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      They say your life flashes before your eyes when you die. For demon hunter Silver Augustus, it never did.

      

      After a botched hunt leads to a scorching kiss with a sexy stranger on the side of the road, Silver finds her carefully guarded world beginning to unravel.

      

      Private investigator Merrick Dane knows Silver isn't a stranger. Years ago, as a homicide detective, he watched her die in his arms. Silver doesn't remember that night. Merrick can never forget it.

      

      Determined to uncover how a dead woman is walking around very much alive, Merrick proposes a dangerous arrangement that pulls them closer together.

      

      But as attraction ignites and buried truths surface, Silver and Merrick must decide if they can trust each other with the truth... and with their hearts.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “It is during our darkest moments that we must focus to see the light.”

        ―Aristotle Onassis
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          SILVER

        

      

    

    
      Though it was eleven at night, it could’ve been a sunny afternoon. Silver could see in the dark, and so could the demon she hunted. She followed the creature through a grove of trees. The ground was saturated with mud from earlier rain.

      In the middle of a clearing, she skidded to a stop. A six-foot-three demon, with a human girl slung over his massive shoulder, waited for her. Hoping to bargain for the girl’s life, Silver raised her hands and stepped cautiously toward them.

      Smirking, the demon hurled the girl into the air.

      Silver broke the girl’s fall with her body and scrambled to her knees. “You’ll be okay. I’ll keep⁠—”

      The girl stared up at her with vacant eyes. Fire coursed through Silver’s veins, and she reined in the urge to cut off the demon’s head. She needed answers, and he would be the one to give them.

      She straightened and reached back for her sword. “Anson Black, I sentence you to death for crimes against humans and hunters.”

      His aura flared red, and his face contorted into ugly, sinister lines. Her heart pounded.

      Circling her, he drew his sword. She mirrored his move, keeping her body between his and the girl’s. She would not let a creature from Hell desecrate the girl’s body.

      An image of silver flashed in her mind just before the demon attacked. She deflected his sword with her own. Again and again, he advanced, each strike an echo of metal on metal. She sank into the mud, then, with swift motion, thrust her blade deep into his stomach.

      He grunted. “Your foresight gave you an unfair advantage.”

      He was right. Without foresight, she would’ve died long ago. Gathering her strength, she shoved the demon into a tree. Stuck there, he didn’t curse or scream, but he had to hurt. Experience had taught her that.

      Catching her breath, she glanced up at the night sky. High above, past the sparse branches of the trees, the stars flickered as the moon emerged from the dark clouds. For the past two years, she’d been consumed by an obsession with saving one important life. But the murders of innocent children by demons on her hit list changed everything. The hunt was no longer just about her contract.

      “Three months ago in Arizona, a young boy was killed. A month later in California, another kid was killed. Now another is dead. Obsidian sends his trained killers after hunters, not weak humans. Why these kids? The answers, now!”

      “I’m telling you nothing.”

      Stubborn demon. Silver shoved off her hood. Her face would be the demon’s last memory. His eyes widened, and his mouth opened and closed. The damn demon snorted.

      “Silver Augustus, the hunter whose father was a traitorous half-breed.” His low, mocking laugh grated on her nerves. “Ironic, isn’t it? You share the same darkness as the beings you hunt and kill.” He coughed, blood smearing his lips. “How could you still be alive? We had visual proof of your death.”

      “I was never dead.” It was a blatant lie. She usually told the truth, but he was her enemy, and hell would have to be a paradise before she told him how she’d gotten into her current mess.

      “Sure.” His lips curled. “There’s talk of a hunter who was murdered and then resurrected. This hunter is a ghost in the night, an efficient killer without a face. Yet she leaves behind the scent of jasmine.”

      He took a deep breath, nostrils flaring. “You’re the perfect fit, sweet Silver. You should’ve kept your hood on.” He sneered. “I see the resemblance to your father. Same black hair, same blue eyes. And the same fucking look of superiority.”

      He spat at her, and the wad of blood landed on her cheek. She wiped it away in disgust.

      “Don’t fool yourself, hunter. We’re more alike than you think. At our core, we’re warm-blooded, cold-hearted killers.”

      “You’re wrong.” Her nails dug into her palm. “Hunters kill to protect. Your kind murders for gain.”

