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  Chapter 1
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Verrin growled low in his throat as he paced the cell's cramped confines. His bare feet scuffed quietly over the dirt floor as his continued steps slowly wore a visible track in the already packed earth. He dragged his hands through his dark hair again in frustration until he was positive it’s short length was sticking up in all directions like a fluffy porcupine. 
I'm never going to live this down. Once his siblings found out about the mess Verrin had gotten himself into, he'd be eating crow for years to come. Hell, once his eldest brother heard, he was going to be in a world of hurt! Dantalion was always chiding his younger siblings to keep their guard up and listen to their instincts. It wouldn't take Dan long to point out how he'd walked straight into his current predicament.
With a frustrated curse, he threw himself against the cell wall, wrapping his fists around the cold metal and shaking it with all his might. The iron bars groaned in their moorings but didn't budge. Disgusted, he dropped his head forward to rest against a crossbar and tried to sort through the haze of the last twenty-four hours. 
Two days ago Merihem had called to inquire if he'd heard from their youngest sibling, Seir, recently. While it wasn't unusual for one of the brothers to lose themselves in a woman for days on end, they would always surface periodically to stay connected. Realizing no one had heard from Seir for almost a week was reason enough to cause them all a little worry. 
“I'll go see him,” Verrin assured Merihem over the phone. He'd been sprawled on one of the black leather sofas in his New York penthouse at the time, watching the Wednesday evening news while halfheartedly perusing a dirty magazine. The magazine, one of three titles his pain in the ass brother Pithius had subscribed him to as a Christmas gift, was full of bleached blonde women who couldn't lay on their backs without fear of mammary assisted suicide. Not really his cup of tea. “It's been a while since I've stopped by the villa.” 
“I will finish up here and accompany you.” Merihem had offered distractedly.
“Meri?” Verrin asked, smirking at his brother's absentminded tone as he no doubt worked on whatever groundbreaking experiment had caught his attention this time. It was a miracle Merihem had pulled himself away long enough even to call. “What are you working on?”
“Oh!” Merihem got immediately more interested in the conversation, obviously thrilled anyone would want to know more about the science he dabbled in. “I recently acquired some fascinating strains of vibrio cholerae and have been testing to see if I can...”
At this point, Verrin tuned his brother out. Merihem was locked up in that grand London house of his playing with cholera. How very disturbing. Not wanting to risk his as yet undefeated immortal immune system on some warped form of bacteria his brother cooked up, he begged off Merihem's assistance. “You just stay there. I'll go by myself and call you when I find him.”
“Are you sure?” Merihem asked. “I can put this aside for now.”
“Yes, I'm sure. You just play with your cholera. I can manage on my own.”
“All right, but do call if you need assistance.” 
He had just rolled his eyes, ended the call and went to pack a bag for his trip. He'd catch an early flight and be relaxing beside Seir's pool by tomorrow evening. 
Verrin spent the flight to Italy enjoying the non-explosive nature of his cholera-free bowel and relishing the little indulgences that the lovely stewardesses heaped upon him. Between the flight staff and the passengers, he'd received more than one offer to join the mile-high club he'd had to decline. Having squeezed his big body into one of those tiny bathrooms once before, he'd learned his lesson. The cramped quarters were not only hard to navigate for two people, but when you finally emerged the rest of the plane assumed you'd just experienced a scene from the Exorcist.
After the uneventful nine-hour flight and a three-hour train ride into Ravenna, he'd been happy to get into a car and drive himself the rest of the way to Seir's villa overlooking the Adriatic Sea. 
The grand white facade stood out amongst the colorful flower beds that surrounded the entryway, and he breathed their scent in deep as he got out of the tiny rental car. The late afternoon air was warm and sunny when he mounted the stone semicircle that made up the villa's entrance to use the door's brass knocker.
An inkling of worry started to unfurl in his stomach as he stood there, the minutes growing long as he'd waited for the door to open. No one answered. He'd knocked again politely before banging with the side of his fist. Silence. He'd sunk into full out dread when he'd tried the handle and found it unlocked. Inside, the normally raucous household had been eerily silent. No one, not his brother nor one of the well-paid staff, answered to any of his calls. Even Seir's so-called harem of adopted human sisters had been suspiciously absent. 
Perhaps they're on vacation. Verrin had speculated hopefully as he walked through the vacant halls. It was a rare occurrence, but not unheard of for Seir to take his harem and visit one of the other homes he owned around the world. Although Seir wouldn't have left the house unlocked and completely deserted had that been the case. There was always caretakers left behind to tend the place in their absence.
Nothing about this feels right.
Verrin had explored the large house, looking through doorways at the unoccupied rooms they guarded, with worry curdling in his stomach. Everything was as it should be, closets full of clothes, electronics untouched, food still in the fridge. Even the flowers gracing the dining room table were still in full bloom. 
