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      Sunlight hurts. Not the kind of hurt that movies like to show. My skin wasn't about to dissolve off my bones or turn into dust.

      But it still hurts like hell.

      Hissing and scrunching my eyes closed, I turned my head away from the opening in the twenty-foot-long shipping container. My fangs descended instinctively. As if I could actually do anything with them. The chain connecting my handcuffs to a metal ring in the container wall didn’t allow me to move more than a few feet.

      And I was so hungry. I could feel the unholy craving in my veins as I sniffed the air. If I could just have a taste, I knew I would have the strength to demolish the chains and tear open the slave traders’ throats. Or at least to lift up my head and spit at them.

      "There she is, Mr. Smith. All pretty and packaged and ready to go," a shrill voice announced. His voice echoed around me in the metal space.

      Mr. Smith? Probably not his real name, I thought, squinting to see their faces. I needed to know something about them so I could one day track each and every one of the bastards down. But the light was too bright, and all I could see were shadowy forms outlined in harsh sunbeams.

      Sniffing sharply, Mr. Smith coughed. "It stinks in there, Witi. How can you call this ready?"

      Witi chuckled. "Hey, what do you expect? It’s been a trip. Anyway, all she needs is a bath and a change of clothes. Otherwise, she's ready to go."

      A change of clothes. Next to a long drink of fresh blood, new clothes were definitely at the top of my ever-growing list, “Things I’d Die or Kill For,” right after revenge. Or maybe before. After all, I wanted to look good when I went after them.

      “Fine," Mr. Smith grumbled.

      I tried to identify his accent. He sounded like a posh Englishman with enough disdain and snobbery woven through his words to knock over the royal family.

      "I'm leaving after lunch," Mr. Smith continued after a pause. "Get her ready and decent. And for all our sakes, put a stake in her. Those chains might be laced with platinum but a mature Vampire can still rip them apart. You’re lucky she’s newly made. You’re getting sloppy, Witi.”

      As painful as sunlight was to my eyes, getting staked was even worse. Not that it would kill me. But damn, lying there with a wooden stick driven through my chest, unable to move or speak or even blink my eyes…

      It only added to my determination to exact retribution on the person who’d betrayed me in the first place. Now if only I could remember who that was.
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      The moment an unseen hand removed the stake, my torso lurched upward as I gasped. Before I could react beyond the need to sit up, metal clanged against metal. My eyes focused on bars.

      “A cage?” I yelled. “Really? That’s how this is playing out? Can you at least take off the handcuffs?”

      The only response was the rapidly retreating steps of the men who’d thrown me in here.

      It wasn’t a cage, but it wasn’t much better. The cell was large enough that I could stand and move around several paces in each direction, and that was about it. A thin layer of straw covered the concrete floor. There was a bucket in one corner and a dingy blanket in the other. A harsh fluorescent tube hung from the ceiling outside my cell. The place smelled like a stable. There were several other cells up and down the corridor, most of them either empty or their occupants hidden from view by concrete dividers.

      Dragging myself backward, I leaned against the concrete wall and knocked my head against the bars covering the front of the cell. Hunger still burned in my veins. To distract myself, I wondered what new and probably not very exciting adventures awaited me.

      Glancing across the corridor to the closest cell, I noticed a pair of bare feet poking out from the shadows. While the soles of the feet were a dark cream, the part of the muscular legs I could see was rich brown and not from a tan. Was he like me, a Vampire? Or something else?

      I’d gone to Europe to deepen my education—or something like that—but hadn’t expected just how deep I’d go. In the past few days, I’d not only learned that all manner of paranormal creatures inhabited the world but that I was destined to live among them, albeit as an unwilling resident.

      "Hey," I half whispered, not wanting to attract the attention of our guards. "Hey, Barefoot. What's your name?"

      There was no response although one of the feet twitched and shifted a bit.

      “I’m Willow.” I wasn’t at all discouraged by the lack of response. After all, he couldn’t be doing anything important. I was doing the guy a favor by entertaining him.

      "That's nice.” His voice bordered on a growl as if he was in between shifting from animal to man. Or maybe he hadn’t had any neighbors lately and so wasn’t used to talking.

      "This is the part where you introduce yourself," I prompted. "Like, nice to meet you, Willow. My name is…” I paused and nodded my head even though he couldn’t see me. “Now, you fill in the blank."

      He huffed a laugh. "Okay, Willow," he said, his inflection sarcastic and cutting. "My name is Lazarus. And no, you can't call me Laz or Russ or any other nickname or shortened version. I know you Americans like to do that.”

      “Huh. I'm not American. I'm Canadian,” I retorted. “Didn't your mother ever teach you to assume the best about a person until you know otherwise?”

      "Now that's just rude.”

      "Only if you're American," I quipped and wiggled my shoulders against the concrete wall. They were beginning to cramp from being in the same position for so long. "I'm guessing by your accent you are not American."

      “Correct.”

      Getting answers from this guy was like pulling teeth: difficult and painful. “Okay, Lazarus who isn’t American. Where are you from, then?”

      One leg moved so that his ankles were crossed. His toes flexed. Judging by his feet, he wasn't a small guy by any means. "The land that is now called Kenya.”

      What an odd way of describing it, I thought. And then, horror swept over me. “Wait. Are we in Kenya?"

      Lazarus chuckled. It still sounded like a growl. "You really are out of it, Vamp."

      The way he said Vamp made it sound like a curse or an insult.

      "I guess," I admitted. He had no idea how out of it I really was. "I went to Italy for a tour of the art galleries and museums. Landed in Venice, and the next thing I knew, I was being changed into a Vampire and thrown into a container. Problem is, I can’t remember any details after getting off the plane, like who⁠—”

      "I don't care," Lazarus interrupted. "It's best we know as little about each other as possible, don't you think?"

      I squirmed around some more, trying to get comfortable or at least a little less uncomfortable. The straw scratched under my jeans. "Now who's being rude?"

      "The less we know about each other, the easier it will be."

      I pulled up my knees so I could rub my nose against one. Man, it sucked not having my hands free. Now that I’d scratched my nose, I felt an urgent need to scratch the top of my head. That would be rather difficult with my knees.

      Giving up on easing the itches, I asked, “What will be easier?"

      Lazarus cursed softly. “You really are out of it. The fight pit. Next time we meet, it's most likely going to be in a pit. And there ain't no crying for mercy."

