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        To Seduce a Witch’s Heart

      

      

      
        
        A Novel of Love and Magic

        Book 1

      

        

      
        Nadine Mutas

      

      

      

      Summon a demon to find kidnapped sister? Check. Use magic to control him? Check. Resist his sinful seduction attempts? Oops.

      

      Witch Merle MacKenna doesn’t need a snarky, sinfully hot demon—especially one who’s as infuriating as he is irresistible. But when her sister vanishes, she’s forced to strike a deal with Rhun, a rogue demon with a wicked past and a talent for pushing every one of her buttons.

      

      Rhun’s plan is simple: seduce the stubborn witch, steal her magic, and disappear. But there’s one problem—Merle’s fire matches his own, and the more time he spends with her, the less he wants to escape.

      

      Now, as the clock ticks and the danger closes in, Merle is wondering if saving her sister means losing her heart to the one creature she was warned never to trust.

      

      Don’t miss out on this sizzling-hot enemies-to-lovers romance with snarky banter, a morally gray demon hero with a heart of gold, and a fierce witch who gives as good as she gets!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Sergej,

        my own personal Happily Ever After.

        You’re the reason I can write about love.
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      With a heavy clang, the door of Merle’s family mausoleum shut behind her. The sudden silence enveloped her, the sounds of sleepy Portland cut off. It was only Merle now, standing among the lingering energy of her forebears, in the witching hour of the night, armed with nothing but her craft and a healthy dose of despair. Enough to unbind a bluotezzer demon from the Shadows.

      Her flashlight’s beam ghosted over the walls and stopped, involuntarily, on one of the shelved stone coffins. Rowan Mary MacKenna, 1935-2007. The letters seemed to scowl at her—full of disapproval for the transgression she was about to commit. Her power buzzed in reaction to the residual magic drenching the air, still so strong even years after the witch’s passing. She gritted her teeth and averted her eyes from her grandmother’s name on the marble plaque.

      “I don’t have a choice.” Her whisper echoed in the dark of the tomb, thrown back at her along with silent reproach. “Am I supposed to just let her die?”

      Of course, there was no answer. The remains of her grandmother’s energy were strong enough to glower at her, but, naturally, didn’t offer any help.

      The thought of unleashing a blood-eater demon tightened her chest, sucked all warmth out of her. With doubt weighing on her shoulders, she paused. The power of her ancestors sizzled over her skin, pressed down on her. What if they were right, what if this was too dangerous? Maybe she should just⁠—

      Unbidden, a flash of memory tore through her. Lips curved at the dirty joke Merle had just told, Maeve stole a Skittle out of the bag lying between them and threw it at Merle. “You’re so bad,” she said around a giggle, her eyes the color of fire and smoke bright in a face dotted with freckles, framed by ginger hair so like Merle’s.

      Heart laughing at the unusual display of boldness from her baby sister, Merle hugged her tight. “Made you smile, though, didn’t it?”

      A smile she’d never see again if she gave up now. Either she took the risk of unbinding this demon—or soon she’d watch another stone coffin being added to this tomb. The memory of laying to rest here the mortal remains of her mom, her oldest sister, and later, her grandmother, were still vivid in her mind, the loss an aching wound in her heart. Losing Maeve, too, would do more than tear that wound wider—it would rip a gorge through her soul, its size immeasurable.

      Throat raw at this thought, she crushed all doubt and set to work. She placed the flashlight upright in a corner, its cone of light touching the vaulted ceiling. Next she unzipped the duffel bag she’d brought and took out the sage. Lighting it, she purified the space, ensuring no trace negativity would corrupt the spell, though the lingering power in the air would have already repelled most evil spirits. Some spaces didn’t require as much cleansing as others; the burial place of a line of strong witches was one of them.

      With the heavy, smoky scent of the sage still saturating the air, she threw the salt in a circle around herself. Just a precaution, a ward against intrusive spirits who might attack her while she cast the spell. After taking out five candles, setting them down at the protective points on the circle and lighting them, she sat down cross-legged on the stone floor, placed her family’s grimoire in her lap. The thick tome’s leather binding was soft underneath her fingers as she opened it to the section that would guide her through the process. It wasn’t much, only one page of information to bind or unbind a demon from the Shadows, but it would have to do.

      Closing her eyes, she reached out to the source of all that was magic and life. “I humbly beseech the Powers That Be to grant me protection,” she whispered into the silence. There was no guarantee they’d comply, as they were fickle, untamed, like the magic which was worked into the world. It was a witch’s greatest hubris and most fatal mistake to think to ever fully control it.

      A mistake she wasn’t inclined to make. She’d always been cautious with the powers she tapped, her grandmother’s words of warning forever etched in her mind. For every spell you cast, there is a loophole to undo it, hidden from your knowledge.

      She released her pent-up breath, opened her eyes and began the ritual. Her words would summon the bluotezzer demon to the forefront of the Shadows, close enough to hear, to listen, and to speak, but still bound and powerless. She would talk to the spirit first, gauge whether it was reasonable. Would the creature be willing to cooperate?

      Not for the first time, she wondered about her grandmother’s reasons for binding the demon in the magical equivalent of Hell, with a spell so powerful only one of her direct bloodline could undo it. Without a doubt, it hadn’t been for a speeding ticket. No, it must have been to make the demon atone for taking an innocent life, presumably even more than one.

      Shaking off the queasy feeling in her stomach, she refocused. Whatever it was the creature had done, it didn’t matter right now, nor would it matter in the future as long as she kept the demon under control and made sure to bind it again once Maeve was free.

      “By the magic of my line,” she intoned, “with the power passed unto me, I call upon the Shadows to obey my commands.”

      The air grew thicker, humid and pressing as if auguring a storm. The Shadows writhed, whispers of darkness, coiling and uncoiling in tendrils of black and gray, like the smoke of the sage had done shortly before. Only this smoke, it lived. The active power in the air stirred the residual magic of her forebears, which hummed in response.

      “Bring forth the bluotezzer demon bound by Rowan, daughter of Ethel, of the MacKenna family.”

      Her ancestors’ energy coalesced and filled her head with their droning, until her temples throbbed. The air became thicker still. The whisper of the Shadows echoed in the dark corners of the tomb.

      Then, silence.

      “Speak.”

