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[image: ]


MIAMI, FLORIDA

“Hey, Rita!” Jake called out over his shoulder, fumbling with the door as he juggled the grocery bag from one hand to the other, trying to free his finger from the key ring. “I know I'm late. Don't be mad. I had to track down those zebra cakes you keep eyein' but never pick up.”

Silence met him. Jake's instincts screamed in warning. A sense of dread crawled through him and landed at the base of his spine. Something was wrong. Rita hadn't scolded him for bringing back sweets, and his big ol' Rottweiler hadn't barreled through the house in his typical overly enthusiastic inspection of any and all food entering his territory.

He pulled his key from the doorknob and called out, “Rita?”

No answer. The kitchen light glowed beyond its threshold and into the living room, but lit nothing more than a door-shaped path. Jake turned, flipping on the hall light, and scanned the entry. Rita was lying at the bottom of the stairs, blood across her chest, beneath her body. The grocery bag slipped from his hands, hit the floor with a heavy thud.

She was alive, and reaching for him. Jake was at her side in a heartbeat, kneeling even as he peeled his jacket off and wadded it up, applying pressure on her chest directly over the wound. She curled her fingers around his wrist, her grip frighteningly loose.

“Hey there, beautiful,” Jake said as he brought her hand to his lips for a kiss. It was hard to control his voice, to turn off any emotion as he watched his best friend sprawled out and bleeding, but he shut it all down and let the training take over. Panic, rage, and grief would help nothing, so he pushed them aside.

She'd taken two bullets to the chest. Major vitals were hit, by the look of things, and he had no way of knowing how long she'd been struggling to breathe. She wasn't going to make it, and he knew it deep in his gut. Just like he knew by the still outline of his dog down the hallway that ol' Rumford was dead. Best he could do was keep Rita calm and stay with her.

Jake pulled out of her hold too easily. She was losing strength fast. Fishing his phone from his jacket pocket, he dialed 911 and waited for the gal on the other end to finish her spiel. When she was done, all he could say was, “One-one-two-five-four North West Fourth Street. Officer down.”

Nothing more was needed. Even if they made it here while she was still alive, there was no way they could work the kind of magic needed to save her in the back of that ambulance. Didn't stop him from praying those boys could make it happen, but every second ticking by did her in, and he was helpless to do anything but watch.

Rita swallowed hard, tried to speak, but nothing came out, and she was starting to panic. Jake tossed his phone onto the floor and grabbed her hand again, making a soft hushing sound.

“It’ll be all right,” he said, the words feeling like less of a lie than they should. “Just give it a minute. I got you.”

Seconds seemed to last forever, and she was struggling. Her gaze suddenly darted around, like she couldn't see him. Jake moved closer, staying in her line of vision.

“I’m still here. Don’t you worry none. I won’t leave you.” He smiled down at her, but it probably didn't look real. It was all he could manage just to force the corners of his mouth to turn up.

Rita twitched, her muscles clenching. Probably not entirely her doing at this point. Suddenly he realized why his words hadn't felt like a lie. All right didn't always mean healthy and upright. Sometimes it just meant no more pain and suffering. Whether rescue got here, or she passed from this world, the pain and fear would soon be over.

“I know, babe. I gotcha. Give it a second.” He knew when he'd said those last few words that she didn't have long. Her lungs were stuttering for each breath in and out, and he couldn't even hear the sirens yet. Once before, he'd held onto someone he loved and prayed for a miracle, even if it meant they'd pass quick if that was the only way to end the pain. Here he was again, holding the hand of his best friend and making the same prayer.

Rita went still, her muscles slack, and the silence of it all rocked him. She'd let go of life while holding on to him. It wasn't fair. Wasn't fair that this prayer had been answered when the last hundred weren't, but he was thankful just the same.

He couldn't readjust her body, and it felt wrong to get up and move away from her, so he stayed, hanging on to her hand.

The phone rang, joined by the buzzing vibration he felt through the floorboards. He looked to the floor beside him. It wasn't coming from his phone. A little numb, his movements slow, he searched for the sound. There on the second step, Rita's phone was lit up. Unknown number. Jake cocked his head to the side in confusion. Didn't make sense for her phone to be on the stairs.

Jake picked it up, forcing his voice to remain level. “Hello.”

