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Dedication

In a chaotic world, I know these two truths make me smile.

	Hugs are awesome


	Love Wins. 


Hug the ones you love, my friends, and thank you for supporting my work.

P.S. A special thank you to Holly who said this book had “Lisa Oliver written all over it,” when I thought it needed a new pen name. 
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Author Note

Please note this is not a typical Lisa Oliver book. When I first wrote it, I intended to publish it under a new pen name, however, after my daughter/editor read it, it was she who told me that there are many elements of a Lisa Oliver book in here – there’s just more blood and brain matter. 

So, yes, while Cillian and his brothers are morally gray, and this book is best described as a dark romance because of the violence included, the basic elements of a Lisa Oliver story remain – devotion to a mate (with a spot of stalking involved), protective and possessive mates (including shadows), and a love that doesn’t need an explanation – it simply works for Cillian and Julian. 

Thank you for allowing me to try something different. 

Hug the ones you love, 

Lisa xoxo. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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“Actually, the provenance chain you’ve entered is incomplete.”

Julian tapped his pen against the ledger, not looking up from the page. He was working late again. Around him, the archive’s fluorescent lights buzzed, a persistent hum that most people filtered out but that he catalogued as a sixty-cycle frequency with a loose ballast in fixture J-7. Someone needed to replace it. He’d filed three maintenance requests, but it would appear they were being ignored.

His supervisor, Patricia Holbrook, stopped mid-stride. Her heels clicked once more against the linoleum before silence stretched between them.

“I’m sorry?” Her tone suggested she wasn’t sorry at all.

“The Bellamy Estate donation.” Julian traced the entry with his finger, leaving a small graphite smudge he’d need to erase later. “You’ve listed the acquisition date as March 15th, but the Bellamy family attorney didn’t sign the transfer documents until March 22nd. I have the original paperwork in box 47-C, second shelf, filed under ‘Estate Donations, 2024, B through D.’ The chain of custody is broken if we use the earlier date.”

Patricia’s jaw tightened. She smoothed her blazer, a navy blue monstrosity with shoulder pads that had gone out of style in the nineties and never returned. Julian knew this because he’d accidentally read an entire fashion history book while cross-referencing textile preservation techniques.

“Mr. Purdy, I’ve been running this archive for fifteen years.”

“Sixteen years and four months,” Julian corrected, then caught himself. He forced a smile, the expression pulled tight across his face in what he hoped was a friendly expression. His sister had told him that smiling helped his delivery. It didn’t seem to be working, much like the maintenance department. “Sorry. I just meant the personnel records indicate you started in August of 2008, so it’s actually sixteen years. But that’s excellent. Very impressive tenure.”

The smile clearly hadn’t helped. Patricia’s knuckles whitened around her clipboard. “The date is correct as entered.”

“But it isn’t.” Julian blinked, dropping his smile, confused by the disconnect between reality and her statement. “I can show you the documentation. It’ll only take a minute to pull the file. Well, forty-five seconds if I don’t have to move the stepstool.”

“My office. Now.”

Twenty minutes later, Julian pushed through the library’s side entrance into the November night, a cardboard box tucked under his arm. He hadn’t been fired - Patricia had been very clear about that. She was planning to discuss his “situation” with Mr. Pendergast, the library’s manager, at the earliest opportunity. In the meantime, Julian had been “suspended pending a review of attitude and workplace conduct.” 

Julian knew he couldn’t be fired, but discussions with management didn’t happen overnight. He would be a week without pay, possibly two or more, and that would mean he’d have to take time adjusting his monthly income and expenditure sheets. And that same suspension had come with the advice for him to “collect your things,” Julian assumed in case the outcome of the discussion wasn’t positive. 

It’s not like he hadn’t shown her the documentation because he had. She’d turned an interesting shade of crimson - Pantone 185 C would be the closest approximation - and told him that being correct wasn’t the same as being right.

Which made absolutely no logical sense at all. But Julian had nodded anyway and gone to collect his things. 

