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Sentenced to death at the hands of a demon, Naomi Hawk has a firsthand lesson in betrayal. Now, she thirsts for justice... and revenge.

Selling your soul has never been so charming and Mark throws in a little something to sweeten the pot, his girlfriend Naomi.

Sentenced to death at the hands of a demon, Naomi Hawk has a firsthand lesson in despair and betrayal in Mark’s deal for fame with all the trimmings. Deep in the clutches of the underground brotherhood, Naomi's light is coveted for the Master's gain.

When she slips and falls eighty stories from a precarious ledge, Naomi resigns herself to the inevitable impact and death by shattered bones. Before she can escape her demons in eternal slumber, something sinister plucks her from the plummet, stealing her out of the night to sacrifice her forever to the shadows.

Imprisoned in bottomless darkness, Naomi thirsts for justice...and revenge.
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Naomi
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I STILL REMEMBER THE first night.

The full moon illuminated the landscape and I could see for miles from my perch. The eighty-floor drop left me dizzy, and I stepped farther back into the wall. My heart thundered in my chest and the adrenaline warmed my skin against the frigid air.

“There’s nowhere for you to go.”

His growl yanked my gaze from the busy city street below to his dark and crazed eyes.

My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth, dry as desert sand, and I shook my head. I didn’t want to fall, and I reconsidered my situation. Maybe going inside was a much better alternative, no matter how horrifying death at his hands promised to be. The fear of dying by terminal velocity was even greater, and it cemented my feet to that small ledge.

“I can wait.” His evil laugh hung on the air, chilling whatever heat I had left right out of my bones and I clamped my jaw tight against the tears that threatened, leaving my vision warped.

I slid farther away from the open window and the glistening blade in his hand. He ran it slowly along the brick, creating a screaming sound that made my teeth ache.

Either way, I was screwed. A flare of anger shot through the fear, adding to the tremor in my skin. Damn you, Mark, why did you turn me over to these vultures?

Demon boy looked up at me and chuckled as if he heard my silent question. His shaded gaze flashed red before it sank back to the sharp blade. “It was the only way my boss would honor his deal,” he muttered and glanced back at me. “His soul and your life and your boyfriend will have all the fame and fortune he could ever envision.”

“But why me?”

“Your life force is quite a delicacy.” The knife scraped against the brick again. “My boss has waited for millenniums to taste the beating heart of a child of the light.”

“Fuck you,” I said, my voice shook with the flare of anger and I took another step away, however a gale caught me off guard and I teetered on the edge trying to grasp at the brick wall; but my hands were too cold to gain the purchase necessary to catch my balance. All it took was another wind gust, and I slipped, the scream barreling out of my mouth at the sudden weightless freefall.

I had a moment of satisfaction when the demon’s expression transitioned into fear-tinted shock at losing what his master coveted.

Gravity pulled, and my hair whipped across my face, blinding me to anything but streaks of light. I thought my heart would catapult out of my chest. It beat so hard, and I drew in a breath, waiting for the impact that would turn out the lights for good.

Pain bit around my waist, and I was yanked from the descent by a powerful grasp. A sharp cry ripped from my throat, and the sound of beating wings filled my world. Before I could focus on what had saved me from certain death, I was tumbling through space again. This time, the hard asphalt of a nearby roof bit into my skin and I rolled away.

When I got my bearings, I brushed the hair from my face in time to see a human form at the edge of the roof. A man in a dark overcoat stepped from the shadows. His intense glare fell on me and he licked his lips, revealing a sharp set of canines.

“Who are you?” I whispered and climbed to my feet. My legs shook under my weight, barely able to hold me up.

He smiled and stepped into the light.

“I’ve been watching you.”

The mere thought of a fiend like him studying me from afar gave me the creeps. The movies always made it quite romantic to be the object of a vampire’s affection, but in reality, all they wanted was an entertaining meal.

“Why?” I asked, fumbling for the knife clasped to my belt. When my hand came up empty, he laughed, dangling the weapon from his fingers.

“You really think your little dagger will stop me?” He tossed the knife to the edge of the rooftop and stepped toward me.

Being a demon’s meal was bad, but being this bastard’s chew toy was worse. I would rather have been splattered on the pavement. I took another shaking step backwards, too aware of my near frozen condition.

“You didn’t answer my question,” I said, trying to stall him until I could maneuver close enough to dive for my weapon.

He stared me down with hard black eyes. Eyes no more distinct than the shadow he stepped out of.

“Why?” he replied. “Because I swore I’d destroy anything that bastard wants, and you are at the top of that list. I’m sure he’s gutting his little lackey right now for not being more subtle. He’ll be even more pissed when he finds out I’m the one that stole his dessert.”

The bitterness in his voice nearly quelled the fight in me. But when he stepped closer, my survival instinct flared, and I ducked under his reach, swinging my fist, hoping to get a shot in, but my knuckles only grazed his hard cheek.

His vice-like grip clamped on my throat, pulling me close. The burn of his bite seized my muscles, his poison saturating my entire form with exquisite pain. Each beat of my heart hurt, and I screamed. He pulled away from my neck and stared into my eyes.

“My god, you are delicious,” he whispered, his voice laced with rough desire and before I could pull another breath in, his teeth ripped at my throat again.

My fading gaze landed on the arch of his neck, and my scream morphed into a growl. I sank my dull human teeth through his skin and was rewarded with a gasp and the gush of black blood filling my mouth. He pressed me closer, still drinking from my throat and pressing my mouth to his neck. I tried to wiggle out of his grasp, but he clamped down hard enough so I had no choice but to ingest his blood.

A wave of dizziness hit and he loosened his grip, stepping away from me. I crumpled to the ground, heaving the blood from my stomach, but I knew it was too late. I had already swallowed too much of the vile poison and no matter how much I threw up, I couldn’t stop the infection.

“I bet you never saw that coming,” I whispered and sent a glare in his direction.

He no longer held that smug look, instead his handsome face transformed into a mask of horror and his hand clamped his neck, the blood flowing freely over his fingertips.

