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      A sexy, selfish demon knight. A courageous vampire slayer.

      

      Vampire slayer Elise Castle has two rules: never trust a Fallen and never fall in love. Then she meets Xavier Doom.

      

      Rich, powerful, and dangerously seductive, the demon knight is everything Elise should avoid. But when a routine assignment turns deadly, they're forced to work together against an enemy hiding in plain sight.

      

      As attraction blazes between them, Xavier must choose between the power he's destined to claim and the woman who has captured his heart.
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      “What lies behind us and what lies before us are tiny matters compared to what lies within us.”

      
        
        ~Ralph Waldo Emerson
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          ELISE

        

      

    

    
      “Why is a human pacing outside your door?” Elise asked her brother.

      On the way home from her nightly run, she noticed a light on in her brother’s office window. Rather than head straight to her apartment, she rushed to Sam’s office in the same building. In their dangerous job of hunting and recovering monsters, the close proximity of his business to their personal residences made her and Sam targets.

      Though Sam was a grown man and fully capable of taking care of himself, she still worried. The past decade of her life had been full of one tragedy after another, and she wouldn’t risk losing her baby brother.

      “He’s here for you. He wants you to hunt a friend of his who was turned into a vampire a couple of hours ago.”

      “What?” It can’t be. Human men didn’t seek her out.

      Elise directed her attention to the brooding, hulking man outside her brother’s office. The door’s glass pane gave her a full view of the human. When he noticed she was staring, he stared back. One of his dark brows lifted, and his lips curved into a salacious grin. Ignoring the out-of-control beats of her heart, she returned her attention to Sam.

      “Explain,” she said.

      He shuffled papers on his desk. “I was ready to contact you with the details. Then he got a phone call and insisted on stepping out to take it.” He tipped his chin at the stranger. “He’s wearing out the carpet because I’ve explicitly instructed him to keep his distance from my only slayer until you’ve had a chance to make your decision.”

      “You don’t offload me to a human, Sam.” She crossed her arms. “We established that two years ago. And what do you mean, your only slayer?”

      He sighed, weariness evident on his face. “Jason and Sarah gave their notices today. They’ve been recruited by a large company that promised luxury apartments, six-figure salaries, and the chance to travel the world.”

      Elise shook her head in frustration. None of the above tempted her. Her loyalty lay firmly with her brother, a man who strived to be the best to work for.

      Weighed down by the disappointment on his face, she walked around the desk and draped her arms over his shoulders.

      “Midas is floundering, Elise. I understand what we’ve agreed to, but we need this client’s money. The past few years, we were the best, but now with our personnel. . . ” Her brother’s shoulders drooped beneath her arms. “The others⁠—”

      “Please don’t say it,” she whispered in his ear. “I can’t relive that day again.”

      “It wasn’t your fault.”

      “Yes, it was. I shouldn’t have talked them into going with me. My cause, not theirs.”

      “They were your friends. Of course, they’d help you.”

      Three months ago, she had unknowingly led her friends into an ambush, inadvertently triggering a snowball effect. When the Federal Oversight Agency of Recoveries (FOAR) caught wind of the failed mission, they accused Sam of being an incompetent boss.

      Sam accepted the blame, FOAR blacklisted Midas, and the investigation ended. Law enforcement hadn’t dared trespass on the crime scene. It was too dangerous, and the case remained unsolved.

      Sam took the fall to safeguard her life. That’s what he had said. He had to protect his sister. She smiled at the memory, though her chest ached. It should be the other way around. After she had come home, bloodied, terrified, and crying, she had told her brother the truth.

      A Demon Knight, hidden in the shadows of a building in Seattle’s industrial district, had ordered demons to slaughter her friends—Sam’s personnel.

      Demon Knights were akin to the Mafia. Take your pick—Italian, Russian, or demon. It didn’t matter. They were above the law, yet businesses and individuals loved them like celebrities or rock stars. Elise tried to forget that night, but her nightmares wouldn’t let her.

      She held back tears for three lives lost and pressed her cheek to her brother’s. “I’m sorry, Sam, for everything.” Letting go, she straightened and blew out a breath. “Will the money from this job help until the next one comes along?”

      “It’ll do more than that,” Sam said. “The price he’s paying will give us time to hire more hunters, and his reputation will bring us more clients. After Midas was blacklisted, no one wants to work for me, and business has been slow.”

      Not slow, but nonexistent. A week ago, she suspected Sam of selling his personal assets to keep Midas afloat. Uncomfortable with the idea of sticking her nose in her brother’s business, she stayed silent and waited for Sam to bring up the sensitive issue.

