sounds like she knows something real about this Gabby/Lilith person.”

      “What do you plan on doing?” Jarrod asks.

      I shrug. “I’ve been texting her for weeks, and today she responded for the first time, so I think it’s working. I’ll keep at it.”

      “I’m going to assume you traced her phone,” Jarrod says.

      I nod. “Burner.” I push out a breath. “I need her to agree to see me without giving her anything. I can’t give her anything. It’s not like I can tell her who I am.” I widen my eyes.

      “No, you cannot.” Jarrod shakes his head.

      “Nope.” Stephanus shakes his head. “You can’t. It wouldn’t—”

      The waitress arrives at our table. “Did you enjoy your meal?” she asks Stephan. She touches him on the arm before leaning down and taking his plate.

      Oh shit!

      Stephan’s eyes widen, and he sits up taller in his seat, sucking in a breath. “Yes, thanks.” His words are stilted.

      “Good to know.” She winks at him. Then she looks down at our plates, noting that we’re still busy. “Anything else?” She lifts her brows.

      “We’re good,” I say.

      We watch her saunter off.

      “Was it bad?” I cringe.

      “No.” Stephan shakes his head. “Thankfully, she only touched me for a second.”

      Poor guy. Actually, they both have shitty powers, in my opinion. Sure, they can come in handy at times, but – for the most part – they’re trouble.

      Stephan can see into the future. If a human touches him – boom – he sees. The longer they touch him, the further into their future he sees. It can be a real buzzkill if you’re trying to get to know someone better.

      I notice that Stephan is watching her. The waitress. He’s keeping his eyes on her. He does this for several minutes while I finish my omelet. I’m nearly done when he sighs. “Excuse me for a moment.”

      “Here we go,” Jarrod says, rolling his eyes.

      I chuckle.

      “So, you’re just going to keep texting this woman?” Jarrod asks once Stephan is gone.

      “That’s the only plan I have. Keep chipping away until she agrees to see me. I figure that she hasn’t blocked me so…” I shrug.

      “It’s worth a—”

      There is a yell. I turn my head and see Stephan grab onto the waitress’s tray – and just in time too, otherwise a whole stack of dirty plates would’ve fallen onto the ground.

      “Oh my gosh.” The waitress sounds out of breath. “Thank you,” she gushes. “That was lucky. You happened to be here, and you have quick reflexes.” Her eyes are wide.

      “Glad I could help. You got it now?” He looks down at the tray, which he is still holding.

      The waitress has one hand on the tray. She puts the other one over his hand. Stephan’s eyes widen.

      Oh no!

      Jarrod and I lock eyes. We laugh. The poor schmuck just got another blast of her future.

      “I have it.” She nods, taking the tray from him. “Thanks again.” She giggles.

      Stephan is glowering when he comes back to the table.

      “That was your own fault,” Jarrod says. “You should have left well enough alone,” he adds.

      “I couldn’t,” Stephanus says, sitting down. “She would have been fired if I hadn’t helped out. I think she might be clumsy. In my vision, her boss said something about it being the second accident this week.” He shakes his head. “I couldn’t just watch her mess up like that. I’m sure she needs this job.”

      “Please tell me you didn’t get any major insights from that last reading.” Jarrod cocks his head.

      Stephan looks like someone kicked his puppy. “Her house will be broken into in the coming days…maybe weeks. It won’t be too far in the future.”

      “Oh,” I say.

      “I’m sure she has insurance.” Jarrod sounds irritated.

      “I’m sure she does.” Stephan nods. “Unfortunately, she will be home at the time of the robbery, since it happens in the middle of the night. She will be intimidated and badly beaten. It will start a spiral of depression and anxiety. I didn’t get much more….only to say that her future is not headed in the right direction and she’s a really nice person. The course of her life will be altered for the good if we can stop her from being robbed.”

      Jarrod groans. He throws down his cutlery in disgust. “So, what’s the plan?”

      “I’ll follow her home after her shift today, and we can…” he pauses, wincing, “take turns watching over her from sundown to sunrise.”

      Jarrod slumps back in his chair. “Fine,” he pushes out.

      “The two of you are great guys,” I say, laughing. “I would offer to help, but I can’t afford to be anything other than one hundred percent on my game. That means plenty of rest,” I point at my plate, “healthy food…the whole nine yards.”

      “Completely understandable,” Stephan says.

      “We’ll handle it,” Jarrod agrees with a sigh. “I’m hoping it goes down within the next three weeks.” He frowns. “Otherwise, we might miss our trip. You might need to stay home closer to our flight,” he tells Stephan.

      “Oh, yes,” I say. “You guys have that crazy trip planned. Remind me where you’re going again.” I frown.

      “Armenia,” Jarrod says.

      “Hiking in Armenia.” I smile. “Sounds interesting, I’ll give you that.”

      “I can’t wait,” Stephan sighs. “We’re doing a tour of Yerevan city and then heading out for eleven days of bliss.” He gets this serene look. “No people. No electronic devices. We’re going to be completely off the grid. It’ll be just us and nature.”

      “I have to say…it sounds amazing. Life feels like one big rat race at the moment.” My schedule is so full. With that in mind, I look down at my phone, clenching my jaw. “I need to get to work, I have surgery scheduled for this afternoon and need to do my rounds before then.”

      “Breakfast is on us,” Jarrod says as I take out my wallet. I nod. “Thanks, the next one is on me.” We say our goodbyes and I head out. A knot of worry is eating at me. I’m not used to feeling this way. Apprehensive. I always go into surgery knowing I’ll nail it, one way or the other. I don’t rely on my power every day. In fact, most days I’m fine without it. I’m good at what I do. Damn good, and yet, it’s good knowing that there’s a safety net. Just like it’s terrible knowing that my net isn’t there. My patient could die. I wouldn’t be able to do a damn thing about it.

      I’ve got this.

      I’ll figure it out.

      I have to.
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      Three days later…

      Morgan

      

      Tom is sitting in a booth on the far side of the diner, which is almost empty. Then again, it is an odd time of the day. Just after three. The lunch rush is over, and it’s too soon for dinner.

      The few people who are here have a cup of bottomless coffee in front of them. One or two have pie loaded with whipped cream. The type you squirt out of a can.

      I pull in a deep breath as I near the booth.

      Tom is eating a waffle. It’s topped with banana, melted chocolate, syrup, and a ton of whipped cream. He is sipping his coffee as I slide into the booth.

      “You’re pulling me,” I say. “Why?”

      “Nice to see you too,” Tom says.

      I swallow hard. “Sorry.” I exhale, scrubbing a hand over my face. “How are you?”

      “Doing okay. Well as can be expected. Coffee?” he asks as a waitress arrives. She puts a mug in front of me and pours.

      “Thank you.”

      She places a menu on the table.

      “I won’t need anything else,” I say. My stomach is all wound up.

      Tom cuts off a big chunk of waffle and stuffs it into his mouth.

      “M and M told me to see you. They wouldn’t tell me why or give any explanations, which tells me plenty. Why are you pulling me? It’s only been a couple of weeks.”

      “It’s not a case of pulling you, O’Reilly,” he says around his food, chewing faster.

      “What then? Why am I here?”

      Tom swallows. He picks up his coffee. “We don’t have the manpower to keep focusing on your harpy.”

      “My harpy?” I shake my head. “What do you mean by that? She’s not my harpy.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “I don’t know what you mean, Tom. You’re going to pull M and M as well?” I make a groaning noise. “Not that they were all that great, mind you. Their names should be dumb and dumber. How do they ever take anything down?”

      “Don’t do that. Every Seeker in the country is aware of what happened. They’ve all received a picture and a description of the harpy. She will turn up. In the meanwhile, we have bigger fish to fry.”

      “Bigger fish? She caused the injury of one of our own. Andy is still lying in that bed, fighting for his life.” I feel my eyes prick. I try hard to keep my voice down and fail. “I spoke to his mother earlier.” I pull in a few deep breaths. I don’t want to break down. “They’re worried that he is slipping into a vegetative state.”

      “I know.” Tom puts down his fork and rubs his hands. “I have been following up as well. Believe it or not, I care about him.”

      “Well, then?” I yell. “We have to do something. We can’t just give up.”

      “It’s been weeks, O’Reilly. I can’t give you more.”

      “Weeks of bullshit. Mark and Mandy wouldn’t know their asses from their elbows. They’re useless.”

      “I told you not to go there.” Tom points a finger at me.

      “I will! They wouldn’t listen to anything I had to say. It didn’t end up being Lilith, but they almost blew the hotel stakeout. We may never have known if I wasn’t involved. If we give up now, we won’t find her. The longer this drags on, the further into the wind she is. It’ll be on you if we don’t get Andy justice. Do you want to live with that? Can you live with that?”

      “This is why you should have seen a therapist. Can you even hear yourself, Morgan? This is on you.” He points at me again.

      My heart sinks down into my shoes. The blood drains from my body.

      “You need to own it. It wasn’t Mandy or Mark who got Andy hurt. It was you who put him in that bed. If you want someone to blame, you blame yourself. No one wants to partner with you, and I don’t blame them. You’re a loose cannon. A liability. I’m closing this down. I suggest you ride a desk for a while. That you keep your nose clean. Maybe at some point—”

      “You’re right,” I interrupt. My voice sounds foreign. It’s cold and emotionless. “I am to blame for what happened.” My chest is rising and falling in quick succession. “Now it’s up to me to make it right. I don’t need a partner because I already have one.” I stand.

      “Sit down, Morgan,” Tom instructs.

      I ignore him. “I know how to tackle this. I know where to go and who to talk to. I’m going to fix this. Not for myself but for Andy.”

      I leave, taking quick strides. I’m determined to do right by my partner, my friend. This isn’t about the Order anymore. Rules? What rules? I’m going to do whatever it takes to fix this.

      “Morgan!” Tom yells. “Dammit, Morgan,” he yells even harder. “Wait! Morgan, wait.”

      I don’t listen. I keep walking.
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      Two weeks later…

      Morgan

      

      OMG!

      Is that him?

      No! It can’t be. Can it? I glance at his name badge. Dr. Lyre Jennings. It’s him. It’s really him. I’ve found him. I have a contact at the local Police Department. A guy who used to be one of us. A Seeker. He put me onto the private investigator. The one who brought the photograph of the harpy into the department to begin with. I spent the last couple of days watching Luke Roberts but to no avail. I finally took matters into my own hands, and here I am. Lyre Jennings. He’s nothing like I expected. I knew he was intelligent and funny, but this? Not this. Not ever this.

      At twenty-eight years of age, I’ve come to realize that the voice you hear on the phone, or on the radio, doesn’t always match up to the person. I force myself to look away. To focus instead on the food on my tray. I take small looks at him from under my lashes, feeling like a schoolgirl. Not that I was ever the kind of schoolgirl who looked under her lashes at boys. I’m the youngest of six kids. My siblings are all boys. I was unplanned, just like my two brothers before me. We were not unwanted or unloved, just unplanned. Catholic or not, my mom had her tubes tied after I was born. We didn’t have much money growing up. I had to wear mostly hand-me-downs from my brothers. I didn’t own a dress until I was eighteen. Even then, I felt awkward wearing one. Nope, no fluttering lashes. I was the one playing ball with the boys, not dating them.

      Yet, here I am, sneaking looks at this man. Lyre. I see him take out his phone and smile. Holy crap, but he has a great smile. I clear my throat softly. I need to remain focused and professional.

      Although I have to say, I’ve never seen a doctor who looks like him before. He’s tall, and from the way he’s filling out that coat, he’s sporting some serious muscles too. He has hair just past his shoulders. It’s wavy and untamed. I’ve never been one for longer hair on a guy before. Maybe I was wrong. His eyes are a vivid green. He’s unnaturally good-looking. I’m instantly attracted to him. By the looks other women in here are giving him, I’m not the only one. This puts me on high alert. Plenty of non-humans are attractive to us. Like the Venus flytrap secretes nectar to attract its prey. Various other species use this method to attract themselves some lunch. It makes me think of the centaurs. Deadly but beautiful. I shudder.

      The doctor is looking at the blackboard on the far wall. He types something on his phone and then drops it into the pocket of his white coat. He heads for the counter, his eyes are back on the blackboard which has the meals of the day displayed on it.

      My phone buzzes, and I pull it out. It’s a message from him. It’s proof that Mr. Pushy and the sexy doctor are one and the same. My heart is beating rapidly. After almost two weeks of working my way through the underground, of dealing with low-lifes and scum, I might finally have a real lead. This has to pan out. It’s my last shot.

      

      Him: Should I go with the pasta or the chicken salad? I’m starving but trying to stick to healthy options.

      

      I hold back a snigger. A guy like him can eat pasta for days. He is one of those types with a naturally fast metabolism. You can see it just by looking at him.

      

      He stares at the board for a while longer and then pulls his phone out of his pocket. He types, and my phone buzzes in my hand. I open the message.

      

      Him: What, too stubborn to help a guy out? Fine, I’ll choose for myself, but I’m not going to tell you what I decided on. The suspense will kill you.

      

      He actually gives a half-smile. Yeah, my life will end if I don’t find out what Mr. Pushy had for lunch. I shake my head. Now I know why he’s a touch on the arrogant side. I mean, look at him.

      I smile, but it’s grudging; I watch the sexy doctor place his order. I watch him head back to his table a couple of minutes later, tray in hand.

      I’ve never been one for delaying the inevitable. We’re in a public place. In his place of business. It doesn’t get much better than this for a confrontation. I should be relatively safe here. I’m going to assume that Doctor Lyre Jennings has built a life for himself. That he has a reputation to protect and uphold.

      I pick up my tray and walk over to him. I put the tray down and take a seat. His eyes widen, and he frowns. “Um…hello,” he says. “Can I help you, Miss…”

      He stops wrapping spaghetti around his fork. It’s a tomato-based sauce with a couple of little meatballs on top.

      “It’s Miss Stubborn, and I’m glad you went with the pasta. I had the salad, and the chicken is dry.”

      He drops his fork with a clang, and his mouth falls open for a few seconds.

      “I’m going to give you five minutes to tell me about Lilith/Gabby, whatever her name is. I want the truth.”
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        * * *

      

      Lyre

      It’s her.

      She’s here.

      The mystery woman.

      I lean back in my chair and fold my arms. She’s nothing like I expected, and yet, the way she looks fits with the no-nonsense woman I’ve spoken to and texted with. Her hair is short. Shorter than some guys I know. It’s an inky black. Glossy like a raven’s wing. I suspect it’s her natural color, although people would pay money to look like that. Her outfit would look better on a man too, but that’s where the manliness ends. Her eyes are huge. A light blue. Her mouth is full. Her nose small and turned up ever so slightly. There’s a smattering of freckles on her nose, which tells me she spends quite a bit of time in the sun.

      She’s very shapely underneath the shirt and black slacks. Definitely no man. Not by a long shot. Despite her lack of make-up and masculine attire, she’s wearing perfume. It’s floral with citrus undertones.

      “Who are you, and why are you looking for her?” I ask.

      Miss Stubborn’s eyes dart around the room. I notice that they move between each of the exits. Her back is against the wall, and her hands are under the table. She’s ready. “This is how this is going to work; you tell me everything you know, and then I’ll tell you what I know. Maybe we can help each other find this…woman.” Her eyes change when she says ‘woman’. I also note that she paused before she said it. Why?

      “I already told you, Gabby stole from me. I met her at one of the local bars. We got to talking. We danced and had a few drinks. I invited her back to my place.” I feel my whole body tense. “When I woke up the next morning, there were a couple of things missing, including—”

      “Your wallet and a watch.”

      “Yes.” I nod. “My camera and laptop were gone as well, but—”

      She chuckles. Her voice is throaty and deep. “I told you I didn’t believe you. I still don’t.”

      I frown. “I’m not sure why you wouldn’t believe me.” I shrug.

      She glances at her watch. “You have one more minute.”

      “Stop being pushy. Let’s talk about this.”

      “Stop being stubborn. I’m not here to play games. Why you?” She looks me up and down. She isn’t checking me out. It’s not like that. I’ve only ever spoken to this woman once, and she’s only ever answered my texts once, and yet, I somehow feel connected to her. I remind myself that I felt a connection with Gabby as well and look where that got me. No, I need to proceed with caution. “Why you and not some other guy?”

      “Why me? That’s a good question. I’m a decent conversationalist. I can dance. I’ve been told I’m a good-looking guy. Why wouldn’t Gabby want to go home with me?”

      “I can tell you that she didn’t go home with you because of your looks or dance skills.”

      “You’re right! I’m a surgeon. I drive a nice car. I’m sure she quickly realized that I was a great mark.”

      “You’re saying she’s a con artist? That she came after you for money?”

      “Yes.” I nod.

      “She didn’t take some crappy watch or your money.” Her eyes narrow. “What did she want with you? Why you? She picked you for a specific reason.”

      How can she know that? “All you have to do is tell me your name, and I’ll tell you something. We can share one fact at a time.”

      She cocks her head and scrutinizes me for a while. “No. That’s not going to work for me.”

      “You really are the most stubborn person I have ever met…or not met since I have no idea who you are. Fine, I’ll start. You already know my name and profession. Gabby singled me out. She came onto me. Bought me a drink. Seduced me.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know. We already established that she picked you for a reason. Why? What did she take?”

      “You first.” I’m getting irritated. “What happens when I spill my guts to you?” I can guess. “Oh, I know, you’ll leave, and that’ll be that. Gabby or whoever the hell this woman is has something of mine. Something I need back. I’m going to find her. With your input or without it. I don’t need to tell you anything. We can share information, or you can leave.” I bluff. “You do know how to share…or were you an only child?”

      Miss Stubborn leans forward, her large eyes on mine. She puts one hand on the table. The other one is still under the table. “No, I wasn’t an only child. There, I shared, now your turn. What are you?” she whispers, making the hairs stand up all over my body.

      “Come again?”

      “Let’s cut the crap, Doc. You’re not human. Not even close. What are you?” She talks under her breath even though there are no occupied tables near us.

      My heart beats faster. I feel it thumping in my chest. My hands go clammy. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I swallow down about a hundred counter-questions. How the hell does she know? Who is she?

      What the hell!

      I suck in a breath when I feel something cold and hard slide down my inner thigh. It pushes up against my cock.

      Fuck!

      The mystery woman leans forward, her breasts just resting on the table. Her eyes are hard and very focused. “Meet my Glock 18. It’s fully automatic and loaded. Capable of not only taking your dick clean off but leaving a sizable hole where it used to be. If I was you, I would start talking.”

      “Not here,” I manage to push out. It’s hard to talk when a person is threatening to blow your dick off.

      She presses the muzzle of the gun a little deeper into my crotch.

      I swallow thickly, lifting my hands in a gesture of surrender. “You wouldn’t,” I say, lowering my hands because, otherwise, I’m going to draw unwanted attention to us. I’m not sure how I would explain this to my superiors and colleagues.

      “You willing to take that risk?” She looks like she means it.

      I have superior healing skills. I’m not sure if they extend to growing back limbs and appendages. I’m not willing to take the risk. “I’m a dragon demigod.”

      “A what?” She frowns.

      “I’m part dragon shifter and part god.”

      She gives me a dirty look. “Bullshit!” Then she presses her gun so tightly against my cock it hurts…just a little.

      I grunt.

      “Demigod my ass.”

      I growl low, an almost inaudible rumble from deep in my chest. “So you buy the dragon shifter part then?”

      She nods once. “Maybe. That would make you a relatively peaceful species. We leave the dragon shifters alone.”

      “We?” I raise my brows.

      “I’m holding the gun. I’ll ask the questions. I know that dragon shifters exist, but I’ll need you to prove that you are really one.”

      “Right now?”

      “Make your eyes glow for a second or show me some scales.”

      She knows her stuff. “I’m at work.” I look around the room, my eyes locking with a nurse who works on my team.

      She smiles as I look away. Shit!

      “Hi, Doctor Jennings,” she says. “Everything okay?” She stops at our table. “You look worried.”

      “I’m fine, Louise.” I smile at her. “My girlfriend came to visit. How sweet is that?” I put my hand around Miss Stubborn’s shoulder and rub her back lovingly. Her whole body tenses.

      “Oh, you have a girlfriend.” Louise’s brows go up. “I wasn’t aware. I’m Louise.” She holds out her hand to the mystery woman.

      I pull back, giving Miss Stubborn space. She narrows her eyes at me, her jaw tightening. “I’m Andy,” she finally says when it starts to get awkward.

      Louise can be annoying. A little too nice. Too in your face. She’s asked me out at least half a dozen times. Right now, I love Louise because she stretches her hand further towards Miss Stubborn. There is no way she gave her real name. Andy? Forget about it.

      The gun leaves my crotch, and I have to hold back a sigh of relief. Miss Stubborn puts the gun in her lap and takes Louise’s outstretched hand.

      Miss Stubborn’s other hand is disappearing under the table. She strikes me as the type of woman who can handle a weapon with both hands, and easily. I happen to be fast. I’m not human. Miss Stubborn was right about that. I get to her gun before she does, so I’m assuming she is.

      “It’s so lovely to meet you,” Louise says as she lets Not-Andy’s hand go.

      Miss Stubborn makes this strange noise, then clears her throat, smiling back at Louise. “You too.”

      “Did you come to the hospital today to surprise your man?” Louise asks.

      “Um…yep…that’s exactly what happened.”

      “My lady is full of surprises.” I chuckle. “Good thing I have a trick or two up my own sleeve, right sweetheart?”

      “Seems that way,” Miss Stubborn says, her voice stilted.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow,” I say to Louise. I’m starting to get worried she might join us. That’s how she is. A pain in the ass. A gossip. Now that I have the gun, I need her gone.

      “Oh yes, for that valve repair?” She lifts her brows.

      “That’s right.” I smile broadly.

      “See you then.” She turns back to Miss Stubborn. “Nice meeting you, Andy.”

      “You too.” Not-Andy sounds bright and breezy. “I should probably get go—” She starts to get up.

      I put my hand on her leg and squeeze her thigh. “Not so fast, babe,” I say. “I missed you today. We still have time.” I put the gun between her legs as Louise walks away. Two can play at this game. I don’t push the muzzle into her crotch, although I’m sorely tempted. I pull my chair a little closer, using my body. To the others around us, it would seem like we are lovers who can’t get enough of each other.

      “Let me go, or I’ll start screaming,” Not-Andy says between clenched teeth.

      Fuck that! I’m done being a nice guy.

      She hisses as I push the gun deeper into her privates. The muzzle is now firmly against her pussy.

      Miss Stubborn’s eyes widen. I see a flash of fear in her eyes before she schools the emotion. “What was that about this gun making big holes?” I ask her.

      “You wouldn’t,” she murmurs.

      “Try me! You come into my place of business and threaten to blow my dick off. You want me to give you information but won’t tell me anything in return. That’s bullshit. I’ve been nothing but nice. Nothing but patient. Well, my patience is all but done. Speak. Tell me what you know.”

      “Lilith put one of my best friends in the hospital. He’s fighting for his life as we speak. I want to find her and make her pay. It’s as simple as that. I need to know what happened with the two of you in order to do that.”

      “No, it isn’t as simple as that. You must have more. Why are you so sure she didn’t steal from me?”

      “Lilith doesn’t need money. She’s very well off. Material things don’t interest her.”

      “How do you know her…because you clearly do? Who is she to you?”

      “I don’t know her! She’s nothing to me.” I catch a flicker of something in her eyes.

      “You’re lying. Why not just come clean? Why not just tell me. You can start with who you are.”

      “I don’t know you. I don’t trust you.”

      “Trust this.” I push the muzzle more firmly against her pussy.

      She makes this little groaning noise that shoots straight to my cock, which is grossly inappropriate in a situation like this. I’m sure that groan had nothing to do with anything pleasurable regardless of how it sounded. I pull in a noseful of air, but her perfume is too strong to tell if she’s aroused. What the fuck am I doing? Of course she isn’t aroused. What kind of woman would be in a situation like this? I need to get my head out of my ass.

      She arches a brow at me. “I don’t believe you’ll shoot me. You’re a good guy.”

      “If I’m a good guy, then you can trust me with whatever you know.”

      “Not here.” She smiles at someone to my left.

      I glance up and get a strange look from one of my fellow surgeons. I nod at him in greeting. “I’m going to remove the gun, and then we’re going to my office. I’m not human,” I whisper under my breath, “you were right about that. It means I’m stronger and faster than you. I don’t need this gun to snap you like a twig. Are we clear?”

      She nods. “Very.”

      “Good.” I don’t mean any of it. I wouldn’t hurt her. I would never hurt a woman. I don’t think she’s bad. I can’t be sure, though. I need to be on my guard. I take the gun out from between her legs and slip it into my coat pocket. “Tell me your name.”

      “I already said what it is. Andy, my name is Andy.” That same something flickers in her eyes.

      “You’re a bad liar, Miss Stubborn, has anyone ever told you that?”

      She pushes out a breath. “Fine, it’s Morgan. I’m not telling you my last name, though. You can slide that muzzle deep inside of me, for all I care, and I won’t budge on that.”

      Her words make my balls tighten. I feel that same tightening in the pit of my stomach. What? That can’t be right. I’m not some sick freak. I push the thought aside. “Fine. No last name.” My voice is deeper than it was a few seconds ago. I have to hope she doesn’t notice. “We’re going to stand now. Nice and easy. I’m putting my arm around you, and then we’re going to have a chat behind closed doors. It’s a real pity...”

      “What is?” she asks when I don’t elaborate.

      “That we couldn’t have done this the nice way. It isn’t too late for that.”

      “You put a gun between my legs. I think it might be a little too late for nice.”

      “You dented my dick with your Glock 18 first. I’m not sure it’ll ever be the same again.”

      “Poor baby.” She smirks at me. “I’m sure your pencil dick will be just fine.”

      I don’t say anything. Only a guy with a pencil dick would retaliate. I stand, putting my hand in my coat pocket to hide the gun as best I can. I also want Morgan – I’m pretty sure she was telling the truth this time – to think I might just shoot her if she doesn’t do as I say.

      I smile down at her and offer her my hand, helping her up. Then I put my arm around her and pull her in close. She fits snugly against me, coming up to about mid-chest height. It’s not that she’s short. She’s not. “Let’s go, honey,” I say, winking at her.

      “Sure thing, sweetie.” If she was a little fearful earlier, any sign has evaporated. I don’t know whether to be happy about that or cautious. I’ll go with both.

      I walk with purpose, but not too fast. “Did you know that surgeons who play video games at least three hours a week are twenty-seven percent faster and make thirty-seven percent fewer errors?”

      “Where do you get all this useless information from?” she asks.

      “I like fun facts. I enjoy reading and exploring.”

      “And – let me guess – taking long walks on the beach… I’m not here to make a new friend.”

      “Clearly…back to the dent in my pencil dick.”

      She snort-laughs but quickly turns back into her serious self. We pass a few people I know along the way. I greet them, but keep walking, even though I can see that a couple of them are looking at us strangely. One or two even stop walking, hoping for a chat. I pick up the pace.

      We take the elevator. There’s one other person inside, so we don’t talk. Then we’re walking into my office. Good, my two o’clock hasn’t arrived yet. My PA frowns. “Everything okay, Doctor?” she asks. I’ve never brought a woman to the office in all the years I’ve worked here. I date, but it’s never been serious. We’ve always lived by a code. All of my brothers did, at least until recently. Things have changed, although not for me.

      “Wonderful. This is my girlfriend, Morgan.” I then remember that Morgan told Louise her name was Andy. I know there will be a ton of gossip. Especially since it was Louise who met Morgan. “Her nickname is Andy…long story,” I say when I see Debra pull in a breath, preparing to say something. Or more than likely to ask me something. “We’ll be in my office. You can let me know when my two o’clock gets here.”

      “Will do, Doctor,” Debra says. “Can I get you anything, Andy, a coffee or a…?”

      “We just came from the restaurant. We’re fine, thank you,” I say. “Just a little privacy.”

      Debra smiles, her eyes brightening. “Of course, Doctor.”

      I close the door behind us, keeping my eyes on Morgan. “Sit.” I gesture to a chair.

      “This isn’t a consult, Doctor. I’ll stand.” Her voice has taken on a teasing tone.

      “Suit yourself. Why are you here, Morgan?”

      “I told you, that bitch almost got my partner killed. Andy’s fighting for his life.” She suddenly looks pale. Her eyes cloud over.

      “Your partner then, not your best friend?” So, she’s seeing someone. I don’t ask because it doesn’t matter. I just want answers concerning Gabby, and then Morgan can leave.

      “Both.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “You said you’re a dragon demigod.”

      “Yes, I’m the son of Apollo,” I say. I can see she doesn’t believe me. “You mentioned ‘we’…who were you referring to?” It didn’t sound like a person.

      “My friend and I.”

      “The one who was injured?”

      She nods.

      She’s lying. She gets this look in her eyes whenever she’s bullshitting. It’s happening now. “We leave the dragon shifters alone. That’s what you said to me when I told you what I am. You’re saying that you were referring to your partner – your friend – at the time?” I narrow my eyes.

      “Yes.” There it is again. She’s definitely lying. “What did she take of yours?” Morgan asks. “Please tell me.”

      “Something important.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Lilith wreaked havoc on my life. I need to find her to make her pay.”

      “Then we belong to the same club. I need to talk to her.”

      “Talk?” She shakes her head, smiling. “Talking is the very last thing I want to do when I find that woman. I want her dead. I won’t rest until she’s gone from this earth. Are you going to tell me what she took from you? Because I’m starting to think this whole conversation is a lost cause.”

      “I’ll tell you what she took if you tell me who you meant when you said ‘we’.” I hate all this going in circles. I don’t mind telling her at this point, but I know that if I do, my leverage will be gone.

      “Fine, I’ll tell you. When I said…” She puts a hand to her chest, and her eyes widen. “I don’t feel so well.” She takes a step towards me, looking unstable. She makes this face, looking uncomfortable. Like she might be in pain.

      “Cut the crap,” I growl at her. Does she think I was born yesterday? I’m not sure what she’s trying to achieve by doing this.

      “I feel…I…” She looks like she’s hyperventilating. She takes another unstable step towards me, almost falling on her face.

      I groan, keeping one hand firmly on the gun, I use my other hand to grip her hip so that she doesn’t topple over. I’m still not buying this act, but I’m not sure what she’s hoping to accomplish. She’s tiny and human and weak. If she thinks she can get the gun from me, she’s wrong. If she thinks she can overpower me, she’s more than wrong.

      She puts one hand on my chest and the other on my shoulder. Morgan leans against me, her body slumping. Her head against my chest. She’s still breathing hard. Her legs almost buckle out from under her, so I tighten my grip on her, keeping my hand on the gun. Her hand on my shoulder moves to my neck.
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        * * *

      

      “Doctor Jennings.” It’s my mom. She’s shaking me and calling my name. Then shaking me some more. What is my mom doing here?

      Wait a minute. Where am I? I don’t think I’m home…as in the place I grew up. Am I?

      She says my name again, followed by, “Wake up, sleepyhead.”

      I smile. “Mom.” My voice is croaky.

      Then I realize something. Why is my mom calling me Doctor Jennings? She wouldn’t call me that.

      “Mom?” I frown.

      My bed feels hard. What’s going on?

      “No, doctor. It’s me. It’s Debra.”

      What the hell! Debra, as in my PA. I look around the room as it suddenly comes into focus. I’m in my office. On the floor. What the fuck am I doing down here?

      “I don’t know, Doctor Jennings.”

      I realize I just asked that question out loud.

      “I came in to check on you before going home.”

      “Home?” I sit up, brushing some hair out of my face. “What time is it?” I can feel that I’m frowning hard.

      “After five. Can I call someone? Maybe you should go to the ER to be checked out. You could have a concussion.”

      “What about my appointments? What happened to…” I’m trying to piece things together. My mind is fuzzy. One minute I was holding Morgan up. She wasn’t well or something and then… nothing. I get nothing! It’s all a blank.

      “Your girlfriend…Andy, she said you needed the afternoon off. That something had come up. She said to cancel your appointments and that I shouldn’t disturb you.” Her eyes are wide. Debra chews on her lower lip. “Did something happen? Was I wrong not to double-check with you? I thought about doing it, but then…she seems nice.”

      “No. Andy is amazing,” I force myself to say. Amazing…like hell. “You did the right thing. That’s exactly what I wanted. I must have passed out or something. I obviously stood up too quickly. I didn’t eat my lunch. Must be low blood sugar.”

      “I guess young couples in love are too busy looking into each other’s eyes to eat.” She smiles. “I remember those days.”

      “That’s it exactly.” Not! I want to… I don’t get violent with women, but I wouldn’t mind taking down her pants and spanking her ass until it’s pink and glowing.

      “Are you sure it’s that? It could be something more serious.”

      I clear my throat. “I’ll make an appointment with my doctor, but I’m sure it was nothing. You did the right thing canceling my appointments. Andy was right. I’ve been under too much pressure lately.” I get up off the floor, holding my hand out to Debra, who is on her knees. “I feel absolutely fine,” I say as I pull Debra onto her feet.

      “Good thing I came in when I did.” She smooths her pantsuit. “You could have been there all night.”