As the infection spread, it crystallized my cells into a hard shell and transformed my senses into acute hunting weapons. The pain that had gripped me moments ago faded, and I stood with a ravenous need. I ran my tongue over my teeth and winced at the cutting edges that would puncture steel if I so desired.

The human soul inside me cried at the injustice. I should be dead, but instead, I was now one of the undead, all because the bastard before me plucked the demon’s meal out of the sky.

I stepped toward him with a growl and his eyes widened, reflecting a blue as crisp as the fall sky, and I stopped.

“You bit me,” he whispered, his voice unsteady and shaking.

“Did you think I’d just let you drain me dry without a fight?”

His hand dropped from his throat and he stared at the wet blood covering it before raising his gaze to me. “No one has ever bitten me before,” he said.

I crossed my arms and studied him. “Sucks, doesn’t it,” I said. I couldn’t help it. The disbelief on his face made me want to laugh, but I kept a check on my chuckle.

He blinked, and then the smile that spread over his lips sent a shiver through me. Laughter followed, rich and full and as hypnotizing as his smile.

“Yes. It does,” he finally said and wiped at his neck again. The flow of blood stopped, and he glanced at me.

“You aren’t such a badass after all,” I said.

The menacing shadow was gone, replaced by a man barely out of his teens. I studied him, noting the uncomfortable shift along with his worried scan of the surrounding night. It took a minute to understand the hesitation in his gaze.

He glanced back at me, and I knew. This kid was scared shitless, but I wasn’t sure if it was me or something else.

“Why do I get the feeling you’re in trouble?”

He laughed and caught my gaze, moving faster than I could blink, and I found myself pressed to the wall by his incredibly hard body. His intense stare left me breathless, but this time, it wasn’t food he hungered for, and he leaned in to kiss me.

I swept his feet out from under him and he landed on his back with a thud, surprise plastered across his face.

“Not going to happen.” I pointed at him. “You may have turned me into a monster, but that doesn’t give you the right to screw me any time you please.” I didn’t want to rely on any man, never mind a blood-crazed vamp, no matter how good looking he was.

I swallowed, suddenly thirsty, and my gaze dropped to the dried blood on his collar. I knew soon enough the thirst would overwhelm me, but in that moment, I swore I’d never become a shadow dwelling killer.

He climbed to his feet, brushing the roof grit from his jacket. “You’re mine now,” he said, trying to exude authority.

I laughed and crossed to the knife, picking it up and hesitating. The silver glinted in the moonlight and I sighed, running a fingertip down the length. The metal created a warm glow on my skin unlike anything I had seen before, but it didn’t penetrate and draw blood like it should have.

I understood his mocking of my weapons now and glanced over my shoulder at him. “No one owns me.” I sheathed the blade and turned toward him, ready for battle.
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I STARED AT HER.

Her transformation took seconds, not hours, like mine had. One minute she was human and the next, her beauty transcended anything I’d ever witnessed. I had seen a couple of transformations in the last two millennia, but none of them survived the first pangs of thirst after the sun rose. They burst out of the dark caverns into the burning sun and were reduced to a pile of smoking ash.

I prayed she’d be able to resist, to survive the remainder of the change.

I vaguely recalled that need, but I had been so close to death, I didn’t have the strength to pull myself out from under the pile of slaughtered vampires until the next sunset. Lucifer tossed me in that pit, never expecting me to survive, but I fought, just like this vixen before me, sacrificing my soul for vengeance.

I survived the initial bout of thirst by feeding on dead vampires and because of that horrid experience, my taste for humans wasn’t as acute as the rest of my shadow kin.

My thirst thrived on the destruction of anything Lucifer coveted.

And Lucifer coveted this beauty.

I stalked her from the shadows, harboring a hatred that clouded my judgment. If I had looked closer, I might have seen the hypnotic power of the life light shining in her heart. That first burst of her blood was sweeter and more soul affirming than any human I had ever tasted, and I lost my focus long enough to let my guard down.

Long enough for her bite to puncture my skin.

I let my gaze travel from her dark locks over her lovely curves all the way to the killer cowboy boots and sighed. Lust was normal for me, but this was beyond lust. I wanted to protect her, to never let her leave my sight.

I was ensnared and there was no escape.

“What’s your name?” I asked, hoping to diffuse some of the anger radiating from her.

Her lips thinned and her eyes narrowed. “What?”

I should have expected her hostile response. Hell, when I was in her shoes, I tore the monsters limb from limb, relishing their death, so I don’t know why her fury surprised me.

Gulping my unease, I tried again. “I’m Damian,” I said and looked at the ground. Unsure if I should offer her my hand or my throat as a peace offering, I shoved my hands into my pockets and did neither.

“So?” Her hands found her hips, and I met her stark glare.

“We need to get out of here,” I said, casting a glance at the sky again. Light was just piercing the horizon and the sun would make an appearance within the next hour.

Her gaze followed mine and then snapped back in my direction.

“I refuse to live in the shadows,” she snapped.

“And I refuse to let you become a pile of ash,” I said and willed myself to morph as I charged toward her. Wrapping my arms around her waist, I jumped from the roof, feeling the change and relishing her gasp as my mighty wings took us higher in the air.

While the subway systems seemed like the most logical place for me to take her, I knew that would be the first place Lucifer would search for us. By now, he knew I screwed up his plans and if he found us during the day, there would be no defense against his strength or fury.

Instead, I turned, heading into the northwest hills of Connecticut, to one of the few places of mine that Lucifer hadn’t tracked down. I landed in the backyard just as the sun’s rays lit up the horizon. With her in my arms, I swung the door open and rushed her down to the windowless basement, setting her down on the plush couch.

Before I was out of her reach, her palm stung my cheek, sending me back a few steps.

“What makes you think I want to live like this?”

“Maybe you’d like the same shot at vengeance that’s kept me alive all these years.” I didn’t mean for the bitterness to sneak into my tone, but there it was; just as loud as a bullhorn.

