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“Say that again. I misheard you.” 

“Danni...” Nannette’s eyes stayed the same warm, sensitive brown they’d been since she’d entered the room with Marigold and allowed the older witch to do her hand-scan thing over my abdomen. “You’re pregnant.”

Pregnant. Pregnant. With child. Carrying a baby. 

An abrupt, loud laugh escaped me. “I’m a vampire. I can’t be pregnant.”

“Marigold.”

“My lips are sealed,” the older woman said, her eyes downcast as she dipped her head and moved away from me, leaving the room without having to be told. Leaving me alone with Nannette in the sterile, all-white examination room. 

Nannette took my hands in hers and the succubus in me that usually recoiled at least a little at female touch didn’t do anything, the rest of me too stunned for it to react. “Succubi are fertile. The succubus half of you—”

“No.” I shook my head. “I am not fertile. I haven’t had a period since before I was turned.”

“I know.” Nannette frowned. “That can be explained logically, though. Any amount of blood loss can be lethal for vampires. Despite the fertility of your succubus side, you are still half vampire. Hybrids are wildcards because one never knows what they will take from each part of their DNA, but biology isn’t dumb. Blood loss could kill or, at the very least, severely weaken you, so it makes perfect sense your body would not produce menstrual blood. That doesn’t mean you haven’t been ovulating all this time and your body hasn’t been shedding unfertilized eggs without you realizing it. You may still look like a human woman, but you are not. You can’t think of your body functioning the same way a human woman’s would.”

Apparently, I couldn’t think of it functioning the same way a vampire’s did either. I looked down at my flat stomach and rested my hand over it, a million scattered thoughts racing through my brain as I grappled to make sense of this new predicament. 

“Nannette, are you sure?” 

“Yes. I picked up a new energy source in your abdomen while you were in the machine, and I just had Marigold confirm the pregnancy by scanning for life. I could perform a pelvic exam—”

“No.” I clamped my legs together at the knees. “Not necessary.” 

“I know they’re not comfortable and probably doubly uncomfortable for you, given your succubus side’s aversion to females, but it wouldn’t hurt.” 

“You’ve confirmed pregnancy however you did. I don’t need to do all that. I’m no longer a human woman, right? I don’t need pap smears or any of that other torture. Just...you’re sure?”

“I’m sure, and eventually we will need to examine you physically, but for right now, you’re in an early enough stage we can wait a while.” 

Okay. So...I was pregnant. I was pregnant. I was having a baby. A little baby vam—My heart plummeted into my stomach and suddenly Nannette’s sad expression when she’d told me made sense. “Oh no.”

“Danni...”

“No.” I shook my head as my heart threatened to explode. “No. I can’t do this to him. I can’t... I can’t keep hurting him.”

Rider’s energy washed over me before the door opened and he stepped in, his mouth already pulled into a frown as his gaze went straight to me where I sat on the exam table, tears spilling down my cheeks.

“Okay, first I was annoyed to be drawn out to the garage for a security threat that turned out to be nothing. Now I’m pissed off, realizing it was a ruse to get me out of this room long enough for you to tell her something to make her cry. What the fuck is going on in here, Nannette? What’s wrong with her?”

He’d steadily stepped toward Nannette and now towered over her, looking very much like the angel of death, and for the first time ever, I saw real fear in Nannette’s eyes. Eyes rimmed with moisture because that fear wasn’t due to a physical threat. It was there because we both knew we were about to rip the man’s heart out.

He must have recognized the look in Nannette’s eyes too, because the anger in his own simmered, and he turned toward me, concerned. “Danni?”

“I’m pregnant,” I blurted, getting it over with. It wouldn’t hurt any less drawing it out, and the sooner I got it over with, the sooner I could take care of the nausea bubbling in my stomach. 

Rider went still in shock, his mouth dropped open and a moment later, the corners of it turned up in the start of a smile, his eyes bright with joy. Then, just as quickly, storm clouds moved in as he realized what Nannette and I already had. I could have a baby because I was half succubus, with a succubus’s fertility. But Rider was all vampire and had been for hundreds of years. With a vampire’s sterilization. 

“Rider.” I reached for him as he stumbled back, anguish filling his eyes.

“Take care of her,” he said before he turned and left the room in a rush of vampiric speed, leaving me with my hand reaching out for him. 

“Oh, Danni, I’m so sorry,” Nannette said as deep sobs overtook me and the next thing I knew, she was holding me and my succubus side didn’t care. “If you don’t want to have this baby—”

“Don’t. Don’t go there,” I said between sobs. “There is enough blood on my hands. I won’t even consider that, and spare me the my body, my choice spiel. Nothing that has happened to my body since Selander Ryan stepped into The Midnight Rider that night has been my choice. In one way or another, my body has been a weapon of destruction ever since, a weapon designed to destroy the man I love. You knew it all along. I understand the hatred now. You should have killed me before I put him through this.” 

Nannette gripped my chin and forced me to look into her fiery eyes. “I never hated you. I feared the hold you have over that man, what you could do to him, but I have never hated you. Right now, I want to kick your ass for saying that stupid shit though. This isn’t your fault.” 