      A man didn’t like to admit he needed help, even to his sister. Recently, she had it from a reliable source that Midas was failing and would soon be bankrupt.

      Well, screw her vow not to work alongside a human male. It was her personal agenda that had gotten her friends killed and her brother’s business close to shutting down.

      “Make it happen, Sam.”

      She headed for the door. The sooner she finished this job, the sooner they’d get paid.

      “Don’t you want to go over the terms first?” Sam called after her. “He’ll be giving you orders until the job is completed.”

      She turned to face him. “I trust your judgment, and I do this for you, not for the human.”

      She opened the door and barged past the man waiting on the other side. Before she could get by him, he grabbed her arm and spun her until she collided with him. Elise glanced up and sucked in a breath. The man was beautiful. Even more so up close.

      Black hair, intense blue eyes, and dimples deep in his cheeks when he smiled. But his smile was full of arrogance, and his hold on her was too possessive. In his cocky presence, she couldn’t keep her normally quiet, polite mouth shut.

      “Sorry, but you don’t do it for me. And I’m off-limits, so drop the thought of getting into my pants,” she said, her fists balled at her sides.

      He skimmed his fingers over her bare arms, and bumps rose on her skin at the light touch. She licked her lips, and his gaze lingered there before he moved his hand to cradle the side of her face. Mesmerized, she couldn’t look away, the instant attraction between them catching her off guard.

      “When a woman says she doesn’t want me, it only makes me chase her more. Why don’t you make it easy for both of us? Give in, sweet thing, and we can get this heat between us out of our systems.”

      His arrogance was beyond annoying. Smirking, Elise stepped back, out of his grasp.

      “Sorry, sir,” she said, giving him an exaggerated curtsy. “I don’t sleep with anyone I work with or for.”

      Before she could say another word, the door swung open. Sam shoved himself between her and the large man. “Is there a problem?”

      Sam’s back was to her, his shoulder muscles tight, knotted balls of tension, while his tone was harsh and laced with anger. Sam didn’t normally speak to clients that way, but desperate or not, her brother wouldn’t stand by and let her be manhandled.

      She placed her hand on Sam’s shoulder. “Everything’s fine.”

      This job was important to him. She could tolerate the client’s arrogance. She had worked for worse clients.

      “It was just a misunderstanding, Sam. Our client here thought he knew me. Turns out, we’re strangers.”

      Sam relaxed. Elise couldn’t see their client, but when he laughed, she heard a distinct threat in it. They might be strangers now, but by the end of her assignment, he’d own her. That’s what his laughter warned her of.

      Not in this lifetime.

      He smacked Sam on the shoulder. “Exactly what she said. Sorry, Castle. I meant no disrespect.”

      Her brother nodded. “You two had better move. Time is against you.”

      Sam was right. He pulled her into his arms and whispered in her ear. “Be careful, sis. Check in with me often.”

      He let her go, then walked away and disappeared into one of the elevators. His apartment was on the tenth floor, and his girlfriend was waiting for him there. Elise was left alone with their client.

      She thought herself above taunting a man, but with him, she couldn’t resist the temptation to push his buttons. She turned her back to him and sauntered down the hall to her apartment, deliberately swaying her hips. She raised her hand in the air and gave him a dismissive wave.

      From behind her, she heard a low, masculine growl of restrained anger, setting off warning bells in her head. Oh, shit! She’d gone too far. Elise bolted to her apartment and quickly swiped the keycard through the reader, but once inside, she wasn’t fast enough to slam the door in his face. He clicked the door shut and swaggered toward her, a predatory gleam in his eyes. He advanced, and she backed up until her back hit the kitchen table.

      “I’m paying your boss big bucks for the privilege of having his best Slayer. If I want to fuck the Slayer while she’s working for me, I will.”

      Why had her nipples tightened into tight balls and her insides clenched with lust? She ran her fingers through her hair. It had been too long since she’d had sex. That’s why.

      Yet how could this stranger melt her insides with his words and electrify her with a mere touch in less than a few seconds? In her twenty-five years, no man had affected her this way, not even the one she’d loved and killed two years ago.

      Biting the corner of her lip, she scrutinized the man she’d be taking orders from. His six-foot-two frame exuded power, while her five-foot-five self wanted to swoon at the smoldering desire in his eyes. But she willed away the impulse to anchor herself to him, instead sticking out her hand.

      “Elise Castle, the boss’s big sister. And you are?”

