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The lycanthrope, recognizable by the brown wolf pin
on her lapel, browsed among the bookshelves at the back of
Crossroads Books & Café. She selected a book from the self-help
section and, after reading the back cover, flipped through the
pages. The rest of the shop was empty of customers, so Kelsey
Davis, who stood behind the food counter, glanced often at the
young wolf woman.

She wasn’t nervous alone in here with a
lycan, Kelsey assured herself. She’d naturally monitor any customer
browsing through the store. What if the woman needed help? Anyone
on staff must remain vigilant, especially when it was quiet.

Wolf Woman raised her head and locked gazes
with Kelsey. “I can smell your fear.”

Living in denial was so much more difficult
when others pointed out the obvious.

“I’m sorry.” Kelsey didn’t know what else to
say. After a moment, she added, “I don’t get many lycans in here.
At least, I think I don’t.”

“You’re the new owner, I take it?” Wolf Woman
replied.

“As of two months ago.” Kelsey picked up a
spray bottle and a clean rag and moved from behind the counter to
wipe down tables—tables that didn’t need it, but she had to keep
busy to tamp down her fear. Cleaning always worked to distract her
and calm her nerves.

“Never met a lycan before?” The woman, who
Kelsey decided didn’t look so intimidating after all in her
pale-green blouse and jeans, returned the book to the shelf and
approached the food counter. Her black hair was tied, sleek and
smooth, into a bun. If the wolf insignia hadn’t signaled her lycan
heritage, her aquiline nose, square jaw, and tall, muscular build
would’ve hinted at it. Her flawless skin held a tinge of brown. She
prowled rather than walked, but with a model’s grace.

The sudden move in Kelsey’s direction flipped
the fear switch on again, and she took an inadvertent step
backward.

“Relax. I just want to introduce myself.”
Wolf Woman stopped a safe distance away. “I’m Laura Growley.”

Deadpan, Kelsey said, “A lycan named
Growley.”

Laura chuckled. “No weirder than a human
named Smith or Miller.”

Laura spoke correctly—family names for humans
typically reflected what their ancestors did. Perhaps when lycans
shifted to the earth plane, they were assigned similarly
descriptive names. That was probably the case for all hypernaturals
who’d joined the physical plane during the unmasquing.

“Kelsey Davis. You know, I never thought
about naming conventions much before.” Something occurred to her
then, and any residual fear vanished, replaced by curiosity. “Did
you know Mr. Dobbs? The previous owner? Are you a regular here?” If
so, it wouldn’t hurt to act polite. The effort didn’t even feel
forced. Laura seemed nice, and if Dobbs had welcomed her into the
store, then odds were good it was safe for Kelsey to do the
same.

“Yes. I enjoy reading. You have an excellent
selection of lycan-centered fiction and non-fiction.” She grinned,
revealing straight, even teeth.

What did you expect? Fangs? No, the
fangs would only appear when she changed to wolf form, something
Kelsey would happily skip witnessing.

“I’ll have a latte, if you don’t mind.”

The request brought Kelsey back to the real
world, one of customer service and business. Her nerves settled,
and after asking Laura what size she wanted, Kelsey hurried behind
the counter to fill the order.

As she steamed the milk, the bell on the door
jingled, signaling another customer’s arrival. Voices chattering
told her a group had entered, and they were young. Kelsey threw a
glance their way and verified it was the teens who visited the café
two or three times a week. They hadn’t been in for four days, and
she beamed a smile at them the instant she recognized them.

Chairs scraped against the floor as the kids
settled into their usual table with their usual exuberant bustle.
As Kelsey handed Laura the latte, their gazes locked, and Kelsey
noticed the tiny lines around Laura’s eyes and lips. Lycans rarely
suffered from dry skin, making their ages difficult to gauge, so
this one had to be close to Kelsey in age—early forties at
least—even though she looked no older than thirty.

“Thanks.” Laura accepted the large takeout
cup. She found an empty table near the counter and pulled a book
from the oversized purse she carried, while the group of teens
crowded up to the cash register.

