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Prologue

Angel or demon?

She sat astride him, long blond hair flowing around her creamy white shoulders in a veil of silky perfection. She visited his dreams often in recent days, but never often enough. He both desired her visits and dreaded them. Dreaded them, because he knew instinctively she led him to the forbidden. Like the devil in the disguise of a beautiful woman, she lured him to temptation. To a place sure to damn his soul.

With a seductive rhythm, her hips arched into his body, swaying with delicious invitation. Everything about her made him burn. Her smell. Her full bottom lip. Her full breasts as they bounced, nipples peaked with arousal. Begging for his hands. For his eyes.

With each stroke of her wet heat along his body, he yearned to be deeper. To take more of her. To become lost in her until he forgot the burning need threatening to surface. A need, relentless in its demands, threatened his control. A desire to claim her very essence. To go to a place he’d never dared go. But if he did, would he stop there? Or would the beast then take control? Would he be lost to a lust for more than physical satisfaction?

Would he then become one of the soulless fanged monsters—the ones he had come to know as “Darkland Beasts”—who had taken his wife, Caron, and his life, two centuries before? The ones that had destroyed everything he’d called his world, and lurked just beneath his human shield, ready to claim the part of him still a man.

He felt the beast move in him, calling his name, calling for ownership and command. Felt it trying to pull him into darkness beyond human comprehension, pressing him to act on primal instincts.

And there seemed only one answer. One way to resist the beast.

He had to get lost in this woman. To sate his lust with her body, not her life. She held the answer. Though part of him screamed in warning, screamed she was his demise, another part knew her as his salvation. It was always like this with her. Confusing. Conflicted. Better not to think. Just…feel.

Using her hips as leverage, he arched upward, thrusting his body deep, and pulling her hard against his pelvis, trying to get lost in lust. He was far too close to the edge. Too close to the beast. It wanted him, just as he wanted this woman.

He wanted her like he hadn’t desired another in a hundred years. Not since his wife. But that had been another life. Another world. Staring at the blond beauty atop him, for just a moment he pictured his Caron, dark hair and dark eyes. For just an instant, he flashed back to a time of the past. So real was that image that he squeezed his eyes shut, confusion raking through his brain.

A soft moan of pleasure escaped her full lips, drawing his gaze again. He watched her lashes flutter, searching her features. Another moan filled the air, pulling him into the present fully again. Arousing and sweet, the sound hummed along the rawness of nerve endings. He struggled against his urges…fighting…resisting.

As a serpent might its prey, she seemed to play on his weaknesses. Yet, with his every attempt to hold back, this woman, this temptress, seemed to draw him out more. It was no use. Desire controlled him now. Release was his only salvation. It was hers, too. Release would stave off the beast.

He thrust into her, but she arched backward, holding him back, not allowing him to become lost in the burn. He had to find release…release would save them both. Without it he would take more than pleasure, without it…He told himself to shove her away. To ignore the erotic feel of her body squeezing his.

But she seemed to sense his resistance. Bending forward, she pressed those lush, full breasts against his chest. Her lips brushed his jaw. His neck. His ear. Teeth scraped his lobe. A rush of heat surged through his veins, and a low growl escaped his lips. His mind clouded. He could only feel. Only need. And what he needed was…to devour her.

The thought screamed with warning. He had to end this now, before it was too late. Before he did something he’d regret. But even as he willed himself to end this craziness, his hand slid around the curve of her perfect, round ass. With a hard thrust, he lifted his hips and pulled her against his cock. At the same time, his other hand found her breast, palming it, pinching the nipple with rough demand. His mouth found hers, and he drank her in, desperate to sate the ravenous hunger only this woman created.

This hunger that reached beyond the pleasure shared between a man and woman.

“Take me,” she whispered, pulling back to stare into his eyes. “I already belong to you. You know I do. I know what you want, and I give it freely. Take all of me.”

Her words rang in his ears, and his wife flashed in his mind again. He was so confused…so aroused. So…The sight of her elegant, white neck as she shoved aside her hair made her intent clear. She couldn’t know what he was, yet her actions, her invitation, said otherwise. And, Lord help him, he wanted to take what she offered. To drink of the sweet liquid that ran through her veins. Only he wouldn’t stop there. The taste of her would bring out the beast. And the beast would drain her dry.

