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        Will one mistake destroy their future…

      

      

      

      Benjamin Logan has fought monsters for more than three hundred years, knowing one day he’ll be granted his promised mate, his true love, the one fated to break his curse. But meeting her in the middle of a deadly battle with a monster and its human minions topples all Ben’s plans. To save her, he makes one of the biggest mistakes of his life. A mistake that could cost him everything.

      Elle Barker finds people for a living, tracking down missing loved ones for people out of options. Using her psychic skills, Elle discovers her newest target held captive in a compound that holds terrifying monsters unlike anything she’s ever seen. Out of her depth and desperate, Elle must overcome her suspicious nature to trust the one man who knows how to survive the deadly creatures. Only to learn he’s not what he seems either.

      To survive, Ben and Elle must work together even as the building attraction between them overwhelms their common sense. With the world at risk, and the monsters getting stronger, their own feelings must take a backseat. But saving their future and stopping a horrifying plot, means accepting their bond…

      Before it’s too late.
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        To my family. I choose you, every day. And I wouldn’t change anything.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Benjamin Logan remained deep in the woods as he watched the woman, staying far enough in the shadows to avoid her sensing him in any way as she studied the house. It was just after sunset, but even in the dark, he wouldn’t have had trouble seeing her.

      She was an average looking woman. Not too tall but not short. Dark blond hair cut into a short, loose style. Pale skin. Cargo pants, hiking boots, and a t-shirt. No jacket, even though it was still early enough in spring to be cold in the woods after dark. She was too far away for him to see details, like eye color, but his general impression was one of efficient movements and watchfulness. He was upwind of her so couldn’t catch her scent. Unfortunate. That would have made it easier to figure out what side of all this she was on.

      The way she scanned the area, slowly, taking in the house, the surrounding woods. She didn’t approach the place like she belonged here. She stuck close to the tree line as she studied things, not moving out into the narrow clearing circling the house. She hadn’t come in a car. He’d have heard that. So she must have walked in from somewhere. Which hinted that she didn’t want anyone to know she was approaching.

      There were two black SUVs parked against one side of the house. If the woman had belonged here, wouldn’t she have just driven up and parked with the other cars?

      When she finally moved toward the house, she did so carefully, slowly, furtively. Her gaze continually scanning the surroundings as she headed for the side of the building instead of the front door.

      The others went in through the front.

      She wasn’t with the others, then. Not one of the Elemental’s humans.

      So what was she doing here?

      He started toward the house, only to stop in place again when something else caught his attention. A movement through the trees. A flickering of…something. Something gray.

      A scent reached him.

      Monster.

      Without pausing to think, Ben raced toward the house. The woman was still on the side of the building, approaching carefully. He moved too fast for her to see and reached the back door before she rounded the corner. With a hard twist, he turned the handle, breaking the lock. A lock designed to slow humans down, not someone like him. An oversight by the Elemental’s people.

      He edged inside, keeping his senses alert. Stacks of crates made the interior of the building more like a storage unit than a house. Using those crates as cover, he headed in the direction of the single light source at the center of the building. Toward the smells of reagents and cleaners and human sweat.

      He heard the woman ease inside the building moments later. But his focus was on the people ahead. The geneticist.

      A monster was approaching the house.

      Ben had to get the geneticist out before the monster got him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Elle Barker stared at the house from just inside the tree line. It wasn’t what she’d been expecting. Especially since it wasn’t a real house.

      From the outside, the building—roughly the size of a three-bedroom, single story ranch—looked a little rundown, maybe not used for a few years. The surrounding north Michigan woods moved in close, encroaching on any yard space. There was some room at the front of the house, with two black SUVs parked along the side, and a little clearing between the back of the house and the woods. A boxy building with a slate roof and worn walls in desperate need of a paint.

      But that was where the resemblance to a home ended. No windows. No light leaking out of the wooden slate sides, though it was dark now and if there were people inside, there should be some light. But, most telling, was the steel front door that looked more solid than the walls. No way to confuse this for a slightly rundown family home.

      The door being more solid than the walls was interesting, and it nearly threw her off the scent. The look of the place from the outside made her distrust her information. How could this be the place?

      She’d seen places like this in her years of tracking people. Especially in the early days, when she’d specialized in finding men that were like her father. Back then she’d been working with various law enforcement agencies. Now she worked for herself, and she went looking for who she wanted, when she wanted. No more hunting down budding domestic terrorists. Now she found people whose families actually wanted them back.

      She liked this work better. Much better.

      But being up north again and seeing this particular building brought her back to those early years and made her doubt her instincts, her information, and her skills. This couldn’t possibly be where the professor was being kept.

      Circling the outside of the house, she took note of the generator, humming quietly, that kept the building in electricity but off the grid. And there was a small hole in the wall, high, near the roof, that leaked some faint light. That hole was interesting. An anomaly, like walls that weren’t as strong as the steel door in the front of the building. Or the steel door in the back of the house.

      That was open.

      Her tracking sense started to tingle. This was the place. This had to be the place.

      Finding lost things, specifically lost people—even if they were “lost” because they wanted to be unfindable—was a skill she’d had for as long as she could remember. She’d been ten years old before she realized not everyone had that particular sense of where things and people were.

      But Elle didn’t rely on her unique talent for finding things when she worked. She did her research. She used more conventional methods. Especially when she’d worked with law enforcement, because she had to ensure she could explain how she’d tracked someone, could provide information that went onto official records and sometimes got introduced into court cases. She rarely had to go to court these days. That was for the lawyers and cops and federal agents. But she did sometimes have to give testimony or be deposed, sometimes file a police report, and she needed an understandable and legitimate record of the things she’d done and used to track her targets.