My words struck her silent, and she studied me.

Silence descended, and I turned, flipping the switch that filtered the soft glow of fluorescents through the room. I didn’t know what else to say, so I took the chair opposite her and fiddled with my hands, folding and unfolding them before shifting in the chair.

“Naomi,” her soft voice caught my attention, and I met her gaze.

“My name is Naomi. Naomi Hawk.”

My eyebrows rose at the irony.

She allowed a half smile. “I’m hungry,” she whispered and her gaze landed on my throat again.

“You can’t go out yet,” I said, hoping she’d understand. “The sun...” I shrugged and stood. “I’m going to clean up. You’re welcome to do the same.”

For the first time since I attacked her, she looked down at her blood-soaked shirt. When her gaze lifted, I saw the spark of ravenous hunger.
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BLOOD.

The coppery scent wafted from my shirt and my focus clouded.

Need.

I had never understood what need was until that moment, and my gaze jumped to his. He stepped back, putting distance between us, but it wasn’t enough. I could smell the mixture of fear and lust in him, along with the tainted blood that soaked his collar, and I wanted to lick it off his skin.

I blinked at the carnal thoughts flooding my mind and glanced at my surroundings again. I had crossed half the distance between the couch and where he stood without knowledge of moving.

He closed the distance with apprehension and took my hand.

“I think we both need to clean up before you get too far gone.”

My gaze dropped to our clasped hand, and I felt the electrical flow it produced through my cells. While I wanted to remain distant and pissed off, this sensation was new and overwhelming. I followed the tight muscles in his arm to his shoulder and stopped at the blackened stain.

Hunger and lust and anger all mixed into a potent concoction, and I snapped my gaze to his.

“You did this to me,” I whispered.

He held my gaze and shook his head. “No. I had every intention of killing you.”

I yanked my hand from his and stepped back, allowing a fraction of space between us.

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because you taste like summer rain,” he whispered and reached for me. His fingers fluttered across my cheek and into my hair and before I knew it, his mouth was on mine, his tongue playing with me in a kiss that should have been forbidden.

The burn of it caught me off guard and I pulled away.

“Damn. You still taste like summer rain.” His blue eyes flashed, and he stepped closer, crowding me.

I planted my hand on his chest, forgetting about the hunger that throbbed in my teeth. “Maybe we should take a cold shower,” I said, trying to diffuse the growing tension between us.

“Together?”

The hope in his eyes made me laugh. “No.”

His features fell into a sulk and for a moment, I almost took back my answer, but the stubborn part of me reared up and I stood my ground.

He gave me a nod and turned, leading the way to an enormous bathroom that piqued my interest. Gray marble covered the room from ceiling to floor, and in the corner across from the beautiful walk-in shower was a gas fireplace. The claw-foot tub shined against the gray tiles and a large floor to ceiling mirror was broken with a fine white pedestal sink.

“There are towels and a bathrobe in the linen closet on the other side of the shower that you can use,” he said.

I stepped inside and gave him a faint smile before closing the door on his questioning stare. The bank of light switches intrigued me and I played with the dimmers until I had the lighting just the way I liked it, soft shades and, with the flames in the fireplace, it would have been the ultimate romantic setting.

Instead of dwelling on the idea of romance, I stripped the bloody shirt from my back and the rest of the clothing peeled off just as easily. The shower called my attention, and I turned on all the jets as hot as the setting would allow. Steam rose, and I stepped inside, relishing the heat on my cold skin. Pulsing water massaged my muscles, loosening the knots and ridding my skin of any remnants of blood.

I don’t know how long I stood soaking in the water, but when I finally opened my eyes, I glanced at the neat little alcove in the shower wall that housed bath wash and shampoo. Curious, I opened the wash and took a sniff. It reminded me of a bamboo forest and I lathered my body with the luxurious soap.

The shampoo reminded me of cocoa butter and beach lotions. A scent I adored and the reality that I’d never see the sun again hit like the force of a truck. Pain centered in my chest, dropping me to my knees and I buried my face in my hands as the last of my human tears mingled with the hot water.

When the sobs ran dry, I climbed to my feet and turned the water off. A stack of plush towels sat on a small pedestal and I wrapped my drenched hair in one, drying off my body with the other.

A hunger pang hit, almost knocking me to the ground, and I gripped the edge of the sink, clamping my eyes shut and willing the hunger away. I forced myself to breathe in and out until I had some semblance of control, and then I stared at the steam-streaked mirror. Unwrapping the towel from my body, I used it to clear the glass.

My reflection hadn’t changed much. I still had curves in the right places and my stomach was as flat as a washboard. I glanced at my new Brazilian wax, wondering if I’d ever have to endure that torture again. If not, that was definitely something positive about being a vampire.

I opened my mouth to inspect my teeth, and a crease appeared between my eyes. They were normal. No sharp canines existed.

“They only go razor at night.”

I jumped at his voice and covered my body with the towel, glaring in his direction.

“Get out!”

He grinned and picked up my clothes, leaving without another word.

I hadn’t heard him come into the room, and irritation snaked over my skin. How long had he been there?

I rummaged through the linen closet, finding a plush bathrobe just like he said and wrapped the cloud-soft fabric around me. I tossed the towels over the side of the tub and hand combed my hair before charging into the living room.

I found him leaning against the bar with his shirt hanging open. The rippled muscles of his stomach glistened in the soft light and I had to tear my eyes away from his god-like form.

“Sorry about that,” he said and nodded toward the bathroom, but neither his tone nor his gaze held any regret. He even had the audacity to grin.

“You have no right to spy on me like that,” I said, and the words came out in a feral growl.

“I figured you might like clean clothing at some point today.”

“But you just walked in without knocking.”

He glanced at the floor and nodded. “I guess I’m not used to having houseguests.” A bright red hue colored his cheeks and my eyebrow rose.

“You’re blushing. I didn’t think that was possible.”

Damian raised his gaze, meeting mine, and he stood up, crossing to the couch. “I gather you know little about vampires,” he said and took a seat.