      Her breath caught. Her heart raced. The voice had been in her mind, masculine, deep, and reverberating in places of her body it had no business sneaking into.

      Forcing herself to breathe slowly, she checked and strengthened her mental shields, and tapped into the core of her power. No way was she going to let a demon rattle her like an untrained novice witch. Her magic might not be as strong as her grandmother’s, but she could handle this. Even if it was the first time she encountered a demon.

      “Who are you?” That voice again, deep and resonant, danger wrapped in velvet. It stroked along her senses, testing her shields. A shiver ran down her spine as she felt his touch against her mental defenses, a hot brush of darkness.

      With a surge of power, she hid the anxiety in her aura, projecting only calm confidence that she had the means to control him. She wouldn’t show any weakness. Not now, not toward him. “I am Merle,” she said, her voice steady. “Daughter of Emily, head of the MacKenna line. It was my grandmother Rowan who bound you.”

      Her senses sharpened, focused, as she felt the presence behind the voice move. He edged closer to the veil between the worlds, hovering on the brink of the Shadows.

      “Merle.”

      The way he spoke her name—a purr rubbing against her very core.

      “I remember you.”

      Her skin prickled.

      “Your hair was braided.” He paused. The air crackled. “Blue. Your dress was blue, like your eyes.”

      Her heart beat a frantic tattoo against her ribs.

      “You were a pretty girl, little witch.”

      His words unlocked a memory, a string of images, emotions, buried for so long, she had all but forgotten. It came back now with a jolt.

      The lawn outside her house. The old cherry tree still stood, its branches swaying in the warm evening breeze. Piercing, bright eyes focused on her as the demon crouched down, leveling his face with hers. Sizzling energy, brushing over her skin, making the hairs on her arms rise.

      “Hello, little witch.” A smile on his lips.

      “Merle!” Her grandmother’s voice came from somewhere behind her.

      Her heart thrummed. Those eyes held her captive.

      “Merle, get back inside. Now.” Merle had never heard such sharpness in her grandmother’s voice.

      “Listen to your grandma, little witch. You’re too young to play outside after dark.” The wind tousled his chestnut-colored hair then rustled through the leaves as he winked at her and stood.

      Her grandmother stepped up to the male just as Merle was hauled back, dragged into the house by her mother along with hushed words of reproach and an onslaught of maternal protectiveness. But Merle’s gaze never left his face.

      A face of cutting beauty, laced with a subtle hint of danger that even a five-year-old understood.

      She sucked in a breath at the force of the memory, the maelstrom of emotions it evoked. Wrenching herself back into the present, she tried to calm her nerves. Still, the little girl inside her trembled.

      “I have summoned you to make you an offer.” She sounded so much stronger than she felt.

      A tight silence followed.

      “You need my help.” His voice dripped with smugness.

      She bit back a caustic response. Antagonizing him at this point would not be clever. “Yes,” she said instead. “I need you to find my sister, Maeve.”

      “Maeve… the little chatty one?”

      She was about to correct him when it hit her—he’d been bound in the Shadows when Merle was about six. He’d only known her sister Maeve before the incident that had ripped a gaping hole in the family and stifled Maeve’s spirit, rendering her a mere shadow of the lively girl she used to be.

      She swallowed, heart pounding as she pushed the memory away before it could truly surface. “Yes. She’s been taken by one of your kind, and I need your help to locate him.”

      She’d tried to hunt him down herself, but his species was rare and impossible to find by means of magic. Her power was still bruised from the rituals she’d carried out, her mind exhausted from the feverish chase for a way to find Maeve. The locator spell had failed. Her Elders had turned her away. This was her last chance. Only another bluotezzer demon could sense the abductor’s presence, track him down.

      “How long has he had her?”

      “Almost two days.”

      “Then she’s most likely dead already.” Spoken with calm indifference.

      “No. I can still feel her.” When her mom and her sister Moira had died, and later as her grandmother had passed away, her connection to them severed. The link to Maeve remained intact. It pulsed within her, a constant reminder of what she was about to lose.

      If only the link were strong enough to trace, she wouldn’t need to do this…

      “I will unbind you from the Shadows so you can search for the one holding her captive,” she said, steel in her voice, “but you will be bound to me, and I can find you, no matter where you run. You will cooperate with me, and you will not step out of line. If you spill innocent blood, I will make you suffer for it.”

      His presence darkened, menacing, and pressed against the veil keeping him on the other side. Then—with a flicker of his energy—he softened and brushed along her mind.

      “What do I get in return, little witch?”

      She bristled and pushed back the sensuous caress of his words, ignoring the rush of heat centering between her thighs. Traitorous body. She would not purr back. “You can taste life again,” she said, struggling to keep her voice even. “You can breathe, drink, move, see the world… You’ve been in the Shadows for what? Twenty years? I’m sure you’d like a break from darkness, inertia and hunger, wouldn’t you?”

      A touch of his presence on her mind, a gentle teasing. “I’ll help you if you vow to release me completely afterwards.”

      “You know I can’t grant you that without my Elders’ consent,” she said through gritted teeth. No matter what, she couldn’t fully unbind him—if he fell into bloodlust and went on a rampage, Merle would have to answer for every innocent life he took. And the Powers That Be kept score mercilessly. “This is your chance for a taste of freedom, and it will be all I can give you. Take it or leave it.”

      Ponderous silence filled the tomb. The pause was long enough to make her stomach tighten, to turn her breathing into forced, shallow gasps. What if he said no? Gods—part of her wished for that. Then she could go home, safe, her conscience free of guilt.

      And Maeve would die.

      The thought sucker-punched her right in her gut, painful enough to erase any worry about unbinding a demon from the Shadows. Chest tightening, she straightened her spine. She could do this.

      “Will you feed me?” His voice was vibrant with sensuality, and her heartbeat kicked up a notch.

      “Yes,” she ground out, unbidden and very inappropriate tingles of excitement running over her skin.

      She could feel his amusement filling the small silence that followed.

      “Then we have a deal, little witch of mine.”

      His endearment wrapped around her soul, stroking, enticing, taking root. She drew a deep breath and reinforced her mental shields to counter the effect his voice had on her. Gods dammit, it was just a voice.

      “All right,” she said quietly, steeling herself. “Ready?”

      “I am if you are.”

      A twinge of doubt made her falter. The danger she was about to unleash… She clenched her jaw and buried that thought. Not like she had any other options left.