      Telling a skeptical judge or lawyer that she’d “just known” didn’t go over well. Telling anyone she had a psychic sense that helped her track people was not going to happen.

      Those conventional methods reassured her as well, most of the time. She trusted that other sense…to a degree. Because it had always worked for her. But she worried that one day, it wouldn’t, and she’d be unable to find someone who was the light and life of the people looking for them. Failure wasn’t an option in those cases. So she ensured she used every skill at her disposal to find the people she was hired to find.

      In this case, a beloved husband and father. Kidnapped from his university office more than a year ago. His family were desperate. They knew he was still alive. He was allowed to call once a month to speak to his wife and kids. No one ever asked his family for money—which they didn’t have enough of to pay a huge ransom, but they would have found it among friends and associates if they had to—and there was no sign of the professor being returned. The police had put the case onto a backburner because nothing had changed and the man was still alive.

      After talking to the officer in charge of the case, Elle realized why they’d backburnered things. They were convinced the man had left his family, of his own volition, and just wasn’t ready to admit it to them yet. The police assumed Professor Gabe Arron was living with a mistress or second family or something and faking the whole “kidnapped” thing for shits and giggles.

      Elle knew better. The minute Sherry Arron had walked into her Detroit office, Elle had known the truth. But with no help from the police, Sherry was desperate. She’d come to Elle. And Elle had promised to find her husband.

      A search which had led Elle to this seemingly old and abandoned house in the middle of the northern Michigan woods.

      With an open back door.

      The open door had alarm klaxons screaming in her head. It wasn’t wide open. Just enough to look like someone had either forgotten to close it fully or had purposefully left it ajar. Just enough to get back out without making noise, but not so open as to be obvious.

      Whatever the reason, that open door gave Elle her way inside.

      After a last check of the surroundings, ensuring no one spotted her entering the building, she slid quietly past the heavy steel door. Just inside, she paused. The building felt very large. A lot larger than it had looked from the outside. Even the roof felt higher, peaked and with no attic or anything to lower the ceiling. The building was one big open space, as far as she could tell. Turned into a maze by stacks and stacks of wooden crates that piled almost to, but not quite as high as, the roof. Like a warehouse.

      There wasn’t much light either. Without windows, the shadows beneath the crates were deep enough she could have used a flashlight. She wasn’t going to turn one on, but it would have helped. There seemed to be a single light source coming from somewhere in the middle of the maze, which gave just enough illumination throughout the building she could see to navigate. That light source also gave her a direction to head.

      She made her way silently through the maze of crates, pausing often to listen. The soft whirring sounds of a machine of some kind echoed through the building. And a faint hint of something dripping. The smells caught her attention, too. A medicinal smell like strong bleach softened by lemons. She also picked up a hint of something burning? Not like a campfire, or fire in a fireplace, or even a gas stove. Something a little more… She wasn’t sure. She wanted to say metallic, like metal was burning. She squinted at a few of the wood crates as she passed, looking for hints as to what they held. But they were either plain with no writing on them, or the marks were things she didn’t understand and the language used one she didn’t know.

      As she neared the source of light, she saw a single bulb hanging from an unadorned wire dropping down from the roof. Except for that slow drip of some liquid and soft whirring of a machine, the house was silent. A silence that made her nerves jangle. Once again, she might have doubted her information and her instincts. If that back door hadn’t been open. That opened door set off all her tracking instincts. She was in the right place.

      But she was a little worried she was going to find a body instead of a living man.

      Her heart hammered hard, way beyond the effort it had taken her to hike up to this house from where she’d parked her car. She steadied her breathing, carefully controlled the rush of adrenaline that whispered she had to hurry. Eased through the boxes, her hiking boots quiet on the scuffed wooden floor.

      A sound. A creak of wood and a whoosh. Behind her.

      She spun, prepared to dive for cover. But nothing appeared in the shadows. No movement. She stared into the dimness back the way she’d come. No one rushed her. No strange glints, like the light hitting metal on a gun. No shadows changed sizes.

      She scanned the tops of the stacked crates. Nothing up there either.

      Releasing a slow, calming breath, she faced the lightbulb and the machine noise again. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled.

      She was almost to the part of the maze where she could see what the lightbulb illuminated when she finally heard voices.

      “Hurry.” A man, his voice deep and urgent.

      “I’m doing the best I can. You didn’t give me any warning. If I leave this…everything will be lost.” Another man. A nice tenor rumble to his voice. A crisp clip of vowels. The second man sounded only a little less panicked than the first.

      “We don’t have time to worry about that,” the first man said. “You’ll just have to redo everything.”

      “I have been working on this for eight months. I can’t just redo everything. Not in the timeline I’ve been given.”

      “You don’t, professor, you die. So I suggest you figure it out. But not now. Once we get to the next location.”

      “I can’t work like this,” the second man muttered. The “professor.”

      That was her target. Sherry Arron’s husband. Professor Gabe Arron.

      Elle eased forward, careful of her steps so she didn’t make the wooden floor creak, careful of her breathing so she didn’t give herself away in the mostly quiet building. The high ceiling ensured sound carried, echoed. Like the voices ahead of her.

      “Stop that,” the second man snapped. Professor Arron. “You’ll destroy it. That won’t make your boss happy.”