The box contained his spare sweater, three pens, a half-eaten bag of pretzels, and the small succulent plant his sister had given him for his birthday the previous year. Unfortunately, the plant was dying, and Julian wasn’t going to leave it behind for that reason alone. He still couldn’t work out what was wrong with the plant. He’d followed the care instructions exactly, but it browned anyway, proving that even botanical specimens could be disappointingly imprecise. Or is it possible that my water-to-soil ratio is incorrect? 

Julian adjusted his glasses and headed home. Eighteen blocks was typically a twenty-three-minute walk at his average pace. The temperature had dropped to forty-two degrees, with the wind from the northwest at eight miles per hour. I should’ve grabbed a heavier jacket this morning. 

The street stretched before him, halogen lights creating pools of sickly yellow every thirty feet. Traffic had thinned to the occasional taxi and a bus that rattled past belching diesel exhaust. He could take his usual route along Kensington Avenue, well-lit and populated - although slightly less because of the time and weather - or cut through the warehouse district and shave seven minutes off his trip.

Considering his fingers were already going numb, the warehouse district route seemed more prudent.

The alley between Merchant Street and the old car parts factory had been closed to vehicle traffic since 2019, when the city council had voted to redirect commercial routes. Julian knew this because he’d archived the city planning documents. The path was wide enough for foot traffic, lined with dumpsters and the occasional loading dock that jutted out like broken teeth.

His footsteps echoed off brick walls. Somewhere ahead, metal scraped against pavement.

Julian rounded the corner and stopped, double-blinking and checking that his glasses were still in place. They were. I haven’t seen anything like that before.

The thing crouched in the center of the alley wasn’t entirely solid. Shadows peeled off its form like smoke, curling and reforming, too dark for the ambient light. It wore the shape of a man, the way Julian wore his cardigan - as a suggestion, not a commitment. The being was tall, and it would appear it was broad-shouldered, although that could’ve been an illusion. The edges of the being blurred and moved, making them difficult to track in the dim light, and there were too many angles where there should have been curves. The darkness gathered thickest around its hands - hands that were currently gripping a man’s torso.

The man – victim would be a more apt term - didn’t scream. Actually, Julian corrected himself, the victim couldn’t scream. His mouth was open, yes, but his eyes were wide and unseeing. The man’s skin was an unusual gray tone that suggested death rather than a skincare regimen gone wrong. It looked, Julian realized, as if some form of energy was being pulled from the body. It wasn’t blood, but something less tangible.

Not a vampire then. 

The shadow-thing tilted its head, and Julian glimpsed what might have been a face - sharp features, severe, with eyes that swallowed light.

The victim’s body began to crumble, desiccating like time-lapse footage of decay. In thirty seconds, maybe less, the man went from solid to husk. The shadow-thing released him, and the corpse hit the pavement with a sound like kindling breaking.

Then those lightless eyes fixed on Julian. 

Julian looked at the body, then at the dumpster three feet away. It was a green, municipal issue, with a lid hanging open, revealing it was already at full capacity. He glanced back at the shadow-thing, which had gone entirely still.

“You can’t leave that there.”

The shadows rippled as if surprised or confused.

Julian stepped closer, setting his cardboard box on a relatively clean section of a loading dock. “The garbage truck comes at 5 a.m. on this route. Tuesdays and Fridays, without fail. They’ve had the same schedule since the city restructured waste management in 2021.” He gestured at the overflowing dumpster. “And that’s already over the weight limit. The collectors won’t take it. They’ll report it, and then the property owner gets fined, and eventually someone will review the security footage at the end of the alley to determine who’s been filling the dumpster.”

The thing - whatever it was - appeared to morph into...something. The shadows pulled tighter, condensing into something more human-shaped. The being was still tall, but Julian imagined that it was the being’s natural state, and now it was dressed in a very expensive suit. The face resolved into sharp cheekbones and an equally sharp jaw. Only the eyes in that face - just two of them this time - looked out of place. They were completely black, leaving Julian with the impression he was looking into a void. 

“You are not screaming.” The voice emerged low, resonant, with an odd formality that suggested English wasn’t its first language. Or maybe language itself was a recent acquisition.