“I may not have liked my brother, but he was mine.” The voice on the other side of the phone made the hairs on the back of Jake's neck stand on end. Tulio Suarez, the man who was supposed to be at the raid coordinated by his SWAT team today. Instead they'd encountered his brother, and Enrique had been intent on going down in a shoot-out. The lazy, harsh edge of Tulio's voice continued on, “You took something from me, Jake Martin. Now I've taken something from you.”

“You screwed up.” Harsh and low, Jake’s voice was downright scary, even to his own ears. “I got nothing left to keep me here. I’m coming for you.”

“Come find me. We’ll play again,” Tulio said, the superior gloat in his voice making Jake's stomach churn. “After I tell Mother what you've done to her favorite son, of course.”

The connection went dead and Jake set the phone back on the stairs. Anger settled in, cold and hard. Jake had studied the Suarez brothers' background, and he was well aware both parents lived in France, though not in the same location. Tulio would already be on his way out of the country. He'd gotten away with murder. If Jake was actually able to find and kill Tulio, best case scenario? Extreme jail time. Jake had no false hopes, though. The drug runner's boys would be on high alert, and would likely shoot him on sight. Either way, the end result would be the same. Life over. Going after Tulio was a suicide mission.

“Yeah, you’re all right now.” Jake kissed Rita's hand one last time and set it down gently beside her still body. Her death would not go unpunished, even if it meant he was walking right into his own. “I’ll see you soon, partner.”

Jake pulled his badge from his pocket and left it half tucked under Rita's hand. He only paused to stroke Rumford's back one last time, and then he walked out that door. Jake didn’t look back, not even when the wail of the sirens finally sounded in the distance.

****
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Somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean

“Hey, Rita!” Jake called out over his shoulder, fumbling with the door as he juggled the grocery bag in his hands. He turned, flipping on the hall light. The paper bag hit the floor with a heavy thud...

Jake gasped, jerking awake from the dream like he'd just surfaced from swimming in an ice-cold lake. Thank God he'd left his body belted into his seat even after the buckle up light had blinked out, 'cause his soul had damn near left his body just now.

It took him a hot minute to come back down, to shake the crisp images of the dream. Well, sort of a dream. More like the intense recent past stuck on a loop inside his skull. He rubbed his hand over his face and took a few long, deep breaths to recenter, but it wasn't quite enough.

Jake dipped his hand into his chest pocket in search of a little comfort. He drew out a cherry sucker, peeled the wrapper, and popped it into his mouth. If anyone had been disturbed by his less than manly freak-out, they did nothing more than send him a funny look before going back to minding their own business. This was probably the best place to glitch, he supposed. Most people weren't comfortable on planes for one reason or another, and he didn't expect he was the only one having trouble on an over-the-ocean flight.

Pinned in next to the window, he looked down the row. The mom on the end pretended to ignore him, but kept glancing sideways, keeping a sharp eye out. Jake looked down at the little girl to his left, sandwiched between her mother and him. Poor kid. She clutched that teddy bear way too tight as she looked up at him with wide, watchful eyes. Bad luck to get seated next to a stranger still coming to terms with what had happened only hours ago. He'd probably scared the daylights out of her.

He opened his mouth, meaning to apologize, but noticed she'd switched over from startled fear to curious interest as her cautious gaze kept darting to his mouth. Jake grinned, the sucker stick twitching between his lips. Worked every time. Everyone was a sucker for a sucker.

Jake reached into his pocket and produced another sucker. Lemon Lime. He held it up in silent offering. The girl nodded her head eagerly, but when she went to reach for it, Jake pulled it just out of her grasp.

“Ask your mama,” he said, pointing to the pretty brunette on the other side of the girl.

The woman, who had been listening intently, seemed to weigh her answer. She looked him over for a brief moment, then she nodded, making an assumption about his character then and there.

The little girl popped out of her seat and stood anxiously beside his knee, all adorable and bouncy. She took the sucker and eagerly unwrapped it, taking an exploratory lick before stuffing it into her mouth. Climbing back into her seat with all the grace of a blinded bird, she threw herself from the seat back to the armrest, then popped up onto her knees.

Raising her hand to block the glare of sunlight coming through the window, she looked him dead in the eye, and with the unfiltered concern of a six-year-old, asked point blank, “Are you okay?”