      Silence. Somehow, I'd assumed I was being sold for my body. Well, that was still true in a way, but for a fight pit? I knew nothing about fighting. Yeah, sure, I was now a Vampire. But that didn't help at all. No one had bothered to train me, so I didn't have a clue about how to be a bloodsucker, and even less a fighting one.

      "Seriously?” My voice squeaked.

      Lazarus sighed. "As serious as death. So let's not get too cozy. Because the truth is, I'm going to have to kill you someday.”

      “Why? Are all fights to the death?”

      “No, not all of them,” he admitted, his voice more human as he spoke. “But if the bets are high and you don’t win, you’ll wish you hadn’t survived.”

      Before I could argue or ask another question, the legs retreated from view. The next thing I saw was a large shadow drifting across the bars. Then even that retreated out of sight with the whisk of a tail and the thump of something heavy landing on the ground.
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      Time dripped past. Apart from the occasional snarl, Lazarus was quiet. A creature shrieked from across the warehouse or barn or whatever the place was. I called out a few times, hoping for a response, any kind of response. I got a big, silent nothing in return.

      After struggling to get comfortable, I drifted in and out of sleep for a while. Brief clips of my past life plagued my dreams. Past life. That’s how I’d begun thinking about it: before Venice was another life, a human one. Miserable at times but at least I was free. Now…

      And then the gaping holes in my memory. Why couldn’t I remember how I’d ended up here? The last solid image I had was of the luggage carousel. I was waiting for my backpack, leaning against a pillar and watching people’s junk fall onto the moving ramp. Someone started chatting with me about my plans. And then a fog fell over everything after that. Anytime I tried to penetrate the fog, to see who was on the other side, a stabbing headache would push me away.

      Gritting my teeth, I gave up and gazed across the corridor into Lazarus’ unblinking gaze. He was in human form, standing with one shoulder pressed against the bars, his arms crossed over his naked chest so the outline of each and every muscle was clear.

      His amber eyes were definitely his most striking feature. Set against his darker skin, they seemed almost orange, framed with thick eyelashes. He looked to be about thirty but his eyes... They were the eyes of an immortal, holding in their depths a weariness born from living through many years of turmoil and grief.

      “I didn’t think Vamps needed to sleep.” His voice was growly. “They must still be drugging you.”

      Frowning, I shrugged. “Oh, so now you’re talking? How long were you watching me?”

      Shrugging, he tilted his head away to stare into the back of his cell. He had a beautiful profile, and I spent a few minutes studying his strong features rather than thinking about anything. Then his words sank in.

      “What do you mean, drugging me?” I straightened my back. “What drugs?”

      Rolling his head back and across his shoulders, he peered at me. “Power suppressants. Will you stop talking if I do?”

      “No,” I snorted. Rubbing my head against the bars, I watched him. "So what's your story?"

      He shrugged. I could tell it was forced nonchalance. No way was anyone so blasé, so indifferent, to being locked up like an animal in a zoo and treated as nothing more than bait.

      "Not much to tell," he growled. "I went out to meet a friend. We both got snatched up. I don't know what happened to her after that."

      "Her?" I smiled wistfully. "A romantic meeting, then?"

      Lazarus huffed a laugh and ran his tongue over his lower lip which made me focus on his mouth.

      Kissable, I decided, admiring his mouth. His lips were the perfect balance between firm and soft. Before I signed up for the Lazarus Admiration Society, I shook my head, hoping to rattle some sense into it. Instead, a thick lock of curly, red hair slipped over my shoulder. A strand of it tickled my nose.

      Great, I thought and tried brushing the hair away with my shoulder. Here I was, locked in a cell, and instead of devising an escape plan, I was thinking about kissing my unfriendly jail mate. I’d have slapped my forehead if my hands had been free.

      “She was seven,” Lazarus mused. “Just a kid. Hardly any romance going on there.” Glancing at me, he added, “Plus we were cousins. We lived in neighboring villages."

      "Sounds sad.” I rolled my shoulders. "How long have you been here?"

      Lazarus pushed away from the bars, his gaze dropping. I stared at his leather shorts. Someone had cut them off just above his knees, exposing finely toned calves. He had the build of a runner.

      Wait, leather shorts? I thought as I squinted at the burgundy material. Yup, leather.

      He rubbed the top of his head. His hair was shaved close to the scalp, leaving only a shadow of black stubble. Stubble also covered his cheeks, suggesting he’d shaved sometime this week. So, perhaps there was hope after all. At the very least, they were allowing him access to a razor.

      Maybe I could persuade someone to give me one. I really needed to shave my legs and then slice someone’s throat to escape.

      He took so long to answer that I'd almost forgotten the question. "Almost twenty years.”

      “Twenty years?" I shrieked, forgetting about razors and hairy legs. "You've been living in a cage for two decades?”

      Lazarus leaned his head against the concrete wall behind him and fixed his gaze on the ceiling. "We live for a long time, Willow. Twenty years is nothing."

      “It’s still twenty years. I don't care if they keep me here for twenty more minutes. Even that is too long."

      Lazarus chuckled, his eyes cutting sideways to my dismayed gaze. "You'll get used to it."

      “Get used to it? Why would I do that?” I demanded.

      “Because you have to.” He rubbed a hand over his buzzed hair and murmured, “I miss sunrises.”

      “Who cares about sunrise? How do we get out of here?" I decided to ignore his pessimism. No way was I surrendering to this lifestyle. "I've got someone I have to track down.”

      Lazarus laughed. It was a real laugh, not a constricted chuckle or a huff. His teeth were a startling white against his skin. His eyes were still his most fetching feature but the teeth, the mouth—well, they certainly gave the eyes a run for the money.

      He quieted down. “You don’t. We don't leave here unless it's in chains or in a body bag. Those are the only two ways you get out. Just accept that, and life becomes a lot more tolerable."

      I stared at him, aghast. "How can you say that? How can you just give up? There are always options.”

      Shaking his head, he pushed himself away from the wall. "Listen, new blood. If you imagine that you can somehow get out of here, you're going to drive yourself crazy. What's out there for you, anyway?"

      “Revenge,” I spat. “Freedom. Life.”

      “Revenge,” he repeated as if tasting something sour. “Be careful what you aim for.”

      “Oh, because I may actually succeed.” I glared at Lazarus. "You might be willing to give up, but I'm not. Don't you have anyone who cares for you out there?"

      His lips lifted in a sneer. "I died to them a long time ago. And you?"

      I bumped my head gently against the bars, my gaze unfocused as I stared up at the harsh tube light. Tempting though it was to ignore him, he was the only person in view, and I preferred an argument to silence.