“I know you like to play with your food,” I said with as much snark as possible.

His laugh struck a chord. I crossed my arms and refrained from tapping my foot with impatience at his adolescent behavior.

“How old are you, anyway?” I asked, sending the most derogatory glare I could drum up.

His laughter wound down, but the smile remained.

“Which age? The one I was when I was turned or how many years have I been walking the earth?”

I blinked at his question, debating on which one to ask.

“I was turned when I was twenty-five.”

Just a few years older than I am, which explains some of the adolescent behavior, but the wisdom in his eyes told me that his twenty-five was a very long time ago. “How long have you been like this?”

“Longer than you can conceive,” he whispered, and any hint of a smile vanished. He turned his head toward the brightly decorated walls. “I’ve seen the world evolve.” When he brought his gaze back to mine, I shivered. In a blink, the shadow hiding his eyes disappeared and the vibrant blue returned.

His evasive answer irritated me, and I tried another tactic. “Where were you born?”

“Greece.”

That explained the thick dark hair that I wanted to run my fingers through and even the hint of Mediterranean in his complexion, but I still didn’t get a sense of how long he had been like this. I got the impression he didn’t really want to discuss the passage of time, and I let it go for now.

Something shifted on the floor above us and my attention snapped to the ceiling, or more specifically, to the heartbeat. I could smell it and the hunger pang hit again.

I didn’t realize I had moved until I found myself face down on the stairs with Damian pinning me to the risers.

“No,” his whisper hissed in my ear. “They are off limits.”

They? I’m surprised his voice cut through the rush of blood I heard pounding in the veins of the humans above. I wanted to drink every drop, to satiate this sudden craving, and I clawed at the stairs, trying to break his grip, my focus on the metal door keeping my meal at bay.

He jammed his wrist in my mouth and at first, I pushed it away, but when he pressed it to my lips a second time, the dull pulse caught my attention. His whisper was lost in the rushing need that gripped my form and I sank my teeth through his flesh, closing my eyes and reveling in the taste of the black blood.

His wince cut through the haze and, with my teeth still embedded in his wrist, I turned, meeting his frantic gaze. My eyes locked with his and the razor incisors in my mouth retracted, but I kept my grip, drinking with greedy slurps.

With each drop came an image, and I saw the world as it was when he was human.

I saw him vibrant and alive and I saw the reasons for the vengeance in his blood.

My betrayal paled compared to his loss.

He watched his lover, Athena, torn to pieces at the hands of a demon, all because she refused to disclose where she hid her daughter.

Damian knew where Zoe hid, but kept silent. He had sworn allegiance to the girl, taking the place of her dead father and loving her like she was his own child. Nothing the demons did would loosen his tongue.

The little girl was an innocent, a child of light descendant, and the demon wanted to feast on her life force even more than he wanted Athena’s. It was a coveted delicacy and Damian stood in the demon’s path.

When his lover lay in pieces at his feet, her blood smeared across the demon’s lips and her heart an empty husk on the ground, Damian swore he would dedicate his life to destroying the demon.

That’s when Lucifer threw him into the pit with a hoard of hungry vampires.

He yanked his wrist from me and covered it with his hand, standing and taking an unsteady step backwards. Damian’s jumbled thoughts flowed over me like a blanket, suffocating me, and I gasped, my hunger forgotten.

He had walked the earth for over two thousand years, protecting Zoe’s bloodline.

Until his fangs sank into my neck.
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THIS IS WHAT HAPPENS when a light child becomes a shadow.

Her strength outmatched mine, and I had no idea how I subdued her. The moment she sensed human life above, her teeth had flared to sharp weapons of destruction and she had moved like lightning, finding the hidden entrance to the stairwell with ease.

I stared at her, holding my aching wrist and reeling from the mind-union we held as she feasted on my blood. That was an entirely new and unwelcomed experience.

“I, uh, I can’t let you go up there,” I said, unsure of whether my blood had tempered her thirst. If not, she was screwed. The minute she stepped from our daytime sanctuary, the sunshine would torch her delicate skin, leaving her nothing but a pile of ash.

Naomi wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Her gaze landed on my wrist and then traveled back to my face. Her eyes carried confusion, and she stepped toward me, pulling my injured wrist toward her.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. Her trembling fingers traced the wounds, and she closed her eyes, inhaling and bringing my wrist to her lips.

Instead of latching on again, as I expected, she pressed her lips to my skin. A warm sensation flooded through me and her eyes opened, her gaze shooting right into my heart. Naomi melted the frost that had built over millenniums and I stifled the urge to take her to my bedroom and do things I hadn’t done since the days I spent with Athena.

The light burned in her eyes, too, and she stepped close, crowding me.

“You don’t kill humans, do you?” she asked. The lilt in her voice made the phrase more of a statement than a question.

“No. Not usually.” I led her out of the stairwell, closing the door and getting my bearings. “I’ve made exceptions over the years and death is usually warranted, but lately, I’ve let my hatred get the best of me.” I turned back to her. “If I had taken the time to really see you instead of just stalking you for revenge, I would have known why Lucifer wanted you. I would have known you were off limits.”

“Off limits?”

“A child of light is off limits,” I said and a crinkle of confusion appeared on her forehead. “A child of light is a descendant of the Archangel Michael,” I explained. “You’re in one of the lines I lost track of.” I dropped my gaze to the floor and the heat of my failure filled my cheeks.

“Is that why you looked so scared on the rooftop?”

My gaze snapped to hers and I shrugged.

It was bad enough having Lucifer as an enemy, but pissing off Michael was an automatic death sentence. The righteous were infinitely more brutal than the demons when crossed.

“I’m still here, but that could change at any moment.”
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MY LEGS WOBBLED AND he stepped forward, putting his uninjured arm around my waist and led me back to the couch. His touch was gentle, and I wondered just what he would be like in bed.