“Me? Just fine like sunshine,” Jake said, a big ol’ grin surrounding that sucker stick. He wasn't surprised by the question. The way his mind and body had woken him up had been more than a little spastic. “Nothing but a bad dream. It can't get me when I'm awake, right? So I woke up. A little too fast?”

She nodded, her poor bear in a tight headlock, and then the sucker clicked against her teeth as she spoke. “It scared me, but not for long. I asked if you were okay because of your sad spot.”

“My what now?” Jake asked, keeping his tone light and teasing.

She leaned forward, getting right up in his personal space, and poked him in the middle of the forehead. “Right here. Where your eyebrows are all crunched together.”

Jake huffed a little laugh. “Just thinkin' really hard. That's not easy for some people, you know?”

She giggled, seemingly satisfied with the answer, throwing herself against the seat back again. After a couple forward and back bounces, she settled, rolling the sucker on her tongue and chattering to her mother.

Jake rested his head back, looking out the window at the cheery blue sky. Someone shifted behind him, and his left hand went to his hip, a reflexive habit to make sure everything was in place, but nothing was there. He felt naked, exposed. No badge, no gun.

Captain Edwards had texted him shortly before he'd jumped on the plane. Nothing aggressive or threatening. Just an appeal to his good nature with a short and sweet, 'Come on back, Jake. Let's do this the right way.' Jake should have absolutely followed his captain's suggestion, but instead he'd chucked the phone into the nearest garbage can and boarded.

His SWAT team had known Tulio was vindictive. They'd been prepped for an attack and had responded accordingly, but no one expected him to show up in their homes. To do that, Tulio would have been monitoring them in return. He'd known Rita went to Jake's home and to expect a big dog inside.

Everything after finding Rita had been a nasty blur. Somehow he'd managed to make his way to Miami International and get himself onto a plane to France. Lifting his right hip, he removed his wallet from his pocket and pulled out the picture tucked between his insurance card and a business card for a towing company. He'd done that on purpose to keep the picture from bending. It wasn't much, just a chunk of a picture cut out from a group photo of his unit. He and Rita had been inseparable from the get-go. Best pals, meaning they didn't put up with each other's bullshit.

The other picture tucked in there was of him and his pup on the beach. One of the few selfies he'd taken in his life. His pup hadn't been a pup for a while. Rumford had some serious age on him, but he'd been the best, protecting Rita right up until he couldn't.

A small, not so coordinated hand thumped his elbow, reached over him, and pointed at the picture. “He's pretty. You miss your dog?”

“Yeah,” Jake said, his throat tight. “I'm going to try and sleep again. Maybe it'll take this time.”

“Okay,” the girl whispered loudly.

After returning his wallet to his pocket, he tipped his head back and closed his eyes. A few seconds later, the girl's little hands were stuffing something fuzzy and squishy between his crossed arms and his chest. He cracked an eye open and watched her. The pale pink, flat bear flopped over his arms.

“Whatcha doin'?” he mumbled.

“You keep her for the bad dreams, but just for the airplane ride,” the girl said, patting her pink friend on the head. “Her name is Pancake.”

“Thanks, little darlin'.” Jake smiled, soaking up this moment, reminding himself that there were still good people in this world. These were the people he fought to keep safe. He'd go to the ends of the earth to stop Tulio from murdering another innocent soul.
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Chapter 2
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PARIS, FRANCE

Dulcina zipped and buttoned her military cargo pants, the waist riding low on her hips. This style gave her body freedom to move and she would need it tonight. Foot propped on the one rickety chair in the room, she laced her boots to her ankles, leaving the top partially undone. Again, freedom. Somehow, over the years, the act was no longer simply about dressing. This preparation was ritual.

Snagging her black, sleeveless top off the low footboard of her narrow bed, she slid it over her bare skin. The snug, thin material tugged slightly on the tiny silver ring pierced through her left nipple. That single ring was the sole proof she carried of her identity. Engraved with the name Casteel, the ring was the mark of Balinese royalty. Though Dulcina wasn't royalty by blood, and not a Casteel by birth, circumstances through her adoption had placed her in line to rule the vampire city of Balinese.

While the mark of royalty was a requirement, remaining inside the city was not. Unless tragedy befell three of her family members, the responsibility would never be placed on her shoulders.

Tipping her head upside down, she fluffed her thick black curls until the short locks framed her face like a dark halo. Dulcina smiled, a sly twist of her lips. Time to hunt.

