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For the editor who first took a chance on
this story, Heidi. She loved how I bastardized fairy tales.

For every reader who took a chance on the
Grimm

And for my family. Always for my family. I
thank God for you. Every day.


 Candy Houses


A Time for All Things

“Is this a trick?”

His question went unanswered. Frustrated, he
pinched the bridge of his nose and wished for the millionth time
that being immortal meant he didn’t suffer such mortal maladies as
headaches.

“May I beg to know why?”

This time he was answered. Not in words. The
knowledge was just there.

It was time.

There was a time for everything under heaven
and this was their time.

“I can handle the problem. I do not need to
send Rip out.” But even as he made the offer, the response echoed
through him.

This is what is meant to be done.

“I don’t entirely understand why it has to be
so complicated. Why not just… Fine. Fine. Let’s make it
complicated.”

Everything was complicated, really. And at
the same time, it was abysmally simple.

In moments, he was alone in his thoughts—or
as alone as he could ever expect to be. Reaching up, he closed his
hand around the medallion that hung on a silver chain around his
neck.


Chapter One

You may have heard of me. My name is Greta.
It’s short for Gretel.

As in…Hansel and Gretel.

Yes, as in Hansel, Gretel, breadcrumbs,
wicked witches, gingerbread houses with sugar candy for the
windows…except there weren’t any breadcrumbs. No gingerbread houses
or sugar candy windows.

I never did get what you’d call a happy
ending.

Although, the woman who lived in the house
was…different. Not particularly all that wicked, really. Wasn’t
even a witch, for that matter. She was unusual, definitely, but not
a witch.

Hans was real, though. And if you want to
talk wicked, we could talk about him. I was seven when he
first started molesting me. They didn’t call it molesting,
though. Not then. And he wasn’t the one doing anything
wrong.

I was.

I was making up stories. I had a devil inside
me. I was trying to cause trouble.

My stepmother came up with all sorts of
reasons why I was the bad one. Me, when it was her son doing
that to me. It didn’t start until after my father died. Hans knew
better. My father would have believed me, and he would have killed
the sorry little shit.

I’m getting off topic, though. That story is
already done, already over with. It was another life ago, and I
mean that literally. That life ended when I was twenty—it ended the
night I died.

The night I made my choice.

I don’t like thinking about that night, not
even what little I remember. It was painful. In order to receive
the power of the Grimm, a human has to die. For a few minutes, at
least. When we wake up it’s like we’d gone to sleep and, while we
slept, somebody played around with our DNA—we’re stronger, we’re
faster, we’re nearly indestructible…and we see demons. It’s not
anything you can be prepared for. Trust me, I know. Mary had warned
me when she told me what she was…what I could be. She
prepared me as best as she could, but some things you just have to
experience.

So are you confused yet?

I guess I could explain.

Like a lot of fairy tales, this one happened
a long time ago…

 


Then

 


A poor woodcutter lived with his wife and his
daughter on the edge of a large forest.

The girl was called Gretel. The woodcutter
did not have much food around the house, and they were poor.

But they were happy.

Then his wife fell ill and, as she lay on
deathbed, she asked a favor of her beloved husband. “Do not mourn
me for long. Find yourself a new wife, a woman who will love you
and my daughter. Be happy.”

After the loss of his beloved wife, the
woodcutter fought the despair that threatened to overwhelm him. He
couldn’t lie down beside his wife and quietly grieve himself to
death, no matter how much he wished, for his precious daughter
Gretel needed him.

The summer after his wife’s passing, he met a
woman with a son just a few years older than his Gretel. The lady
was lovely with a winsome smile, long blonde hair and laughing blue
eyes. Her son, Hans, shared her smile, her blonde hair and her
laughing blue eyes. Thinking it would do both him and his daughter
good to have laughter in the house again, he courted her.

Their wedding was a quiet, simple affair.
After all, they were poor.

For a time, he was happy. For a time.

But then he realized sweet Gretel wasn’t as
happy as he would have hoped. She remained somber eyed and
unsmiling, and when he returned home each night from a hard day’s
work in the forest, she clung to him as though something had filled
her with fear. She slept poorly and only when he remained at her
side would she calm enough to drift away.

She was unhappy. He loved his precious
Gretel. How could he possibly hope for happiness when she was so
miserable? He had made her mother a promise—he’d see to Gretel’s
happiness. It was a promise he meant to keep, but he couldn’t do so
until he knew what had saddened her so.

Tragedy fell before he ever learned what
grieved her.

One day while he was out chopping wood, there
was a horrific accident.

Now Gretel was left to the not-so-kind
mercies of her stepmother and her stepbrother. While her father had
lived, Hans had been content with petty cruelties and her new
stepmother had sat by and watched. But no true harm had been
brought upon her.

After her father’s death her sad life turned
into a nightmare. Two nights after her father was buried, she awoke
to find Hans standing by her little bed under the stairs. She cried
and pleaded, but her cries and pleas went unanswered.

 

* * * * *

 

A great famine fell across the land.

By day, Gretel worked like a servant girl,
hired out by her stepmother for pennies. If not for the kindness of
some of those strangers, Gretel might have starved, for although
Hans and her stepmother always had a bit to eat, there was nothing
to be found for her.

By night, she cringed and cowered in her bed,
fearing the times when Hans would creep into her room.

Every night she prayed.

Every morning she prayed.

“Dear Father in Heaven, I pray you would
send one of your angels to save me.”

“Dear Father in Heaven, I pray you would
send one of your angels to feed me.”

“Dear Father in Heaven, I pray you would
send one of your angels to make Hans stop hurting me.”

It seemed that her prayers would go
unanswered. Then came the day when her stepmother told her that she
wouldn’t be going into town to clean homes, scrub floors or fetch
water. Instead, she was to go deeper into the woods. An old woman
who lived in the deep woods had need of her and had offered to pay
handsomely.

Hans would escort her.

“But when will I return, stepmother?” She was
unhappy in the home, but it had been her father’s home. It had been
the only home she’d ever known.

“I pray you do not return, Gretel.
Ungrateful, lying wretch of a child. Now leave me.”

With tears in her eyes, Gretel left,
following along after Hans. For a time, she dared not take her eyes
from him, terrified he would touch her again. But he did not. They
walked all through the morning and then stopped so Hans could eat.
His mother had sent along with him a small lunch, bread and meat
and an apple. There was nothing for Gretel and Hans did not share,
but Gretel was used to being hungry and she sat quietly while he
ate.