      On an inhale, she bundled her power, and focused on infusing her next words with the magic that transformed ordinary language into a spell.

      
        
        
        “From hunger, pain and darkness,

        bring unto the light,

        the spirit bound by Rowan,

        in never-ending night.

        Relinquished from the Shadows,

        as per my decree,

        its form released,

        its power leashed,

        it will be chained to me.”

      

      

      

      Her magic struck, fused with the innate power of the words, and clashed with the sentient force of the Shadows. For a moment they bristled, recalcitrant and ever-hungry as they were, but then they yielded. Coiling, they became a mass of stygian, impenetrable darkness in front of her eyes, merging into a form on the floor.

      She held her breath as the writhing black stilled and molded into the motionless shape of a man, lying on his back. The last of the Shadows fell away from his body with a whisper, reluctantly letting him go, and slowly all color came back to his form.

      And—gods have mercy—what a form.

      Heat shot up to her face. He was completely, utterly naked.

      She hadn’t been prepared for that. The grimoire hadn’t mentioned he’d be like this, so nude and—gorgeous. Damn, this wasn’t fair. This so wasn’t fair. There should have been a warning.

      Impressive muscles bunched underneath his ivory skin, skin she ached to touch, her fingers twitching. She curled them into her palms instead. Her eyes, however, devoured him. His shoulders and chest were well-defined, wrought with iron strength, though far from bulky. He was all lean muscle, athletically toned, not an ounce of fat on his delectable body. Her gaze involuntarily followed the faint trail of dark hair from his chest over his ripped abdomen to his groin.

      She drew in a harsh breath and averted her eyes. The room temperature shot up to rival a sauna.

      She would not look back. She would not look back at his⁠—

      “Like what you see?”

      The murmured question pulled her undisciplined gaze—dammit, she’d looked back—from the captivating sight of his package up to his face. His eyes were now open, focused on her, glinting with male arrogance. Dark brown hair framed the clear-cut beauty of the face she’d seen so long ago it seemed like another life. She’d been so young then, a child, and though she’d been drawn to him with equal measures of fear and fascination, it had been a child’s eyes that looked upon him.

      Not anymore. The flush rolling over her skin, the urge to touch, taste, feel, the whisper of want that prickled warm in low, feminine places—it was very much adult. Right here, right now, she was further removed from childlike innocence than she’d ever been.

      “You grew up beautiful, little witch,” he said, his voice raspy from decades of disuse. Eyes of pale, bright green met her own, searing, intense, daring in the overt appreciation they displayed.

      A slight movement drew her gaze to his loins again before she could stop herself. Oh yes, he appreciated her presence, all right. Her mouth turned dry. Closing her eyes tight, she fought the waves of embarrassment rushing through her. She didn’t ogle men like they were a yummy piece of cake. No, she didn’t. No matter how yummy.

      “You know,” he said, a whisper of dark need behind his words, “I don’t mind posing nude for females.”

      She opened her eyes again and glared at him. Damn if his self-satisfied smirk didn’t make him even hotter.

      “But as much as I’m enjoying your attention, I am kind of starving right now.”

      Of course he was. His demon aura, still faint because of his weakened condition, flickered with the kind of hunger born of years of deprivation. He’d been starving for the past twenty years, denied any nourishment in the Shadows. Though his body hadn’t degenerated—obviously—he would have suffered from terrible hunger. Well, that she was prepared for.

      She snapped into action and turned to the duffel bag, pulling out a unit of blood. From the little information she’d found in the grimoire, she knew his demon species fed off human blood, having given rise to the vampire myths among different cultures. Folk memory and superstitions had distorted the truth over time, creating the legend of the undead. Bluotezzer demons, however, were very much alive, and they had never been human to begin with.

      Since she wanted to avoid giving him her blood—the less he took from her the better, whether it be blood or anything else—she’d gone to the lengths of snatching a unit from the hospital on her way here.

      Breaking the circle, the salt crunching underneath her shoes, she came forward to crouch next to him and gingerly held the bag up to his mouth.

      The wicked glint in his eyes barely concealed the desperate hunger lurking underneath, as he shook his head slightly. “Merle.” His voice was low, rasping, humming over her skin. “You know it has to be fresh.”

      Ah, crap. She hadn’t known that. But maybe he was toying with her—he could be making it up, for all she knew. Plus, letting him drink her blood was probably exactly what she shouldn’t be doing. The way her skin prickled—as if in eager anticipation of his feeding—was a clear warning sign. She couldn’t risk losing control.

      Narrowing her eyes, she shoved the unit back in his face. “You can’t have my blood. This will have to do.”

      He snorted, refusing to bite. “Your loss, then.”

      For a long moment they stared at each other. Her hand held the bag to his mouth. His lips remained sealed. It was a play of power, of give and take, she knew that much. And in this round, she’d have to give. She needed his help to find Maeve, and for that, he had to be fed and moving and functional.

      With a muttered curse, she chucked the blood back into the duffel. “Just so you don’t get any ideas,” she said with a glare at the demon, “know that if you kill me, you’ll automatically be kicked back into the Shadows. Failsafe measure.” The lie tasted bitter on her tongue, the truth a rock in her throat.

      He narrowed his eyes, and his jaw hardened. For a second, his aura darkened, like ink spilled into water. Then, the muscles in his face relaxed, the lines around his mouth smoothing out as his lips curved up. “Don’t worry, little witch. I’ll be on my best behavior.”

      “You better be, or I swear I’ll kick your ass so hard you’ll wish the Shadows would have never released you.” This one wasn’t an idle threat. The section on bluotezzer demons in her grimoire said his species was susceptible to blows of raw power. Her abilities might still be developing, but bursts of undiluted magic she could manage. Now, if only she could convince her jackhammering heart to calm down and believe her.

      Mental shields steeled against any attack, she pushed up her left sleeve and held her wrist to his mouth. His tongue slipped out and slowly, languorously, licked across the sensitive underside. She gasped and froze at the tingles shooting up her arm—and into other, more intimate parts of her body.

      His pale blue-green eyes glowed as he spoke against her pulse. “Your neck.” His fangs grazed her skin. “I want your neck.”

      Her heartbeat sped up even more. No, no, no, she shouldn’t get all excited by that idea. But running a close second to the panic inside her was a warped sense of arousal, and he could totally tell, if the smug flicker in his aura was any indication.