      His jaw slackened, and he blinked. She tried not to laugh at his confusion. He grasped her hand and shook it, but didn’t let go, his grip firm as he looked into her eyes. Oh, hell, he’s going to pull me to that sexy body of his again.

      He tugged, and she lunged forward. His chest was solid beneath her forehead, and his hands at her waist were strong, wandering lower. She inhaled. He smelled divine—masculine with a hint of spice.

      He dipped his head and nuzzled her neck. “The name’s Xavier Doom, and I will have you before the job is through, Elise Castle,” he whispered next to her ear.

      His words were both a promise and a threat. Laughing, she pushed him away. His eyes widened in surprise, then narrowed at her.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Seriously? X Doom?”

      His lips curved. “Is the name dangerous enough for you?”

      She flushed at the juxtaposition of his boyish grin against the sinful face of the man. He shoved his hands into his pants pockets, his thumbs hooked into the belt loops. Elise ignored his question.

      “So, are you going to apologize for mauling me with your big paws?” she said, waiting expectantly for a smart-ass response or a “Yeah, I’ll apologize after I fuck you” comeback. Instead, he surprised her this time—he actually apologized.

      “Women don’t say no to me,” he said with a shrug of his muscular shoulders.

      She held back her smile at his arrogance. “Then it’ll be my pleasure to be your first. Anyway, I have a boyfriend.”

      She wasn’t prone to lying, but the lie could keep her out of his dangerous clutches. Her mind was strong, but her body . . . Even now, she swayed toward the tempting X Doom.

      He gave her a knowing grin. “Unless you’re hiding him under a rock, I’d say you’re lying. I have it from a reliable source that you’re unattached.”

      She gave him an exasperated sigh and was about to wave him off again, but the warning in his eyes told her she would be doing so at the risk of⁠—

      “Of a fierce spanking,” he said.

      She reeled at the image of herself bent over his knees, her bare ass at his complete and utter mercy, and whatever else he wanted to do to her. She closed her eyes, but the image grew clearer, and her eyes shot open.

      “You’re not human. You’re a Fallen.”

      She quickly hid her surprise. She had trusted her brother to be truthful. Why had Sam deceived her? Fallens were more dangerous than the average demon and notorious for their insatiable appetite for power, money, and women. Elise backed up, but couldn’t go any farther. Otherwise, she’d be on the table.

      “Maybe that’s where I want you.”

      “Stay out of my head.” She gave him her best death glare.

      He chuckled. She straightened and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Sam said you wanted me to hunt a baby vampire for you. Why me when you’re more than capable of tracking such a creature?”

      It was true. Fallens were faster and stronger than Slayers.

      He tsked. “You know the rules. Only registered hunters, specially trained military personnel, law enforcement, or Slayers may bring a Changeling to the Reconditioning Facilities. I don’t fit any of those categories. They’d turn me away at the door.”

      He was right, and she had always thought the rule was unfair. But Changelings were too dangerous for untrained citizens to hunt and recover. As she scrutinized him, the keen intelligence hidden in the depths of his ruthlessness made Elise suspect there was more to this situation than he was letting on, while his low-key attire surprised her.

      Nothing about his white button-up shirt over loose blue jeans suggested money. Her eyes strayed to the upturned edge of one collar. She itched to smooth her fingers over it, but she kept her hand to herself.

      “Sam implied that you’re rich and have a very influential reputation. Tell me exactly what that means.”

      Danger glinted in his eyes. “Sorry, but I can’t disclose that.”

      Dammit. Sam had some explaining to do.

      “And . . . your brother won’t tell you.”

      Elise clenched her jaw. “I said to stay out of my head.”

      “Only if I can get into your fine pants.” The arrogance was gone, replaced by mischief as his eyes twinkled.

      “I’m not a one-night-stand kind of girl, so get over yourself.” Elise would rather have his arrogance than the mischievous side of him. The mischief made him more man than animal, more human than monster.

      She snatched her motorcycle helmet and a backpack with a change of clothes from the kitchen counter, then grabbed two com devices from a drawer. Elise handed one of them to the annoying, arrogant demon. “Let’s ride. I wanna get this job done, get paid, and get you off my ass.”
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          ELISE

        

      

    

    
      X took the com device, his fingers lingering over her palm. “If you say so.” His smile was full of hot promises. “But we’re not through.”

      Elise rolled her eyes. On their way down the hallway and the stairwell, he stayed right on her heels. She nearly tripped over her own feet as he checked her out from behind. She could feel his hot gaze from her head down her back, lingering on her swaying hips and ass. Thank goodness, she reached the door that led to the parking lot without making a fool of herself.