Her sinewy body moved with a lethal grace as she crossed the main room of her small apartment. Deftly, she drew her Bowie knife from beneath her pillow. Tossing the knife up, she snagged it mid-air, effectively flipping her grip on the handle before sheathing the blade at her side. Now she was ready.

Dulcina stepped out into the muted light of the hallway, leaving her petite apartment behind. The shadows seemed to move with her, but it was a trick of the eye. She kept to them on purpose, minimizing the amount of time she was visible to humans. The darkness was her ally, her camouflage, and occasionally, her savior.

Her gaze darted left then swiftly to the right as she emerged onto the sidewalk above ground. Women who walked alone in the evening were often unwitting targets for demons, vampires, and common street thugs. Not Dulcina. There was nothing in this world left for her to fear.

Suspicious and solitary, she was the perfect fit for life as a Stalker. Her direct and decisive temperament tipped the scales in her favor. Dulcina didn’t believe in second chances. Demons got one shot. One. If a demon killed, she put it down. Permanently.

A cluster of giggling women off to her left drew her attention, but not for long. She'd become accustomed to the sounds of night, and to the nature of humans. She moved away from them, the soft soles of her boots lending to her stealth.

Although there had been a spike in demon activity these last few weeks, it had not been followed by an increase in human deaths. This was a good thing, and would in theory prove the Stalkers had the demons scared straight, except for the fact that demon activity ebbed and flowed like the tide. The constant? Very few deaths at the hands of demons.

During the four years she'd been above ground, dedicating her life to the safety of her people as a Stalker, she'd rarely had the chance to actually hunt a demon. What she did was more like...patrolling. When she'd first arrived in the city, it had taken her all of a matter of months to get her bearings and discover demons rarely killed. They were as efficient and elusive as vampires in taking only the modest amount of blood they needed. Most of them left their meal alive and sufficiently disoriented.

It had been a rude awakening to realize everything she'd believed as a child was a lie. Demons were not lurking down every alleyway ripping throats out and targeting the innocent. She'd seen demons kill within her own city. She had witnessed the gruesome aftermath firsthand. Yet she had rarely come across that kind of outright aggression on the streets of Paris.

While this skewed her perception, it also gave her a clearer view of the world she patrolled. Dulcina did what she did best: adapt.

A muffled thud followed by a grunt traveled through the air and bounced off buildings. Dulcina smiled. Demons were rarely involved in a street fight, but they often gravitated toward the sound, lingered, and drank from the last to leave. Pro tip number one: Tail the loser.

Tracking the sound through the maze of buildings and side streets, she prepared for the most likely scenario. Men often brawled outside taverns and it made for a rather enjoyable show. Another grunt and a shallow splash of water drifted to her ears. Someone had disturbed one of the many puddles still dotting the streets from this afternoon's rainfall. What sounded like solid blows, one after another, was enough to make her cringe. By the sound of the quick succession of punches, two men may have ganged up on one.

Dulcina might feel a little sorry for the poor man, but this wasn’t her fight. He’d either end up in a hospital or dead. People lived and died by their choices every day, every night.

She slipped into her Spirit form, invisible to the eye, and eased closer. The sounds seemed to come from a beautiful corner building a street ahead. When the building came into full view and nothing moved around the entrances or fence-lined sidewalk, she gravitated toward the darkest back alley.

Murmured voices threaded toward her, making it easy for her to find their source. The short, narrow alley opened to a small cutout in the building's structure, giving wider berth for deliveries.

She'd found them. One man, his dirty blonde hair catching the light as he moved, bent to punch the poor soul on the ground. The felled man curled his body tighter, muscles instinctively trying to block the blows. The second brute, bearded and much stockier, stood on the other side of the victim and kicked him in the stomach. This time, the poor man's reaction was minimal, which generally meant he wasn't long for this world. Unfortunate, and brutal, but none of her business.

A third man watched from the left, his wild gaze gleefully tracking every blow. The excitement in that brutish-looking man’s face spread, reached his eyes...turned them red. Demon red.

“Finish him,” the demon said, his voice so deep it didn't even echo off the surrounding walls.

Everything inside Dulcina zinged to life. This was no longer a simple exercise in observation, no more lingering to make certain the man wasn't killed after they fed from him. A demon had just given an order to kill.