      “The boss wants you in a new location immediately. That’ll make the boss happy. Move it.”

      The sound of footsteps. Heavy and thudding. From the direction of the front door. “We gotta move,” a third voice. Yet another man. “Someone’s here.”

      Shit. She must have left a footprint or something that a scout had found. She’d tried to be careful. But it had rained two days ago and there were still muddy spots in places under the trees.

      A rush of fear froze her in place. What did she do now? If they ran, she was too far away from her car to follow immediately. She’d have to hurry back to her car and pick up the trail from there. More time. More chance the ones holding Professor Arron would panic and kill him. Not a chance she wanted to take.

      But there were at least two men guarding the professor, and there could be more in here who just hadn’t spoken yet. She was one unarmed person. If the guards had guns…

      She shook her head. She’d worry about that when she spotted the guns. For the moment, she needed to get closer, see what she was working with. See exactly how much danger the professor was in.

      And how much trouble she was in.
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      Elle slid as close to the voices as she could get while still keeping behind the cover of all the stacked crates. The scent of cleaning products and that strange metallic burning scent got stronger as she neared the area illuminated by the single, hanging lightbulb.

      Where she finally got her first clear look at the man she was here to rescue.

      Professor Gabe Arron was a medium build, medium height Black man in his late fifties, dressed in a pair of gray sweatpants with a white lab coat over his gray t-shirt. His black, tightly curled hair was a little longer than it had been in the picture his wife had shown Elle. In the picture, Gabe Arron had been smiling, wearing his formal robe and sash at a graduation ceremony, the sun shining, giving his dark skin a healthy glow. In the bright overhead light from the single bulb, his skin had an ashy cast to it now. He still looked about the same weight, so he’d been fed properly while captive, but there was a sort of gaunt, haggardness to him. Like he hadn’t been sleeping much. The skin around his eyes looked darker, almost purple, though some of that might have been the light reflecting off his glasses. He was clean shaven, but there were lines bracketing his mouth that hadn’t been visible in the smiling sunshine picture.

      But he was alive. And well, if tired looking. Now she just had to keep him alive and get him back to his wife and kids.

      There were four men with the professor, two more than she’d heard speaking. Damn it. She nearly cursed aloud. That didn’t help her odds. Especially since they knew someone was here.

      “Hurry, professor,” one of the men, the one she’d heard speaking earlier, said. “We’re out of time.” He was a few inches taller than Professor Arron, a white man with a tan that made his age hard to judge. Maybe forties? A little younger than the professor anyway, but not by much. His brown hair was buzzed close to his head and he was dressed in forest green cargo pants and a dark green sweater that fit tight to his body. He wasn’t particularly large and muscled, but he looked fit enough. And he had a gun in a holster at his hip. He didn’t have the gun drawn, but it was enough knowing there was at least one gun here.

      The fatigues gave Elle a moment’s pause. In this location, already a place that reminded her too much of that particularly strange and dark few years of her childhood, a white man in that kind of outfit, with the near military cut of him, really brought her back to those days. Filling her with dread.

      She shook off the overwhelming sensation to focus on her job. Getting Professor Arron out of here.

      “If I lose any of these notes,” the professor said to the man without looking at him, “all this work has been wasted. You want me to move faster, help me pack everything up.”

      He shoved papers and marble notebooks by the dozens into a large, hard-sided, wheeled suitcase as all four of his guards stood around watching the crates. None of them were looking in her particular direction, but they were scanning the entire area, their backs to the professor.

      The careful attention to his notes caught Elle’s interest, but she’d ask later. The area illuminated by the single bulb reminded her of a chemistry lab. The table with all the notebooks and papers was to one side of the otherwise open space. In the middle were a series of tables set up in a square with various tubes and beakers, a still-burning Bunsen burner—the source of the metallic burning smell—and things percolating and moving through some of the tubes. There was something she thought might be a centrifuge on one table—the source of the whirring sound. And at the opposite side of the space from Elle, three huge, free-standing freezers with glass front doors.

      The racks inside two of the freezers were filled with glass vials, though Elle couldn’t see what was in the vials from this distance. The third had larger glass containers, only about eight, or ten of them, on shelves. Those contained what looked like… Well, it was hard to tell without getting closer. Maybe preserved animal parts?

      Since Professor Arron was a geneticist, the animal parts were a possibility. His captors had obviously had him working here. But working on what?

      “The boss is coming,” a man who hadn’t spoken before commented. “You don’t want him to think you’re stalling, do you, doc?” This man was an inch or two shorter than the professor, an Asian man, his hair dyed a nearly white blond and cut loosely but short. He was wearing a similar style of fatigues to the first guard, but he had two guns in his belt holster and had a long sword strapped across his back. The sword was…not something Elle had been expecting.

      His shoulders were more relaxed than the first man’s and he was smiling, really more of a smirk, but he was no less vigilantly searching the shadows around the crates. And he didn’t seem inclined to help the professor pack either.

      A third man, another white man, stood close enough for Elle to see his eye color—brown. He was paler than the first man, no tan, and he hadn’t buzzed his brown hair, but it was still cut short and tight to his head. He was the tallest of the group, maybe six four, and built like a linebacker. Not someone Elle wanted to tangle with, if she could avoid it. He had a gun in a hip holster too, wore similar fatigues to his comrades, though he had on a t-shirt instead of the green sweater, and he stood with his arms crossed as he scanned the area entirely too close to where Elle hid. He didn’t say anything, but she saw him wince when the “boss” was mentioned.