The group’s orders distracted Kelsey at
first, but as she put together a cappuccino for the last teen, she
did a quick head count and came up short. The guy before her had
waited patiently while the other three members of his group, two
girls and another boy, had received their orders. An additional
member of their group, a pretty girl with pale skin and golden
hair, was absent.

“Where’s Dakota?” Kelsey asked, more to make
conversation than out of any serious interest. She assumed the girl
was busy with a part-time job, family, school—anything at all,
really.

“Don’t know.” His serious tone made her pause
and meet his gaze. He frowned, his eyes pinched with worry.

She set his muffin and coffee on the counter.
“Everything okay with her?”

He shrugged and averted his gaze, reddening
slightly, as if embarrassed at exposing his concern.

“It’s all right. If something’s wrong, you
can tell me.”

He threw a glance over his shoulder at the
group around the table. “Not sure. Last time we spoke, she sounded
kinda worried about her mom.”

“Is her mother ill?” Kelsey could relate to
that. Her own mother had recently battled cancer. They’d ended up
calling in a hedge witch to help her heal completely. Having
magickals in the vicinity had its advantages. If Dakota’s mother
was ill, perhaps Kelsey could refer the witch she and her mother
used.

“No.” He glanced again at the others, who
chatted away, oblivious to the serious conversation taking place at
the food counter. “She thought her mother might …” He drifted off,
unable or unwilling to give voice to his friend’s troubles.

“I know it’s not my business, Troy,” Kelsey
said. “But you’re regulars here. I’ve gotten to know all of you
since I took over this place.” Or as much as a shopkeeper could get
to know her regular customers. She didn’t categorize any of the
patrons who visited the store as friends. “If something happened to
Dakota, maybe I can help.” Kelsey’s son hung out with that group.
She’d ask him later if he knew anything, but for now, she’d try to
get information from this boy. She was sure he was on the verge of
sharing.

The bell jingled again as the door opened.
Chase, the young man Kelsey had hired to work evenings and weekends
in the café, rushed inside.

“Sorry, just made it. I’ll drop my gear and
be right over.” He raced through the store and into the staff room
at the back.

If Troy had been ready to divulge Dakota’s
personal problems, Chase’s entrance had changed his mind.

“I’m sure it’s nothing.” He picked up his
coffee and muffin. “Thanks.” With a nod, he retreated to the safety
of the group.

Frustrated at the interruption, but unable to
do anything about it, Kelsey returned to wiping surfaces that
didn’t need cleaning. When Chase appeared behind the counter, she
smiled and welcomed him with an upbeat greeting. “How was your
day?”

“Good. Busy. Exams soon.”

Chase was in college, studying to be a mage.
She’d never understood why someone with natural-born magickal
ability had to study it in school, but he’d explained that innate
talent was only the beginning. Magick had levels of complexity it
would take him years of study to master.

“I see the gang’s all here.” He did a
double-take. “I stand corrected. The dhampir girl’s missing.”

“What?” Dhampir. She should know what
that meant.

Chase raised his brows and angled his head at
her. “Dakota. She never displayed the insignia prominently, but she
kept it with her. Even so, her pedigree is unmistakable. She’s a
human-vampire mixed breed.”

“I didn’t know that. I didn’t see it.” Should
she have noticed? All this time, the girl had seemed so normal. “I
never saw fangs.”

Chase patted her arm. “Don’t worry about it.
Humans have trouble recognizing them—until the fangs appear or they
notice the lack of an image on a reflective surface. They’re
nothing to be afraid of, you know.”

“I’m not afraid of them.” But she averted her
eyes as she said it, and inside, she had the uneasy feeling she
lied to herself as much as to Chase.

The bell on the door tinkled again. Two men
strolled in. She’d been expecting them, since they showed up at
this time each month. They weren’t here to buy coffee, though they
expected her to serve them. She pressed a button that popped open
her till. After lifting the tray inside, she retrieved an envelope
containing $500 and handed it to the taller of the two men. He was
always the one who took the money while the other man remained
standing by the door.