      “C’mere,” he murmured, his voice dark velvet over her skin.

      She managed to glower at him as she slowly leaned over, pushed her hair aside and exposed the curve of her neck. His lips touched her skin. A shiver ran down her spine and her heart fluttered. He inhaled deeply, drawing in her scent with a sigh, a sound so erotic it had her trembling, inching closer to him. Her pulse thrummed against his lips as he kissed her neck, nipped at her skin—and then he bit.

      A flash of pain, a strangled cry, muted in her throat by the avalanche of sensations washing over her. Her skin was on fire, waves of heat rolled through her body in the rhythm of his strong pulls. Tingles of excitement spread like wildfire, unpredictable, uncontrollable, taking down her defenses, one by one. She heard herself moan, a distant sound that startled her. She was enjoying this way too much.

      With an effort she drew back. She had to stop this before he went too far.

      His hand shot up to her neck, took hold of her nape and pulled her back down. “More.”

      Hell, no. Reaching inside herself, she tapped into the glowing core of her powers, and pulled up a thread of raw magic. She struck out—and he blocked it as easily as if swatting away a fly. Her heart stuttered. Panic iced her spine. He shouldn’t be able to do this. The grimoire had said he’d be susceptible to⁠—

      He bit her again. She gasped, not at the pain but at the…pleasure. Rolling heat, her senses moaning at the strokes of lust, silken darkness caressing her mind, her body. This shouldn’t feel this good.

      The demon’s muscles tensed, vibrant with the energy he stole from her. Just like that, he brought her on her back, not breaking contact with her neck. His groan—an erotic sound despite the situation—sent impossible zings of excitement through her. His weight pinning her down, he clutched her with predatory possessiveness. Hot little licks of his tongue brushed over her skin while he sucked harder, igniting more sparks of liquid fire. It ran through her veins, pulsed in time with his pulls. She felt all the way down to the lowest levels of her soul. I don’t want it to end.

      It was this thought that sobered her.

      She blinked, shook off the haze clouding her brain. He’d gotten to her, had sneakily infiltrated her mind. Mental shields slamming down once more, she lashed out with a flash of white-hot magic. It hit the demon square in the chest. He grunted, released her throat, and reared back. Yes! The trail of aggressive raw magic glowed inside her. She’d have to pay for it later, but it was better than losing her life.

      Striking the demon again with a measured blast of undiluted power, she shoved at his chest at the same time. It was enough to topple him over. Not enough, however, to knock him out. Snarling, he grabbed her neck and pulled her back down on top of him. His skin was warm, silky, and oh-so-strokable underneath her hands as she sprawled across him, and—by the gods, what is wrong with me? She should concentrate on fighting him. Pressing her lips together, she punched him in the throat and rolled off.

      The demon coughed and cursed, his aura clouding with darkness. Eyes narrowed at her, he sat up—and lunged. Her back hit the stone floor before she could so much as grab a thread of magic. All air left her lungs on a whoosh. The demon pinned her down, her wrists locked in his grip. Heat and dark power charged the air between them. Her magic flickered, waned. Dammit, not now. Wiggling, she made an effort to break free of his hold, but all she succeeded in doing was to rub her body against his.

      He licked the curve of her neck up to her ear. “Keep doing that, little witch,” he murmured, his breath hot against her skin. “Feels amazing.”

      She stopped moving, and with a disappointed tsk he resumed drinking.

      Oh, gods. She tried to grasp her weakening magic, only to have it slip through her mental fingers. Her body turned to rubber, black bleeding into her vision. He was so much stronger than he should have been. She took a rattling breath. “Failsafe measure.”

      The reminder of how he’d be kicked back into the Shadows if he killed her made him pause. He stopped drinking, shifted far enough to pin her with his piercing gaze. “You’re bluffing.”

      She was. Not that she would let him see that, though. “Try me,” she whispered, infusing the words with as much daring bluff as possible.

      His thumb gently rubbed her lower lip. “Maybe I will.” He gripped her neck and bit again.

      A cascade of sensations rushed through her, from her neck down to her toes, prickling heat, pulsing pleasure, an ache for more. His lips were hot on her skin, his energy stroking her senses, making her want… No.

      Drawing in a fortifying breath, she gathered what was left of her strength. She reached deeper than ever before, focused on the brightest spark of magic she could find, and stoked it into a fire. It blazed. More. She nurtured the flames, fanned them higher, until the force of her magic was a glaring inferno inside her. Outward she pushed, against the influence of the demon’s dark energy seeping through her shields, and she shoved, shoved, shoved.

      Searing white light exploded from her. It hit the demon full-force, catapulting him off her. Groaning, he crashed into the opposite corner of the mausoleum and slumped down.

      She scrambled to her feet, swayed, and steadied herself on the wall. The candles flickered, casting an eerie play of light and shadows in the tomb. Panting, she watched the demon stir. His aura darkened even further as he heaved himself up, his eyes glowing, burning a path through her soul. Yep, he was pissed. Well, so was she, for that matter.

      Widening her stance, she lifted her chin, ready to meet him head-on. Carefully, she gathered the last of the bruised, exhausted magic inside her, drew it close. It would hurt like hell, but she still had enough to hit him again. And this time, she’d knock him out.

      He took a step toward her. She clutched her power tighter. It churned, eager to be let loose. His energy sizzled, made the air crack. One more deep breath, and then she’d hurl⁠—

      She never got the chance. One second he stood nine feet away from her, the next he was right in her face. Damn, he’s fast, was her last coherent thought before everything happened at once.

      His hand shot out, tangled in her hair. Primed and ready, her power surged to the surface. His other arm wound around her waist, yanked her to him.

      And his mouth covered hers in a kiss that had everything grinding to a halt.

      Her grip on her magic slackened like a taught rope being cut. His lips were hot as they crushed against hers, his tongue demanding as he licked at her, all but ordering her to open up. On a flash of reason, she clamped her mouth shut tight. He bit her lip then, just lightly, but enough to sting.

      “Ow!” She reared back. “Damn you, you bas⁠—”

      Her next words died a shameful death as he took full advantage of her open mouth. His tongue stroked inside her, branding her down to her now fizzling powers. His taste was exquisite, a drug to her senses—dark spices, sultry heat, kissed with a hint of iron from her own blood. His energy enveloped her while he pulled her closer, pressed her suddenly sensitive breasts against his hard chest. A flood of lust slammed into her. It tore down her defenses with terrifying ease, transformed her anger into something primal, voracious and aggressive.