      Interesting.

      The fourth guard was across the large lab space, with his back to Elle, and there were tables and equipment in the way, so she couldn’t get a good look at him. But based on his location, she assumed he was the third voice she’d heard before seeing the group. The one who’d announced someone was here. Who’d somehow found evidence of her. She’d berate herself for that later. The fact that none of them were hunting through the crates looking for her yet at least gave her time.

      But the fact that their boss was on the way did not help the situation.

      A situation that was already impossible. Four armed guards surrounding Professor Arron meant she couldn’t just sneak in and get him out. She didn’t have any weapons of her own—she’d left those behind in her car since she hadn’t been planning on a gun fight—and she didn’t want bullets to start flying anyway because Professor Arron could get injured. She could move out and call the cops, but this place was so far out in the woods, by the time anyone got here—if anyone came—the group would be long gone. Whatever had triggered the exodus, they were on the move.

      She wondered about the contents of the freezers. Everyone seemed to be ignoring those. Even Professor Arron. But that meant they’d be leaving evidence behind. Evidence of what, she wasn’t sure yet. Still. She’d have thought someone would be doing something about the freezer contents.

      Maybe they would just cut the power. Let what was in the freezers rot. Possible.

      And peripheral to her main problem.

      She couldn’t dive in and just drag Professor Arron out. They’d both get killed. She couldn’t contact the nearest sheriff’s department as they’d never get here in time. It didn’t look like the guards wanted to kill the professor—they could have done that by now. Hell, they could have done that any time in the last year. It seemed like his captors wanted him alive. So that at least bought her some time.

      With a silent, resigned sigh, she knew she was going to have to just follow them, continue tracking until they were in a position that she could call in the authorities and get some help getting the professor out. Or maybe she’d get an opportunity to sneak him away from his guards on her own. That would be the best option. Getting law enforcement involved was always chancy. More possibilities that the wrong person got shot.

      Yeah, it would be better if she could get the professor out without having to call in anyone else. But she wasn’t getting him out of here, with all four guards on alert and the “boss” on his way.

      She was debating returning to her car so she could follow the group when they left—she hated to leave the professor now that she’d found him, but she didn’t have a lot of choices here—when she heard a sound from the direction opposite her position. Closer to the guard she still couldn’t see.

      Another guard? Or the boss?

      Everyone in the room looked toward that sound. Even Professor Arron stopped frantically packing notebooks to look toward the front of the house.

      A scraping noise cut through the quiet, almost like nails on a chalkboard but maybe a little less grating. Definitely deliberate, though. A slow approach, giving everyone in the room time to wait, time to anticipate, time to worry.

      The man closest to Elle hunched his shoulders, very slightly. He was the only one who turned his back on the approaching sound, refocusing on the crates toward the back of the house. But he dropped his arms to hang loose at his sides. One hand resting close to the guns in his hip holster.

      For some reason, Elle couldn’t decide if him turning his back to the boss was brave or foolhardy. Whoever was coming, the sound of their approach set her teeth on edge and filled her with a kind of dread that seemed far more intense than the situation actually called for. There wasn’t enough money in the world to get her to turn her back on that sound.

      She found herself holding her breath as the scraping neared, and the fine hairs on the back of her neck rose.

      And then, from the maze of crates opposite her…

      It took Elle’s brain several shocked moments to translate what her eyes were seeing into something. But even when they did, she couldn’t believe what her brain was telling her.

      Huge. Gray, scaled tentacles. Skeletal face. Rags like clothing covering a body that rose up nearly to the ceiling. Standing on thicker tentacles. Surrounded by more tentacles. And two arms. And two legs hovering above the ground. Because tentacles. Everything gray. Except its eyes. Which were black.

      The thing smiled revealing rows of pointed teeth. Turned some of its tentacles toward the group. On the tips of those tentacles…

      More black eyes blinked open.

      Elle’s brain screeched and screamed toward the void. That last was too much. Her muscles all tightened, adrenaline surged into her blood, the urge to run overwhelmed her common sense, and she opened her mouth to scream.

      A hand clamped down across her mouth so fast she didn’t even get a wheeze out.

      Her response to the hand was instantaneous and instinctive. She swung backward, surged forward, struggled with everything in her like she was about to be killed. Swinging fists and elbows in a desperate bid to free herself.

      “Please calm down,” a deep voice said against her ear. “I’m not going to hurt you. If you’d screamed, you would have drawn its attention.”

      The words took a moment to slide in past her panic. She threw one last backward elbow that connected with soft tissue. A grunt muffled against the side of her face. And then she forced herself to still.

      He was right. Whoever he was. The struggle, the noise, would draw that thing’s attention. Nothing could be worse than that. Even a strange man holding her captive. She could escape from an ordinary man. She’d done that before. But from that… That…

      She wasn’t even sure what to call it.

      “Monster,” the man murmured against her ear again, as if she’d spoken aloud.

      Monster. Yeah. That was the word.

      The man’s voice was very low, so low even the guard nearest them didn’t react as if he’d heard anything. She only realized in that moment that her struggles could have, should have, drawn the attention of the nearest guard. The fact that it hadn’t was a damned miracle. Though, since she still didn’t know who the man holding her was, maybe it wasn’t such a miracle. The man with his hand firmly clamped over her mouth might just be another guard.

      But given he was taking such pains to be quiet—even taking her blows without making more than that quiet grunt—she suspected he didn’t want anyone to see him either.