Rules of engagement? Kill only those who have killed and protect the innocent. Yes, there were only two firm rules, but the interpretations varied. Killed could mean the physical act, or a direct order that had been carried out to its end. Clear and near attempt to murder also fell under that category. Those considered innocent translated to humans, demons, or vampires. A Stalker would protect any of them if necessary, as long as doing so would prevent knowledge of other species.

As one of the men was demon, reason stood the other two might be as well, and yet something about this entire situation was off. Most demons ran in packs, but if all three were demon, why weren’t they feeding? They had no reason to draw attention by beating this man. Meaning...the downed man was likely a vampire, or perhaps even another demon.

No, Dulcina was not permitted to kill without sound reason, but a direct order to kill another had been given. If any one of these men attempted the kill, two men would be marked for death. The man who gave the order, and the man who intended to see it through. She grinned. This night just become significantly more interesting.

Being eager didn't mean being stupid. Every detail of the situation flooded into her senses, her brain consistently recalculating. Dulcina had never in her life stopped to plan a strategy. That wasn’t how being a Stalker worked, and it was why she was damn good at her job. Charging into chaos half-cocked was a given, and her adaptability ensured her survival.

The stockier man moved to follow the direct order and drew a knife. Raising his arm, he built momentum to strike just as Dulcina took her solid, corporeal form behind him. Sinking her Bowie knife deep into the meaty part of his upper thigh made him howl in pain and he whipped around to glare at her. The man's eyes flashed red. Confirmed. Demon. Two out of three.

The stocky demon took a back-swing at her, and she ducked, twisting the blade as she yanked it free of his leg. In the next breath, she vanished again. Invisible. Untraceable.

Wounding was a gray area she used to get the job done, and until the Stalker Lord told her to cut it out, she would use every tool in her arsenal. She didn't often get the chance to prevent a death by demon and she took full advantage of this gifted opportunity.

Dulcina appeared a dozen feet away from the cluster of men, and the eyes of the third man with dirty blond hair did a double take at her swift travel in Spirit. As he recognized what sort of species stood among them, his eyes shifted to red. Three demons. Fabulous.

None of them moved, but when she made no further motion to attack, the injured demon clamped his thick paw of a hand over his damaged leg and growled, “Not your business, Stalker.”

“Everything is my business.” She sighed, shaking her head as if the poor demons didn’t know any better. She was burning for a fight, craving physical exertion and a keen rush of adrenaline, and she wasn’t above provocation.

“Not tonight,” the craggy faced leader hanging back said evenly, bearing a confidence he should not possess.

“Want me to leave?” Sheathing her Bowie knife, she spread her arms wide, making her challenge tempting. A tactic she'd learned from her volatile foster mother. “Make me.”

The shaggy-haired man stepped toward her, but at the silent signal from their unspoken leader, he stopped.

“Leave her.” The leader's gruff voice faded as he turned away from her and looked back to the body on the ground.

Everything about these three demons left a sour burn in her gut. They were not sightseeing above ground, searching for a lost or strayed relation, and they certainly didn't intend to drink from this victim. Yet, to have recognized her as a Stalker, they were familiar with the strict rules applied to demons here in Paris.

“You know you're done, right?” she said, her authoritative tone carrying a weight she was more than capable of backing. “This is over.”

The craggy-faced leader changed tactics, producing his own knife and whipping it at her. Dulcina weaved just to the left and then slid back into her previous position. The knife clattered on the ground behind her. This demon had already been marked for death, but now? He'd actively attempted to kill a Stalker, thus ending her patience. Abruptly.

Dulcina took two measured steps back, never taking her eyes off the demons, and plucked the thrown blade from the ground. The demon, who had been so eager to have a go at her, suddenly shuffled backward, closer to the fallen man.

Legs braced, Bowie now securely drawn in her right fist and the demon's blade in her left, she waited for them to make the first move. The demons each pulled a knife, the silvery glint catching what little light shone down on them. She wasn't surprised. The weapon of choice for any vampire or demon was a blade of some form. It drew far less attention from human society than the loud blast of a gunshot.

Dulcina glanced at the victim. Still unconscious, but alive, his chest moving in a shallow rhythm. The demons must have perceived her as weak in that moment, assuming her attention was drawn to the injured man out of feminine care and concern, because the leader charged her.