      Next thing she knew, her hands were on his shoulders, yanking him closer, her nails digging into the heat of his skin. She licked and tasted and met his tongue, driven by need and hunger. He growled into the kiss, ground his body against hers, and—good gods, the feel of his hardness against her hip. Everything else dissolved, until there was only heat, maddening pleasure, and the need to draw blood.

      Fully lost in a spiral of lust, she didn’t see it coming. Breaking the kiss, the demon swiped her legs out from under her. For the second time this night, she crashed down on her back on what had to be the hardest floor ever built. Pain shot through her, from her spine to her fingertips, in biting, razor-sharp currents. Breath knocked out of her, she couldn’t even wheeze.

      In between the black dots dancing in her vision, the demon rose above her. His one hand had cradled the back of her head during her fall, and now glided to her throat. He squeezed gently and gave her a taunting smile.

      “Let’s do that again sometime,” he said, kissed her nose, and was gone.

      The gaping door let in a rush of cool night air, brushing over her shivering body. Her chest heaved as she gasped for breath. The rush of adrenaline slowed, and the aftermath of the fight took its toll. Her magic—weakened, almost depleted—had simmered down to a mere glimmer. Her body ached in a million places at once. If she’d been exhausted before, now she felt like road kill come back to life and run over by a truck again.

      That damn sneaky bastard demon. He’d savaged her, almost killed her, had left her nearly broken lying on the floor. Even worse, he’d had the audacity to kiss her—and make her like it.

      She would have his ass for that.
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      Pain.

      Rhun took a deep breath and soaked up the aroma of hurt as it erupted from the man he’d been hitting. The guy’s human aura quivered, woven with threads of agony spreading like fine mist in the air. More. He needed more. Twenty years bound in the Shadows, and he was so starved for the sharp taste of hurt that beating two thugs to a pulp didn’t even take the edge off. He’d quenched his thirst for blood with the little witch in the tomb, but his other two nourishment requirements had yet to be met. Well, he was working on doing just that.

      Rolling his shoulders, he surveyed the scene. Two of the three gang members lay lifeless behind the dumpster that concealed this corner of the back alley from the street. The third did his best to merge with the wall behind him and disappear from Rhun’s view. The gang’s victim—a scrawny runaway teen—sprawled on the garbage-strewn ground, still unconscious from what his abusers had mockingly called “play time.”

      Due to the hour of the night, it had taken Rhun a while after leaving the cemetery to find a trail of suitable prey and an isolated corner to enjoy his feeding. He’d then taken his pick of the thugs’ clothes before he’d started—the white T-shirt from Idiot One, dark blue jeans and the boots from Idiot Two, and the jacket from the third guy. Yep, clichéd bad boy leather jacket, straight out of the starter kit for thugs. It fit best of all three guys’ jackets, though, so Rhun had shrugged it on with a self-ironic bow to his evil, evil demon nature.

      He now knelt down next to the third thug, whose horrified expression matched the acidic flavor of fear in his aura. So different from the aggressive overconfidence he’d flaunted when Rhun had stepped from the shadows of the night, interrupting the gang’s quality time with their victim. How fast things could change. He flipped the man’s knife in his hand a few times, anticipation rushing through his blood. Slicing the jerk to pieces with his own blade would be fun.

      Most human minds lacked any shields, which made it easy to manipulate them, and it only took a little mental nudge to convince Knife Guy to get rid of the rest of his clothes. He then delved deeper into the man’s mind to keep him subdued and silent while he set to work on his exposed skin.

      Darkness bucked within Rhun, rose to the surface and swirled around him. The knife cut, again and again, and the man jerked and writhed, pain exploding in the air. Rhun drank it in. He savored the taste, drew strength from it. Bit by bit his hunger lessened. The clawing need inside him slowly died.

      Sated, he let go of the thug’s mind as it faded into darkness. He licked the blood from the blade, pocketed it, and turned to the gang’s victim. It was tempting to feed off him as well, and deep down, a part of him hungered for more of what he’d just tasted. More pain, more blood, more death. It was the dark, nefarious side of his nature urging him to finish what the gang had started, whispering that he wasn’t so different from them, that he needed this, so why not take what was so clearly meant to be his?

      The boy was still down for the count, half-undressed, bruises on his hips and stomach, eyes swollen shut from punches of three men double the teen’s size. This, Rhun thought, was what made the difference. He enjoyed causing pain, yes, even reveled in it, same as those men he’d just killed. But there were lines he didn’t cross. Harming children was one of them. He’d never given free rein to the darkest part of his nature, and he wouldn’t start now.

      He slipped into the teen’s mind, prodded him awake and erased what little memories there were of his presence and involvement in what had happened. Walking past the wide-eyed young human, who trembled at the sight of the three dead men around him, Rhun patted his shoulder. “Run along now. Find some shelter.”

      After mentally reinforcing his words with a compulsion, he turned his back on the scene. He had to check back on a certain scrumptious little witch.

      Now that he’d fulfilled two of his nourishment needs, his head was much clearer, his power calmed. Walking through the streets of Portland, the Oregon rain a whisper on his skin, he absent-mindedly took in the changes in his city while he pondered his strategy.

      One thing was for sure—he would never go back into the Shadows. For twenty fucking years, he’d known nothing but pain, darkness, hunger, and more pain still. It had eaten him, slowly, inexorably, gnawed on his mind, his soul, chewed him up until he was not much more than a broken shadow himself.

      For the longest time, he’d imagined Rowan might give him the benefit of the doubt and unleash him again. Considering the tenuous friendship they’d had, the years they’d been working together, she could have at least given him the chance to explain. In the end, though, her distrust of his kind had won out, and she’d reverted to treating him as the natural-born enemy any demon was to witchkind. When he’d felt her die a few years back—through the faint bond tying him to her after she’d bound him—the bitter knowledge that she’d really left him to rot in the Shadows had eroded whatever altruism he might have had left.

      Now that he finally had a shot at his freedom, he’d do anything to gain it, to avoid returning to the Shadows. Anything. He’d have even killed the pretty little witch—would have been a first to take a female’s life, and a real pity considering she was a beauty, but if it assured his freedom, he’d have done it in a heartbeat.