She released me and took a seat next to me on the examination table. “You know, a lot of women in Rider’s nest hate you because they remember what it was like for them after they were turned. Most of us didn’t have any right to our own bodies. We were slaves, forced to kill, forced to have sex with partners we had no desire for, forced to die a little more each day until eventually we lost ourselves. Then Rider saved us. The women he saved thought you were so lucky to have him right from the start, to have a sire who never forced you to do anything you didn’t want to do. Who never hurt you. But most don’t know about Selander Ryan’s part in all of this. You’ve never been as lucky as it appears. Even with only half his mark on you, Ryan has been abusing you all this time.”

I curled my hands into fists. “I’m going to kill him. Even if I have to march into Hell to do it, I’m going to destroy that bastard.” 

“I hope you do. No woman should ever be controlled by such a monster.” 

A series of loud booms filled the air, followed by crashing, shattering, and a heart wrenching pain-filled bellow that shook the walls, and rattled my bones.

“What the hell is that?” Nannette asked, standing from the examination table.

“That’s the sound of a man breaking,” I said, recognizing the owner of the tortured voice screaming out his pain. 

***
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RIDER APPEARED CALM when he returned to the room roughly twenty minutes later, but the calmness was deceptive. Anyone who knew him well could feel the energy pulsing under his skin, sense the restraint he barely clung to. “What does she need? Is there a special diet she needs to stick to? Bedrest? How long does she have until the ... the baby comes?” He barely got the last question out without choking on the words, and it didn’t escape my notice that he hadn’t looked at me once since entering the room. He leaned back against the counter, arms folded, gaze focused resolutely on the floor, as if afraid looking at me would kill him. Maybe it would.

Nannette looked at me with sympathetic eyes before answering. “Um, well, it’s hard to say because Danni is a hybrid. We can assume everything about succubus pregnancy would be the same for her, with adjustments for her vampire DNA. For example, menstruation ceased when she was turned, which is why this was never something we suspected could happen.”

Because of that and because my boyfriend, the only man I should have been sleeping with, was a vampire. From the way Rider’s shoulders tensed, I knew that thought had hit him too, but he didn’t speak on it. 

“Information on succubi isn’t plentiful,” Nannette continued, breaking the tense silence. “They are believed to have a long gestation period. If that holds true, we could be looking at a pregnancy of around two years.” 

“Two years!” I’d seen the research myself, even recalled Daniel commenting that succubi had the gestation period of an elephant, which was almost that long, but I hadn’t thought of that until just then. I’d been thinking I had the usual nine months to figure out how to deal with bringing a baby into my screwed-up world of blood and fangs, but imagining carrying that child inside my body for two freaking years actually seemed worse.

“That is the normal length of pregnancy of a succubus, based on information I’ve found in my research so far,” Nannette said apologetically. “I don’t think you’ll show that soon, though, so I don’t think you’ll be walking around like a blimp for two years, if that’s any consolation.” She shrugged. “It would be helpful if we had a succubus or incubus to ask, but with the exception of you, succubi have never been on the right side of anything. We’re not going to find one to ask nicely and get the information we need out of.”

“So we find one to interrogate,” Rider said. “And what about the...shifter aspect? How does that affect the pregnancy?” 

Nannette didn’t speak for a moment, awkward silence thick in the air as we all thought of the great big elephant—or in this case, tiger—in the room. Finally, mercifully, she answered him. “Shifter pregnancies run similarly to human pregnancies. Human women generally cannot carry a shifter child to term, unable to take that much of a drain on their bodies, but Danni, of course, is stronger than a human. It’s not out of the realm of possibility that her gestation period could be shortened because of the...shifter aspect, but I think it would be more likely that her own DNA dictates how the pregnancy will run. We don’t need to confirm the date of conception,” she said softly, “but we can estimate a due date of between nine and twenty-four months, and track the development through ultrasounds and use that to estimate which seems more accurate as the pregnancy progresses.”

“Will she survive it?”

Nannette stared at me for a moment before returning her gaze to Rider. “I’ll do everything in my power to protect Danni, but you know some very powerful witches. I wouldn’t mind having them on call as she gets further along, just in case.”

Rider nodded. “Done. No one else knows. This is a very dangerous situation all around.” 

“That goes without saying.” Nannette chewed her bottom lip. “Danni’s hybrid DNA can alter everything we think we might know about this pregnancy, but I do know that shifter males can sense pregnancy in their mates after a certain stage of development.”

Rider growled, but caught himself. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath to calm down before he let his possessive anger get the better of him. 

“I’m sorry,” Nannette apologized, both of us knowing her mistake in referring to me as Tony’s mate, even though she hadn’t meant it in the way it had sounded. “I’m just saying he may sense the child and undo what was done in the succubus mind-altering mojo Danni performed on him. That’s an issue all on its own, but if he senses his offspring inside of her, he may become very violent in his need to protect what is...”

“His,” Rider finished for her, bitter acceptance coating the word.

Which, along with the sharp stab of pain in my heart, brought up a very good question. What were we going to do about Tony?

“No one knows about this,” Rider said again, even more adamantly than before. “Not even Tony. Not yet. Not until I figure out how to handle all the moving parts of this without anyone getting killed.” 

“Will it be that bad?” I asked. 