He'd lunged forward, blade first, exposing his arm. Now here was a moment, an opportunity laid bare. She brought her Bowie knife down hard on his arm. The skin on his wrist was instantly sliced deep by her well-honed blade. Tendons severed. The knife he'd wielded fell from his hand a mere second before he howled in pain.

His garbled cursing would bring unwanted attention. Without a second thought, she cracked him on the head with the butt of her knife, and he jerked once, then lost consciousness. Blessed silence.

The muscle-bound demon with the injured leg lumbered toward her, doing his best to appear menacing and aggressive. The show might have worked on someone less seasoned.

Dulcina never flinched, and had no reason to fight fair. A breath before he struck, she vanished, appearing behind the demon. She drove her Bowie knife up and under his rib cage. It took effort to push through the thick muscles of his back, but she was more than capable.

Lungs punctured, the shock of it split the demon's focus enough for her to make a second strike into the softer flesh of his side. The bleed wasn't enough to weaken a demon of this size, but combined with the fluid now entering his punctured lungs, he struggled to do much more than turn and gape at her. He dropped to his knees, crumpled to the ground. He was down, but not dead.

Two disabled. The shaggy blonde was wiser than the other two, or possibly more afraid. He didn't advance on her and didn't run to help his friends. That wide-eyed glare of his made her think the events had been a bit much for him to take in, but when his leader roused, lifting his upper body from the pavement, the blonde rallied and yelled, “You can’t just butcher us on the streets like animals, Stalker!”

“Look around you, demon. Yes, I can,” she warned. “I answer to a higher power.”

“Leave her!” Struggling to stand, holding his battered skull with his good hand, the leader never stopped giving orders. “We’ve done our job. Time to go.”

“No,” Dulcina said, shaking her head slowly and pointing at the other demon. “Just him.”

Swaying under the effects of what was likely a concussion, as well as blood loss from his severed inner wrist, the demon leader relented, “She's right. You go on. Leave us.”

He hesitated, but after a moment the blonde turned away from them, looking rather shell-shocked, and made his way through the door, bolting it shut behind him.

Dulcina turned her attention fully to the remaining two demons, her grip instinctively tightening around the hilt of her knife. “You know what I am, and you know the rules we all live by.”

“I do,” the craggy-faced leader said with a nod, dropping his hands to his side.

She approached, watching for telltale signs of an attack. Sure enough, the demon tensed, springing forward. Dulcina functioned purely on reflexive instinct, stepping into him, taking the impact of his good hand on her throat. The instant his fingers curled around her neck, she slid her Bowie right between the demon's ribs. He jerked back, his instant reaction to push away from her out of self-preservation, but it only opened him up for a second strike. Straight to the heart.

The demon sank to the ground, muscle control fading fast. Some genuinely gave up, offering their throat. The rest fought back, expecting a woman to act as a fragile female and not a warrior.

Dulcina tugged her blade from the demon's chest and wiped the black blood onto his shirt. Weapon now sheathed at her side, she turned on her heel, making her way to the poor soul the demons had pummeled into the ground. A street brawl wasn’t normal behavior for demons. They fed, killed, and vanished. Whatever happened here was out of the ordinary, and it hadn’t escaped her notice that the demons had sported a few cuts and bruises of their own before she'd shown up. Her curiosity was deliciously piqued. An average vampire who could take on three demons long enough to reciprocate some damage? Well, now, that was a man worth meeting.

Caution had never done Dulcina any favors, and so she approached the man as she approached life. Confidently. She made certain to keep the downed demons in her line of sight. Some resurrected swifter than others. As she moved closer, she could see the victim's hair was a tawny brown and not the telltale black marker of her vampire species. Probably demon, then. Disappointing.

Within her home city, everything was constant, rules set in stone. But up here in Paris? Nearly everything she'd known for a fact down to her core was...flexible. Not all demons were bad, drinking from humans was not prohibited, and the once horrifying thought of a demon city named Jericho was now truly of no consequence. Some rules, however, were not fluid. If this damaged man was a demon, she’d have no problem seeing him to his home. That is, if she could get the location from him, and if he lived. Vampire? Well...that got slightly more complicated as he appeared to be a half breed.

Dulcina cringed at the thought of helping a stranger. Dealing with normal folk was a pain in the ass. They didn't understand her, and she sure as hell didn't understand them. She sighed and dropped to a crouch, poised on the balls of her feet.