The tall man shoved the envelope into the
inside pocket of his trench coat and waited while she fixed two
cappuccinos to go. When she handed those over, the men strolled out
without having exchanged a word with her. She preferred it that
way, and they didn’t seem to care as long as she paid them when
they showed up.

A craving for a hit of caffeine assaulted
her, and she poured herself a large coffee. She might regret it
when she wanted to sleep later, but right now, she needed the
comforting warmth of hot liquid and the reassuring caffeine buzz.
She glanced over at Laura, who appeared to be snout deep in her
book. Ashamed she’d referred to the lycan’s nose as a snout even
though she was in human form, Kelsey shifted her gaze to Chase.

He’d busied himself with sweeping behind the
counter while the goons were in the store, but now he paused to
look her in the eyes. “Someone should do something about those
guys.”

She shook her head, afraid he considered
playing hero. “No. Stay out of it.” She kept her voice low, and
verified with a glance that Laura continued reading and the group
of kids remained oblivious to what had transpired.

Before Chase could reply, the bells jangled
and clashed as the door burst open, and a man wearing the vampire
insignia on his lapel stepped inside. Time to prove to Chase, and
to herself, that supernatural creatures, in particular vampires,
didn’t terrify her. The problem was, this one looked furious.


 Chapter Two

 


Tall—lofty was a better word—he filled the entrance
with height and muscled bulk. Pale skin peeked through gaps between
his gloved hands and his shirtsleeves, and around the covered
portions of his face. He wore a wide-brimmed cowboy hat over
dark-brown hair tied back in a medium-length tail. Sunglasses hid
his eyes, and a bandanna covered his mouth and nose. Dressed in a
dark-green shirt and jeans, he sported bright-blue cowboy boots and
looked as if he’d just popped in from a rodeo. His long legs
covered the distance in four easy strides, and he arrived at the
counter with an air of frenetic energy around him—an energy that
spoke of barely suppressed rage.

“You Kelsey Davis?” he asked.

She swallowed. How would a vampire she’d
never met know her name?

He gave her no chance to respond. “You’re the
owner of this place, right?”

She set her spray bottle and rag down on the
shelf under the counter and straightened her back, stretching to
her full five-foot-five-inch height—for what it was worth. He
dwarfed her, and she estimated he stood at least six-foot-five.

“Who wants to know?” Thankfully, her voice
didn’t squeak and betray her terror. She clutched her hands
together in front of her to keep them from shaking.

“Your son is Joshua Davis?”

The terror broke free then, and without
thinking, she raced around the counter, fists clenched. “What have
you done to my son?”

He deflated a little then and rocked back on
his heels. The furrows on his pasty-white brows smoothed out, and
he yanked the bandanna from his mouth to reveal full red lips and a
flash of white teeth. She could see no fangs in evidence, but then,
wouldn’t they only appear when he wanted to feed?

“What about my son?” Her voice remained high,
and her fists were still bunched. She couldn’t control them. It
took all her self-control not to pummel him, and she raised her
arms as if preparing to attack.

“Not about what I did to him. It’s about what
he’s done with my daughter.”

Kelsey’s shoulders dropped, and she blinked
and stared at him. “What?”

For the first time, he paused long enough to
look around and notice they were having a public discussion. The
group of teens had stopped their exuberant chatter, Laura’s nose no
longer stuck in the book she held, and Chase stood behind the
counter with his mouth hinged open.

The vampire stuffed the bandanna into the
front pocket of his jeans and slowly removed his sunglasses. His
deep brown eyes mesmerized Kelsey, awareness of her surroundings
disappearing so that only he existed.

He cursed and slid the glasses back on to
break the spell. “Do you have somewhere we can talk in
private?”

She shook off whatever traces of dopiness
remained and told Chase to look after things. When he assured her
he’d be fine, she waved a hand toward the back of the store.
“Follow me.”

She led the vampire into the staff room at
the back of the bookstore, through a door displaying a sign that
said Employees Only. The door thunked closed behind them,
shutting them into a small space made even smaller by the vampire’s
looming presence.