After he finished eating, they once more
started to walk. Gretel’s small legs ached and her feet were sore
and raw by the time they reached a small clearing in the woods. In
that clearing sat a lovely house with windows that glittered under
the sunshine that filtered through the leaves overhead. There was a
small barn with chickens and a gurgling creek ran through the yard.
Gretel’s throat was painfully dry, but she did not dare pause for a
drink. Still, she walked too slowly and Hans reached out, grabbing
her arm and hauling her along with him as he headed for the
door.

It opened before they reached it and in the
doorway there stood a woman with kind eyes and a kind smile on her
face. “Hello, Gretel.”

She said nothing to Hans.

Gretel blinked and stared at the lovely lady.
She wasn’t old, not at all. Her black hair had not even a strand of
white and her face was smooth and unlined.

“My stepmother told me that I was to go work
for an old woman,” she said without thinking. “You are not
old.”

“Appearances are deceiving,” the lady
replied. Stepping aside, she gestured to them. “Come inside.”

Inside the house was the wonderful aroma of
cooking meat, stewed vegetables and warm bread. Gretel’s empty
stomach rumbled and the lady sighed as she passed by. Stroking a
hand down Gretel’s hair, she asked, “Child, how long has it been
since you had a good meal?”

Hans spoke up before Gretel could reply.
“Just this past lunchtime. Mother packed both of us a wonderful
lunch.”

The lady turned her head and studied Hans. It
was the first time she had looked upon him, and as she did so, she
frowned. “You are a dishonest boy, Hans. Dishonest and cruel. You
ate at lunchtime while your stepsister sat and watched. You shared
nothing with her.”

Hans went pale, then red. “That is an ugly
lie.”

“If anybody should understand ugliness and
lies, it would be you, would it not?” She held out a hand for
Gretel and said, “Come, young one. Let’s get you cleaned up and
fed.”

But Hans did not let go of Gretel’s arm.
“You’re to give me the money first. You told my mother you would
pay for Gretel.”

“Indeed.” She slipped a hand inside her skirt
and drew out her hand, offering Hans the silver coins she held.
“There is your money. Take it.”

He grabbed it and stuffed it in his pocket.
With a sly smile, he continued to hold tight to Gretel’s arm. “It
is a long walk back home and I’m terribly hungry myself.”

The lady lifted a black brow and then
gestured to a basket on the table. “You will find yourself a meal
inside there. Take it and go. Do not return here, Hans. Never
again.”

Hans left, leaving Gretel alone with the
strange lady. With fear knotting her belly and her body weak from
hunger, Gretel followed along behind her new mistress. They entered
the kitchen and Gretel asked, “Should I get to work now…?”

What did she call this lady? Gretel did not
know.

“My name is Mary. You may call me Mary and I
will call you Gretel. And no, you shouldn’t get to work.” She swept
her skirts aside and settled on the bench by the table. “Let me see
your hands.”

“My hands?”

Mary nodded. “Yes, Gretel. Your hands.”

Gretel held out her hands, cracked and thin.
They were rough from hours spent cleaning and chapped from hours
spent washing dishes and doing laundry.

“Oh, dear one. You’ve the hands of a scullery
maid.”

“I am not afraid of hard work,” Gretel
mumbled, looking away. She felt ashamed, standing there in her
threadbare dress, with her thin legs and calloused hands.

Mary wore a fine gown, finer than any Gretel
had ever seen. It was a lovely shade of blue. Her long black hair
was worn swept away from her face and her cheeks glowed with
health. Her hands were soft. There was a chain around her neck and
from it there was something shiny, round and silver as the coins
she’d given to Hans.

“I’m pleased to hear it, Gretel. You will
work hard here. But there is a difference between hard work and
slaving away.” Then she squeezed Gretel’s hands gently and said,
“That is something we may discuss later. For now, let’s get you fed
and cleaned up.”

For the first time since her father died,
Gretel sat a table and ate her fill.

For the first time since her father died,
Gretel went to bed and didn’t fear the dark.

For the first time since her father died,
Gretel didn’t weep herself to sleep.

 

* * * * *

 

Yeah, yeah, I know.

It’s not exactly the version you’re familiar
with.

But what’s more believable? That Gretel was
an unhappy, orphaned girl, or that Hansel and Gretel skipped
merrily through the woods, leaving a trail of breadcrumbs as they
walked in hopes that it would lead them back home?

Come on. Even back then children weren’t
idiots. Throwing bread on the ground usually results in something
trying to eat the bread.

Hans might have been stupid enough to try a
trick like that, but I certainly wasn’t. Besides, if my parents had
been deliberately trying to get rid of me, there’s no way I would
have kept trying to find my way back.

The Brothers Grimm never asked me, though. It
was the popular version that got recorded for the ages, not the
real one.

The real one involved things even uglier than
a woman sending her children off to starve in the woods. I guess
the real one had a happy enough ending, though, now that I think
about it. Hans died, my stepmother left me alone, and I didn’t have
to live my life in fear.

Yes, Hans died. That’s probably what led to
the story ending up in a Grimm fairy tale.

It wasn’t long after his death that my
stepmother went a teensy bit crazy. Okay. A lot crazy.
People would hear her rambling, like the madwoman she was. Back
then, people didn’t really get insanity, if you know what I
mean. They thought she was possessed, or that she was a witch,
communing with the devil and demons and that was what led to her
ruin.

Maybe that’s where the idea of a witch came
from. It certainly didn’t have anything to do with Mary.

Mary had been…different.

She saved me. When she took me in, bought my
“services” from my stepmother for a few pieces of silver, she saved
my life.

But it came with a price. Nothing is free in
this world. Not now. Not then.

Not ever, I’d guess.

So you want to know the price? Well, think of
Buffy. Yes, as in Buffy the Vampire Slayer. Think of her,
more or less. I say more or less because I’m both more and
less. Less because I don’t come with the super strength. I’m
a little stronger than the typical person, but I can’t send a man
flying through the air when I punch him.

That’s okay, because I can knock a man
to the ground and that’s perfectly sufficient. I also don’t come
with visions or prophecies. Much to my disgust, there’s probably no
Angel or Spike in my future, either. I’m not petite. I’m not
blonde. I’m not beautiful.

I’m just me.

So definitely less on some front.

But more on others…because…well, there’s
more. Nobody looking at me would ever realize just how much
lies below the surface. They’d never believe the things I’ve seen,
the things I’ve done. The lives I’ve taken. The lives I’ve
saved.

I guess you could say I’m hard to kill. And
man, oh man, have people tried.

Old age won’t kill me, because I don’t
age.

Injuries won’t do it, because my body has
been blessed with the ability to heal from even the most mortal of
wounds, a bit like the vamps from Buffy in that aspect. If you cut
out my heart or take off my head, I’ll die. Maybe drop me inside a
vat of acid, but that sounds really painful.