      I smile. “I doubt it.” She’s absolutely right. I know this because this isn’t the first time this has happened to me. The last time it did, I was out all freaking night. No wonder it’s one big blank soon after we arrived at my place. I think Gabby did the same thing to me. Which makes me wonder even more who Morgan really is.

      “Are you sure you’re okay? I can’t call someone?” Debra asks, looking concerned.

      “I’m sure. I’m going to head home. I’ll make an appointment for tomorrow morning. I’ll be fine.”

      Debra looks at me for a few moments before finally nodding. “Okay, then. I’m heading out.”

      “I’ll finish up here,” I say. “I’ll lock up.”

      “See you in the morning.” Debra starts to leave but turns back. “Call me if you need anything.”

      “I will, and thanks.” I watch her leave. As soon as she is gone, I check my desk. I find nothing out of order, so I check my pockets. The gun is gone, but my phone is still there. I pull it out. There are plenty of messages, but I’m disappointed to find that none are from her.

      Morgan.

      I now have two mystery women.

      Two mystery women who have put me on my ass. One who stole my powers.

      I send Morgan a message.

      Who are you?

      The message turns to read, but she doesn’t respond. I’m tempted to break things. To tear the certificates off my wall and smash the glass. To upend my desk. None of these things will do any good. Instead, I’ll go home and put the equipment in my gym to good use. I’ll figure out some other way to find Gabby.
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      Two days later…

      Lyre

      

      I turn over for what feels like the hundredth time. The sheet is twisted around my body, and the comforter has slid to the bottom of the bed. I groan into my dark room, turning onto my back. I glance at the clock and groan again. It’s already the early hours of the morning. My alarm will go off in twenty minutes. I’m normally an early riser, but this is ridiculous. I’ve been awake for hours. I lost my patient yesterday during a routine surgery. He was the first patient I’ve ever lost, and I feel like crap. He was still in his mid-fifties. Young.

      Open heart surgery always carries a certain degree of risk. Anything can happen. In this case, his blood pressure bottomed out. I did everything I could but lost him anyway. It happens.

      Not to me.

      Never to me.

      I hate how this feels. I had to tell his family. I had to watch his wife’s face crumple as the tears came, watch her eyes cloud with grief as I told her the news. I am a healer. A life-giver. I need my powers back. I never want to have to go through that again.

      The problem is, I have no idea how to go about it. The PI I hired, Luke, is still working on it, but I don’t hold much hope. Morgan is a dead end. I’ve itched to message her in the last two days. I still want to text her or call her. I think, partly, because it has become a habit. I’ve found myself with my phone in my hand a couple of times, ready to send her some stupid piece of information or to tell her about my day but… I didn’t.

      I won’t!

      I’d be a fool to try that route again.

      It’s useless.

      I sigh and throw the covers off. I may as well get started with my day. I get up and yawn. My eyes feel grainy. I open my drawer and pull out a pair of boxers. I pull them on. I need about two liters of coffee to make me feel semi-human.

      Human.

      Hardly.

      Thinking that makes me think of Morgan. Is she human? She seemed human to me. Maybe I was wrong. I was wrong about Gabby on so many levels. I could be wrong about Morgan too. I scrub a hand over my face and through my hair. I need to stop thinking about her. Some things are best left alone.

      I notice that my curtain is slightly open. Just a crack. I frown. I’m not sure how I didn’t notice this sooner. It’s a full moon night. Shifters are affected by the moon cycles. Even dragon shifters. Even part dragon shifters. It will not have helped my situation to have had moonlight pouring into my bedroom all night. I was trying so hard to keep my eyes closed and sleep, I didn’t realize. I’ve been so inside my own head.

      I walk over to my heavy, navy-blue curtains, I’m about to yank them closed when I notice a car parked on the other side of the road. I haven’t seen that make and model before on our street. The car in itself isn’t what stops me in my tracks. There’s someone in the car, which isn’t running. I see something glint at their eye level.

      It’s just a little past five in the morning. The person seems to be just sitting there. I narrow my eyes, taking a closer look. The person has something in their— I suck in a breath and take a step back.

      Fuck!

      This is the last thing I expected. The very last. It’s her. It’s Gabby or whatever the hell her name is. She’s in the car, casing my house with a pair of binoculars. She had them pointed at the kitchen, thank fuck, or she would have possibly seen me. I feel my hair stand on end. That tells me this isn’t the first time she’s been here. She’s watching to see if I’m awake. I often forget to turn the lights on. I’ll head to the kitchen. Make myself a pot of coffee. I hardly ever close those blinds. She would be able to see right in. What the fuck! Why is she here? What does she want with me? I don’t have anything left to give her… Or do I?

      There’s only one way to find out. I’m going to catch her. She’s going to tell me everything I need to know, including where my powers went. I will force her to give them back to me.

      I look at the clock next to my bed. There are still ten minutes before I’m supposed to wake up. Now is my chance. Fuck clothes. Getting dressed will waste precious time. Also, I don’t want her to catch movement through the sliver in my open curtain. I need to back up slowly and head out and right now. I don’t own any weapons, but that’s okay too. She may have taken my power, but she didn’t get my strength and speed. She also has no idea how determined I am.

      I hurry to the back of the house and quietly unlock and open the door. Then I pad across my deck. I hurry down the stairs, feeling the beach sand between my toes. I decide to go past my neighbor’s house and head back via the side of their house instead of mine. If Gabby has eyes on my place, she might see me if I stay on my property. I only pray that one of my neighbors doesn’t accidentally see me. Maybe rushing out half-naked wasn’t the best idea. It’s too late now.

      I make my way across to my neighbor’s property, carefully checking around the corner. I keep most of my body concealed behind the house wall, hoping she doesn’t see me or hear me. My only hope is that she’s so busy watching my house she doesn’t see me come up behind her. The window is rolled down, I’ll grab her before she can start up the car.

      I work hard at breathing as low as possible. All is quiet otherwise. I’m about to dart to a nearby tree when I see someone behind the tree on the property across the road. I suck back against the wall. I can feel that my eyes are wide.

      Morgan.

      What is she doing here? I need to get closer. I do a check on Gabby, who is still watching my house, and then run to the tree. The movement catches Morgan’s attention. She’s frowning. Then she motions for me to go away by waving her arm. She doesn’t look happy.

      I shake my head and point at Gabby. Morgan widens her eyes and points at herself. Then she unclips a holster and pulls out a gun.

      A gun.

      Not a chance. I shake my head harder and try to gesture to her what a bad idea I think that is. She ignores me flat and sprints to a tree on her side, which is the side that Gabby is parked. Morgan is closer. Then she runs and darts behind a rosebush.

      The car engine remains off. All is still quiet. In other words, Gabby/Lilith has no idea that Morgan is stalking her. Stalking with the intention of killing her – I suddenly recall our conversation in my office. Morgan was quite clear about what she planned on doing with Gabby when she found her. Although there’s a part of me that’s all for killing Gabby, I’m of the opinion that murder is wrong. If she hurt Morgan’s partner, then there are systems in place for dealing with that. There is another big driver as to why I need Gabby alive.

      I growl low with irritation. I can’t let Morgan kill Gabby. If she dies, my powers will be gone forever. I need to do something. One more sprint and Morgan will be close enough for a kill-shot. I have a feeling that someone like Morgan knows her way around a gun. That she’s well-practiced and that Gabby will die if I don’t do something right now, even if it means giving us away. It may mean that Gabby will end up escaping.

      Dammit, Morgan! Why doesn’t she just stand down?

      Arms pumping, I run like the devil is on my heels. I watch Morgan run too, her gun at her side. She slowly raises the gun as she gets alongside the vehicle.

      “No!” I shout, which alerts Gabby. I see her jump with the realization, I see her head turn towards Morgan, who is quicker than I thought she would be.

      The gun is almost in line with Gabby. I have no other choice but to give Morgan a shove. A shot goes off. Wide.

      The engine to the car starts. I close the distance, reaching for her, for Gabby. She is facing forwards. The tires are spinning. The car is moving. I get my hand around a few strands of her hair. She screams as it rips out. Then I am watching as she is pulling away. Three more shots go off. I turn to my right. Morgan is on her stomach on the road; she’s shooting after the retreating car. The right tail-light goes out. Then the back window shatters.

      Morgan turns onto her side as the car disappears around a corner, tires squealing. “What the fuck is wrong with you?” she yells.

      “Me? What the hell is wrong with you?” I ignore the fact that she has a loaded weapon in her hand and pick her up.

      “Hey!” she yells.

      I note that lights have started to come on in the various homes on my street. Of course they have, shots were fired. Four to be exact. A car could be heard making a getaway. “We need to get inside,” I growl.

      I sprint down the side of my house, back across the sand, up the stairs, and into my house. I put Morgan down and close the door. She points the gun at me, which pisses me the hell off. I grab it out of her hands and bend the muzzle back so that it’s aiming backward. Then I give it back to her.

      “What did you do that for?” she shouts.

      “You’ve pointed that thing at me one time too many. My dick still has a dent.”

      “You let the harpy get away.”

      “The what?” I ask. “Spit it out already. I’m tired of playing all of these games with you.”

      Her jaw tightens, and she glares at me.

      “What were you doing outside my house?”

      “Watching and waiting. It paid off too.” Then she stomps her foot and curses. “You let her get away. What the…?” She curses again. “Why? Was she that good in bed? Do you still see her as your girlfriend or something? Let me guess, she didn’t take anything from you. You just wanted her back. You wanted to find her so that you could stalk her.”

      “I think it’s more like the other way around. It was her sitting outside of my house with a pair of binoculars, not me.”

      “She wants more of what she took from you, then. What was it? Couldn’t have been your life essence, or you wouldn’t be here.” I can see that her mind is working. “What was it? Sex…” Her face scrunches in thought. “I’ve never heard of them being sexual like that. Essence though—”

      “We didn’t have sex…I don’t think.” I frown.
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      Morgan

      “You don’t think?” I smirk at him. “Really? Did you have one too many? How can you have sex and not remember? Did she blow your mind that badly? I didn’t know they could do that either.” I frown. There is so much we don’t know about harpies. After all of my research, I found bits and pieces but nothing conclusive. All I have are questions.

      “I remember very little after we came back here. I think she…” His eyes narrow on mine. “What did you do to me in my office? What are you?” His voice lowers a couple of octaves. His green eyes seem to lighten.

      “I’m very much human, but other than that, I’m not telling you anything. You’re not human. I’m not sure what you are…” A demigod. Son of Apollo. Yeah, I don’t think so!

      “I already told you.”

      “And I’m still not buying it. What are you wearing, by the way?” I look down at his boxers. They’re all he has on. Holy smokes, he’s hot. Those abs, that chest, his arms. I knew he looked good, but this is ridiculous. I immediately berate myself. I can’t be thinking along these lines.

      “I didn’t have time to dress. Thank god I didn’t get dressed,” he mumbles to himself. “Gabby would be dead. My… What’s a harpy?”

      I groan inwardly for my slip of the tongue. How could I have been so careless? “I’ll tell you more if you tell me what she took.”

      He lifts his eyes and cocks his head.

      “What is it?”

      “Sirens,” he growls. “The cops are on their way. I hope to god no one saw me.”

      I snigger. “A big, half-naked gorilla with a woman slung over his shoulder would be hard to miss.”

      He scowls at me, and I wink at him. I don’t know why, but I enjoy giving him shit.

      He throws me what he probably thinks is a dirty look but is pretty darned sultry, in my opinion. “A gorilla with a pencil dick, how does that work again?”

      My eyes dart to his crotch. How can they not? He brought up his dick. This guy definitely doesn’t have a pencil dick. There is a lot going on down there. I quickly look away. I shouldn’t be looking at his crotch or at any part of him.

      I hear sirens blaring, they’re getting closer.

      “That’s my bedroom through there.” He points at a door.

      “I’m not going into your bedroom.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Believe me, the last thing I want is you in my room, but the incident happened in front of my house.” He points towards the street. “We shouldn’t be out here where the cops can see us.” There are windows. Shit!

      I hear cars pulling up. Light flashes through the blinds. The sirens cut out.

      They’re here.

      I nod once, and we go into his bedroom. Lyre turns a side-lamp on.

      “Wow!” I almost choke on my saliva. His bedroom is bigger than my last apartment. The whole thing. There are two doors, I’m guessing that one of them is a bathroom. I suddenly need to go. “Which one is the bathroom?”

      “You can’t be serious?”

      “I’ve been watching your house for hours.” I dance on my feet. “I really need to go.”

      “The door on the right.” He glowers at me. “We’re not done talking.”

      I dash to the door and head inside. My mouth falls open. The bathroom is just as big and beautiful. I see a huge hot tub. A double shower. A huge, gray-washed oak vanity.

      Then I remember my bladder is about to let go. So I open my belt, pull down my pants, and do what I need to do. I wash my hands and dry them on the fluffiest towel I’ve ever touched.

      My eyes are a little bloodshot. I’m staying in a motel just outside of town. The mattress is lumpy, and the sheets smell weird. It was all I could afford since I’ve been suspended without pay from the Order for walking out. I’m more than likely going to lose my job. I don’t care. There is no change with Andy. Machines are keeping him alive. With each day that passes, there is less and less hope of him recovering. I need to get him justice.

      I push out a breath and go back into Lyre’s bedroom. I note that he’s wearing jeans. He almost looks better in the jeans than he did in the boxers. I feel anger wash over me all over again. “I still cannot believe you let her get away.”

      “I still can’t believe you were watching my house and that you ran at her, guns blazing.”

      “I had to watch your house. I had a hunch she would come back and—”

      The doorbell rings.

      Lyre curses under his breath.

      “Stay calm,” I whisper. “They’re probably going door to door.”

      “Or someone saw me,” he quickly answers.

      “Or they’re going door to door. Deny any involvement in anything.”

      He nods once, frown lines on his forehead. His eyes are blazing. Lyre starts walking towards the door.

      “Wait,” I say.

      “What?”

      “You probably just got out of bed, you should lose the jeans.”

      One of his brows goes up, but he, thankfully, doesn’t argue. That’s a first. I watch as Lyre unbuttons his jeans; he pulls them down and steps out of them, throwing them over a nearby chair. “Whatever you do, stay in here.”

      “Wait.” I hold up a hand.

      “What now?”

      “You have sand on your feet.”

      He looks down and curses. Then he spends a few seconds wiping at his feet. He uses the wall to lean against.

      “Stay put,” he repeats, whispering.

      I nod.

      He closes the door behind him, but I open it again, just a smidgen, so that I can listen in.

      They knock a second time just as Lyre gets to the door. His ass is meaty in those boxers. If I wasn’t so mad at him, I might find him attractive. Then again, he’s not human, and that’s a line I never cross. Most of the non-humans I encounter are monsters. I have a hard time trusting humans let alone strange creatures. I should never have become friends with Lilith. I’d be stupid to make the same mistake twice.

      “Good morning,” I hear someone say from outside. “My name is Detective Ross Coleman, and this is Detective Montroy.”

      “Morning.” Lyre doesn’t sound impressed.

      “There were gunshots reported at this address. There’s broken glass and shell casings on the street in front of your house.”

      “Oh,” I hear Lyre say. He tells me I’m a bad liar. I don’t even have to see his face to know he’s talking shit. Anyway, he’s wrong. I’m a great bullshitter. It goes with the job. I bullshit to get into places. I bullshit to get out of trouble. I bullshit to get information. I’m good at bullshitting. Lyre does seem to know when I’m doing it, though, which is weird.

      “What is your name, please?” someone with a heavy southern accent asks.

      “Lyre Jennings. I’m a heart surgeon at General Hospital.”

      “One of your neighbors across the street reportedly saw a man of your description running away from the scene,” the other cop says. “Do you know anything about that?”

      “No…nothing.”

      “The suspect was carrying something and running towards this address. Are you sure you don’t know anything about that?”

      “Why would I know something about that? I was inside my house…it’s early.” He doesn’t sound convincing. Not at all. I have a feeling he’s going to mess this up.

      “Okay, then. Would you mind if we asked a couple of questions?”

      Oh shit! They’re going to look for holes in whatever he says, and if they find them, they’re taking him in for questioning.

      “Ask away.”

      “How many gunshots were fired?”

      “How would I know?” he answers too quickly. He sounds irritated.

      “You don’t know?” The detective sounds shocked. “A gun is fired right outside your house, and you don’t know how many shots went off?”

      “No!” There is a short pause. “I didn’t hear anything.”

      I roll my eyes. He’s denying the wrong thing. Everyone on this block will have heard those shots. The detectives will know he’s lying. I need to do something and fast. It’s that, or they’ll arrest Lyre. The harpy won’t come out of hiding if he’s in jail. I rush towards the bathroom. There was something in there that might help us get out of this mess.
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      Lyre

      

      This isn’t good. I can see by the look in Detective Coleman’s eyes that he doesn’t believe a word I’m saying.

      I don’t blame him. I’m messing this up.

      “Can we come in?” the other detective asks. Detective Coleman takes a step forward, but I hold my ground.

      “No.” I shake my head. “It’s early, and I need to start getting ready for work. You’re wasting all of our time. I’ve answered your questions.”

      “Why haven’t you asked me if anyone was hurt?” the other detective asks. I can’t remember his name.

      “I didn’t hear or see…” I look outside, sure to look up and down the street, “an ambulance, so I’m assuming not. Was someone hurt? As I said, I’m a doctor, I can help.”

      “No, not that we know of,” Detective Coleman says. “I’m finding it hard to believe you didn’t hear anything, though.”

      “I—”

      “Is everything okay, babe?” I hear a voice behind me. I have to school my emotions. I want to groan and then curse and then tell that meddling pain in the ass to—

      My jaw drops as I turn. I take a step back, letting the door go. The two detectives grab the opportunity to take a step or two into my house. I hear one of them groan softly, the other pulls in a deep breath.

      Holy fuck!

      I agree with their sentiments. Morgan is wearing my shirt. The one I had on yesterday. I’m giving it to her because it looks better on her than it ever did on me. It’s button-down and pale pink. It’s creased because she fished it out of my laundry basket. It comes to about mid-thigh. She has great thighs. The top couple of buttons are undone, and, just as I suspected, she’s no man. Definitely all fucking woman. I thought I filled out my shirts. I don’t. Not like that.

      Fuck!

      “What’s going on?” She leans against the jamb and folds her arms, plumping up her tits. Both of those detectives are jealous of me right now. I don’t have to look at them to know it’s true. Her short hair is mussed…but fuck it makes her even hotter. Her lips are pink. They have that just sucked on look. How did she do that?

      “Um…” one of the detectives says.

      “Um…we were…” the other stumbles over his words too. I don’t blame them.

      “There was a shooting outside…as in, right outside,” I say to Morgan. “That’s why the detectives are here.”

      “Oh!” Her brows shoot up. “When?” She looks concerned.

      “Not that long ago. Am I right, detectives?” I say, raising my brows too. “There’s nothing to worry about. Whoever did the shooting is gone.”

      “About twenty to thirty minutes ago.” Detective Coleman clears his throat. “Your…this… We’re struggling to understand how it is that you two didn’t hear anything. Did you hear the shots being fired, Miss…?”

      “Ohhhhh.” Her eyes widen. “That makes sense now. I might have heard something.”

      “You did?” I ask, frowning.

      “I think I might have, but I can’t be sure.” She chews on her lower lip. “Um…you see…” She giggles. “We were…um…we were busy at the time.”

      Oh my god, that’s genius. Why didn’t I think of that?

      “Busy as in…?” the one detective asks.

      “We were…” She giggles again.

      “We were fucking,” I say, my voice low. I try not to look at Morgan because I might get a hard-on if I do. I haven’t had sex in a long time. I’m beginning to think that Gabby and I never happened. I’m glad. I regretted the whole thing even before I realized my power was gone.

      “Oh,” the detective says.

      “Still,” Detective Coleman narrows his eyes, “sex or no, you didn’t hear four shots fired right outside? Your neighbors from three houses down called it in first. They heard just fine.”

      Morgan chuckles. Her voice is husky. “Not if your partner is doing it right, detective,” she says. Morgan saunters over, slips under my arm and presses herself against me. “That was hands-down the hardest I’ve come…ever.” Her voice is a soft, sexy purr. I can feel her soft breasts. I think her nipples are hard.

      She shifts slightly. Yep, they’re hard. Fuck! I’m about to get hard myself.

      Detective-whatever and Detective-who-cares drop their jaws. Their eyes widen. Detective-whatever shifts from one foot to the other, looking grossly uncomfortable.

      “I guess that’s what they mean by fireworks,” Morgan goes on. “I might have heard those shots, but I thought they were fireworks going off.” She rubs my chest with her hand and squeezes my ass with the other.

      I grit my teeth to stop from jumping a foot or two into the air as her hand closes over my glute. “I didn’t hear a thing…babe,” I murmur. “Except your screams.” I take a handful of her ass through my shirt and wish I hadn’t.

      Fuck!

      She’s lush all over. I want these guys to leave so that I can put her against the door and— What? No! That isn’t going to happen. I let go, moving my hand up onto her lower back. Right back into the safe zone. She doesn’t do the same. I’m pretty sure I have a semi. How fucking embarrassing.

      “Okay…well…” one of them says.

      “I guess that makes sense,” Coleman says. “Call if you think of anything.” He hands me a card.

      “Sure.” My voice is thick.

      “Okay, then,” the other detective says. “Good day, ma’am.” He nods. “Doctor.” His eyes move to me. Then they are leaving.

      I push the door closed, and we come apart like touching is physically painful. We take one look at each other and burst out laughing. I’m not sure if it’s the adrenaline or what, but we can’t keep it in.

      “Shhhhhh.” Morgan puts a hand to her lips. “They’ll hear,” she whispers.

      “That was genius! I’m pretty sure I could have turned that around.”

      She snorts. “Um…no…you were drowning. They were going to arrest you.”

      “You told me to deny everything. I did what you told me to do.” I sound exasperated.

      “Not about hearing the shots. I told you to deny fleeing the scene. You would need to be seriously busy not to have heard the shots.”

      “Busy as in fucking.” I chuckle.

      “Coming.” She chuckles too.

      “Not just coming but coming…hard. You made that detective feel grossly inadequate, and so he should.” I shake my head.

      “How so?” She’s smiling, confusion is written in her eyes.

      “Because if that was all true and we had been fucking, you wouldn’t have heard a thing.”

      “Oh, really now?” She folds her arms across her chest. Fuck, but she has great tits.

      I avert my eyes. “Yes, really.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it.”

      “She took my power,” I say. “I wasn’t lying to you when I told you what I am and that I’m the son of Apollo. My father is a great poet. A fantastic musician…and a healer. I have…had the power of healing.” I touch my upper arm and turn slightly to the side so that she can see my tattoo. It’s the only one I have. “This is his symbol…or one of them. The other is a Lyre…hence my name.” I pull in a deep breath, I’m getting ready to argue with her.

      “I believe you.”

      I frown and take a step back. “You do? Why now?”

      “You can’t lie for shit.” She’s smiling. “I know that now, after watching you earlier.”

      I’m not sure if I should be pissed or relieved. “You can lie really well, actually. Surprisingly well. Only, not to me.” I grin.

      “I don’t know why that is.” She makes a noise of disgust. “Lilith is a harpy. There are very few of them. They’re elusive creatures. I think they can shift, but I’m not sure. They’re hungry…all the time.”

      “Hungry for what?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “There are writings of them traveling in swarms like locusts. That they are able to fly. Hence my deduction that they can shift. They are very rare nowadays, on account of being exterminated for being so vile and evil. A nickname for them is ‘snatchers’.” Morgan looks up in thought. “I think that she maybe ate your power.” She doesn’t look sure.

      “If she ate it, how do I get it back?” I don’t like this idea.

      “I don’t know.” She shrugs.

      “My power is gone. If she ate it and it’s gone, why did she come back?” I frown. “Because it is definitely gone.” I pace away, looking out the window. “All of it…even my ability to shift.” I swallow thickly. This is something I haven’t told my brothers.

      Morgan shakes her head. “I wish I knew. I thought it was sex. I thought that was what she took and why she came back…to get more…sex.”

      “You’re wrong. I don’t think we had sex.” I try for the millionth time to remember what happened, and get a blank. “I think she knocked me out. I think she did the same thing to me that you did in my office.”

      Something flashes in Morgan’s eyes.

      “She did, didn’t she?” I lift my brows.

      Morgan nods. “I showed her how to do it.”

      “I wouldn’t mind knowing.”

      “You have a weak spot. All non-humans have it, even her, I would imagine.”

      “A weak spot?” I frown.

      She nods once. “On your neck.”

      “How do you know about this stuff? Where do you get your information?”

      “I’m not permitted to say.”

      I push out a sigh and rake a hand through my hair. “You are the most frustrating woman I have ever met. I’ve given you a whole lot of information. My private information. Stuff I don’t ever tell anyone outside of my circle.”

      “You have a circle?” She cocks her head slightly.

      This time I groan in frustration. “At least I know what I’m dealing with now…a harpy. Even if you won’t tell me anything else.”

      “You have no idea what you’re dealing with.” She shakes her head.

      “I woke up the next morning, naked with a raging headache. I soon found out that my powers were gone. I think I have an idea of what I’m dealing with.”

      “You think you know, but you don’t. She’s beautiful and sexy, and she’ll use it to her full advantage.”

      “Kind of sounds like someone else I know.” I drop my eyes for half a second. “That shirt looks good on you,” I blurt. I hadn’t meant to say anything.

      Her jaw tightens, and her cheeks suffuse with pink. “No wonder you were such easy prey.” She narrows her eyes on me and then rolls them. “Men! You are all the same.”

      “We are not all the same. I was giving you a compliment. Gabby will not be able to take advantage of me again.” I rub my jaw, feeling my beard through my fingers.

      “You’re already underestimating her all over again.”

      “I doubt she’s coming back. Not after that. You almost killed her.”

      “Oh, she’ll be back,” Morgan says.

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “She’s after something.” I see her mind working.

      “I told you, I don’t have any powers left.”

      Morgan shrugs. “You must have something she wants because she was here watching you, which means she’ll be back. She won’t give up so easily. The only question is when she’ll be back. Tonight, tomorrow, next week. It’s going to happen. I think we should work together.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” I shake my head. “You won’t tell me how you know all this stuff about us non-humans.”

      “You won’t tell me about your circle.” She looks at me pointedly for a second. “Some things are best left unsaid.”

      My whole body bristles. I want to keep the others out of this if I can. I don’t fully trust this woman. “Point taken.”

      “Look, I know stuff you don’t know. The harpy is coming for you, I know it like I know my own name. I know her. Let me help you. I can protect you from her.”

      I burst out laughing. I can’t help it. “Sorry to sound ungrateful, but you’re a tiny human. I may have lost my healing abilities and my ability to shift into dragon form, but I’m still stronger…” I do the ‘real guy’ thing and flex the bicep of one arm. “I’m faster. I heal quickly. I can take care of myself.”

      “A tiny human?” She gives me a dirty look. “I can fight. I know how to use my gun,” she mutters a silent curse. “Thank god I have a spare. I know non-humans. I planted you on your ass once, I bet I can do it again.”

      I want to question the statement about knowing non-humans, but I don’t. “Not a chance. Thank you for the offer, but I can take care of myself.”

      “Okay.” She smiles. “As long as you’re sure.”

      “I’m very sure. Look, if she turns up, I’ll capture her, get my powers back and then I’ll call you, and you can take her off my hands and do whatever it is you plan on doing.”

      “She set my partner and me up. We would have died. I only made it out because of Andy. He saved us. He’s rotting in a hospital bed because of her. They’ve said he’s slipping into a vegetative state. His mom is talking of… They’ve started to prepare the family.” Her eyes fill with tears. She sniffs twice and pulls herself together. “It’s not looking good.” She shakes her head.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “I’m going to kill the harpy,” Morgan practically growls the words as she walks over to me. “I’m going to put a bullet in her brain.”

      She’s hardcore for a human. I find it…sexy. She’s also got a soft side I’m only seeing now for the first time.

      Then she runs her hand down the collar of the shirt she’s wearing to the first button, drawing my eyes to her breasts. I’ve been avoiding looking because I’m in boxers and because it’s the right thing to do. I lift my eyes back to hers. She has this look all of a sudden. I feel that look in my balls, which tighten. Morgan licks her lips. “All that talk about fucking and coming hard…it’s turned me on.”

      Say what?

      That came out of nowhere. My head is spinning, and my dick takes note. Big time! “Um…oh…” I try to swallow down my own sudden need. “I thought Andy was your partner.”

      “He is,” her eyes cloud for a second, “not that kind of partner.”

      “Oh, I see.” I clear my throat. She’s toying with that top button, and I’m getting an erection. “You and me are probably not a good idea.”

      “Who said anything about you and me? I’m talking about sex.”

      “So am I, and it’s a really bad idea.”

      “Why? It would be nice to take the edge off. A no-strings fuck between adults.” She undoes the top button and then the next button too. Her big, blue eyes are on me.

      I’m salivating. My eyes move between her face and her chest. “What do you say?” she purrs.

      I should say no and send her on her way. By now, my dick is huge and throbbing. My boxers are straining. “We shouldn’t.”

      “Yes, we should.” She undoes another button, leaving the shirt closed to add to the suspense.

      “We really shouldn’t, Morgan. You should go.” My willpower is at zero. Morgan is a beautiful woman. She’s different, in a sexy, pain-in-the-ass kind of way. I find I want her more than I’ve wanted anyone in a long time.

      “We really should.” She pulls the shirt open just a teeny tiny bit, showing a thin strip of flesh between her breasts all the way to her belly button.

      I might not be human, but I’m just a man. I push out a breath. “You’re right, maybe we should.” I lift my hand to reach for her, but she slaps it away.

      “See what I mean?” She pulls the shirt closed.

      “What the hell was that?”

      “You will fall for her. I just proved how easy it is to manipulate you, and I have zero experience seducing men, unlike the harpy.”

      That’s not how it looked from where I’m standing. “That’s utter bullshit.”

      “You were about to let me get close enough to knock you out again. You realize that, don’t you?”

      I make a noise of frustration. “You, not her. You, Morgan. I let you get close to me.”

      “It doesn’t make any difference. You don’t trust me. I don’t trust you. I’ve dropped you on your ass before, and yet, you let me get close enough to do it again. You need to start thinking with your head…the one on your shoulders.”

      “I wouldn’t accept the harpy’s advances. I’m not the kind of guy who fucks around!” I yell. It’s a stupid thing to say after what just happened now. After what happened with Gabby. Thing is, I’m not normally that kind of a guy. It’s been at least six months since I dated. I can’t really argue with her because my actions speak volumes. I feel like an asshole. I am an asshole.

      “Whether you do or don’t is irrelevant to me. I’m telling you that you need me. I wish it wasn’t true, but we need each other. I have experience with non-humans of all shapes and sizes. I know her. I know what I’m doing.”

      I still disagree with her assumption that I will fall for Gabby’s advances, should she try that route again. I also think Morgan will be a useful ally to have against someone like Gabby. A harpy. I finally nod. “Fine, but you can’t kill her. You have to let me question her first.”

      “I agree, but if you can’t get the answers you need, you need to let me kill her anyway.”

      “You need to give me enough time with her then, because five minutes won’t cut it.”

      “Time for what?” She bobs her brows.

      “Not for that.” I sound like I’m about to lose my shit because I am. This woman drives me crazy.

      She lifts her brows, her eyes lowering to my crotch, which is still painfully hard. My boxers are tented to the point of the fabric ripping. I put a hand over my junk. “Stop! I haven’t had sex in a fucking long time, and you’re standing there in my shirt. You’re not wearing a stitch of underwear.” I didn’t feel any underwear when I grabbed her ass. I immediately divert my thoughts.

      She folds her arms. “Poor you.”

      “What about you?” I narrow my eyes on her.

      “What about me?” She frowns.

      “Those nipples are about to poke holes in my shirt.” I glance down.

      “It’s cold,” she snaps back.

      I grin. “Those have nothing to do with it being cold. All of this…” I point at my erection before covering it with my hand again as best I can, “is because I can scent your arousal. The whole reason I bought everything you just said is because I can smell how much you want my dented pencil dick.”

      She snorts. “A pencil….hah! More like a baseball bat. It would take a crowbar to put a dent in that thing.” Then her cheeks go red. Like blood-red, and her gaze is everywhere but on me.

      Holy shit! I hit the nail on the head. Morgan was aroused, I just couldn’t smell it because of her heavy perfume. I don’t know why, but the thought makes me feel good. It’s better that we don’t sleep together, though. It would have messed things up. My focus needs to be on getting my powers back. Fucking around got me into this mess in the first place. I want to tease her about it because she’s messed around with me plenty, but I don’t. In the end, I hold out my other hand. “Fine,’ I say. “Let’s do this together. I think we’ll have a better chance of catching that thing.”

      I see her relax. She finally locks eyes with me and nods. Then she takes my hand, and we shake.
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      Two days later…

      Morgan

      

      I knock on his back door and let myself in. Then I climb the stairs that lead to the living room and kitchen. It’s more of an entertainment area, complete with a wraparound balcony with a magnificent sea view. “Hi,” Lyre says as I appear at the top of the stairs. He waves his hand even though there’s a fork in it.

      “Hi.” I bounce on the balls of my feet. It smells amazing inside this house. It looks like some kind of pasta dish on Lyre’s plate. “Oh good, glad to see you’re staying away from the salad. Good call.”