“Take me,” she said, sitting there on top of him, looking like a goddess. All that creamy white skin against his darker coloring aroused and tempted.

“You have no idea what you suggest,” he murmured, fighting a moan as she glided along his length.

A slow smile slid onto her lips. “Oh, but, I do. I know exactly what I suggest.” She leaned over him and brought her lips just inches from his. The warm tickle of her breath caressed his skin. “And I give it to you freely.”

“You don’t or you would know how dangerous—”

Taking the role of aggressor, she kissed him, cutting off his words as her tongue slid past his teeth. Her body rocked atop his, demanded he move with her. His head spun with the impact of her words. With the soft pressure of her mouth upon his. Reality seemed a distant place. What happened here and now became fantasy.

Her cheek rested against his. “I am yours.” There was a soft, angelic promise to her words. “Take me.” Hands pressed into the mattress, on either side of his head, she leaned back enough to once again bare her exposed neck. “Drink.”

His cuspids extended as if answering her demand. An unconscious action. What was happening to him? The beast stayed buried deep inside, out of reach. Even in battle, he controlled the primal side of his being. But not now. Not with this woman.

Jag squeezed his eyes shut. No! The word screamed in his mind. This wasn’t real. It was a dream. What happened here didn’t matter. But some part of him rejected the thought. This seemed like it was really happening. His lashes lifted, fixing on the beauty rocking atop him. She looked and felt real. And the thirst she induced did, as well.

With a low growl, he reacted, rolling her to her back, determined to reclaim his control. To put this yearning for the forbidden in a safe place. He’d never taken from a human, and he wouldn’t now. Deep down he knew he was a monster. But he still possessed his soul, unlike his enemies, the Darkland Beasts.

He could resist temptation. He must.

Raised up on his hands, he stared down at the puckered nipples of the woman beneath him. Licking his lips at the delicious sight they made, he thrust deep, watching her breasts jiggle with the action. He pounded into her. Once. Twice. Over and over.

With each stroke, each grinding of their hips, he focused on the immediate pleasure, rather than the temptation to taste blood. Yet, it burned inside him. Begged to be fed. He just wanted to find an escape. To get lost in pleasures of the flesh. To forget temptation.

Soft moans and words of praise slid from the lips of his seductress like a sensual song. And no matter how much he took of her, she took more. She kept wanting.

“Deeper,” she begged, fueling his fire. “Harder.” Again and again he drove deep into the wet heat of her depths. Her legs wrapped his calves, her hips lifting to meet him stroke for stroke.

He claimed her mouth, and with hungry laps of his tongue, he tasted her, praying it would sate the building flame inside wanting to explode. But kissing her only made his body yearn at new levels. He couldn’t get enough of her. He molded his body to hers, skin to skin. She clung to him with something just shy of desperation. Wildly, they bucked, rocked, and moved as one. Trying to get closer. Yes. He. Had. To. Get…closer.

Burying his face in her neck, he acted on instinct. Never before had sex pushed him to this level of absolute lust. He couldn’t think. He thought passion had been the answer, a way to forget the need for her blood. But it only seemed to fuel the fire. Her body squeezed him, short, hard spasms milking him.

“Take me,” she whimpered. Then, louder, almost a demand, “Do it!”

He had no comprehension of what made him act. No instant of decision. No reason why he understood what she wanted him to do. He simply slipped into the moment. Control, the very thing he valued the most in this eternal life of hell, perhaps the only thing he still valued, simply failed him. He could hear her blood rushing through her veins…calling to him. His nostrils flared, hunting for the scent of the crimson liquid not yet free.

With raw hunger, he turned his mouth to her shoulder and sank his teeth deeply. She stiffened and made a low sound as he began drinking, taking her in. His mind reached for hers, helping her calm, feeling her muscles ease.

The bittersweet, metallic flavor of her blood touched his tongue like a perfect drug. He felt a rush of power beyond anything he’d felt in all of his two centuries of life. Still hard, buried deep in her body, he felt a primitive need to thrust. It overpowered the fear that he might begin to change physically, to take on a monstrous form. The one who had saved him from the beasts had told him he couldn’t transform. But then, he had also warned him to never taste blood.

But none of this mattered. He could only think of the need to sink deep to her core. To pound her as the crimson delight slid down his throat. His body shook with the ecstasy of the combined pleasures, and he moaned as he drank in her rich flavor. He spilled himself with one final descent to her depths, seeing darkness with the utter, complete ecstasy of the moment.