      “I grew up in foster care.” Even to me, my voice sounded detached. “Maybe you guys don't have that in Kenya but it's a system where the government decides where a kid should live and with whom. It was okay for me. I mean, I wasn’t left with any psychopaths, so there’s that.”

      Rubbing my nose on my knee, I stared at the small hole that was forming in the fabric of my pants. Despite Witi’s promise to Mr. Smith, I was still wearing the same clothes I’d worn during the flight: a black leather jacket, a T-shirt and dark jeans. How long ago had that trip been? Just thinking about how disheveled my clothes were and how desperately I needed a shower made my skin crawl.

      And was that a blood stain on the jacket collar?

      “No one’s waiting for me back home,” I continued, trying to ignore all the grime and sweat coating me. “The only person I want to see again is the bastard who changed me without asking my permission and then sold me. That's the one I want to meet again, if I can figure out who he is. When I do, he and I are going to have a long, painful conversation."

      "Well, look at you,” Lazarus drawled, knocking a fist against a bar. “Barely old enough to show her fangs, and ready to make the streets flow in blood."

      Stretching out my legs before me, I bent from the waist, trying to stretch my back and relieve the pressure building between my shoulder blades. I wasn’t interested in continuing this conversation. Giving up was the one thing I didn't do. What happened to this guy to make him so prepared to live a life like this? I shuddered. Maybe I didn't really want to know the answer to that question.

      Ignoring his sarcasm, I huffed out a breath. “When do they take off these handcuffs?"

      "When they're ready to.”

      I heard the slap of bare feet against concrete, followed by straw being shuffled aside. He’d moved away from the bars, out of sight but not out of mind.

      "Already tired of talking?" I prodded. The thoughts of sinking back into silence was almost more painful than my pinched shoulders.

      "Something like that."
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      As much as he wanted to deny it, the youngling was fascinating.

      Lazarus had never met a Vampire before, apart from an old Adze who had flown into his childhood village in its firefly form. One of his brothers had captured the firefly in a gourd and given it to the king of their Pride. The Adze had pleaded so pitifully for his freedom that the king agreed on the one condition that the African Vampire never return.

      That was the first—and up until today, the last—time he’d been anywhere close to a Vamp. And up until today, Lazarus would have considered himself more than lucky never to have seen one again.

      But Willow was nothing like the Adze. Her skin was so pale that it reminded him of fresh milk. Her curly hair was fiery red, probably to match her temperament. He took care to avoid staring into her solid-black eyes. Although it was unlikely she’d learned how to use her power of Charm, he wasn’t going to risk more than quick glances.

      What was her natural eye color before she changed? Gray? Blue? Even though her pupils had expanded to cover any color that her eyes had once had, there was still a fire in them, a glimmer of light that he wouldn't have expected from a bloodsucker.

      When her eyes fluttered closed, he studied her. Did Vampires need to sleep? He thought not. It must be the drugs they gave her. Then again, what did he know? He’d grown up in a village comprised of his extended family. Their ancestral home was in a rural area that lion Shifters called the Mara-Tsavo Kingdom. Until the slave trading poachers had captured him, he’d never even seen a mzungu—a foreigner. And this was the first time he’d seen a white woman. Were they all so exquisitely strange?

      And then she'd awoken and hadn't stopped talking since. She wanted to know everything about a slave’s life: the food, the guards’ routine, fighting. More puzzling than that was her curiosity about him.

      "So what are you?" Willow asked, her obsidian eyes reflecting the stark overhead lighting.

      Leaning against his bars, Lazarus raised an eyebrow. “Among Paranorms, it's really rude to ask someone what their species is.”

      Willow blushed. It was a fascinating reaction. Lazarus studied her porcelain skin as it developed a soft rouge as delicate as the petal of a rose and just as beautiful.

      "Oh, I'm so sorry," she gushed as she lowered her head in a failed attempt to hide her inflamed cheeks. "I didn't know."

      Not sure if he should feel bad or amused, Lazarus shrugged. "It's okay. How could you know? You were just turned, and your maker sold you off rather than teach you.”

      Pushing away from the bars, Lazarus stalked from one end of his cell to the other, one hand drumming against the bars until he was as close as he could get to her. Only two sets of bars and a few feet of corridor separated them. "I'm a lion."

      "Yeah, I should’ve guessed," Willow snorted, recovering from her faux pas. "All your growling and grumbling."

      Lazarus grinned at her. "You know that makes me king of the jungle, right?”

      Willow rolled her eyes, smiling back, and glanced around. “Don’t expect me to bow, your majesty. So tell me about the fight pits.”

      Shaking his head, he retreated deeper into his cell, out of sight of the Vampire. Yet, he couldn’t keep away for long. The moment he peeked through the bars at her, the redheaded creature somehow sensed him and asked another question.

      “Why don't you look me directly in the eye?" she demanded, rubbing her nose against her knee.

      "I prefer not to be Charmed."

      Willow laughed, a melodic sound so out of place it startled him. "You think I'm charming?"

      Lazarus scoffed and rocked back on his heels. "Anything but. A Vampire can Charm anyone who looks into their eyes and make them do whatever they want."

      Willow tilted her head. "Well, that would be a useful skill. But I don't know how to do it. And are you really wearing leather shorts?"

      Lazarus felt heat flushing up his neck and into his cheeks. "If I don't, I won’t have clothes when I shift back. Only natural materials like leather or fur will shift with me."

      “Who wears leather boxers?” Willow asked, ignoring his explanation—or not understanding it—as she studied his shorts, making Lazarus want to squirm away from her gaze. "If Vampires can Charm people, why aren’t they the kings?"

      Grateful for the change of subject, Lazarus tapped a bar with one finger. "A few people are immune, and everyone else knows better than to stare into a bloodsucker’s eyes.”

      “So if that’s true…”

      Before she could lure him deeper into another conversation, he turned his back on her. As tempting as it was to continue talking, he stopped himself with a reminder of the brutal truth: one day soon, they might be in the same fight pit together.

      And it didn't matter that she was a beautiful, naïve woman. It didn't matter that she was young and with little, if any, fighting experience. Once the Fight Master locked the gate, there was only one creature walking out of the pit.