      A ruthlessness born of two decades in pain and darkness.

      However, her mention of the “failsafe measure” had thrown him for a loop. He couldn’t be sure whether she spoke the truth, and he wouldn’t risk his freedom finding out. So, as he’d fought her in the dark of the mausoleum, feral hunger shredding him from the inside, he’d decided to switch tactics. There was another way to break the bond that leashed him to her, one requiring patience and skill. He’d have to win his freedom bit by stealthy bit, had to coax her to give in to him. Which was fine, as long as the result was the same.

      He followed the pull of the leash to Merle, and not surprisingly, it led him to the MacKenna residence. He’d already guessed she’d go straight back home, where all her supplies would be. She would have to mix up something—one of those witchy decoctions that resembled mire but held impossible power—to replenish her blood and energy before she could track him down as she’d threatened.

      Well, no need for that. He came to her willingly.

      Shaking his head at the irony of that, he approached the veranda of the old Victorian. It hadn’t changed much in the past twenty years. Proud and sturdy, its lavender walls and white décor weather-worn and chipped, it rose up at the end of the long driveway like a small castle. For a fleeting moment, he half-expected Rowan to walk out and greet him as usual—with an impossible, fragile blend of trust and suspicion in those gray eyes of hers.

      The wind picked up and whipped at him, rustled the leaves in the nearby trees, and he blinked, focused, pushed the past and all regrets into the darkest place inside him.

      Eyes trained on the faint shimmer of the magical wards protecting the house, he took the steps to the veranda and paused, his hand almost touching the edge of the spell. The buzz of power brushed his skin. He couldn’t break down the wards, but he might get in anyway. There was no guarantee this would work, though. If it didn’t, he’d bounce off and probably crash down hard in the driveway, feeling like a mosquito that had tried to snuggle with a bug zapper.

      Holding his breath, he pushed forward. The witch magic sparked at his touch, a slight charge electrifying the air, a precursor of the power that would strike him down if the ward decided he was unwelcome company. Heart racing, he waited. The hum in the air quieted. Slowly, the prickling on his skin subsided, and with a sigh, the magic gentled. His hand slid through the shimmer and touched the door.

      He blew out his pent-up breath. Well, what do you know? He’d taken so much blood from Merle that the ward had indeed recognized it in his veins and allowed him in.

      With a small mental command, he unlocked the door, stepped into the foyer and stopped for a moment. He’d never been inside the house, what with the wards and Rowan’s cautious nature, her deep-seated mistrust of demons, even after decades of knowing him.

      He inhaled the various scents that hung in the air, among them—most prominently—Merle’s natural perfume, a delectable fragrance that stirred his hunger in more ways than one. Underneath it, though, hovered the combined scents of all the witches who had lived here over the decades, laced with the smell of the wood and the stone of the old Victorian, the herbs of all the potions that had been mixed and sampled here, topped with the unmistakable aroma of active magic.

      Brushing his fingertips over the wallpaper, he closed his eyes for a moment and absorbed. Beneath his skin, the walls hummed with power, so strong, so vibrant, simultaneously drawing him closer and repelling him. Witch magic, he mused, is a curious thing. So different from his own, less intuitive and more of a craft, as it demanded careful study and vast knowledge to be wielded right. And yet, it could be so powerful.

      It had been this fascination that had brought about his downfall. Yanking his hand back from the wall, he clenched it into a fist. He wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.

      He followed the pull of the leash and the freshest trace of Merle’s scent to the living room, where he found her slumped on the sofa, sound asleep. There was a pitcher containing some unidentifiable sludge on the coffee table, and her fingers loosely held an empty glass tainted with the same kind of muddy residue. Yep, she’d mixed up some herbs for a potion that would recharge her batteries, energy- and blood-wise, and she’d likely passed out from exhaustion as her body regenerated. Witches might not have the accelerated healing of most otherworld creatures, but the Powers That Be favored them, and they had more magic and magical remedies at their disposal than anyone else.

      Halting in the middle of the living room, he studied Merle’s sleeping form. Her face was still pale, though not as ashen as it had been when he’d left her in the mausoleum. She had the usual fair complexion and ginger hair of the MacKennas, with freckles sprinkled over her nose and cheeks. The tantalizing curve of her neck was bare of any bite marks—he’d made sure to lick the wounds sealed before he’d left—and not a drop of blood stained her clothes. Well, he was nothing if not neat. At least when it came to females.

      Merle’s chest rose with her slow and steady breaths, drawing his attention to those feminine curves that had felt heavenly pressed against him. He wanted to explore that softness, inch by luscious inch, wanted that fair skin of hers flushed pink with arousal. Two decades of sensory starvation had left him ravenous, aching for touch, for the sizzling heat of skin-to-skin contact and the mad tumble into the depths of carnal pleasure. Merle was a package of witchy hotness, everything he hungered for in a female—not only lush curves and silken skin, but a fiery strength to her aura, a hint of danger in her power that he craved to play with.

      The kiss—which had been meant to distract her—still heated his blood, made him yearn for more. Her passionate, wild response surprised him, revealing a hidden streak of temper. His own personal little witch volcano.

      Right now, though, her magic was curled inwards, her energy pattern subdued and faint in sleep. She looked delicate, fragile. Sure, there was a core of strength in her, so powerful he could sense it even with her magic all but dormant, and he’d seen the spark of her fighting spirit in her eyes when they’d quarreled in the mausoleum. As he studied her now, however, the way she lay there with her guard down, peacefully asleep, she was all soft, vulnerable female.

      A twinge of pain in his chest, a stir of doubt. If he went through with his plan, he would render her even more vulnerable, would smother that fire inside her, leaving her bereft and broken. He gritted his teeth until something painful popped in his jaw. Closing his eyes, he tried to breathe past the pressure on his chest. If there was another way…

      But there was none. It was either this or a return ticket to the Shadows. And he’d win his freedom at all costs, so he grabbed that annoying, persistent sliver of a fucking conscience and beat it into silence.

      Reaching out with his power, he prodded Merle. Her shields were airtight even in sleep, testament to her strength as a witch, but she would still feel his nudge as a mental knock. And, sure enough, she came awake with a jerk and a gasp. Eyes wide, she scanned the room, locked on to him, and froze.