A different type of hunger accosted me and I pounced, pushing him down on the cushions and his eyes widened, following the line of my neck to the open V of my bathrobe. He blinked and then snapped his gaze from my exposed breasts back to my face. All hesitation in his expression morphed to a desire deeper than mine.

He pulled me to his lips, the first kiss soft as if he was afraid I would run. When his hands threaded into my hair, the kiss became more insistent. His tongue explored my mouth and a low groan escaped him like I was the most precious thing he had ever encountered.

His body responded, and I yanked away at both the jolt of his erection and the shock skittering over my flesh. I blinked down at him and his slow smile made me forget what he was. Nimble fingers unthreaded the tie holding the rest of the bathrobe closed and the coolness of the air slapped me back into control.

Before his shaking hands touched my skin, I hopped off him and pulled the soft material back in place.

“I’m sorry,” I said and took a few paces in the opposite direction.

Damian stared at the ceiling with his fists clenched. The muscles in his jaw twitched and I could tell he was grinding his teeth together, fighting for control. When his gaze moved from the ceiling to me, I knew he lost the battle, but I didn’t react fast enough.

Within a blink, he had me against the wall. His iron grip held my wrists against the cool fabric covering the concrete beneath. He stared at me, his chest rising and falling with the lust sparkling in his eyes.

“You shouldn’t tease me like that.”

His voice fanned over me like a delicate shower and instead of struggling, I kept his gaze biting my lip to keep my voice in check. Awareness of how close he was made my heart bang in my chest and the knowledge that it still pumped blood through my body took my attention away from his intense eyes.

“My heart...” I whispered.

His grip loosened, but he didn’t let go. “It still beats. So does mine,” he said, answering my unasked question.

“I thought...”

He laughed and dropped my hands, taking a step back. “You thought vampires were dead and cold and soulless?”

I raised a shoulder in response.

“We’re ageless whether or not we feed on humans and we are alive. I’ll admit the degree of alive varies, but we are alive and not the walking dead you’re imagining.”

“Un-dead,” I said.

He smiled and shrugged. “Until your luck runs out, then you’re just as dead as the next cadaver.”

“Why?”

“The virus crystallizes our cells, freezing them in time, but they still require oxygen, so we breathe. Blood moves the oxygen through the body, so our hearts continue to beat. There hasn’t been an ounce of decomposition in my system since I turned. The ability to heal is accelerated as well and I haven’t quite figured out why.”

His explanation intrigued me. “If that’s the case, why can’t vampires go out in the sun?”

“The crystallization reacts badly with ultraviolet rays,” he said, understating the dangers.

I skirted around him and wandered through the room, digesting his words and examining my surroundings. The tapestries hanging over the concrete provided a lively and warm feel to the space and I reached out, running my fingers over the silky, vibrant fabric. His gaze followed me, heating a spot on my back, and I flexed my shoulders, trying to dislodge the burn.

“I’ve never known vampires to shape shift,” I finally said, stopping in front of a mural of a castle with a pair of hawks flying overhead.

His huff took my attention away from the wall and I turned, meeting his gaze.

“What, exactly, do you know about vampires?”

“You have super human speed and strength, you heal like that,” I snapped my fingers. “And you survive by drinking blood. The perfect monster.” Sarcasm wrapped its hands around each of my words, and he rolled his eyes.

He crossed his arms and waited for me to continue.

“I used to think a silver blade to the heart would kill them.”

His smile surfaced. “Silver will leave a nasty welt, but it’s not strong enough to pierce through our skin. However, any blade made from a derivative of platinum, especially when thrust through the heart, kills.”

“Why platinum?”

“There’s something about the purity of the metal that allows it to pierce our skin, but the blade doesn’t have to be forged from pure platinum. It can be forged of steel and dipped in platinum.”

“You never answered my question about shape shifting.”

He sighed and his gaze lifted to the tapestry. “I didn’t think it was a question.”

“Well, is that normal?”

He shook his head and his less than cursory glance in my direction made my skin flush.

“So, what? You’re special?”

His chuckle caught me off guard, and he shrugged. “I never thought of it that way.”
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CURSED IS MORE LIKE it, I thought and met her stare. I could tell she had a boatload of questions pinging around behind those beautiful eyes, but I wasn’t in the mood for speculating about why I could morph into a mammoth, predatory bird at will. Whether it was a divine gift or a demonic curse, I wasn’t sure, but that unique gift saved my ass a time or two.

“Well?” Her hands found their way to her waist and her head cocked to the side.

Her stance allowed the V in the bathrobe to widen, giving me just enough of a glimpse of her breasts to jump-start my overactive libido. I forced my gaze back to her face and shoved my hands into my back pockets. Even though it had been centuries since I had a houseguest, I hadn’t totally lost sight of my manners.

“I’m sorry, Naomi, but I don’t have an answer for you.”

Her perfect pout surfaced, and I turned, stalking out of the room before I acted on the overwhelming urges wracking my form. Instead, I busied myself with the laundry, pulling the soaking garments from the spiffy new front-loader I had purchased recently, and throwing them into the dryer.

I’d have to take her shopping tonight because there was no way I could resist another day of her lounging in that bathrobe.

I turned away from the machine and stopped. Naomi stood in the doorway, her hands gripping the frame, all her earlier curiosity gone. Her face transformed into a mask of lust-filled hunger.

“I should get you something to drink,” I whispered, reacting to her proximity and the knowledge that she could drain me dry if she wanted to.

She didn’t budge, and I stepped back in the small space, my back finding another concrete wall.

“I’m hungry,” she said in a feral growl that revealed her sharp fangs. Her hands dropped to her sides, and she stepped into the room, blocking my exit.

Memory of how sweet her blood had been bubbled my thirst to the surface, and I licked my lips, my gaze falling to the slow pulse visible in her neck. God, I wanted to drink from her again, but I knew how wrong it would be.

“Naomi,” I started, keeping my voice reasonable. “You don’t want to do what you’re thinking.”

Her laugh filled the small space, and she lunged, pinning me to the wall. I tilted my chin to my chest, so she didn’t have a clear bite, and stared at her.