      She stopped in front of her motorcycle and sent Sam a message on her phone, letting him know she and their client were amicably discussing the terms of her job. Sam didn’t need any more worries. But after this job was completed, she would ask him why he had led her to believe X was human.

      She stuck the com device inside her helmet and watched X do the same, then quickly scanned their surroundings for any danger hidden in the shadows.

      The world had transformed into a much darker and more sinister place ever since Others—demons, werewolves, vampires, and everything else in between—had made their existence public on live broadcast almost fifteen years ago, at the beginning of the Third World War.

      Turmoil and violence gripped the world. Four bloody years later, the war ended, and governments banded together to draw up pacts among the various creatures, and universal law came into being.

      One important law was that no one should be turned, bitten, or transformed into a monster against his or her will. With the governments of different countries overburdened by a high volume of cases and not enough qualified personnel, private companies like Midas had sprung up to meet the demand.

      They hired Vampire Slayers, Others, and humans with specialized military training as hunters—licensed and registered with FOAR—to track and recover Changelings while law enforcement handled the Damneds.

      Damned were those who went past the three-day mark, their chances of keeping their memories and personalities intact lessening as they evolved further into dangerous monsters incapable of controlling their powers or their thirst for blood and destruction.

      That’s why the first seventy-two hours were the most crucial. If that Changeling was taken to a facility equipped to handle them, there was a chance they’d make it past the insanity and be reintroduced into society.

      Hope existed for the violated. In her five years at Midas, she had seen successful reconditionings. One of those successes was her best friend’s.

      Companies preferred to hire Slayers over humans or Others, but most of all, a company would consider itself lucky to employ a Fallen. Yet, Fallens considered hunting and recovering Changelings a job beneath them. In the current hierarchy, they saw themselves as superior. Such arrogance.

      She went to straddle her motorcycle, but X came from behind, picked her up, and set her on his Nighthawk.

      “What—”

      Before she could spit poisonous words at him, he grabbed her helmet from her hands. “It’s easier this way, and I don’t want you to ruin your precious ride,” he said. “Where we’re going, it’ll be rough and dirty.”

      He slipped her helmet over her head, then put his own on. Her face flamed as she tried to suppress her impure thoughts at the words rough and dirty. He chuckled. The low, throaty sound filled her helmet.

      “I said to stay out of my head,” she said.

      He got on the motorcycle. “Let me make love to you, and I’ll gladly give you that promise.” His voice dropped to a seductive whisper.

      Promises from a Fallen? She snorted. “Why do you want me so badly?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      She reached behind and gripped the underside of the seat. He gunned the motorcycle’s engine and surged forward, smashing her into him. Growling under her breath, she wrapped her arms around his waist. He raised the motorcycle until it balanced on its back tire, and she plastered herself to him to keep from falling and landing on her ass.

      “You’re a jerk, Doom.”

      “Call me Xavier.”

      “You’re an arrogant ass, X.”

      He laughed before letting the front wheel hit pavement, and they sped through the streets of Seattle.

      “Where are we headed?” She relaxed her hold as he got on the interstate.

      “To the mountains.”

      “What!?”

      “Rough and dirty, remember? My friend was a survivalist before he came to work for me. The mountains are where we’ll find him.”

      “And you figured this out from that small piece of personal info?”

      Inside the helmet, she thought she heard him grind his teeth.

      “He sent me a fucking message on my private line a half hour ago that he’d be on Mount Rainier.”

      Elise gasped. “But if he recently turned, how could he think clearly enough to send you a message? From what I’ve learned, Changelings have no coherent thoughts, only intense emotions and deep cravings.”

      Beneath her fingers, his body tensed. “My friend is a Fallen. His change will differ from that of other species. But I’m confident in your ability to track and capture him. And I’ll stick by your side to yank him off you when the timing is right.”

      There are stronger Slayers, Doom. Why me? Why talk when she could think her thoughts to him? An unnatural energy radiated from his body and singed the pads of her fingers. Elise let go and gripped the underside of the leather seat.

      “You’re my bait, sweet thing. You see, my friend has a thing for Asian hotties.”

      “What the hell?”

      There was a deafening pause, then X chuckled. She groaned and resisted the urge to bang her helmet against his. She rarely showed this much attitude toward a client. She was polite and quiet. That’s how her mother had raised her to act, while her father had taunted her to show the world her wicked side. She hated him.