“Let’s see what you are,” she said aloud, hoping her voice would trigger a response. Some men swam in the mire of pain, unable to surface back to consciousness, and others woke fighting. Vocalization was just a little preliminary test before she touched him.

Face down on the pockmarked pavement, half lying in a rather large puddle of rainwater, the man gave no reaction to her voice. Two fingers to his neck, she searched for a pulse. It was there and steady. He lived, and would continue to do so, unless he gave her a reason to finish him.

Dulcina clenched his shirt in her fist and rolled him onto his back. Cautiously, she placed her entire palm over his cheek to catch his temperature. He was warm but not demon hot. The cool puddle he’d been sprawled in might have altered his body heat, but there was one sure way to discover the truth. She lifted one of his eyelids. Hazel.

Dulcina drew back, confusion skittering through her thoughts, desperately plucking facts to make his existence logical. A demon's eyes defaulted to their primal red when they were unconscious. He was decidedly not demon. It was highly possible she'd come across the lesser-known, but immensely powerful, combination of human and vampire her people called Forbidden. It would explain how he'd been able to hold his own for so long against three rather large demons.

Carefully she lifted his busted, bloodied lip to expose his teeth. Flat, even teeth. A vibrant curse broke past her lips. He was human! Knowing his species with absolute certainty left her with even more questions. Dulcina gripped his chin, tipped his head toward her, then away. No bite marks on his neck. The demon trio hadn’t been trying to feed from him.

It didn’t make sense for demons to pass up a feeding or to simply pound on a human for fun. Were they trying to get something from him? Logical on the surface, but humans rarely knew or possessed anything of value to demons. Period. They were, in fact, rather useless.

Dulcina glanced back at the unconscious demon. They'd been armed, so why hadn't they flat out killed him? No knife wounds or excessive amounts of blood marred his body, but that didn’t necessarily mean the human wasn’t severely injured. They were fragile creatures.

Carefully, she lifted his arm from where it rested atop his ribs. Her manipulation, though slow and deliberate, wrought a pained groan from the man. His eyes blinked open, those hazel greens flitting around without really focusing on anything in particular. Tension filled his muscles and he gritted his teeth, but when he started to lift his head, it all went wrong. He was able to muffle a cry of pain before collapsing back to the ground.

“You can’t move, can you?” Dulcina said, and that’s when he saw her for the first time.

Alarm reached his eyes, creased his brow, and he opened his mouth to speak, but ended up gasping in a short breath, which seemed to only cause him more pain. He appeared utterly defeated, and for a flash of a second, Dulcina regretted her words. She’d forgotten how fiercely men loathed losing control of any situation. Typically, she didn’t care, reveled in having the upper hand, but she got the sense that something about his predicament, even beyond the physical injuries, truly wounded him. Poor thing.

An unfamiliar pang of sympathy flashed through her, but she quickly dismissed the reaction. Sweeping her hand over his head, checking for further damage as she soothed him, she softly said, “No use denying it.”

Dulcina froze with her fingers speared through his short hair, and after a halting moment, swiftly withdrew her hand. Interesting. No, this situation was not normal, but more concerning was her out-of-character behavior. She wasn't the comforting type.

The light in his eyes seemed to fade, then he jerked back to consciousness with a vengeance, eyes frantically searching for an enemy she knew damn well he couldn’t see, let alone fight.

“They're gone. It's just me here with you,” she said firmly, putting her face directly into his line of sight. “Come now, enough of this in between. Die or fight.”

His hand shot out and gripped her arm. Human and weak, he could never harm her, and so Dulcina simply let him hold on, cautiously watching his every move. By some miracle, he pulled himself halfway off the ground before crying out in pain and falling back to the ground, unconscious.

“Rest easy. I’ll see you safe,” she said, disentangling his hand from her arm. That was when she saw his knuckles. Deep red gashes split his flesh from the backs of his hands to his elbows, his skin spattered with blood that was not entirely his own. Black demon blood made him a colorful mess.

Dulcina lifted an eyebrow in disbelief, and a healthy amount of admiration. He’d fought back and got a piece of at least one demon. She could respect a fighter.