“Killing me won’t change you back,” I whispered.

She snapped her teeth together in a growl, and then her crazed grin faltered. She blinked, and her sharp incisors retracted. “Who says I want to kill you?” she asked, her voice barely a whisper.

I raised a questioning eyebrow.

She let go and stepped back. “I don’t know what came over me...”

“You’re a newborn. It happens,” I said, dismissing the danger and stepping around her. “Your clothes will be dry in a little while, then you can get out of that bathrobe.” I started walking away.

The ruffle of fabric made me turn, and she stood in the entryway again, but this time it wasn’t bloodlust in her gaze. The bathrobe lay crumpled around her feet and I stumbled, almost falling on my ass at the shock.

She was divine, and I followed her curves before returning my gaze to hers.

“What are you doing?” It took everything in my power not to move to her, to take her in my arms. This need singeing my blood was foreign and unwelcomed. It was far greater than any need the blood-hunt created, and I didn’t understand why.

I stepped backwards, putting more distance between me and this goddess.

She spread her arms out. “You don’t want me?”

The hysterical laughter that spouted from my mouth was so out of character, and it offended Naomi, setting her into action. She snatched the bathrobe from the ground, wrapping it around her before she stormed off.

I didn’t follow until a door slammed and momentary panic filled my bones. I bolted to the stairwell and yanked the door open. The stairs were empty and the upper door still latched from the inside. Relief swept through me and I closed the access door, leaning against it with my eyes closed.

I focused, training my ear to locate her heartbeat, and followed the sound to my bedroom. Tentatively, I turned the knob and opened the door.

Naomi lay face down on the king size bed, her face buried in my pillows and the distinct shake in her shoulders told me she was crying.

What the hell is the etiquette for this? I cleared my throat.

“Go away,” she said, her voice muffled by the pillow.

“Um...this is my bedroom.”

The glare she leveled at me made me second-guess the living arrangements.

“How long till sunset?”

I waved toward the clock. “It’s not even noon yet.”

She turned away, and I hung my head, debating on whether I should leave her alone. History and my instincts told me not to leave her unattended, but I didn’t want to set her off. Dealing with a newborn was as volatile as dealing with a bomb. One wrong move and you’ll find yourself in pieces.

I looked up, meeting her stark stare.

“What?”

I bit the snide comment that surfaced at her snotty tone, opting to stare her down instead.

“Are you just going to stand there?”

“Maybe,” I offered with a snideness of my own.

“I don’t need a babysitter.”

“I beg to differ.”

“Screw you,” she snarled and turned away again.

The venom in her voice set me into action and I moved across the room, flipping her over on the bed, and slammed her wrists over her head before I could blink. I straddled her, staring down into her wide, dark eyes.

“You have no idea how much I want you, so cut the crap.”

She struggled, and I squeezed my thighs into her hips, keeping her still beneath me. Naomi twisted her wrists, trying to break my hold, and I clamped harder.

“Why?” she screamed in my face. The fury was back, and I could deal with this much better than the hungry seductress.

“Why what?” I snarled down at her.

“Why don’t you just kill me?” she roared, her struggles continued, and she screamed a long, lonely wail before she lay still, her chest rising and falling rapidly.

“Killing you is the last thing on my mind,” I whispered, and her exhausted gaze flicked to mine.

A sheen of tears covered her eyes, and I sighed, letting go of her wrists. I sat back on my heels, running my fingers into my hair, holding the back of my head to get control of the torrent flooding my senses.

“But you laughed,” she whispered.

I met her gaze, dropping my hands to my thighs. “I laughed because your question was ludicrous.” Hurt flashed in her eyes. “Stop doing that.”

“Doing what?”

“Assuming the worst.”

Her lips pressed together, and she blinked away the sheen.

“You’re not running on all cylinders right now,” I said. “You haven’t finished the transition and while you’re in this state...” I trailed off, not knowing how to tell her she might feel differently once everything clicks into place. Instead, I climbed off her and stretched out next to her on the bed, staring at the ceiling.

“So, you’re trying not to take advantage of me?” she asked, and I smiled, nodding without looking her way.

“Well, doesn’t that just beat all?” Naomi sat up. “A chivalrous blood sucker.”

“Would you prefer I just fuck you?” I asked, sending a glare in her direction, although just saying it sent tendrils of heated anticipation through my body.

I guess the question turned her on as well because she met my gaze and offered a come-hither smile. She shifted, swinging her thigh over me and straddled my lap like I had done to her moments ago. A wicked gleam filled her eyes, and she took my hands, placing them on her bare thighs.

“I’d like that very much,” she purred and circled her hips on my groin.

The feel of her silky skin under my fingertips just about did me in.

“Naomi,” I whispered, my voice raspy with want.

“Damian,” she whispered back, and leaned forward. Her lips breezed over mine and trailed down my jaw to my neck.

A trail of butterfly kisses lined my throat, and a low grumble started in my chest until the sharp stab of her incisors pierced my skin. Her bite burned and, without thinking, I sank my fangs into her exposed throat. Her blood still tasted like summer rain and I groaned under the pulse of it.

She whimpered against my throat, and I couldn’t help myself. My hand found her delicate folds and my fingers circled, playing with her and turning her whimper into a lust filled moan.

“Damian,” she whispered, and I realized she wasn’t biting anymore. I relinquished my hold on her, the release flooding me with disappointment until our eyes met. My gaze dropped to the thin line of blood trailing down her throat, sliding between her breasts, and I lost control.

I flipped her under me, pushing the bathrobe open and licked the trail away until her skin was pristine again. Her body responded to my touch and the heat between us increased, turning my heart into a frantic drum in my chest.

She fumbled with my belt, and I stopped my exploration, raising my gaze to hers.

“You realize, hawks mate for life,” I said.

Her hands paused, and it took her a few seconds to digest my words. Her eyes narrowed.

“You mean to tell me you haven’t fucked anyone for over two thousand years?”