      Digging her nails into the leather seat, she told herself to forget him, otherwise she might throttle the demon in front of her. Like Elise’s Fallen father, Xavier Doom brought out the worst in her. X gunned the engine harder, and she quickly clung to him again. She could imagine his lips curving into a smart smirk at her response.

      “Yeah, your last name and hazel eyes don’t give you away,” he said. “But that mass of blue-black hair, the high cheekbones, the pert nose⁠—”

      “Stop with the flattery. I’m half-Asian, but not a hottie, so good luck using me as bait. Maybe you should find another Slayer.”

      He reached back and patted her leg. “I would, but with such short notice, you’re it.”

      “Thanks,” she said without enthusiasm, then stared at the night sky.

      She guessed they had another two hours or so before they reached their destination, wherever the hell on the mountain that might be.

      “You may or may not know this, but Midas is blacklisted by FOAR. It might be a while before they get back to me with a satellite feed of Changelings in our area.”

      He grunted, confirming her suspicions. Dammit, Sam shouldn’t have left out that crucial piece of information.

      “I apologize if my brother didn’t disclose the blacklisting upfront.”

      When he didn’t reply to her effort to be nice, Elise gave up on the conversation. She didn’t like to talk much anyway. Polite and quiet.

      The roads were empty. Normal people should be asleep at one in the morning, but Elise hadn’t been able to sleep through the night since her friends were massacred.

      Her intent that night had been to do good. Instead, there was nothing but death and an overwhelming guilt that threatened to bury her and leave her clawing for air. No, her sleep hadn’t been restful.

      “I know a pleasurable way to ease your pain.” His words were soft, his concern echoing inside her helmet, surprising her.

      “I can’t.”

      “If it’s the word casual in front of the sex thing⁠—”

      Better to get the truth out now. “It’s more than that. The last man I slept with died.”

      He slowed the motorcycle, then pulled over and parked next to the guardrail. Below them lay a dark emptiness. Step over the guardrail, and a person would plunge to their death.

      “What are you talking about?” he said.

      His concern was becoming increasingly worrisome. Elise stormed off the motorcycle. Obviously, X hadn’t heard about her pain and humiliation. The death of her boyfriend was splattered all over the news for weeks.

      In the end, the investigation cleared her of any wrongdoing, but as a result of Brian’s death, human men kept their distance while the Others saw her as a challenge. Could they get her into their bed and survive? It was a sadistic twist on a devastating part of her life, and she wouldn’t let herself fall prey to those creatures’ sick minds.

      X followed, and Elise sensed his fiery energy behind her as she stood before the metal guardrail, staring into the chasm, the darkness below untouched by the moonbeams. She felt his hands on the sides of her helmet and held still. She was too vulnerable, her secrets easily accessible to him should he open his mind and listen to hers.

      He took off her helmet, and she heard his footsteps move away from her before he returned to stand by her side, empty-handed. Elise crossed her arms over her chest and held her shoulders in the warmth of a midsummer’s night.

      “My last boyfriend died of cardiac arrest during our first time making love. They said my mixed Slayer and Fallen energy caused his heart to go into a fatal rhythm.”

      After she spoke the words, she wanted to take them back. Why had she told a stranger something so personal? Maybe it was because he was a stranger. Tired of his silence and curious about his reaction, she pivoted and glanced up at him.

      A dangerous spark shone in X’s eyes, the blue glow lighting the darkness around them. Incandescent eyes. Another Fallen trait. Only pure Fallens had them, or so she had heard. Their eyes shone brightly when they felt strong emotions.

      “What you’re telling me doesn’t make sense. Men and women of different species hook up all the time, and they don’t die from sex.”

      He took a step toward her, and she stumbled back. The rail’s metal didn’t cool her burning skin.

      “What species was your boyfriend?”

      Elise whispered, “He was human.”

      “And you’re not sad over his death?”

      She wanted to kick him in the balls for thinking she could be such an unfeeling bitch. “It happened over two years ago, and of course I am, you heartless bastard. I loved him.”

      His eyes glowed even brighter, if that was possible. “But your love killed him because he wasn’t strong enough to handle your heat. Is that it, Elise?”

      How could he twist her tragedy and turn it into something personal and sensual?

      “Brian was a strong and admirable man. And for the record, I don’t care whether you believe me or not. I won’t risk another man’s life to satisfy my needs.”

      He inched closer. “I’ll risk death to be inside you any day.”

      Oh. My. God. She closed her eyes and squeezed her thighs together. “Don’t say those things, X.”