      She remembered that fourth guard, approaching from the front door, saying someone was here… She’d assumed he meant her. But maybe he hadn’t. Maybe the man with his hand over her mouth was that someone.

      Or had the guard been referring to the monster?

      Except…

      Slowly, slowly the actions of the others in the room sank in. None of them were running, screaming. No one had scattered or dove behind crates. The guard nearest her was still staring into the maze, his back to the creature. Fucking ballsy and insane! She could barely drag her gaze away from the monster because she was afraid if she looked away, it would suddenly materialize in front of her. The guard’s shoulders were tense, and by the slight tilt of his head, he was listening closely to what the monster was doing, but he kept his back to the creature.

      Professor Arron dropped a few notebooks. He was the only one who showed much physical reaction. His hands trembled as he bent forward to pick the marble notebooks up again. And he didn’t take his gaze off the creature.

      Maybe he was worried about what it would do if he looked away, too.

      The man behind Elle leaned in even closer, bringing her tight up against his much larger frame. That part only slowly sank in, too. He was a lot bigger than her. Almost folding over her as he kept his hand on her mouth, his mouth near her ear. He didn’t wrap his other arm around her, which meant she had room to move, to fight and get away. But the sheer physical size of him behind her was a little intimidating once she finally recognized it.

      “Technically,” he whispered, “that’s a grinluk. But monster will do.”

      That thing had a name? She’d be fascinated when—if—she survived this.

      “If I remove my hand,” the man murmured, “will you be able to keep from screaming? It will be better not to draw the monster’s attention.”

      She couldn’t agree more with that last statement. As to his question… Would she scream if he took his hand off her mouth? Close call. She might. Her brain was screaming. Her adrenaline was screaming. Her nerves were screaming. Everything in her demanded she run screaming out of this house-turned-warehouse as fast as her legs could carry her.

      But she’d felt all of that before, when facing human monsters, so… Yeah, she could probably keep it together. Hopefully.

      She gave a single, tense nod.

      The man slowly eased his hand off her mouth, as if he might clamp down again if she’d lied.

      She appreciated the care because, to be honest, the minute his hand lifted off her lips, she felt the scream bubble up her throat, felt the terror try to rip out of her physically. She pressed her lips together in a hard line, an effort to hold the scream in herself, lock it down behind her clenched teeth.

      When it seemed clear her scream wouldn’t escape, the man finally dropped his hand from in front of her face, but he remained folded over her, his mouth near her ear, his breath hot against her cheek.

      She gave herself another beat before she was certain she’d contained the scream as a thick lump in her throat. She couldn’t speak yet—if she opened her mouth, the scream would escape—but she let her muscles relax a little so he’d know she was aware and in control. And not going to lash out at him again. Yet.

      She still didn’t even know who he was or what he looked like or anything else because she couldn’t look away from the monster. All she knew of the man behind her was that he was large, wide as well as tall based on the sense she had of him at her back, and his palm had had calluses that roughened his fingertips.

      For some reason, both the size of him and those calluses were…reassuring? That was strange. She shouldn’t be reassured. Not by a stranger. A stranger who had a name for a monster.

      That last really should have been a bigger red flag for her self-preservation instincts.

      Instead, she found herself leaning back into him, turning her face up so she could say something to him. She still didn’t take her attention off the monster, just waited for the man to put his ear close to her mouth so she could speak. The fact that she trusted he’d know to do that, and would absolutely do that, should probably have been the next red flag.

      “It isn’t attacking anyone,” she whispered, her voice barely coming out. She wondered if he’d even hear her. But the fact that the monster wasn’t attacking anyone had finally sunk in and that was…strange.

      Not that any of this wasn’t strange.

      “It’s working with the humans,” the man said against her ear, his voice as quiet as hers had been. “With the geneticist. Well…the geneticist is being coerced. But the grinluk is here to ensure the geneticist continues to work. It isn’t here to kill him. Yet.”

      Everything the man had just said sounded perfectly reasonable and didn’t make any sense at all. A monster working with humans? Why? To what end?

      Before she could get the questions out, the monster slid another few inches forward, under the single bright overhead lightbulb. Bringing all its gray horror more clearly into view.

      “Time to leave,” it said.

      And Elle found the man’s hand clamped over her mouth again before she even realized she was about to scream.

      The sound of the monster’s voice was literally the stuff of nightmares. It whispered and hissed and insinuated and danced over every fear center her lizard brain had. She had no idea who the man at her back was, but he was human, and to her lizard brain in that moment, him being human mattered a lot. She pressed into him, taking in the heat of him, the solid muscle, the awareness of him being something she understood, and held onto that tightly so she didn’t lose her fucking mind.

      It was a close thing, though. She was very very close to losing her fucking mind.

      Why was there a monster here? What was it? And how had poor Professor Arron ended up kidnapped for a year by people working with a literal monster?

      She pressed her lips together as her heartbeat continued to hammer hard against her chest, but she felt the scream clawing at her throat subside finally, even as her entire body rebelled at what she was seeing, what she’d just heard. When she was pretty sure the scream wasn’t going to come out, she gave another brief nod, and the man, without a word, released his hand from her mouth.

      He also dropped his arm from around her waist, which was the first moment she realized he’d also been holding her. Not restraining her. His hold had been gentle, firm, and…comforting.

      The comforting part was something she’d need to analyze later.

      “What do we do?” she whispered, turning her head only slightly to reach his ear. He was still leaning over her.