      A knowing satisfaction crossed his face, so brief she almost missed it. He would meet death at her hands, and the inevitable should have worried him to the point of desperation—except it didn’t. He didn’t bargain for his life or coerce her with threats to end hers.

      Her instincts on overdrive, she rushed over, stuck her fingers into his jacket pocket, and pulled out a—air rushed from her lungs, and the trees closed in, the silence too quiet. Staggering back, she dropped the small object like a hot ember, smashed it under her boot, and buried it deep in the mud.

      The demon laughed. “Yes, it’s a transmitter. Everything we said was heard by the others.” He peered down his nose at her. “You made a shitty mistake revealing your face. There’s a price on your head worth half a million dollars and a shot at immortality. The others will come after you and won’t stop until you’re captured, dead, or alive.”

      She reminded herself to breathe. The transmitter changed things, but not everything. She wasn’t the one impaled on a tree.

      “Tonight’s not about me. Why kill the kids?”

      Defiance lined his face.

      Silver paced. “When trapped between a tree and a hunter, I believe you still have choices. How would you like to die?” To drive her point home, she reached back for her other sword. “I can cut off your head or bleed you to death. Which will it be?” Her fingers itched for a quick draw. “Personally, I’d want a quick death.”

      “Was it?”

      She blinked. “Was it what?”

      “Your death? Was it quick and painless? Or slow and agonizing?”

      In a blur, before he could utter another useless word, she hacked off his arms. The limbs fell to the ground, shriveled into heaps of flesh. His question, asked with such malice, caught her off guard, and the shock sent waves of pain through her. She squeezed her eyes shut and fought through reliving in her head the agony of her resurrection.

      A minute passed, maybe two. It was too long to let him see her weakness. She opened her eyes. Though it went against her upbringing to revel in another’s suffering, the sight of him dying slowly filled her with a dark, wicked satisfaction. He laughed, then sputtered. The sounds he made were soft and low, laced with smugness. He knew he’d gotten her, and he’d gotten her good.

      “One last chance,” she offered. “Why these kids?”

      “Sorry, pet, but you won’t get your answer from me.” His color paled, and he whispered his last words. “Fuck. You.”

      She sliced off his head with her sword, and his body disintegrated into red ash, sparing him the slow, agonizing death she’d endured. After tossing his weapon into a bush, she hauled her sword from the tree and called 9-1-1 on her burner cell.

      “What’s your emergency?”

      “Edgewood Avenue, twelve feet from the curb and hidden in the woods, is a girl’s dead body.”

      Before the dispatcher could speak, Silver crushed the burner cell under her boot. The cops would soon be canvassing the area. She needed to move her ass. With both swords retracted, she slammed them into their sheaths and raced through the greenbelt.

      Her lungs burned with every breath, and her legs ached. Minutes later, she emerged on the other side of the clearing, where her partner in crime—her Chevy truck—was parked by the roadside.

      Tugging off her gloves, she scanned her surroundings. Empty and silent. Good. No witnesses.

      She unlocked the truck’s stubborn door and yanked it open.

      A piece of paper slipped through a tiny crack in her window caught her eye and left her mouth dry. She ignored the note, tossed her gloves onto the floor beside her backpack, and slid into the truck. It took two tries to start the engine.

      She pulled onto the road and drove straight ahead.

      Don’t think about the note or look at it.

      Easier said than done.

      Silver had lost her life once, almost twice, and she wasn’t willing to risk it again. But she wouldn’t risk others’ lives because she was too chicken-shit to look at the note.

      She grabbed the paper, read it, then shredded it in frustration.

      Someone had been watching her, and that spy would inform the Seers of her slip-up. Three years ago, she’d allowed a human to hunt with her, an act that violated the hunter’s laws and was punishable by death for the human.

      In a negotiation between her and the Seers, she had managed to spare her ex-lover’s life. The contract? Kill twenty-five of Obsidian’s demon assassins, one for each year Luca Hudson had already lived, and his death sentence would be dismissed. But there was a clause in the contract:  keep her resurrection a secret.

      She’d broken that clause when she’d foolishly removed her hood, and Anson Black recognized her, letting Obsidian know she was alive and well through that damn hidden transmitter.

      Though Luca was a murderer, she wouldn’t let her mistake tonight cost him his life. It was time to return home and face her ex-lover.