Kind of gross too. Actually, it all sounds
kind of gross. It’s even worse in reality. I’ve had to cut out
hearts, and I’ve had to take heads. Never had to resort to
acid…

Sorry. My thoughts to tend wander and often
they get really morbid when I’m bored. And right now, I’m really,
really bored.

I’ve been bored ever since I stepped foot
inside Ann Arbor, Michigan, a week ago. This is a college town and
it’s Friday night. There should be something going on.

Plenty of parties. I can feel them, the rush
of energy, the laughter, the jealousy and anger.

But nothing I can act on.

Nobody who needs me.

It really sucks, because my entire life is
centered on being needed.


Chapter Two

You must be joking.

Rip stood across the street in the shadows,
watching as the brunette made her way down the sidewalk, staring
into the bars and restaurants, like she was searching for
somebody.

She was.

That what their kind did. They searched for
those who needed them. That’s why the Circle existed, after all.
Under normal circumstances, he wouldn’t mind seeing pretty little
Greta. Under normal circumstances, he wouldn’t mind teasing her and
seeing if he could get those blue eyes to blaze fire at him. Under
normal circumstances, he wouldn’t mind trying to figure out how to
convince her to get naked with him again.

It was a task he’d been working for close to
a hundred years, ever since that first—and last—time.

She ignored him, though. All too easily. If
he didn’t know women as well as he did, he might have even believed
that feigned disinterest. She was good at hiding it, but she wasn’t
as oblivious of him as she liked to pretend. On the odd occasion
their paths crossed, he would see the heat in her eyes.
Heat…hunger…and need. A need that just might match his own.

It was a hope that kept him going through
many a night and yes, under normal circumstances he’d be more than
happy to see her sauntering down a city street, taking in
everything with those big blue eyes. More than happy to approach
her and see what it would take to get those blue eyes to focus
him.

But right now he wasn’t functioning under
normal circumstances.

He was on a hunt and he wasn’t about to get
distracted, not even by the very distractible Greta.

He was actually much rather be
distracted by Greta. It just wasn’t an option.

As he stared at her, brooding, she stopped on
the sidewalk and cocked her head to the side. Her eyes narrowed and
he saw the change come over her, watched as she went from bored to
predatory. Watched as she became aware. He saw the intent interest
flare in her eyes and knew without a doubt she’d caught scent of
something.

“Shit, don’t let it be my something,”
he muttered, reaching back and grabbing the band that held his hair
secured at his nape. He shoved a hand through his hair and then
gathered it back into a queue. He wasn’t sharing this quarry, not
with anybody. Not even Greta. He couldn’t.

This was even worse than being distracted by
Greta.

If she picked up on his hunt, she would want
to get involved, and she’d do just that. She’d get involved, and in
a very big way, simply by placing herself at his side. Definitely
not what he wanted to see happen. She was a pit bull. Once she got
a hold of something, she didn’t let go.

Not ever.

Of course, if he didn’t keep his attention
where it belonged, he was going to become a job, of sorts, himself,
when his associates had to track down his killer. He felt the
warning ripple down his spine and jerked aside just in time to
evade the downward stroke of a wicked-sharp Kel-Tech knife.

It wasn’t big enough to take his head off
unless somebody was either very patient, very fast or very strong.
The demon-possessed man in front of him looked to be very, very
strong, even without aid of the demon that had settled inside his
body. His body was no longer his own, though. It belonged to the
demon. He was nothing more than a host—basically just a vehicle for
the monster inside.

The demon was called a paraisei—sounds
a lot like parasite and that’s exactly what this kind of demon was.
A parasite. It picked out a victim, set up housekeeping and
whittled away at the victim’s will until the human was no longer
strong enough to fight. Once they reached that point, there was no
saving the victim. They were trapped until the victim was either
killed or the body gave out.

With the paraisei, it didn’t take long
for one of those endings to come about. They were vicious and a lot
of them ended up going on murderous rampages.

Since the demon didn’t need food to live,
those paraisei-infected humans who didn’t meet a bloody,
brutal end had the pleasure of dying of thirst and starvation.

Usually, the demon vacated its host right
before death. The only way to kill one of the monsters was to kill
the host before the demon left it. To Rip’s eyes, the face was
still human. Barely. It had probably only been a few days since the
paraisei had taken complete control.

The typical person looking at the
demon-possessed wouldn’t see anything but the insanity lurking
inside his eyes.

The demon wasn’t insane.

It was quite the opposite—functioning exactly
as his kind did. Feeding on the misery of others, taking them
over.

There was nothing Rip could do to save the
human.

The demon was in control and the only way Rip
would set this poor bastard free was if he killed the
paraisei inside.

“Aren’t you due a nap, Grimm?”

Rip was startled. Not at the raspy, obviously
inhuman voice that came from the man’s throat, but by the words.
The paraisei knew him. He pushed the surprise aside. It was
something he’d worry about later.

He was curious, though. The paraisei
knew him. Not many in the world did—within the Circle, among
the demons, anywhere.

Curling his lips in a smile, he said, “Don’t
worry…dealing with you is going to leave me so bored, I may just
sleep for a week. When I’m done.”

Keeping the knife in sight, he circled
around, moving away from the mouth of the alley. He wanted this
done as quietly as possible, and preferably without drawing
anybody’s attention.

Namely, Greta’s. If she knew there was prey
to be found in Ann Arbor, she wouldn’t be leaving any time soon and
he’d work a lot better if he didn’t have to worry about her pretty
little neck.

He gave the paraisei a taunting grin.
“That’s a nice looking blade. Hope you don’t mind if I decide to
use it for a while.”

It chuckled. “Do you truly think you can take
it from this body so easy?”

“Yes.” Rip launched himself forward, tucking
his body and rolling. He came up in a crouch and immediately spun
on one foot, catching the host just above the knee. The sickening
crunch of bone seemed horrifically loud.

The victim could still feel pain—the demon
couldn’t and the demon’s will was stronger. Although Rip could see
the man’s face contorting with pain, the only sound was a furious
growl.

Coming to his feet, Rip kicked again, this
time aiming for the face. The paraisei snarled and tried to
get his host to scramble away, but the leg with the busted knee
couldn’t support any weight. Stupid things—they never do get the
idea just because they don’t feel pain doesn’t mean they can’t be
injured.

That mistake would prove costly. Rip evaded
the hand clawing for his ankle. The thing was trying to slice and
dice with the knife, and crawl away at the same time.

Rip caught the host’s wrist and at the same
time, took out the elbow in much the same fashion he’d used to take
out the knee.