“Why would I scream?” Julian frowned, studying the corpse. “He’s already dead. Screaming won’t change that.” He crouched, careful not to let his khakis touch the grimy pavement, and examined the visible skin on the victim’s forearm. “I don’t usually like to speak ill of people, but based on that tattoo, he probably deserved it.”

The shadow-man moved closer, silent as smoke. “You recognize the marking.”

“It’s the symbol of the Vane Syndicate.” Julian pointed at the stylized V wrapped around a coiled serpent, done in black ink that had faded to blue-green. “They control most of the drug trafficking on the east side, and there have been indications in the past two years of them moving into human trafficking. At least according to the police reports I archived last month. Well, not ‘archived’ officially, since those records are technically still active investigations, but I processed the paperwork.” 

He straightened, brushing his hands together even though he hadn’t touched anything. “So, statistically speaking, this man was involved in activities that caused measurable harm to the community. Your intervention likely prevented future damage.”

Silence stretched between them. The creature stared at him with an intensity that should have been uncomfortable, but instead felt oddly...focused. Julian wondered if that was how a bug felt being seen through a microscope.

“You are helping me.” It wasn’t a question.

“I’m preventing you from making a logistical error.” Julian checked his watch. It was 10:47 PM. “The blue dumpster three streets over, behind the old Morrison building, has a broken lock and doesn’t get collected until Saturday. That gives you sixty-three hours before anyone checks it. Though honestly, you should probably dismember the body first. Doing that would reduce the volume and make it easier to conceal under other refuse.”

The shadow-man tilted his head, and something that might have been fascination rippled across those impossible features. “You are remarkable.”

“I’m efficient.” Julian picked up his box again. “There’s a difference. Now, are you going to move the body, or should I go around?”

Those black eyes tracked his every movement, unblinking. “I will relocate the remains.”

“Good.” Julian started to step past, then paused. “Also, you’re leaking shadows onto the pavement. I don’t know if that’s trace evidence or not, but it seems inefficient.”

The darkness immediately contracted, pulled tight against the man’s form until he looked almost human. Almost.

“Better,” Julian said. He made it five steps before curiosity - his sister called it his “fatal flaw” - made him turn back. “Do you do this often? The killing?”

“I remove problems.” The creature lifted the corpse with one hand, effortlessly, as if the dead man weighed nothing. “I have done so for a very long time.”

“Hmm.” Julian adjusted his glasses, thinking. “Well, if you’re going to continue, you should invest in a disposal method that doesn’t rely on municipal waste services. Statistically, that’s where most criminals get caught, in the cleanup, rather than the act itself.” He shifted the box to his other hip. “But you sound as if you’ve had plenty of experience, so it’s just a thought.”

He walked away, footsteps echoing in the alley.

Behind him, something that might have been a laugh rippled through the darkness - low and rusty, as if the being had never laughed before. 

Julian didn’t look back. He had seven more blocks to walk, his fingers were still numb, and his succulent was definitely dying. The body disposal advice had taken three minutes and forty-five seconds, which meant he’d lost some of the advantage the route had initially offered. But it was still close enough to being on schedule to make the deviation from his regular route worth it. 

As he walked, Julian analyzed his own physiology. His heart seemed overly active for a regular walk, and he appeared to have had an adrenaline spike for some reason. It’s likely a normal physiological response to an abnormal situation - pure chemistry, in other words. Julian was sure his bodily reaction had nothing to do with the way those black eyes had focused on him as if he were someone worth listening to. Nothing at all.
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Chapter Two
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Cillian stood frozen in the alley, the corpse dangling from his hand like a crumpled grocery bag, and watched the small human walk away.

Remarkable.

The word tasted inadequate. Insufficient. Like calling the sun “bright” or the void “dark.”

His shadows writhed against his skin, straining toward the retreating figure with an eagerness that sent alarm bells through Cillian’s ancient consciousness. They’d never done that before. In four millennia of existence, his darkness had served as a weapon, shield, sustenance, but never this. Never yearning.

The human turned the corner and disappeared from view.

Cillian’s entire being screamed to follow.

His grip tightened on the dead man’s jacket. The fabric ripped, and the body slumped even further, one hand dragging against the pavement. He looked down at it, at the Vane Syndicate tattoo stark against cold flesh, and felt nothing but irritation at the obstacle between himself and...