It wasn't until he had exited into the backyard and followed the garden path to the hidden oasis that he'd come across another living being. 
The patio and its in-ground pool were occupied by a host of nymphs, their ethereally beautiful bodies laying out on lounges sunbathing or swimming nude. 
Verrin had frowned, knowing Seir would never have let these women anywhere near his harem's home. His brother liked to keep the debauched side of their nature away from his regular life if at all possible. He stepped forward, drawing their attention as he called out. “What are you doing here? Where's Seir?”
A dozen pairs of eyes in varying shades of new leaves and seafoam focused on him, and welcoming smiles crossed pouty lips. Not one of them responded to his question, instead approaching him smoothly as a group, padding silently across the patio stones or rising dripping wet from the pool. The sunlight shimmered across the vine and wave markings that marked them as tree or water nymphs respectfully.
They encircled him, whispering their desires in hushed, passionate tones. Their arousal at his appearance was like a drug to his Incubus senses, blurring the line between his purpose here and what they wanted from him. Nymphs were a sensual lot by nature, their earthy ways giving them the power to seduce mere mortals in heartbeats and casting quite an appealing spell over immortals as well.
In an instant, Verrin had felt feminine hands all over him, running over every inch of flesh they could reach. They tugged at his clothes with needy draws, trying to uncover more of him. He felt warm air grace his skin as they had managed to strip him of his dress shirt and one sly wench tugged at the belt that circled his hips with eager frenzy as she sunk to her knees before him.
He tried to push past them. He really did. He held onto his resolve even as his body begged him to stay and play with the nubile nymphs. Hell, he'd almost freed himself when a fiery beauty stepped directly into his path and smiled entrancingly up at him. The curvy redhead wore a skirt that hugged her hips and dropped straight to the flagstones, her bare breasts covered only by waves of her flaming hair.
His gut had given a disturbing churn that, in hindsight, he really should have listened to.
Verrin had watched enraptured as the redhead lifted a wine glass to her full lips and took a mouthful of the rich red liquid. The other nymphs pulled back slightly as the ruby haired female stepped up to him, melding her lush curves to his solid frame. Burying her free hand in his dark hair, she dragged his lips down to hers and kissed him. When his mouth opened, wine flooded in as she transferred her mouthful to him. He swallowed the dark bouquet down even as he felt his lips start to tingle and go numb. 
The red-haired nymph pulled back, and the look on her face had gone from lusty to calculating. She observed him carefully as numbness spread like a plague through his limbs. As he stared into her sea green eyes, they started to fade into amber with unusual sparks of gold and her whole visage blurred.
She's using a glamour! He realized, panic rising. He reached out, wanting to get his hands on the woman to question her motives when he felt his limbs weaken, and his legs gave out. Verrin crashed to his knees on the sun-baked patio stones, the pain that no doubt blossomed going unfelt. His eyesight blurred and Verrin realized the tart had found a way to drug him. Her distorted face grinning maniacally down at him was the last thing he remembered before the darkness devoured his senses. 
His next recollection had been waking up in his current location. He'd been laying on the dirt floor of a dimly lit cell, stripped of everything but his black jeans. Broad golden bands with runic designs scrolled into them encircled his wrists. He knew instantly none of this boded well. 
Verrin had spent what seemed to be hours investigating every inch of his cell and yelling into the silence. Unfortunately, the only attention he'd attracted was from a rather sizable rat who seemed to be contemplating the likelihood of making a meal out of him. No matter how he had yelled and cursed no one had shown themselves and as time passed his anger had grown into a roiling fury. 
In frustration, Verrin pushed away the memory and moved from the bars. He wandered to the back of his cell and dropped down to sit against the back wall and examine the gold bands that were snug against his wrists. They made his skin tingle as he ran his fingers along the careful engravings. There was nothing good about them. They brought to mind manacles even though they appeared too light to be of use. The damn things must be imbued with some sort of enchantment. In all likeliness, they were meant to block his powers should he try to use them. 
A creak of old hinges had him jumping to his feet and rushing to the bars. It had felt like hours since he woke and the idea of coming face to face with his captor was one he relished. The sight of two hulking men dragging a body between them was a surprise, and Verrin felt his blood chill when he recognized his younger brother's messy light brown hair. 
“Seir!” He yelled, hands gripping the bars in desperation to get to him. 
Seir didn't so much as twitch as he was hauled past, feet dragging limply. His chest was bare, and as they opened the cell directly across from Verrin's, the bloody red stripes crisscrossing his brother's back came into view. 
The guards dumped Seir on the dirt floor face down and left, locking the barred door and walking away without sparing Verrin a glance.