After that, getting the knife away was
child’s play. Rip flipped the host over onto his belly and caught
the one good hand, shoving it high between the shoulder blades.
“Let’s chat, then you get to take the nap. Although you
won’t be waking up anytime soon. Not in twenty minutes. Not in
twenty years…”

“Go fuck yourself, Grimm.”

 

* * * * *

 

I heard something off to my left. A struggle.
The skin along the back of my neck tingled. There was a faint scent
in the air, one I recognized. My heart skipped a few beats. I
didn’t go investigate, though. As much as I wanted to, there was
something else out there.

Pulling at me.

Drawing me.

I felt like a fish with a hook in my mouth,
dragging me along.

Normally, I’ll admit, I’d have followed the
sounds of the struggle first. I’m so insanely nosy. I can’t recall
if there’s a fairy tale out there about how curiosity killed the
cat, but if there isn’t, I could probably be the basis for
that one too.

But there was something…something else.

In all my years—and whoa, we’re talking a lot
of years—I couldn’t recall feeling something tugging at me like
this. Ahead of me, there were a group of noisy college kids
laughing and talking a mile a minute. Their voices were an
annoyance just then, intruding and interfering with whatever it was
I needed to be doing.

I cut through an alley—a good plan. I managed
to avoid the college crew and get a little closer too.

Closer to what, though? I just didn’t
know.

A few miles later, I found myself in a
rundown, mostly abandoned park on the outskirts of town. There was
a shelter off to my right, covered with graffiti. To my left, I saw
a fire…and I found myself staring at a girl.

Well, I guess she wasn’t really a girl. She
was probably about the same age I had been when I made my choice.
She looked older, though—hard lines carved into her face, an
unsmiling set to her mouth. But oddly enough, her eyes had a
strange vulnerability.

That vulnerability was going to get her
killed. Or worse, considering the things I saw hovering around
her.

None of the demons had managed to manifest
into physical form, a fact that was both good and bad. Once they
took physical form, they were easier for me to fight. But as luck
would have it, most demons took on physical form by taking over the
body of a human and sometimes the only way to kill the demon was to
kill the human too.

Demon possession is a sad fact of my life. I
liked to get involved before things progressed this far—if I’d met
the girl earlier, as in days, weeks or months ago, maybe this could
have been prevented.

Right now, I was going to have my hands full
keeping her from giving in. She had two very hungry orin
hanging around her. The orin are the closest thing to
vampires in existence. They literally feed on souls. They settle
inside a person’s subconscious and slowly, oh so slowly drain the
life away. If the orin isn’t evicted, it can lay claim to
the body once the victim’s soul is truly gone. What separates them
from the rest of the demons is the fact that once the host is truly
gone, the body becomes demon property and as long as they continue
to feed, the orin will continue to live, to grow
stronger.

Most demons don’t think to make the host
feed, so once the body dies, the demon has to vacate the premises.
Not so with the orin.

I could hear the whisper of their voices
inside my skull, bouncing and echoing around. I pushed them aside
and focused on the girl. She’d built a fire inside a metal drum and
she was staring into the flames like they held the answers to the
universe.

In one hand, she held a knife.

In the other hand, she had a book. There
wasn’t a lot of light to see by, but I didn’t need that much light.
Another one of those neat little things that happened to me all
those years ago—I’ve got eagle eyes.

My blood turned to ice as I stared at the
symbol on the cover of the book.

It wasn’t the kind of book you could buy at
the local bookstore, or even online. It had no title and was
basically an omnibus of evil. I’d destroyed quite a few just like
it in my time and I could have happily lived out the rest of my
years, however many that may be, without seeing another one.

Of course, I wouldn’t be that
lucky.

It was practically a Wikipedia on all things
evil—the condensed version and it was probably a few hundred years
old, maybe more. The bitch of a book was handmade. Well used and
crafted by somebody that had known their stuff.

Stupid, stupid girl, I thought,
glaring at her.

It “pretended” to be a book of witchcraft, a
book of spells. It didn’t precisely lie either. It promised a
chance at a long, youthful life, of great physical strength,
beauty.

Those things could be had, and by almost
anybody who wanted them. No mystical powers required, no months and
months of training. All it required was a willing body and you
could have youth, strength and beauty.

It didn’t explain the flipside.

It didn’t explain the price.

The price was taking on a demon. Say the
right words and you invited an orin right inside your skin.
You’d live to a ripe old age and spend all your years looking like
you were in the prime of your life. It didn’t explain that you’d
slowly fade away and then the orin would suck the soul out
of all of those around you.

It was a handbook on all things
demons—orin, paraisei, glamori, vankyr,
succubae, incubi. Some were lesser known than others.
Some were harder to kill than others. But they were all bad
news.

The girl stared at the book like she was
trying to memorize it—it was written in bastardized ancient Latin,
so the chances of her understanding the words were slim to none.
She was butchering some of the words as she sounded them out. Not
in order, thank God.

It didn’t matter if her pronunciation was
off. If she started to actually read them out loud and in
some semblance of order, the process started—a demon slipped in and
if it wasn’t one that I could extricate without killing her, she
had to die.

So. I guess it made it easy, deciding how to
proceed.

“Wow.”

She jerked her head up, staring at me like I
was the one about to turn my body and soul over to some faceless
evil.

I gave her my idea of a charming smile and
nodded to the book. “That’s a wicked looking book. Where did you
find it?” It wasn’t just a stalling tactic. I wouldn’t mind knowing
the answer to that. Those damn demon books were all over the
place—every time I destroyed one, I hoped it would be the last. It
never was. I’d destroyed several hundred in my lifetime and I’d
probably destroy several hundred more before I gave up.

She wasn’t interested in being distracted.
Her eyes were a weird shade of purple and the eyeliner she had on
nearly matched the shade of her irises. It also matched the purple
streaks she’d added to her thick black curls. “Go away,” she
said.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to interrupt.”

She looked back at the book and as her eyes
fell away from me, I reached inside my shirt and tugged out the
medallion I wore around my neck. I was hoping the demons would see
it and maybe decide she wasn’t worth the trouble.

On first glance, it was a plain silver disc.
On second glance, one might see what looked like wings etched into
the surface, sweeping out from the center of the disc. For a human,
it would take a much closer glance, and a magnifying glass, to see
the letters carved into the disc.

But demons had killer eyesight.

I’d kind of been relying on that.

They noticed, all right.

Their voices rose—high-pitched chitters that
echoed inside my head. But nobody else could hear them. At least
not right now.