Kelsey moved deeper into the room to give him
space, dodging around the table and chairs she and her staff used
during their breaks. Her gaze darted from his face to his body and
back to his face. At least he kept the sunglasses on and wouldn’t
hypnotize her.

“Who are you? Why are you asking about my
son? Why are you so angry?”

“Not angry at you. If that’s the impression I
gave, my apologies.” His right hand made a move toward his face as
though he wanted to remove the glasses again, but at the last
moment, it dropped once more to dangle at his side. “Your son
called me and left a distressing voicemail. I’m here to follow
up.”

“What did he say?” Kelsey couldn’t hide the
shock and fear in her tone. Why would Josh call this vampire? What
could he possibly want with a vampire? A sudden horror that her son
wanted this creature to turn him weakened her legs and almost had
her dropping in a swoon. She locked her knees and brushed aside the
insane thoughts.

“He was searching for my daughter.”

“Your—” The dhampir girl. “Do you mean
Dakota?”

“I do.” He made that move to take off his
glasses again, but once more kept his hands away from his face.
“Where’s your son? I must talk to him.”

You and me both. “Before you walked
in, I’d have said he’s at his father’s. Did you try calling him
back?” Josh had just turned eighteen, had his own cell phone and a
part-time job. That he didn’t work for her was a sore spot between
them, but he’d explained he wanted to work in something related to
archaeology, the field he wanted to go into. He’d gotten himself a
job at the museum downtown. She understood how that helped him, but
she’d looked forward to having her son work for her before he went
off to university.

“Yes, I tried calling him back.” Exasperation
oozed from every word. His lips curved down, and she glimpsed
eyebrow movement behind the glasses. His smooth, white forehead
wrinkled to complete the frown.

“What did his message say?”

“That my daughter might be in trouble. Now, I
know nothing about your son, and I know even less about you, so I
called Annabelle.” Kelsey threw him a quizzical look, so he said,
“Dakota’s mother.”

“And?” she prompted when he fell silent.

“She says everything’s fine.”

Kelsey sighed in frustration. “Then why would
Josh tell you it’s not?”

“That’s why I’m here.” He leaned toward her.
“When I asked to speak with Dakota, Annabelle said she wasn’t
available.” He tilted his chin up. “I can’t get my daughter on her
phone. Something your son said has me worried.”

“What?”

“He claims Dakota told him she had to get
away from home before her mother sold her.”
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Kelsey pulled the cell phone from the holster at her
hip and called Josh, all the while keeping a close eye on the
vampire. As she waited for her son to pick up, she said, “What did
Josh mean?” She didn’t even know how to phrase what she wanted to
ask. What kind of mother would sell her child? Sell her to
whom?

“He didn’t go into detail.”

“What’s your name?”

“Philip Belanger.”

That explained the slight accent—he had
French in his ancestry. Did he originate from Francia or from
Kébec? If the former, he could be centuries old, perhaps even from
before the magickals revealed themselves to the mundane world.

A click in her ear signaled voicemail kicking
in, and Kelsey had to leave a message for Josh to call her back. As
she disconnected the call, she asked, “How’d my son know to call
you?”

“Dakota must’ve told him about me.” He tilted
his head to one side and studied her through his dark glasses.
“They must be close friends for her to reveal something so
personal.”

Kelsey frowned and barely kept the distaste
off her face. Dakota seemed nice enough, and Kelsey had never
minded Josh talking to the girl, but after today, he should keep
his distance. Better make sure he was where he should be. She
opened her contacts list and placed a call to Blair. In answer to
Philip’s unasked question, she said, “I’ll try my ex.”

“Kelsey. What can I do ya for?”

She cringed. The split from Blair had been
amicable—mostly—but she’d initiated it, and much of his habits and
expressions now grated on her nerves. None of that was his fault,
but it showed just how wide the chasm between them had grown by the
time she’d called it quits.

“Is Josh with you?”