As his body slid into a relaxed mode, he felt the slow return of reality. His teeth eased from her shoulder and a combination of confusion, fear and guilt took hold. He looked at her first, trying to confirm her safety. She sighed in satisfaction and smiled as if nothing was wrong. Frantically he held a hand up to view it, looking for signs of his body’s change to beast. But there were none.

She looked up at him, her soft fingers caressing his cheek. Her eyes were an amazing color. Sky-blue with a hint of green. How had he missed them before? Why did he notice them now?

“You only did what had to be done,” she whispered.

He didn’t even know what to say. She made no sense. Or maybe he was going crazy. Maybe he heard what he wanted to hear, not what was really spoken. He buried his face in her neck, desperate to hide from the trust in her eyes.

Desperate to wake up from the dream…now a nightmare.

 

With a gasp, Jag came awake. He shoved away the cool, white sheets and sat up in his bed. His eyes traveled his sparsely decorated bedroom in the ranch he considered a sanctuary of sorts. It was here he hid from the world. Here he trained others like himself. Here he pretended he belonged. But at this moment, it offered none of the calmness it often brought. Not when his heart beat in his chest like a drum.

The instant he confirmed he was alone, no seductress to be found, he reached for the sheets again, wildly looking for the bright crimson tint of blood. There was nothing. Yet…it had seemed as real as anything else he’d ever experienced. His eyes darted around the room, to the left and then the right, confirming no one lurked in the shadows.

But like all the times before, it had been just a dream. She wasn’t real.

Jag’s hand ran over the dark stubble of his jaw. It had been nearly two centuries since he’d had a dream. Not until three weeks ago when his sleep had become haunted by a blond beauty who took him to bliss and back. Night after night, she teased him with her body and drew him into some emotional climax he didn’t pretend to understand.

But tonight, she’d offered more than mere pleasure. He bit his bottom lip, certain he could still taste her. What had been a dream felt far too real. He’d stolen her blood to feed his own needs.

He’d become the very thing he hunted—a Darkland Beast who took the lifeblood of humans.

He felt the words like a hard punch in the gut. No…Never. He pushed off the bed and walked toward the shower. Long ago, he’d learned never to take surface answers. The obvious would be to assume these dreams were simply about his own battles with who and what he was. But it felt like more. Like a warning.

When he’d taken on the role of leader to the “Knights of White,” he’d sworn an oath to protect humanity and his men. He couldn’t ignore a possible message. He gambled with his own existence but not with that of others.

He looked down at the ring on his finger, touching the engraving, a five-pointed star given to him by the one who had saved his soul. He needed answers, and there was only one place he knew to get them…back to where he had left his prior self behind. Back to where a man he knew only as “Salvador” had given him a new life and a new name. To where he had become simply “Jag” for Jaguar, named by Salvador after a creature of great speed and skill.

To the immortal who had taken a monster and turned him back to a man. At least, part man. The beast still lived inside, and Jag never forgot this fact. He led others like himself, fighting to destroy the Darkland Beasts. It was all he had left. All he lived for.

And he couldn’t allow anything, or anyone, to stand in his way.

Most certainly not some seductress who was nothing but a dream, and a bad one at that.


Chapter 1

The sound of her bedside hotel phone ringing startled Karen Gibson awake. She blinked into Caribbean sunlight beaming between the sheer white curtains of the French doors, which opened to a beachfront patio. The luxury hotel was one of many stops she’d be making while on assignment for Vacation Fun magazine.

Normally she called her life one of pleasure and fun. Yet, deep down, especially lately, she knew it only sheltered her from the realities of her past. Waking here alone bothered her today. Bothered her a lot. Reaching for the phone, she fumbled with it, almost dropping the receiver, as she sat up and shoved it to her ear.

“Yes,” she managed hoarsely, shoving a long strand of blond hair from her eyes.

“We have a telegram for you at the front desk. Shall we bring it up?”

Karen’s blood went cold, her chest tightening. Sleep had been fitful at best. She’d tossed and turned with an odd feeling of dread. Somehow, she’d known something dark was coming. “Send it up, please.”