      Her gaze slid down his body, and to his great surprise—as well as enjoyment—he sensed an emotion in her that trumped the fear and shock in her aura. Amusement curling inside, he turned to study the contents of the shelf on the wall, giving her an unobstructed view of his fabulous backside. The flavor of appreciation in her energy pattern surged, and he barely stifled a chuckle.

      He brushed his fingers over the backs of what looked like thin VHS cases, and threw a glance at her over his shoulder. “Ah. She’s awake at last.” Turning his attention toward the collection on the shelf again, he lightly added, “Wonders will never cease.”

      Fury boiled in Merle’s aura, and with an adorable huff, she hurled the glass she’d still been holding straight at him. He casually caught it in midair. And there was that fiery temper of hers. Beautiful. Bringing the glass up to his nose, he sniffed at it, grimaced and gingerly set it on a side table.

      “You should work on that recipe. Maybe a little less…” He made a show of searching for the word, snapping his fingers, then pointed triumphantly. “…mold.”

      She narrowed her eyes and fixed him with a stare close to lethal. “You!”

      “Yes. Me.” He pulled a case out of the shelf, opened it and studied the interior. Huh. A disc, like a CD, though it supposedly featured the movie Ghostbusters. Weird. He returned it to the shelf, aligning the back precisely with the other movie CDs. “I have a name, you know.” He met her gaze. “It’s Rhun.”

      “How did you get past the wards?”

      He pursed his lips. “Must be all that sweet, sweet blood of yours coursing through my veins.”

      Merle’s aura flared with anger. Her power flickered, all but throwing visible sparks around the air. It was a tangible force humming over his skin, making him want to step closer, rile her up some more so he could relish the strength of her magic.

      She stood, keeping a wary eye on him. “Where did you get those clothes?”

      He gave a nonchalant shrug. “Took them off some guys.”

      “Are those guys still alive?” Her voice was deadly quiet.

      Tilting his head, he smiled at her. “What do you think?”

      “I think,” she said, her power drenching the air, thickening, clearly ready to clash with his own, “that I told you not to spill innocent blood.”

      “Ah. But they weren’t innocent.” He could still taste the humans’ auras, dark and tainted with death and pain. That kind of flavor, it came from killing. As in plural.

      “I should just bind you in the Shadows again.”

      “You could, and maybe you should, but then how would I be able to help you?” He strolled over to the impossibly flat TV and crouched down in front of it, examining what looked like some morphed version of a VCR underneath it.

      Merle’s energy flickered with conflicting emotions, most of them dark, though there was a hint of arousal—just like when they’d kissed in the cemetery. Interesting. He deliberately flexed his muscles. The touch of arousal deepened, much to his delight.

      He stood up again and trailed his fingers along the top of the TV. Where was the back of it? “We do have a deal, don’t we?”

      She blinked at him, her face a study in incredulity. “You’re really going to help me after all?”

      “What, you thought I’d renege on our agreement?”

      “You attacked me, almost drained me within an inch of my life, and then left me there to rot. What was I supposed to think?”

      He pressed a hand to his heart. “You wound me, little witch. That you’d think I have no honor...” Sighing dramatically, he gave her his best look of long-suffering sainthood. “Besides,” he added with a smile, “I wouldn’t want to miss out on all the fun I could be having with you.”

      “Fun?”

      “Why, yes.” Oh, he was already enjoying this. Pushing her buttons proved to be a whole lot of fun he hadn’t anticipated. And that wasn’t even part of the plan. He caught her gaze and prowled toward her. “You promised you were going to feed me.”

      Her heart thumped loud enough for him to hear. “You drank my blood. Lots of it. You should be sated.”

      “My species’ name,” he said as he came to a halt inches in front of her, “is misleading. Blood is only one of the components a bluotezzer demon requires for sustenance. Besides blood, we feed off pain…” He raised his hand to touch her cheek. “…and pleasure.” His finger ran down the line of her jaw, and she trembled. So soft, so delicate. “I have had your blood. I have caused some pain. Now I need…pleasure.” With deliberate slowness his finger followed the tender curve of her throat down to the neckline of her sweater, lingering there.

      Merle swallowed, obviously trying hard to appear unfazed. The beautiful blush creeping up her cheeks told a different story. “Pleasure? As in sex?”

      “Hmm.”

      “You want to sleep with me?”

      His hunger rose, snapped at him from the inside. He reined it in. “Of course. You’re beautiful, intriguing, and sexy, and there’s nothing I’d rather do than lock myself in a secluded room with you and make up for twenty years of involuntary celibacy. But—” He stroked her mental senses with his power, teasingly, gently. “—since I don’t want to overwhelm you right now, making you come will do.”

      “No.” Her voice was husky, and the enticing scent of her arousal spread in the air, in blatant denial of her outward refusal.

      “No?” he asked softly. His finger rubbed her collarbone.

      “No,” she repeated, even as her nipples visibly hardened underneath her sweater. “You won’t get that from me.”

      “I need to feed in order to help you.” He studied her, those clear blue eyes, the alluring blush on her cheeks, her quickened breathing. If she really didn’t consent, he wouldn’t force her, and not just because it would be difficult to take pleasure from someone who wasn’t into it. But she was interested, if ambivalent. He decided for another push. “Do you want me to take it from someone else then? I do so like debauching the innocent.”

      It was only partly an ultimatum—mostly it was the blunt truth. He would have to feed in order to be in full command of his powers, and if she refused him, he’d have to find someone else. Even with the whole of the city at his disposal, though, he’d rather take pleasure from Merle. It would bring him one step closer to winning his freedom, yes, but that aside, he simply wanted her.

      She took a step back, putting space between them. The unmistakable fragrance of female interest followed her retreat, belying her harsh words. “Why don’t you find some not-so-innocent woman to lavish your charms on? A murderous slut maybe?”

      He had to smother a laugh. She really did have some spunk, and damn if he didn’t like it. Giving her a sufficiently insulted look, he said, “Believe it or not, I do have certain standards.” Tilting his head, he then looked up as if remembering something, a slow smile spreading on his face. “I think I’ll pay a visit to that luscious blonde a few houses down. She looked very much agreeable.” And with that he turned to leave.