“No. I thought he was at the store with
you.”

She heaved a sigh. “Why would you think that?
It’s your weekend to have him.” Hating to have this discussion in
front of a stranger—a vampire, no less—she threw a miserable glance
at Philip. His lips remained neutral, but for all she knew, his
eyes were closed behind those shades.

“He told me you needed him this weekend, so I
thought he was with you.”

“Needed him for what? He doesn’t work for me.
You didn’t think to confirm it with me?”

“No. Why would he lie?”

Kelsey paced the room in frustration.
“Clearly, he did.”

When Blair replied, his voice betrayed more
frustration than concern. “He’s probably kicking it up with his
friends. I’ll call him.”

She remained silent, letting the dead air
hang.

Finally, he said, “I’ll track him down.”

This time, the instant he stopped talking,
she responded. “Don’t bother. I’ll do it. As always.”

She hated how snarky she sounded. Perhaps
this mess with Josh was karma getting her back for judging Dakota’s
mother. But the woman had slept with a vampire. Revulsion warred
with contempt, and Kelsey flung another glance Philip’s way. As she
did, he made another move to remove his glasses, and this time,
they came off.

She turned her back on him, then reconsidered
as she realized she’d turned her back on a vampire. When she faced
him again, she kept her gaze averted from his. Maybe he’d seduced
Dakota’s mother with that vampire stare. She couldn’t imagine the
woman had chosen to sleep with him. Rapists. That’s what these
creatures were.

Blair’s voice wrenched her back to their
conversation. “You know, Kelse, you always act like I’m a shitty
parent. You’re not exactly mother of the year yourself.”

“What the hell’s that supposed to mean?”

“Know what your problem is?” He gave her no
opportunity to respond. “You think you’re better than everyone. No
one’s as smart or as capable as you. No one’s good enough for you.
Or for your precious Josh. But you know who’s not perfect? That’s
right—you.”

“He’s your precious Josh too. Isn’t he?” She
shook her head, though he’d never see the gesture. “You know what?
I don’t care what you mean by that. If you hear from our son, call
me. I’ll see what I can do at my end. He might have taken off with
a … a girl.” She couldn’t tell her ex Josh might be with a vampire
girl, even if she was only half vampire. Could dhampirs turn
humans? Or was that only a power true vampires held?

Kelsey ended the call, her heart pumping
rapidly with the fear that Josh had run away with this girl. Her
shallow breaths punctuated the silence that followed, and
involuntarily, she tilted her face up to meet Philip’s gaze.

“I can smell your fear.”

“Yeah, you and every other creature in this
place.” She scowled, but as she gazed into his eyes, she couldn’t
pull away no matter how hard she strained to do it. Gradually, her
expression smoothed. She lost the desire to break the connection,
and floated in his energy and power. A yearning to have him bite
her neck had her tilting her chin higher.

He closed his eyes, shook his head, and
massaged his temples. The connection between them snapped, leaving
Kelsey panting with unwanted desire.

“I take it you refer to the pup I saw sitting
in the café?”

She flushed, ashamed of her urges and
embarrassed she’d insulted Laura. She’d meant only to insult him.
Referring to magickals as creatures was politically incorrect, and,
typically, she avoided it. But the more she associated with these
non-humans, the more her inherent prejudices spilled out. They had
no souls, and her interactions with both Laura and Philip today
showed she judged them for it. It galled her to think that her ex
could be right about her. He had to be wrong. From now on, she’d do
better. Be better.

“I’m sorry.”

“You don’t get out much, do you?” He sounded
amused now, and that grated.

“I get out just fine.” She retrieved her
purse from her locker. “I have to find Josh.”

He took a step toward her. “I have to find
Dakota. We can search together.”

She flinched and sucked in a breath. “No. I
doubt they’re together.” She lied about that. She was positive they
were together, but no way in hell would she get into a car with a
vampire.

“I won’t harm you.” He smirked at her. “I
have no desire to turn you or seduce you.”

Something about the way he said that last
sent a wave of regret through her. She frowned. “Terrific.”