      Closing his eyes, Lazarus gritted his teeth against the images that flooded his mind. No, not images. Memories. Memories of things he’d seen, things he’d done, in countless pits around the region. He could hear the echo of the jeering crowds in his head, the Fight Master eagerly encouraging bets, fists closed around bills from numerous countries. And for the creature that lost the fight…

      Well, it was better that they died in battle rather than survive. More often than not, their angry owners would sell them off for a hunt. Occasionally, when things were really heated and the stakes were high, those who’d lost heavily in the betting would tear the losing creature apart, limb by limb.

      No, it was better he kept far away from Willow the Canadian Vampire, she with hair of fire and skin of milk. Because as tempting as it was to reply to her incessant questions and comments, it was too risky. He’d get to know her, maybe even start liking her, and where would that take him? She’d never survive the pit.

      That’s one train wreck I don’t want to be near, he thought as he rubbed a hand across his mouth. He had enough of those in his life.

      The truth was brutally simple: most mature Vamps were stronger than a lion, but he was an experienced fighter. Two decades in the pits: it was unheard of for any Shifter to survive that long. Either they died in battle or were sold off to hunters who wanted a challenging prey.

      So he knew without a doubt that if Willow, an inexperienced youngling, faced him—Lazarus of the Kiprop Pride—in the fight pit, he would win. And winning could only happen with her death.
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      More hours in silence passed, and I began to feel twitchy. Not just because my shoulders were aching, or because I wanted to scratch my nose and the irritating itch at the back of my neck. But something else was happening.

      Every time I inhaled, I could sense blood in the air; I could hear it thrumming through arteries and veins. It was everywhere, and I began to salivate. Even as my disgust at this strange, new desire grew, the need also grew with each breath.

      I was so hungry.

      As if that wasn’t distracting enough, noises increased in volume around me. Had it been this noisy when I first arrived here? I could hear every cricket and bird, every rustle of straw, every snore, fart and grumble. It was as if someone had turned up the dial from minimum to maximum, and it just kept getting louder.

      Closing my eyes, I clenched my teeth, determined not to go crazy. At least not yet. I had a poacher to hunt down and stop. Freedom beckoned me if I could just survive this.

      "Hey, Willow," Lazarus whispered. Except it sounded like a shout to me. "You okay?"

      I didn't answer him as I was too focused on keeping my fangs in my mouth. Just then, footsteps echoed above the background noise that was bombarding me. Someone approached my cell, and I prayed they would keep going. But they didn't. I could sense warm blood as the person squatted directly in front of me.

      "Good morning,” a man called out, his voice friendly and kind.

      I peeled open one eyelid and stared into the face of an elderly African man. His short hair, what was left of it, was white, and his dark skin had deep lines wrinkling across the surface. Despite the situation, his eyes were gentle, and he wasn’t afraid to meet my gaze. Maybe he was one of those who were immune to a Vampire’s Charm.

      After a childhood spent in the foster care system, I’d learned how to read people as a matter of survival. While my people-reading skills hadn't always worked, they were accurate enough that I knew this man wasn't here to hurt me.

      Setting down a medical kit by his feet, he smiled as if sensing my openness to him. "So, lovely lady, what's your name?"

      Glancing over the old man's shoulder, I could see Lazarus pacing in front of his bars, glaring at my visitor. Even in human form, the lion Shifter gave off a fierce, dangerous vibe. Clearly, he wasn't one to cooperate even when the only thing my visitor was asking was for a polite introduction.

      No wonder he’s still locked up, I thought.

      I decided to cooperate until I didn't have to, so I smiled. “Willow.”

      The man’s smile deepened while Lazarus rolled his eyes and bared his teeth. "Pleasure to meet you, Willow. I'm Dr. Kamau. I look after the residents here."

      Residents. That was one way to put it. More like prisoners, but I didn't say anything because there was no point in arguing. I just kept smiling. Lazarus gripped two bars and pressed his forehead between them.

      Dr. Kamau withdrew a syringe and held it before me, his brown eyes fixed on mine, his whole demeanor grandfatherly, or at least what I imagined a grandfather to be like. "This dawa, this medicine, is to help you. While it does suppress your abilities, it also helps speed up phase one.”

      I tilted my head to the side to gauge the length of the needle and the degree of pain it would inflict. “What's phase one?”

      Settling into his squat, he hung his arms over his knees and swiveled the needle between two fingers. "You know, new Vampires, they have this bloodlust.” He clucked his tongue. “It's uncontrollable at first. It can drive them crazy. But this." He waved the syringe between us. "This lowers the bloodlust and makes the phase go faster. It also lowers your senses so you aren’t overwhelmed. With this, it's easier to adapt to your new self."

      I met his friendly gaze. So that explained what I was experiencing at this moment: sensory overload, bloodlust, and what else? How bad would it get? If that little drug could calm things down, I was willing to take it.

      Pulling against the bars, Lazarus shook his head and narrowed his eyes at me. I ignored him. Unlike him, I was playing the long game, the “eventually get out of jail” game.

      "Don't you want me to be bloodthirsty?” I asked, leaning my head against the bars. “You know, for the fight pits."

      Growling, Lazarus turned his back to me. It definitely improved the view.

      Dr. Kamau chuckled. It was a reassuring sound as if we were sharing a joke together. "Don't you worry your beautiful head over that, Willow. Besides, even if you end up there, you still have to be in control of yourself. A Vampire caught in the grasp of bloodlust is dangerous to herself as much as to others. Bloodlust won’t make you stronger, only more reckless and desperate. That doesn’t translate well in a fight."

      "And if I don't take that drug?" I asked, not with any intention of fighting this but just out of curiosity.

      Dr. Kamau sighed and lowered one knee to the ground but his steady gaze remained on me. “During transport, we gave you some of this already. If we hadn't, you'd be gnawing at the bars to reach my veins."

      I grinned. "You’re cute, Dr. Kamau, but not that cute."

      We shared a laugh. Behind Dr. Kamau, Lazarus glanced over his shoulder, hissed and pushed away from the bars. Every muscle was clearly defined across his naked back as he stalked into the corner of his cell where I couldn’t see him.

      Returning my attention to the doctor, I briefly reviewed my options. There were always options, as limited as they may be. For one, I could fight this. My strength was increasing by the minute even as my senses became overwhelmed with the noises, the smells, the bloodlust. Yes, I could fight this but I knew where that would get me: nowhere, or worse. Better to play along, cooperate, watch for the right opportunity…

      So I smiled, nodded my head and scooted closer until my shoulder was pressed against the bars.