“What do you think Daniel’s going to do when he finds out you got pregnant by Tony on his watch?” Rider asked, his tone deceptively calm. “Or what will happen when and if Tony finds out you’re carrying his child, a child you will raise with me?”

“If?” Nannette and I both blurted at the same time.

Rider’s jaw clenched for a moment before he spoke. “Tony may be the child’s biological father, but make no mistake about it; Danni is mine and any child she brings into this world will be mine to protect as well.” He looked directly at me for the first time since entering the room. “Correct?”

I nodded, too numb to speak. It hadn’t escaped my notice he’d said the child would be his to protect. He protected anyone who was part of his nest. Protection wasn’t necessarily love, and it hurt to think of him not loving any child I bore, but I couldn’t imagine being in his place. Rider wasn’t anything like the sires who enslaved their fledglings, but he was a very controlling man. A possessive man. A proud man. Knowing his mate, the woman he’d just asked to marry him a week earlier, was carrying another man’s child had to be killing him. I should be thankful enough he was willing to accept the baby at all. Then I thought about the way he’d phrased his statement again. Maybe he didn’t love me anymore either. Maybe I’d reverted to just a fledgling he felt compelled to protect. A tear slid down my cheek. 

“Hey, it’s going to be okay,” Nannette said, wiping away the tear with a tissue. “Women have been having babies long before there were doctors and hospitals. Your body knows what to do and what it needs. That’s why you’re having cravings for food.”

“I keep throwing it up,” I reminded her, ignoring the fact she’d assumed I was upset by the physical part of what was happening to me and not the unraveling of my entire world. 

“Yeah, well, that’s pregnancy,” she said before addressing Rider. “As for dietary needs, follow her cues. Her body knows what it needs. If she’s hungry, she should eat, and of course she should continue her mixed blood cocktail to make sure she doesn’t throw her system off. At some point, the succubus’s sex drive should dwindle if it hasn’t already, but I have no idea how her need for violence will be affected.”

“Surely she can’t fight while pregnant.”

“There is no animal in this world more aggressive than a pregnant woman,” Nannette said. “Human or otherwise. We’ll have to wait and see on that. I’ll go through everything I have, research as best I can, but I think I’m going to have to just keep monitoring her and play it by ear.”

“You do that,” Rider said. “I’ll see about finding a succubus and making her talk.” 

He took my hand and helped me down from the examination table before leading me out of the room. We walked in silence through the halls, past the waiting room, and into the elevator. 

“If you want me to stay at my apartment—”

“Why would I want that? Your home is with me.” He pressed the button to take us up to the garage. 

“Rider—”

“Not now, Danni. I’m sorry. I just...” He lifted my hand and kissed my knuckles. “I need some time to figure this all out.”

The doors opened, revealing the parking garage level we’d left our vehicles on and the security entourage we’d left with them. My gaze immediately locked with Daniel’s, picking up the concern in the grayish hazel depths.

“Not one word to him about this,” Rider warned. “Not unless you want to see a lot of bloodshed and carnage.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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The ride back to The Midnight Rider was spent in silence, except for Daniel’s incessant questioning through our mind-link. Thankfully, he rode in the SUV behind ours, where he couldn’t see how tightly I clenched my teeth or fought tears as I struggled not to give in to his curiosity. He knew me too well to believe that everything was okay, no matter what I told him. Especially since there was no way he and the others in the security detail hadn’t sensed Rider’s emotional outburst after he’d learned the news. He’d shaken the walls with that bellow. He’d shaken me with that bellow. 

“I can’t keep this from Daniel long,” I said as he parked in the garage and turned the engine off as the garage door closed behind us. “He knows me too well to not know something is wrong, and they all felt it when you...” I couldn’t think of how to put how he’d reacted into words, unsure if the reminder would hurt him. Embarrass him. Anger him. I wasn’t sure what was going through his heart and mind at the moment. I’d never seen him that raw before, and that was saying a hell of a lot considering I’d been there when he’d tore his brother’s heart out of his chest and crushed it, and had relived the moment he’d killed his own mother when I’d accidentally dipped inside his mind after that terrible moment. 

“I’m sorry about that,” he said softly before opening his door and stepping out of the SUV.

I didn’t wait for him to come around to my side and open my door for me. I was perfectly capable of opening my own door, and I was pregnant with another man’s child, so accepting any gentlemanly behavior from Rider just didn’t sit well with me. I didn’t deserve his kindness. 

“You don’t have to apologize,” I said, stepping out of the vehicle as he came around the front. “I’m sorry for putting you in this situation.”

“You didn’t put me in this situation.”

“Rider.”

“You didn’t.” He stopped in front of me. “Ryan put us in this situation.”

“Ryan wasn’t under that church with me.”

“Ryan’s been with you every moment since he got his fangs into your throat,” Rider said darkly as he led me out of the garage and into the building that served as his headquarters. Kutya, the giant Doberman-shepherd mix he’d adopted, barreled through the door across from us, coming from the sublevel where he’d likely been distracting Rider’s tech team. The big pup had figured out a few of the techs had big soft spots for dogs and didn’t mind giving out belly rubs and doggy treats. The dog took full advantage of their generosity every chance he got, but the moment his daddy was home, he ran straight to him. Except now he ran to me and shoved his face into my thigh until I patted his head.