The girl couldn’t hear them. Until she called
one of the demons, she wouldn’t be able to see the things hovering
in the air around her. Not until it was too late. Not until they
were inside her.

One of the orin focused on me. I
smiled at it. “Go away.”

The girl jerked her eyes up and snapped,
“Excuse me—I was here before you were.”

“Wasn’t talking to you.” I kept my eyes on
the orin.

Off to my left, I could see the other
orin, its aura darkening to near-black, shadows hovering in
the shadows. They didn’t disappear.

Too bad. But I hadn’t expected anything else.
Orin weren’t easily dissuaded once they had a victim picked
out.

They ignored me and focused on the girl. They
hung in the air, one on either side of the girl. Their voices grew
louder and I knew they were projecting themselves into the girl’s
mind too.

Say it…read the spell.

You’ll have power. You’ll have acceptance.
You’ll have the life you want to have…instead of the one that’s
been given you.

“Now that’s called false advertising, my
friends.” I rolled my eyes and laughed.

The girl jerked back. She shot a wide-eyed
look over her shoulder and then looked back at me. “Who are you
talking to?” she demanded.

“Not you.” I advanced, and to my satisfaction
she was suitably freaked out and scurried backward, using her hands
and heels…and leaving the book. I stooped down and grabbed it.

The orin wailed. They pushed their
commands on her, hard and fast. Get the book…you must get it or
she will claim your power.

“Oh, puh-leeze.” I tossed the book into the
fire and had the pleasure of listening to them screech. I also had
the pleasure of smelling the book burn, listening to the pages
crackle as the flames gobbled it down. It might have words of nasty
power scrawled all over it, but it was just a book.

The girl didn’t mess with screeching—she
lunged for me. She had a good six inches on me, but was probably
only about thirty pounds heavier. I come from good solid, German
stock—the short and stocky variety. She was strong, though. Strong
and very pissed off.

I caught her under the chin with the heel of
my hand, watched as her head went flying back. She didn’t let go,
though, so my next target was her throat. A quick jab there and she
was too busy choking for air to worry about me as I rolled her off.
I reached behind me to touch the knife I had tucked into the back
of my jeans. It wouldn’t hurt the demons now, but it made me feel
better. I’m all for security blankets.

“She can’t call you now. The book’s gone and
somehow I don’t think she gets your particular brand of ancient
Latin,” I said, facing the two orin.

They still hovered. They watched me,
body-shaped shadows, with a faint red glow that passed for their
eyes. One of them drifted forward, hovering closer to the girl.
She doesn’t have to read the words. She just has to say them.
And we can tell her the words…

Good point. She was trying to get to her
feet. I grabbed her from behind, applying pressure. Contrary to
what it seems like on TV, putting somebody under with a sleeper
hold is not all that quick. As she sagged in my arms, I muttered,
“Sorry.” After I eased her to the ground, I smiled at them again.
“She can’t say the words if she’s unconscious.”

How long do you think you can keep her
unconscious? For the rest of her life? We have the time. You have
the time. But does she? Can you truly watch her until she dies?
We’ve already been inside her. She’s already tasted our power.

It was pissed. I could feel it. I was getting
pissed myself. Inside her—shit. Shit. Shit. This was bad and
getting worse. They’d been inside—that meant one of them had been
close to taking her over. Close. Not the same thing as complete
control, but it did give them power over her. That taste of
power—most likely, they’d shared just enough of their experiences
of draining a soul. It was entirely possible that all she felt was
the rush of power, without realizing what it was.

“I don’t really have anything else going on
right now,” I told the orin. “I can always use company.”

I didn’t turn my head to look at her, but I
was tempted.

If she had known, if she had any idea the
misery and pain she could unleash by using that book, would she
have still done it? Illogical as all get-out, if you ask me, but
people do crazy things for youth, strength, power and beauty.
Plenty regret it later on, but when it came to demons, regrets
didn’t do much good. You were already gone, past hope by the time
you realized the danger.

We want the girl, they told me, their
voices as one, a low, vicious snarl inside my head that made my
skull ache. We will have the girl. But we can wait.

They started to fade, returning to the
netherplains where the demons resided.

Enjoy your…company. The last word was
followed by a laugh that sent shivers down my spine. They
disappeared, and immediately the air became easier to breathe and
the ice in my blood thawed ever so slightly.

I blew out a breath and crouched down by the
girl.

She was breathing. I could hear both her
heartbeat and the soft, steady sounds as the air passed in and out
of her lungs. She might have had her eyes closed, but she looked
every bit as hard now as she had a few minutes ago when she’d been
about ready to rip into me for interfering.

A hard life.

She’d led a hard life. I could see it in the
stiff, rigid way she held herself, even in unconsciousness. I
needed to touch her, but I was reluctant to do so. This could
really only go one of two ways—either she wasn’t too far gone to
save, or she was. If she was too far gone, I had to kill her.

Even after all this time, it leaves a bad
taste in my mouth. Even after all this time, it leaves me sick for
weeks after.

But my role in this was clear—it had been
almost from the first. I am the way I am because I’m meant to help
people. That means protecting them, from themselves, from demon
predators and from the monsters that walk around in human skin.

My hand shook as I reached out to touch her,
but before I could make contact, I heard something.

It hissed.

Something brushed against the back of my
neck, a hot, fetid breath of air. I didn’t wait another second.
Rolling to the side, I scrambled to my feet just in time to face
what had to be the biggest damn bocan I’d ever seen—nearly
twice my height and easily three times as wide.

Bocan—it’s the Irish name for the
bogeyman and oh, holy hell, if you’ve ever faced one, you’d
understand why people feared the dark for centuries on end.

“How in the hell did you get here?” I
muttered.

But I already knew.

Somehow, the orin were responsible.
Responsible or involved. It was the only thing that made sense. The
bocan weren’t strong enough to manifest in this world. They
dwelled in the netherplains and they could only come from there to
here if some being strong enough forced open a doorway.

I hadn’t ever heard of any orin
opening actual doorways, but they had known about this
behemoth.

Enjoy your…company, they’d said.

They hadn’t been talking about the girl.

They’d been talking about the
bocan.


Chapter Three

In his two-hundred plus years on earth, Rip
had done some hard things, some ugly things. Hard, like watching
friends die, watching children and innocent people die.

Ugly…like walking around with blood coating
his face and hands like war paint. It wasn’t the first time he’d
been this way, but it was as distasteful and depressing now as it
had been the very first time.

He wanted a shower, desperately.

He left the dead human in the alley, slipping
away and using the shadows to hide himself.