Julian.

The name blazed across Cillian’s mind like one of those annoying neon signs, even though the human hadn’t offered it. Cillian had read it from the security badge clipped to the man’s belt, from the library card visible in his wallet tucked deep in Julian’s pocket, and from the name written in neat block letters on the side of the cardboard box - J. PURDY - PERSONAL ITEMS.

Julian Purdy.

Five syllables that rewrote the architecture of Cillian’s existence.

His shadows surged again, tendrils creeping along the ground toward where Julian had stood, as if they could track his footsteps through the concrete. One tendril coiled around the spot where Julian’s shoe had pressed into a shallow puddle, caressing the water as if it held sacred residue.

“No,” Cillian said out loud, his voice rougher than intended.

The shadows retreated, sulking.

He forced himself to focus on the corpse and his job at hand - the reason he’d been in this alley in the first place. He and his brothers had been systematically tracking Marcus Vane’s distribution network, eliminating the rot one piece at a time.

The blue dumpster, three streets over.

Julian’s voice echoed in his mind, calm and precise. Matter of fact. As if he discussed body disposal the way other humans discussed weather patterns or sports scores.

Statistically speaking, this man was involved in activities that caused measurable harm to the community.

No fear. No horror. Just...observation as if he was seeing the truth in his own unique way.

Cillian’s chest constricted around something that felt dangerously close to hunger. Not the hollow ache that came from feeding on corruption and sin. His current urge was different, sharper - a need that had nothing to do with sustenance and everything to do with proximity.

He wanted to crack open Julian’s skull and examine every thought. He was desperate to catalogue each logical conclusion, each blunt assessment, each moment of fearless practicality. In short, he needed to wrap himself around that bright, unflinching mind and never let go.

Mine.

The word resonated through every shadow, every fragment of darkness that comprised Cillian’s form. His shadows trembled with agreement, pressing against the boundaries of his human shape as if they might burst free and hunt Julian down on their own.

“Dismember the body first,” Cillian muttered, dragging his attention back to the task. “Reduce the volume.”

Efficient. Julian had called himself efficient, as if that explained everything. As if standing in an alley with an eldritch horror and offering disposal advice was simply the most logical course of action.

Cillian’s fingers sank into the corpse’s shoulder. Shadows wrapped around limbs, and he pulled.

The work should have grounded him. Violence always did. There was something familiar about the rhythm of destruction, the satisfying separation of joint from socket, that particular snap when a bone broke. He’d dismantled hundreds of bodies over the centuries. Thousands, perhaps. Cillian had stopped counting after the first fifty years.

But as he worked on his current victim, his mind refused to focus.

You’re leaking shadows onto the pavement.

Julian had said those words the same way someone might point out a loose thread or an untied shoelace - a minor imperfection requiring correction.

Cillian looked down. His shadows had spread across the alley again, drawn toward the corner where Julian had vanished. They pooled against the brick wall, climbing upward as if they might scale the building and track Julian’s path from the rooftops.

“Stop it.”

They obeyed, reluctantly. The effort it took to rein them in sent a tremor through his human form. His hands flickered, solid flesh bleeding into smoke and back again.

This is wrong. Dangerous. Cillian had seen others of his kind fall into obsession. He had watched ancient beings reduce themselves to shadows of shadows, consumed by fixations that burned away rational thought. The Order had rules about that sort of thing - protocols that were only mentioned in hushed whispers.

I should report this. Cillian paused for a moment, a leg in one hand and an arm in the other. He could mention it to one of his brothers - Thorn would be the obvious person, as he gave the illusion of having the most authority, although Silas was the fixer of the group. As for Rook - Cillian considered him for a moment and then dismissed him. Rook was good at what he did, but his chaotic energy wouldn’t be useful in Cillian’s particular issue. 

What would I tell them? Cillian already knew Julian wasn’t a threat. Distracting, yes, but definitely not a threat. Which meant... 

Mate.

The word surfaced from some deep, primal part of his consciousness - the part that existed before language, before form, and well before he’d learned to wear human skin like camouflage, followed by another revelation that put everything else into perspective. 