A flash of a dream came to her. Of a man who stood well above her, broad-shouldered, with long dark hair. So familiar. But how did she know him? She reached for the images floating in the back of her mind but couldn’t manage to draw them forward. But she felt comfort in this man. Comfort she needed right now. If only she could find that dream right now. To remember what it held.

Barely able to breathe, Karen realized she still held the phone and settled the receiver in its place. Having lost her parents years before in a car accident, bad news brought fear for her sister, the only person she had in this world.

Guilt took hold. If something had happened to Eva, she’d never forgive herself for leaving her back in Brownsville. Eva might be a grown woman, now married, but she’d always been a bit needy.

Karen’s own feeling of something missing in her life had driven her to travel, searching for an elusive secret to life she’d never found. The feeling had always been inside her but it had grown stronger after losing her parents. Years of traveling, of searching, had revealed nothing. In the end, she felt just as lost. Just as empty.

Karen knew she needed to reevaluate her decisions and make changes in her life. She needed to go home and see her sister and reestablish their relationship. And she would. She’d go home and she’d fix things. If…it wasn’t too late. As she tied a knot in the sash holding her robe in place, she couldn’t shake the feeling of doom taking hold.

A knock sounded and she darted for the door, eager for answers. Fighting her desire to know what the telegram said, she hesitated, hand on the handle, eyes lifted upward, and said a silent prayer. Please let Eva be okay.

With shaky hands, she accepted the telegram, signing a form the doorman handed her. She never looked at the man’s face, only mumbling a thank-you.

She ripped open the envelope, removing the single sheet of paper with a short, typed message. “Mike’s dead.”

Nothing more. Two words. No signature. No explanation. Not so much as an “I love you.” Just a short note informing Karen that Eva’s husband was dead. Oh, God. How? How did he die? Was Eva hurt, or in some sort of danger? Eva. Poor Eva. Why hadn’t she called instead of sending a telegram.

“Everything okay, miss?”

The hotel employee’s voice drew Karen out of her inner turmoil. “No.” Her hand raked through her hair. “I mean, yes. I, ah, I need to get to the airport.”

The man, near sixty judging from the solid gray hair and deep wrinkles in his forehead, offered her a concerned look. “I can have a shuttle ready in fifteen minutes.”

She couldn’t think. “I…never mind.” Booking an international flight needed to be her priority. “I’ll call downstairs after I talk to the airlines.”

Karen processed for all of a minute before darting toward the phone. She dialed the operator and gave her Eva’s number. Ten rings later, she heard the operator’s voice again, telling her that no one was picking up.

“I need the police department in Brownsville, Texas,” she told the woman.

Ten minutes later, Karen hung up, with the news that Mike had been involved in a car accident. The same way their parents had died. God, what Eva must be going through.

Karen had to get home, and she had to get there now.

 

Only hours after deciding to visit Salvador, Jag arrived at his creator’s home. Deep inside the valleys of Mexico’s Sierra Madre ranges, this was where Jag had first trained with Salvador.

Jag pushed open a steel gate covered in jasmine and stepped into a courtyard filled with flowers and trees. He felt none of the peace most would feel here. He preferred the ranch, preferred his place by his men’s sides. But Salvador limited his exposure to the Knight, his existence cloaked in mystery, even to Jag.

Here, deep in these mountains, the Darkland Beasts had destroyed his world. This was the place the beasts had taken homage and fueled the evil of their dark world. And it was here where Jag had first hunted his prey.

Here he had first trained to be the destroyer of the Darkland Beasts. Where he had gotten so lost in vengeance, Salvador had been forced to pull him back to reality. Forced him to see the colors of the world around him, beyond the red of burning anger, the black of painful darkness.

It had been many years since he last visited this place, but he came today in hopes of finding answers. To understand the meaning of his dreams. Yet coming here held repercussions as always. Images of the past danced within his mind, taunting him with memories of destruction. With the reality of his wife’s blood-drained body. And of her pale, lifeless face.

Jag hated this place. Hell, he hated…life.

Staying so close to this place came from necessity. Otherwise, he’d be on the other end of the continent. The small border town of Brownsville remained a haven for the Darklands, and he had become its protector.

A wooden atrium covered in greenery stood before Jag, and he could see Salvador in the center. His mentor stood there, dressed in loose-fitting gray pants and a shirt, hands on his legs, eyes shut. Clothes worn for meditation. And though Salvador seemed unaware of Jag’s approach, it was a mere illusion. Salvador knew Jag was here. Salvador always knew. Exactly why Jag rarely sought out Salvador for guidance. Salvador saw beneath his exterior, to the inner turmoil Jag hid from others. Facing Salvador meant facing far more than the mentor who’d trained him to face the Darklands. It meant facing himself.