      “I’m not staying away from the salad.” He points to a bowl half full of the stuff. “I try not to eat like this every day, that’s all. I need to work to stay in shape.”

      “I’m sure,” I mumble, not believing a word. I watch as he breaks off a piece of garlic bread and puts it on his plate. My mouth waters. I remind myself that I have a chocolate bar waiting for me outside at my lookout spot. I’ll be fine. I realize I’ve been standing there for too long. “If you don’t mind…” I point at the bathroom door.

      He nods. “Of course.”

      I head in and empty my bladder. Then I wash my hands and go back out. “Thanks,” I say, noticing a second plate. It’s piled high with pasta – the creamy, ‘naughty’ kind, the yummy kind. There’s also some salad and a huge chunk of garlic bread. I notice a second glass of wine. “Oh shit! Are you expecting company? I’m sorry, you should have said something. I would have…” I could have used the bathroom in the spare bedroom down the hall. Lyre prefers it if I check in with him when I come in the house. Otherwise, we’re back and forth texting each other. He worries about me – cue eye roll. Truth be told, I do it to check on him. I won’t tell him, he’s a little sensitive.

      “It’s yours, Morgan.” He points at the plate.

      “What?” That’s so sweet. “I can’t!” I shake my head. “I have to—”

      “You can,” he insists, leaning back in his chair. He’s wearing a t-shirt and jeans. His feet are bare. I always think non-humans are gorgeous, but I never find them attractive. I know it’s weird, but it’s true. Lyre is an exception to that norm. I don’t like it. “You should eat. You’re outside watching me. You can do that from in here as well.”

      “I’m not watching you.” Maybe I have watched him a little. Maybe that’s why I’m touchy about his comment. “I’m watching out for her. There’s a difference.”

      “If you say so,” he says, scooping up a mouthful of delicious-looking pasta and putting it into his mouth. He makes a sound that… I don’t like how it makes me feel. It’s been too long since I dated. I haven’t had a boyfriend…ever. The job doesn’t allow for it. The same sound also makes me feel even hungrier. “Sit and eat. Then you can go back out there to watch me.”

      I make a noise of exasperation. “For the last time, I’m not watching you, Mr. Arrogant.”

      “Still stubborn, I see.” He winks at me, managing to look even sexier. The bastard. “Would you like me to leave the curtains open a little later so that you can watch me sleep?” He winks again.

      “I’m sure the harpy would love that.” I wink back. “Your girlfriend must be missing you by now.”

      He scowls. “Don’t!”

      “You started it.”

      “I’ll stop.” He points at the chair across from him at the table. “Please.”

      “Okay, a quick bite, and then I’d better get out there. I can’t watch for her from here. It doesn’t work like that.”

      “I know, but fifteen minutes won’t make a difference.”

      I take a seat. Oh my gosh, but it smells so good. My stomach rumbles. I haven’t eaten anything that didn’t come from a wrapper or a five-minute takeout joint since the shitty chicken salad at the hospital. I look longingly at the wine.

      “It’s a vintage Pinot,” Lyre points out.

      I shake my head. “I have to pass on the alcohol. I’m armed. I can’t shoot that harpy in the head until you’re done with her, but I might have to shoot her in both her legs to stop her from making an escape. That means I need to be able to aim. I need to have fast reflexes. I’m a bit of a cheap date, I’m afraid.”

      He puts his knife and fork down and pours a glass of water from a jug on the table. There are lemon slices floating in the water. Too much of this, and I won’t want to go back to my lookout point. To that shitty motel with the scratchy towels and the lumpy mattress. Hey, at least it’s a roof. I literally don’t have the funds to stay there for too much longer, so I won’t complain. I just hope we catch the harpy soon, that’s all.

      “Thanks,” I say as he puts the glass down in front of me. I stick my fork into one or two of the pasta pieces, scoop up some sauce, and put the bite into my mouth.

      Then I squeeze my eyes shut and groan. This is probably the best pasta I have ever eaten. I lick my lips and open my eyes, still savoring the rich flavors.

      Lyre is looking at me strangely. I’ve seen him look at me like that before. It was…it was when he saw me in his shirt. He liked what he saw. I think it might have been lust in his gaze then. I think it’s lust again now. He has this heated look in his eyes, which are focused on my mouth.

      He blinks and then sips some wine. The moment is gone.

      I take a bite of the garlic bread, and it crunches, my mouth filling with the taste of buttery goodness. I groan again; this time, I also do it to see if it affects him at all.

      Nothing.

      He doesn’t even look. I could have been wrong. I shouldn’t care. I’m not going there. This is too important, and I don’t trust Lyre. I don’t trust non-humans in general. It’s not personal. “This is delicious,” I say. “I didn’t see anyone deliver take-out.” I know it’s probably wrong of me, but I find it hard to believe that this man cooked this food. I mean, he’s a heart surgeon, and he looks like that. It wouldn’t be fair if you added ‘fantastic cook’ to the resumé as well.

      He gives me a side-look stink-eye. “I can cook, you know.”

      “I’m impressed.”

      “My mom taught me everything I know, and I enjoy watching cooking shows.”

      Cooking shows? I want to laugh and tease him, but I find it quite…sweet. A big, burly guy who enjoys watching cooking shows. A big, sexy man who enjoys cooking.

      “I can cook too…sort of,” I blurt.

      “Sort of?” He smiles. He has a great smile. His green eyes light up. The green is such an unusual color. They’re not that washed out green, that kind of brown but kind of green but kind of not. They’re a gorgeous emerald green. Bright and striking.

      “I can cook anything that can be made in a baking tray or a large pot. I’m not an only child. There are six of us.”

      His eyes widen. “Six…wow!”

      “My brothers can all cook as well. We all had to chip in. I would have made a mac and cheese. I probably would have made too much.”

      “Nothing wrong with a good mac and cheese.” He smiles again, taking another bite of his food, which reminds me that I need to eat. I take a forkful and put it in my mouth.

      “So, five brothers…” He takes a sip of his wine.

      I nod, chewing, and swallowing. “Yes, five older brothers.”

      His mouth twitches, and his eyes glint with humor.

      “What?” I ask.

      He lifts a brow. “It would explain things.”

      “What does that mean?” It’s my turn to give him the stink-eye.

      “All good things, I assure you. At least, mostly good things.” He chuckles.

      “Mostly?”

      “Yep…you can hold your own. You have a fighting spirit. You can run fast. You’re a damn fine shot. I’m sure you could scale a wall, crawl through mud, and hold your own against most men.”

      “All men, human or not,” I correct him.

      He nods once. “It could not have been easy growing up with five older brothers.”

      “It wasn’t, but it was also great.” I smile. “I wouldn’t change it for the world.” Then I remember what he said. “You said my having had all older brothers led to mostly good things about me…mostly. Care to expand on that?”

      He throws me a half-smile. “You have a fighting spirit.”

      “You named that as a positive.”

      “It is.” He picks up a piece of garlic bread. “It can also be damned annoying.”

      I laugh.

      Lyre’s smile widens, then he takes a bite of the bread. I eat more of the pasta. We stay silent for a few minutes, enjoying the food.

      “How long are you going to keep watching me?” he asks.

      “Watching for the harpy, you mean?” I say around a small bite of food.

      “You know what I mean.”

      “As long as it takes. I told you it might take days, and it could take weeks. I don’t think it’ll be that long, though.” Please, Lord, I don’t have the funds for weeks. I’m worried Andy might not last that long. I swallow down a piece of pasta, my chest feeling tight.

      “How can you be sure?”

      “In all the documentation I found on harpies, they talked about them having a hunger. Of their hunger being powerful. They likened groups of harpies to locusts. I’m telling you, Lyre, you still have something she needs or wants. Since she already took your power, I have no idea what it is she’s after. I’m sure she’ll be back. Her hunger will drive her out. I will watch out for her…and therefore trail you for as long as it takes.”

      “What if it’s months?”

      I shake my head. “It won’t be that long.”

      “So you’ll keep following me to work? Being my shadow?” He sighs like he hates the idea. I guess I can’t blame him.

      “Look, I know I’m annoying…that being followed can be annoying. I’m sure you want to get on with your life, but—”

      “You’re right, you’re seriously annoying.” He smiles. But I’m not sure if he’s teasing or if he really means it. “Thing is, I need my power back. You can follow me, use my bathroom, eat my food, for as long as you need to. I’m grateful for your help, Morgan.” He reaches over and touches my arm for a second.

      I feel warmed inside by the compliment. I don’t like how good it’s making me feel. “I’m doing this for my partner,” I say, setting the record straight. “If that means helping you in the process, then I’m glad,” I have to add because I mean it.

      “How is Andy?”

      I feel everything tighten. “No change.” I shake my head. “I only hope she turns up soon so that I can make her pay. I hope I’m not too late. I feel like I have to make things right before he...” I can’t say ‘dies’. I still have this crazy notion that killing Lilith will save Andy, but it’s just that…crazy. “It’s all my fault he’s lying there.” I stop talking and shove some food in my mouth instead, even though I’m no longer hungry. I’ve also said too much.

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “Oh, but it is. It really is.”

      “You’re not responsible for the actions of others.” He shakes his head.

      “It was my stupid actions that got Andy hurt. I trusted her. I let her into my life. I was wrong.”

      “Who…the harpy?” He frowns.

      I nod. “Yes, Lilith. I have mentioned that I know her. I know her personally. I thought she was a friend. I knew she wasn’t human. I found out what she was…” I shake my head. “I chose not to listen to anything anyone said. I chose to be her friend anyway. I don’t know why.”

      “She has a way about her,” he says. “In the short time I knew her, she got under my skin in a way that’s never happened before.”

      I feel something I don’t like – jealousy. I think it’s more because I hate Lilith rather than because I feel anything for Lyre. “That’s because she’s freakishly beautiful. I don’t think I’ve seen men fall over themselves more for a woman. Then again, she isn’t human.”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing. Careful…” he touches his chest, “you’ll hurt my feelings.”

      “In my experience, most non-humans are trouble…sorry.”

      “And you have a lot of experience?”

      I shrug. I’m not going there.

      “So what did Lilith do? What was this betrayal?”

      “She set Andy and me up. We walked straight into an ambush. Only because I insisted we could trust Lilith. I was so gung-ho on obtaining information on a herd of centaurs…I walked us straight into a nest of the things. Lilith had assured me that they were long gone. They were still there and waiting for us.”

      “Centaurs, as in half horse, half man?”

      “Yes.” I nod. “They’re shifters. They can take on human form or half horse form. They’re evil creatures; their diet consists of grass and human flesh. Ideally, the heart should still be beating when consumed. You never knew about centaurs?”

      “We keep to ourselves.”

      “I suppose that is true of the dragons.”

      “We do go onto the dragon lands from time to time. My mom is still part of the main Weyr – dragon group.” He takes a sip of his wine. I can see that his mind is working. “We’ve never been fully accepted by the dragon shifters. We’re loners.”

      “Because you’re only half shifter?” I take a bite of my bread. My meal is nearly done, but I want to know more about Lyre.

      He nods. “We don’t fit in.”

      “There are more of you.” He wouldn’t say ‘we’ if it was just him.

      I see him close up. His lips press together, and his jaw tightens. Yes, there are definitely more of his kind. I wish I knew something about demigods.

      Instead of pushing for more information, I place my knife and fork on the mostly empty plate. “Thank you for the food.” I take a drink of water. “I’d better head back out there.”

      “You’ll let me know if you see anything?”

      “Of course.” I nod.

      “You’ll text so that I know you’re okay?” Genuine concern radiates from him.

      I nod again. “Absolutely.” I shouldn’t be doing this without a partner. It’s dangerous. What choice do I have?

      “You have a key to the door, use it, I’m heading to bed early.” He yawns behind his hand. “It’s been a long day.”

      “I will. I’ll stay until eleven, and then I’ll head to the motel for some shut-eye. I’ll be back bright and early.” That’s how I’ve been running this operation. I stay an hour or two after Lyre goes to bed, and I’m back an hour before he wakes up in the morning. Unfortunately, he’s an early riser, so I’m here before the birds start tweeting. I hold back a yawn.

      “Maybe you…” He pushes out a breath. “Do you want to crash in my spare room? I don’t like the idea of you driving up and down. It’s not safe.”

      I laugh. I can’t help it. “I can take care of myself. I have my guns and my knife and my hands.” I hold them up. I’m not staying here…with him. That would be…it would be inappropriate.

      “Guns…plural.” He has this humorous glint in his eyes. “Even after I broke your Glock?”

      I smile. He has a good memory. “Yes, plural.”

      He looks surprised. “You’re badass, Morgan.”

      I can’t help but smile at the compliment. “Exactly. I’ll be just fine. I’ll catch the harpy for you. Dinner was great.”

      “I’ll make you breakfast in the morning.”

      I shake my head. “You’re going to turn me soft. Keep the blinds closed and the curtains drawn.”

      “I will,” he says.

      I walk to the stairs and start going down.

      “Just coffee, then,” he yells after my retreating back.

      “I can’t say no to coffee,” I respond. I don’t raise my voice. I know he will hear me. I check through the front windows first, careful not to alert anyone outside. Then I head to the back and do the same there. When I’m fairly sure all is clear, I go out of the rear door and onto the beach. I don’t immediately head back to my lookout spot. I pull out my phone and dial a number I haven’t called in a while.

      “Morgan,” Tom answers; there is an urgency in his voice. “You finally returned my calls.”

      “Hi, Tom,” I say.

      “Where the hell are you? Please tell me your calling means you’ve come to your senses and are coming back.”

      “Not until I have her.”

      “If you come back now, I might still be able to save your job,” he pushes.

      “I don’t care about the job. I don’t care about anything but making this right.” Tom starts to say something, but I talk over him.

      “I don’t have too much time,” I say. “I’m calling for information.”

      “You’re suspended…about to be fired, I can’t give you anything. I can’t!”

      “I’m calling you, Tom, not the Order. Not my boss. You!”

      There is a long pause. I can hear him breathing, as well as some background noises. Otherwise, I might think he dropped the call. “Okay,” he finally says. “What do you need?”

      “Have you ever heard of a dragon demigod?”

      “A what?”

      I thought so. I like Lyre. I want to trust him. I need to know more about him in order to do that. “A dragon demigod,” I repeat. Tom has been a part of the Order for years. He’s seen it all.

      “Why? What’s happening?”

      “Please just answer the question. I’m not with the Order, but I do need to know what you know about this species.”

      “Sounds like a hybrid, and I know those exist.” I can hear he’s thinking it through. “I’ve never heard of that particular hybrid.”

      Damn!

      “I have heard of demigods,” he adds.

      “Oh, okay. Tell me more,” I say.

      “Yep, before your time. Ran into a couple fifteen years ago…might be more.”

      “And?” I chew on my bottom lip.

      “It was a long time ago. There were so few cases.”

      “You must have something for me.” I try not to sound desperate. “What are they like?”

      “They can go both ways. There were cases where we exterminated, and cases where we left alone. It’s been a while, Morgan. Have you run into a hybrid?”

      At least I know that demigods exist. Hybrids exist, as well. So, for me, him being a dragon demigod is highly likely. I just don’t know how his type of hybrid species is wired. Lyre doesn’t strike me as the type that needs exterminating, but I can’t let down my guard, since you never know.

      “If you’ve found one of these hybrids, you need to call it in officially. Let us handle it,” he says. “Better yet, come back and let’s get you cleared so that you can go—”

      “No!” I say. “I’m not coming back until I finish this.”

      “You’re throwing away everything, Morgan. Andy wouldn’t want this.”

      My heart squeezes tight. My chest actually hurts. “I need to go, Tom. Thanks for your help.”

      “I managed to get some info for you on harpies, that’s why I’ve been trying to get a hold of you. Well, one of the reasons.”

      “You should have left me a message.” I try not to sound frustrated.

      “I don’t like leaving messages. I’m a one-on-one person, you know that.”

      It’s true, I do. I make a noise of agreement.

      “I ran into a buddy of mine, he used to be a Seeker, retired a couple of years back. He said he encountered a harpy back in the day.”

      “Really?” I feel my chest expand and contract; my heart is galloping in my chest. “What did he say?”

      “Just that they can be persuasive. He said…” He sighs. “I’m trying to think of the word he used. Um….” He pauses for a few beats, and I want to pull my hair out. “Seductress or temptress…I think it was one of those. Said they’re really good. Good enough to make men stupid. When I tried to get more from him, he clammed up.” He takes a breath. “I get the distinct impression he may have fallen victim. He said that women were far less vulnerable, so that’s good as far as you’re concerned. You never know, though,” he quickly adds sounding animated. “You need to be really careful, Morgan. Don’t approach this hybrid either.”

      Too late for that!

      “Don’t trust it,” he adds. “Let us—”

      “Thanks for all the help,” I say. “I need to go, Tom. Bye.” I end the call, pulling in a deep breath. Is he right? Am I being a fool? No! I just need to be careful. I need to stay on my guard. I’m glad I managed to convince Lyre to let me stay. Especially after what Tom told me about the harpy, who is coming back. I slowly make my way back to my lookout point. All is quiet, but it’s not going to last. I’ll bet good money on that. I’ll bet money I don’t even have, that’s how sure I am.
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      Two days later…

      Lyre

      

      I’m trying really hard not to look at Morgan. I included her on the hospital’s employees list as one of my staff members. There was no other option if she’s going to be on-site every day. Other than security, no one else knows about my new ‘employee’.

      She’s wearing a blond wig, which looks freakishly real. I must say, I prefer her short, black hair even though she could rock any style. Her clothing hasn’t changed since I met her. It’s either black or navy slacks with a plain shirt and a loose-fitting jacket. I know she wears the jacket to conceal her weapon. Morgan does a good job of blending into the background. Louise didn’t even recognize her earlier.

      I can’t stop looking her way because all she’s had is a coffee and its lunchtime. She refused breakfast this morning, taking a banana. I finish my salad. It’s the same chicken salad Morgan complained about last week, and she was right, the chicken is dry. I don’t feel satisfied. I head back to the counter and buy two chocolate bars. I also get a soda and a sandwich to go. I put one of the chocolates in my pocket and place the rest on her table as I walk by. I don’t think anyone noticed. Then I head down the hall. I still have twenty minutes of my lunch break and decide to check in on Shannon, since she just had her baby. Night texted me to say that he is visiting her right now. I’m so thankful that the birth went smoothly, especially since my powers are still AWOL. I try not to glower. I go up a flight of stairs and down another hall. I don’t have to look to know that Morgan is behind me, following at a discreet distance.

      My phone buzzes. It’s a message from the woman herself. I smile as I read it.

      Don’t do that again!

      I fire one off to her. You need to eat.

      Her: I was fine!

      Me: One banana all day??? You need to take better care of yourself.

      Her: How do you know I haven’t eaten? You were in surgery for hours this morning.

      Me: I just do

      Her: How?

      Me: We’ve been doing this for a good couple of days. I know how you operate. You need to eat. At least three meals a day

      I’ve known this woman long enough to know that she takes this very seriously. There is no way she left the entrance to the operating room, unless it was to go to the toilet, and even then, she hardly goes. I’m glad I’m not the harpy. I’d be afraid.

      Her: Okay, doctor

      Me: I mean it

      Her: You don’t have to worry, I have a slow metabolism

      Yeah right! With an ass like that, her metabolism is not slow.

      Me: You’re eating dinner with me tonight

      Her: I’m sorry, but we can’t date each other, even though I know you want me

      I have to hold back a laugh.

      Me: Very fucking funny. You’re eating dinner with me tonight. Not a date!

      Her: Mr. Pushy! Someone has to watch your ass and that someone is me. No dinner!

      Me: Oh, so you are watching me. Perv!

      Her: Am. Not! I’m watching out for you. I can’t do that from inside your house

      Me: Stop being so stubborn!

      She doesn’t reply. I figure she’s probably eating. I glance back and see her chewing. Morgan narrows her eyes.

      I chuckle as I reach the maternity ward. I sign in. Morgan will have to wait outside. I’ve been here quite a few times in the last two days, so she knows the drill. The harpy won’t get inside here. It’s secured tighter than Fort Knox. Besides, this is the only entrance. I see Morgan sit in the waiting area. She’s already finished most of the sandwich. Not hungry, my ass. I know that she has her own reasons for being here. That they essentially have nothing to do with helping me, but it still makes me feel bad. Morgan sits outside my house until long after I go to bed, and she’s back before I wake up. She grabs a few hours of sleep a night. Otherwise, she watches and tails me all day every day. I can’t imagine how tough it must be, day in and day out. I offered to pay her, but she wouldn’t hear of it.

      Personally, I think the harpy is long gone. I think we had our shot, and we blew it. I’m going to allow this for a few more days, and then I think we have to go to plan B. I’m not one for being passive.

      I reach Shannon’s room and knock on the door.

      “Come in,” I hear Night say.

      I smile when I see Bolt holding the baby. “What did I miss?” I ask as I push my hands into my coat pockets.

      “We were just telling Bolt here how much a baby suits him,” Night replies; he’s smirking.

      Bolt scowls, and we laugh. The baby does suit him, actually. More than I would have thought. He’s holding the little one against his chest. She’s tiny in his big hands. I’m still thinking about Morgan. I told her she was a badass and she is, but she’s also a hardass. One of the most stubborn women I have ever met. I think about how she practically inhaled that sandwich. She really does need to take better care of herself, and she can’t keep watching me like this. Not indefinitely.

      “What’s up?” Night asks; he’s looking at me strangely.

      I need to let them know about what’s happened. “Sorry to interrupt, but we need to call a meeting. There’s been a development. I might have a lead on our mystery woman.”

      “You found Gabby?” Bolt asks.

      “Not exactly found, but I did meet someone who can help us find her.” I don’t know much about Morgan, but I do know she’s our best bet at catching this thing.

      “Who?” Night asks. “Can you trust this person?”

      I shrug. I think I can, but how can I be sure? The answer is that I can’t. Not really. “I’m not sure…probably not. I’m not sure I have much of a choice in the matter.”

      “Oh! Who is it?”

      “Her name is Morgan.” I pull in a breath. “I don’t know her last name.” I don’t tell them that Morgan is tailing me. I’m a little worried that either Bolt or Night will want to meet with her today. I’m not ready for that. I don’t think they’ll approve. I briefly fill them in on some of what has happened, including the neck squeeze thing both Morgan and the harpy did on me. The events of the last few weeks, particularly the last few days, and on what I know about Morgan.

      “Centaurs and harpies.” Bolt’s eyes are wide. “That sounds far-fetched.”

      “Why?” I throw back. “There is an Underworld. We know that minotaurs, demons, Cerberus, and various other creatures exist.”

      “In the Underworld.” Night also looks unsure. “It’s a different realm to this one.”

      “We exist,” I say. “Dragon shifters are real, then there are the gods. Why not other creatures?”

      “Again, our fathers are not in this realm, but I suppose you have a point.” Night looks like he’s thinking it through. “This Morgan person belongs to a group who…kills otherworldly creatures?”

      “It seems that way. We’re both playing our cards close to our chest at this stage. I haven’t told her about you guys. Morgan won’t say much about who she is or what she does. What I do know is that Gabby put her partner in hospital, and Morgan wants revenge.”

      “So, you both have a good reason to capture this…harpy.”

      “That’s right, hence working together. We’re staying in touch.”

      “You said that Gabby went to your house?” Shannon asks. I see her visibly shudder. “What did she want?”

      “I don’t know. Those centaurs got Morgan and her partner in exchange for information. They told her where to find ‘food’. A few days later, she turns up as Gabriella and seduces me, took my power. You guys know the rest.” I still feel like a fool. “I’m not sure why she came back, since she already took my power.”

      “Are you saying the centaurs told her where to find you?” Night is frowning.

      “I don’t know.” I shrug. “It seems like too much of a coincidence, don’t you think?”

      “I don’t believe in coincidences.” Bolt walks over to Shannon. “She’s sleeping soundly.” He smiles down at the baby. His whole stance softens when he does.

      “You’d make a great father,” I say.

      Bolt looks at me like I just grew a penis out of my left ear. “I don’t think so, but she is a cutie pie, aren’t you, Harley?” He hands the little one to Shannon.

      She squirms for a few seconds, and then she settles back down in her mother’s arms. “We all need to meet here,” I say. “Tomorrow.”

      “Why here?” Night growls, his eyes are blazing.

      “I’m worried the harpy might come back. I’m worried Morgan might spy on me if we do it anywhere else. I don’t want Morgan or the harpy to see you guys. The less they know, the better. If you come to my place…or I go to one of your places…” I shake my head. I can’t trust Morgan one hundred percent yet, and Gabby might just turn up. Stranger things have happened. “No, I can’t risk it. I could end up leading them straight to you.”

      “If we meet here, you could lead them straight to us anyway. I won’t risk my wife and child.” Night’s voice is deep; he puts a hand on his daughter’s back. “This is not the place to meet.” He shakes his head vigorously.

      I never thought of that. “Shit! You’re right.” I push out a breath. “The last thing I would want would be to endanger your family.”

      “The harpy might already know about you.” I look at each of them in turn. “But she also might not, so we need to be really careful.”

      “I’ll call a meeting,” Bolt says. “You can all come to me.” He looks at Night. “You can video call or something,” he says to me. “I agree, you need to stay far away, particularly from the women and children.”

      I nod. “Fill the others in on these new developments,” I say to Bolt. “Remind Trident to keep his zip up. No fucking around.”

      “I will,” he responds. “I only hope he listens.”

      “A harpy and a vigilante human with a beef against non-humans.” Night is scowling. “This is a mess.”

      “Yep,” I agree.

      “You’re like the biggest nerd of the bunch.” Bolt laughs. “I can’t believe all this is happening to you.”

      “Me neither.” My phone vibrates. I grab it and check. Half of me is expecting it to be Morgan. I’m almost disappointed when I see it’s my PA. My two o’clock has arrived.

      I’ll be there in five. I text back.

      “I need to run,” I say.

      “Me too,” Bolt says. “I’ll walk out with you.”

      “Sure,” I say. Shit! I didn’t want Morgan to see Bolt leaving with me. Maybe she’ll think he’s a colleague or something. Bolt is all suited up. He’s arrogant. He could pass as a surgeon.

      We say our goodbyes and head out. I notice Morgan doing a double-take as we walk out. She’s noticed Bolt. I see her give him the once-over. I don’t like it one bit. I’m not sure why I don’t like it. Is it because she’s wondering about whether he’s a human? Like maybe she knows he might be the same as me. He’s just as big and built. Women eat out of his hands. Thing is, it could also be that she’s checking him out. I find I don’t like either option. Morgan is not my type, not at all, and yet, if I’m honest with myself, I’m very attracted to her. It might be the situation. It more than likely is the situation. It’s not real, and it can’t be acted on but, there it is.

      Bolt and I talk about nothing. When we reach the turnoff to my office, we say our goodbyes. I head over there without turning around to see what Morgan is doing. My phone vibrates a few minutes later, and I ignore it. I don’t want to hear what Morgan has to say. She’s probably asking me who Bolt is. Another message comes through. Yep, I think I might be right on the money. I look at my phone, and both messages are from Morgan. I don’t open them. I know she probably wants to know if he’s human. I think back on her double-take. On the look she gave Bolt. I’m jealous. Fuck! Where did this emotion come from? I don’t like it. I shove my feelings aside and focus on my next patient.
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      Morgan

      Not human.

      No damned way.

      He’s too good-looking. Too full of himself. Too…I don’t know…call it a feeling. My spidey senses are tingling. The senses that tell me when I’m dealing with a non-human. They’re firing on all cylinders. Lyre’s friend is something else. A dragon demigod? Other? There are more of them. I knew it!

      They talk a little as they walk, and then Mr. Suit and Tie is headed in the opposite direction. I reach the hallway that leads to Lyre’s office. I watch him walk down it. If I turn to the left, I can see out of a window that leads to the parking lot. This is one of the spots I’ve been hanging out.

      Minutes later, I spot Suit and Tie in the parking lot. He’s walking quickly. I don’t know why my eyes drift across the cars, but they do. That’s when I see her.

      Holy fuck!

      She’s here! I text to Lyre.

      I watch her watch Suit and Tie. If I made him, I think she might have too. If she was watching through this window. If she knew where Lyre’s office was, she would have seen them together. Put two and two together, just like I did. Lyre mentioned binoculars. Her view would have been perfect.

      Damn!

      I have no doubt she’s made him because she still has her eyes on Suit and Tie.

      I run for the stairs. I hate that I can’t see what’s happening. I slow down through the information area and entrance. I see Suit and Tie pulling out in a car that would cost me ten years of income – maybe more – to buy. The harpy is pulling out as well. There is one bullet hole in the back of her car, but the back window and taillight have been replaced. I sprint to my car and get into it. I pull out. I have my phone in my hand.

      Harpy following your friend

      I type the message to Lyre using one hand. I notice that Lyre hasn’t read my first message.

      “Come on. Come on,” I say. I will Lyre to read my messages.

      He doesn’t.

      I curse, hitting my steering wheel. Suit and Tie is a confident driver. He’s the kind of guy who drives through a yellow without blinking, and I end up having to run a red to stay on them.

      I call him. “Pick up,” I say. “Pick up. Pick up!”

      “Morgan,” Lyre answers, sounding worried.

      “The harpy is following your friend.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. I’m following her. She’s following him. I might not be able to stick to them. You need to call your friend. Let him know. Hopefully, he can lose her, and I can stay with her.”

      “Fuck!” Then I hear him apologize to a patient for cursing. Despite everything, I smile. He disconnects the phone.

      I stay on her ass, leaving one or two cars between us. I’ve got this. I won’t lose her this time. My car is old, and it’s overdue for a service. You hunt evil creatures to make the world a safer place, not for financial gains. That much I have learned. My car has seen better days. I’m still holding my own, though. Ten seconds later and Suit and Tie suddenly picks up speed. Looks like Lyre got through to him. He suddenly makes a turn. And another. And another. Oh yeah, he knows, alright. He’s trying to lose her.

      I have to use all of my experience to keep up. I forget about leaving cars between us. I have to hope that the harpy bitch is too busy keeping up to pay attention to me. My engine whines as I accelerate. “Come on, baby,” I say to my car.

      Lyre calls. I answer, putting him on speaker. “Can you still see them?” he asks.

      “Yes.” I make a turn, punching the gas. “Your friend can drive,” I yell.

      “Don’t lose her!” he shouts.

      “I won’t! I do this for a living, remember?”

      He chuckles. “Actually, you never told me what you do for a living.”

      That’s true! It was a slip of the tongue. I don’t say anything back. I concentrate on keeping up. I note that Suit and Tie is speeding ahead. He can drive, and he has a muscle car, so I’m not surprised.

      “I’m going to assume your friend isn’t human,” I say. Lyre doesn’t answer me, which is all the answer I need. “Would he be willing to help capture her?” I ask.

      “How?” he says.

      “He can brake. Get her to stop. I’ll come in behind her. We can— Wait!” I yell.

      I curse. She just turned right instead of following Suit and Tie. I have to hit the brakes hard to make the turn. It takes me a few seconds to accelerate. I watch her get ahead.

      “What happened?” Lyre yells.

      The harpy gains some more distance. “She’s not chasing him anymore!” I yell. “She went in the opposite direction. I’m still on her.” I have to push my accelerator as hard as I can. My engine protests, but I’ll lose her if I don’t push it.

      I hear Lyre curse. “I’m going to call you back.”

      “Okay.”

      I hear him disconnect and I concentrate on keeping up. I’m going to get her. I will. There is no other way. I keep my foot flat until I need to make a corner, and then I brake hard. I make the turn and punch the gas. The harpy almost hits someone. People blow their horns at us as we blast through red lights and stop signs. She makes a hard right, almost plowing into a wall.

      I take the turn and punch on the gas. My engine whines. Then there’s a bang, and smoke billows from under my hood. The engine dies.

      “No!” I shout, watching the harpy speed away. I see her make a left.

      My phone rings. It’s Lyre. “I lost her.” I hit my steering wheel feeling more frustrated than I have ever felt in my life.

      Lyre curses.

      Twice now. Twice I had her right there, and twice I watched her slip through my fingers. At least I have a good idea of what she wants. It’s all making more sense now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      Lyre

      

      I’m in my car. My phone goes over to Bluetooth. “I’m going to get off the phone now. Send me a location pin when I do,” I tell Morgan.

      “Fine.” I can hear how pissed she is.

      I’m feeling a little despondent myself. That and frustrated. What the fuck! I call Bolt and then send him Morgan’s location.

      “Who is she?” he asks.

      “It’s the woman I told you about. Morgan.”

      He doesn’t sound happy, but he agrees to go there. I’m ten minutes away. He’s less than five. I don’t want her stranded alone. The harpy knows her location. She’s sold Morgan out before. She could do it again. I don’t care if Morgan thinks she can take care of herself. She’s still human. She can break. I want her safe. I would never forgive myself if something happened to her.

      I push the speed limit. It takes me eight minutes to get there. Bolt is pushing Morgan’s car when I get there. I watch as she steers onto the side of the road. I park as she gets out. Morgan is frowning. Her eyes are blazing to the point where she looks like she might hit something or burst into tears.