Beacon. Julian is a beacon. 

That’s what the old texts called them. Souls that burned with unvarnished truth, so rare that most Eldritch beings lived millennia without encountering one. A light so pure it could anchor darkness, give form to formlessness, and make an immortal creature understand the concept of home.

Cillian’s shadows shuddered with recognition. He’d found his beacon, his fated mate. The one bright soul meant for him alone. That same beacon who had walked away, carrying a box of personal items and worrying about a dying plant.

The absurdity should’ve amused him. Instead, it increased his hunger.

Cillian forced himself through the mechanics of disposal, separating the body into manageable pieces and wrapping them in the dead man’s jacket. His shadows moved sluggishly, distracted, half his attention still focused on the lingering warmth where Julian had stood.

Sixty-three hours before collection.

Julian had calculated that in seconds. More than that, he’d processed the town’s waste management schedule and determined the optimal window for body disposal with barely a second thought.

Cillian wanted to know what other information lived in that remarkable brain. No, that wasn’t enough. He wanted to know everything from what Julian ate for breakfast to how he took his coffee, and perhaps more importantly, why someone had packed his belongings into a cardboard box, because Cillian thought most humans used a bag to carry items of importance. 

There was so much Cillian wanted to know about what made Julian smile, what made him angry, whether he lived alone...Alone? Is he safe? Or were there others who noticed how extraordinary and so very special that tiny human was?

The possessiveness that thought triggered should have alarmed him. It didn’t.

Cillian gathered the wrapped remains and moved through the shadows, faster than human sight could track. He went three streets over, just as Julian had suggested. The Morrison building loomed ahead, abandoned and falling apart like so many other buildings in Madison. But there, just as Julian had described it, sat the blue dumpster with a broken lock, and its lid slightly ajar. 

After depositing the body parts into the dumpster, Cillian arranged refuse over the top to ensure nothing was visible from street level.

Efficient. It definitely was. Cillian straightened, his human form settled back into place - the expensive suit, his dark hair, and the face he showed the world when he needed to walk among mortals unnoticed. His shadows pulled toward the east, in the direction of wherever Julian had gone.

The body disposal wasn’t the end of his job. Cillian knew he should return to Shadow House. He needed to update his brothers on the kill, and it would be sensible to continue tracking those who were part of Vane’s network.

Instead, Cillian stepped out of the alley and followed the path Julian had taken.

Safety, he told himself. The corpse had been Vane’s man. If the Syndicate discovered someone had interfered with their operations, they might investigate. They would definitely be looking for witnesses, and there was a good chance they could connect the death to the strange human who’d walked through the alley at exactly the wrong moment.

He might not know it, because he’d never mentioned it, but Julian needed protection. That’s all this is - professional concern. 

And that was a lie with no substance, but Cillian kept walking. 

Cillian’s shadows tracked Julian’s scent through the streets. The scent itself was a unique mixture of citrus soap, dusty papers, a brand of strong coffee, and something indefinably warm. The trail led through the warehouse district, past shuttered buildings and empty loading docks. Residential areas appeared ahead, older apartment complexes with cracked sidewalks and flickering streetlights.

He should be better at this. Tracking protocol demanded that guardians maintain a respectable distance and use proper surveillance techniques. But Cillian’s shadows kept surging forward, as if impatient with the human pace. They wanted to race ahead, to wrap around Julian’s ankles, to feel the warmth of living flesh against their formless dark.

You are helping me, Cillian had said in the alley.

I’m preventing you from making a logistical error, Julian had replied.

As if there was a difference. As if helping Cillian dispose of a body was simply...problem-solving. There was no moral panic, or existential crisis, just practical analysis of a situation followed by useful advice.

Advice Cillian had followed. 

His chest ached as his shadows surged. Cillian had spent centuries hiding what he was. He’d gone through centuries of watching humans scream, run, or fall to the ground in absolute terror when confronted with the truth of his existence. Cillian had learned to move carefully, to wear humanity like armor, and to never allow anyone to see the void beneath.

And yet Julian had looked directly into that void and simply said, You’re leaking shadows onto the pavement.