The paraisei had almost gotten away.
At the last second, it had realized it wasn’t going to win against
Rip and it had tried to flee. Rip had seen the black tendrils
emerging from the host’s bodily orifices. He’d stopped it in time,
in a very bloody fashion, and now he had a human’s blood staining
his hands.

It wasn’t the first time.

It wouldn’t be the last.

But he hated it all the same.

The entire night was shot. By the time he got
cleaned up, it would be too close to dawn and his particular prey
preferred to sleep during the day.

Another night. Wasted.

Another day where he’d spend the hours
thinking about what he had to do.

God, I wish somebody else could do this
one.

A harsh wind picked up. Although it was
mid-April, winter hadn’t totally given up and the night air had a
cold edge to it. Rip might have enjoyed it, might have let it carry
away some of death’s stink, except, over the blood and sweat and
dirt, he scented something else.

Greta.

And—shit.

 

* * * * *

 

I was pretty sure I hadn’t felt this kind of
terror in a long time.

I’m not really afraid of dying. Or at least,
normally, I’m not. Remember that “hard to kill” thing I
mentioned?

I am hard to kill, but a bocan
is strong enough to tear my head from my shoulders, and they are
fast. That doesn’t sound like a fun way to go.

Plus, if it got past me, who knew what it
would go after next.

They are killing machines. Big, dumb killing
machines and I was facing this one totally unprepared. The knife I
carried wasn’t long enough to kill the thing unless I was really,
really lucky. I’m good, but with these things, being good with a
knife isn’t enough.

A sword would be better.

A cannon would be better.

Warily, I backed away, circling around and
trying to lead the bocan away from the girl. I didn’t know
if she’d be able to see it when she woke up. It depended on how far
she’d dipped her toes into the waters of evil and death. I could
hope that when she saw it, if she saw it, it might scare her
straight, but I’m not really big on hope right now. Of course, if
she saw it, it would know and it would be able to kill her.

I didn’t like to think about the odds, not
with the way the night was going.

And to think I’d been bored just a few hours
ago.

“So how long have you been hanging around
this plain?” I asked.

The bocan didn’t speak. Their race
didn’t have vocal chords. Other than the sibilant sounds they made
when they breathed, they were quiet. They moved quietly, they
attacked quietly and they killed quietly. Big, dumb, ugly…and
quiet. They ought to be loud—only seemed fair. Something like this
breathing death down your neck, there should be some sort of
warning.

It cocked its head. The dim light danced over
the dull gold scales that covered it from head to toe. Those scales
were like armor. It had been a while since I’d faced a
bocan…probably two or three hundred years, but I hadn’t
forgotten how big they are, how strong they are or how hard they
are to kill. At least the last time I’d faced one I’d had a
for-real sword.

It came at me, a silent rush of death. At the
very last second, I spun out of the way and felt the blast of air
as it swiped out at where I’d stood only a heartbeat earlier. The
thing’s hands ended in claws that measured close to three inches
long.

The skin along the back of my neck prickled
as I once more started to circle away from the bocan,
weaving around it in nonsensical patterns. It made another rush and
this time, instead of moving aside, I went down and sliced upward.
Black, bitter blood covered me as I managed to break its tough
hide. It shuddered, but I figured out very quickly that while I’d
hurt the demon, I hadn’t slowed it down. It slashed out as I
scrambled away. Those claws got closer that time.

And then again. This time it caught me. I bit
my lip to keep from screaming as the claws managed to get me in the
belly, slicing me open. Blood flowed.

Shit—

A hand came out of nowhere and grabbed me,
hauling me aside.

Dazed, I fell against the crumbled rock wall
at my back and watched. I was in a state of shock, I think. I
didn’t recognize the man at first…well, not consciously. My body
probably would have, if I hadn’t been losing huge quantities of
blood through the gashes in my belly. I whimpered and shrugged out
of the blood-soaked jacket I wore and balled it up, pressing it to
my wounded stomach.

The flesh was already knitting back together.
I could literally feel it, deep, deep inside. It was a bad injury.
If I was still wholly human, I’d be dead already. As it was, I was
losing a lot of blood. Even us pseudo-immortals get weak when we
lose too much blood.

Sinking to the ground, I watched as the man
fought the bocan.

He was a lot more equipped to handle the
thing than I was, that was for sure. The bocan tried to gut
him with those lethal claws but the man moved away, quick as a
wish. I saw one hand disappear inside the long coat he
wore—something about that coat, the way it stretched over his
shoulders, tickled a memory. I wouldn’t look at his face. Thinking
about it now, I know why I wouldn’t look, because I knew in my
heart who he was, and I needed to prepare myself a little bit more
before I actually looked at him.

Instead, I focused on his hands…and on the
very awesome weapon he’d drawn from inside that long, black coat.
It was a black cylinder, maybe two, two and a half feet long. Yeah,
I know, that doesn’t sound too flashy. It would do some serious
damage to a human, probably even a number of manifested demons.

But a nine-foot-tall bocan?

Nope. Right up until he twisted it, I wasn’t
impressed. But then he twisted it. I heard the whisper of metal as
two edged blades appeared, one out either end of the metal
cylinder.

Now it was five feet long, and bladed on both
ends.

He used it like an artist. He moved like a
dancer of death. The silver flashed through the air. His body
barely seemed to touch the ground before he was moving off again.
Eerie, deadly and oh so lovely to look at. In a rather morbid way,
of course.

Black blood stained the metal as he sliced
through the bocan’s scales.

The bocan hissed.

The man just laughed. That laugh. I knew that
laugh.

Rip…

Just before I passed out, I finally let
myself look at him. I found myself staring at his familiar profile.
An ache settled in my heart and it followed me as I went under.

 

* * * * *

 

Rip had problems.

He had all sorts of problems. He had one dead
demon on his hands. He had one unconscious, young adult female on
his hands. He had one unconscious, not-so-young adult female on his
hands—and she was injured.

His body screamed at him as he crouched
beside Greta. Along his left arm, he had a series of gashes, three
of them, each one of them a good seven inches long and deep. Very
deep, because they weren’t healing fast. The bocan had
managed to tear into his muscle, and the muscles had to knit
together before the skin could. So he was still bleeding.

But not as bad as Greta.

She was pale, even paler than normal. That
milky, fair complexion was ghostly and even though he knew she
couldn’t die from the injury she’d taken, his heart skipped a few
beats and then took up residence in his throat. To reassure
himself, he laid a hand on her neck, felt the warmth and the life
of her.

It didn’t help much.

He was going to relive the night’s events a
thousand times over in the years to come—the nightmare of seeing
the bocan come this close to gutting her, and he had been
too far away to do a damn thing.

What were you thinking?