“Even while he’s been in Hell, even after your pledge of loyalty to me, after everything, that bastard has been with you every moment,” Rider continued, guiding me up the stairs and into his private living quarters above the bar. “If you want to blame anyone for this, blame him. Not you. And not Tony. Neither of you intended for any of this to happen.”

That was actually a very wise, mature, and sensitive way to view the whole situation. Not the way a powerful, jealous, controlling vampire in love would be expected to handle it at all. Which was why it worried me. 

“You should rest. We don’t fully know the toll this is taking on your body,” Rider said as he physically put me on the bed so my back rested against the pillows plumped and lined up against the headboard, and raised my feet so my legs stretched out before me. Kutya jumped up onto the bed and settled next to me as Rider stepped away, raking a hand through his hair. He made an irritated face as his fingers got caught and pulled his hand away before fixing the band that secured his long hair at his nape. “Do you need anything? Are you hungry? I can have the kitchen make whatever you want or send someone out for—”

“I’m fine, Rider.” 

“Are you sure? You threw up. How about blood? That should be replenished. I can have some sent up or you can take it from me.” He reached for the hem of his sweater, ready to yank it over his head and offer up a vein.

“Stop.” The thought of drinking from him right then, knowing I was pregnant with another man’s child, knowing how it had to hurt him, yet he was still taking care of me despite the pain and suffering he himself was enduring made me ill and brought tears to my eyes. “Stop taking care of me for a moment and just...yell at me.”

He’d paused with his hands along the hem of his sweater and now dropped them at his sides. “What?” 

“Yell at me.” I swung my legs over the side of the bed and stood. “Yell. Scream. Cuss. Not off somewhere by yourself where you think it’s safe and my feelings are protected. Yell at me. At least talk to me about it. Unload what you’re feeling. It’s all right to be angry. I know you’re hurt. I know this is the worst thing that could have happened.”

“The worst thing that could have happened is you could have died under that church,” he said. “Yes, I’m angry. Is that what you want to hear? I’m angry that this happened, and I’m upset that the baby you’re carrying isn’t my blood, but you’re alive and you’re still here with me so I’m focusing on that because if I focus on all the bad parts of this, I’ll lose my fucking mind.” He barked out a sharp, angry laugh. “The really fucked up thing, Danni, is I wish now that it had been Porter. I could kill that fucker over and over until he stayed dead and not have to worry about how to break it to him that you were carrying his child, or think about how I was going to claim another man’s child as my own because I’d erase the other father out of the fucking picture, but no. It’s Tony’s. There’re not a whole lot of people in my life I consider friends, but damn it, Tony is about the closest I have to that. I watched that man cry and beg for death when he thought he’d betrayed me by ...by doing that with you. It turns out what happened was so much worse, and it’s going to kill him because he has to know. He has to be told he has a child, even though everything in me doesn’t want to tell him. I’d like to say that’s because I’m afraid of how learning again what happened will affect him, but the truth is, I’m just that fucking greedy. You’re mine. You’re mine,” he repeated in a fierce growl, eyes burning with rage, “and I don’t want to share any part of you with another man. Not even your child. But that is just too wrong, even for a selfish bastard like me.”

He raked his hand through his hair again, growled when his fingers caught, and tore the band out of his hair, taking a few strands with it, before he flung it across the room. “I can’t raise another man’s child as my own when he’s still alive. I can’t take a man’s child. That’s a line you just don’t cross. So even if it was Porter’s, I wouldn’t kill him. Not more than the one time, anyway. Porter has people here who need him. And Tony is a good man who was victim to an incubus’s games. I can’t punish him for that, not even if a deep, dark part of me wants to. And I can’t be angry at you about any of this, Danni. You were the most innocent victim of all before you made the mistake of setting foot in my bar. Everything that has happened since this all began has happened to you. You were attacked. You were turned. You were stalked. You were possessed. You were assaulted. You were used as a piece in my evil brother’s game. You are carrying a child born of that game and you are the one who has to go through the pain of childbirth and everything that comes after. And despite all that happening to you because of my failure to beat my brother at his sick games, you’re still standing here giving a shit about me and what I’m feeling. I don’t deserve that, and I don’t want that, so I’m not going to throw myself a pity party and talk about my feelings.” 

He sat at the foot of the bed and lowered his head into his hands. “Nine months to two years seems like a long time to you, I know, but it’s really just a blink of time and so many things can go wrong if this isn’t handled well. I can’t sit here wasting that time talking about my feelings, Danni. All I can do is try to protect you from anything else he has in store, try to keep anything else from happening to you. Try to protect my people who keep getting caught in that monster’s web. I have to figure out how to contain a flying, fire-breathing killing machine who is going to go apeshit once he realizes what happened that night and try to kill Tony in a fit of rage, not to mention possibly start a war with a slayer I also can’t allow permanent death to happen to, because I know he’s going to blame Porter too, and Tony... I have to figure out how to tell Tony about this and when because Nannette was right. I’ve been around enough shifters to know that there isn’t enough loyalty in the world for Tony to just step aside and allow me to be a father to his child, and I’m not sharing you or any part of you with anyone else so this is a very delicate clusterfuck I’ve got to figure out before the baby arrives. And then there’s that. There’s not a whole lot of information out there about succubus pregnancies and there’s nothing out there about a vampire-succubus pregnancy, especially not one involving a shifter’s child so yes, Danni, I’m angry and I’m sad and I’m bitter and I’m... I’m a lot of things, but mostly I am fucking terrified that something is going to go wrong and I’m going to lose you. That’s why I can’t yell at you or have whatever outburst you want me to have, because my feelings don’t fucking matter. Taking care of you, making sure you survive this pregnancy, that’s what matters.”