      Behind him a firestorm of emotions erupted from Merle. The air was so charged with her power—buzzing louder and louder the more her control on it seemed to slip—that the lamps in the room flickered. The hairs on his neck rose. His own magic, so much simpler and more instinctive in nature, surged in response to the power brushing up against him.

      Keeping it tightly under control, he continued walking out of the living room.

      He was about to open the door in the foyer when Merle blew out a breath that was laden with enough conflicting emotions to make a psychiatrist giddy with excitement.

      “Wait.”
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      His hand on the doorknob, Rhun glanced at her, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “Yes?”

      Merle ground her teeth together. Was she really going to do this?

      Even as every female hormone in her body screamed, Yes, yes, yes, jump him like you know you want to, she couldn’t ignore the nagging feeling of foreboding. She shouldn’t let him get any closer to her. The fine line she was walking by having him barely leashed would get thinner with every piece of herself she ceded to him. If she wanted to keep him under control, she’d have to prevent him from gaining more power over her, and letting him take pleasure from her required a measure of trust that would hand him a great deal of power.

      But just the thought of allowing him to feed from someone else sent her into a fit of worry. What if he snapped? Took more than just pleasure? He was her responsibility—she’d freed him from the Shadows, and it was on her to make sure he didn’t hurt anyone innocent.

      She put her hands on her hips. “I’m not letting you loose on the female population. At least I can defend myself against you.” Being a witch gave her some means of keeping him under control, and if he snapped with her, she’d be able to fight him. Letting him go to take a human woman, on the other hand, would be like sending a wolf into a herd of sheep.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Just what kind of beast do you think I am?”

      “You’re a demon.”

      “Ah, and that means I’m a rapist bastard, is that right?” His tone was light, but his hand tightened on the doorknob until his knuckles flashed white, and his aura flickered with such darkness, almost as if…

      She blinked, baffled. Had she insulted him?

      Rhun glared at her, the clear-cut beauty of his features more pronounced in his obvious anger, his lips pressed together in a tight line, and the way he held himself—rigidly dignified like someone who’d just been slapped for no good reason.

      “Uh.” Great, now she felt bad for assuming the worst about him. Still, how was she supposed to know he might have some decency? Clearing her throat, she said, “Sorry. It’s just… No offense, but your track record doesn’t exactly put you in a good light.”

      A flicker of something—regret?—showed in his eyes, but it was gone again so quickly she wasn’t sure she’d seen it. Rhun’s aura gentled, though, and he leaned against the doorjamb and cocked his head. “For your information, all the women I’ve been with were more than happy to feed me, and I left each and every one alive and well.” He glanced up and paused as if in consideration. “Although some of them were passed out in bliss.”

      When he looked back at her, the force of his heated gaze jolted her. Slow, tantalizing waves of prickling warmth rolled over her skin, sensitized her nerves, until her clothes were too heavy, chafing. A pulse of heat and want centered between her thighs, deliciously wayward. Judging by how her body reacted to him, he was aphrodisiac on legs—every lithe movement a whisper of dark sensuality that promised swooning-by-ecstasy. She suddenly didn’t doubt his last statement anymore.

      “So, little witch,” Rhun said, the timbre of his voice evocative of languorous seductions between rumpled sheets, “will you feed me, then?”

      The last twinge of doubt drowned in a surge of desire that almost made her knees wobble. She mentally stomped on the last bit of worry, and simply surrendered to the part of her that wanted to take what Rhun offered, and gorge on it.

      “Yes,” she said, her voice gone husky. It was just sex, nothing more, and gods knew it had been a while since someone had pleasured her but good.

      A wicked smile snuck onto his lips, enhancing the raw sensuality he threw off in scores. He was sex wrapped in danger as he crossed the foyer, closing the distance to her.

      “I will not sleep with you,” she said hoarsely, tilting her head up to look at his face, into those eyes glowing with calm predatory attention. They had such a striking color, a mélange of bright blue and light green, a forest lake in midsummer. “You’ll just…you know…”

      “Make you writhe on my hand until you moan my name?”

      Heaven help me.

      She pressed her thighs together. “My clothes,” she ground out while choice parts of her body wantonly throbbed with anticipation, “will stay on.”

      His eyes flashed. “Hmm, a challenge. I like that.” He brought his hand up to the nape of her neck, tangling his fingers in the strands of her hair. “Where do you want to do it?”

      “Where do I—” She shook her head, perplexed, rattled, and not a little distracted by the hand massaging her neck. “What?”

      “You know,” he said, shrugging, “where would you like it best? On the couch? The table? The carpet?” His gaze flicked to the side, and he raised his eyebrows. “Up against the wall?”

      All of the above? “Uh.” She cleared her throat, struggled for sanity. “I don’t—it doesn’t matter.”

      His hand slid from her nape to the front, grazing the sensitive skin over her racing pulse. “No preferences?”

      “No. Let’s just…get this over with.”

      “Then we’ll do it my way?” His voice was a purr that caressed her senses, stroked her in hot, intimate places.

      “Sure,” she croaked. “Whatever.”

      “Well, then.” His hand stilled. The air between them shimmered. “Run.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. “What? Why?”

      “Because,” he muttered, leaning in closer, dark power rippling off him, “I like a good chase.”

      She only stared at him for a second.

      Then she ran.

      Sprinting out of the living room into the library, she threw a glance over her shoulder. Rhun stood in the foyer, watching her run. He was giving her a head start. All right then.

      She’d just barged into the dining room, when a change in the air signaled Rhun was now fast on her heels. His heat and power brushed up against her back as she skidded round the corner into the kitchen. Demonically fast, he made a grab for her when she wanted to dart past the cooking island. She yelped, jumped to the side, and he missed her by an inch. The frantic rhythm of her heart echoed the racing speed with which she ran. Next she made a mad dash toward the game room.

      She was on the secondary staircase when Rhun caught up. With a pounce reminiscent of a feline predator, he tackled her, brought her down on the steps in one fluid motion, cushioning the fall with his arms. She didn’t shriek so much from the impact of crashing into the stairs, then, as from the visceral fear of being caught. Her heart thrummed in her chest, excitement rushed through her veins, every cell of her body aware of the powerful male pressed against her back.

      Who knew being chased—and captured—could be so thrilling?

      “On the staircase then?” Rhun’s breath brushed her neck. “Kinky.”

      She only wheezed in response. Her wheeze turned into a soft moan of surprise when he nibbled at her earlobe
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