“Your scent is savory rather than sweet. I
have a sweet tooth.” He mocked her; she was sure of it.

She glared at him. Whether she liked it or
not, she didn’t know where to start the search. She could use
Philip’s help if the places they needed to look were places Dakota
would frequent.

“Where did you want to go?”

“First?” He licked his lips, a slow,
lascivious gesture that had her quivering. “We’ll visit Dakota’s
mother. She has some explaining to do.” He smiled, but it wasn’t
meant for Kelsey, and when it broadened to a toothy grin, chills
raced up her spine.
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Annabelle Lawson lived near the crossroads where
Kelsey had her café, but not near enough to walk there in less than
a half hour. After informing Chase that she had personal business
to attend to and asking him to close up the store if she didn’t
return in time, Kelsey retrieved her bicycle from the garage. She
walked it around to the front where Philip waited.

His shades covered his eyes once more, and
the bandanna was back in place. He wore gloves, and the only skin
that peeked out was his forehead and the bit between his eyebrows
just above the bandanna hooked over his nose. The brim of the
cowboy hat offered shade and further protection to his face.
Although the May day was overcast, it remained bright enough to
cause pain to any part of him not protected. Kelsey assumed he’d
slathered his face with sunscreen as well.

Must be awful to always avoid the sun.
She couldn’t imagine it. Though she made sure not to overexpose
herself to the sun’s rays, she loved the feel of sunshine on her
skin when she stepped outside on gloriously bright days.

As soon as Philip laid eyes on the bike, he
laughed. “What’s that for?”

“What do you think it’s for?”

“Darling, no offense, but I can be to
Annabelle’s and back before you’re halfway there on that
contraption.”

She glared at him. “I’m not getting in a
vehicle with you, and I’m not your darling.”

“Don’t take everything so personally. I call
everyone I get the urge to snack on darling.” He held out his hand.
“I left the car at home. I can carry you.”

“The hell you can!” She stared at his hand
until he dropped it to his side.

“To save time, I suggest you take me up on
this offer to transport you. Otherwise, you can wait here, and I’ll
tell you what I learn from Annabelle when I return.”

“No. I need to go.” Worry etched her
features, and tears sprang to her eyes. What if something had
happened to Josh? And Dakota, she reminded herself. She
didn’t wish any harm to the dhampir girl. Unless the girl had
harmed Josh.

“Then for the love of God, put the bike away
and come along.”

“What do you know about God?”

“Probably as much as you know—perhaps more,”
he replied smoothly. His voice changed timbre, softening to the
point where she sensed kindness. “You needn’t fear me. I’m not
dangerous to you or any human. Even if no protection laws existed,
I wouldn’t hunt you. I’ve lived off animal and donated blood for
much longer than these laws have been in place.”

“Easy enough for you to say. You hypnotized
me.”

“Not deliberately, darling.”

“And you said you wanted to snack on me.”

“I’m just being honest with you.” He held out
his hand once more. “Come. We don’t have time to argue or to
discuss theology.”

“Discuss theology?”

“God.”

Oh. She capitulated, not because she’d
lost her fear of him, but because what he said made sense. They
needed to find the kids.

“Wait here.” She turned her back on him, an
itch of vulnerability creeping up her spine the entire time she was
in his line of sight, and wheeled the bike down the laneway to the
garage.

When she returned, he held out his hand once
more, and this time, she took it. He drew her to him and hoisted
her into his arms. Inadvertently, she put her arms around his neck,
and by the time she realized she was hugging him, he was already
setting her on her feet again. Breathless from the rush across
streets and sidewalks—had he flown?—she stumbled, and he steadied
her with a firm hand on her upper arm.

She caught her breath. “How?”

“Not flying, if that’s what you’re wondering.
It’s more like moving at the speed of thought.”

“All right.” She made a mental note to
research this when she had some time. If she ever had the time.