      “I can’t believe this happened,” she says as I jog up to them. “She had pulled a little ahead, but I was gaining. I was going to cut her off. I had her.”

      “It’s not your fault,” I say. “These things happen. Have the two of you met?”

      Bolt nods. “Yes. I believe Morgan was at the hospital watching you,” he says to me.

      “I wasn’t watching him,” Morgan mutters, giving me a dirty look that makes me want to laugh. “I was keeping a look out for the harpy…and good thing too, or she would’ve had you,” she says to Bolt. “I’m going to assume you’re not human and that you have powers as well?”

      Bolt folds his arms, looking annoyed. He ignores Morgan. “You said you don’t really know her. You said you don’t trust her. Why is she here again?”

      “I just saved your ass,” Morgan says to Bolt before turning to me. “This asshole is rude.” She points at Bolt. “I just stopped that harpy bitch from—”

      “This asshole over here…” he points at himself, “just helped you move your car. I have dirt on my Armani suit,” Bolt says to Morgan.

      “Boo-hoo!” Morgan looks like she’s getting ready to stab Bolt.

      “Maybe we should talk privately.” He turns back to me.

      “Excuse us for a minute,” I say to her. “Let me have a quick word, and we’ll be right back.”

      Morgan looks murderous. “Whatever,” she mutters, taking off her jacket, which she scrunches into a ball and throws into her car. She isn’t wearing the wig which I assume is in the car. We walk away. I hear Morgan pop the hood.

      “What the fuck?” Bolt says under his breath. “What just happened?”

      “I should have told you Morgan was tailing me, but I didn’t want to get into it with you and Night. The rest, you know.”

      “This is a fucking mess.” Bolt rakes his hand through his hair. “That harpy is after the rest of us now, isn’t she?”

      I wince. “It looks that way.”

      “And the only help we have is a female you don’t trust.” He raises his brows. “A female we know nothing about.”

      We both look in Morgan’s direction. She’s bent over the hood, her feet are apart, her knees slightly bent. She’s fiddling with something in the engine. Her ass is in the air, and it’s a thing of beauty. I realize it’s a thought I shouldn’t be having right now, but there it is. She’s wearing her shoulder holster. I know she has another gun and a knife somewhere on her person, and I find it incredibly sexy. I find the fact that she knows her way around a car engine a huge fucking turn-on as well. I’m trying hard not to picture her in my shirt, covered in grease, on the hood of a car, any car.

      Morgan leans in a little more, and I all but groan. Those black slacks are formless and do nothing for her. Bending over like that, however, they’re molding to her ass in a way that—

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Bolt whisper-shouts.

      “What do you mean?” I know what he’s talking about.

      “You’re checking her out. Are you kidding me right now?”

      I shrug. “What? She has a great ass, but it’s not—”

      His eyes widen, and he gasps. “You are checking her out. Stop it! This isn’t going to end well. You know that, right? You don’t trust this woman.”

      “I don’t trust her because she’s so cagey. I don’t trust her because of what happened with the harpy. Otherwise, she doesn’t give me any reason to doubt—”

      “There must be a reason, or you wouldn’t feel this way. You hid her from us.”

      “I told you about Morgan,” I retaliate.

      “You told us half of it, managing to leave out the important part. The fact that she was there in the hospital, tailing you. She saw me with you. Maybe it was she who led that thing to us…to me. Have you thought of that?”

      Fuck! I hadn’t.

      “Firstly, I didn’t hide her; I just didn’t tell you everything about her, and secondly, last time I checked, I was capable of making my own decisions. Third and lastly, Morgan is helping me. She wants payback for her partner.”

      “Yeah, yeah. You told us. Brain injury yada, yada… Maybe she’s bullshitting you. You’re hiding a woman from your best friends. From us…your brothers. Why?”

      “I doubt very much that she’s working with the harpy.”

      “But you can’t say for sure.” Bolt folds his arms, he has mutiny written in his eyes.

      “I can almost say for sure. My gut says I can trust her.” I’m shocked to find it’s true.

      Bolt chokes out a laugh. “You mean your dick says you can trust her.”

      “This has nothing to do with my dick.”

      “You have a hard-on for this woman.” Bolt gestures towards Morgan, whose ass is still up in the air… Lord, help me, I have to force myself to look away.

      “I’m not blind, asshole,” I growl. “Morgan is sexy. I’m not denying that, but I’m not stupid. I won’t be laying so much as a finger on her. I want my power back. I need to keep a clear head.”

      “Damn right, you do. What else haven’t you told us?”

      “There isn’t anything else.” I push out a breath. “Not much, at any rate. I didn’t sleep with the harpy…she did that neck thing before I…before we could have…”

      “Fucked,” he says when I don’t say it.

      “Yes. For a little while there, I thought that I had a blackout; that maybe I drank too much or something. That I slept with her and couldn’t remember.”

      Bolt laughs. “Yeah, that would’ve eaten at you.”

      “It’s not funny.” My brothers know that taking a woman home like that, for sex, isn’t like me. I was raised by a single mother after some asshole – my father – fucked and left her. “I was worried I had unprotected sex. I couldn’t remember anything much after we got to my place. I woke up naked and in my bed, alone. What was I supposed to think? There was no evidence of a condom being used. It messed with my head for a while there.”

      “You can chat about this with your therapist. Anything of importance that I should know? That all of us should know?” He can be such a prick at times.

      “There is one other thing.” I have to come clean. I was hoping to have my power back by now. No harm, no foul. I had hoped, somewhere deep inside, that my brothers wouldn’t be targeted or affected by this. I knew it was a possibility, but I had hoped it wasn’t something that would come to fruition. Now that it’s a distinct possibility the harpy is targeting my brothers as well, I need to tell them everything. “When I told you the harpy took all my powers, I meant all of my powers.”

      “Are you being cryptic?” Bolt has his head cocked, his eyes are narrowed on me. “Spit it out.”

      “I can’t shift into my dragon form.”

      He staggers backward a step. His eyes are wide. “What the fuck!” he yells.

      I glance at Morgan. She’s sitting on her car, the hood is still open. She’s watching us. “Keep it down.”

      “I can’t believe you kept this from us.”

      “I didn’t!” I make a face. “I said that all my powers were gone.”

      “You could have elaborated.”

      “I felt like an idiot, like a complete fool. I should have specified,” I acknowledge. “I didn’t. I had hoped to fix it before it became an issue. That isn’t the case.”

      “You really should have elaborated.”

      “It doesn’t change anything. This harpy is after us. She wants our power. She followed me to get to you. We need to stop her. We need Morgan on this. She knows these creatures. If she hadn’t been following me today you would have been in a world of trouble by now.”

      “Except, even knowing all that, we can’t trust her for shit, and we can’t trust you to be open with us either.”

      “I thought I could take care of it. The fact that all of you are in danger changes things.” I clasp his arm. “I’m sorry. I promise to be nothing but honest from here on out. Morgan and I will fix this.”

      “No fucking around with the human. No trusting her, either.” He looks in Morgan’s direction.

      “For the last time…no.” I pull in a breath. “I need to stay clear of all of you. I can’t lead her to you again. I’ll fix this. In the meanwhile, you have to let the others know what’s going on.”

      “That’s for sure.” He is frowning. His gray eyes are dark. “Except Jarrod and Stephanus are off the grid.”

      “I had forgotten about that.” They’re hiking in Armenia. Left a day or two ago.

      “I’ll message them. You need to stay in touch.”

      I nod. “I will.” We start to walk back towards Morgan. “Be nice to her.”

      “Nice?” He raises his brows.

      “Okay, nice might be asking too much. Don’t be a dick.”

      “Fine.” He sounds anything but fine.
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      Morgan

      I watch the two of them walk to me. Suit and Tie might be an asshole, but he’s gorgeous. At least, he thinks he is.

      Lyre must know he’s gorgeous as well, but he doesn’t have that arrogant, asshole air about him. That’s not entirely true. There is arrogance there but not in the same way. He’s gorgeous and yet, sweet. I mean, he can cook better than most people I know. That will have taken time and patience to learn. He noticed when I didn’t buy food at lunch today and bought me some. An arrogant asshole like Suit and Tie has his head so far up his own ass. He would never have picked up on any of that.

      Lyre’s wearing the shirt. The one I wore the other day when those cops came knocking. Why is he wearing it? He must have dozens of shirts. Maybe it’s his favorite. That must be it. Seeing him in it makes me think of that morning. Of how Lyre looked at me in it, like he wanted to eat me whole. Like he wanted to do things to me… By the size of his erection, I can safely say he wanted me. There was a distinct possibility when I propositioned him, to prove a point, that I may have followed through. I’m appalled that he could scent my arousal over the perfume. I wear heavy perfume because I don’t want Lyre and others like him to be able to smell my emotions. I was turned on, damn him. I enjoyed having dinner with him a bit too much as well. So much so that I’ve turned down every meal offer since despite being hungry for proper food. I do watch him. I shouldn’t, but I do. It needs to stop.

      Lyre’s eyes soften as they land on me. My mouth wants to smile, but I hold back.

      “And?” He looks at the engine. “Is it bad?”

      I sigh. “Worse than bad, my car blew a gasket. I can’t fix it without parts.”

      Lyre’s eyes flash with something that looks a lot like respect. “So, if you had the parts, you’d be able to fix it?” He lifts his brows.

      “For sure. I have a toolkit in the trunk. I don’t have the parts I need, so I can’t.” A new gasket will cost a small fortune. I had enough money for another week in the motel. Now I’m going to have to buy that part. At least I’ll still have my car.

      “Thanks for your help earlier dealing with that harpy,” Suit and Tie says, grudgingly.

      “Sure thing,” I say. “Thanks for helping me with my car,” I reciprocate.

      “I’m heading out,” he says to Lyre.

      “Be careful!” I blurt. “That harpy is after you and anyone else like you. You’re a dragon demigod, and therefore I’m assuming you have powers. She wants your power.” I need to lay it out there.

      “You told her about us?” Suit and Tie snarls at Lyre, his finger coming up.

      “No, he didn’t!” I yell, getting ready to get between them.

      “I didn’t.” Lyre shakes his head. “I told Morgan about me.”

      “That you’re not human is obvious to someone who has any knowledge of non-humans,” I say.

      “What knowledge do you have?” Suit and Tie asks, eyes narrowed.

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss that.”

      “How convenient,” Suit and Tie throws out.

      “You have those who you need to protect. So do I. It’s as simple as that!” I don’t like this guy.

      Lyre gets between us, and I realize that Suit and Tie and I are almost chest-to-chest. “Bolt is good people,” he says to me.

      I push out a breath, trying to calm down. I finally nod, and Lyre relaxes some.

      Then he turns and faces Bolt – the name suits him. “Ease up…please. Morgan is with me.”

      “Fine!” Bolt says. “I worry about you. That’s all.” Okay, so maybe his asshole behavior is coming from a good place. I can accept that…to a degree.

      “Lyre and I have an understanding,” I say. “We’re working well together.”

      “An understanding…” He gives his head a shake. “That’s what worries me,” Bolt mutters.

      Lyre elbows him. “Leave it,” he says.

      “Lyre didn’t tell me anything about you…or any of the others,” I say.

      “No one said anything about others.” Bolt glares at me.

      I’m convinced there are more, but I leave it alone. “I put two and two together when I saw you at the hospital. The harpy did too. She was watching from the parking lot. She saw you together. I knew as soon as I saw you,” I tell him. “When you leave here, you need to make sure you’re not being followed. Take the long route home or to your office. Be overly cautious. Call if you’re concerned.”

      He glowers at me.

      “Listen to Morgan,” Lyre urges.

      “You don’t even know her,” he growls.

      “I know her well enough.”

      “What are you going to do about the car?” he asks.

      “We’ll take care of it,” Lyre says.

      “Be safe!” Bolt says to Lyre, who nods.

      “You too. We’ll stay in touch.” Lyre holds up his phone.

      Bolt nods once and walks to his car. Seconds later, his engine is purring and he’s pulling off.

      “Don’t take it personally,” Lyre says to me. “Bolt can be…an ass.”

      “I don’t care what Suit and Tie thinks of me,” I say. “I have a job to do. Like I’ve told you before, I’m not here to make friends.”

      “Suit and Tie?” Lyre chokes out a laugh.

      I watch as Bolt drives down the road. “Here I was, thinking you were arrogant.” I look back at Lyre, whistling low. “I was wrong.” I look over at my car and pull in a breath. “I’ll need a couple of hours to take care of this.” I touch my car. “I don’t want to leave you, though. Not now.”

      “Are you saying you’ll miss me?” He smirks.

      I roll my eyes and then laugh. “You wish! Maybe you are more arrogant than Suit and Tie, after all.”

      His gaze softens. “You sort your car out. I’ll be fine. I think the harpy is gone.”

      “You think?” I give him a look.

      “You don’t think so?” He raises his brows.

      “Nope, she won’t stay gone for long. Not after catching wind of your friend. You need to warn the others – because I’m sure there are more of your kind - how persuasive harpies can be. How manipulative. Men are most at risk.”

      Lyre gives me the stink-eye. “Are we going to go down that road again?”

      “No! I’m not teasing you. You know her. She’s coming after them and they have no idea who this woman is and what she’s capable of. That’s all. You are still the one she has in her sights, so that she can get to them, but you are all at risk.”

      “I know. Bolt is aware.” He nods, looking thoughtful. “Thanks for helping him.”

      “Of course.” He’s being so sweet, I almost don’t want to ruin the moment. “Who’s in the maternity ward,” I have to ask. “You’re a heart surgeon, not an OB-GYN and yet you’ve been going there an awful lot lately.” I watch him closely to see his reaction.

      His eyes flare with uncertainty for a moment. “I have a patient in maternity; she just had a baby.”

      “And Suit and Tie happens to have a friend in maternity at the same time as you’re seeing a patient there?” I’m not buying it.

      “Yes. That’s right.” It’s all a bunch of BS. The guy still can’t lie for shit, and I find it endearing.

      I push out a sigh. One of us has to relent at this point. If we’re going to beat the harpy, we need to start trusting one another. “I belong to a group that keeps watch over non-humans. There are several hundred of us in the US and many more across the world. We exterminate the creatures who prey on humans. You’ll be shocked at how often it happens. All those missing persons reports are not all the work of serial killers. Or they are, but they’re mostly not human killers.” I pause to let it sink in. “We keep a close eye on everyone…or try to.” I haven’t heard of these dragon demigods, and Tom doesn’t seem to know much about them either, so I’m betting they’re okay as a species. I’m praying they are. I find I’m liking and trusting Lyre more and more. “I’ve been with this group for seven years. I was recruited into the organization. A drug addict tried to steal my bag one day, and I held my own. Broke his nose and put him down. It turned out that the addict wasn’t entirely human. He was a vampire and money for drugs was not what he was after. My boss saw the whole thing go down and was impressed. I’ve been partnered with Andy for three…” My voice breaks a little. I clear my throat. “We need to start being honest with each other if this is going to work. Otherwise, this harpy is going to keep the upper hand. I left the organization to chase after Lilith. As of a couple of weeks ago, I’m a free agent. I need to know who is in that maternity ward. You need to be honest with me.”

      He holds my gaze for several long seconds. “One of my kind just had a baby day before yesterday. His wife is a human.”

      Crap!

      “They’re not safe. None of you are.”

      “I know. Bolt is going to brief—”

      “You don’t get it. If I was the harpy – and I’ve had to learn to think like these creatures – if I was her, I’d be headed for the hospital right now. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to know that you and Bolt were in that ward together for a reason. She saw you two together and then followed him. I’m sure she’s going back. Might even be there as we speak.”

      His jaw tightens, and his eyes blaze. “You’re right! I’ll let Night know.” He grabs his phone and dials. I catch snatches of his conversation. He tells this Night person what happened and urges him and his family to leave the hospital. Then he calls another doctor at the hospital and tells him to sign a release form for the mother and baby. “They’re leaving as we speak. I wonder if I should go over there.” He scratches his beard.

      “You can, but they’ll probably be gone by the time we get there.” I fold my arms. “You need to stay away from all of your non-human friends. She’s using you to get to them. Text Night and tell him to watch out for a tail. She’s in a white Toyota Camry, sporting a bullet hole in the back, but she might switch cars.”

      I watch him send the text.

      “Has he seen it?”

      “Yes, they’re driving out as we speak.” He looks worried.

      “Okay, then. I’m going to get an Uber.” I frown. “I don’t like the thought of leaving you on your own, but I don’t have a choice. Do you think you’ll manage for a couple of hours?”

      Lyre smiles. He’s so cute when he does. His eyes dance. His whole face lights up. “I’m a big boy. I can take care of myself.”

      A big boy.

      I try hard not to think of him in those boxer shorts and fail. Yes, you are! “I know, but I still worry. Lilith is conniving.” I decide to mess with him. “Let’s face it, you have a thing for the harpy. Can you even trust yourself if she were to show up?” There might be some truth to what I’m saying. I am worried for him and his friends.

      His eyes darken. “I do not have a thing for the harpy.”

      “Do I need to proposition you to prove a point all over again?” I chuckle.

      “You can proposition me all you want, but don’t start something you can’t finish, Morgan.” His gaze bores right into me. I feel my breathing hitch and my core tighten.

      I see his nostrils flare, and I pray I put enough perfume on this morning to cover my scent. I want Lyre. I don’t care what species he is. Maybe if we had met under different circumstances, things would be different.

      “I cleared my afternoon when I ran out of the office earlier. Don’t call an Uber, I’ll take you wherever you need to go.”

      “No,” I start saying, shaking my head.

      “Let me help you, Morgan. You’re helping me.”

      “I’m doing this for Andy.” I don’t know why I say that because it isn’t completely true anymore. This used to be all about Andy. It’s still mostly about my partner, but I’ve come to like Lyre. I still have to be on my guard, but I’m definitely starting to trust him. I’m mostly doing this for Andy, but it’s about more now. I find I want to help Lyre. I want justice for him, as well. “And for you too,” I push out the words, feeling my cheeks heat. I hate that I sometimes feel like a schoolgirl around this man. “So, a ride would be great.”

      “Great! I can try to help you fix this. I think I know where we can get parts.”

      “I need to go to a scrapyard,” I say.

      He frowns. “Scrapyard?”

      “I’m not spending good money on a new gasket. Some of the vehicles in the scrapyard are practically new, which means their parts are practically new as well. I’ll salvage the parts I need, and then we can head back here. It’s going to be a long afternoon, so feel free to leave anytime…just be careful.”

      “I said that I would help. We’re partners in this, we need to watch each other’s backs. Also, she’s technically not after me, is she? She’s after my friends.” His eyes narrow, and his jaw tenses.

      “But she needs you to get to them. We’ll get her before that happens.”

      “Unless she already knows where one of them lives. I did this. I brought her into our lives.”

      “I was the one who insisted that Andy and I rush headlong into that warehouse. I’m the reason he’s lying in that bed.” I grab his hand and squeeze. “We screwed up, but we can fix this. We will fix this.”

      He nods once, pulling his hand away. “Let’s get your car fixed. Maybe we should just have it towed to—”

      “No….” I panic just a little. I have very little money left. “I’ll fix it. It’s not a big deal.” I play it down. It’s a big job, but I’m up for it. My car is quite literally the only thing I have left in this world. I don’t like the idea of taking a day to fix it but what choice do I have? The good news is that Lilith is desperate. It’s just a matter of time before we get her; before I end her.
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      Lyre

      

      It’s dark when I pull into my garage. Morgan pulls up alongside me like she does every day. The neighbors will talk if she parks out on the street. I can see that she’s exhausted, but she insisted on coming back to my place anyway. She said it’s still early, and there’s a harpy out to get me. I couldn’t argue with that. I need to keep my friends safe, and that means we have to catch her. Night, Shannon and their baby daughter got home safely. We’ve set up a system to check in with one another.

      The garage door closes. The lights are on. They work on a motion sensor.

      I get out of my car and watch as Morgan does the same. She stifles a yawn. “Why don’t you come inside?” I point to the door that leads into my house.

      She shakes her head. She’s so damned hard-assed. “I should get out there and keep watch.” She unzips a bag on the back seat and takes out a small bag of potato chips, a chocolate bar – I think it might be the one I gave her earlier - and a can of soda. She looks down at her hands, which are covered in grease. “I might use your bathroom first to wash up.”

      I frown. “That had better not be your dinner.” I look at the junk food in her hands as I walk around my car to her.

      “What’s wrong with this?” She holds the items up.

      “That’s not food. It has zero nutritional value.” I take a few steps towards her. “Do you have any idea what this is doing to your arteries?” I touch the bag of potato chips, and it crackles.

      “No, and I would prefer not to know.”

      “You can’t eat that.”

      “I can.”

      I make a noise of exasperation. “You are the most stubborn woman I have ever met. We’ve had one hell of a day. Please just come inside. You should absolutely use my bathroom.” I can’t help but smile. Morgan has a smudge of grease across her cheek. It’s adorable. Before I can think about it, I gently rub her face with my thumb and hold it up. “You’re covered in grease. You could do with a good scrub and a change of clothes.”

      “Are you saying I look like shit?” She pretends to give me a dirty look.

      “I would never, besides, I don’t think you could look like shit even if you tried really hard.” She’s too damned sexy. Morgan’s actually more attractive covered in all that grease. Go fucking figure. Watching her fix her car was awe-inspiring and a major fucking turn-on. It was tough trying to help her and not look at her ass.

      Her cheeks turn a touch pink at my remark, which is good…it means that I’m getting through to her. “Come inside. I’ll find you something to wear. I’ll have something fixed for you to eat before you’re done, and then you can do whatever it is you do out there. You can watch me.” I wink at her.

      I can see I’m winning. Morgan breaks out a smile. “Something to wear?” She lifts her brows. “You’re already wearing my shirt.” Her eyes drop to the garment in question, and I think about how good she looked in it.

      “I’ll take it off. You can have it…just come inside.”

      “Leave the shirt on, and you have yourself a deal.” She starts towards the door.

      “Nope,” I say as I follow, “I insist.” I enjoy teasing this woman. I don’t know why, but I do. I unbutton the shirt and shrug out of it. “Here.” I hold it out to her.

      Morgan’s eyes widen and drift to my chest before flashing back to my face. She takes the shirt from me. “You’ve worn this thing all day. It must…” She holds it to her nose and sniffs. Then she narrows her eyes at me. “That’s not fair. This shirt should not smell this good after a whole day.” She scrunches it up and throws it at me. I catch it with one hand. “You’re too much. It must be awesome being you.”

      “What does that even mean?” We go into the house.

      “You have to be intelligent to be a surgeon. So, super brainy and talented with your hands.” She blushes as she says the last and pushes out a breath.

      Talented with my hands. What is she thinking about right now? What made her blush? I would love to know. She can’t be thinking dirty thoughts. Is she? No! Maybe. Fuck, I like the idea too much.

      “You can cook better than almost anyone I know,” she goes on. “You look like that…” she points at me, making a face like I look bad, but I know she means the opposite, which I love even more, “and you smell good after a day in the sun. It’s just not fair. The guy who has everything.”

      “Not everything.”

      “You do!”

      “I’m thirty-five. I live alone. I work ridiculous hours, so I can’t even have a pet. Despite what you may think based on my behavior, I don’t sleep around. I can’t really date women either…it’s a long story. All I really have is my ability to heal people. That’s what I am, I’m a healer. I used to be able to help people. I mean really help people. I’m talking about those with no hope.” I feel emotion flood me. “Children with major birth defects. Fathers, mothers…people with zero chance. I was a healer.” I look at my hands. “I made a real difference. I lost my first patient the other day.” I feel my eyes sting and my throat clog. I take in a deep breath or two. “Someone’s father. Someone’s husband. I want to be a healer again. I need my powers back, without them, I’m nothing.”

      “Not nothing.” She steps forward; there is something in her eyes I haven’t seen before. She reaches up and cups my cheek. “You might be too good-looking for your own good. Too arrogant. Too pushy…but you’re a good guy, Lyre. You’re more than just your ability to heal your patients. You have so much to offer. To give.”

      She realizes she’s still touching my cheek. Her touch feels good. I want to step into her. I want to touch her back. It might also be the fact that we’re standing so close together that our chests are almost touching, but she lets go of me like her hand just got burned. “I’d better hit that shower. I’ve been inside for too long.”

      “You need a break.”

      “I’m fine.” She heads down the hall to my spare bedroom.

      “I’ll put some clothes on the bed,” I say.

      “Thank you.” She doesn’t look back.
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        * * *

      

      I roll the sweatpants a couple of times at the waist to try to get them to fit, but they keep falling off. I eventually step out of the legs and pick up my own slacks. They’re black, so the grease marks are hard to make out. I put those back on.

      I’m drowning in the t-shirt, but that’s okay. I put on my holster, followed by my jacket. Both ankle holsters are in place. One holds my second gun and the other my knife. Both have saved me countless times. I pull my Glock from the holster and do a quick check of the magazine. Then I check that the safety is on and re-secure the gun to my body.

      I’m ready!

      I yawn. Crap! Not as ready as I would like, but I’ll manage. I go to the garage and put my clothing in my car. Then I head up the stairs to the kitchen. I’m greeted by the wonderful smell of food cooking. My step falters as I hit the top step. Lyre is wearing a pair of sweatpants. They’re a light gray. His tank-top fits him snugly. It’s white. Unbelievable. He looks better in casual gym wear than he does in his work clothing, which is fairly formal. I’ve only ever seen him in the latter. That and scrubs…oh and his boxers, can’t forget about those boxers. That particular sight is burned into my brain. He looks good in everything. He looks especially good right now. I really don’t need this attraction to interfere with my mind. I really don’t! It’s bound to get in the way.

      “Why are you just standing there?” Lyre glances back over his shoulder.

      “I didn’t want to get in the way,” I lie through my teeth. It’s not like I can tell him that I was checking him out. His ass looks great in the sweats and his biceps in the tank… Holy moly!

      He chuckles. “Don’t be silly. Get in here. You can set the table, I’m almost done.”

      “Do you mind if I get some coffee brewing?”

      “Not at all.”

      I walk further into the room. “Omelets,” I say as I see what’s in the pan. I sound far too excited. “One of my favorites.”

      “Yep,” he smiles at me, “with ham, cheese, and mushrooms. Whoever said omelets were just a breakfast food was wrong.”

      “I know…and yum.” My mouth is watering. I never realized how hungry I was until right now. Chasing harpies and fixing cars will do that to a person.

      “Plates are in there.” He points at a cupboard. “I’ll fire up the coffee-maker. Do you want an espresso, a latte, or a cappuccino?”

      I was thinking of a cup of filtered coffee, or even instant. This is a treat. “Double espresso would be great. Whoever said coffee was for mornings only was wrong as well.” I take out two plates and put them on the counter close to where he is cooking.

      He walks over to the big barista-type machine and pushes a few buttons. Then he heads back to the stove and slides out a perfectly fluffy-looking omelet onto a plate. “I guess with your line of work, there is no nine-to-five,” he says to me.

      “You would be right. The same can be said for you.” I look through a couple of drawers until I find the cutlery.

      “For sure.” He nods. “I do get the odd emergency. Take a seat,” he urges, nodding towards the table. Then he puts a plate in front of me.

      “This looks great.”

      He puts the salt and pepper shakers and some napkins on the table. I watch as he heads to the coffee machine, returning with my coffee, which he places in front of me. It’s in one of those small coffee cups on a little matching saucer. In other words, fancy.

      “You can get started,” he says as he walks back to the kitchen.

      I do as he says and cut a small piece, putting it into my mouth. My eyes widen. How does he make a few simple ingredients taste this good? When I look up, he’s grinning. “What?” I say around my food.

      “I use a dash of cream in the egg and sprinkle in some parmesan with the cheese.”

      “This tastes like it can’t be too great for your heart, doctor.”

      He laughs. “It’s a damn sight better than those chips and the chocolate you were about to eat.”

      “You bought the chocolate for me.”

      “As a treat. Not as a meal substitute.” He pours himself a glass of white wine and holds up the bottle to me. I shake my head. He puts the bottle back in the fridge.

      I take another bite, savoring the taste. “You can cook for me anytime. If you didn’t already have a kickass job, I would tell you to become a chef.”

      He sits across from me. I see him pull in a big noseful of air. “Mmmmm, smells really good.”

      “Tastes good too.” I put a large forkful into my mouth. I definitely get the tangy, salty taste of the parmesan.

      “I’m not talking about the food.” His eyes are on me.

      Shit!

      I’m not wearing my usual perfume. He’s talking about me. I swallow down the food almost unchewed, feeling a little off-kilter.

      “What’s with all the perfume anyway?” he asks. “Not that you smell bad with it on…it’s just, you don’t need it.”

      “I disagree,” I say, shaking my head. “Non-humans shouldn’t be able to know my every emotion. Or whether I’m ovulating or pregnant or happy or sad. You shifters are especially good at picking up on those things.”

      “I’m only half shifter, but I guess you’re right.” He shrugs, looking sheepish. “I never thought of it that way. Still, it’s nice to finally pick up on your scent. We are a scent-orientated species. It almost feels wrong not to know someone’s smell. It’s like not knowing their name or how they look.”

      “Okay…what do I smell like?” I look over at him.

      “It’s spicy and yet feminine. Very much in line with how you look.”

      “I look spicy?” I laugh.

      He smiles, taking a sip of his wine. “No…that’s not what I mean. Spice is normally associated with men. A spicy cologne or scent.”

      “I smell manly…and I look manly.” I widen my eyes. That’s not what I was hoping to hear, although maybe it’s a good thing.

      “Not at all. You’re very much a woman.” His eyes seem to dip down to my chest, but then he’s looking at his plate and shoving his fork into his omelet. His green eyes lock back with mine. “You’re hardcore, bad-ass and stubborn…I think I’ve mentioned that before a couple of times. You know your way around a car engine, guns, knives. Bolt may have mentioned that you can drive a car like nobody’s business. I mean, you blew a gasket on your car today…” he grins, then his expression morphs into something else, “and yet you’re all woman, and I mean that in the best possible way.” His voice changes, it seems to get deeper. “Your scent reflects that. Spicy and sweet…not seriously floral…not really fruity either. I know that scent.” His nostrils flare again. I don’t normally like it when non-humans try to scent me, but right now…I almost want to move closer. I want to hear what Lyre has to say. His eyes brighten. “That’s it!” He smiles. “I’m getting orange blossom. We have a whole grove of orange trees on my mother’s land. I grew up there. It’s been a while since I was out there…on that part of the ranch, I mean. I see my mom regularly.”

      “You said you’re an only child?”

      Lyre nods. “My mom had me when she was quite young. There was a bias against half-breeds like us. Some of the other women from our Weyr, who had become pregnant with others like me, ended up in relationships with dragon shifters. Let’s just say that there were issues.”

      “Oh,” I say when he doesn’t elaborate. “What kinds of issues?”

      “There were new husbands who couldn’t fully accept their half-breed stepchildren. There was sibling rivalry when more children were born. Dragon shifter children. My mother decided to concentrate her time and energy on raising me. In some ways, I was one of the lucky ones but in others…”

      I can see where this is going. It’s written in his eyes. “You were lonely?”

      “I guess I was.” He nods. “I never realized it until recently.” He puts food in his mouth and chews, like he’s thinking it through.

      “What happened recently?” I finally ask.

      “I told you I haven’t dated much and then only casually. If things became too serious, I would break it off, and vice versa as well, since you tend to pick a certain type when you have no intention of committing.”

      “That can be lonely.” I nod. I realize I’ve been talking too much again and put some food in my mouth. Talking to Lyre is easy.

      “That’s not it, though,” he says. “Up until recently, we were never going to take mates. We didn’t want to procreate. Have more interbred children who don’t belong. It didn’t seem right.”

      “But then one of your friends did. This Night guy?”

      He nods. “Two of my friends, actually. They’re married now. They both recently had kids. That was never supposed to be on the cards.”

      “And now it is.”

      He nods. “I’ve seen them together and…” He shrugs.

      “You realize how empty your own life is.”

      “Exactly.” He picks up his wine and leans back. “You sound like you feel the same.” He lifts his brows.

      “God, no!” I snort. “I’ve been too busy hunting terrible creatures to even think about…marriage or children. Heck, even sex, for that matter,” I blurt. “Let alone dating or…kids…?” I shake my head. “Nope…I haven’t given them a second thought.”

      He almost looks disappointed, which is crazy. It’s not like he was talking about me just then.

      “How long did you say you were with this group of yours? How long have you been hunting bad guys?”

      “Seven years.”

      His eyes widen. “Seven years… Are you telling me you haven’t had sex in seven years?” He looks bewildered. “Fuck me! That’s a long time…and here I was thinking I was bad.”

      “How long has it been for you?” I shouldn’t be asking. I find that I want to know, so I don’t take the question back.

      His eyes lift in thought. “It’s been around eight months.”

      I blink a couple of times. I can’t believe what I’m hearing. Eight months is a long time, especially for someone who looks like him. He must get propositioned all the time. “For your information, it hasn’t been as long as seven years, but it’s been…a while. A long while.” More like three years, but I’m too embarrassed to tell him that. I eat some more of my dinner, chewing slowly. My plate is nearly empty.

      “No wonder you’re so cranky.” He laughs.