      Nodding approvingly, Dr. Kamau continued chatting as he rolled up my sleeve. "This medicine will help you, Willow. Sooner than you know, you’ll be in control of your senses, your powers, your need for blood.” He took out a cotton ball and rubbing alcohol from the kit. “The sooner you finish the bloodlust phase, the sooner you get out of this cell."

      My head jerked up, and I couldn't stop my eyes from brightening with hope. "How long will that be?”

      Dr. Kamau shrugged as he wiped the alcohol-soaked cotton ball down my arm. A tingly coolness followed the stroke.

      "Depends on the dosage used and the individual’s qualities.” Dr. Kamau positioned the needle. "Some recover in a few days. Others need a few weeks."

      “A few weeks," I yelped. “But if I can’t leave for that long, I won’t be able to shower.”

      Chuckling, Dr. Kamau lowered the plunger. I could feel the needle sinking deep into my muscle, followed by a heavy, cold liquid. The coldness oozed through me. As it did, my hunger dissipated, and the noises and smells retreated from my awareness.

      Patting my shoulder, Dr. Kamau rolled down my shirtsleeve. "Don't worry, Willow. Me, I'm here to look after you. You keep up like this, and everything will work out just fine."

      Says the grandfatherly slave trader, I thought as a heaviness moved across my eyelids. Keys tinkled against metal, and the handcuffs fell away from my wrists.

      “Rest, Willow,” Dr. Kamau’s voice reached me from far away.

      Before I sank into the heavy coldness of sensory oblivion, I began to plot.
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      Depends on the dosage used…

      Dr. Kamau’s words lingered in my mind as I mulled over the possibilities.

      “Willow,” Lazarus whispered.

      Ignoring him, I remained curled up on the floor, unmoving, keeping my eyes unfocused, muscles limp, mouth slightly agape. A small line of drool dribbled out.

      Nice.

      Lazarus growled when I didn’t respond. No wonder he was still here. Who would let that madman out?

      Two sets of footsteps marched down the corridor and stopped in front of my cell.

      "Jesus, Kamau,” a woman cursed, her voice rough like gravel rolling across the ground. She sounded like she was a chain-smoker. Smelled like one, too. "Decrease the dosage. I mean, look at her. I want her compliant, not comatose."

      "Yes, Ms. Sandy," Dr. Kamau murmured.

      They stood over me for another minute while I focused on gentle breathing and flaccid muscles. Even after they left, I remained like that until I was sure no one was around.

      Decrease the dosage.

      I hid a smile behind my arms. Bingo.
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      Time lost all meaning in that cell. Day, night. Silence, isolation.

      The waiting game, the boredom, pretending to be overly drugged up: it wore me down as Dr. Kamau continued to lower the dosage of medicine. And then the dose was so low that I suffered increasing sensory stimulation and bloodlust. It made me think wistfully of my time in foster care. The worst that I’d experienced there was nothing compared to my best moments in this warehouse of misery and damnation.

      A part of me, a weak and miserable part of me, actually began to believe in Lazarus’ dim view of our future. How could I possibly escape? Either the drug would leave me too groggy with all my powers suppressed, or those very same powers coupled with the unending hunger would overload me to the point of insanity.

      The hunger was constantly present, gnawing at me incessantly, filling my waking dreams with visions of blood and pain. The two mingled in a delightful if not sickening dance, one that would have repulsed me when I was still human, but now…

      Now, it was a Siren’s song to my miserable, lustful, Vampire heart.

      It was a fine line, trying to find the amount of drug that would control the worst of phase one while still leaving me capable of doing anything at all. By the fourth, fifth, sixth day, I was feeling like maybe I’d reached the balance. And just when I thought that maybe, maybe I had everything under control, Dr. Kamau brought me my first bottle of blood.

      Pretending to be groggy, I pushed myself up against the concrete wall of my cell.

      "This bottle, it's fresh blood," Dr. Kamau explained and held up a plastic bottle. "When you are able to drink it with restraint and without a mess, without attacking it, then we know the bloodlust phase has passed. Right now the drug is still in you, so you will be able to control yourself. But eventually, we’re going to test you to see if you can manage without."

      Not bothering to hear my response, Dr. Kamau handed me my first meal through the bars. “Drink it cleanly, and I’ll see about getting you fresh clothes.”

      While the notion of clean clothes would’ve been enough incentive in my past life, it was the blood that now interested me more. It was all I could do to restrain myself. After all, I wasn’t on the full dosage of phase-one medicine or whatever they called it. It took all my willpower to pretend that I wasn’t battling a youngling's desire to tear open the bottle and inhale every drop of that precious substance.

      Instead, I lifted the bottle up and studied its contents, feigning disinterest when all I wanted to do was extend my fangs and sink it first into the bottle, and then into the wrinkled neck of our dear doctor. Smiling at him and trying not to focus on the pulsing vein in his neck, I casually opened the lid.

      Coppery perfume hit me with such force that my eyes widened and my fangs lowered of their own accord. Keeping my mouth closed and swallowing the saliva, I focused on table manners which, in this case, meant not pouring blood all over my face in my eagerness.

      Lips puckering around the rim of the bottle, I prepared to take a sip. It should’ve disgusted me. Just the very thought of it should’ve sent ripples of revulsion through my limbs. But instead, what horrified me was the thought that the blood would grow cold and coagulate before I could drink it.

      I began to salivate. I was so hungry.

      Dr. Kamau’s watching, a sane, rigidly self-controlled voice from the depths of my being reminded me.

      I almost didn't care. I almost threw my plan to the wind so that I could inhale blood.

      Gross, I thought. It was a lingering vestige of my human self that still hadn't died off but it was enough for me to rein in my urge, firm up my quivering limbs and painfully, excruciatingly slowly, sip at that bottle. I kept my disinterested gaze fixed on Dr. Kamau as I did so.

      When I finished, I resisted the temptation to break open that bottle with my fangs and lick clean the inside surface. Instead, I handed the bottle back and smiled. To his credit, he didn't shiver with disgust even though my lips were still coated with blood. I could feel it. I wanted to lick them clean, but I didn't.

      "Good, very good, Willow," Dr. Kamau murmured. “You are almost ready. This is faster than most people manage."

      Pushing himself up from a squatting position, he groaned and rubbed his lower back with his hands. "Just in time, too."

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      Shrugging, he left. His cryptic comment floated around my mind before I dismissed it. Sighing, I leaned my head back against the concrete wall, the gnawing, incessant hunger finally sated, at least to a manageable level.