She had faced down a bocan with pretty
much her bare hands. She’d had a knife. A paltry blade in her right
fist as she’d circled around the demon. Bocans were too
fucking big, too fucking strong, and that hide of theirs was like
armor. Knives just didn’t cut it.

He shot the dead creature a nasty look and
wondered where in the hell it had come from. Bocans were
uncommon in the world because they didn’t have the abilities a lot
of other demons had—they couldn’t manifest, couldn’t possess. They
just killed.

A bocan. The paraisei he’d
faced earlier. Something weird was going on. Demonkind didn’t ever
gather together in one place for long—it attracted too much
attention, the sort of attention that ended up them being sent back
to the netherplains.

What in the hell was going on?

Greta shifted under his hands. Under her
breath, she whimpered quietly and Rip, without even thinking about
it, bent over her and pressed his lips to her brow. “Hush, angel.
You’re safe now…you’re safe. Sleep…heal.”

His heart broke a little as she burrowed
close to him. Rip let her, even though he had to get to work—figure
out what to do with the bocan. And the human—shit.

Not having much choice, he reached up and
fished his medallion out from under his blood-stained, black
T-shirt. Fisting it in his hand, he sent out a broadcast call. I
need help.

He couldn’t take care of Greta, the human and
the bocan. Not without getting noticed. It would be morning
soon, and a man carrying a couple of unconscious women around was
going to catch some attention.

He was going to have his hands full just
getting Greta someplace out of sight.

The disc warmed in his hand, then there was a
flash, a circle of light. A man emerged from the light, staring at
Rip impassively.

Rip didn’t flinch under the steely weight of
the man’s gaze. “Morning is coming. I won’t be able to hide under
the cover of night much longer and I don’t have time to deal with
the bocan, the girl and Greta.”

“You were not sent here to deal with the
bocan, the girl or Gretel. Gretel can deal with the
girl.”

“Greta is hurt,” Rip snapped. “And I
don’t walk away from those who need me—job or not.”

“You’ve already wasted too much time on this
job.”

Rip bared his teeth in a mockery of a smile.
“I’m sorry. If my performance has been less than satisfactory you
could always fire me.”

No, he couldn’t.

Narrowing eyes that glowed like molten steel,
the man shifted his gaze to the bocan. Another flash of
light, but this was a dark flash. A circle formed in midair and on
the other side of the portal, Rip could see into the netherplains.
Dark, barren…a midnight desert that never saw the sun, that never
saw any relief from the endless heat.

The man inclined his head. Rip swallowed back
his growl. The bastard was perfectly capable of getting the
bocan through the portal on his own, but Rip knew he’d
already helped as much as he was willing.

“You’re too kind,” he muttered as he hauled
the monstrous creature to the portal. Uneasy, he glanced at the
huge doorway and then at the man who waited in silence. “You
wouldn’t close that thing on me, would you?”

No answer.

Grimacing, Rip muscled the bocan
through the portal and then dashed back through. The second he
cleared the portal, it collapsed—so close behind him, Rip heard a
strange, sucking sound, kind of like the sound a wine bottle made
when the cork was pulled out. But louder. A lot louder.

Something caught hold of his coat and he
jerked away, only to fall to his knees as the material came free
easily. It was also missing quite a bit of material in the back.
The buttery, soft black leather had scorch marks all along the
end.

“You bastard,” he snapped, glaring at the
man.

“Help has been given. Waste no more time,
Rip. This has gone on long enough.”

“That’s not my doing,” he said through
gritted teeth.

But the man was already gone, the circle of
light closing down behind him in the span of heartbeat.

“Bastard,” he muttered. Striding across the
grass, he knelt once more by Greta.

Now if he could just figure out what to do
about…

But even as he started to try and figure that
one out, Greta stirred. Then her lashes lifted and he found himself
staring into bottomless blue eyes.

“Rip?” she murmured, her voice husky.

“Shhh. Take it easy,” he said as she started
to sit up. “You’ve been hurt. You’re going to be down a few more
hours, probably.”

Greta frowned. “I feel fine,” she said. “Just
kind of tired.”

Rip shot a look at her belly. Through the
ragged, bloody tears in her shirt, he could see her belly. Soft,
white…and whole.

Well, hell. The bastard had helped a little
more than Rip had thought.

Unable to stop himself, he reached out and
touched her, stroked his fingers along her smooth, unscarred flesh.
“He healed you.”

“Who did?” she asked, her voice low and
hoarse.

Rip just shook his head. “This helps. Now we
can deal with your human…”

They turned to look at the unconscious
woman.

But she was gone. Since the bocan was
dealt with and there was nobody else around, they had to assume the
girl had escaped.

“Shit.” Greta sagged in his arms, a scowl
tightening her face. “This is bad, bad, bad…”

“The bocan is dead,” he said gently.
“She’s safe enough.”

A ragged sigh shuddered out of her and she
stared at him from under a heavy fringe of lashes. “She had a book,
Rip. And I don’t have any idea who gave it to her.”

A book. He didn’t need to know what sort of
book. There was only one kind of book that would have Greta
worried.

“She has one of the demon tomes,” he
muttered, furious. He closed his eyes and rubbed at the back of his
neck. “Bloody hell. Bad doesn’t quite cover it then, does it?”


Chapter Four

So that’s how Rip ended up back in my
life.

Those books were a big deal and none of us
liked it when they were being passed around like candy. I’d have to
deal with this and I was desperately hoping Rip would be willing to
help me out.

“You are certain?”

We walked down the sidewalk, keeping to the
shadows. Me in my torn clothes, Rip in his bloodied ones—it
wouldn’t do for us catch a whole lot of attention. Sliding a look
at him from the corner of my eye, I said, “Hmmm. I don’t know…let
me think.”

I pretended to do just that, tapping my lips
with my finger. Then I nodded. “Yeah, it was one of those books—the
really bad ones. I think we should do something about it.
What do you think?”

Rip didn’t appreciate my sarcasm.

Or maybe he did. He just didn’t say anything
about it.

“This is a problem,” he muttered.

“Tell me about it.” Although it wasn’t
likely, it was possible there were other copies close by and if the
girl got to one, she wasn’t going to waste time on proper
pronunciation. I had very little time to get to her—the urgency was
a scream in my blood.

And to make matters worse, I had no clue
where to look.

Having Rip around—for once—was an answer to a
prayer.

Although, it was kind of odd…

Shooting him a look, I asked, “Hey…why are
you here?”

“Working,” he said tersely.

I rolled my eyes. “Wow. That’s vague. That’s
pretty much what we do, isn’t it? Any more detail than that?”

“Why?”