“Seir? Seir! Answer me, dammit!” Verrin yelled, wishing he could examine his brother. His only sense of peace came from the knowledge that the other man obviously wasn't dead as they wouldn't have bothered to lock up a body. 
Verrin sank to his knees and leaned his head against the bars, determined to watch for any sign of consciousness from his youngest sibling. At the earliest opportunity, he would be getting both of them out of this hell hole. 






  
  Chapter 2
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Cassidy ran her finger along the shelf edge; her head tilted to the right to make reading the titles easier. Got it. Got it. Don't care. Got it. Ugh, that one sucked. She moved to the next shelf of used romance novels and continued searching the stacks for something that piqued her interest. 
In her twenty-seven years, Cassidy O'Neill had never found a used bookstore she didn't adore. Between the smell of old books and the feel of being surrounded by so many potential adventures, she could never pass one by. Every one beckoned to her like a hidden treasure trove just waiting to be explored. Worse, she rarely walked out empty handed. 
Sad as that was for her wallet.
She picked up a novel with a sword-bearing Viking posed strikingly on the cover and flipped it over to read the back before adding it to the small pile on the floor at her feet. Today was shaping up to be a slow day. She'd been here almost an hour now and only found four books. She went up on tiptoe to peer over the shelf at the wall clock behind the cash. She had thirteen minutes before she had to be back to her car to feed the meter. With a sigh, Cass gathered her pile and tucked them into the crook of her elbow, freeing her hands to dig for her wallet. 
She couldn't help but snoop at the other shelves as she worked her way to the cash. As she came even with a section of antique books something caught her eye. On the top shelf, nestled between the other leather and cloth bound titles, an ebony spine stood out among the more faded covers. A little sign beside the shelf requested customers not to handle the antique and rare books without staff assistance. 
Cass glanced at the cash to see if the elderly woman who ran the store would help her but an older gentleman had claimed the cashier's attention. She looked back up at the book. Curiosity blossomed inside her. The book called to her. Trying to look casual, she eyed the owner and her customer, determining if they would catch her handling the expensive book. If she was quick, she could probably get it down without anyone noticing. 
Deciding to risk it, she stretched up and snagged the corner of the clear bag the old book was being stored in, tugging until it was free of the shelf. With another covert glance at the cash, she hugged the book to her chest and moved to put one of the big shelves between herself and the cashier. If the older woman caught her, she would no doubt be chastised for touching the antiques without permission. 
Now safely out of sight, Cass looked down at the prize she held. The worn leather cover had been dyed a dark ebony with a faint silver styling bordering the edges. There was no title on the front, just a picture of what looked like two wings – one feathered like a bird's and one more like a bat's – forming an intricate circle. She turned it over, but the spine and back of the book were both free of any identifying marks. 
A little white sticker on the bag gave its price at fifty dollars. She winced. She'd have to break out the credit card if she wanted to add this intriguing piece to her collection. 
Cass eyed the bag. Her hands itched with the desire to open it and leaf through the book, but that was an obvious no-no. If the cashier catching her with one of the rare books was bad, the proprietor would probably pop a blood vessel if she saw Cass flipping through it like the latest Cosmo. Hmm... So we're left with the age-old question. Can you judge a book by its cover? 
Just thinking of putting the book back on the shelf and walking away made her fingers twitch. 
With a helpless sigh, she gave in, tucking the book with the others in the crook of her arm. She switched her debit card to her credit card and headed for the cash. 
The older man was just turning away when Cass reached the counter, piling her paperbacks on the desk and slyly putting the black book at the bottom. The owner, Mrs. Bradley, had never been the warmest person but as she rang the books through, she shot Cass the evil eye upon seeing the old book that she had obviously not been assisted with. 
Cass feigned ignorance even as her belly squirmed like a recalcitrant four-year-old, cutting off any chiding by asking, “How much will that be?”
“$67.55, Miss O'Neill.” The cashier replied curtly, remembering her from her many previous visits. No doubt she’d have to weather Mrs. Bradley’s suspicious stare the next time she stopped in.
Cass forked over her credit card, watching the bookseller ring her through and put the books in a bag. She took the proffered receipt and stuffed it into the bag before heading for the door. 
Slipping the handle of her shopping bag onto her wrist, she reached for the handle of the glass door. The bell above it jingled merrily, and it swung open before she ever touched it.
She stopped on the threshold, suddenly in the personal space of another individual. He was amazingly tall, so much so that his softly waved blond head was ducked to avoid the top of the door frame. She could just catch hints of his leanly muscled body through the opening in his unbuttoned greatcoat. His startling amethyst eyes blinked in stunned surprise for a second as he took her in and she could have sworn they flashed bright with recognition before he gathered himself and stepped aside. With a wave of one leather-gloved hand, he elegantly gestured her past him as he held the door for her. “Please, after you, Miss.” 