      I glanced across the way to Lazarus. He was sitting in the front corner of his cell, allowing me a full view of him. His expression…

      “Something you want to say, cat?" I demanded, finally giving in to the urge to lick my lips.

      "Whose blood was that?"

      Of course, neither of us could know. That was why he asked. And while the sliver of human conscience left in me squirmed at the implied guilt, my Vampire self didn't care. "Probably another slave."

      Lazarus shook his head, his lips twitching into a frown before he smoothed out his features by rubbing a hand across his face. "Yeah, I guess it really doesn't matter. It's just a blood cow for you."

      “What do you want from me?" I snapped, shooting to my feet with more speed than I'd anticipated. My momentum carried me across the cell where I slammed into the other wall. "Dammit."

      Lazarus chuckled. "Careful there, Vamp. Your powers are growing, even with the drug. In no time at all, you’ll be in the fight pit.”

      I refused to reply to that. Were they watching? Listening? Did they know that the dosage was lower than what it should be to control me? If I could keep up the pretense a bit longer, all I needed was one opportunity, one chance.

      “Hey, maybe you’ll even be the next champion,” Lazarus continued, his tone mocking. “The current one’s another Vamp from West Africa. Guess what his name is? Mort. As in the French word for death. Yeah, original, I know. But undefeated.”

      Brushing dust off my clothes and hoping Dr. Kamau would make good on his promise for a new wardrobe, I stared at Lazarus. “What do you expect me to do? Starve? What happened to being resigned to your fate, hmm? Do you ask where your food comes from?”

      He opened his mouth but nothing came out.

      “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” I muttered and turned my back to him.
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      One day—or maybe it was night—the routine changed. Shouting and the stomping of boots filled the warehouse or barn or wherever we were. Grimacing, I focused on not hearing anything. It seemed to help when I focused on one thing.

      That one thing just happened to be Lazarus’ soft breathing. Something about his deep, slow breaths and the steady beat of his heart soothed me. I could even ignore the tantalizing scent of his blood, barely.

      The sound of an engine coughed into life. A small forklift carrying a cage came into view, a cheerful-looking, dark-skinned man in the driver’s seat. Both hands gripping the wheel, he maneuvered the forklift so it was in front of Lazarus’ cell.

      Maintaining a groggy, bored expression, I watched as the forklift lowered its cargo to the ground. The cage was small, barely large enough for a man to sit without bumping his head.

      The driver whistled, and Dr. Kamau and Ms. Sandy appeared from the other side. Dr. Kamau and the driver pushed the cage up to the bars of the cell.

      Ms. Sandy glared at Lazarus and crossed her meaty arms over her ample chest. Glitzy bangles clinked as she gestured with one hand and did that side-to-side head waggle so characteristic of Indians. "You know the drill, cat. Hands."

      Obediently, Lazarus stuck out his arms through a gap in the bars. Dr. Kamau snapped on handcuffs and immediately Lazarus’ eyes seemed to lose a bit of their amber glow.

      After sliding open the doors of both the cage and the cell, Dr. Kamau nodded at Lazarus and said, not unkindly, “In you go, boy.”

      His gaze on the floor, Lazarus hunched down and shuffled into the cage. It was too small for him to stand, so he sat cross-legged, his shaved head brushing the top of the cage.

      “Where to this time, doc?” Lazarus asked.

      Ms. Sandy replied, “The Arena, regional championship. It’s going to be epic.”

      I closed my eyes and focused on breathing. “Oh, Lazarus,” I whispered under my breath.

      My eyes startled open when something clanged against my cell bars. Rolling my head to the side, I stared into the cage pressed up against my bars.

      "Does she need the handcuffs?” Ms. Sandy demanded. “I’ve only got one set remaining and three hyenas to transport.”

      I couldn't see her but I could imagine her uptight sneer, her condescending glance. She lorded her position over everyone, including Dr. Kamau who probably outranked her in terms of brainpower and education.

      "No, she just had her meds this morning,” Dr. Kamau replied, his voice soft and tired. “She should be good until she gets there.”

      “Good.” Her heels clicked away from us. "Just get those two loaded. Keep the hyenas in the other cargo truck. We need them all there in plenty of time before the fights begin."

      My heart rate increased and might've even skipped a beat. The fights. So I was also being sent into the pit? At the regional championship?

      Keeping up the façade of a half-drugged state, I crawled into my cage, my new home, and curled up into a ball. If they did put me in the pit, surely they wouldn't drug me? And they would give me some training, wouldn't they?

      I blinked away moisture from my eyes. Gritting my teeth, I focused on not crying, on not hearing the clanging and the cries of creatures in their cells, on not smelling the stink of misery and the sweet perfume of blood. I hadn't shed a tear for many years. In a few of the foster homes where several children lived, it was a sign of weakness, an invitation for bullying.

      And I was not going to be bullied.

      Freedom was only one opportunity away. I just had to pay attention, wait for it, and when they made a mistake, I would be ready. There was no other option worth considering.

      My cage trembled and shook a bit as the forklift trundled toward whatever destination awaited me. Then the cage began to descend, lurching precariously as if it were about to fall off at any minute. I clung to the bars, my hands gripped so tightly that if I hadn't had any drug in me, those bars would’ve been like putty in my grasp.

      Two men grunted and pushed my cage into a space that was stuffy and stank of urine and fear. A door banged shut with a metallic clang. The sound of bolts being drawn and a padlock closing snapped against my ear.

      And then silence once again.
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      "Willow?" It was Lazarus. His voice was soft yet it still echoed.

      I dared to open my eyes just as the truck’s engine roared to life, and everything lurched forward. We were in the back of a cargo truck, completely enclosed by metal: the bars and floors of our cages, the walls and ceiling of the cargo area. Along the tops of the walls were open, narrow windows that were just wide enough to allow a trickle of airflow.

      We were alone, just the two of us, with no risk of anyone finding out just how clearheaded I was. I rolled to the side, my face close to the bars. Pushing myself up, I stared into the amber gaze of Lazarus.

      "You okay?" His handcuffed hands rested between two bars as he peered at me, his eyes narrowing.

      "Never felt better," I quipped as I rested my back against the bars. "So it looks like you're right. We are going to fight. You and me, babes.”

      Lazarus pinned me with an inscrutable look. "And you think that's a good thing? You may want to tone down your excitement there, Willow. The Arena is where the top fighters battle it out until only one is left standing. Those fights are always to the death.”

      I rolled my eyes and scooted closer so that my shoulder was pressed up close to his cage. "Well, aren't you a bundle of joy? Whatever happened in your life to make you such a misery?" I waggled my eyebrows. "It's that girl, right? The girl you were supposed to meet before you got snatched?"