      “Hey!” I throw my napkin at him, and he catches it before it can hit his face. Fabulous reflexes. Fabulous everything. The bastard. I’m only saying that because I like him. I like him too much.

      “Eight months is a long time for a guy. No wonder you’re so easy to proposition,” I say.

      His jaw tightens.

      “I’m teasing you,” I add.

      “You had better be.”

      “I am.” I finish my coffee, put the last bite in my mouth, and stand. “Thanks,” I say around my food. I swallow. “That was delicious. I’ll watch out for the harpy for a while, and then I’ll head back to the motel. You won’t see me until tomorrow, but call if anything is suspicious.” I don’t hang around during the night. Lilith is trying to find the others. There’s no point monitoring Lyre while he’s asleep.

      “You should stay.” His eyes are locked with mine. There is no talk of a spare bedroom. My heart stutters. It almost sounds like he’s propositioning me this time. I’m sure it’s my sex-starved, overactive imagination talking.

      “Um…no…I…thanks again.” I turn and run. Not literally, but there is running involved. I can’t have sex with Lyre. I just can’t. It would complicate things. It would go against my…code. I don’t sleep with non-humans. It wouldn’t be right.

      I hunt them.

      I kill them.

      Or I leave them be.

      I never, never, ever have sex with them.
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      Three days later…

      Morgan

      

      I’m about to unlock my room when the door to the manager’s office-slash-reception opens. “Um…Miss O’Reilly,” he calls across the parking lot.

      Shit!

      No!

      Shit! Shit!

      I’m tempted to pretend I didn’t hear anything. To run into my room and lock the door. I know he’ll just come over and knock. I won’t be able to pretend I don’t hear him. I’m going to have to speak to him sooner or later. May as well be now. I pull in a breath and smile, even though I’m sure he can’t see me since the outside lighting isn’t great. It must be nearly midnight. “Yes…um…hi.”

      “Please can you come into my office?”

      At this moment, I’m thankful I’m well-armed. I’m thankful that even if I didn’t have my weapons, I’d be able to defend myself against the likes of him, otherwise, I might feel a little apprehensive. Asking a woman to meet during the middle of the night isn’t exactly kosher. Then I remind myself that I leave while it’s still dark and arrive home well into the night. When is the poor guy supposed to have a talk with me, if not now? “Sure thing,” I say, dreading this conversation.

      I go over to his office. He walks inside behind me and then closes the door behind us, which leaves me a little on edge. It is a little cold out, so maybe that’s it. He leans on his desk and folds his arms. “You’re late with your payment. Long-staying guests need to pay for the week upfront. You’re two nights overdue. I’m going to need you to pay up, or I’m going to need you to pack up.”

      “Now?”

      “Now, Miss…” he picks up the form I filled in when I checked in, “O’Reilly.”

      “Look, I understand that this is important, but is there no way this can wait till morning?”

      “It can’t! You’re two days over. I need you to pay right now. Will that be cash or card?” He rubs his chin. He has thin, wispy hair on his face. I’m not sure why he even tries with the facial hair. It’s patchy and doesn’t work at all.

      “I’m getting money tomorrow,” I lie. I’m hoping to buy myself one more night. “I’ll pay you—”

      “No! It’s money right now, or you’re out.” He scratches his paunch next. His t-shirt has a stain on it. How did my life get to this? I’ve worked hard at keeping humans safe. Busted my butt for most of my twenties, and yet here I am. About to be thrown out on the street.

      There’s been no sign of the harpy.

      Nothing!

      Thankfully none of Lyre’s friends have seen her either. That’s one positive in all this. At this rate, it could be days, weeks even before we catch her. “I’ll pack,” I say, taking a step back. “I need ten minutes.”

      His eyes narrow. “What about rent for the last two days?”

      “I told you, I’m getting paid tomorrow, either you wait, or I leave now, and you lose out.”

      “It doesn’t work like that.” His voice is whiney.

      “That’s how it is, take it, or leave it.”

      Then he snorts out a laugh. “If I had a dollar for every time someone told me they were getting paid tomorrow, I’d be a rich man. Look,” he pushes out a breath, “I’m a good guy.” I want to roll my eyes, but I don’t. I can’t wait to hear what he has to say next. “I’m willing to negotiate.” His mouth turns up at the corners in the start of a smile.

      “I’m listening.” With half an ear because I know exactly where this is going.

      “You don’t have money, and I don’t have a girlfriend right now.”

      No shit! I want to laugh. I don’t, I just keep my eyes on him.

      “I’m sure we can work something out.” He unbuckles his belt. His eyes are sparkling. I haven’t shot him down so, he obviously thinks he’s in with a chance.

      I fold my arms.

      He unclasps his pants and pulls down the zipper. “A blow job for three days…which means you get to sleep here tonight, or I fuck you, and you get a week rent-free.”

      “A whole week!” I try to sound excited.

      I must be doing a good job because he takes out his sorry excuse for a penis. “A whole week, babe. I’ll make it good for you.”

      “I very much doubt that,” I say with a laugh. This guy is hilarious.

      His eyes flash with anger, and he stands up. “Just get onto the desk and shut your mouth.”

      I know it’s probably wrong of me, but fuck it! I pull my Glock and put it under his chin; I press it into his flesh. I’m sick of fuckers like this taking advantage of vulnerable women. Sick to death. “I’m FBI, you sick motherfucker.”

      “What? Oh my god! Shit! I didn’t mean it. I was just kidding around.” He laughs. It sounds stilted. His hands are in the air, so his pants fall around his ankles.

      “I could shoot you right now.”

      “What? No! Come on…I swear, I didn’t mean it.”

      “Stop! Just stop. We both know you meant it. Your pants are down. You’re half-naked right now, and we both know that this isn’t the first time you’ve pulled something like this. We’ve received complaints.”

      “Lies! All lies!” he yells.

      “Quiet, or your brains are going to be on your ceiling.”

      “Oh, god! No! Please!”

      “If you try to pull this again, I won’t be as lenient in the future. As it stands, I’m tempted to take you in for solicitation.”

      “Solicitation? What the hell? I wasn’t selling sex.”

      “Um…your dick is out. I have a recording of our entire conversation.”

      “You do? No shit! Come on…I…” He’s crying now. The asshole has tears streaming down his face, snot running out of his nose. I don’t feel sorry for him. How many times has he done this? How many of his victims cried when he made them get on his desk?

      “Save it! Why shouldn’t I turn you in? Why? Give me one good reason.”

      “You can stay! Stay as long as you want!” he yells

      I’m so tempted to take up his offer. It’s on the tip of my tongue. I can’t! “No!” I push out. “I don’t need your crappy room. I’m here undercover. I’m leaving tonight. Right now, but if I catch you pulling this shit again…I swear to god I’ll take you in. You get one free pass, but only because I don’t feel like all the paperwork. You do this again, and you’re done, do you understand me?”

      Yes.” His lip quivers. “I help people. I help them.”

      “You take advantage of people.”

      “No!” His eyes go wide. “I give them—”

      “You take advantage of women who are down on their luck. Here’s the thing, when a person helps another person, they shouldn’t expect something in return. That’s how it should work. If I had a dollar for every man who said it wasn’t rape, I’d be a millionaire.”

      “Rape?” He cries harder, his whole face is red.

      “Yes. Next time I’ll pull the trigger. I’ll put a gun in your hand and tell my superiors it was self-defense.”

      “Oh god!” he mutters, crying harder. I take my gun away from his neck. “I’m not a rapist,” he says, shaking his head. “I’m not.” He says it in a questioning way, like maybe he isn’t buying his own paltry excuses anymore. I think I might have gotten through to him.

      I take a couple of steps back to put some space between us and then turn quickly, walking to my room.

      “I didn’t mean to…” I hear him mutter. “I’m not a rapist,” he repeats. He mutters something else, but I’m too far away to hear him.

      What the hell am I going to do now? I have very little money left. I don’t want to borrow money from my family. I pull in a deep breath. I have a few days before I won’t even be able to buy myself food. I should have enough for one more tank of gas. As I walk to my room, I look over to my car. Then I go inside and pack. I’m gone within ten minutes.
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      Three days later…

      Lyre

      

      I can’t sleep.

      I’m not sure why that is. I had a long, hard day. I performed a double bypass surgery. I should be shattered. I should have been dead to the world hours ago. I can’t seem to drift off. My eyes are scratchy. I toss and turn until I hear Morgan let herself in. Now I hear the shower running. She told me something about there being a water pressure problem in the motel where she’s staying. That was several days ago. I can’t believe they haven’t sorted it out yet. What kind of a place is she staying in?

      That’s just it, I don’t mind her showering here. I wish she’d accept more from me. She halfheartedly agreed to dinner again tonight and wolfed it down before heading back out to keep watch. That’s something…I guess. She refuses to stay over even though I’ve told her she can crash here. I’ve told her that a good couple of times. She shoots me down or ignores the offer.

      I haven’t tried to push because there is a part of me that doesn’t think it’s a good idea. I’m attracted to Morgan. There’s no use denying it. From the way I’ve seen her look at me a couple of times, I think the attraction might be mutual. Logically, sleeping with her would be a bad decision. Maybe that’s why she’s keeping her distance. I won’t argue. We’re all a little on edge. The guys as well. We’re all being vigilant. I’m hoping the harpy turns up soon. Then we can all go back to living our lives.

      I hear the shower turn off. I hear Morgan moving around. I’m wide awake now. I switch my bedside light on. I’ll try reading. I’m on book three in a fantasy trilogy. I read a chapter when I hear Morgan close the door to the garage. I don’t hear anything for a while. Then the garage door opens, and she starts her engine. I hear her reverse and the garage door close.

      I read a couple more pages when I realize that I never actually heard her pull off and drive away. I frown, sitting up. I go to my window and look outside, but I don’t see her car parked there. Am I going crazy?

      I stand there for a few minutes. I’m torn between going back to bed – because I really feel like an idiot – or…heading downstairs to check if she’s still there. That’s insane. Why would Morgan still be inside my house?

      I walk towards my bed and stop just short of climbing back in. I realize that I won’t get to sleep unless I check to see. I need to put my mind at ease. I go down the hall to the door that leads to the garage. I feel stupid as I slowly open the door.

      My jaw drops when I see her car parked next to mine. It’s on the far side of the garage. Morgan pretended to leave. I almost want to rub my eyes and look again. What the fuck! Does that mean that Morgan is sleeping inside the vehicle? I look back over my shoulder down the dark hall. Maybe she’s in my spare bedroom. I doubt it. I would have heard her pass my bedroom if that was the case.

      I use my senses, closing my eyes. I pick up a heartbeat inside her car.

      Inside.

      What the…?

      Why?

      There’s only one way to find out. I walk to her car. Fuck me! Morgan is curled up on the back seat. She has a blanket and is using a thick jacket as a pillow. I don’t know why exactly, but the sight of her there angers me. She’s in a tough spot, but she hasn’t been honest with me. She needed help, but she couldn’t reach out. This, after everything we’ve been through. I was beginning to think I could trust her. I walk back to the door. I flick on the light switch since the motion sensor isn’t working. Or maybe someone disabled it? She sits up, eyes wide, chest heaving.

      “We need to talk,” I say as I walk back to her vehicle.

      “What the hell, Lyre! I could have shot you,” she yells, lifting her gun. I realize that she had it under her makeshift pillow.

      “What are you doing in here?” I try to tone my voice down.

      She opens the door and climbs out, standing in front of me. “I’m watching for the harpy. What do you think?”

      “I think you’re full of shit! What’s going on?”

      “Nothing is going on.” I can see she’s lying. It’s written all over her face. It’s clear by the look in her big blue eyes.

      “Why are you sleeping in your car?”

      “I told you—”

      “No!” I shake my head. “I want the truth.”

      “I’m looking out for—”

      “Do you take me for a fool?” I take a step towards her. “Why are you in my garage, sleeping in your car?” I point at her vehicle.

      “If you mind so much, I’ll leave,” she yells.

      “Morgan,” I growl. She’s not listening; instead, she’s yanking open the door to her car, intent on leaving.

      “Hey,” I say more softly, the anger draining out of me. I notice she’s wearing an oversized t-shirt. Her feet are bare. She has this vulnerable, innocent air about her.

      “I’m not angry that you’re here.” I keep my voice soft.

      She starts to get into her car, but I clasp her arm, sure to keep my touch soft. “Wait just a second. If you’re in trouble, you should have said something. I’m upset you didn’t speak to me. I thought we were getting along. I thought we were trusting one another. You should have said something. That’s why I’m pissed. Not that you’re here.”

      I see her shoulders slump. Then she turns. “I’m embarrassed, okay? I’ve never had much.” She shrugs. “Never needed much. I’ve lived from day to day, from month to month. I suddenly found myself without an income…with almost no savings. Blowing a gasket cleaned me out. That asshole at the motel tried to…make a deal with me.” Her eyes darken.

      Every muscle in me tightens. “What?” I practically shout, my voice deep. “What happened?”

      “Relax, I took care of it. He won’t try it again. Not with me or anyone else.”

      I smile. “I’m sure you did.” Then I turn serious. “You should have said something. I’ve invited you to stay over. I—”

      “I don’t want a handout.”

      “Do you have any idea how much I was paying that PI?” I tell her. “You’re doing a much better job than he ever did. Why not accept something in return?”

      “I don’t want your money.” She shakes her head. “It wouldn’t feel right. I’m not doing this for money.”

      “I know that, but you can’t be effective if you’re not taking care of your basic needs. A bed, food…the basics. You can stay here. Use the spare room. Eat meals here. It wouldn’t be a handout. You help me, I help you.”

      I can see her mulling it over, and it floors me all over again how damned stubborn she is.

      “Where else will you go? You either need to accept cash or—”

      “I can’t!” She shakes her head. “My reasons for doing this need to stay true. It’s about Andy. It’s about your power. I just…” She chews on her bottom lip.

      “What? Why can’t you take my help? There’s a perfectly good bed inside my house.” Using my thumb, I point at the door to the house.

      “Yeah…your bed. Your bed is perfectly good. How long before I end up in it?” She looks up at me, and I gape down at her. I almost can’t believe she just said that. Then again, I can because she’s right.

      I swallow thickly. “We’re adults, we can share a house and not end up in bed together.”

      “Really?” She lifts her brows for a moment, and then I watch as her eyes lower and track my body. I feel everything tighten. I get this feeling in the pit of my stomach. “Because if you’re going to walk around like that…” she points at my sleeping shorts, “in those boxers…” She shakes her head. “We might be in trouble. I think we could be in trouble regardless.”

      I pull in a breath. “You shouldn’t look at me like that, Morgan. You’re not wearing much yourself, and if you keep looking at me like that…then you’re right, we’ll be in serious trouble.” She’s not wearing a bra. Her legs are great. Fuck!

      There’s barely any space between us. I’m not sure who moved towards who, but here we are. I see her chest rise and fall in quick succession. “Fuck it!” I growl as I hook an arm around her. Then my lips are crashing against hers.

      Morgan whimpers against my mouth. Both my arms are around her. I’m pulling her close. She pushes up against me. Her hands digging into my back. I can feel her breasts smashed up against my chest. Her nipples are tight.

      I pull away. “Before we do this. I need to know. Can I trust you, Morgan?” I ask. Bolt's words from the other day are in my head. What if Morgan and the harpy are working together? I know deep down inside that it isn’t the case. I know, but I still need to hear her say the words. I’m feeling things for this woman. Things I shouldn’t be feeling.

      Her eyes darken and narrow. “What?” she asks. “Screw you,” she mutters, pulling away.

      “I need to know.” I keep my arms around her. I won’t let her walk away. “I need to know. I need you to look me in the eyes and tell me.”

      “I don’t have to tell you anything.” Her eyes are clouded. I can see I hurt her. “If you don’t know by now then—”

      “You were sleeping in your car.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Her hands are flat on my chest, she’s pushing.

      “What does that…?” I narrow my eyes into hers. “It has a lot to do with it. With us. You couldn’t trust me enough to—”

      “I felt like an idiot…I…” Then she rolls her eyes. “Fine, you have a point…” Her body softens. “You can trust me,” she says.

      “No more secrets between us. We trust each other from here on out?”

      She nods. Then she’s sliding her hands up my chest and looping them around my neck. “We shouldn’t do this,” she says.

      I smile. I think it must look downright feral, I’m that turned on. “It’s happening.”

      “I want you,” she moans and then sucks in a breath when I press her back against her car. Her legs part for me. My cock is hard and throbbing against her stomach. We should go inside and finish this, but I’m too riled up. I can see she feels the same.

      I pictured her naked up against this car, or on the hood, several times the other day. I’m about to make good on one of the many fantasies I’ve been harboring about this woman.

      I slide my hand between her legs, keeping my eyes on hers. Her mouth opens, and she sucks in a breath. She’s wearing a pair of panties. They feel silky and sexy and incredibly feminine. I growl low as I take back her mouth. Then I’m shoving the panties aside and zoning in on her clit. She yelps the moment my finger makes contact. I circle her nub a couple of times, and she cries out. It’s been a while for both of us. There’s no use dragging this out. I want to be inside her almost as much as I want my next breath.

      I want it more.

      “I’m clean,” I say against her mouth.

      “Me too.” She groans again, her eyes are wide, then she’s squeezing them shut. She’s panting right off the bat. My finger is rubbing gently on her clit, which is swollen. She’s crying out again.

      “Do I need to find a condom?” I should go and get one. I really should.

      “I’m on birth control,” she groans. “To regulate my…never mind. We’re good.” I know I can trust her. Lord knows I want to be inside her. I’ve never had sex without a condom before. I find the thought intoxicating. Morgan is on birth control. It doesn’t smell like she’s ovulating. For the first time, I feel okay with taking a small risk. The risk itself doesn’t scare me, the fact that I’m taking it does. I’m in trouble here.

      Her eyes are wide. She’s panting hard. “Oh my… oh god…oh…I’m going to come soon,” she says between pants and moans.

      I take a step back and then peel the t-shirt off of her. It’s my turn to groan when I see her naked. Her tits are perfect. Not too big and not too small. They’re real. I have nothing against fake breasts. If they make a woman feel good. If they give her confidence, then so be it, but there’s something about soft and natural that does it for me. Something about Morgan that seriously does it for me. Her nipples are plump but tight. They’re dark. Her panties are bright red.

      Red.

      Fuck me!

      They’re pulled to the side. I can see her pussy. I don’t think I’ve ever been this excited about seeing a woman’s pussy. My eyes drift down a little more. I notice that she has a holster on each of her ankles. There’s a gun in the one and a knife in the other. “Fuck me, but you’re…you’re…”

      “Don’t say beautiful.” She rolls her eyes. There’s not an ounce of shyness about her, which I also find incredibly sexy as well. “It’s too clichéd, and I’m too much of a tomboy.”

      “I was aiming more for spectacular. That, and fucking sexy.” My voice is a deep vibration.

      She smiles. I pull my boxers down, letting them fall to the floor.

      “Wow!” She chokes out a laugh. “That’s impressive.” Her eyes are on my cock.

      My lip twitches. “Turn around. Hands on the roof.”

      “I don’t normally take well to being told what to do.”

      I close the small distance between us, I place my hands on the roof of the car and cage her in with my body. I put my mouth to the shell of her ear. “Let me take the lead this round. I’m all yours for the next one.”

      “The next round?” She lifts her brows and smiles. “We’re doing this again?”

      “Yes.” She’d better not think this is a one-time thing. It’s not an argument I’m going to have with her right now. Instead, I brush a kiss against her mouth and then find her clit with my thumb. Her eyes roll back in her skull. It takes seconds, and she’s panting and moaning against my mouth. She breaks the kiss, and then Morgan turns around, placing her hands on the roof of her car. She widens her stance, and I say a silent prayer of thanks. I circle my hand around her and rub on her clit some more. I rub until she’s moaning with every slip and slide of my finger, until she’s pressing her ass into my erection. That’s when I grip my cock, pressing it against her opening. Her hands tighten on the metal. Her moans become sharper and louder.

      “Wet,” I moan to myself. “So fucking wet.” I push into her, my cock gliding in. She’s tight, though, so I have to be careful. I don’t want to hurt her.

      “Yes,” she growls the word deeply, pushing back against my cock, taking more of me.

      I grunt because she feels so fucking good. I grip her hips to keep her from moving too much. It feels so damned good I groan. Using short, pushy strokes, I fuck her slowly inching my way in until I’m perfectly seated in her snug pussy. It isn’t enough. I want more. So much more. I move slowly and carefully, holding back. Her back is long and graceful. Her ass is fucking poetry. My hips tap against it with each stroke. Toned and lean with flared hips. She’s gorgeous. I want her body, but I find that I also want to look into her eyes. I want to watch her come. I pull out, hearing her moan of frustration, and then turn her around. I pick her up, leaning her up against the side of her car. She hooks her legs around my waist. I feel her weapons against me. It shouldn’t turn me on, but it does. She’s unlike anyone I’ve met before.

      I grunt hard as I push back into her. I see her eyes turn hazy. Her head tilts back. She’s making these amazing noises. I grind my cock in and out of her until she’s yelling with each stroke. She’s sliding up and down the car as I push into her. I’m sure if someone walked past my house right now, they would hear us fucking. I don’t care. Neither does she. I’m grunting. My balls are tight. I’m clenching my jaw. I’m working hard at holding it together. It’s tough. She feels so damned good.

      Warm.

      Wet.

      Tight.

      Beautiful. So fucking beautiful. We’ll have to disagree on that one. Her eyes widen, and her jaw drops as her pussy starts fluttering around my cock. Then she’s all-out clenching me, and I’m hunching a little over my middle. Morgan comes apart on a low groan that turns into a punchy yell. Her eyes go hazy. Her face slackens.

      I have to hold back a roar as I come. I growl, sounding vicious and angry. I’m not, I’m losing my mind because she feels so good. Morgan doesn’t flinch at the harsh noise. My hands close a little tighter around her. My strokes turn jerky and desperate. Then I’m coming down from the orgasm and already wanting more.

      I want so much more.
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      Morgan

      

      I’m reeling.

      My body is shaking.

      My channel is still spasming lightly around his cock, which is still hard. I know he came by the noises he made. By the look in his eyes. It wasn’t only good, it was intense too. I’ve never had a guy look at me like that while he fucked me.

      Never.

      It was a little disconcerting, but at the same time, it only intensified what I was feeling. “My room,” he growls the words. His voice is deep.

      I nod. I should pull away. We can still stop this here. End whatever it is that’s happening between us. This isn’t just sex. I would be an idiot if I tried to tell myself otherwise. That, or a liar…and I’m neither. “My gun,” I say, my voice is croaky. “In the car.”

      He nods once and lowers me. Lyre grunts as we come apart. Oh yes! He came, alright. It runs down my inner thighs. Having sex without a condom probably wasn’t the best idea. But I am religious about taking my birth control, so it should be fine.

      I open the back door and lean in, grabbing my Glock. I hear Lyre groan behind me. “You have one hell of an ass,” he says.

      I smile to myself. Most men find me intimidating. I get the distinct impression that those things are what Lyre admires about me. It’s probably because he feels so comfortable in his own skin. A guy doesn’t get manlier than Lyre. He’s confident but with a softer side. I like him far too much.

      I stand and shut the door. Then squeal as Lyre picks me up, holding me in his arms. It feels nice to have someone care for me for a change. To just be able to lean against him and not think.

      Taking big, quick strides, he carries me to his bedroom. He deposits me carefully on his bed and then heads into the bathroom. I put the Glock on the bedside table and unstrap my knife sheath and ankle holster, which I put on the table as well. Lyre returns with a warm towel, which he hands to me.

      This is typical Lyre, always thinking of others. I wash up as best I can, watching with interest as Lyre goes over to his closet. He has hands-down the best body I have ever seen on a guy. He’s tall and built, with wide shoulders. He turns…his cock is jutting from his body. Then there’s that right there. Whoever said size doesn’t matter lied. They seriously lied. I’ve never come so easily. So thoroughly.

      He throws a string of condoms down on the bed next to me. “There’s this saying…” I begin.

      “Oh, yes?” He quirks a brow, kneeling on the bed next to me.

      “Something about closing the stable door after the horse has bolted.” I pick up the condoms and laugh.

      “I’m trying to do the right thing here.” He looks sheepish. “I didn’t want to assume you’d be okay with going bare again.”

      “The horse has already bolted, Lyre.” I drop the condoms. “Use them if you feel more comfortable.”

      He throws me a half-smile that almost has me coming even though he’s not touching me. “Birth control is only ninety-nine percent effective on its own, but when coupled with a condom, the risk is reduced to ninety-nine, point, nine-nine.”

      I chuckle. “You and your statistics and weird facts. That’s less than a percent.” We’re not a couple. Double? Hah, we should be using triple protection.

      He smiles at me, putting his hands on my thighs. They open up, almost on their own. I want him inside me again. I’m feeling just as desperate for him as I did before. “I have another fun fact for you,” he says.

      “Oh, yes?”

      “There are eight thousand nerve-endings in a woman’s clitoris.” He’s looking between my legs.

      My breathing hitches. “Oh, really?” I open my legs wider, watching his pupils dilate and his cock twitch.

      “This, compared to only four thousand in the penis.” His voice has turned husky.

      I choke out a laugh. “Poor you. Although I think that thing has far more than four thousand nerve-endings based on its sheer size.” I snigger, my eyes on his cock. My laugh turns into a deep groan when Lyre leans between my legs and sucks on all eight thousand nerve-endings. My back bows from the sheer intensity of it.

      Holy shit!

      I can’t remember when last a guy went down on me. Lyre licks my clit and then sucks on it again. I mutter a curse, and my eyes roll back in my head. Within half a minute, I’m making the craziest noises but can’t stop. I’m digging my hands into his hair and hooking my legs over his shoulders. I’m trying hard not to hump his face. My eyes are wide. I can’t blink. I’m breathing hard but can’t seem to get any air. He inserts two fingers inside me, and I come hard with a strangled cry. I should probably feel embarrassed at how quickly that happened, but I don’t. I’m too boneless. I battle to get my breath back. He watches me, humor, and a good dose of heat in his eyes.

      “You’re good,” I finally say as I disentangle myself from him. “Really good.”

      “I should be, since I studied anatomy for years.”

      “I thought your specialty was the heart,” I tease.

      “It is.” He climbs over me, pulling my legs up on his body. He braces himself on his arms, which are on either side of me.

      The heart. Mine beats uncontrollably inside my chest. What am I doing? What are we doing? “Can I ask you something?” I ask, feeling him hard against me.

      Lyre brushes his lips against mine. “Yes.”

      “What did the fortune cookie say?” I lick my lips. “I’ve wondered a couple of times…especially since meeting you.”

      He smiles and kisses me again. “So, you were paying attention to my texts.”

      “I was. They were often the highlight of my day.” Since we’re being honest.

      His smile grows. “You wanted to text me back.” He lifts his brows.

      I laugh softly. “I hated the fact, but I did…I almost texted you back a good couple of times.”

      His eyes lift. I see his mind working. “Your life is about to become interesting…that’s what it said.”

      I laugh. “Sounds like that cookie was right on the money. How were the eggrolls? You said you would eat one for me.”

      He kisses my neck, and my eyes flutter closed. “Delicious but not as tasty as you. I finally found one thing you’re not stubborn about.”

      I groan as he pushes into me. He leans back, looking me in the eyes as his cock slowly fills every inch of me. “What would that be?’ I ask, my voice strained.

      “Coming.” He lifts my legs a little higher. “Not stubborn at all when it comes to that.” He starts to move, blowing my mind right from the start.

      “You’re pushy.” I can already feel things coiling and tightening. “Very pushy, even when you fuck.”

      He chuckles, the sound deep. I’m lying on the condoms. He’s right, we should use them. I dig my fingers into his back and hook my legs around him. He kisses me long and deep until I’m coming apart. All I can see are his eyes on me. All I can feel is him.
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      Two days later…

      Lyre

      

      I take a handful of the fabric. “It’s yours,” I groan. “All yours,” I pant.

      Even though I’m talking about the shirt that Morgan is wearing, I think my words are about more than just the garment.

      Morgan is wearing the pink button-down shirt she took out of the laundry and wore to save my ass just a few weeks ago. Only it isn’t buttoned right now. It’s hanging open, otherwise, she’s gloriously naked. Her eyes are closed. Her mouth is open, and she’s breathing heavily. Her breasts are bouncing hard each time she lands on my cock. I’ve never seen anything more beautiful. My belly is tightening. My balls are in my throat. I’m groaning hard at this point.

      “So big,” she moans. “Love your cock,” she mutters to herself, riding me harder. She bites down on her bottom lip, her eyes are hazy.

      I love how she is so unabashed. It’s refreshing. She’s not afraid to tell me what she wants, or just to all-out take it for herself. It’s a big turn-on. I realize that I’m about to commit a cardinal sin and come before she does. This is what this woman does to me.

      I lick my thumb and then find her clit. I rub on it. Her eyes widen. “Oh, and good hands…oh god…such good hands!” Then she’s coming on my cock, her hands gripping my shoulders. She groans and then gives a yell. I grunt and crunch over my middle as I come too. I keep my thumb on her clit, sure to keep her there as long as I can. She finally slumps against me. I feel her heart thump against mine. We lie like that for a minute or two. Trying to catch our breath.

      “It’s Saturday,” she whispers against my chest.

      “I know.” I rub her back.

      “We should stay right here, in bed.” Her voice sounds sleepy.

      I smile. “I like the way you think.”

      “We should have lots more sex.” Much less sleepy.

      “I love the way you think.” I put my arms around her. She feels good. This feels good. Too good. I have this horrible feeling that everything is about to fall apart. I can’t shake it. “We can order Chinese food for lunch.”

      “Eggrolls and fortune cookies. That sounds nice.” I feel her stiffen. “I should go out there.” By ‘out there’, I know she means her look-out point.

      “You can take one day off,” I say, putting my arms around her and stroking the top of her head.

      “I took yesterday evening off.”

      “Yes, you did.” I kiss her on the shoulder and then on her neck.

      Morgan giggles. I know she’s thinking back to last night. She had dinner with me, and then we ended up fucking on the dining room table. Only, it isn’t really fucking with Morgan. It’s so much more. I can’t get enough of her. She’s been sleeping in my bed. It feels right. It feels real.

      “Let’s have a pajama day,” I say. “You can watch me from on top of me, or under me.”

      She chuckles softly. “I don’t really own pajamas.”

      “One of the many things I love about you.” Fuck! Did I just say that? I don’t want to push too hard. Morgan is liable to run if I do. At least, that’s the feeling I get. “You can wear that shirt,” I quickly say. “It’s yours as long as you never button it up.”

      “Deal.” I can hear she’s smiling. I cup her face in my hands, lifting her a little so that I can look into her eyes. I kiss her. Her lips are soft.

      Her phone starts to ring. “Leave it,” I say against her mouth.

      Morgan pulls away and reaches for her phone. She mutters a curse when she looks at the caller ID.

      I frown. “Who is it?”

      “Andy’s mother.” She swipes the screen and puts the phone to her ear. “Morning, Mrs. Golding. Is everything okay? How’s Andy?” I can see the worry in her eyes. She listens for half a minute. “I see.” Morgan’s eyes fill with tears. She blinks. “Please can you wait?” Mrs. Golding talks some more. “You’re right. I do understand, but please, just a couple more days.”

      I’m trying not to listen in, but I pick up a word here or there.

      Morgan rubs her temple. “I want to say goodbye to him.” Mrs. Golding says something. “I would appreciate it.” She nods. “Thank you. Okay, then.” They say their goodbyes. Morgan looks at the screen of her phone long after Andy’s mother ended the call. I see her chest heave. When she locks eyes with me, her face crumples and tears course down her cheeks. I put my arms around her and pull her in close. Morgan’s shoulders shake. Her breathing is labored. I rub my hand up and down her back. I fucking hate seeing her like this. It tears at me. I don’t say anything. I’m there for her.

      “I can’t remember the last time I cried,” she finally says, her voice choked. “Actually, I can, it was at the hospital when I first saw Andy. Before then…” she shakes her head. “Point being, it isn’t me.”

      “It’s good to get it out.”

      “Crying doesn’t help anything.” She shakes her head.

      “Such a hard-ass.” I kiss her forehead. “Crying can make you feel better.”

      “They want to switch the machines off.” She hiccups, then pulls back and wipes the tears from her face. I gathered as much. I hear her out. “His mom doesn’t want him to suffer. She said that he wouldn’t want to live this way. They say…they…” her lip trembles, “that he’s braindead.” She makes this sobbing noise and puts her hand over her mouth. It takes her a few seconds to pull herself back together. She drops her hand. “I hoped and prayed he would get better. I can’t believe this.” She sniffs.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I know that the two of you are close.”

      “He’s like a brother to me. He trusted me, and I let him down. Here I am…living life…happy.” She gives me a watery smile. “I have no right to be happy. No right to be here…with you. I—”

      “Andy sounds like the kind of guy who would want you to be happy.” I take her hand, thankful when she lets me.

      She nods once. “It doesn’t make it right. He saved me, and look where he is.” She wipes another tear away. “Mrs. Golding gave me a couple of days. I need to get out there. I need to find her. I have this stupid notion that if I bring Lilith down, Andy will come back. It’s a stupid concept, and yet I can’t let go of it. He can’t die while she still breathes and lives.” I see her eyes flash with anger. “If nothing else, I have to make that right.”