“Oh, thanks.” Cass murmured, glancing down shyly to dig into the pocket of her coat for her gloves. Tugging them on, she smiled slightly at the man and gave him a courteous nod as she slipped carefully past him. His model worthy features didn't so much as twitch, but she felt like his eyes followed her even after she was past him and out on the street. 
Cass pulled her coat tight around her body and hurried down the snow-covered sidewalk. She shot a look back over her shoulder to see him going into the bookstore and shrugged the strange feeling off. The icy wind whistled past her, and she had to tuck a rogue strand of her long chestnut hair behind her ear to keep it out of her eyes. 
Winter on Prince Edward Island was not for the weak. With frigid winds off the water and the constant threat of a nor'easter, the season was filled with more snow shoveling and ice scraping than was generally thought tolerable. Thankfully it had its fringe benefits in the form of picturesque snowy Christmases and frequent, well-deserved snow days.
She was almost to the car when her Doctor Who ringtone blared from her purse. Digging through the bag, she retrieved it and hit the answer button when she saw the smiling blonde’s picture on the screen. “Hey, Savvy.” 
“You forgot, didn't you?” The normally sunny female voice on the other end sounded mildly exasperated. 
Cass racked her mind as she unlocked the car and threw her purse and shopping bag onto the passenger seat. “Forgot what?” She questioned, sliding behind the wheel and shoving her keys in the ignition distractedly. 
“You do realize it's Friday, right?” Savannah's voice sighed. “I've been sitting in your driveway for twenty minutes. It's almost six, and we're wasting important drooling-over-sexy-vampires time. Are you ever coming back or am I spending the evening with a hot Norse vampire alone?” 
“Oh God! I'm so sorry!” She mentally kicked herself for not realizing what day it was. Every Friday evening they got together to discuss their week over good food and great shows. It was a long-standing tradition. “It was quiet at the library, and Miriam let me go a bit early. I just popped into the bookstore after work and -” 
An undignified snort of laughter rang out on the other end. “Ah! The evil bookstore strikes again! I swear I'm going to have to hold an intervention one of these days.” 
Cass chuckled and tried for an affronted tone. “I'm not that bad!” 
“Oh yeah?” Savannah challenged, her voice disbelieving. “You stood your friend up just so you could score. Sounds an awful lot like an addict to me.” 
“Okay, you got me.” She laughed, turning the car on and reaching to adjust the heat dials. “I'm on my way home right now. It's pizza week, right? Go ahead and order if you want. I'll be there before they deliver it. It'll be my treat.” 
“Damn straight it will! My time is valuable!” 
Cass couldn't help but snicker at that proclamation. “Yeah. Right. I forgot you charge by the hour. See you in ten minutes.” Ignoring Savvy's indignant huff, Cass hung up and reversed the car out onto Queen street. 
The best part of living in a small town is that traffic is almost non-existent. It took a little more than ten minutes to go across town, mostly because she got stuck behind a snow plow for a while, but thankfully the pizza hadn't arrived by the time Cass pulled her little red compact into her driveway beside Savannah's blue Corolla. 
The big fog coloured Victorian with its swirling white trim was the best thing she had left from her beloved grandmother. Well, that and the overgrown beds of wild roses that blossomed on either side of the porch every summer. The interior had been updated as far as plumbing and electricity but still maintained most of its classic charm. She had moved into the house four years ago after her grandmother's passing and hadn't had the heart to change too much. Some paint and a few new light fixtures had given the place a quick update while leaving the old house with all its well-earned creaks and quirks. Now it was filled with an eclectic mix of Ikea furniture and her grandmother's antiques making it the perfect haven. 
As she got out of her car, Savannah stepped out of her blue sedan to join her. Her petite figure was bundled in a puffy black winter coat, and dark blue skinny jeans tucked into her customary high heels, this time in a seasonally appropriate winter ankle boot style. “Finally dragged yourself away from the books, huh?” Savannah smirked at her over the roof of her car, hazel eyes twinkling out from beneath her fur lined hood. 
“Ha ha, very funny.” Cass stuck her tongue out at her friend, rounding the car with her purse and bag. She watched Savvy grab a few grocery bags from the backseat of her car, and they headed for the front door together, taking the few steps onto the porch. 
“Come on in.” Cass unlocked the big oak door and held it open for Savannah, who came in and dumped her bags on the hardwood floor. “Jeez, did you bring enough? We still have stuff left over from last weekend.” Cass dropped her purse and bag on the little hallway table before flicking on the light switch and hanging up their coats in the hall closet. 