And that, he didn’t want to do.

As Jag walked up the three wooden steps leading to the core of the structure, his nostrils flared, taking in the essence of sage and rosemary in the air. Incense and candles often donned the areas of Salvador’s presence. Salvador called them cleansing. Today, they burned in lanterns hanging from each corner of the building.

But nothing could make Jag clean, and he knew it. He suspected Salvador did, as well. He’d been tainted by battle and touched by death. No one could cleanse the blood from his soul.

The sultry scents lifted with a breeze and enhanced the memories already in the forefront of his mind. Forcing them aside, he studied the man before him, the one who had both saved and created him two centuries before.

Tall and lithe, with high cheekbones, a strong jaw and light brown skin, Salvador hadn’t aged, just as Jag had not. They were immortal, and for them, time had stood still. At least, in the physical form. But each day felt like a lifetime.

Drawing to a halt a few steps in front of Salvador, Jag watched as the other man opened his eyes. Eyes like emeralds, so intensely green they never failed to take Jag by surprise. For long moments, Salvador stared at Jag, taking him in as if he memorized every pore and line of Jag’s face.

“Your heart is heavy, my friend,” Salvador said in the soft yet commanding voice Jag had come to expect from him. Salvador motioned to a bench positioned along the atrium railing, and together they moved toward it. Jag didn’t want to sit, feeling anxious about what he had to discuss, but he did.

“What troubles you?” Salvador asked, once they were settled.

Jag wasn’t fooled by the directness of the question. This conversation would not be straightforward and easy. With Salvador, everything came in riddles and word games. Just one of many reasons Jag dreaded coming here. Frustration always came with these meetings. Worse, Jag got the feeling Salvador knew why he was here before he told him. Regardless, Salvador would make him work for the answers he sought.

The sooner he got this conversation over the better. “I’ve been having…dreams. The first since…” His words trailed off. They both knew since when. Since he’d become the leader of the Knights of White. He wanted to stand, but he forced himself to remain still. Telling Salvador, he’d dreamed of bloodlust didn’t exactly come easy. Avoiding detail for as long as possible, he did a verbal sidestep. “They mean something, these dreams. I just don’t know what.”

Seconds passed and Salvador didn’t respond. Finally he broke the silence, disappointment heavy in his voice. “You still do not accept your destiny. I’d hoped you would have by now.”

As expected, the riddles were already starting. Despite frustration, Jag kept his voice controlled, speaking through clenched teeth. “I hunt. I kill. My destiny is clear. I get that. What I don’t get is these dreams.”

“And you want me to explain them to you?”

“Yes,” Jag said. “Why else would I be here? I came here for answers.”

Salvador pushed to his feet and crossed to a corner where a hanging shelf held an array of knives and swords. The scrape of metal filled the air as Salvador withdrew a sword from its sheath and then moved to the center of the atrium. He faced Jag, his blade in front of his body, its steel glistening in the sunlight trickling through the crisscross of the cover overhead.

“You say you want answers, but I see only one thing inside you, Jag. I see a desire to fight.” Salvador spit the words out, goading him with their truth. “I have never denied you what you seek. So stand and fight.”

Jag narrowed his gaze on Salvador, the man who had not only fixed his bleeding body when the Darklands had destroyed it, but taught him to wage a war against them, as well. A man who could raise a hand and change a person’s fate, with the power of good behind him. A power he refused to explain to Jag, and that did nothing but piss him off. How did he know Salvador was good and not evil? Okay, he knew. What he didn’t know was if he, himself, could ever be anything but dark.

Sometimes, he wished Salvador would have just killed him instead. That he had allowed him to live made Jag angry. Furious even. He pushed to his feet, feeling the thought like hot flames licking at his body. Without hesitation, Jag turned to the weapons rack, found a sword, then turned to face Salvador.

If Salvador wanted to fight, they’d fight. Fighting was all he knew. It’s how he dealt with everything in his life. He fought. He killed. He slept. He woke up and did it again.

He hadn’t asked to be the leader of the Knights. He hadn’t asked for any of this.