At some point, I’d started crying. I couldn’t remember doing it, but the tears coated my cheeks. I wiped them away with my hands and crossed over the room to retrieve the hairband Rider had thrown before I crawled onto the bed and settled on my knees behind him. 

“I don’t blame you,” I said softly as I gathered his hair and tied it back with the band. 

“You should.” He lifted his head. “I can blame Porter for not keeping you safe like he promised. I can kill him a million times, but I’m still the one who allowed it to happen.”

“No, you’re the one who allowed me to be free. Who didn’t treat me like a piece of property you own, like most sires do. It’s not your fault what happened, and it isn’t Jake’s fault. Or Tony’s. And as much as I want to, I think I’m finally going to stop blaming myself. Bad things happen to good people, even when they have a slayer nearby or friends and family who would die to protect them. It happened. It’s done. Now, what are we going to do about it? And please let me help you with this. We’re a partnership. We’re getting married...right?”

My breath caught in my throat as I waited for his response. 

“Of course we’re still getting married. I wouldn’t have asked you to marry me if I wasn’t fully committed to going through every imaginable kind of heaven or hell with you. You haven’t hurt me, Danni. This is all my half-brother’s doing and I’m not letting him take this away from me, or away from you. We’ll get through this, but I need you to sit this out.” 

“Rider, I’m pregnant,” I said, unable to hold back my exasperation. “It’s going to be a little impossible to sit this one out. I’m doing all the work whether I want to or not.” 

“The pregnancy part, yes, which is why I want you safe up here, out of the way of whatever the hell happens until the baby comes. You don’t need to be stressed while you’re carrying a child.” 

“If you think I’m not going to be stressed out hiding up here wondering what’s going on while you’re out handling things, you haven’t been paying very close attention to me. And this pregnancy could last two years. Two years, Rider. That may be a blip for you, but I’m still enough of a newb for that to seem endless, especially if I’m spending it pregnant, which, let me tell you, is already a whole lot of no damn fun. If I spend two years feeling like this and being stuck up in this room, I’ll be in serious need of a padded room by the time this baby pops out.” I cringed at my word choice, hoping it really would be a simple pop, but I highly doubted it. “And speaking of this room, where exactly am I putting a baby in here? We’re going to need more than just a bedroom and bathroom if we’re going to...” If we were going to what? Become a family unit? Rider, me, and my little half tiger, half... “Rider, is this baby going to be a succubus? Or an incubus?”

He turned and pulled me onto his lap. “I don’t think there’s any way of knowing until the baby is born. The way you became a hybrid is rare. Hybrid births are rarer. If they are even carried to term because they’re not easy on the mother. The baby can take traits from the mother and father, or just one parent. Sometimes babies born under these conditions can come out as something entirely different, which is how dhampirs and nephalem are born. We won’t know until the birth, but whatever traits the baby takes, it will be loved and it will be raised in that love, and it will be good. We will make sure of it.”

I nodded, understanding what he was saying, and of course I would love my baby no matter what he or she was...but if I had any choice in the matter, I would not give birth to a succubus and watch a daughter go through what I’d gone through before the Bloom was taken from me. Or go through what I still went through with the lust that wrecked everything. And if my baby was a boy... and an incubus... I prayed a true father’s love and guidance could raise him into a better man than the incubus who had provided that particular trait. 

“And as for living arrangements, I’ve already offered to buy you a house on multiple occasions,” he reminded me. “It would appear a bigger space has become a necessity now, so I’ll add that to my list of things to do to prepare for the arrival of the baby.” 

“Will we still live here?” I asked. “In Louisville, I mean.”

“I have things set up efficiently here, but I can rebuild elsewhere if necessary.”

“My family is here,” I said, and felt Rider’s body tense. “I know, I know, you don’t like them, and they’re kind of the worst, but I can’t help it. Maybe it’s some early maternal instinct kicking in or something, but all I can think about is that my mother already lost one daughter. Shana is never going to return to her and I can’t tell her why, so she’s going to spend the rest of her life wondering why her daughter left and how she disappeared. That’s bad enough, but if both of her daughters disappear on her?”

“We could fake your death. Vampires do it all the time when their lack of aging becomes a problem and they need to leave their family behind,” Rider said with no emotion whatsoever, like it wasn’t a huge deal to make a family believe a member had died. 

“Again, my mother has already lost one daughter. I’m not going to make her suffer the loss of another so soon after. Having a child die isn’t any better than having one just vanish on you. Besides, even if I did fake my death, that would probably drive her to seek Shana again and we’re still dealing with the repercussions of her doing that once before. Aaron’s scheme to make her believe Shana is living it up in Las Vegas will only buy so much time before she tries to find her again. Whatever she does, it will fall back on us, wherever we are, under whatever names we are using.”