They stood now in front of a row of
townhouses with tiny yards and exteriors in need of fresh paint.
Garages reached the road, so the homes didn’t even have driveways.
Annabelle’s house had a row of flowers along a walkway leading to
two concrete steps. Kelsey couldn’t see through the narrow window
beside the front door, and the garage was shut tight.

“You think she’s home?”

“I know she is.”

Kelsey didn’t want to ask how he knew. She
hoped he’d called ahead, but maybe he could smell the woman through
the walls. If that was the case, she’d rather not know.

He moved ahead of her to the front door and
rang the doorbell. She strained her ears for the sound of footsteps
and heard nothing. They waited. Somewhere, wind chimes tinkled in
the light breeze, and she caught a whiff of lilacs. She searched
for the source and found it at the house on their left. The lilac
bush made up almost the entire yard. It smelled nice, but grew
disproportionate in scale to the tiny lot.

Philip rang the doorbell once more, and both
stared expectantly at the door.

“You sure she’s here?” Kelsey asked, despite
the risk of learning the reason behind his certainty.

“I hear her. Or someone.”

For some reason, that eased Kelsey’s mind.
Acute hearing made him seem less animalistic than acute
olfaction.

“You didn’t phone her?”

“That would’ve risked her taking off to avoid
seeing me.”

“Why would she want to do that?”

“She wants nothing to do with me.” He said it
matter-of-factly.

“That doesn’t bother you?”

“Why would it?” His tone and the way he
angled his face at her made her think he was genuinely puzzled at
her question and interested in the answer.

“You had a child together.”

He sighed. “We did. Wasn’t my doing.”

This creature—vampire—is so weird. Why
wouldn’t she think him less than human if his every utterance
reminded her he was … not human? She had a sudden desire to ask him
about how it all happened, but since it was none of her business,
she left it alone.

He lifted his hand to ring again when the
door opened. A man stood in the entrance. As soon as he laid eyes
on Philip, he tried to slam shut the door. The vampire stopped the
man with a shove hard enough to snap the door from his grasp and
bounce it off the wall. The man backed away and tried to run, but
in a flash, Philip gripped the guy’s throat with one hand.

“Where’s Annabelle?” The vampire snarled, and
his fangs sprang out.

A wet stain spread across the front of the
man’s jeans, and he thrashed and gagged. His lips, surrounded by
thick, reddish-brown hair, parted, but only drool escaped his
mouth.

“Let him go.” Kelsey’s voice cracked. What if
Philip killed the guy?

Philip dropped the man, who landed on his ass
on the tiled foyer floor. He scrambled to his feet and backed
against the wall beside the coat closet. His long brown hair was
mussed and tangled, and he clung to the wall as if it offered
solace.

A woman’s voice interrupted. “What’s going on
here?”

Annabelle Lawson?


 Chapter Five

 


Stumped for words, Kelsey allowed Philip to take the
lead. He yanked the bandanna from his lips, letting it rest under
his chin. He also removed his glasses, stared into the woman’s
eyes, and answered the question of her identity.

“Annabelle.” He tossed a glance back at
Kelsey. “Shut the door and lock it, darling. You’re letting the
flies in.”

She did as she was told, unaware she’d done
it until she found herself flipping the deadbolt to the locked
position. Kelsey focused her gaze on Annabelle while sneaking the
odd glance at the man leaning against the closet door. The faint
odor of urine wafted from his pants.

“Who’s the guy?” Philip asked, his expression
impassive.

A tall, slim woman with cascades of black
hair and deep olive skin, Annabelle wore a silk blouse and a denim
mini skirt. She waved slender, ring-covered fingers in the unknown
man’s direction. “No one you need worry about. Change your pants,
Marshall. I can smell you from here.”

Before the man could move, Philip, his gaze
fixed on Annabelle, said, “Stay, Marshall. No one leaves my sight
until you tell me where Dakota went and what this guy’s doing
here.”

Annabelle gave an exaggerated sigh. “Didn’t I
say he’s not your concern?” She stared pointedly at Kelsey and
said, “I didn’t ask about your chippy, did I? You back on
humans?”

“He’s my concern if he’s responsible for my
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