“I just bought the necessities.” Savannah laughed, hopping a little as she unzipped her ankle boots and pried them off. She gathered up her bags and dragged the load into the spacious kitchen, piling them on the kitchen island. “I brought coolers, chips, chocolate, and I downloaded the fifth season of True Blood so we can binge-watch all the sexy supernaturals.” 
“Isn't that illegal?” Cass chided, stuffing the coolers her friend handed her in the fridge. 
“Arrr, I'm a pirate. Swash, swash. Buckle, buckle.” Savannah mocked unapologetically as she pulled a box of chocolate chip cookies out of a bag. “If some sexy police officer wants to break into my bedroom with handcuffs to tell me I've been naughty, I am not going to complain.” Savannah grinned wickedly, breaking into a bag of sweet and salty popcorn and tossing some in her mouth. 
“You're incorrigible.” Cass laughed, balling up a plastic bag and tossing it at her friend. “And with your luck, it would be one of your brothers who got the call.” 
“Hey, no using big words! It's not fair to the rest of us. And if you are implying my brothers are sexy, that’s disgusting. Truly disgusting. I don’t think we can be friends anymore.” 
Cass was about to retort when there was a knock at the door. “Ooh, pizza's here!” She went to the door and paid for their dinner; giving the pizza guy a tip. 
“Get the plates, dinner is ready!” Cass called, coming back into the kitchen. She laid the extra large pizza on the counter and grinned. “You couldn't resist the big one, huh?” 
“You know what they say, bigger is better,” Savannah replied with a wink and pressed a plate into Cass's hands before turning her attention to dinner. She flipped the lid and dug into the warm meat lover’s pizza. “Oh yes, now that’s a gorgeous pizza. Who needs vegetables anyway?” Savvy murmured lovingly to the slice in her hand before taking a big bite. Chewing with relish, she groaned in blissful abandon. “Oh my god! This is so good!”
Cass grinned at her friend's nearly orgasmic enjoyment of dinner. “Long day?” She asked, helping herself.
“You have no idea. There's a flu going through the staff and residents, so we're scrambling to cover shifts and get everything done. I swear I haven't had anything but coffee and a handful of almonds since supper last night.” Savvy replied around another big bite. 
“Wow. I'm pretty sure I would have wasted away if I ate like that.” Cass shook her head, having no idea how her friend could survive on so little. Savvy had once referred to it as the 'nurse's diet plan' and swore it's how she kept her trim figure. She pushed the pizza box toward Savvy and grinned. “Help yourself. You obviously earned it.” 
Savvy grinned and grabbed a third slice, dropping it across the other two on her plate. “All right, let's get started. We have thirteen episodes to watch and time is ticking.” 
“Lead on!” Cassidy gestured to the living room, grabbing them a couple of bottles of strawberry daiquiri cooler from the fridge on her way. 
They dropped their bounty on the coffee table, and Cass tossed a couple of throw pillows out of the way as Savvy set up the TV. Settling cross-legged on the sofa, Savvy snagged the remote and aimed it like a phaser at the blank screen. “Are you ready? If I remember correctly there were some seriously sexy scenes in this season.”
Cass grinned and raised her bottle up. “Let's do it!”
Five episodes and six hours later they had gone through half a pizza and a bowl of butter praline ice cream each. After much complaining of being stuffed, they had settled comfortably to watch the next episode. The evening had passed with them chatting about work and snickering over blush-worthy sex scenes they’d read.
Cassidy's attention was dragged from the credits of yet another episode by a soft snore. With a smile, she noticed Savannah was sleeping, sprawled out on the couch behind where Cass sat on the floor with her legs crossed under the coffee table. 
Cass climbed to her feet and turned the television off before grabbing a throw blanket and covering her friend up. As quietly as she could, she gathered their dishes up and put the rest of the pizza away in the fridge. Turning off most of the downstairs lights, she checked to make sure the front door was locked and grabbed her bag of new books before heading up the stairs to her room. 
Her master bedroom was the one room she had given a complete overall when she took possession of the house. The daisy covered wallpaper had been replaced with pale cream walls, and the wood mouldings painted bright white. The ceilings were high enough that she managed to fit the big four poster bed she had bought in with just a smidge of room to spare. The old fireplace that hadn't seen a flame as long as she could remember had been serviced, and the mantel repainted white to match the room. Her pride and joy, however, was the window alcove that looked out on the backyard that she had turned into her reading nook. Complete with window seat, throw pillows and a shelf of her favourite novels right beside it, it was the perfect place to nestle into with a good book.
Her own little piece of paradise. 
Diverting her course to the bathroom, she brushed her teeth and used the washroom before crossing the hall to the master bedroom. Cassidy flipped the light on as she wandered in and up-ended her bag of books onto her bed's deep purple comforter. Sitting down beside the spill of novels, she started to organize her loot. She pulled the four novels out and set them on the nightstand with the rest of her ‘To Be Read’ pile before she pulled the antique book towards her in anticipation. 