I jerked a shoulder in a shrug. Man, he
couldn’t be easy, now could he? Couldn’t just up and offer to help
me find her? No. I was going to have to ask. Sighing, I
rotated my neck. I had a mammoth headache creeping up on me, I was
feeling more than a little nauseated and I needed some sleep. And a
shower. So bad did I need a shower. “I could use some help finding
the girl, if you’re free.”

I shot a look at him from the corner of my
eye.

He was watching me. The minute our gazes
locked, he reached out and caught my arm. “Do you wish for my
help?” he asked, drawing me to a stop.

I couldn’t even go into detail about what I
wished from him. There just wasn’t enough time in the day. Or
strength in my legs—they were wobbling and threatening to give out
on me at any second. I licked my lips and strove for a casual tone
as I replied, “Well, yeah. That’s kind of what I said. Are you
free?”

“Free?” he murmured. He eased closer and
stroked his fingers over the rips in my shirt, tracing the skin
where the bocan had sliced me open.

I remembered that, a fiery pain, followed by
numbness. The real pain hadn’t started until a few seconds
later, when my blood was pumping out of me. It had been bad. Really
bad.

But the flesh was already healed and I had no
idea how that had happened.

“I’m not certain I understand what
free is,” he said, staring at his hand as he touched my
belly. “But yes…I’ll help you.”

“Thank you.”

“You sound relieved.” A smile tugged at his
lips. The fingers grazing over my belly shifted course, traveling
up, up, up until he could hook a hand over the back of my neck. My
breath caught in my throat. “Did you think I would say no to
you?”

I swallowed. Ah…well, I hadn’t ever thought
about it.

And I couldn’t exactly ponder it in this
moment either, because he was looking at me in a way that made my
heart race, in a way that stole the breath from my lungs, in a way
that made me forget we had some potentially big problems.

He was close, so close I could feel the
warmth of his breath on my face. So close I could feel his
warmth…

Is he going to kiss me?

Damn it, he couldn’t kiss me. I was covered
in bocan blood. I felt so sick to my stomach I thought I
might pass out again. My head hurt. My heart hurt.

Damn it, what if he didn’t kiss me? I
missed his kiss, although that didn’t really make much sense. We’d
spent a couple of weeks in each other’s company—and one hot,
wonderful night that I hadn’t been able to forget. It had been
years ago and I still couldn’t forget.

I didn’t need to be thinking about kissing. I
needed to think about the girl. Had to think about the girl. Had
to…

This is why you left after that night,
girl. This is why you avoid him.

Rip has always left me in a mess, a nasty,
tangle of a mess, totally incapable of any sort of coherent,
rational thought. But I didn’t affect him like that. Hell,
nothing seemed to affect Rip. When I walked away from him,
he had just stared at me with that blank, noncommittal expression
on his face. I’d seen him kill demons with that same look on his
face. I’d seen him hold the door for little old ladies with that
same look on his face.

Nothing affected Rip.

Everything about Rip affected me.

He didn’t kiss me. He just kneaded the tense
muscles of my neck and murmured, “There is very little I wouldn’t
do, if you asked, very little I wouldn’t give. Anything that is
within my power is yours.”

“Wow, Rip. You haven’t changed much. You
still know how to charm a girl, don’t you?” I pulled back. I had
to. It was either that or collapse into a mindless drooling puddle
at his feet.

That smile tugged at his lips again and he
asked, “Am I charming you?”

Man, I’m in so much trouble.

That was the last clear thought I had for a
while. Between the blood loss, the adrenaline rush and Rip, my head
was very, very fuzzy. Fortunately, Rip was in better shape.
Somehow, he got us both to the house I was renting, and somehow, he
got me into the shower—I’m not entirely sure how. I don’t remember
unlocking the door, much less taking a shower.

Hell, for all I know, he ended up getting
into the shower with me. Even thinking about that makes me get all
hot and tingly.

I doubt that happened, though.

I think I’d remember being naked with
him…again.

The next clear memory was sitting on the bed,
the heavy weight of my hair dragging me down as I tried to remember
what I needed to do.

All I wanted to do was sleep. For a week.

“Let me help,” Rip murmured.

Help? Frowning, I looked down and saw the
comb. No. I didn’t need his help—not with something so…intimate. “I
can do it,” I told him. My tongue felt thick, about three times its
normal size. I didn’t really see how I could do it, because
when I lifted the comb, I almost poked myself in the eye.

“Sure you can.” He nudged my hand back down
into my lap and finished with my hair. Then he was tucking me under
the covers like a child.

“You know, I’m a big girl. I’ve been putting
myself to bed for a few hundred years now. I can take care of
myself.” I glared at him, or at least I tried to glare at him. I
had a feeling it came off about as threatening as a pair of bunny
slippers.

“I know you can.” He grinned as he settled
down on the edge of the bed.

“I can,” I argued. My lids felt heavy—heavy
as in elephant-heavy. “I’m just kind of tired.”

“I know…go to sleep, Greta. You’re safe.” He
cupped my cheek and stroked a thumb across my lower lip. “You’re
safe.”

I never felt safe when I slept with somebody
else close by.

It was a remnant of a past I can barely
remember.

But I fell asleep with Rip watching over
me.

And I felt safe.

I fell asleep thinking of him.

It wasn’t a big surprise when I found myself
dreaming about him.

I’ve spent quite a few nights dreaming about
him, more than I like to admit. It’s been years since that one
night, years since I’ve seen him. And still, I keep thinking about
him. As many people as I’ve met in my life, it’s hard to believe
there’s still room in my head for this obsession.

In my dream, we were on the beach. Warm sun,
soft sand and a hard man…sounds like bliss for a woman, doesn’t it?
As long as the hard man is Rip, it pretty much fits the bill for
paradise, in my opinion.

He kissed me, kissed me soft and gentle, then
harder, deeper, like he’d swallow me whole if he could, like he
couldn’t possibly get close enough. I returned the favor—it simply
wasn’t possible to get close enough to Rip, not even when he was
moving inside me.

In reality, he may not be affected by me.

But in my dreams, he seems to need me as much
as I need him. Miss me the way I miss him. In my dreams, I really
do matter to him. I’m not just a willing woman…I matter.

“I miss you,” he rasped against my mouth. He
had his hand fisted in my hair, using it to hold me still as he
took the kiss deeper.

“How can you miss me?” I smiled at him. Even
in my dreams, I had to keep it light, had to. “I’m right here.”

“Not really, you’re not.” He stroked a hand
down my side, cupped my hip and circled against me. “I’ll wake up
alone…this is just a dream.”

“Hmmm.” I nipped his shoulder. “If it’s just
a dream
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