      Lazarus mirrored my pose, leaning his shoulder against his cage. There was only a small gap between us. I could feel his breath skate across my face as he exhaled sharply. He smelled delicious, and not just his blood.

      "That girl was my cousin, remember? And yeah, you could say that the last twenty years or so haven't exactly been kind to me. Not that you understand this but our world—the world you became a part of when your maker changed you—it's not like the human world. Our laws are different. They’re harsh, even when anyone bothers to enforce them. And most of the time, no one does. Not for lack of trying but it's a big continent and a lot of places where people can hide out of sight."

      He gestured with one hand to the space in which we were trapped. "You know where they're taking us? No, you don't." He spoke rapidly, like gunfire, each word designed to penetrate me with fear. “Only a few people even know the location of the fight pits. Audience members go in and out blindfolded. The authorities, human or Paranorm, can never find us. This is your life, what little is left of it."

      I could feel my hands shaking in my lap. Deciding not to think about why they were shaking, I forced a smile. "Okay, Mr. Good News Lazarus, why don't we focus on something else apart from our imminent demise?”

      “You mean your imminent death.”

      I shrugged. "Sure, if that's how you want to put it. Let's assume I do end up in the pit. How do I survive?"

      Snorting, he leaned his forehead against the bars, his gaze never leaving my face. "You fight until you have no fight left and then you keep fighting."

      Tapping my index finger against my mouth, I mulled over his words. “What's she like?" I needed to distract myself from the fate to which we were being driven.

      "Who? My cousin?" When I nodded, Lazarus closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them, I saw a flicker of pain and something indescribable within their gorgeous depths. Despair? Love? Loss? "You mean, what was she like?"

      The way he emphasized was caused me to shiver. "They killed her?"

      He huffed, pulled his knees up and draped his arms across them. “If they sent her to the pit, then definitely. In a way, I hope so. Because the alternatives are worse than death. Especially for a woman."

      Glancing at me, he winced. "Sorry, but it's best you know what could happen. Because if you aren’t being sent to the pit or you somehow survive enough fights, eventually they'll sell you. Sooner or later, someone will take one look at you and want you for themselves. Even if you are a Vamp, you’re…"

      I straightened my back, all drowsiness gone. Yet I didn't feel bloodlust or overwhelmed by the rickety creaking of the truck or the crunch of tires rolling over the rough, dirt road. All my senses were centered on Lazarus.

      "I'm what?" I pressed him. "Why would anyone buy me?"

      Lazarus averted his gaze. A faint blush colored his cheeks.

      "My God, are you actually blushing?" I demanded and laughed when he grimaced and looked away. "I don't believe it. Lazarus, mighty lion Shifter and undefeated champion of the fight pits, is blushing.”

      I laughed again, and this time I couldn't stop. I didn't want to stop. The laughter shook away my nerves, calmed my hands, made me remember that there was, in fact, life beyond this cage, a life worth fighting for.

      "Yeah, laugh away,” Lazarus grumbled but there was humor in his voice. “Someone will buy you because you’re pretty."

      I batted my eyelashes at him, enjoying how he squirmed. It was both amusing and endearing. "Really? Do you find me pretty?"

      Lazarus muttered something under his breath in another language. Even though I couldn't understand the words, I was pretty sure he was cursing. "Yeah, sure."

      "What else? Tell me more," I teased. Reaching my hand through the bars, I jabbed a finger at his shoulder.

      Snarling, he twisted around to glare at me. His eyes had a golden sheen over them that faded almost immediately. Was he about to shift? But of course he couldn't. The handcuffs restrained him.

      "You’re trouble.”

      Smiling, I squeezed his shoulder. “You have no idea."

      “I catch on fast.”

      Still holding his shoulder, I rubbed the firm muscle under his warm skin. “So what happens in the pit?"

      I needed as much information as possible if I was ever going to have a chance at surviving.

      Lazarus closed his eyes, his jaw tensing. "Nothing I want to talk about with you."

      Huffing, I asked, “What, you think I can't handle it?"

      He lifted his chin and stared at me, into me. "I know you can't handle it."

      Removing my hand, I crossed my arms and wondered where my life had gone so wrong that I could end up as a Vampire in a cage on my way to fight to the death. As I meandered along that happy train of thought, I could feel a portion of my hair moving even though there was no wind in this place.

      I glanced to the side and saw Lazarus blush and remove his hands from between the bars. Smirking, I leaned closer. “Were you touching my hair?"

      Scowling, he dropped his hands in his lap. "I've never seen anyone with hair like yours. Sorry.”

      Twirling a lock of hair around my fingers, I extended my arm and stretched out the curls. When straight, my hair reached almost down to my waist. But it was seldom straight. Usually, the red curls bounced midway down my back.

      Squeezing my arm between the bars, I patted his shoulder while still holding the ends of my hair. "Well, don't let me stop you. Knock yourself out. Far be it from me to inhibit one's natural and healthy curiosity."

      Eyeing my hand suspiciously, Lazarus shifted his jaw to one side as if trying to decide if this was a trap. Shaking my hand, I raised it almost to his nose so that he could smell my hair. I didn't want to imagine what exactly he could smell. As I hadn't had a shower in at least a week, most probably two, it couldn't be good.

      A smile graced his face, his blush having faded from his warm, brown skin.

      "You know, Lazarus, you’re quite handsome when you smile.”

      The blush flared up again. "I'm going to ignore you now. But not your hair.”

      So saying, he plucked the thick lock of hair from my hand. As his fingers grazed across mine, my hand tingled, and I couldn't help but shiver.

      Now's not the time, I reminded myself. Lazarus had no intention of trying to escape. I, on the other hand, was definitely getting out of here, whatever it took.

      But maybe, just maybe, I could persuade this funny lion to join me.
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      Time passed, and I pretended to sleep while I watched Lazarus stroke my hair. His eyes were half closed as he rubbed the curls between his fingers.

      “Are we there yet?” I asked.

      Lazarus crooked a smile. “No, but we’re closer than the last time you asked.” He held my hair closer to his eyes. “Incredible.”

      “If you say so.” I enjoyed his fascination with something as mundane as hair. "As far as I'm concerned, it's a crazy amount of work to keep these curls in order."

      Softly laughing, he rolled his head so that his face was pressed between two bars. "I wasn't talking about your hair.” Humor bubbled in his voice. "Oh, so that’s how I can make you blush."