      “Maybe you’re right about being able to save Andy,” I say. It’s a thought that I’ve had a couple of times now.

      She frowns. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      “The harpy stole my powers of healing. If I could get them back…” I lift my brows.

      She sucks in a breath, realization filling her gaze. “You could help Andy. Why didn’t I think of that? I guess I had it in my head that you fixed hearts.” She almost speaks to herself.

      “I haven’t said anything before because I don’t know if I would be able to help someone like him. Someone who’s braindead. Fixing a valve or stopping a bleed…repairing tissue. All of these things are easy. I’m not sure about Andy, it might not be possible to save someone who’s already gone.”

      “He’s not gone.”

      “His body is still here.” I squeeze her hand. “We don’t know about his mind, but I would be willing to give it a try, if I had my power.”

      She smiles, and my heart clenches. “You’d help him?”

      I nod. “Of course, I would.”

      Morgan sighs, her body relaxing some, her eyes getting this determined look. “We’ll find her. We’ll make her give you your powers back, and then you can save Andy.”

      “I can try.” I would hate for her to get her hopes up.

      “I know you’ll do it.”

      Shit! This is what I was worried about. Why I didn’t say anything sooner. She swallows thickly. “We only have a few days. Mrs. Golding is willing to wait but not too long.” She shakes her head. “I’m going to hit the shower.” She leans forward and kisses me, soft and quick. “Thank you.” Her eyes soften as they look into mine.

      “What for?”

      “Everything.” She holds my gaze for a moment longer and then shrugs out of my shirt and hands it to me.

      “I told you it’s yours,” I say.

      “I would have to button it up to go outside, and you said I could only keep it if I left the buttons open.”

      “That’s true.” I grin at her.

      “We can share.” She kisses me again and then she’s jumping off the bed and walking to the bathroom. I hold the shirt to my nose and inhale her scent. If I still had my power, my teeth would sharpen. Shit! That can only mean one thing.

      I fall back on the bed. There’s no way of knowing whether I’ll get my powers back. She’s expecting me to save Andy; what happens if I fail? I hate to think along these lines, but it is a possibility.
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      The next day…

      Morgan

      

      I put down my coffee cup and grab a banana from the fruit bowl on the island and a water from the fridge. I jog down the stairs. The shower is still running. I walk into the bedroom and stick my head around the bathroom door.

      I thank the lord for glass. I’ll have to ask Lyre who invented it later. I’m sure he knows, as well as some or other useless but awesome fact about the material. Right now, I’m just glad it exists because Lyre showering is a magical thing to watch. His hair is wet and just past his shoulders. He’s rinsing soap from his chest. I lean against the jamb, tempted to stay until he is done. If I do, there’s a chance we’ll end up having sex. We can’t seem to get enough of each other. It’s like my body wants me to make up for all the sex I have missed over the last couple of years.

      Nope!

      That’s not it.

      The reason is standing in front of me. It’s Lyre. I think I might be falling for him. I can’t! Not right now. I can’t move forward until I catch Lilith. I need to stay strong. Time is running out for Andy.

      “I’ll see you later,” I say, projecting my voice.

      Lyre turns slightly towards me. “I was wondering how long you were going to watch me, you perv!” He switches the water off.

      I giggle. “You’re absolutely right! I need to be watching over you.”

      “Come home for lunch,” he says as he steps out of the shower. His body is covered in droplets of water, and he’s sporting a semi. It’s nice to know I affect him just as much as he does me. He reaches for a towel and wipes his face. Then I think about what he just said.

      Home.

      I know he doesn’t mean anything by it, but I can’t help but think that it has a certain ring to it. “I need to stay out there.” I point out front. “I packed a lunch.” I hold up the banana.

      He chuckles. “That’s nothing. Not nearly substantial enough for you.” His eyes connect with mine and hold me ransom. I want to say yes so badly.

      I laugh. “You’re too much.”

      He walks over to me and kisses me, slanting his mouth across mine. Then he’s deepening the kiss. I pull away. “None of that.” I put on a stern face. “I need to get to work. I’ll see you later.”

      He frowns. “I hate that you’re out there.”

      “It’s the only way to catch her.”

      He nods once but still doesn’t look happy. “You text me the moment you see or hear anything.”

      “I will.” I want to kiss him again, but I don’t dare. “Later.”

      “Can’t wait.” He has this intense look that does things to me, none of which are sexual.

      I turn away from him, partly to get the heck out of there but also so that he doesn’t see my smile. It has to be about a mile wide. It’s all so confusing. I’ve never been happier – or sadder – than I am right now. It’s like I’m being torn in two.

      I’m about to head out the back door when there is a knock at the front door. I turn around. Lyre isn’t dressed yet. I decide to go and see who’s there.

      I look through the peephole.

      Shit!

      Tall. Built. Good-looking. This guy is checking all the boxes. I think he might be one of them. I don’t think he’s human.

      He knocks again. “Lyre. Let me in,” he says. He can probably hear me on the other side of the door and is assuming I’m Lyre. “I’m home a day early.”

      This is definitely one of his friends. He’s a sitting duck. I go from hoping Lilith will turn up to hoping she isn’t out there, because this guy is in danger. I yank open the door.

      “Who are—?” he begins, confusion evident on his face.

      I grab hold of his arm. “Get inside,” I say, pulling him in – or trying to since he won’t budge.

      His eyes have gone wide. Then his jaw tightens and his eyes narrow. He looks angry. Seriously pissed off. “Lyre!” he yells into the house.

      Then he grabs me by the throat, pushing me against the wall at the entrance. His hold isn’t enough to bruise. His chest is against mine, so I can’t reach for my gun. Stupid of me to have let him in like that. His face is an inch from mine, and he has murder in his eyes.

      “What the fuck!” Lyre growls. I hear footsteps. “Stephan…don’t…” He gives the guy a shove, and he staggers away from me. “Are you okay?” Lyre cups my chin. His voice is soft, his eyes are darting about my face. He tilts my chin up. “Did he hurt you?”

      “I’m fine,” I push out, feeling shaken. That should not have happened. I let down my guard.

      Lyre lets go of me, he pushes the front door closed and turns to the other guy. “What the fuck, Stephan. What were you thinking?” He has a towel around his waist.

      After what just happened, I need to double-check that Lyre knows this guy, even though I can see he does. “You know him?” My hand on my gun.

      “Yes.” Lyre doesn’t turn back to me.

      Why the chokehold? I rub my throat even though I’m fine.

      “I don’t know who she is to you,” the new guy sniffs the air, “although I can guess. This house smells like a—”

      “Don’t you dare,” Lyre growls. I see every muscle thicken and rope as he clenches his hands into tight fists.

      “I saw something. I had a vision. She touched me, and I saw it.” The guy looks from me to Lyre and back.

      I’m not sure what he means by that. He saw. What does that mean? A vision. As in he saw the future?

      “I don’t know what you think you saw,” Lyre starts.

      “It was a jumble. Happened fast, but I know exactly what it is that I saw.” He looks at me like I’m the enemy.

      “I’m listening.” Lyre folds his arms. He turns to me. “Stephanus is one of us, he can see the future.

      The future.

      Okay then.

      “You told her about us?” Stephanus growls. His gaze is outright violent when it turns back to me.

      “Don’t look at Morgan like that.” Lyre actually steps in front of me. Using his big body like a shield. It both touches and annoys me.

      “You’ve been gone,” Lyre goes on. “You’ve missed a couple of things. What are you even doing here? You and Jarrod are supposed to be hiking in the middle of nowhere. Bolt said he left you a voicemail.”

      “We did the hike in nine days instead of eleven, and we…” He stops talking, putting his hands on his hips. “It doesn’t matter. What is going on? Bolt’s voicemail was a minute of silence. Something went wrong, and it didn’t come through clearly.”

      “Morgan is helping me catch Gabby. Turns out Gabby is a harpy.”

      “A what?” Stephanus frowns and folds his arms. He doesn’t look like he’s buying it. Lyre fills Stephanus in on what’s happened since he left. His friend listens, glancing at me with distrust in his eyes.

      When Lyre finishes, Stephanus steps forward. “I hate to tell you, but your girlfriend over here is going to save the harpy. She’s going to shoot Bolt in the process.”

      “Forget it!” I shout. “I would never—”

      “Save it,” Stephanus says. “My visions are never wrong. You shoot Bolt to save that woman…that creature. The harpy is on the floor behind you and you shoot Bolt. Morgan – if that’s even your real name – is using you, Lyre. She must be working with Gabby.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense.” Lyre looks at me, his eyes are filled with confusion. “I don’t believe it.” He steps back and puts an arm around me, giving me a tight smile. He turns serious, his eyes blistering me with their intensity. There is a softness there as well. “I know I can trust you,” he reassures me, making my heart clench.

      “You can. I swear,” I whisper. I can’t fathom hurting one of Lyre’s friends. Bolt is arrogant and a pain in the ass, but I would never shoot him to protect Lilith. Forget that!

      He leans in and kisses me, a quick brush of the lips that means so much to me.

      “How fucking romantic.” Stephanus paces away from us before turning. “I’m telling you, she’s going to shoot Bolt to save that bitch. You do remember that Bolt is one of us? One of your friends? She’s playing you. Why aren’t you listening?”

      “I’m not going to hurt Bolt or any of Lyre’s friends!” I practically yell. He’s getting on my last nerve. “I wouldn’t do that. I hate that harpy bitch.” I pull away from Lyre, taking a step towards Stephanus. I hold out my arm. “Do it again. Read me again.”

      Stephanus shakes his head. “Once was enough.”

      “You said it was blurred and quick. Do it again. I would never shoot Bolt to save her.” I turn back, and our eyes lock.

      Lyre turns his gaze to Stephanus. “Your visions are sometimes half-truths. They aren’t ever set in stone,” he says to his friend.

      “They’re half-truths because I can’t always see what happens leading up to the incident, but she does shoot Bolt, bro. She does it to save the harpy. You can believe what you want, but I’m telling you not to trust her.” If looks could kill, I’d be blown into a million pieces.

      “Take her hand,” Lyre says. “Look again.”

      His throat works. Stephanus shakes his head. “I’d rather not. It was bad enough seeing it the first time.”

      “Please, Stephan,” Lyre asks.

      I keep my hand outstretched. I see Stephanus’s jaw tighten. His eyes are hard and filled with malice. He pushes out a hard breath and grabs me by my wrist. His face fills with revulsion, and he lets go of me like he’s been stung.

      “What is it? What did you see?” Lyre asks. He is standing next to me, his hand on my back.

      “The two of you have a healthy sex life.” He makes a noise of disgust. “That’s one of the reasons why I don’t like reading people…ever.”

      Lyre chuckles.

      “This is no laughing matter, you asshole!”

      “Try again,” Lyre says.

      “Fine, but step away from her,” Stephanus instructs Lyre. “I really don’t want to have to see that again. I can’t exactly wash my brain out with soap,” he mutters to himself.

      Lyre nods once and moves away from me.

      Stephanus takes hold of my wrist. His grip is tight. He keeps his eyes on mine. It feels intrusive. It feels wrong, but I let it happen. I accept this for Lyre. There is no way I would ever hurt him. He holds my arm for a good long while and then drops it. He looks like he ate something sour.

      “I see the harpy behind your girlfriend, who is protecting her,” he says to Lyre. “I don’t see you right away, but I do see Bolt. He’s angry. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so pissed off.” He gives his head a shake. “You have a gun trained on Bolt.” He looks at me like I pulled myself out of the sewer. “You shoot him…three times.”

      “Three times?” Lyre sounds shocked. My mouth falls open. I can’t believe what I’m hearing. This is insane.

      “Three fucking times. I see you once,” he says to Lyre, “trying to save Bolt. You try to drag him away so that your girlfriend over here doesn’t shoot him again. After she,” he narrows his eyes on me, “shoots him a third time,” he looks back at Lyre, “you try to stop the bleeding.” He stops talking, pushing out a breath through his nose.

      “What then?” I say. I can’t believe what I’m hearing.

      “There must be more,” Lyre says. “Look again!” he instructs.

      “I did try, but I couldn’t see further than that. If I don’t get more, it usually means that the rest is undecided. I’m not sure why I need to see more, though. It was pretty clear to me what goes down. Shooting someone once might be an accident. Three times?” He shakes his head.

      “Undecided?” I say. I’m not sure what that means exactly.

      “Morgan must have a good reason for shooting Bolt,” Lyre says. He’s back at my side, sliding his hand into mine. I actually feel a lump form in my throat. A good friend of his has just told Lyre that I’m going to shoot Bolt in order to save the harpy, and yet, here he is, still at my side. My eyes start pricking. I need to pull myself together. This Stephanus person has to be mistaken.

      “Your vision is wrong. I won’t shoot Bolt,” I say to Stephanus. I turn to Lyre. “I won’t do it. Not for any reason.” I take his other hand. I’m feeling teary again. “None that I can think of, at any rate.”

      “I beg to differ.” Stephanus puts his hands up. “You do shoot him.”

      I turn back to him, feeling irritated.

      Lyre clears his throat. “What happened with the waitress from a few weeks ago?” he asks Stephanus. “The one who you saw getting broken into?” Lyre quickly relays to me what happened. About how Stephanus saved her tray from falling and the premonition that followed.

      “Jarrod and I took turns watching over her. Four days later, the fucker arrived with a crowbar. It happened on Jarrod’s watch.”

      “Jarrod is Stephan’s twin brother,” Lyre says to me.

      “You don’t have to tell her everything,” Stephanus snaps.

      “I kind of do since she is my girlfriend.” Lyre squeezes my hand.

      That makes me want to cry again. Let’s be clear. I. Don’t. Cry. I lived in a household where, if you cried, you got teased for days. That’s how it was. Having five older brothers will toughen a girl up. Yet, here I am wanting to cry…again.

      Stephanus makes a noise of disgust. “I wasn’t being serious when I called her that.”

      “I am being serious when I call Morgan my girlfriend, because that’s what she is. Let’s be clear on that,” Lyre says; his voice has a fierceness, a possessiveness I haven’t heard before.

      “What happened when the guy with the crowbar tried to break in?” I ask, defusing the situation and giving myself something else to think about other than Lyre calling me his girlfriend.

      “Jarrod intercepted the guy and beat the shit out of him. I doubt he’ll try anything like that again. My brother may have told him a couple of things about himself that no one but the would-be thief would know about. The guy freaked out and ended up pissing himself.” Stephanus smiles.

      “Jarrod can look into the past,” Lyre tells me. “It’s freaky. I’m just glad it doesn’t work on us.”

      “Only humans?” I ask.

      Lyre nods.

      “You should stop telling her everything. Your girlfriend is going to shoot Bolt three times in defense of the harpy. Trust her at your own folly.”

      “My point is that it’s possible to change the future if you know what’s coming,” Lyre says, ignoring Stephanus’s comment. He looks like he’s thinking it through.

      “It is in some instances.”

      “There must be a good reason why you would shoot Bolt,” Lyre says to me.

      “I can’t think of any good reason why I would do such a thing,” I object.

      “I can,” Stephanus says.

      “I don’t want to hear it,” Lyre growls.

      I swallow thickly. I know what needs to happen. I can’t take even the thought of Lyre or any of his friends being hurt. I wouldn’t forgive myself. I don’t know if he would forgive me. If we would survive such a thing. “I’m the one who shoots Bolt,” I whisper, looking at my feet for a moment. “I can’t let that happen.” I lock eyes with Lyre. “Me being here has been beneficial.”

      “Absolutely.” Lyre nods. “You know these creatures. You hunt them and take them down. We’ve almost caught her twice. If it weren’t for me the first time, and that blown gasket the second, I know you would have had her by now.”

      “It was beneficial, Lyre. Was. I’ve become a liability to you and your friends.” My eyes fill with tears. “Andy doesn’t have much longer.”

      “What are you saying?” His eyes cloud over.

      “I think I should leave.”

      “No!” he practically growls.

      “She’s right,” Stephanus says.

      “Stay out of this.” Lyre points a finger at him and gives Stephanus a look that has him stepping back.

      “I should go. Not for forever. Just until the situation is under control. Once Lilith…the harpy is out of the picture, I’ll come back.”

      “I need your help,” Lyre says, taking my other hand. He takes a step towards me. “Who’s going to watch me?”

      I shake my head. “Watch for her.” I feel my mouth twitch.

      “Perv,” Lyre whispers.

      I all-out smile, but it doesn’t hang around long. All of my good humor soon evaporates. “It can’t be me. I’m going to give my boss…my old boss a call. I’ll fill him in and have him send someone to take over from me. Even if there’s a slight chance of that vision coming true... I…I can’t stay. I…” I shake my head. I feel my eyes sting all over again. “If I stay, it might end up happening.” I squeeze his hands. “I’ll go and see Andy. I’ll try to keep his mom from pulling the plug, but if she does it, at least I’ll be there for him. I have to be there.” I’m crying now. I don’t know if it’s because I’m leaving Lyre or if it’s because of what is about to happen to Andy. I’m sure it’s both. After all these years, I have a boyfriend. I have someone like Lyre, and I’m having to walk away.

      His eyes blaze with emotion. “Once it’s under control, you’ll come back?”

      “I will.” I wipe my eyes.

      “When are you going to leave?” Lyre asks.

      “I’ll escort Pretty Boy over here,” I throw a look at Stephanus, “to safety. Then I’ll make a few calls. The harpy could be out there right now. She’ll go after him, and he won’t stand a chance.”

      Stephanus snorts. “I don’t need you to—”

      “Shut it!” Lyre snarls. I’m taken aback at how vicious he sounds and how much I like this side of Lyre. He really is everything in one hell of a sexy package. “Morgan offered to help you,” he goes on. “Did you not listen to anything I said about the harpy bitch? Do you want your powers taken from you?”

      Stephanus’s eyes narrow in thought. “I wouldn’t mind it actually. I strongly dislike my powers.”

      “You’d be feeding that thing,” I tell him. “That wouldn’t be good.”

      “I agree with Morgan. Besides, you wouldn’t just lose your ability to see into the future but the ability to shift as well.”

      His eyes flare with shock.

      “You don’t want to help the harpy by giving her your power, do you?” Lyre asks.

      “No!” He sounds irritated. “No, I don’t. Fine,” Stephanus sighs. “I’ll let you help me out o—”

      Lyre lets go of my hand and has Stephanus in a chokehold, so quickly, it takes me a few seconds to register what’s happening. “You will treat Morgan with the respect she deserves. You don’t have to trust her, but know that I do.”

      I touch Lyre on the back. “It’s okay,” I say to him, “I don’t mind.” I told Andy to trust me and look where that landed him. “Let him go,” I urge.

      Stephanus makes this choking noise.

      “It’s not okay, and I mind plenty,” Lyre snarls. “You’re my friend, Stephan. Have some faith in me.” Softer this time.

      “Your friend cares about you,” I tell Lyre, who finally lets Stephanus go.

      “You don’t have to like Morgan, but you need to show some respect to her.” Lyre’s voice is a rough rasp.

      Stephanus rubs his throat. His eyes are wide. He is breathing deeply. “I would appreciate it if you could help me leave here without being followed,” he says to me, looking like it’s the very last thing he wants from me. “I would appreciate it if you didn’t call me ‘pretty boy’ again. My name,” he swallows thickly, “is Stephanus. My friends call me Stephan.” His gaze hardens. “You can call me Stephanus.”

      Nice dig. I like this guy. He’s only looking out for Lyre. I don’t blame him for not trusting me. “Okay, then, Stephanus. Let’s head out.” I turn to Lyre. “You stay put, I’ll be back soon.” I lean in. Lyre moves in to meet me halfway, and we kiss quickly.

      “You let a woman boss you around like that?” Stephanus asks, brows raised.

      “Absolutely.” Lyre kisses me again. “Be careful,” he says, almost against my mouth. His eyes are on mine.

      “I will.” I nod. “I’ll follow you,” I say to Stephanus. “Don’t go straight home. If you do, take the scenic route.”

      Stephanus gives a single nod, his eyes have this angry haze. “Keep your phone handy,” I tell Lyre. “Lyre will be in touch if I see anything out of the ordinary.” I decide not to take Pretty Boy’s number because I don’t think he would listen to me, or take instructions from me even if I tried to help. I’m hoping he’ll listen to Lyre. After nearly getting his ass handed to him, I’m betting he will.
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      Five hours later…

      Morgan

      

      I park in the garage and watch until the door closes behind me. Lyre is standing in the doorway to his house. At first glance, he looks completely relaxed, leaning against the jamb. Looks can be deceiving since he isn’t relaxed at all. His eyes are blazing. They are an intense, bright green and are tracking my every move.

      He’s wearing a t-shirt and jeans. His jaw looks tight. He has his arms folded casually across his chest, but I’m not fooled. Every one of his muscles is hard and roped.

      He’s beautiful. Devastatingly so. I slam my car door shut and practically run to him. He lifts me into his arms and crushes his mouth to mine. I put my legs around his tapered hips and wrap my arms around his neck. Then he’s walking. We’re in his room in seconds. My back hits the mattress a heartbeat later. I’m already panting. Already wet.

      He strokes me between my legs, and I moan. Even through the fabric, he seems to know exactly where to touch me and how hard his touch needs to be.

      I thought of Lyre the whole time I was away. Every time I stopped at a red light or turned a corner. Stephanus took my warning seriously and took a route home that lasted an hour. I waited outside his house the rest of the time, just to make sure we hadn’t been followed. My mind kept wandering to Lyre. I kept thinking about Stephanus’s prediction. I still can’t believe it. After several hours of waiting, I figured that the risk to Lyre was higher than to Stephanus. I rushed back. My mind still in turmoil. I could see that he had been warring with what had happened too. He doesn’t want me to leave. I don’t want to go.

      His touch is urgent. I make a desperate-sounding moan, and the noise is swallowed by his kiss. Lyre growls low. I feel his chest vibrate against mine. His finger becomes more insistent on my clit. I groan. Then he is standing, looking almost angry. His chest is heaving. He takes off my shoes. “Those pants have to go.” His voice is a deep rumble.

      I nod, undoing the top button and taking down the zipper. I start to pull them down. Lyre gives a tug, and they are gone. I barely have my jacket off, and he is settling between my legs.

      “My gun.” My voice is high-pitched. I frown. I still have my holster on.

      “Leave it.” He yanks my blouse open, and the buttons go flying. “Sexy.” His eyes trace my curves.

      He undoes his jeans and his cock springs free. Lyre is infinitely sexy naked, but there is something about seeing him like this. Wild and desperate. I feel it too. My heart is pounding. Adrenaline is pumping. I’m shaking. It’s a need. An urgency.

      Lyre kneels and licks my slit. Then he tongues me, hard and deep before suckling on my clit. I shout his name. I’m so on edge my whole body is bristling. “I need you,” I moan. “Now.”

      He sits on his haunches and lifts me onto his lap. Then he is thrusting into me from below. I cry out, and my head falls back. The noise seems loud between the four walls. He holds my hips in his big hands and fucks me hard and slow. His eyes don’t leave mine. I curse a couple of times, but I say his name as well. I am filled with him. Taking so much but not nearly enough. I can already feel my orgasm building and hovering.

      “You feel…you…holy fuck, Morgan.” He bites his lower lip, picking up the pace. I go from zero to hero. There is no warning. One second I am about to come, and the next, I am not just there but— Holy shit! I make this weird noise in the bottom of my throat, and then I scream his name. Lyre’s hands grip me hard enough to bruise, and he shouts my name as well…I think more than once. He keeps going for a good long while. The muscles on either side of his neck are roped. Then he slows as we gradually come down.

      That was the most intense sex I have ever had. It was hardcore fucking, but not. Not even close. There was too much behind that. Too much driving it. Fueling it. Making it explosive. I’m shaking even harder than after our first time.

      I can still barely breathe. I shouldn’t talk yet, but I have to. “So…we’re boyfriend…and girlfriend now?” I have to know if he meant it.

      I feel him tense. His eyes dart away and then lock with mine. “I…hope so.” He is panting too.

      I snigger as best I can through my heavy breathing. “Are you asking me to go steady?”

      He smiles. “I guess I am.” He nods.

      “I’ve only ever been asked by one boy to go steady.”

      He frowns, pulling back. “As in ever? One boy, ever?”

      “One boy ever.” I nod.

      “What did you tell him?”

      I snort-laugh. “I didn’t tell him anything. I kicked him in the knee.”

      Lyre chokes out a laugh. “Should I be worried?”

      I cup his cheek, feeling his soft beard beneath my fingers. I shake my head. “Not at all. I was touched when you called me your girlfriend. I thought you might just be saying it to stand up for me.”

      His face turns stormy. “I would never do that. I’ve never had a girlfriend. I take the whole thing pretty seriously.” He kisses me on the tip of my nose.

      “Well, I’ve never had a boyfriend. I’ve dated a couple of guys, but…” I shake my head and shrug.

      “They didn’t cut it?” he asks.

      “They weren’t quite pushy enough,” I finally say.

      Lyre laughs but turns serious far too quickly for my liking. “I don’t want you to go,” he says.

      “I don’t want to leave, but I have to. It’s for the best.”

      “I know, but I don’t like it.” He pulls out of me, standing up. We’re having a serious conversation, so I try not to stare at all of his masculine beauty. I fail. I might even drool a little. He disappears into the bathroom, returning with a towel which he hands to me.

      “I hate the idea,” I say. “I don’t think she’ll harm you, but she might get to one of your friends.”

      I watch his eyes turn stormy. His whole stance becomes rigid.

      “There is no other option,” I say. “What are the chances of Stephanus’s vision actually happening?”

      “Very good, unless something is actively done to change it.”

      I lick my lips and then shake my head. “I can’t see myself ever shooting one of your friends like that.”

      “I can’t see it either and yet...”

      “It will more than likely happen if I stay?” I almost whisper the words.

      He nods. “I’m afraid so. I still don’t like the thought of you leaving.”

      “I have to. Even if there is a remote chance the vision will come to fruition, I’m not taking the risk,” I say. “I have to go to keep you and your friends safe.” I swallow hard, asking the one question I have in my head. The one question that has been swirling around. “Would Bolt survive if I did shoot him?” My voice changes. The emotion scares me. I know that if the vision comes about, Lyre and I will be over. “I couldn’t live with myself if I killed one of your best friends.” I pull in a deep breath. “One of your kind.”

      “Hey,” he lays back down and pulls me into his arms, “it would take a lot to kill Bolt. He’s a dragon demigod. I’m sure you wouldn’t shoot him for no reason. There would have to be a logical explanation.”

      “Still…I’m petrified after hearing what Stephanus had to say. A couple of well-placed bullets and even the mightiest of the mighty will fall. Headshots normally do it.”

      “I’ve noticed that the gun at your ankle is smaller, so I’m assuming it’s a lower caliber?”

      I nod, still trying to tame my emotions.

      He smiles. “If you have no other choice, try not to blow his head off. A neck shot is probably not a great idea, either. If you can, use the lower caliber weapon to shoot him in his torso, trying to avoid the heart. He should heal right up. Like I said, it takes a hell of a lot to kill us.”

      “You’re being so good about this.”

      “As I said, I know you wouldn’t shoot Bolt without good reason. I trust you.”

      “I wouldn’t.” I nod. “I still can’t see it happening.” I sit up. “You need to be sure to keep away from the harpy. If she gets her hands on your neck, she’ll be able to render you unconscious.” I start looking around for my pants, spotting them on the floor. “Warn all of your friends. Tell them how she can get under your skin. Men are especially susceptible to their advances.”

      “I’ll remind the guys.” He frowns. “Are you going already?” he asks.

      “I need to call Tom…my old boss. The sooner I get eyes on you, the sooner I can protect you and your friends by leaving.”

      He sits up as well and kisses me on the shoulder.

      “There’s something I never mentioned. You will need to pay them. That’s how the Order works. They…” It feels weird not saying ‘we’, but I’m no longer part of the organization. “They sniff out disturbances amongst the humans by following news stories. We have connections inside the police department, as well. That’s how I found your PI in the first place. We take payments in exchange for getting rid of the bad guys.”

      “Like the ghostbusters?” His eyes glint with humor.

      “Something like that. If I call Tom, he’s going to expect a deposit, and the rest once the harpy is gone.”

      “But you won’t take money from me.” He lifts his brows. “Miss Stubborn living up to her name.”

      “I told you—”

      He kisses my shoulder again, putting an arm around me and giving me a squeeze. “I know. I understand. I’ll pay. It’s fine.”

      “It won’t be cheap.”

      “I have money.”

      I figured, but still. “I’ll call, then.” I smile at him and then sigh because it’s hard to leave the bed. More difficult to walk away from Lyre, but I get up and leave anyway, snagging my pants as I do. I turn back at I reach the door. “Stay right there on the bed. I won’t be long.”

      He lays back down and puts his hands behind his head. “Not moving an inch.” He smiles. “I’m not sure why Stephan finds it so hard to take orders from a woman. You can tell me what to do and how to do it all day every day.”

      I choke out a laugh even though my chest feels tight. Then I head down the hall, find my phone, and call Tom.
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      The next day…

      Morgan

      

      Lyre puts the last of my things into the trunk and closes it. He pushes out a breath. “You don’t have to take every little thing you own. You can leave some things here.”

      “I know, but…” I shrug. “May as well.” I could be gone a while. I don’t say it.

      Lyre sticks his thumbs in his pockets and winces. “Don’t be mad.” He gets this guilty look.

      “About what?” I’m instantly nervous. What has he done?

      “You already sound mad when I asked you not to be.”

      “I’m not mad, I’m apprehensive.”

      He takes a step towards me and takes my hand “I don’t want you driving six or seven hours. Your car could break down or—”

      “My car will be just fine.”

      “You don’t know that. It isn’t safe to…”

      I fold my arms, breaking the contact. “It’s perfectly safe.” I narrow my eyes on him. “I can fix it if anything happens. Having said that, nothing is going to happen.” I shrug.

      “I bought you a ticket.”

      I frown. “What kind of ticket?”

      He cups my face in his warm hands, and I feel myself melting. “I know you’re bad-ass. I know you can take care of yourself. Please humor me here. I bought you a plane ticket.”

      “No.” I shake my head, even though his hands are still framing my face. “You didn’t have to do that.” I reach up and kiss him. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate the effort, but it’s too much. We’re only just dating.”

      He lets me go and cocks his head, giving me this look. “We’re not dating. You’re my girlfriend. There’s a difference. I was considering buying you a new car.”

      I choke out a bewildered-sounding laugh.

      “That would have been too much,” he admits.

      “A plane ticket is verging on too much, a car would have been insane.”

      “I didn’t get the car, but I want you to accept the ticket.”

      “If I fly, I won’t be able to get around when I get—”

      “I also rented you a car.” He looks sheepish.

      “Lyre…thank you, but…I don’t want to take advantage of you. Your friends don’t like me much as it is, next they’ll think I’m using you for your money.”

      Lyre smiles. He’s gorgeous. “When in actual fact you’re using me for my cock.” He grabs a handful of my ass.

      I laugh. “That’s very true. I’m definitely using you for your body and maybe your mind…but as a far off second.”

      “My mind…as in, my expertise in anatomy?” He bobs his brows.

      I laugh some more. “You hit the nail on the head. I also like the useless information you like to throw out there every now and then. It still brightens my day.”

      “Things like, you have a one in five thousand chance of dying in a car crash and only one in eleven thousand chance of dying in an airplane crash. If you sit at the back of the plane, your chances of survival go up by forty percent.”

      “Is that so?” I press up against all his muscle and inhale his woodsy scent. There’s also peppermint and soap mixed in. We had sex twice more yesterday. During the night and again this morning. I don’t know Lyre very well yet, but I do know that he’s under my skin. That I’m falling for him. That I would do anything for him, even leave him…indefinitely…to keep him and the others safe. Until Lilith is gone, one way or the other, I need to stay away from here. The thought is more difficult to handle than I imagined it would be. That’s how I know I’m falling hard for this man. My chest hurts. My eyes sting.

      “Hey,” he murmurs, putting his arms around me. “You suddenly look sad. We’ll see each other soon.”

      “I know.” I plaster a smile on my face.

      “We’ll text each other often,” he says. “Maybe you’ll even respond once in a while.”

      I giggle. “That depends.”

      “On what, exactly?”

      “How pushy you’re being.”

      He chuckles. “More like how stubborn you’re feeling.”

      “Maybe a bit of both.”

      He turns serious and lets me go. Then he makes this face. I narrow my eyes. “What aren’t you telling me?” I can see it written all over him. “There’s something else.”

      “I deposited money into your account.”

      “We agreed on a small loan,” I say. Lyre wanted me to have some money. I grudgingly accepted a loan since I’m completely broke. I literally won’t be able to eat otherwise. I’m going to pay him back though and every last cent. “Thankfully, Mrs. Golding has asked me to stay with them.” I feel a lump form in my throat. “They’re being so nice to me.”

      “You and Andy are really close. It makes sense that they would invite you. It’s what Andy would want.”

      “I just feel his time slipping away. I wish I could do more. I hate relying on others. I hate leaving you—”

      “I can be a bad-ass too, you know?”

      “I know,” I say. “Lilith is something else, though. She’s…evil and ruthless.”