Thinking of the situation with Shana reminded me of the situation we now had with the greasy devil, Pacitti, because of it. “Oh, hell. Pacitti is still out there. As if we didn’t have enough issues.”

“Pacitti and whoever he is working with, because there’s no way that man killed my shifters all by himself. Which is why I need to get to work and start fixing this shit.”

“Which is why you need to work with me. You can’t do it all alone.”

“I have a whole organization full of people to help with this, Danni. You need to rest.” 

“You have a whole organization of people who will do whatever you tell them to do, even if you tell them to do something wrong, and only a handful of those are people you trust enough to even tell about this baby. Face it, Rider, you don’t know everything. You need a partner, one who isn’t afraid to disagree with you if needed. For example, part of your solution for handling things is for me to just not tell Daniel anything, but I know him well enough to know that is not an option. Not for long. He knows me well enough to know when something is up. He’s also a freaking dragon who can smell when people have had sex and can smell lycanthropy. And he’s a shifter. If Tony can eventually sense this baby inside of me, do you really think Daniel won’t be able to? It doesn’t matter that it isn’t his. He’s a dragon with all kinds of dragon tricks. He probably has tricks we don’t even know about. And most importantly of all, he’s my best friend. As such, believe me, he already knows in his gut something is up and he’s not going to quit digging until he gets to the truth. It’s better that truth comes straight from me in a calm manner.”

“Fine.” Rider scrubbed a hand down his face. “But we tell him after Tony is safely elsewhere and we tell him while he is chained in silver and has a silver blade in his body.”

“Rider.”

“That’s the only safe way to handle this, Danni. If I didn’t have the history I have with Tony, if he didn’t react the way he did to what happened between the two of you, he would already be dead by my hand. Daniel loves you and he is the only person other than me who would go into a blind rage over something like this. But he doesn’t have the history I have with Tony. He didn’t see how badly that man wanted to die over what happened, and he was there. He wasn’t right next to you, but he was close enough to feel the full weight of having failed to protect you while that happened literally right under his nose.”

“But he didn’t fail. He didn’t know.”

“Danni, you know that, and I know it too or else I would have descaled him, but I also know he will not see it that way. He is going to only see his failure to protect you. He is going to go into a rage and kill Tony, no matter where I try to hide Tony away because he will tear the fucking world apart, leaving scorched earth in his wake, hunting him down. Then he is going to turn all that rage on himself. Unless he has time to allow all that rage to work its way out of his system while he is restrained, unable to shift form, unable to hurt anyone. Including himself. If you want to tell him the truth, it has to be with him bound and staked with silver. That is nonnegotiable.” 

I wanted to argue, but before that awful night when Tony and I had fallen victim to my succubus’s hunger, I would have believed no one who would have said the stoic tiger shifter was even capable of crying, let alone begging for death because he felt he’d betrayed his employer. An employer I now knew was closer to a friend, despite the power dynamics between them. Tony respected the fact I was Rider’s, and on some level, I knew he cared about me, but what he felt for me was nothing at all compared to how Daniel cared for me. 

Rider probably knew what he was talking about. Daniel was going to go ballistic, and I couldn’t risk him killing Tony over something that was not the shifter’s fault. I definitely couldn’t take the chance of Daniel harming himself if he chose to take the blame for something that had been out of his control either. “Okay, as long as it doesn’t hurt him.” 

“He’s an Imortian shifter. It’ll be like getting jabbed with a needle, and will save his life because I can’t allow you to enrage a dragon and let him fly off and take out a whole damn city, which isn’t as much of a stretch as it sounds. It’s better for all that we ensure he stays put inside his human form, restricted from hurting anyone, rather than trying to bring him down while he’s on a warpath or clean up the aftermath of what he does in his rage.” 

“All right. That makes sense. And given you’ve mentioned sending Tony away a few times now, I assume that’s your plan.” 

“He hasn’t sensed anything yet, but Nannette knows shifter biology. It’s only a matter of time. Eventually, we’ll have to tell him. I may be selfish when it comes to you, but I’m not horrible enough to withhold the fact a man has had a child from him just to make my life easier. That said, it’s best we not have a volatile overprotective and very dangerous father-to-be around you while you’re pregnant. If he can sense his offspring growing in you, he will not take kindly to another man sharing your bed and there’s no way in hell I’m stepping aside, no matter how threatened my presence makes him feel.” 

“But Tony doesn’t feel that way about me. The man wanted to kill himself when he thought he betrayed you with me.” 

“Tony doesn’t feel that way about you, no, but while you’re carrying his child, he won’t want any predator near you. I’m a predator, babe. I’m a very big, nasty predator and he’s not going to give a shit about our personal history or the fact that you are mine. Not once he senses his child growing inside you. I’d rather not have to kill him, so it’s best I send him away until the baby comes and we’ll face the paternity situation then when he’s likely to be a little less volatile.”

What a mess. “What about the business? You always leave Tony in charge when you have to travel and step away for something.”

“Tony still fights with me when necessary and he could die in battle at any time. For that reason, he has never been the sole person I can leave in charge if needed. I always have more than just one right-hand man for such duties. Nannette, for one, is very capable of running things if I need her to. There are others within my organization that you’ve not met yet who are capable as well. I run everything from here now, but this is not the first location I’ve designated as a headquarters. I can always bring in someone I trust from another location I still own.”