I laughed and raised an eyebrow. “I’ve fucked thousands of women, but none of them were vampires.” I chuckled at her wide-eyed reaction, enjoying her shock, and then my laughter faded. “None of them were my own kind.” When my gaze locked with hers, I saw the hesitation, and it was enough to dampen my lust.
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HE PULLED AWAY, GENTLY setting my bathrobe back in place, and the disappointment overwhelmed me. I covered my face and rolled away from him, the volatility in my range of emotions grating on my nerves. On some level, I knew this was a normal part of the transition between being mortal and turning into an immortal monster.

“You don’t have to be a monster,” he said with his back to me. “It’s a choice.”

I didn’t see how, not with the waves of hunger that kept knocking me senseless. Without elaborating, he got up and left me alone in the bedroom. I reached up and pulled the pillow from under the covers, hugging it. Burning tears choked my throat, and I nuzzled into the soft down with the sweet taste of his blood still in my mouth.

Exhaustion settled in, and I closed my eyes.
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I CROSSED TO THE bar in the corner of the living room and pulled the stopper out of the flask, holding an aged brandy. I poured myself a drink, swirling the amber liquid in the glass, watching as it coated the crystal before retreating in a sensuous liquid dance. I sighed and closed my eyes, downing the alcohol, feeling the heat spread through my system like a wildfire spreading through the dry California timber.

I slammed the glass on the counter and gripped the edge of the bar, feeling the burn now. I clenched my jaw against the sudden pain in my abdomen, knowing it would abate but relishing the momentary punishment. It took a few minutes before the burning agony subsided and I stumbled to the easy chair, dropping into it with relief.

Alcohol always made me feel more human than demon and I sighed, rubbing my face and looking toward the bedroom. Just the thought of her almost brought me to my feet, but I resisted. Instead, I analyzed what made her so damn hypnotizing.

Beauty wasn’t the reason I felt like a horny teenager in her presence. After all, I had held court with some of the most beautiful women in the world. No, it was something more subtle and elusive and I wondered if it was her blood that connected me to her, that made me want to protect her, even from herself...even at my peril.

Guilt bit at the lining of my stomach and I shifted in the chair, keeping my eye on the hall in case the hunger overwhelmed her again. She had exercised a great deal of restraint already, showing coherent thought as opposed to ravenous rants.

I glanced at the clock and raised an eyebrow. Naomi had made it far longer than any of my other doomed bids for partnership.

Of course, none of them drank my blood beyond that first minor infusion.

My eyes widened, and I snapped the chair closed.

None of them had wanted my blood the way Naomi did.

Was it just newborn syndrome, or did she crave me as much as I craved her?

I stood and crossed the distance, pushing the bedroom door open. A slight rise and fall in her chest, the rhythm of sleep, greeted me and I sighed, leaning on the threshold and just watched her. My gaze traveled to the ceiling, and I wondered if Michael would smite me the moment I stepped out of this hideaway.

If I were in his shoes, I would.

The shuffle of fabric caught my attention, and I dropped my gaze. Naomi rolled toward the door, tucking her hands neatly under her cheek in an angelic pose that slammed the point home.

I turned away, heading to gather her clothing before she woke. When I returned to the room, her breathing transitioned into a light snore that shattered the angelic vision and I smiled. I placed the pile at the foot of the bed and started out of the room.

“Don’t go,” her soft voice stopped me in my tracks.

“I can’t stay,” I said without turning.

“Why not?” she asked, the lilt in her voice that of curiosity as opposed to either hunger or lust, and I tensed, glancing back at her.

“Because.”

It wasn’t the answer she was looking for, but instead of the open hostility that would have brought to the surface a few hours ago, a vulnerable disappointment shifted through her features.

“Damian?” she said as I started out of the room again.

This time I turned. She sat with the covers pulled over her chest, her shoulders bare and the bathrobe hanging half in and half out of bed. Her disheveled hair and breathy pout set my heart on fire.

“What?” I tried to keep my voice from shaking, to keep the fear that now pounded in my veins away. The speed of her transition was not possible, there wasn’t an ounce of bloodlust left in her gaze, what was there now was a curiosity that leaped from the depths of her mind like a beacon.

She looked around the room and back at me.

“This isn’t a dream, is it?”

The sincerity and sweetness in her voice caught me off guard, and a lump formed in my throat. I shook my head slowly, and the guilt came crashing down, mowing me over like a rogue bulldozer. Overwhelming sadness hit and I stumbled from the room, falling to my knees in the hallway from the power of it.

The wrongness of it all tossed me into a dark pit of despair and I covered my face, horrified at what I had done.

When her hand slid onto my shoulder, I couldn’t meet her gaze.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

She didn’t speak. She didn’t tell me it was okay. Instead, she kneeled beside me and wrapped her arms around my shoulders and leaned her head against mine.

I turned, meeting her gaze, and she offered a conciliatory smile.

Jesus, how I wanted her, and I couldn’t help myself this time. This time when I kissed her, it was met with surrender and I soared with the gentleness of it. This creature was so different in demeanor than the woman I turned. I wondered if it was indeed a dream.

“It’s not,” she whispered against my lips.

“Not what?” I pulled away, meeting her gaze.

“Not a dream,” she answered, sending chills through my frame and before I could react, she pulled me into another kiss.
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HE PICKED ME UP in his muscular arms and carried me to the bed. This time I was lucid and in control of all my faculties as opposed to the volatile she-devil that took over the moment his blood slammed down my throat. His touch ignited my skin, and his blue eyes sparkled with mischief and lust.

He stripped the bathrobe before he laid me on the satin sheets. He paused, taking a moment to scan me from head to toe, and the rapture in his expression left me breathless. No man had ever looked at me the way he was and when his gaze locked with mine, I couldn’t help the thrill that blanketed me.

He stripped his shirt and my gaze traveled over his chiseled torso. The view was magnificent, and he crawled on the bed, straddling me and planting one of those kisses that should be illegal. My entire body melted into him.