Jag bent at the knees, one hand in the air, sword in ready position, matching the stance Salvador already held. Then, Jag touched his blade to Salvador’s, the action announcing his readiness to press this challenge onward.

Silence fell between them as seconds passed, their gazes matching in a mental war of sorts. Without warning, Salvador moved, scraping his blade along Jag’s in an aggressive action that demanded response. Jag double-stepped and blocked the move, returning it with a swipe of his weapon, but something made him hesitate to go fully on the attack.

Blade to blade, Salvador and Jag held them steady, moving in a circle, again in a mental war. “What are you waiting for?” Salvador prodded. “I offer you what you seek. I give you a battle to fight.”

“I do not seek a battle. I seek answers.”

Salvador made a disgusted sound. “You aren’t ready for answers.”

“Why must everything be a word game with you?” Jag demanded. “Why?”

“This is no game, I assure you,” Salvador replied, his sword hitting Jag’s.

The clang of metal against metal filled the air for several minutes, but it didn’t provide an outlet for Jag’s frustration. With his chest rising and falling, his breath heavy, not from activity but emotion, Jag finally understood what was happening. Salvador simply played with him. The man was an expert swordsman who taunted and teased Jag with well-conducted maneuvers, just as he had his words.

“Enough,” Jag said, taking a step backward, and dropping his weapon from ready position. “I’m done.”

Salvador followed suit, lowering his weapon. Jag bowed his head, inhaling, feeling defeated with no place to put all the emotions and confusion rolling within him. Jag wanted to stay angry with Salvador. Wanted to blame him for this life he led. But deep down, he knew Salvador hadn’t created this hell he lived. No. Salvador had simply given him a way to fight back against those who had.

“The war you fight is necessary,” Salvador said, all challenge gone from his voice. Now it soothed, like a soft, musical instrument. “The skills to win that war are gifts. Until you see who and what you are, you will never be as strong as your enemies.”

Jag shook his head at Salvador. “Why can’t you simply say what you mean?”

Salvador rid himself of his weapon before returning to Jag’s side. “You say you came here for answers, but you already have them. They are inside you, ready to be found.”

This was crazy. Why had he bothered to come here? A flash of anger ripped through him. Jag wanted to raise his weapon and fight again. To force Salvador to tell him what these dreams meant. Every instinct he owned told him trouble was coming. Something beyond anything he’d ever known. He needed Salvador to give him answers.

“In other words,” Jag said through clenched teeth, “you won’t help me.”

Salvador seemed unaffected by the contempt and accusation in Jag’s tone. “Not won’t,” Salvador said. “Can’t.” Silence fell, implication in the air. “You must find your way down this path on your own. Trust your instincts. If they tell you these dreams mean something, then they do.”

Jag’s grip on the sword’s handle tightened. It had been difficult to come here and it had been for nothing. Absolutely nothing. “That’s it? Nothing more?”

Salvador extended his hand and motioned toward the weapon Jag held, as if he knew Jag itched to raise it in battle. He stared at Salvador’s hand and slowly handed over his sword.

And just like that, in a flash of movement, Salvador acted. With a step backward, the blade sliced through the air and stopped at Jag’s throat, a hair from cutting through his skin.

Jag’s breath lodged in his throat, shocked at the aggressive action of this man he trusted so completely. Somehow, he didn’t move. Didn’t flinch.

“I could take your head,” Salvador said. “I could kill you with one flick of my wrist.”

Calmer now, air trickled past his lips, rational thought returning. “But you won’t,” Jag said quietly, half wishing it weren’t true. Whatever agenda Salvador had, killing him was not it.

“You’re sure?” Salvador inquired in a low voice laced with a hint of threat.

For an instant, just one, Jag doubted Salvador, his mind going to his dream. Of how he’d drank of the woman and enjoyed the liquid sweet flavor of her blood. Perhaps, he was turning into a true beast and Salvador had to kill him…He considered this, and reached deep for Salvador’s intentions.

“You won’t kill me,” Jag said.

“You’re certain?” Salvador questioned. The blade touched Jag’s skin and pricked it. A trickle of blood oozed down his neck. “Do you still believe I won’t kill you?”

“Not today.”

“You know this?”

Even the cold steel at his neck didn’t change his answer. “I know.”

Still, Salvador persisted. “How?” he demanded, his voice raised. Harsh.