      “I’ve met her. I’m ready for her.”

      “It’s just, I know how easy it is to seduce you.” I smirk at him.

      He glowers at me so hard, I think I might have seriously pissed him off this time. He closes the space between us and clasps my hip. His eyes are burning into mine. “That isn’t going to happen. There’s only one—”

      There is a hard knock at the front door.

      Lyre looks up. “That must be them,” he says.

      I’m still wondering what he was going to say. Only one what? I think I can guess, but I might be wrong.

      They knock again, louder this time. “I’ll go and get it,” I say. “Just to be sure.”

      He nods. “You’re the one with the gun.”

      “Guns.”

      I catch his smile as I turn and head for the door. I breathe a sigh of relief when I see Bart Harper and Andrew Cooper through the peephole. I specifically asked Tom not to send M and M, but he couldn’t make me any promises. I open up.

      “O’Reilly,” Cooper says by way of greeting, not sounding too enthusiastic.

      Bart nods in greeting as well. He’s chewing a toothpick. Then again, he doesn’t exactly chew, it just hangs out of the side of his mouth. I never understood that particular habit.

      “Come on in.”

      My phone buzzes, so I take it out of my pocket. “This is Dr. Lyre Jennings. I take it Tom briefed you both?”

      They both nod. “We are fully up to speed.”

      “Good.” I take a look at my phone and nearly collapse.

      Holy freaking shit!

      “Everything okay, Morgan?” Lyre asks.

      “Yes.” I nod, clearing my throat.

      No! It’s not okay!

      What the hell?

      I widen my eyes at Lyre.

      “You sure?” he asks, looking amused.

      “Yes. So, what’s the plan?” I ask Bart since he’s the more senior of the two.

      “Don’t you have a trip to take?” Bart asks, moving the toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other without touching it.

      I feel myself bristle. It’s clear I’m still on the out. It’s all my own fault. Firstly, with what happened to Andy, and then up and leaving like I did. I can’t blame them.

      Lyre doesn’t share my sentiment. “What’s the plan, Bart?” he asks, although there’s more of a commanding edge to his voice and less of a questioning one. “Morgan has done a sterling job up until this point. Even though she is leaving for a short while, she is very much involved.”

      Bart pushes out a breath, sounding annoyed. We spend the next few minutes talking through how everything is going to work. Cooper will hole-up in the lookout spot outside, and Bart will stay inside the house with Lyre. Both of these men have vast experience to draw from. I’m able to breathe a little easier.

      The men move further into the house, discussing the finer details of the operation. “Mind if we crash here?” Cooper asks.

      Lyre gives me this wry half-smile. “Sure.”

      “We’ll take turns on nightshift,” Bart says. “You’re up first.” He says to Cooper. They move further away.

      “You’re crazy!” I whisper.

      Lyre frowns. “I really don’t mind them sleeping in—”

      “Fifteen thousand dollars! Are you insane? That’s not a loan…that’s a hefty down-payment on a house. The money just hit my account.”

      “I thought rather too much than too little.”

      “I will be giving most of it back to you sooner rather than later. The rest I’ll pay back…”

      He kisses me. I don’t think I’ve ever kissed this much in my whole life. I like it…too much. “Whenever you are ready,” he says.

      “I’ll pay it back as soon as I can.” I throw out a soft chuckle. “You’re nuts.”

      “About you.”

      I give him a look.

      “Too cheesy?”

      I nod. “Far too cheesy.”

      He looks at his watch. “You should probably get going.” He pulls out his phone. “I’ll call you an Uber. Leave whatever you don’t need in your car.” He pushes a few buttons.

      “This was your plan all along to ensure my return.”

      “You got me.” He holds up his hands. Then his phone beeps. “Your Uber will be here in a few minutes.”

      I pull in a breath. “Okay, then. I’ll fetch my stuff.” I go into the garage. Lyre follows, still on his phone. “I sent you your plane ticket.”

      I nod, feeling my phone vibrate in my pocket. I pull out my bag and sling it over my shoulder. I won’t need any of the other stuff, although it’ll be weird not having my tool kit on hand. I close the trunk.

      I turn to Lyre. His eyes are stormy. “This isn’t goodbye,” I say to him.

      “I’ll see you soon.”

      We come together in a tangle of limbs. Our mouths clash. I moan more than once, my hands in his hair. His are sliding up and down my body as we kiss. All too soon, he’s pulling away. His eyes are moving across my face like he’s taking me in.

      “I’ll miss you.”

      “I’ll miss you too.”

      He brushes his lips against mine one last time before I pull away. If I don’t go right now, I’ll be tempted to stay.

      Lyre’s phone beeps. “Your ride is here.” He’s frowning deeply.

      “Take care of yourself,” I say.

      “You too.” He pushes a button, which opens the garage door.

      I walk outside. I turn to wave.

      “Answer my texts.” He smiles, it’s sad.

      “Only if you video call me in the nude,” I throw back.

      Lyre laughs. “Perv.”

      I don’t turn back after that because I might cry if I do. Lyre has turned me into a softy. I’ll never be able to go back to being a Seeker. That life won’t work anymore. I’ve changed. I smile to myself as I slide into the Uber car. I think for the better. Definitely for the better.

      I say hi to the driver and then settle in for the trip to the airport. It takes forty-five minutes until we finally arrive. I check my e-ticket as I’m walking into the airport building and almost fall on my face. He’s booked me into Business Class.

      This man.

      I stand there in the middle of the entrance and blink hard so as not to cry. I’m a bonafide softy! Then I pull myself together and head inside. I decide to go to the bathroom before checking in. I still have time.

      I will contact Mrs. Golding once I’m done in here. Let her know I’m on my way. That I’m flying instead of driving. I walk into one of the cubicles and do my business.

      I think I’ll head straight to the hospital after I land; I’m sure she’ll be there. I need to see Andy. I have so much to tell him. My heart feels heavy. I flush the toilet, pull up my pants, and fix my clothing. I open the door, still deep in thought. I’m thinking about how much Andy and I have been through. Both good times and bad.

      I gasp as Lilith steps into the cubicle. She has something in her hand. I realize what it is as a shock pummels through me.

      A Taser.

      I fall to the floor. All I can think is that I hope the tiles were properly scrubbed. I hope disinfectant was used. It’s a weird thought to have at a time like this, but I can’t help it since I’m right next to the toilet bowl. My body is still jerking a little, even though I’m no longer being shocked. My muscles won’t do what they’re told. My eyes are wide, and my jaw clenched. I can taste blood.

      “Hi, Morgs…long time no see,” I hear Lilith say. I can’t turn my head towards her. All I can do is make this grunting, moaning sound. I might be drooling.

      I can’t believe I let my guard down like this. I never in a million years expected her to come after me. I’m such an idiot. If this costs Lyre his life, I will never forgive myself.
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      I look at my phone for the fifth time. It’s official, I’m a complete loser. I sent Morgan a text about half an hour ago. Not only has she not responded, but she also hasn’t even read it. That’s a step down from before, when she at least looked at them.

      In true loser style, I keep checking every five minutes. Her plane doesn’t take off for another twenty minutes. I hope I haven’t scared her off. I’m coming on too strong. Maybe fifteen thousand was too much money. Good thing I didn’t buy her that car. I clearly suck at relationships.

      Bart draws my attention by walking over to the window; he pulls the blinds to the side about half an inch and peers out onto the street. Satisfied, he walks back to his original position with his back to the wall. He stands there, arms folded, eyes forward.

      I realize that I’ve been standing in front of an open fridge for far too long. “Can I make you some lunch?” I ask, half expecting him to turn me down, even though the offer was genuine. I’d feel bad eating in front of him.

      He smiles, and I wonder how the toothpick doesn’t fall out of his mouth. “That would be great.”

      “Sandwich okay?” I ask.

      “I noticed you had some pastrami when I fetched a water earlier.”

      Help yourself, why don’t you? I nod. “No problem.”

      “I would love the pastrami. Cooper is more of a ham man.” He makes this face like maybe he’s pushing the envelope by including Cooper and his dietary preferences, but doing it anyway. And Morgan calls me pushy.

      “I have both,” I say.

      “I noticed.” He moves the toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other. He does it quickly. It’s a skill. I wonder if he can eat with that thing still in his mouth. “Cheese and lettuce would be a bonus,” he adds.

      Not pushy at all!

      “Mustard?” I ask, lifting a brow. I’m partly joking at this point.

      “Absolutely!” He smiles, the toothpick holding strong. “Can’t have a good sandwich without it. That and mayo.”

      Pushy as fuck!

      “Coming up,” I say, grabbing the ingredients. I’m pretty sure if I offered to cook them a three-course meal for dinner, Bart over here would accept and then offer up a menu.

      I set about making the sandwiches. Bart stays right where he is…no offers to help me. Morgan is too nice for a hard-ass. Then again, nice doesn’t come close to describing how amazing she is. I stop what I’m doing and check my phone again.

      Nothing.

      I focus on making a couple of sandwiches, adding plenty of mustard and mayo. Her lack of response doesn’t mean anything. I put Bart’s food on a plate and Cooper’s in a container. “I’ll let him know lunch is up,” Bart says. “I’ll give this to him at the back door,” he adds as he heads to my fridge and helps himself to a couple of waters. “I’ll be back in a few,” he says as he puts his phone to his ear. I hear him talking to Cooper as he goes down the stairs.

      I’m in for a long couple of days. I’m praying to god it doesn’t end up being longer. I don’t think I could take this intrusion. I already miss Morgan more than I should.

      I lean back on the island and look down at my sandwich. I have zero appetite. My phone rings and I jump up. I can’t believe how much better I feel when I see that it’s Morgan who’s calling. I’m such a fucking loser, it’s scary. I find I don’t care.

      “Hey,” I say, trying to play it cool.

      “Loverboy.” It’s a voice I recognize. It’s not Morgan. My blood turns to ice in my veins.

      “Gabby.” My voice is pure malevolence. I hated her before, I despise her now. I have to bite my tongue to stop myself from firing questions at her.

      Where’s Morgan?

      What have you done?

      What do you want?

      “Miss me?” she purrs. It isn’t a question. I don’t answer. “How about a reunion?”

      “If you so much as touch a hair on her head…” I growl the words, my animal coming to the fore. It doesn’t matter that I can’t shift. My dragon is prowling, even more riled since it is caged.

      “Touchy, touchy. Relax! I won’t hurt her…if you do everything I tell you.”

      “I’m listening.” I’m shaking I’m so angry. I feel a shot of adrenaline course through my veins. My skin feels too tight. I have to force myself to relax my grip on my phone, or I might just break it.

      “That’s a good boy.” Her voice is like silk.

      “Before you say anything,” I push out, “put Morgan on the line.” I hear Bart talking to Cooper. They’re just down the stairs. I don’t want them to hear this, so I duck onto the patio, closing the door behind me.

      “Let’s be clear,” she says. “I’m the one in charge here.”

      “I want proof of life. Now! That’s not negotiable.”

      “Calm down!” she snaps. “I’ll let you talk to her for a few seconds, and then you do as I say, or your girlfriend is dead…you got that?”

      “Yes,” I say between clenched teeth.

      I hear rustling. “Lyre.” It’s Morgan. She sounds a little out of breath. I hear panic in her voice.

      It makes me want to break things. “Morgan!” I yell, trying not to be too loud and failing.

      “Don’t do it!” she shouts. “Don’t—” Then she makes this weird noise, and I hear a thunk.

      “Morgan!” I yell. “Morgan!” I don’t give a shit who hears me, I’m frantic.

      “She’s fine,” Gabby says.

      “I swear to fucking god—!” I punch out.

      “Listen carefully,” she hisses.

      “Put her back on! Do it—!”

      “I will kill her,” Gabby says. I can hear that she means it. “I’m done waiting. I’m done with the games. I’m hungry.” There’s this edge to her voice. “Starving. I will eat today, or your precious Morgan will die. You can choose whichever you prefer.”

      I hold back a snarl. I pace to the end of the balcony and then back again. I’m too livid to talk. I make a grunting noise instead.

      “Get rid of the Seekers. If I even sniff someone from the Order, I will kill her and dump her body on your front lawn.”

      My blood is fucking boiling. I still don’t say anything.

      “Call your friend. He needs to be there when we arrive.”

      “Which friend?” I put on an act. I know exactly who she’s referring to. Bolt. Has to be. Although there is a chance she saw Stephan as well. Could be either one of them.

      She sighs. “I said no more games.”

      “Be specific. I don’t play games either.”

      “Sounds like you have more than one friend.”

      I don’t take the bait.

      “The cute one in the Armani suit. He drove a black Bentley GT. I could smell the power coming off of him. Could see it simmering just beneath the surface. He’s brimming with the stuff. More than you,” she rambles. “Him. Bring him for me.”

      Bolt.

      Fuck!

      In order to save Morgan, I’m going to have to possibly sacrifice my friend. A lead weight settles in my stomach when I think of Stephan’s vision.

      “You need to get him to your house and wait for us to arrive. If you try anything, I will shoot her. I will not hesitate.”

      “If you shoot her, you will die next. I need you to know that.”

      “I need his power.” She sounds like a junkie. “I don’t care about dying. I don’t!” A strung-out junkie. “It might even be a blessing at this point. I have nothing to lose. I will shoot her in the head. You can kill me, but you’d have to live with her death. Her blood would be on your hands. I’m giving you this one-time warning.”

      The scary thing is that I fully believe her.

      “Your friend will still be able to live a long life. He doesn’t need his power. I do!” She sounds crazed, half out of her mind. “Make sure he’s there and don’t try anything stupid. I’ll give you an hour. Don’t make me wait.” Desperate and strung-out. For the first time in my life, I feel real fear.

      “What if I can’t make this happen within an hour?” It’s a real possibility. “My friend is a busy guy.”

      “You are an intelligent person, make it happen or else!” She disconnects the phone. I want to throw mine against the wall. I want to tear my house down.

      Fuck!

      I go inside. I ignore whatever it is that Bart says to me and go down the stairs. I have a desk in my bedroom. My laptop is on it. I open the device. I log onto my internet banking and pay the rest of the money. I click the ‘pay and release now’ tab. I put Tom’s number as a reference. Then I put my head in my hands and take a couple of deep breaths.

      There’s a part of me that wants to lie to Bolt. That wants to get him here by telling him some bullshit story. I need him here. I have to save Morgan. It’s what I desperately want. I need to give Bolt more credit. I owe him that much. I need to be honest and hope that he does the right thing. The honorable thing. If it doesn’t work out, I will contact each of my friends in turn. Surely, one of them will be willing to step forward? I contemplate calling Stephan right off the bat. Of leaving Bolt out of it altogether. He was adamant about not wanting his powers. Doing that could backfire. What if the harpy specifically wants Bolt? I could sign Morgan’s death warrant if I make a misstep. Gabby is crazy. I could hear it in her voice. It might be this hunger that has driven her to this point, but there it is. She’s out of her mind. Like a junkie needing a fix. She’s willing to do anything to get it. Risk anything.

      My phone rings. I jump. I see the caller ID and calm down.

      “I don’t understand,” the other person says as soon as I answer.

      “I changed my mind. I don’t need your help,” I say.

      “It doesn’t work that way,” Tom says.

      “I disagree. Morgan is coming back. She’s staying a few more days. Andy’s mom has changed her mind about pulling the plug.” We told Tom that was the reason for calling him. The reason why Morgan had decided to leave. I’m hoping he follows up. I’m hoping he realizes I’m lying. That he’ll figure something is up. I don’t bet on it. I’m sure we’re alone in this.

      He makes a grunting noise. “Why the money? You’ve paid in full.”

      “As a down-payment. Give Morgan and me a few more days, if the harpy doesn’t turn up, then you send your guys back in. I think she might get spooked if she knows the Order is taking this seriously. She might end up in the wind again.” It is a thought I had, so I know it makes sense.

      Tom makes a noise of agreement. “I’ll pull Bart and Cooper at the end of shift.”

      “Now,” I say, a little too forcefully. “Thanks for the offer,” I quickly add. “But we’ll be okay.”

      “You sure?” Tom sounds skeptical.

      “Very.”

      “Okay, then. I’ll let Bart know right away.” He pushes out a breath. “You let me know when you want me to send them back in.”

      “Will do. Thanks.” I end the call and immediately dial Bolt.

      A weight lifts when he picks up. “Everything okay?” he asks.

      “No. I need to talk to you about something important.”

      “I’m listening.”
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      Morgan

      

      I’m in the trunk of Lilith’s car. After being tasered, it took a good few minutes before I could move again. Even then, I was weak. Lilith put my gun to my side, under my jacket and marched me to a quieter part of the underground parking. To her car. She told me she would shoot me if I tried anything and I could see she meant it. The harpy made me get into the trunk and tased me again as soon as I did. I hate being tasered. The second one knocked me out cold. I came to, tied and gagged. I can see light streaming in through the bullet hole I put in her car. Seems like a lifetime ago since that incident happened. I consider kicking out one of her taillights. I’m pretty sure I could do it, but then what? I flag down some poor unsuspecting person. Lilith is just as deadly as she is persuasive. The harpy is a delicate, pretty lady. She would be underestimated at every turn. She wouldn’t hesitate to kill a good Samaritan if she had to. I can’t put someone at risk like that. Also, if I pulled something like that, she might just put a bullet in my head. Then she’d go after Lyre and his friends anyway.

      I need to bide my time. I need to keep a cool head and act when the opportunity presents itself. Lyre is strong. So is Bolt. I have to hope that between the three of us, we will be able to stop her.

      The car hits a rough patch of road, and we slow right down. I frown. I don’t remember this on the trip to the airport. I heard Lilith on the phone to Lyre in the bathroom. I know what she is planning. She should be on her way to him now, except I think we’re on dirt. It certainly feels that way.

      I have to try to brace myself to keep from bashing my body against the unforgiving sides of the trunk. I’m thankful there isn’t anything else in here, or it might have been worse for me.

      The car slows further and then comes to a stop. Lilith cuts the engine. I don’t like this. I hear her get out of the car. She opens the trunk. I’m blinded for a few moments by the light that suddenly streams in. My eyes slowly focus on her peering in at me from above. She has a small smile on her face. Her eyes are… They have this crazy look I don’t like.

      “My dear, dear friend,” she says, her smile growing.

      I try to curse around the gag.

      “Here,” she says, “let me help you.” It takes her a few beats to loosen the fabric. “Don’t scream. You would just irritate me. We’re in the middle of nowhere, so no one would hear you.”

      There’s always a chance that someone would hear, but again, it’s not worth the risk. I don’t want to get anyone killed.

      “We’re not friends!” I throw the words at her.

      “Don’t be like that.”

      “Cut the bull, Lilith…if that’s even your real name.”

      “We’re not doing names.” She shakes her head. “If all goes well, you’ll get to live, and we can all go on our merry way.”

      “Until you get hungry again.”

      “You don’t understand. I need the power. I don’t have a choice.”

      “There’s always a choice.”

      “Not for me!” she pushes out, eyes wild. “Your boyfriend will take care of everything because he doesn’t want to watch you die. I will kill you if you get in my way.” Her eyes are narrowed.

      I don’t doubt it for a second.

      “I’m hungry. Hungrier than I have ever been.” I see her hands shaking. She swallows down excess saliva. “If you want me out of your life for good, I will also need a lead on how to find my next meal.” She scratches at her arm. She has this twitchy way about her that reminds me of a drug addict. Then she laughs, but it holds no humor. “I thought that finding someone with so much power would stave off the cravings for a while longer. Years instead of months.” She winces and then scratches her arm again. “I was wrong. It’s made me worse.” She pushes her hand to her belly, like it’s cramping. “I need more. You are my sure ticket to making that happen. I’ve watched the two of you. Listened to you going at it like rabbits. I needed to do this now. It couldn’t wait. Too much longer and…” She’s started talking more to herself than to me. “Too risky otherwise.”

      “Why are we here?” I ask. “Why the stop?”

      “We’re here because I know you, Morgan. You’re going to try to play the hero. Don’t! For your boyfriend’s sake…don’t do it! You know what it’s like to live with guilt. You don’t want that for him.”

      “Don’t you dare speak to me about guilt!” I shout at her. I almost surprise myself with how angry I sound. It’s not just anger, it’s frustration as well. I swear, if I could break free now, I would kill her with my bare hands. I would choke the life out of her. I would look into her eyes and watch her die and not have a moment’s remorse. I realize in the same breath that it isn’t true. She has Lyre’s power and the key to helping Andy. “I thought you were my friend,” I finally say. I’m still hurt by what she did. I wish it wasn’t true, but it is.

      She looks almost sad for a moment. “Someone like me can’t have friends. I’m sorry for betraying you.”

      A laugh is pulled from me. “You aren’t sorry. You don’t know how to feel sorry. How to feel guilt or loss. Spare me!”

      “The hunger overshadows everything. It’s who I am.”

      There is a small part of me that wants to feel sorry for her. Like a few grains of sand on a beach. Like sand, I blow the emotion away, and it scatters into the wind. “Andy is dying. You did that.”

      “I needed to eat…just like I need to eat now. It isn’t personal.”

      “It is to me. You didn’t have to hand us to the centaurs like that.”

      “Deal’s a deal,” she says with a shrug. “What was I supposed to do? I spent months getting to know you. Working on our friendship. Getting you to trust me. You gave me all of nothing in all of that time.”

      “I didn’t give you nothing. I gave you friendship. I gave you trust.”

      “You?” she snorts. “You have walls a mile high. You don’t know how to trust.”

      “I walked into what I thought was an abandoned warehouse on the word of a friend. If that’s not trust, then I don’t know what is.”

      She smiles, her gaze is distant. “I was shocked. I hadn’t expected it.”

      “You’re the first non-human I ever trusted and look where it got me.” I shake my head.

      Lilith lifts her brows. “I had to do whatever it took to survive. That included making friends with you.”

      “What do you mean?” I frown. “What were you hoping to gain by making friends with me?”

      “I needed names and locations of non-humans. Particularly those with power. You encrypted your computer. Never left your phone for a second and never talked about your work except in passing.”

      “We live by rules.”

      “I would have found the info I needed and been on my way, but no…” She shakes her head. “You were too careful. At least, you were careful until you ran headlong into that warehouse. I really didn’t think you’d do it.” She sighs. “And now you’re in a relationship with the hybrid.”

      “We’re not in a relationship,” I say, too quickly and with too much venom.

      She narrows her eyes. “I thought you were in love, Morgan.”

      I ignore the jibe. “You still haven’t explained why you sent Andy and me into that trap.”

      “I guess you may as well know; it won’t affect me either way.” She pulls in a breath. “The centaurs promised me the location of a hybrid demigod if I gave them a couple of Seekers on a silver platter. The second you stepped into that warehouse, the information was texted to me.”

      “Information about Lyre?”

      “Yes. His name. His address. Where he worked. It was easy after that.”

      “How did they get that info in the first place?” My mind is working.

      “I didn’t know then. I don’t know now, and I don’t care. I must say, I was quite fascinated to find out you’d survived the centaurs. That’s why we’re having this little conversation in the first place. You’re a fighter. Not today.” She stares at me for a moment, her dark eyes becoming darker. “Two things, firstly – I believe I’ve mentioned this one several times now, but I’ll tell you again just to be sure – I will kill you if I have to. What I haven’t mentioned yet is that I’ll kill your boyfriend too if need be. If you get in my way or step out of line, I will put a bullet in his brain. That would make you responsible for the death of the two men closest to you. I need his friend’s power.” She scratches her arm. “I no longer have any need for your doctor. He’s used up, like yesterday’s takeout.” She scratches again. I don’t even think she knows she’s doing it. “And like yesterday’s takeout, he can be thrown out with the trash for all I care. You would do well to remember that.”

      I grind my teeth to stop myself from throwing insults at her. They won’t help me. They won’t help Lyre.

      “There’s one more thing you need to know.”

      “I can’t wait.” I raise my brows.

      “If I die, then your boyfriend’s powers die with me. I overheard you two talking. We might not be as strong as some of the species and we might only have human-strength eyesight, but harpies have great hearing.” She taps one of her ears. “I know you’re hoping to get Lyre’s powers back. As long as I’m alive, you’re in with a chance.” She winks at me. “I die, then they go with me. I urge you to think about that if you get trigger-happy. I know how you Seekers love your guns. Be a good girl. Stay submissive. I will be out of your hair as soon as I have that tall-drink-of-water’s powers.” She wipes her chin when saliva runs down it. “I don’t like getting blood on my hands.” She pulls the gag up, tying it tightly behind my head. “I prefer subtle and quiet. The less drama the better. Let’s go and do this thing.”

      This is a real dilemma. If she dies, Andy will die too. Lyre will lose his powers for good. The other alternative is to watch her steal someone else’s power and then to watch her walk away. I’m not happy with either scenario.
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      Lyre

      

      “What do we know about this bitch aside from the fact that she’s on her way to drain my powers?” Bolt asks. “Including my ability to shift, which will piss me the hell off. I’m beginning to think it might be karma getting back at me for being such a dick when you informed us about what had happened to you.”

      “You don’t believe in karma.”

      He shakes his head. “No, but I’ve come to realize that I’m partial to my powers. More than I thought I was.”

      “I’m sorry.” I run a hand through my hair. It’s getting too long. Stupid thing to think about right now. “I couldn’t think of anything else but to contact you. I have to get Morgan back.”

      “Of course.” He shrugs. “Which brings me back to my original question, what do we know about the harpy?”

      “Not much.” I push out a breath, sounding despondent.

      His eyes darken. “Give me what you have.”

      “Power is like candy to her. Actually,” I scratch my head, “more like crystal meth or heroin. She may need it as food, but I also think that she’s addicted. She sounded strung-out when I spoke to her.”

      “Great!” Bolt gets a murderous look. “It’s impossible to negotiate with an addict.”

      “I don’t think negotiating will work with her. It’s important that you don’t underestimate her. She’s petite and sexy for an evil-as-fuck bitch.” I can’t believe I ever thought she was attractive, but I have to warn Bolt. It’ll be his first tango with the creature. “She has a way of getting under your skin.” It’s the best way I can describe it. “I acted out of character around her.”

      “That makes sense.” Bolt rubs his chin. “I was shocked when you said you hooked up with some strange woman. I doubt she’ll be able to mess with my head. I’ve been around the block too many times. Dealt with more sharks than a surfer in open water.”

      “Be careful! It’s thinking like that that’ll get you in shit every time. Very important, don’t let her get close enough to give you that neck squeeze. Here,” I touch the place Morgan showed me. “If she squeezes you here, you’ll pass right out. I told you about it before. Do you remember?”

      “I still can’t believe that is even a thing.” He widens his eyes.

      “You’d better believe it,” I tell him. “I’ve landed on my ass twice now. It knocks you out solid. Not just for a few minutes, either. Don’t let her get close enough.”

      “Okay. What else?”

      “I want to get my power back. That means capturing her instead of killing her.”

      He snorts. “You’re optimistic. There’s a chance she’ll hurt the human if we try anything. You realize that, right?” He quirks a brow.

      “About that…I’m not risking Morgan under any circumstance.”

      “I can scent that you’ve been fucking her. This house reeks of sex. I can smell it on you too.” He makes a face and folds his arms. “What I want to know is, do you have feelings for her?”

      I nod. I don’t say anything else.

      He rolls his eyes. “I had a feeling. Don’t overreact to my next question—”

      We both look towards the stairs. A car just pulled up outside my house. The engine cuts. My phone starts to ring. It’s Morgan’s number. “Yes,” I say.

      “We’re here,” Gabby says. “Is the door unlocked?”

      “It is. We’re up the stairs in the living room.” I figured it was more open than in one of the bedrooms on the ground floor. I don’t want any mistakes to be made. The harpy has been inside my house. She knows the layout.

      “I see your friend’s car is parked outside.” I can hear she’s smiling. “So far, so good. I will have a gun to Morgan’s head. If you try anything, she dies. Are we clear?”

      “Yes.” My gut churns. I break out in a cold sweat. “We’ll be up in a minute,” she says.

      “I look forward to this being over.”

      She ends the call.

      “You heard?” I ask Bolt.

      He nods once.

      “What did you want to ask me?” I say.

      “Can you trust this human?”

      “I trust her one hundred percent,” I answer immediately. I want to tell him about Stephan’s prediction, but I don’t because they are coming through the front door. Then again, maybe it’s a good thing he doesn’t know that Morgan might shoot him and more than once. That the probability is good. I will change the premonition. I have to.

      I trust her with everything in me. I know that if she is going to shoot Bolt, that she will have a good reason for doing it. I doubt he will feel the same.

      “We’re on our way up,” Gabby says.

      I can hear that there are two of them, but Morgan doesn’t say anything.

      “Keep your hands where I can see them,” Gabby yells. “You don’t want blood staining your nice wooden floors, do you?”

      I grind my teeth as I listen to them coming up the stairs. Everything bristles. I have to suppress a growl when I see them appear. Gabby has a gun pressed into Morgan’s side. As soon as they hit the landing, Gabby grabs Morgan around her torso, putting the gun into the underside of Morgan’s jaw. If she pulled the trigger, she would blow Morgan’s brains out. I recognize the weapon as Morgan’s Glock. I put my hands up to show her that I am unarmed.

      Morgan has a gag in her mouth. Her eyes are surprisingly calm as they lock with mine. She looks down and then back up and then sharply down again. Then she does a side-to-side movement with her eyeballs.

      She’s trying to tell me something. I don’t know what that something is. I don’t look down because I might give it away if I do.

      “You,” Gabby says. “What’s your name, handsome?” she says to Bolt, who looks at her like she’s garbage.

      “Lyre,” he says, turning to me, “the harpy is exactly as you described her.”

      “Oh?” Gabby licks her lips. She’s looking at Bolt with greed and longing. “How did he describe me?”

      “Small, sexy, and fucked in the head.” His eyes narrow on her.

      She makes a noise of agreement. “About right, and you don’t mess with someone who’s fucked in the head.” She presses the gun a little harder against Morgan’s jaw. She winces but doesn’t make a sound.

      I step forward, my hands fisting at my side.

      “Don’t you dare,” Gabby snarls. “I will kill her. You…” she looks at Bolt, “get over here. Move nice and slow. Stand here on my left, so that I can keep an eye on Lyre.”

      Bolt pushes out a breath. He looks my way.

      “Eyes on me, handsome,” she says. “I’m the one giving the orders. Your friend will hate you forever if his girlfriend ends up dead.”

      Bolt’s jaw tightens, but he does as she asks and walks to her, standing on her left. I notice he doesn’t get close enough for her to reach his neck.

      The gun is still flush against Morgan’s throat. I’m not sure how the hell we’re going to get out of this. Bolt might have to give the harpy his powers first.

      “I won’t bite,” she says to Bolt. “Come closer.”

      Bolt radiates tension as he steps forward. I can see he’s trying to stay far enough away that she can’t get to his neck.

      Gabby holds out her free hand. “Take it.”

      Bolt frowns because it’s unexpected. I’m frowning as well.

      “Don’t be such a big baby. Take my hand.”

      He sighs and does what she says. I can’t see Bolt’s face from this angle. I can see Gabby’s just fine. She grins. I hear Bolt give a strangled cry. I take a small step forward because I think she’s doing something to him. Is she taking his power? Is this how it’s done?

      She lets his hand go and then crooks her finger, telling him to come closer.

      I frown when I see him comply. Not just that, he leans towards her. Gabby’s eyes are wide. They are focused on Bolt, and for the first time, I see fear in Morgan’s eyes which are focused on Bolt.

      Gabby cups Bolt’s face in her hand and giggles. “You are a handsome one, aren’t you?”

      I hear Bolt suck in a breath. “You are so fucking beautiful,” he says, sounding pathetic. Like a love-drunk fool.

      What the fuck?

      This isn’t right.

      “Kiss me,” he says to Gabby. Morgan was right about these creatures’ ability to seduce.

      “Not just yet.” She smiles at him. “Oh…” Her eyes go wide. “Not too much.” She lets his cheek go, and he sighs again, almost slumping a little.

      What is she talking about? Maybe the process of taking power addles the brain for a time after. Maybe taking every last drop kills the person. I’m trying hard to understand exactly what’s going on. I feel powerless to stop it. I grind my teeth in frustration.

      “Let’s get rid of these two and…” Bolt starts.

      “That’s the plan, handsome,” she tells Bolt. “First, I need to have a quick talk with Lyre.”

      “He can’t give you what I can give—”

      “Bolt!” I growl. “What the fuck, bro?”

      “Quiet!” He points a finger at me. “Gabby and I are in the middle of something.”

      “Yeah, she’s taking your power away from you.”

      He frowns. “She would never. Gabby is kind and sweet and… I love you,” he says to the harpy, sounding completely smitten.

      “What the fuck did you do to him?”

      “Relax,” Gabby says. “It will wear off. Might take a while.” She frowns and then shrugs like she doesn’t care.

      “You have what you came for…now leave,” I say, trying to keep my temper in check.

      “Come here now!” she says to me, again digging the gun so hard into Morgan that she moans around her gag.

      I almost crack my molars. “Take it easy.”

      “Back to the part where I’m giving the orders,” Gabby spits out. Her eyes still have a hungry look about them. Maybe she hasn’t quite sated herself yet on Bolt. I’d love to know what she’s playing at.