A shot of excitement struck her when she looked at the black book, still safely sealed in its plastic. With gentle fingers, she pulled off the tape sealing the bag closed and slid the book out. 
The black leather felt incredibly soft to the touch and Cassidy stroked her fingers lovingly over it. The silver designs were tooled into the leather with care, and it seemed to glimmer as she traced the image with a finger. With bated breath, she opened the cover and touched the first of the vellum pages within. The symbol from the cover was copied here in slightly faded dark ink. 
As she flipped pages, she realized there was no copyright page nor one that gave a title or author. The text appeared to be in various languages and written in multiple handwriting styles. Some lines here and there seemed to be in semi-recognizable English but others looked like Latin, Arabic, Cyrillic and some even she didn’t recognize. One of the more prominent ones was a pretty scrolling script with lots of embellishment that curled across many of the pages. 
Every few pages there was hand-drawn illustrations, pictures of creatures the likes of which she had never imagined. Some of them had horns and hooves, others wings and talons. They all had something in common though. Every image had eyes that scared her, dark and knowing even though they were simply an artist's rendition in ink. She turned the pages quickly until she came to an image of a beautiful man.
He was built like a warrior, his body appearing hard and muscled, his long-fingered hands were curled slightly at his sides as if he was seeking to fill them with a weapon. Cut abs, and broad shoulders stood out above the line of the dark leather loincloth wrapped low around his hips. Long dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail, revealing a face of full lips and startling eyes. He looked slightly angry as if having his likeness captured annoyed him; his features pinched with a frown as he stared out at the viewer. 
Cassidy stared at the man's bold image, and for some reason, a shiver of something akin to anticipation went down her spine. A man with his stunning good looks would have women panting after him everywhere he went. Hell, she thought, I'd be sorely tempted to throw myself at him given half a chance!
Not that a man like him would look twice at a girl like her.
Cassidy wasn’t a fool. Vertically challenged, a little too plump and an introvert through and through. She was solidly in the girl next door category. If a guy like him really existed he wouldn’t pay her any attention; he’d be too busy with all the svelte model types to notice the bookworm in the background.
Shutting down that depressing train of thought, she set the book of fantastical drawings on her pillow. There would be time for more fantastical creatures once she was settled in bed for the night.






  
  Chapter 3
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Verrin's eyes flicked open, and he realized he must have dozed off at some point. His whole body was stiff as he straightened up from where he'd been leaning against the corner of his cell watching Seir. Shuffling toward his cell door, he watched his brother groan and curl forward to lay on his front, head buried in his arm. From where Verrin had sat he'd observed the whip marks on his brother's back slowly heal, the blood drying and the redness fading thanks to their inherited accelerated healing. Seir had yet to wake fully, but at least he seemed to be coming around slowly if the grunts of pain were any indication. 
It had been at least a day since the guards had unceremoniously dumped Seir in the cell opposite his. The light had slowly faded to dark and brightened again through the meager slit of a window high on the wall between the cells. No one had shown up. No food or water had been given to them, and Verrin doubted whoever was holding them intended to offer them any comforts.
The lack of intrusion, however, had given him plenty of time to check out his surroundings. From what he could tell of his current accommodations there were a total of six cells, all unoccupied except the two that held him and Seir. Each cell was backed by an ancient stone wall and barred on the other three sides. The bars themselves looked relatively new, their iron only slightly pitted from the humidity that seeped in from outside. An aisle divided the six cells, three on either side of the room leading to a wide entry space with a set of stairs that led to a floor above. Only faint light filtered into the cells from tiny slits carved into the top of the stone walls. 
There was a soft creak of ancient metal hinges somewhere out of sight making Verrin jerk his head up in surprise. Finally! On a rush of adrenaline, he got to his feet and crossed to stand before the bars, waiting to see who came down the stairs. He figured it would probably be the guards again and could only hope it was him they were coming for. Their breed was tough, but Seir wasn't up to more abuse. 
As the footsteps grew closer, the click of high heels on stone surprised him. Then again the woman who walked down the aisle between cells was not exactly your average jailer. 
A frown creased his forehead as he stared at her blankly. “Empusa? What the hell?” 
The smile that crossed those blood red lips was sinister. Empusa, Greek demigoddess and part of a seductively ruthless mercenary triad, brushed some of her fiery red hair over her shoulder and approached the cell slowly, staying just out of arm's reach. As she walked, the hip high slit in her long black skirt showed off her prosthetic left leg, a skillful piece of godly engineering and magic crafted from brass and tooled with mystical swirling symbols that made her stride seamless. 
“Well hello, Verrin. I'm so glad you could join us.” She grinned at him, amber eyes lighting on his shirtless body with appreciation. 