I nodded, remembering that Rider owned multiple bars and security firms across multiple states. “Okay, so where are you sending Tony? And how will you do it without him thinking he did something wrong? Or without anyone else catching on to something being up?”

“I switch people out often enough it shouldn’t cause any suspicion. And I have a new bar opening in Virginia. It makes sense to send my best bartender and someone who knows all the ins and outs there to make sure things take off without a hitch.”

“Gruff’s bar?”

“Virginia, not West Virginia. A new place. It makes sense. Tony won’t question it or feel like he’s being sidelined or punished. Hell, it’ll probably seem like a promotion.” Rider nodded, seeming to agree with himself. “Yeah, that’s actually really good. I’ll get that set up right now and have him out of here before his paternal instincts can kick in and we’re all fucked.” He lifted me off his lap and set me on the bed before he stood. “You should get some rest. Stay out of the bar until I can get him out of here. We don’t know when his weretiger papa senses will kick in and he’ll sniff you out. And stay away from Daniel. Once Tony is out of the way, we’ll get some silver into Daniel and hope for the best.”

“You promise?”

Rider sighed. “I don’t like it, but you’re right. He knows you really well and dragons aren’t the guardians of treasure for no good reason. Their instincts are incredible. Also, if I’m going to hunt down a succubus and figure out a way to question one about pregnancy without endangering you, I’m probably going to need his help.” 

“Endangering me?”

“Succubi all belong to an incubus. Whether that incubus is my brother or some other son of a bitch, it doesn’t matter. It’s going to be hard questioning a succubus without it getting back to her master and the rest of the demon world. With Ryan rubbing elbows and making connections in Hell, the knowledge of you is probably already out there. If whispers start flowing about me questioning succubi about pregnancy...” He shrugged. “We have to tread very carefully to figure out what we need without any suspicion of you being pregnant getting back to my brother or any of those monsters. We don’t want any hint of a vulnerability getting back to Ryan or anyone he’s associating with, so we have to play this very carefully, and somehow get a succubus to talk without her master knowing about it. We’ll kill the succubus afterward, of course, but incubi can tap into their harem’s minds and observe, which presents a problem.”

“Jake can help with that,” I said, remembering what I’d gone through before Christmas. “When he got the haint out of me, he did it in this, like, panic room or something. It was warded so you couldn’t even sense me. Question a succubus there, and the incubus she serves shouldn’t be able to locate her or listen in.”

Rider shifted his eyes away, color rising in his cheeks. “Yeah, Porter isn’t going to want to help me.”

I recalled the different times Jake had been referenced in conversation since the incident had happened at the church, and knew there had been an altercation, but decided I could no longer accept Rider’s sidestepping about what had gone down.

“Rider, what exactly happened between you and Jake after you got me back from the church?”
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“He’s alive.”

“Yes, I know he’s alive, because that is all you say when I ask about what happened. He’s alive now, which isn’t quite as reassuring as you may think it is, not when the man we’re talking about can resurrect after death. After being killed. You killed him, didn’t you?” 

“I have a lot of things to do and you need to rest.” 

“Damn it, Rider, I can just call his wife and find out from her.”

“I wouldn’t do that.” 

“Why?”

“Because if he told her what happened and I’m sure he did, she’s probably pissed off at me, anyone I’m close to, and the horse I rode in on.” 

I huffed out an exasperated sigh. “What did you do?”

“I did what any other man would have done in my place. Maybe just a little more...creatively.” 

My stomach took a nauseous tumble that had nothing to do with being pregnant as I looked up at the man standing before me. The powerful vampire shifting his eyes and feet, a major badass currently too chicken to look me in the eye and admit to his shenanigans. Very likely bloody, gruesome shenanigans.

“What did you do to him?”

“He was supposed to protect you,” Rider said, finally looking me in the eye, but not answering the question. “He gave his word that you would be safe with him, that he would make sure you drew your succubus power back in and if you couldn’t draw it back in, he would drop you with the hawthorn mixture and keep you safe while you were unconscious, but he didn’t do that and you weren’t just buried under rubble and hurt, you were violated. Not only you, but Tony. He was supposed to ensure nothing like that happened and he didn’t do it.”

“Because he was busy fighting a pranic vampire while the freaking ceiling fell in on us. For all he knew in that moment, I was buried under the rubble where I couldn’t get to anyone for what happened to happen. Hell, I shouldn’t have been able to get to anyone. I still don’t know how all those rocks and dirt just exploded, giving me an exit.” 

“What?”

“I told you about it.” 

“Yes, you said you burst out of the rubble, but...” He frowned. “What do you mean when you say the rocks and dirt exploded?”

“They just exploded.” I mimed an explosion with my hands. “I was buried underneath heaps of the stuff, seriously freaking out and just when the panic became unbearable, there was like an explosion above me and all the stuff went flying, leaving a hole for me to crawl out of.”

“That’s...weird.”

“Yeah, it was. It was like something exploded, but it was just me under there. I didn’t question it too much at the time, just thankful to be out from under the rubble, and, you know...I was kind of out of my mind with succubus crap going on. But when I think of it now, not while in a claustrophobic panic attack, it almost seemed like I wished to be out of there so hard, the ground just...opened up for me.” 