      Another realization crept in past her terror. He smelled nice. Nothing she could pinpoint precisely. Just…nice. Musky. Earthy. Not cologne. Maybe soap. But… She wasn’t able to think enough to pick out what it was about the way he smelled that she liked, just that it was good, and she was comforted by that scent. And that was strange enough to distract her brain. Just enough to allow for some sort of rational thought.

      “Why are you here?” he whispered.

      A reasonable question she supposed. Since they didn’t know each other or each other’s motives. The “what do we do?” part would be entirely dependent on those motives.

      If he was working with the others, he wasn’t giving her up to them. In fact, he was actively working to keep her from giving herself away. For the moment, she was going to slot him into the not-the-bad-guys category. Which wasn’t the good-guys category yet, but did mean he might be an ally in this terrifying moment.

      “I’m here to find Professor Arron.” And get him back to his wife. But the details could wait.

      “You’ve found him. What was your plan after that?”

      “To follow them until there was an opening to get the professor out.”

      She felt his nod, his hair brushing against her cheek. The requirements of whispering right into his ear, and he into hers, meant they had to remain touching. Surprisingly, she didn’t mind the touching.

      Except he was a stranger. Possibly an enemy. She really had lost her mind.

      “You would have had trouble tracking them. They’re good at hiding their trail.”

      She didn’t comment.

      “We’ve been tracking them for months, and they keep getting away.”

      We? she wanted to ask. She didn’t. But if the chance arose later, she really wanted to know who “we” was. Instead, she said, “You have a plan?”

      “You’re going to stay hidden. The monster will use you, kill you, if it sees you. I’ll get the professor out. Then we can all run away.”

      She pressed her lips together so the sudden, and wholly unexpected, laugh didn’t burst out of her, giving them away as surely as her scream would have. The thought of just…running away was absurd. And yet, what else would they do? Running away with the professor safely in tow was, actually, her plan, too. She’d just intended on doing it subtly, before his kidnappers knew he was missing. And if she couldn’t do that, she’d intended on calling law enforcement in to extricate him.

      She got a feeling law enforcement wasn’t an option anymore. Not if she didn’t want to watch a bunch of them get killed by a literal monster.

      A literal monster.

      She was still staring at the tentacles. Tentacles with eyes on them. Looking at everyone. A mouth full of pointy teeth. And a smile that made her want to curl up in a corner as her brain melted under the fear.

      The temporary burst of absurd humor sunk under the reality of what they were facing. And it occurred to her that the man behind her had a terrible plan. What the hell was he going to do against a monster that didn’t get him killed?

      The fact that he’d had a name for the monster came back to her, through all the terror of the last few minutes—only a few minutes?—and that reminder, that tidbit of information had her narrowing her eyes.

      “You’ve dealt with this monster before?” She was only half asking. He had a name for the thing. He knew what it was. How? And more importantly, why?

      “I have,” he whispered. “At least its kind. Killed them, too. You don’t need to worry that I don’t know what I’m doing.”

      “I’m more worried that you do,” she said without filtering the thought. The fact that he knew how to kill this monster, that there were more of them than just this one… So much terror filled her she felt like she’d moved beyond even being able to experience fear. She was overwhelmed and going numb fast.

      His breath brushed her cheek. “Stay hidden. Stay safe. I’ll get the professor out. Alive.”

      She turned to whisper something back, not entirely sure what she’d say.

      Only to discover he was gone.
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      Ben moved back into the stacks of crates, away from the woman, even though everything in him protested. And protested so loudly he nearly hadn’t done it. He’d nearly picked her up and carried her away from the danger so he could tuck her gently away somewhere safe and sheltered where she’d never be hurt or injured or even inconvenienced ever again.

      His Nam-tar.

      Fucking hell.

      Of all the places to meet her. All the places to encounter her. Here? When there were men with guns, and the geneticist’s life in the balance, and there was a fucking grinluk right there?

      He couldn’t have just met her at a bar or during one of the many charity events his family attended to pretend they were a normal human family—a super wealthy one, but normal nonetheless. That would have made sense. Meeting her in a calm, non-deadly setting where he could actually introduce himself and set about earning her.

      Instead, he found her in the middle of a situation that could get her killed, and he had to concentrate on saving someone else.

      His every instinct argued against that.

      No one would blame him if he snatched her up and raced away with her. Even his Family. Maybe especially his Family. Since they all understood at a bone-deep level what it meant to find his Nam-tar.

      But if he left now, they’d lose this chance to extricate one of the scientists. The one being coerced into the work.

      There were others, others not averse to doing what the sided-Elementals and monsters wanted them to do. Those weren’t likely to provide much information. But finding any of the scientists had proven difficult. Every time the Families got close the entire lab moved. By the time the Families tracked a new location and arrived, the place was cleared out. Abandoned. And only vague clues left behind for what the scientists were doing.

      It had taken them months of searching to get even a hint of what was happening. And even more frustrating months of arriving too late to stop any one of the labs. He’d finally arrived at one before the monsters shut it down. He had to take this chance to rescue the geneticist and uncover the details of the plot.

      But not running away with his Nam-tar to ensure her safety took an act of will.

      He crept through the stacks, his steps silent, working his way around to one of the gunmen. One not too close to the woman.

      Shit. He hadn’t even gotten her name yet. Calling his Nam-tar, the one person in the entire world who could change his life and break his curse, “the woman” felt wrong on so many levels. But he’d rectify that soon. First, he had to ensure she was safe and they got the geneticist out alive.