      “Xavier.”

      She opened her eyes. He lowered his head, and she turned hers. His lips grazed her cheek. He grabbed her by the waist and pulled her to him, against his erection.

      “I’ll settle for heavy petting without the penetration if that’s what you want,” he whispered into her hair. “Once you give yourself to me . . . ” His hold on her tightened. “If I survive, you’ll know an Other can be yours.”

      Resting her chin on his chest, she looked up at him. “But not you?”

      “No, Elise. My sexual appetite surpasses that of other Fallens’, and one woman will never be enough.”

      His words had her seeing red. X was very much like her father, and there was no way she would follow in her mother’s footsteps only to be cast aside later in life for the kind of woman a Fallen sought—someone with money and influence.

      And X’s arrogance was so annoying that Elise doubted she could fall for him anyway.
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      When Elise tensed beneath his hold, Xavier shut his mind from hearing hers. He could guess what this Slayer would eventually want from him or any man—love and commitment, two ideals he wasn’t personally interested in. Xavier was too selfish to love a woman. That’s what his father had told him before Mason Doom had died a rich but lonely man.

      However, on the ride here, when Elise’s mind was darkened by sadness and her heart ached over the loss of her friends, he had hurt for her. That was rare for him, caring about another’s feelings, especially a stranger’s. He didn’t intend to let the slip of concern be anything more than that—a slip.

      He would stick to his plan. He would use Elise’s innate skills and instincts to bring in Fox Raine, his childhood friend and the man who held top-secret information about Xavier’s side businesses. He had to be in the room with Fox during his reconditioning. Otherwise, Xavier stood to lose a lot of money if the intel in Fox’s head fell into the wrong hands.

      Earlier, at the meeting with Elise’s brother, Xavier had learned that Drake Sterling was also on Fox’s trail. Drake was his fiercest competitor in the race to find a cure for vampirism and other blood- or genetic-based mutations that kept a supernatural being from blending in with the “normal” world. High-profile, wealthy folks were willing to pay big bucks to be perceived as normal.

      Drake had sent Anastasia, Fox’s lover, after him. Anastasia had a vested interest in ensuring Fox was successfully reconditioned. Love tended to complicate matters that should be fairly simple, but Xavier had the advantage. Elise was Slayer-born, while Anastasia was ex-military. No man or woman, human or Other, could best a Vampire Slayer at capturing vamps.

      He ran his hands down her sides, then back up to cup her breasts. God, Elise felt right and malleable.

      “Give in,” he sweet-talked her. “You won’t regret it.”

      He breathed in her scent—lilacs with a hint of summer heat. Intoxicating. Yet nothing about Elise was exquisite compared with the other women he’d been with. Why did he want her so badly?

      Because she’d said no when all the others had said yes. That was it. Elise Castle was proving to be a challenge, and Xavier didn’t back down from challenges. It wasn’t the way of the Fallens.

      A deep growl rumbled in his throat at the heat he sensed simmering in her body. “Elise?”

      Without waiting for her reply, he dipped his head and ran his tongue along the delicious curve of her jaw and the soft skin of her neck, then paused over her jugular. Her heart raced in time with his rapid breaths. In the night, he saw her clearly. Eyes wide. Mouth parted.

      What would she taste like? Would she moan as his mouth met hers? Would she slacken against his body as he deepened the kiss? Xavier stared at her beautiful face and restrained the deep hunger within him to claim her here and now.

      Not yet. Let Elise burn as hot for him as he did for her. Then he would give her a taste of his need for her.

      He leaned in again and nipped and tugged at her earlobe with his teeth. A moan slipped from her lips, spurring him on. Xavier wove his fingers through her hair and massaged her scalp as he smoothed his other hand over her weapons.

      The Slayer wore her strength like a suit of fine armor.

      Strapped to her back, she packed a sawed-off shotgun loaded with silver bullets, a crossbow with enough wooden, metal-tipped arrows to take down a small army of vampires, and a magnificent sword forged just for her. What kind of man could resist the temptation of a strong woman?

      She wrenched herself out of his arms and lifted her chin at him. “Aside from my dislike of Fallens, I don’t do casual, X.”

      The monster inside him clawed for release, demanding that he claim and use her for his wicked ends, but Xavier continued to hold on to his restraint. Evil might dwell inside him, but he strived to be a gentleman, even if his mouth and arrogance got him into trouble.

      “I’m not all that bad.” He reached out and caressed her cheek, his gaze flicking to her
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