If he were one of her kind, she couldn't very well leave him to the authorities who would whisk him away to the hospital and discover another species. As he was human, she could easily walk away. Except there was a small chance this man retained a memory of the demons he'd fought. On the other hand, if he remained clueless, there was no need to alter his life so drastically. It was a dark night, and no man could expect to fare well in any fight against three men, so perhaps he'd been unaware of their exceedingly powerful nature.

She sighed. Delays.

Yes, she was annoyed, but Dulcina refused to leave this man without knowing for certain how much he knew about vampires and demons. She’d take him home for now, and when he regained consciousness, she could gently ply him with questions. If he knew nothing, he would be free to go, under observation, of course.

However, if he knew anything at all about the demons that had pummeled him into the ground, his life would be irrevocably altered. Many Stalkers would swiftly execute a man with knowledge of the other species, but Dulcina didn't have it in her to snuff out the life of a human with such an abundance of dogged courage.
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Chapter 3
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PARIS

Jake opened his eyes, more than a little uneasy to face whatever this run of bad luck had left him alive to battle. Everything was dark and quiet, and the warmth around him suggested he was indoors. He couldn't be certain though, since not a sliver of light trickled in through a window, a crack under a door, or gap at the edge of a curtain. Nothing.

No reason to keep looking at stuff he couldn’t see. The important thing was he'd lived. He hurt too damn much to be dead. Sweet Jesus, it even hurt to breathe.

Flat on his back, his body felt like a mass of bruises and cuts. His face throbbed, no doubt swollen from all the fists that had made direct contact with his thick skull. Come to think of it, more than a few hits had landed on his cheek. Like a man reading Braille, Jake lifted his hand to search his face for any serious injury, but the jolt of pain that ricocheted through his entire left side gave him all the answers he needed. It wasn't just his handsome mug. Everything was bad. Those big boys who'd swarmed out of the club to protect Tulio had done some serious damage.

Served him right. Dropping his whole life, jumping on a plane, and chasing a murderer across the ocean to a different continent had been a dumb-ass move. If Mama were still alive, she'd skin his hide for this one. Granted, he hadn't done anything yet, but even now, he intended to see this through to the end.

The end. There was always an end. To everything, and everyone. What burned in his gut was the bitter injustice of Rita's young, healthy life being stolen from her. Anger had never gripped him this hard in the past, and vengeance had never rooted so deeply in his heart.

This revenge, chasing after a man to kill him? Yeah, Mama would have dragged him back home by his ear and cuffed him upside the head. This wasn't like him at all, it was just...he had nothing left. Mama was gone, his fiancée had stepped out on him, and Tulio had shot his dog and then his partner. Finding Rita dying on the floor of his home...well, it had flipped a switch he hadn’t known was inside him.

Jake had nothing to lose, and while keeping his rage at a low simmer, he did what he'd been trained to do. He tracked Rita's murderer, and because he hadn't followed even one ounce of protocol, he'd damn near caught up to Tulio in Paris.

That's as far as he got. He'd been working his way past the bouncer at a gambling house when Tulio had stepped into his line of sight. Acting every inch the boss he thought himself to be, Tulio had just grinned at him, and then with a short whisper to one of his men, he'd turned his back on Jake.

He’d held his own rather well, until two more men had come out of the dark. Jake's chest throbbed, and he reached with his good arm to gingerly touch the spot. It was sticky with blood, but nothing fresh seemed to spill from him, so it couldn't be too bad. Setting his arm back down caused a whole new sensation of pain to wash over him.

Jake groaned, and instantly winced, holding his breath until his arm was back on the bed. He couldn’t be sure, but making that guttural sound might have hurt worse than moving his arm. Not a good sign. Yeah, he was a mess, but for the moment, his attackers were no longer punching him. He didn’t much care what had chased them away, or who had picked him up off the pavement. He was only thankful that his bruises weren’t still being bruised.

Something shifted nearby, and he strained to focus on the movement through his ringing ears and aching skull. The movements were soft, but they were deliberate. Was this person a friend or enemy? Sure, he had other questions. How bad was the damage? Why had he been brought here? Where was here? Why the hell wouldn't those men go down when he hit them? He wouldn’t ask anything, though. At least, not yet. He’d often found he could get more information from his silence than an all-out interrogation.

There was a subtle change















[image: ]























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Secrets, demons, lovers and murder ...
Who can you trust?

-

NIGHT
STALKER

THE CITIES BELOW: 6





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