      That meant taking out the human guards and the grinluk.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t have any weapons but his hands to do that. And killing a grinluk required a weapon. He’d come in expecting to find only humans. He could take out humans with his bare hands. It was safer and quieter to do things that way.

      But he needed a sword for the grinluk, something that would take off its head.

      The fact that he of all people wasn’t armed was a horrible bit of irony.

      One of the guards actually had a sword on him, which struck Ben as strange but useful. Maybe that one knew a gun was useless against a grinluk and had the sword as a sort of backup in case the monster turned against all the humans. Smart if that was true. Even if it wasn’t, the sword would help Ben.

      So that was the guard he approached first.

      Human guards. But humans used to working with monsters and Elementals. Enough so only one of them had flinched visibly at the grinluk’s voice. Ben didn’t take that for granted.

      When he took out the first guard, he did it fast, moving at his top speed. Hand over the man’s mouth. Jerked him back into the stacks. Pressure at a nerve point in his neck. Wait until he was definitely unconscious before moving.

      He relieved the man of his sword and both guns after stretching him out quietly on the wooden floor. He should probably kill him. He was an enemy, and if he woke up before Ben was finished, he’d be a problem. But Ben killed monsters and rescued humans. It was his divine duty, ordained by the god En millennia ago. Killing a human for expedience went against the grain.

      Not that he hadn’t done it before. He just didn’t like to.

      He secured one of the guns before tucking it beneath the waistband of his cargo pants. It wasn’t useful against the grinluk, but better to have a few options just in case. The second gun he emptied, then broke in half, masking the sound of metal crunching with his hands, and left the pieces on top of a nearby crate. He ensured the unconscious man didn’t have any other weapons on him that might be a problem later, then eased back into the maze, working his way fast but silently around to another guard.

      He reached the guard closest to his Nam-tar just as the grinluk noticed one of the men was missing.

      “What is happening?” it hissed. Then, “He’s here. Stop him!”

      Fuck. Ben dropped subtly and raced to the second guard, pulling him into the stacks before the man knew what had hit him. But the others noticed his sudden disappearance. Bullets thumped into the crates around Ben’s head height even though he was too far into the cover of the maze for the bullets to endanger him.

      They might get his Nam-tar, though.

      He resisted the call to race to her and get her out of there. He had to hope she had enough sense to stay out of the line of fire. Maybe she’d left already, given the monster. He wouldn’t have blamed her. Though, he had a feeling he wasn’t that lucky.

      Giving himself a shake as he disarmed the second guard and left him unconscious in the maze, he circled back toward the center of the lab. Focus on the dangers now. Only way to ensure his Nam-tar was safe.

      And if he could kill a grinluk in the process, he wouldn’t be upset about that.

      Except the grinluk had disappeared. Dammit. His entire body rebelled at not knowing where the monster was when he wasn’t guarding his Nam-tar.

      The geneticist was ducking low, near a table, with one human guard standing over him, gun out, firing randomly into the crates. The last of the four guards was approaching the area where the second guard had disappeared, gun raised, scanning for danger. That guard was the one who’d been closest to the grinluk, the least bothered by its presence. So…a dangerous human.

      Ben scanned the layout of the open area. Tables and lab equipment were in his way. He could leap over most of it, reach the geneticist, and race away before the humans saw more than a blur of him. But he’d likely break things in the process, giving his movements and direction away.

      Worse, though, the grinluk would see him. It could move almost as fast as he could, and its myriad eyes could track his movements in a way humans couldn’t.

      And he didn’t know where the fucker was.

      He swung the sword around, holding it in front of him one-handed. He’d do better moving around the edge and looking for the grinluk. The humans were less of an issue. They weren’t going to kill the geneticist. And now that there were only two, he could deal with them. But the monster wasn’t so easy.

      Thoughts of his vulnerable human Nam-tar somewhere in the maze distracted him again. He had to get his head out of his ass. To save her, he needed to take care of the monster and the men with guns. He wouldn’t be able to do that if he lost focus.

      He eased through the crates. Some of which had been riddled with a lot of bullets in that first volley, splintering open the wood. Something thick, viscous, and black oozed out of one. He picked up a putrid scent that made him regret his heightened sense of smell. What the hell was in all these crates?

      The presence of the woman had distracted him from reading any of the labels. He’d assumed lab equipment of some kind. He was a smith, an engineer, not a scientist. Especially not a geneticist. That was his sister’s domain. So he had no idea how much or what kind of equipment the geneticist might need for his work.

      Black, oozing stuff that stank. That didn’t strike Ben as lab equipment.

      Before he could look closer, though, he caught a brief flash of gray from the corner of his eye.

      Grinluk. Heading in the direction of the woman.

      Fuck. He flew after it. Chasing the grinluk as much as racing to save her. But when he reached the spot where he’d left her, she was gone. And no sign of the monster either.

      He scented the air. Away from the stench of the ooze, he picked up her lingering scent. And the moldy smell of the monster. He followed the woman’s scent. Something he wanted to pause and analyze more. Something that called to him and woke the wolf spirit that lived in him. Later, he wanted to spend time absorbing the woman’s scent. The reality of her.

      Now, he just wanted to find her again.

      The human man guarding the geneticist had pulled him back to his feet and was easing him in the direction of the front door, while the geneticist lugged the suitcase he’d been filling with notebooks. The guard who’d been heading toward the crates had disappeared into the maze.