The scent trail turned left, leading to a modest apartment building with peeling paint and a broken security camera. Instinctively Cillian knew which apartment belonged to his mate. It was on the fourth floor and took up the eastern corner. Yes, there was a light glowing at one of the windows, but Cillian’s soul was in that building. Of course, he’d know where it was. 

He stopped across the street, his shadows pooling at his feet, even as he was telling himself he should leave and go home. He definitely should not be standing on a public sidewalk, staring at his fated mate’s apartment like some obsessed fool.

Through the window, Cillian caught movement. Julian had clearly only just arrived home, setting down the cardboard box, removing his coat, and adjusting his glasses as he looked away from the window.

Safe. Alive. Real.

Cillian’s shadows crept across the street, drawn like moths to flame.

He yanked them back with more force than necessary. They coiled around his legs in protest, sulking again.

“We cannot simply claim him,” Cillian whispered to the darkness. “Humans don’t work that way.”

His shadows didn’t care about human customs. They wanted what they wanted and had already decided that Julian Purdy belonged to them.

To him.

Cillian watched Julian move through the apartment. He was watering the plant that turned out to be a sad-looking succulent. Once that was done, Julian opened a laptop and sat down. Did you bring work home? Is that why you’re typing so late? 

I’m efficient, Julian had said. Cillian carved that memory into his consciousness. So deep in his thoughts, Cillian barely heard a car as it passed behind him, it’s wide headlights cutting lines into the darkness. Cillian pulled deeper into the surrounding shadows - visible one minute and completely unseen in the next, just another patch of darkness in an alley. 

Clearly, Cillian needed a plan - humans had weird ideas about courting. But Cillian knew he needed to make Julian want to be claimed.

Claiming. Yes. Just the thought of it sent heat through Cillian’s form, destabilizing his human shape. He forced it back together with effort.

He’d have to wait until tomorrow. He would determine how to... what? Court him? That felt simultaneously too formal and not nearly formal enough for what Cillian wanted.

He wanted to own and keep his mate. It wouldn’t be enough for Cillian until he could consume every logical thought and blunt observation until Julian’s truth was the only truth that mattered.

In the window, Julian stood and stretched, his glasses catching the light. Cillian’s shadows lunged forward before he could stop them, reaching...

“Tomorrow,” Cillian promised from between gritted teeth as he dragged them back. “We have to plan. That means we wait until tomorrow.”

But he didn’t move from his position across the street. He simply stood in the darkness and watched his beacon through the window, memorizing every movement, every gesture.

Mine, his shadows whispered.

Cillian didn’t argue. He already knew it was true. 
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Julian woke to the alarm he’d set the night before, then immediately remembered he had nowhere to go.

Suspended. Probably for at least a week, given Julian’s observations about the way the library was managed. The lack of pay wasn’t an issue - just an annoyance – but everything else... 

He stared at the ceiling, cataloging the familiar crack that branched from the light fixture toward the eastern wall. The crack had grown three millimeters since he’d last measured it in September. The building’s foundation was clearly settling unevenly, probably due to the construction project two blocks over.

His phone buzzed with a text from his mother. Hope you’re having a good week, sweetie! Love you!

Julian set the phone face down on the nightstand. He’d tell her about the suspension later. Or never. It’s not like he saw his parents barely at all, and under the circumstances, never seemed easier.

The apartment felt different somehow. Initially, Julian believed it was because he wasn’t moving around getting ready for work, but as he lay there contemplating the ceiling, he realized that wasn’t it. It was more as if someone else was in the room with him, or a case of his apartment shrinking somehow since the night before - to make room for something else? 

Unemployed and fanciful now? 

Julian sat up, scanning the room. It didn’t look like anything was out of place. His laptop sat closed on the




















	Entity composition: Shadows, no fixed form, capable of condensing into a humanoid shape

	Behavior: Predatory toward criminal element (Vane Syndicate member confirmed by tattoo)

	Communication: Verbal, coherent, possibly ancient speech patterns

	Response to human presence: Surprise, then curiosity

	Physical markers: Referenced “corruption” as if it had a tangible presence/taste
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