When his lips left mine and trailed down the line of my neck, I tensed and he moved to my ear, taking my lobe in his mouth, sucking gently, before he whispered, “I’m not going to bite you.”

The hushed timber of his voice lulled me, making my muscles feel like a mass of warm, silly putty. Wherever his lips landed, a small bloom of heat spread and I sighed. Damian was a volatile mixture, but at this moment, he displayed gentleness and tenderness I didn’t think capable of a vampire. The way he teased with his hands and mouth drove me farther into the land of pleasure than I had experienced in my human life.

He took his sweet time with me; his slow progression south only heightened my anticipation. I couldn’t help my comparison of him to my ex and I think I even chuckled, because Damian paused, meeting my gaze and offering a slow smile that promised so much more.

There was no comparison. Perhaps it was Damian’s two thousand years' worth of experience versus the self-centered bastard who sold me out. This was miles away from the “if you won’t fuck me, you better damn well suck me” attitude Mark had.

I could get used to this pampering.

Damian stopped at my belly button and tilted his head, sending a questioning stare in my direction, pulling my attention back to him.

“He really treated you like that?”

I blinked and raised an eyebrow. The idea that Damian heard my thoughts sent another wave of chills over me, hardening my nipples further. I didn’t speak, but I nodded, confirming his question.

Damian’s eyes flashed with a brutal anger and he took a deep breath, closing his eyes a moment before he leveled his gaze at me. “Let me show you how a goddess should be treated,” he said and continued his slow progression.

Did he just call me a goddess?

The sideways glance and sudden appearance of dimples confirmed he could read my mind just as easily as if I had spoken aloud. When his mouth dropped between my legs, all thought ceased and only the tendrils of erotic pleasure remained. Slow circles of his tongue caressed my clit, and I voiced the thrill with a wordless purr.

He toyed with me, licking, stroking until I couldn’t catch my breath and a hot wave started in my toes, traveling with lightning speed.

“Oh...my...god!” I gasped as aftershocks wracked my form.

He slid his finger inside me and stopped. His eyebrows arched and his mouth dropped open just before his gaze shot to mine. “You’re a virgin?” his breathless question caught me off guard and I met his shocked stare.

Consuming heat still filled my form, and I nodded, not understanding the shadow that passed over his face. He slowly pulled away from me; the absence of him cooling my fiery skin and slamming a layer of disappointment over my already raw nerves.

“Is...” I started and swallowed the question back. Mark hated that I was a virgin, and he tried to undo that at every opportunity. I wondered if it would be the same with Damian. “Is that a bad thing?”

Damian laughed, settling over me, his jeans still on, but I could feel the hard outline of him against my crotch and, for a second, I wanted to throw my virginity to the wind and give Damian exactly what Mark coveted.

Damian caught me with another kiss, tender and soft. When he pulled away, he studied my face, tracing his fingers over the skin, and a set of small chills traversed my spine.

“No, it isn’t a bad thing. Besides, I wouldn’t dream of forcing you into anything you’re not ready for,” he said.

Blue eyes that held the secrets to this dark world stared at me. His heart pounded against mine and the feel of him on top of me was more natural than anything I imagined. He was right, there was so much I didn’t know about vampires and this was one facet I never believed existed.
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HER LIPS WERE SOFT under my fingertips, and I sighed, looking back into her dark eyes. She wasn’t ready for this and the thought of the mind games that bastard played on her turned my lust into a simmering anger that I couldn’t wait to unleash. If I ever ran into him on the street, I’d make him suffer before I killed him.

A slow, evil smile surfaced. Instead of waiting for a chance, maybe I’d seek him out.

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

“You don’t want to know.” I glanced at the clock and then back at her. “Congratulations, you’ve made it longer than any other human I’ve had the misfortune of turning.”

She ran her palm over my cheek. “You know, I’m usually not this easy.” Her gaze flicked between us and back to mine. “And I’m surprised you didn’t take advantage of the situation earlier when I was in she-devil mode.”

“I’m not a shallow bastard like your ex,” I said, and her eyes flashed. Her body stiffened under me and I tilted my head, studying her emotional state, wondering if I had pushed the button that would bring the crazy fiend back.

“I’m not sure what I’m going to do about him,” Naomi said, her teeth raked her lower lip as she contemplated different forms of revenge.

Every single thought that rang through her mind brought a smile to my lips. She certainly knew how to deliver justice, and when her gaze cleared and she met mine, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment.

“Your ideas on vengeance are quite unique,” I said and rolled off her. “Remind me never to piss you off.”

Her laugh filled the room, and she sat up, reaching for her clothing. Much to my disappointment, she covered her delectable form. Naomi turned and leveled a glare in my direction.

“It’s too late for that. I am already pissed at you because I’ll never feel the warmth of the sun on my face ever again.”

My smile faded, and I shrugged. “But you will own the night.”
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DAMIAN PROPPED HIMSELF ON his elbow, offering another smile. “You will,” he added when I just stared at him.

The clock display flipped to five o’clock. I couldn’t remember if it was dark at five at this time of year and I wanted to get out of this cave. Tendrils of claustrophobia tickled my psyche, and I shifted.

“How long?” I nodded toward the clock.

“Just a few more minutes. I want to make sure there is no more light in the sky.” He rolled off the bed, grabbing the crumpled shirt off the ground and slipped it on. “We need to get you some clothes tonight.”

“You trust me around people?” I asked, thinking about the uncontrollable rush I had earlier when I realized humans were just a floor away. I could only imagine the damage I could do in a crowded store.

“I think you’ll be okay,” he said, but the crease between his eyes said otherwise.

“Really.” I crossed my arms and raised an eyebrow.

He smiled and focused on buttoning his shirt, and then he crossed to me. “We’ll find out.”

Discomfort made me shift my stance. “I don’t relish the idea of losing control.”

“The constant driving need for blood is a fallacy. The only time a vampire has insane cravings is during the day. That’s why there are so few of us still alive. Most give in and go in search of food and once they step into
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