      Ben caught another flash of gray tentacle. He raced that direction, following the faint trail of the grinluk’s scent. Crates fell in his path. He cursed and dodged them, jumping onto others, spinning away from the flying wooden boulders.

      Behind him a few crates shattered but he didn’t have time to study the contents. He knocked a crate coming at his head to the side and charged forward.

      Only to come up short when he saw the woman, her back to him, edging toward the front door. He wasn’t sure if she was trying to escape or to cut off the geneticist and his guard. What he could tell at a glance, though, was that she didn’t see the man coming up behind her. With his gun raised. A guard Ben hadn’t detected before now.

      With a gun aimed right at his Nam-tar.

      In an almost slow-motion dawning of horror, Ben watched the man ease close to the woman. Watched the woman’s complete unawareness of the danger. Watched the man’s finger settled against the trigger on his gun.

      The woman just starting to turn, to glance behind her.

      The man’s finger pressing the trigger.

      Ben didn’t make a conscious decision to move. He didn’t think at all in that moment. His body reacted on pure instinct.

      He flashed forward, put himself between the woman and the gunman.

      Took the bullet meant for her.

      Right in the chest.
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      Elle gasped a scream she tried to hold in but couldn’t completely. A huge man—the one who’d held his hand over her mouth?—was suddenly in front of her, falling back into her just as the sound of a gun firing reached her.

      It took her precious, shocked seconds to realize what had just happened. Seconds of scrambling to hold his big body as he collapsed. Seconds to realize he’d been shot. That the guard who’d shot him was still aiming a gun in their direction.

      She acted before the terror of it all immobilized her. Desperation and fear sent adrenaline through her so hard and fast her vision blurred.

      But that didn’t stop her moving. She dragged the man back behind cover just as another bullet thumped past her, landing hard into the crate where she’d just been. She continued to drag the man—fuck, he was heavy—as fast as she could, deeper into the maze. It took her a moment to realize he wasn’t unconscious. Another moment to realize he was trying to help her get deeper into cover by pushing off the ground with his legs even as she had to drag him by his shoulders.

      When she was sure she wasn’t in immediate danger of being shot, she looked down.

      Blood seeped out of a wound in his chest, bubbling out of the bullet hole and dripping down his t-shirt. She lifted him enough to check his back. Bullet hadn’t come out that side. Too small a caliber. Still inside him. But what damage? The location of the dripping wound was center of his chest. Too near lungs. Important arteries. His heart.

      So much blood.

      Even during those harrowing years with her father, she’d only seen one human being shot. Mostly just deer. And once a dog—which she still wasn’t over. The men had talked big about killing, but they’d only ever shot game when she’d been around. Except that one time. And her father had mostly shielded her from that view. She wasn’t sure it counted.

      She’d had to go to work for law enforcement before she’d really seen another human being riddled with bullet holes.

      It never got easier, or less terrifying.

      Instinct to keep the man from bleeding out kicked in, even though the possibility of internal damage was the real danger. She tucked them both into a nook behind a corner of crates, where they had cover on three sides. No escape route, but she could more easily guard him this way.

      She propped him against the crates so she could get a better look at his wound. And realized he was clutching a sword in one hand. Had he had that the whole time or was that the sword the one guard had had? She took hold of the hilt, trying to ease it from his grip. He clenched it tighter, made a sort of gurgling noise that shot terror through her.

      “Don’t argue with me,” she whispered. “I need to get your shirt off. See how bad this is. Get some pressure on it.” He didn’t release his tight hold on the sword. She cursed. “Fine. But I’m going to have to rip your shirt.”

      From another part of the house, she heard shouts. The voice of Professor Arron. She could hear noise in the maze too, close to her hiding spot.

      Her shoulders tense, the back of her neck prickling with the fear of being discovered, she took the man’s shirt in both hands and ripped around where the hole was, tearing until she could get a good look at the wound.

      Swallowing hard at the sight of the bullet hole, the bubbling blood. The smell of slightly burnt skin. She ignored the gorge rising in her throat and tore at the shirt more until she had it freed from one of his arms and pulled around enough, she could use it to put pressure on the wound. There was less blood oozing out now. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as she’d feared?

      She didn’t think she was that lucky.

      “You took a bullet meant for me,” she whispered, keeping her voice barely audible. “Stupid.” She wasn’t sure he’d even hear her. His eyes were closed, his breathing sharp and ragged. When she pressed the remains of his t-shirt against the hole in his chest, he winced visibly, but didn’t open his eyes. Sweat coated his skin, turning his pale complexion ashy. He almost looked gray.

      So much had happened, in such a short period of time, she realized she hadn’t even taken in what the man looked like. She knew who he was, though, without having seen him earlier. Knew this was the man who’d kept her from screaming and drawing the attention of a monster. Knew he’d just saved her life by taking a bullet meant for her.

      Knew he wasn’t going to last long like this, and she had no way to get him to help quickly.

      Her car was more than a mile away. Over uneven ground through the woods. The nearest emergency service, hospital, or doctor, was thirty miles away. And while a backwoods clinic might be used to bullet wounds from hunting accidents, she wasn’t sure they were set up to operate on a chest wound like this.

      Panic and fear clouded her thinking. Shit, Elle. Think. Think. She had to get him out of here. He’d saved her life. She had to get him to help. How? How?

      As she pressed the bunched material of his t-shirt against his wound, she swore she felt something move under her hand. Not his breathing, which was shallow and raspy. Not just the lift of his chest. Something seemed to press against her hand from under his skin.

      She was
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