      I walk to her, keeping my hands in the air where she can see them. I don’t want any accidents. Bolt is in my way. He looks at me like he wants to kill me.

      “She’s mine,” he pushes out.

      The fuck?

      I’m not sure what to make of this.

      “It’s okay, handsome,” Gabby says to Bolt. “I just need a quick word. That’s all.”

      Bolt narrows his eyes on me and then grudgingly steps aside.

      “Come closer and take my hand,” she says to me.

      No fucking way!

      “I don’t have any powers left,” I say.

      “Just do it,” she insists. Morgan moans again.
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      I try to tell Lyre not to do it. I’m not sure what Gabby did to Bolt. I don’t think she took his power. I can still feel her trembling. Her hand is shaking a little. I think that she is just as ravenous as when we first arrived. Whatever she did, it worked. He seems to be completely besotted with her. Like he might just do anything to please her and to stay in her favor. If she gets her hands on Lyre, it will happen to him. I know I teased him about falling for her again, but I hadn’t expected it to actually happen.

      The harpy holds out her hand. Lyre looks me in the eyes. I make a noise that I hope will be interpreted as no and don’t.

      “Do it now!” Lilith snarls. “I’m done waiting.”

      His brow is creased. His eyes are blazing. I can see that it is the very last thing he wants to do, but he takes her hand anyway. The fact that he does it for me makes me feel ill.

      His eyes widen. He sucks in a breath. His mouth even drops open a little, like maybe touching her is pleasurable. It physically hurts me to watch him react like this. Even though I know that realistically, there is something going on. She’s doing something to him. This isn’t his will. Still! I hate it. I hate her!

      I make a growling noise in the bottom of my throat I’m so fucking livid. Lilith ignores me.

      Lyre groans. It’s a noise I’ve heard before, he normally groans like that when we’re kissing or having sex…mainly when we’re having sex.

      Lilith lets him go, and Lyre smiles, his eyes on the harpy. “You’re so sexy.” His eyes track her body. “I’m so glad you came back to my place. Back to me.”

      “She’s mine!” Bolt snaps, his chest puffing out.

      “She’s so beautiful,” Lyre gushes.

      “And mine!” Bolt shouts. “I say we fight for her.”

      I want to vomit. Not a good idea with a gag.

      “Oops! Looks like I gave you a little too much, handsome,” she says to Bolt. “No fighting, my love.”

      “Too much what?” Bolt asks, looking confused.

      “Nothing, my sweet. I’m going to enjoy having you.” She winks at him, and he grins back at her. “Should we find a bedroom?” He takes off his jacket, and then his tie.

      “Soon, my love,” she purrs at Bolt.

      Then she chuckles softly and looks at Lyre. “Here I was thinking I would have to put you to sleep, but it wasn’t necessary after all. You really should try to loosen up a little, hun.” Her breath tickles my ear, and I realize she’s talking to me. “I guess the two of you aren’t in a relationship after all. Love is the only antidote.”

      I frown. I don’t really know what she means, although I have an inkling about some of it.

      “I don’t want to sleep,” Lyre says, sounding spaced out. “I can’t make you come if I’m sleeping.”

      “That is very true,” she says, and I think I taste bile. Perfectly normal when your boyfriend is propositioning another woman in front of you.

      “Handsome,” she says to Bolt.

      “Yes?” Bolt is grinning like a fool. “What can I do for you, babe?”

      Heaven help me!

      Men!

      I can’t stand to watch this. It’s sickening.

      “Lie down on the floor for me.”

      Bolt frowns. “You want me here? In front of them?” He points at Lyre.

      “It’ll be fun,” she says.

      “I would rather have you to myself,” Bolt says. “I don’t share well.”

      “Humor me, sweetheart. I just want to touch and kiss you. We can go to the bedroom in a few minutes.”

      “You’ll strip for me when we get there. As soon as we get there.” Bolt sounds far too excited. He does what she says, lying down on the floor. I notice that he has a huge bulge in his suit pants. This is terrible.

      “Lyre, hun…” He makes this dreamy noise of agreement. “Go sit over there at the table.”

      “I want to kiss you too.” He pouts. “I’m not as picky about sharing.”

      What?

      I can’t believe this.

      I squirm a little in her arms and make this moaning noise that comes out sounding pissed off, which is good because I am.

      Lilith chuckles. “You should have opened up more to your boyfriend,” she says. “Should have dropped those walls and let him in. He wouldn’t have been susceptible.” She pulls in a breath. “This is fun. It seems the more power they have, the easier it is to manipulate them. How interesting.” She pulls in a breath. “Lyre, hun, be a treasure and go sit over there. I’ll be with you in a few minutes” She nods in the direction of the dining-room table.

      “All the way there?” He looks stricken.

      Lilith winks at him. “I’ll be there soon,” she purrs.

      “Okay.” He gives her a goofy smile. “I’ll miss you.” He said the same to me only a few hours ago.

      I want to vomit. I feel my stomach churn.

      “Get your sexy ass over here,” Bolt says from where he’s still lying on the floor.

      “On my way.” I can hear that Lilith is smiling.

      Next thing she’s pushing me away. I stagger a couple of steps and then right myself. It isn’t easy, considering that my hands are tied behind my back. “You stand where I can see you,” she snarls at me. She has drool running down her chin and neck.

      “Ready, handsome?” she asks Bolt, even though her eyes are on me.

      “Oh yeah!” Bolt grips her hips as she straddles him. “You okay, babe?” he asks.

      “Never better.” She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand and leans in. Her eyes are still on me.

      I was trying to tell Lyre earlier that Lilith took both my ankle holsters. My spare gun and knife are locked in her car. Lilith keeps my Glock trained on me, her gaze doesn’t waver. She has her other hand on Bolt’s chest.

      Her lips lock with his. I see tongues. It turns my stomach. Then her eyes haze over, and she starts to moan like she’s orgasming or something. I know better, she’s taking Bolt’s power. His back bows off the ground, and he makes a strangled sound.

      Then something unexpected happens. Lyre is up off the chair. His whole facial expression has changed. The goofy look is gone. It’s replaced by determination. I duck just as he hits Lilith upside the head. The gun goes off, but nowhere near my direction. The weapon is knocked from her hand, towards me, as she flies off of Bolt.

      Bolt screams. He sounds enraged. He leaps up and pummels into Lyre, using his head as a battering ram.

      I twist my arms around until my shoulders feel they are going to pop from their sockets. I just manage to snag the gag and rip it from my mouth. It’s a touch awkward, but I get down on my knees and pick up my gun before Lilith can get to it. The harpy is still dazed. I have to twist my body around to both look at her and aim at her.

      I see how her hazy eyes slowly focus on me. Then they narrow. “So, he does love you.” She shakes her head. “Stupid of me,” she mutters.

      I can hear the meaty thudding noises as the two men batter each other.

      “Don’t move, or I will kill you!” I warn Lilith.

      “If you do, Lyre’s power will be gone forever.” She smirks. “Looks like your boyfriend is losing the fight.”

      I hate to say it, but the harpy is right. Bolt looks crazy. As in bat shit. He is screaming at the top of his lungs. He is going berserk, launching himself at Lyre with no care for his own wellbeing. His eyes are crazed. His fists swinging so fast I can barely see his arms at all. He looks bigger than before. I see scales gleaming on one of his cheeks, and his nails are long like claws. I think that he has partially shifted into his dragon form. Lyre is taking a beating. He staggers back.

      “Stop it, Bolt!” I shout.

      It’s like he doesn’t hear me.

      “Stop!” I try again. “I’ll shoot Gabby,” I shout. “I’m going to kill her. Stop or I will kill the harpy.”

      He instantly stills.

      “It’s me,” Lyre says. “Your brother.”

      Aside from both men’s heavy breathing, it’s eerily silent all of a sudden. Then Bolt comes at me. It happens from out of nowhere. I turn and aim, going for his thigh. It happens so fast.

      He staggers back. His pants are ripped where the bullet tore through. The fabric sticks to his leg. Otherwise, you would never say I shot him. “Freeze!” I try, but Bolt ignores me, coming at me again.

      I shoot him in the other thigh. This time he staggers back further, almost falling. Shit! This is bad.

      Lyre tries to grab him around the torso, but Bolt bucks out of his grip.

      “Stop! Don’t!” I shout, but he doesn’t listen. Of course not! I twist my body into a better position and take aim. I know where I need to hit him to hopefully bring him down, but I’m worried I might end up killing him. It’s ridiculously hard to shoot with my hands tied. I have hours of shooting practice. Hands tied or not, I can do this. Bolt charges for me. I aim for the top of his right shoulder and hit my mark.

      Bolt falls but tries to get up. Lyre kneels next to him. “Stay down!” he says.

      I almost don’t see Lilith until the last second. She’s coming at me. Her hand is almost on the gun when I shoot. She falls.

      “No!” I shout.

      I’ve hit her in her chest. Blood sprays from the wound.

      She coughs, and blood trickles from her mouth.

      “Gabby!” Bolt shouts. “No! Gabby.” Weaker this time. “My love. My love. What did you do?” He mutters some more, but I can’t hear what he’s saying.

      “Stay down,” I hear Lyre say to Bolt.

      Lilith coughs again. Her eyes are turning hazy. I grab Bolt’s jacket. I twist around and press it onto the wound to try to stave the bleeding. “Don’t bother.” Her voice is choked. “Too…late. Better this way. Better.” She breathes out. It almost sounds like a sigh of relief. I know that she’s gone.

      I hang my head as the tears come. “I’m sorry,” I say. Not to the harpy but to Lyre.

      I feel Lyre’s arms around me. “It’s fine.” He helps me up and rips at the rope around my wrists.

      “Thanks.” I rub my skin. “It isn’t fine at all. What about Bolt?” I look over to his broken body.

      “He’s passed out but doing fine. The wounds are bleeding less already.”

      I see Bolt’s chest move. “Thank god!” I push out a breath. “I had to pull the trigger. I had to…” I’m shaking my head. I can’t believe it. Lilith is gone. “Your powers,” I choke out. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” he insists. “You had no other choice. That was some shooting, by the way. You really are as bad-ass as they come.” He cups my cheek.

      I notice that one of his eyes is puffing up, and his lip is bleeding. From the way he is standing, I think he might have some broken ribs. I know how that feels. I’ve been there myself a time or two. “Are you okay?”

      He smiles. “A bit banged up, but I’ll be good in a couple of hours. My ego took the biggest knock.” He looks over at Bolt. “He was demented.”

      “What did she do to him?”

      “Drugged him…essentially.” I can see his mind working as his eyes drift in thought. “When she took my hand, I felt a pinprick. I think it came from her thumb.”

      “Like a poison barb?”

      “Something like that.” He gives his head a shake like he’s trying to loosen a memory. “She did it to me before. I had forgotten about it. That’s how she manipulates us. Makes us willing to do anything. She injects some kind of poison into us.”

      “To make you pliable.” My voice is far off. “I think she might even have used it on me, but it had a different result.”

      “It made you trust her and enjoy her company.”

      I nod. “I think so. I think that’s how we became friends so easily. It’s why you took her home when you don’t normally do the whole hook-up thing.”

      “That’s it exactly,” Lyre says.

      “Only it didn’t work on you this time.” I frown, thinking back on what Lilith said. “Maybe you developed an immunity.” I think about it some more. “Love is the antidote,” I murmur.

      Lyre cups my jaw. “It didn’t work on me because I’m already taken. I love you too much to be swayed by the likes of a harpy.”

      I bite my bottom lip.

      “Say something. Is this freaking you out? I can back off. I’m—”

      “I’m falling for you too.” My heart is pounding. Lilith told me I’m too closed off. That my walls are too high. She was so certain Lyre hadn’t fallen in love with me because of it. It’s time to lower my guard. Years of fighting monsters will do that to a girl, but Lyre has changed me. “I’m not just falling.” I touch his jaw, feeling his beard under my fingertips. “I’m totally in love with you.”

      He presses his lips to mine. It doesn’t matter that Bolt is bleeding from three bullet holes. That there’s a dead harpy on the floor next to us. None of that matters at this moment. He pulls me closer and deepens the kiss.

      Then we hear them. Sirens.

      “Oh shit!” I say as I pull away. “Time to call in a clean-up team.”

      “Clean-up team?” He frowns.

      I put my phone to my ear. “Tom,” I say when he picks up.

      As predicted, he already knows about our situation. The Order has contacts within the police departments. They have been informed about a disturbance. “Understood,” I say and hang up. “Bart and Cooper will be here in a few minutes. They’ll take care of everything.”

      “How?”

      “We have our ways. Don’t worry about that.”

      “What are we going to do until then?” Lyre looks from Bolt to the harpy and back.

      I go and check her pulse. She’s definitely dead. I feel another pang.

      “We sit tight.” I smile. “If necessary, I’m taking my clothes off and putting one of your shirts on.”

      Lyre chokes out a laugh. I can see a sadness in his eyes. Even though he is smiling, it is there. I feel incredibly happy and incredibly sad. A person shouldn’t be able to have such warring emotions. I put my arms around Lyre. He hugs me back, nuzzling into my hair.
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      The next day…

      Morgan

      

      I hold Andy’s hand. It’s cold. He looks so small lying there underneath the covers even though at six feet, he is far from it. I’m sure there are more pipes and machines attached to him than before. I have so much to say and yet my throat feels sealed shut.

      “I’m so sorry,” I choke out. “You were right. I was wrong.”

      I watch his chest rise and fall…rise and fall in a perfect rhythm set by a machine. “I should have listened to you. I wish to god I had. It turns out that wisdom does indeed come with age.” I try to smile. “Since you’re the old man, I should have listened to you.”

      I work hard at staying in control. “We found her. We found Lilith and by ‘we’ I mean me and Lyre. I met someone Andy.” I pause. “Someone great. You would like him. He’s a dragon demigod. You heard correctly. A hybrid. He’s so kind and sweet. He can cook too. I’ve never met anyone who knows as much as he does. Lots of it is useless information but I love hearing it anyway. I love him.” I chew on my lip. “Lyre helped me take her down. She’s dead. You can rest in peace, Andy.” I squeeze his hand. “I just wanted you to know how sorry I was. You are, without a doubt, the best friend I have ever had and I…” I’m choking up. I blink like a mad person. “I’ll miss you.”

      I’m gulping down air when Mrs. Golding comes back in from her bathroom break. She halts in her tracks. “Do you need some time?”

      I shake my head. “I’m fine. You can come in and be with your son.”

      She nods and sits on the other side, taking Andy’s hand. After a while, I see her lips moving. I’m not sure if she’s talking to Andy or praying. Mrs. Golding is also crying. I am shocked all over again at how much she has aged in the last few weeks. Her eyes are closed, and her head is slightly bowed. We sit like this for a while. I feel it too. This weight of sadness. I can’t imagine how much worse it must be for her since she is his mother.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper.

      She looks up at me, her cheeks wet, her lashes glistening. “You need to stop blaming yourself.”

      Mrs. Golding doesn’t know that I killed the only chance Andy had. I made a mess of this from start to finish. I want to apologize some more, but I stop myself.

      There is a soft tap on the door, and Lyre walks in. He comes to stand behind me, putting his hands on my shoulders in silent support.

      Mrs. Golding gives him a tight smile. They met when we arrived an hour ago, coming straight from the airport.

      “I am going to go to the waiting room. I think Andy’s sisters will be here.” She looks at her watch. “I’ll give you some more time to say goodbye, Morgan.” Her voice hitches, and a tear tracks down her cheek.

      I feel my eyes sting. There is a huge lump in my throat. I nod because I don’t trust my voice.

      “Take your time,” she says. “You are welcome to stay when…when…” She gives a shuddering sniff and then makes a sobbing noise. “I can’t believe this. I thought he would wake up. I was sure of it.”

      “Me too. I’m so sorry.” I stand and walk to her, putting my arms around her. The tears fall. I can’t stop them. We console one another for a couple of minutes. Lyre hangs back, giving us our space.

      Then Mrs. Golding pulls back. She takes my hand and squeezes. I watch as she leaves. Lyre hands me a wad of tissues. “Thanks.” I blow my nose. “How’s Bolt?”

      Lyre stepped out to call and check in on him.

      “Healing well. He should be perfect by tomorrow.” I catch a look in his eyes.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “He’s still acting strangely. He keeps on saying that the love of his life is dead. He’s vowed to make you and me pay.”

      I gasp. “Oh, no!” I pull in a breath. “Lilith mentioned that it might take time to wear off. That she gave him too much. I’m starting to worry.”

      “Problem is, I wouldn’t trust anything that came out of her mouth.” Lyre looks angry.

      “You’re right.” I nod. “She seemed to be muttering to herself, though, or speaking to him, so,” I shrug, “maybe.”

      “Let’s hope,” he says. “I would hate to see him go on like this. Jarrod said that he’s…nothing like his old self. That it’s disconcerting.”

      Neither of us has seen Bolt since yesterday. Lyre’s friends feel he isn’t in the right headspace to see us.

      “I think my powers are back,” he blurts, bringing me out of my thoughts. “I think she lied about them dying with her.”

      I take a step back. “Oh my—! Are you serious?”

      “Yep, my powers are back….at least, I think they are.” He lifts his hand, and scales appear on the top. When I look into his eyes, they are glowing.

      I choke out a laugh and then cover my mouth because I don’t want anyone to hear and to think I’m mad. “How did you know?”

      “I started feeling different. More like myself.”

      “When?”

      He narrows his eyes in thought. “From when I woke up this morning…it’s been gradual.”

      “Why didn’t you say something?” I have to work to keep my voice down.

      “I wasn’t sure at first,” he says. “I also didn’t want to get your hopes up. I’m sure I could shift if I tried. I’m not sure about whether my powers of healing are back.”

      I cover my mouth with my hand for a moment. “This is fantastic,” I say.

      “This is what I meant,” He cocks his head. “I didn’t want you getting excited. I can try to heal Andy, but it might not work, even if my powers are back. You understand that…I hope?”

      “But it might work?”

      “It might.” He shrugs. “There’s only one way to find out.” He goes to the side of the bed and places one hand on Andy’s head and one on his chest.

      “Do it!” I say. We have nothing to lose. The doctor is coming in two hours to pull the plug. Andy is scheduled to die today.

      Lyre nods. He looks down at Andy. Nothing happens. No light. No…nothing. Lyre let's go.

      “Did you do it?” I ask.

      He nods. “Yes…at least…I think so.”

      “Did it work?”

      “I don’t—”

      Andy’s eyes open, and he kicks his right leg. He’s trying to breathe by himself. Trying to— He makes these awful choking noises.

      “Doctor!” I yell. “We need a doctor in here!”

      “Morgan,” Lyre says. He has this amused look. “I’m a doctor.”

      I feel like an idiot. I forgot for a second. I watch in fascination as Lyre carefully pulls out the tube that has been breathing for Andy.

      He chokes and splutters. He pulls in a deep breath. His mother and sisters run in, followed by two nurses. “What…happened?” Andy croaks.

      “Andy!” his mom screams. Tears are running down her cheeks. Tears of joy.

      I leap into Lyre’s arms. “You did it,” I whisper into his ear. “You gave him back his life.”
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      Three months later…

      Morgan

      

      I take another sip of my champagne. Lyre has a hand at the small of my back. He hasn’t so much as left my side the whole afternoon. He says it’s because I’m wearing a sexy dress and he’s worried some other guy will hit on me. Then he’d have to beat them, so in order to avoid a scene, he’s sticking to me like glue. As a dual reason, he wants to be able to whisper into my ear, all the things he wants to do to me that involve lifting my dress. As a third reason, he’s trying really hard to get me to take off my underwear.

      Although I’m quite sure the last two reasons are valid, I know that they’re not the real reason he’s sticking to me like glue. The real reason is standing mere feet away from us. He’s glowering at me like if I handed him my knife – which is strapped to my thigh – he’d gut me like a fish.

      His eyes narrow when he catches me looking at him and I feel Lyre stiffen.

      Stephanus must pick up on the tension because he asks, “How’s the new job going, Morgan?”

      “Not that new anymore,” I say. “I’ve been at Dragon Customs two months already, and I’m loving it.”

      I met the rest of the gang, including Forge. Lyre mentioned my skills in fixing cars, and the rest is history. Turns out Forge recently had a kid and was looking to work less. Although I’m not sure it’s something I want to do for the rest of my life, for now, I really am loving it. It turns out that aside from being able to fix anything, I have somewhat of an artistic side as well. I’m having fun customizing cars. It’s awesome creating, building, and bringing something to life instead of destroying.

      “Forge isn’t too grumpy to have as a boss, is he?” Jarrod asks.

      “Nah,” I shake my head, “he’s been great. Stays out of my hair for the most part. Otherwise, he’s really helpful.”

      Stephanus laughs. “That sounds nothing like Forge, then again, he is much nicer now that Ava is in his life. He was a grumpy fuck before.”

      “Sounds like someone else I know, Stephanus. My throat has never been the same.” I touch my neck where he grabbed me months ago. I still tease him about how we met.

      “Stephan…how many times have I told you to call me Stephan,” he says. “I feel bad enough about that whole incident.” It irritates the hell out of him that I still insist on calling him by his full name.

      “My legs have never been the same,” Bolt growls, sounding like a caged lion. “You don’t hear me bitching about it.”

      “Don’t!” Lyre’s voice is just as deep and menacing.

      “Both of you stop,” Jarrod warns, looking from Lyre to Bolt. “Night and Shannon are on their way over, and this is their special day.”

      Bolt’s jaw tightens. His eyes blaze. I feel sorry for him, the harpy did a real number on him. Whatever she gave him has worn off, but it’s not entirely gone from his system. He still blames me for killing her. He still pines for her, even though he says he’s doing well. He still wants her, even though he knows it’s fucked up. Even though he knows it’s the poison talking. We can all see he’s a mess. Lyre is worried. All of his friends are. Lyre rubs my back, and his gaze softens as I look up at him.

      “How is everyone doing?” Shannon asks.

      “We’re all doing great,” Jarrod says, a little too quickly.

      “The ceremony was touching,” I tell Shannon. “You look beautiful.” Her dress isn’t the traditional white. It’s pink, as in bright pink, and it totally works. Night has a pink tie.

      “Um…did I see a pair of sneakers on your feet as you walked down the aisle?”

      Shannon’s cheeks go red. She nods. “You did.” She shows me by lifting her dress. She has a wry smile on her face.

      I chuckle. “I think you look amazing. I love the sneaker idea…heels are…” I look down at my own feet. I’m wearing low heels, which are already hurting me. “They’re a killer.”

      Shannon laughs. “Thanks.” She widens her eyes. “I believe the two of you are engaged,” she says. “Oh, wow!” she gushes as she catches a glimpse of my ring. “Congrats. That’s beautiful.”

      “It’s too much,” I say, giving my fiancé a dirty look, which quickly turns into a soppy smile because I can’t look at Lyre and feel anything but tenderness.

      “Don’t say that,” Lyre warns.

      “It is, but I totally love it.” I hold my hand out, and my ring almost blinds me. There isn’t just one diamond, there are three, and they’re all ‘rocks’.

      “I think—” Shannon starts to say before there is a clap of thunder overhead. She looks up, her face clouding with worry. Thick storm clouds are rolling in, which are going to be a problem since it’s an outdoor reception. Tables have been set up under a small cluster of trees. “Oh no,” Shannon says. “It’s going to rain,” she says to her husband, Night. “There was nothing on the forecast.”

      “I told you it wouldn’t be a problem,” he remarks, looking at Bolt. “Can you fix it for us, bro?”

      Bolt is frowning. His gray eyes are dark. His whole stance is menacing. “Fine,” he growls, walking away. He’s wearing another one of those expensive three-piece suits and a black tie. I wish Lilith hadn’t done such a number on him. I wish all over again that she hadn’t died so quickly. Maybe she could have told us what to do to help him.

      We all watch as Bolt waves his hand through the air. The wind changes direction. A couple of items blow off the table, and a woman screams as her dress is lifted. The clouds instantly start rolling away. If you didn’t know it was magic, you would think the weather turned, all on its own. “Bolt doesn’t just make lightning with his hands, he can also control the weather,” Lyre explains to me.

      “That’s amazing,” I gush.

      “It can come in handy at moments like this,” Night remarks.

      Bolt scowls at me. I swear his eyes lock with mine for a second or two. He narrows them, and then he is walking away, heading to where the cars are parked.

      “Is he leaving?” Shannon doesn’t sound happy.

      “It might be for the best, sweetie,” Night says.

      “I suppose.” Shannon still looks upset.

      “You mentioned that the harpy said that love was the only antidote,” Jarrod remarks, looking at me.

      I nod. “I think she meant you couldn’t be affected if you were already in love, like Lyre.” My man closes his hand around my waist. “I don’t know if that meant after the fact as well,” I say. “Are you saying that if he found someone and fell in love, it might cure him?”

      Jarrod nods. “I think so. It makes some kind of sense.”

      “I sincerely hope that love is not the only cure because there is no way Bolt is finding someone while he has that kind of attitude. He’s always been a bit of a dick. Right now, he’s unbearable,” Stephan says.

      “Let’s hope it will still wear off. I’m seriously worried about him.” Night is frowning.

      “Here you go,” Trident says, handing the bride and groom a couple of glasses of champagne. “It’s time to get the party started.”

      Thank god for Trident.

      “That’s a great idea,” Night says, taking the glass. We can all see the worry in his eyes. I can see the same concern on all of their faces.

      Lord of Rain is on pre-order now
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      Chapter 1

      

      Oh no!

      Her shoulders slumped while her heart pounded. Vicky forced herself to maintain eye contact as Patrick walked towards her. Maybe she was reading too much into the look on his face. Maybe …

      “You’re broke,” her accountant said, dropping a file on her desk before planting his hands on the wood surface and staring down at her.

      Vicky knew her finances were bad. She hadn’t realized they were quite this bad. That it had happened this fast. “Broke, as in …?” She widened her eyes, sucking in a deep breath. Maybe he was being a bit too dramatic.

      His stare softened. Patrick took a seat in the chair across from her. Oh boy! “Broke as in, sell your wheels. Broke, as in, watch your furniture get carted away. Broke as in, you’re in the minus.”

      “Shit!” She pulled the file closer, not opening it. “Dammit! I can’t believe this. How is this possible?” She knew the answer to her own stupid, stupid question.

      “You have very little revenue still coming in. The overhead on this place is through the roof.”

      “What about my half of the money from the sale of the house?”

      “Gone. I repeat, your overhead on this place is high.” He looked around them, making a whistling noise. Vicky knew exactly what he would see. A spacious, well-appointed office with a waiting room out front. There was also her personal assistant. And the view. Her magnificent view of the park. “Image is everything,” she mumbled.

      Patrick snorted. “You’re telling me. Problem is, image costs money. All of this costs more money than what you have coming in. A lot more.”

      “I don’t get it.” Anger burned inside her. Vicky tried hard to get herself back under control and failed. Her world was crashing down around her. Just when she had started to feel marginally better. Just when she thought she could get over what that bastard had done to her. She jumped to her feet and paced to the large window, for once, not even seeing the green grass, the trees, the dogs on leads, the joggers, the ducks on the lake. None of it. “How is it that Jeff cheats on me and he’s doing better than ever, while I’m on the verge of losing everything?”

      “I’m so sorry, Vicky,” Patrick offered. “It isn’t fair.”

      It didn’t make her feel any better. “No,” she responded. “I really need to know. He lied, he cheated, he’s the bastard in all of this.” Her business partner ‒ make that ex-partner. Ex-husband. He was her partner once though, for better or for worse. In both business and life. The Love Doctors. The two of them had been the couple to see. The relationship specialists. “I got to keep the name, yet, he still manages to get the clients.” The Love Doctor. She felt like laughing. It hadn’t helped her one bit. Her clients had disappeared quicker than candy at a birthday party. They all went to him now.

      “He’s a bastard. No doubt.” Patrick shook his head. “What he did to you, Vicks …” More shaking of the head.

      “Why then?” Her voice broke. “How is he still in business? Moreover, how is he still thriving? I don’t get it. I don’t.” She shrugged her shoulders once. They felt heavy. Everything inside of her felt leaden and weighted.

      “He may have cheated but he ended up moving in with her. Jeff and his fiancée are very happy. At least, they look it on the surface. You said it yourself, image is everything.”

      Jeff and that woman were happy and it made her feel physically ill. They had the family home, the dog, the … Arghhhh! She couldn’t think about it without getting upset. Let alone talk about it. Would it be rude if she covered her ears and started to make noises so that she didn’t have to listen to any more of this?

      “Kerry is starting to show.” No more, please. “She has that whole glowing thing going on. She’s young and pretty and glowing and they make a really beautiful family. The wedding date has been moved up so that they can get hitched before the baby comes. I don’t say this to hurt you, Vicky.”

      It did hurt though. Vicky bit down on her lower lip to stop it from quivering.

      “I really don’t.” He reached over, looking for a second like he was going to clasp her hand and then thought better of it. “Point being,” Patrick continued despite her discomfort, “they look happy. They paint a perfect picture. The general population would rather buy advice on love from Jeff.”

      “So, I’m the woman who couldn’t keep her husband? There’s something wrong with me then?” She pointed to her chest.

      Patrick didn’t say anything. She pulled on her ponytail, letting her fingers slide down the length of her hair. “He cheated with a woman almost ten years our junior. I left him. I left his sorry ass. It wasn’t the other way around. No one knows that, do they? They don’t know how he begged me to forgive him. How he got on his knees. No, they see them playing happy families and assume there’s something wrong with me.”

      “It’s not fair. It’s really wrong and yet …” Patrick shook his head, “that’s what the numbers are saying. I told you not to get that billboard. It cost more than what you had, Vicks.”

      “I was so sure it would work.” Vicky pushed out a heavy breath. “Business has picked up.”

      “You needed that phone to ring off the hook. You got … what? Three, maybe four new clients?”

      “More like two.” She sat down on the edge of her desk, looking down at her shoes. “I really thought it would work.” Stupid, stupid billboard idea. “What now? What next?”

      Patrick shrugged. “If you want to try to make a go of the business, you need to drastically downscale.” He looked around her office. “You can start by letting your PA go.”

      She sucked in a breath. “I can’t do that. Maggie and Will just put a down payment on a new home. I—”

      "You have no choice, Vicks." He looked at her pointedly for a few seconds, something flared in his eyes. It was a pity. Her stomach rolled.

      “I would suggest filing for bankruptcy though. I don’t think you can salvage your business at this stage, unless something major happens.”

      The blood drained from her face. Her limbs felt weak. Her mind raced. “Major like how?”

      “Like a serious influx of cash ‒ but we both know that isn’t going to happen. You need to be realistic at this stage.”

      “I would lose everything if I filed for bankruptcy. I’m thirty-five years old, I can’t lose everything I’ve worked so hard to build.”

      “You can still start over. You’re resilient, someone who always lands on her feet. You are a qualified relationship therapist. You have a degree and that’s got to count for something.”

      Vicky covered her face with her hands and huffed out a breath. “I don’t think I—”

      “You don’t have a choice.” He spoke softly, but with conviction. “File for bankruptcy, close the business, and get a job.”

      “How the hell do I go back to counseling couples with marriage problems? How do I possibly campaign on keeping them together when I no longer believe in love? In happily ever after?” It shocked her to hear herself say it. Yet, it made sense. It made perfect sense.

      “No wonder you’re struggling as a Love Doctor.” Patrick put on a weird voice when he said Love Doctor. “As a relationship specialist. You don’t believe in love. I don’t blame you though, Vicky.”

      "No, I guess I don't believe in love anymore. Jeff ruined that for me, big time. It's all just a farce. You're right, I need to shut this whole thing down. File for bankruptcy and …" she shrugged, "I'm not sure what my next step will be. Couples counseling though …" She shook her head. "I hated that type of counseling right off the bat. I preferred bringing people together rather than trying to keep them together."

      “Why did you choose this line of work in the first place?”

      “To make money. Charge by the hour and all that. I liked the idea of becoming a doctor, but blood makes me queasy. I guess,” she pulled in a deep breath, trying to get her emotions under control, “I love the whole falling in love thing and I like bringing people together. At least, I used to enjoy it very much. Now I’m just jaded and cynical. I hate that.”  She said the last more to herself.

      “It’s normal to have those types of feelings. My point is that you used reason and logic to choose a career, well, mostly. That’s what I’ve always admired about you. It’s only been a year since … well … since the rug was pulled out from under you.”

      “If by having the rug being pulled out from under me, you mean catching my husband bonking a much younger woman, then yeah, you would be right.”

      Jeff, her high school sweetheart. Her first love. First everything. What stung the most was that they had just started trying for a family. Thankfully she’d found out about his lying, cheating ways before it was too late to run the hell away.

      “It’s only been a year. Your wounds are still fresh. It’s logical that you would still be so emotional about all of this. I’m urging you to try to be rational though. To take emotion out of business decisions. What you’re doing right now isn’t working. You need to change tactics.”

      What she needed was a fresh start. Only problem was that fresh starts cost money. “You’re probably right.” She blew a breath out through her nose. “I wish that billboard had worked.”

      “Forget the damned billboard.” Patrick sounded annoyed.

      “Fine,” she all but whispered. “I’ll figure something out.”

      

      Hunger Awakened is out now
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