“Don't play with me, Empusa,” Verrin growled, hands fisting around the bars. “What's going on here? Why are you holding us?” 
“Oh, Verrin, playing with you is exactly what I intend to do.” She stepped forward until she was pressed against the cell wall opposite him, full breasts brushing him through the bars. Her lips curled into a devious smirk. “Maybe you'll be more fun than that bleeding-heart brother of yours. I did so enjoy our kiss after all.” She ran her tongue over her full bottom lip as if she still savoured his taste. 
Things clicked, and he sneered at her. “Considering you had to glamour yourself just to get that kiss, you must be pretty hard up. Is that why you took Seir? Needed a good roll in the hay?” Verrin mocked, pulling back slightly to put some space between himself and that snake of a woman. 
Empusa just gave him a cheshire smile. “I'd watch your tongue, Incubus. You might just lose it.”
Verrin shrugged nonchalantly. “I'm just trying to figure this out. You've never had anything against us before. Why take us? Why hurt Seir? If not to fulfill some sick sexual fantasy, you must have some reason.” 
“True. Your brother is currently in possession of something I need. Unfortunately for him, I'm working under time constraints, and he wasn't keen to give me what I wanted promptly.” Her fingers reached out to stroke his hands where they curled around the bars. “I'm hoping you'll be more considerate of my desires.” 
Verrin yanked his hands back and scowled. “What the hell are you talking about? What do you want?” 
Empusa's smile turned sly. “I just need you to fill a vial for me.” 
Verrin narrowed his blue eyes. “Empusa...” He growled in frustration, not enjoying her hedging. 
“It's really not that bad. All I need is a vial of your freely given blood. Sadly, Seir has not been co-operating with my demands. At present, your dear brother is slowly going mad with lust. He has refused my polite demands to give me what I require and, although I have personally offered to curb his sexual urges if he helps me, he has rejected me. I plan to hold him until either he gives in or....” She ran a fingertip across her red lips, pausing to stare at Verrin in speculation. 
“Saint's blood woman! Out with it!” Verrin growled, practically throwing himself into the bars again when she started to move away toward Seir's cell. 
“Or you take his place. I'll let him go when I have what I want from you. I'll even give him a woman to tide him over.” 
“Seriously?” Verrin scoffed, needling her, and pulled back from the bars. “Are you sure you're not just doing all this to get laid?” 
She gritted her teeth and glared at him. “Don't be stupid. I have no problem finding a bed partner.” 
“You've obviously never indulged in an Incubus before,” Verrin said smugly as he crossed his arms and took her in from head to toe. “We’re not your average bed partner.”
Empusa tipped her head back and laughed wholeheartedly, her length of flame hair shimmering around her hips. “You, little demon, are a riot! You’re nothing to me but a part of my current assignment. Now, either you agree to help me, or I wait until your brother is too lost to lust to hold himself back from agreeing to anything. One way or another, I'll get what I want.” She turned on her heel and started out of sight of the cell. “I'll give you some time to think about it. My guards will be down here to collect one of you this evening. Choose wisely, demon.” 
Verrin considered yelling at her to return but decided it wasn't worth it. He had dealt with Empusa a time or two before, and she could give the most patient of immortals a headache. Arguing with her was the definition of futility. He would be better off spending his time trying to figure out how to manipulate the situation to get Seir and himself out of this mess. 
Preferably without giving Empusa what she wanted. 
Why Empusa needed their blood so bad that she would go to the extreme of holding them captive was unknown, although the fact that she was calling this an assignment meant someone else was pulling her strings. When she mentioned needing their blood to be freely given that struck a chord with him. The soul was a fickle thing, blood forcefully taken from a body was powerless because the soul rejected the donation but blood given of a person's free will could carry with it a great deal of power and a touch of that person's soul. 
As Incubi, their blood was something special. Being half angel and half Djinn, their blood ran with traces of ichor, the golden blood of a true angel, as well as the magic born into the Djinn race. 
He wasn't sure if she was after a piece of one of their souls or just the power inherent in their blood, but he knew he couldn't leave Seir with her for long. As far as he knew Seir had disappeared about five days ago and if he hadn't bedded a woman since his capture, then he would be fading fast. Without obtaining the energy of a woman's pleasure, Seir would be racked with cramping pain, and the mindless lust would start picking away at his sanity. 
Verrin started his pacing again, trying to think through possible situations, anything that could turn this disaster in his favour. He just needed to get his brother and get the hell out of here. If he could convince the guards he would give Empusa what she wanted, they would unlock the cell so he could have a chance to take them out. With any luck, they would have the keys to the other cells so he should be able to free Seir. Then it was just a matter of getting them both out of there. 
He shook off his frustration and prepared for the fight ahead of him, thinking through his plan carefully.