Rider studied me for a moment with a deep frown drawing his eyebrows together before he stood straighter and planted his feet. “Try to blow me back.”

“Try to blow you...Is that like a sex thing you’re asking for? Kind of not the time.”

His eyes showed his exasperation, but the corners of his mouth twitched in amusement. “Not blow me. Blow me back. Try to fling me into a wall without touching me.” 

“Like that thing you do?”

“Telekinesis. Yes. Try to do that.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Are you sure? Because it sounds like maybe you did.” 

I thought about that. It had seemed like the rocks and dirt had just blown away from me, opening up a hole right where I needed one to get out of the rubble. I’d been panicking. I’d been desperate. I supposed it was possible I could have summoned some sort of telekinetic energy and pushed it out of me, but if I had, I didn’t know how I’d done it. Or how I would have such a power. That was old vampire mojo, and I wasn’t even a year old in vampire terms. 

But it was worth a try. Rider had explained how to do it before, when he and Jake had wondered if I could have telekinetic power along with the new psychic abilities I’d been showing, so I tried to do what he’d said. I focused on Rider, imagined drawing upon energy to move him without actually using my hands. I strained until I almost grunted, but nothing happened. I shook my head and relaxed my shoulders. “I can’t do it, not that surprising considering that’s your thing, not mine, and it’s your thing because you’ve been at this stuff way longer than I have.” 

“Something got you out of that rubble,” Rider murmured. “I suppose Ramson could have, but you have shown psychic ability, which could contribute to you gaining telekinetic power sooner than other vampires might.” 

I frowned, considering what he’d said. “What’s the point of having psychic power if it doesn’t warn me that going into tunnels under a church is going to result in having the whole thing cave in on me? I look at women I don’t know from Adam and can tell something terrible is going to happen to them and am able to protect them, but I saw Tony every day and not one bell was set off, and something really bad happened. What’s the damn point of having this ability if it isn’t going to protect me or my friends?”

“I don’t know. Psychic power isn’t always reliable and I can’t begin to understand the hows and whys of it, even after all this time I’ve been part of the paranormal world. I’m sorry.” He stepped forward and leaned down to kiss the top of my head. “Dwelling on that will drive you mad. You should rest. Let me take care of the Tony situation and we can figure out the finer points of handling the Daniel situation afterward.”

He turned to leave and almost made it to the door before I rolled my eyes. 

“Nice try, Rider. You still haven’t answered my question and I’m not letting you off that easy.” 

He turned back around, annoyance clear in his eyes. “Danni, I really need to get Tony situated.” 

“Yes, so you should answer me because you have avoided answering this question long enough and I’m not accepting your sidestepping any longer. Especially if whatever you did could affect whether Jake ever helps us again. What did you do to him?”

“He didn’t—”

“He didn’t keep his word. He didn’t protect me. He failed and I suffered for it, and so did Tony. Yes, yes, I know all about that. So what did you do to him?”

“I killed him,” he said, “which you already know. I only killed him once, and he’s fine now, I’m sure. It’s not like I killed him until he couldn’t come back or stuffed him into a woodchipper or something.”

“You’re right. I knew that much, but I don’t know whatever it is you did that’s so bad you won’t tell me. Whatever you did that’s so bad you don’t think he’ll work with us anymore.”

“Most people in general don’t want to continue working relationships with people who kill them.” 

“Yes, because most people stay dead when they’re killed. Except, apparently, people killed by you.” Rider recoiled, and I winced, realizing my observation came out more cutting than funny. “Sorry. I wasn’t trying to rub it in your face about your brother. I don’t blame you for him sticking around. I was trying to point out that Jake isn’t some normal guy. He’s a slayer, and he’s one who fights his very nature to help the entities he is genetically designed to kill. He’s also a man of honor who promised to keep me safe and something I feared happening happened on his watch. A man like that isn’t going to take something like that lightly. You’re worried about how Daniel will react to knowing what happened while he was flying above us? Jake was closer than he was. Jake was right by me before I was buried under the rubble. Something tells me he didn’t even put up much of a fight when you killed him. He probably felt he deserved it.”

“Yeah, well, there are a lot of ways you can kill a person, and some are a lot harder to get over than others.”

I blinked. “What the hell did you do to him?”

“You don’t want the details, Danni. Just trust me that the man is not my friend, and he’s far likelier to slice my head off than help me in any way.”

“So you did something to him so bad he wouldn’t even help me? Wasn’t he sent by someone to help me? Some other big secret you’re keeping from me.”

“This isn’t like that, Danni. I told you I killed him and he’s naturally going to be pissed off about that. There’s no need to go into detail about how I did it.”

“Fine, I’ll just call Nyla and have her tell me. And I’ll see if Jake wants to help me track and question a succubus.”

“I turned him inside out,” Rider said, his nostrils flaring in frustration. “All right? I turned the man inside out. He’s not going to help us. Not after that.”

I sat there blinking for a long stretch while I tried to comprehend what Rider was saying. No matter what I tried to picture, nothing made sense. “You turned him...inside...out? How did you—how is that even possible? How can you turn a person inside out?”

“You just grab a hole and
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