Jag was getting pissed all over again. He just wanted answers, not these crazy head games. “I just know!” he shouted back. “What do you want of me Salvador? What?”

One second. Two. Salvador lowered the blade. Then, his voice free of all harshness, he said, “I want you to trust your instincts. You knew I wouldn’t kill you. Look beyond the surface and find the truth.”

Jag understood what Salvador was trying to tell him, but it wasn’t an easy thing to do. “The dreams—”

“You think they hold a warning.”

Jag gave a short nod.

“They do,” Salvador confirmed, offering nothing more.

“And the woman?”

“She is important. Keep her close.”

Jag’s heart kicked into double-time as he realized the implication of Salvador’s words. The woman was real. “Who is she?”

Salvador waved a hand with finality. “In time, you will understand. This is a journey you have started and must finish on your own.” He turned and started down the stairs, ending the conversation. Jag didn’t call after him. There was no point. Salvador had spoken and would say no more. He knew this from the past.

Jag was on his own, no closer to answers. And no closer to understanding why a seductress born of his dreams now haunted his waking hours, as well.

 

With a flash of light, Marisol, an immortal Healer who served under Salvador, appeared in the simple room of silver, gray and white, responding to Salvador’s mental call to her. With long, raven hair and dark eyes, she appeared human, but her gifts were those of an angel. In the fifty years she’d been assigned to Jaguar Ranch, it was the first time he’d done such a thing without warning.

Salvador wouldn’t have done so now if there wasn’t trouble.

Marisol found him sitting in the center of his meditation room, deeply focused; legs crossed, his body draped in a white robe. His eyes were shut, long black lashes resting on his perfect, light brown skin. He was a beautiful male in human form. The chosen warrior for humanity, he had walked this plane of existence for centuries, honored by the Archangel Raphael with this duty.

But she often wondered at the emptiness of the solitary existence he chose.

Salvador didn’t immediately acknowledge her, but then he rarely did anyone who visited. She’d come to understand this was simply his way. Yet, she also wondered at the reason. Wondered if he searched his visitors’ minds for their intentions and purity. No one fully understood the extent of his powers, just that they were many.

These thoughts made her uncomfortable, as she considered what he might find if he searched her mind. Would he figure out she’d gotten personally attached to one of the Knights of White? Or did he already know? Had he called her here because of this?

She stood there, waiting. She scanned the room, eyeing the darkness falling outside, the sun sinking between the mountaintops. Salvador lived in a secluded house with nothing but nature around him. He allowed himself no luxuries. No company between the visitors he mentored. The Healers in training. The Knights he created with a magical touch.

Her skin tingled with awareness the instant Salvador fixed her in a stare, his green eyes taking her in from head-to-toe. No matter how many times she visited him, his attention still undid her. There was something so pure, yet so sensual about the man. And knowing. He knew things others didn’t.

Did he know the young Knight named Rock had her feeling emotions that were forbidden? Her stomach knotted. To be granted human form meant proving one was above the temptations of the flesh. It had taken Marisol centuries to obtain her spot to serve on the physical plane, and she had thought herself ready. She had trained, studied, meditated. But none of it had prepared her for what it was like to touch, taste and smell again. For the pure divinity of life. But she’d shoved temptations aside, no matter how difficult. All, except for this crazy need to protect Rock.

She fidgeted, shifting her weight from one foot to the next, trying to wipe her mind clean. Salvador was too intuitive. These thoughts would give her away.

“You are looking good, Marisol,” Salvador commented, finally breaking the silence. He motioned her forward. “Your assignment seems to suit you.”

Marisol felt her cheeks flush as she settled down on the floor. She loved her faded jeans and scuffed boots but wondered if Salvador approved. There hadn’t been time to change before coming here. “Thank you. I enjoy helping the Knights.”

“Good,” he said, “because I need your help in a sensitive matter.”

She swallowed, an alarm going off in her head. She’d been right to assume there was trouble brewing. “I’m listening.”

“Jag is being tested.”

“By you?”

“I do not test any of my people. I simply guide.”

She knew what that meant. “Evil is at work?”

“Evil is always at work, my dear. You know this. Sometimes it simply screams louder for notice.”

“And now is one of those times,” she confirmed.

“Now it shouts for attention and we shall give it what it wants.” He smiled. “But make no mistake, little Marisol. We will win.”
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