      ***Cassidy rolled over in the warm cocoon of her bed and bumped her nose into something solid. With a muffled grumble, she opened one eye and stared at the cover of the black leather book, it’s silver scrollwork shimmering in the morning sunlight. 
Ah damn. She hadn't meant to fall asleep with it, but she had been hard-pressed to put the book away last night. She’d laid in bed flipping pages long into the night. Most of the writing was unreadable to her, but the illustrations were so finely crafted she had a hard time not imagining some ancient explorer carefully drawing the magnificent species he’d stumbled across. She desperately wished she could read the penned words, sure they were information on the minotaurs, gryphons and other assorted creatures whose images graced the pages.
She reached out and moved the antique tome to the safety of her nightstand. The digital clock glared at her over its cover, reminding her it was 9:12 am and beyond time to get up. With a yawn, she sat up and stretched hard before swinging her feet to the floor. The golden hardwood shone in the morning light as she made her way out the door and down the hallway to the bathroom. 
The sound of Savvy moving around downstairs drifted up to Cass as she tried to make herself relatively presentable. With her toothbrush sticking out of her mouth, she fought a hairbrush through the tangled chestnut waves and pulled it all back into a low ponytail. Mission complete, she padded downstairs, the old steps creaking with their usual grunts and groans. 
Savannah was busy yanking out mixing bowls from the cupboards by the stove when she entered the kitchen. The counter already showed the fruits of Savvy's ingredient raid with a collection of eggs, milk, flour and butter. 
“Morning Cass!” Savvy greeted her cheerily as she scooted over to the coffee maker to pour a cup. 
Cass parked her butt onto one of the padded stools by the kitchen island and nodded at her friend. “G’morning. Sleep well?” 
“With dreams of sexy vampire Norseman in my head? How could I not!” Savvy grinned and practically bounded back across the kitchen to her ingredients. 
Narrowing her eyes, Cass watched her friend flit around the kitchen, preparing breakfast. The little blonde practically vibrated with energy. “How many cups of coffee have you had?” She asked suspiciously. 
Savvy stopped and turned to her with a beatific smile on her face. “This is only my second.” Turning back to the counter, Savvy started measuring cups of flour out. “I honestly have no idea how you function without it.” 
“Slower,” Cass muttered, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “I function slower.”
Savvy blew her a raspberry over her shoulder and spun back to her mixing bowl, her bob of blonde tresses swaying around her jaw. “Coffee has been compared to ambrosia, the nectar of the gods, I'll have you know.” 
Cass snorted and leaned her elbows on the countertop. “The gods must have no taste buds because not only does that stuff taste like absolute swill, but I burn my tongue every time I try it.” 
“And that,” Savvy whirled, gesturing at her with a wooden spoon, “Is exactly how I can drink it. My tongue is so burnt I've lost all my taste buds!” 
The two women burst into giggles. They'd had this same discussion multiple times when Savannah stayed over, and it had become almost routine. They’d long ago realized that while blood made up the main component of Cass's body, Savvy's heart pumped pure caffeine. 
“Pancakes okay with you?” Savvy inquired, stirring milk into the bowl. 
“Absolutely.” Cass got up and poured herself a glass of chocolate milk before getting to the portion of breakfast that Savvy would let her help with. She pulled plates out of the cupboard and gathered utensils as she asked, “Did you want raspberry syrup or just the regular maple stuff?” 
“Ooh, raspberry!” Savvy exclaimed as she poured batter onto the hot griddle. “So, did you get anything good from the bookstore yesterday? You're my dealer and I need to know what you’re pushing.” 
Cass grinned and set napkins and pancake syrup on the breakfast bar. “Got a few novels, another Viking one. I think I may have to change bookstores for a while, most of the stock was stuff I've seen there for ages. Might be time to try that one in Rustico. I’ve heard their worth the drive.” She turned to root through the fridge for butter. “I did find something interesting though.” 
Savvy shot her a questioning look over her shoulder. “What was it? Something really naughty?” 
“Nah, it's some sort of mythology book. I can't read most of it, but it's filled with hand-drawn illustrations. I couldn't pass it up.” 
“Nifty.” Savvy swiped a plate and flipped three fluffy pancakes onto it from the griddle. “Here. Eat. Then you can show me that book.” 
Cass took her plate to the table and Savvy followed with her own, the two of them settling at the breakfast bar with a platter stacked high with pancakes between them. After the first bite, Cass let out a little moan of appreciation. The pancakes were fluffy and perfect with raspberry syrup. “Savvy, you are seriously the best cook. These are amazing!”
Savvy grinned and cut a piece of pancake off with her fork. “That's self-preservation for you. If I had expected Grif or Gray to cook, we'd have all starved.” She snorted. “Perry
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