      Frowning at him and my flaming cheeks, I began to pull my hair back.

      Shaking his head, he grabbed hold tightly. "I'm not done here,” he growled playfully, causing my stomach to squirm and my heart to flutter.

      Damn it, I cursed my body’s reaction.

      Glaring at him, I muttered, “If not my hair, then what were you talking about?"

      I wanted to retreat into the far corner of the cage and turn my back to him. But his eyes captured my attention. In the dim lighting, they were like warm toffee in an orange swirl. Gone was the fierce, killer glint that I had first witnessed. Instead, something else beamed out from those lion eyes.

      "Actually, I really was talking about your hair.” He laughed at my outraged expression.

      “You are so irritating,” I huffed, but my lips betrayed me. I smiled and then started laughing as well. "Why are we laughing? It's not even that funny."

      Chuckling, he wrapped the ends of my hair around a finger. "We are laughing because we can. Because we need to remind ourselves that we’re still alive. Laughter cleans out a lot of stress."

      "You know what else does that?" I pressed my face between two bars and whispered, “Freedom."

      Shaking his head, he studied the ends of my hair. "That's a recipe for disappointment, Willow,” he warned.

      “Impossible.” I tapped a finger against my mouth. “I’m a lousy cook.”

      Ignoring me, Lazarus raised up my hair to his nose and sniffed. Closing his eyes, he pressed it against his cheek. I stared, fascinated, alarmed, perturbed and flattered.

      "Can I cut a piece off?" he asked, opening his eyes and staring at me hopefully.

      “Ew,” I squealed. "You want a piece of my hair? Why?”

      Shrugging, he continued to study my curly locks. “A memento. It's not like you don't have enough to go around."

      "Yeah, okay, whatever." I rolled my eyes. "You got a knife?"

      His eyes cut sideways to me. "No, but we both have sharp teeth."

      I tugged my hair back. "No way am I going to allow you to gnaw on my hair. I'll do it."

      I could feel him watching me as I took a chunk of hair from the front and decided on a hand’s length worth. That would leave me with bangs that reached my chin. My face heated up, and I wondered what the hell I was doing giving this guy my hair. Like he needed a souvenir.

      I chewed off the lock of hair, and it wasn't as difficult as I thought it would be. He was right: my teeth were sharp, even the ones that weren't fangs. Sharper, stronger…

      Come to think of it, I felt stronger.

      "There.” Triumphantly, I held up the length of hair and passing it to him. "Knock yourself out."

      Stroking his souvenir, he glanced up at me, a shy smile brightening his face. "You're not so bad after all. For a Vamp, that is."

      Clutching the lock of hair to his chest, he curled up like the cat he was and fell asleep. As the truck bumped across the countryside, I watched him sleep, unable to look away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ELEVEN

          

          
            Willow

          

        

      

    

    
      Vampires might not need to sleep but that doesn't mean they don't doze off.

      That's what I discovered on the long, suffocating ride from nowhere to nowhere. Or maybe it was the drug still suppressing my inner Vampire and making me drowsy.

      Something jerked me awake.

      "Shh," Lazarus whispered to me in the darkness.

      And it was dark. I glanced up at the narrow windows and saw night peering back. We'd been traveling all day. Closing my eyes, I enjoyed the sensation of Lazarus stroking my hair.

      "We’re not moving," I mumbled into the silence.

      "Keep your voice down.” He was lying on the bottom of his cage, mirroring my fetal position. "They'll be able to hear us now."

      “What's going on? Why have we stopped?"

      Even though it was dark, I could see Lazarus’ profile. The drug was wearing off, and all my senses sharpened. Two men were outside, pacing around the truck. One cursed. The other ordered him to get the spare tire.

      "We have a flat tire," I whispered.

      Lazarus froze. “The drug’s wearing off, isn’t it? Do you feel any bloodlust?"

      I nudged my head against his hands, encouraging him to continue brushing his fingers through my hair. It felt delightful and delicious, dangerously so.

      "If I did,” I cooed, “your arm would be a sippy cup right now."

      "Nice.”

      "Don't worry. I have no urge to make you my next meal."

      We lay in the darkness and listened to the men grunting as they struggled to change the tire.

      "So why don't you want to escape?" I asked, focusing all my senses on Lazarus.

      In the silence that followed, his heartbeat sped up, and there was a hitch in his breathing. "There's nothing for me to go back to. Because of me, my cousin is probably dead. Or worse. And the things I've done…”

      I watched him shake his head. His mouth fascinated me as he continued, “How would my family react when they learn what I've done? Why would they welcome me back, a murderer, a monster?”

      I stretched one arm out so I could stroke his face. He stiffened under my touch, and then with a sharp exhale, he allowed me to continue.

      "It's not your fault, Lazarus.” The bristles across his cheek tickled my fingertips. "They'd understand. You did what you did to survive. How could you have known what would happen to your cousin? You probably weren’t much more than a kid yourself when it happened.”

      His mouth set in a stubborn line. "You're wrong. I was a grown male, old enough to know the difference,” he argued. “I was old enough to tell her to stay at home where she would've been safe. And I…”

      He hesitated, and I could feel the tension in his jaw as my hand drifted over his face and down his neck to where his blood pulsed strongly right under the skin. Delicious blood.

      “I gave her away."

      My hand stopped moving and pressed against his warm neck. “How did you do that?”

      One of his hands clenched around my hair, the fingers knotting into the strands. "We met at the riverside. She had a gift she wanted to give me, a toy car. We didn’t have many toys in the village, only what we made ourselves. But she somehow got this car. It was bright blue. I remember that so clearly.”

      He paused and cleared his throat. “I told her I didn’t want her stupid gift, that I was too old to play with toys. Maybe I was too old, but I shouldn’t have said that. She started crying. That’s when I saw the poachers approaching. I told her to hide. They prefer male lions for the pits. It's more impressive, even if the lioness is a strong fighter."

      Inhaling deeply, he stared out blankly into the darkness. My hand drifted down to his shoulder. Rubbing the taut muscles, I wondered what could induce anyone to want to stay in this life. Then again, he seemed determined to paint himself as the villain.

      "I started to run, to lead the poachers away,” he continued. “But they'd already encircled the area. And when they asked where the little girl was, I couldn't help but glance at her hiding place. If I'd only been calmer, more prepared, less weak, they wouldn't have found her."

      "You don't know that.” My fingers kneaded into his hard muscles, his skin warm
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