      Anson Black was kill number twenty-two.
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          SILVER

        

      

    

    
      The headlight beams sliced through the darkness. Ahead and behind her, no red auras from demons.

      She hadn’t turned on the music, like she normally did. The silence was both comforting and deafening, a reminder of how alone she was and how lonely her life had grown.

      The moon followed her truck along the empty road. Its glow reminded her of her mother.

      Layla Augustus had said that life was a reflection of the moon. Both had their dark and bright moments, but what a hunter did during the dark times counted the most.

      Images of the dead girl racked her with guilt. Luca’s screams, his face twisted in agony, haunted her nightmares. Failure and mistakes, a lifetime of them, piled onto her, and she wished her mother were alive to talk to and to guide her.

      The truck slowed, pulling her out of her thoughts.

      The red “E” shone brightly. Cursing, she pulled over and rode the shoulder until her truck coasted to a stop.

      The road ahead vanished into nothingness. She would have to walk and hope there was a gas station nearby. She wouldn’t abandon the old girl on the side of the road.

      The truck had been a gift to herself on her twenty-second birthday. She had survived another year, and it felt right to celebrate with an old soul who shared her birth year and a past like hers. The Chevy had sat in the lot for months, her previous owner trading her in for a faster new ride. Learning to drive a manual had been hell, but she’d managed.

      In the rearview mirror, a light caught her eye. Twin beams shifted, and she heard the unmistakable sound of tires on gravel. The car had pulled up and parked behind her. She tried to get out on the driver's side, but the door wouldn’t budge. Just her luck. The damn door was giving her trouble again. She slid across the bench seat and hopped out.

      The dirt was soft and wet under her feet, and she stumbled, nearly falling into the ditch. A car door opened and closed behind her. Footsteps crept closer. She flipped her parka’s hood over her head, shoved strands of her hair inside, and turned around.

      No red aura. A human. A man.

      He’d left the dimmer lights on, giving her a view of his silhouette. It wasn’t his height or the leanness of his body that set him apart from other men she’d observed. This particular man moved—no, he swaggered—with confidence and strength.

      As he came closer, she backed up, surprised by the intensity of his strides. She teetered on the edge of the road, and as she felt herself fall, she reached out. He closed his hand over hers and tugged. She collided with him. Rock-hard and solid. Those were the only words to describe his chest.

      Before she could move away, he wrapped his warm hands around her waist and spun her until she was tucked between his body and her truck. In the night, she saw him too clearly. His face, narrow with a strong jawline, was softened by straight brows over eyes the color of melted chocolate. Light or dark, it didn’t matter. Her sweet tooth was her weakness.

      She lowered her gaze. His mouth spoke of sin, promising the best kind of lip-locking. She licked her own lips in response, even though she wanted to kick herself in the ass for it. Copper highlights danced through the brown strands of his hair, and she itched to grasp a strand and run it between her thumb and forefinger.

      He opened his mouth, ready to speak, then thought better of it and smiled instead. The upward tilt of his lips hinted at concern, and her lust faded.

      Concern led to caring, and caring led to other emotions. She twisted out of his arms and shoved him aside. He lost his balance and landed on one knee before her, but not before yanking off her hood. Her hair spilled from its confines.

      The headlights from his car caught her in their glow, and she felt exposed, the sheer scrutiny in his eyes leaving her breathless. Silver raised her chin. She was the wrong kind of creature to mess with.

      “You’re far from home, aren’t you?”

      This human was observant. “Oregon and Nevada aren’t that far apart.” She stepped back as he stood and wiped the wet dirt from his hands onto his pants.

      He walked past, and she hurried over to stand in front of the truck’s hood. “You won’t find anything wrong. The truck’s out of gas.”

      He pointed straight into the darkness ahead. “There’s a gas station up the road.”

      “Fine. I’ll give you a can and some money.” What little she had.

      He shook his head. “I’m paying. And you’re coming with me.”

      The command in his voice should have worried her, but he was human. Her species would always be stronger, faster, superior. He scrutinized her. She glared back, her cheeks too warm in the November air.

      “I’m not leaving,” she said, trying to convince the stranger she didn’t need his help.

      “The temperature’s dropping, and it’s not safe for a woman to be out here alone in a broken-down truck.”

      “She’s been through a lot. So respect the truck.”

      “I’m sure you know her best.”

      Why did it seem they weren’t talking about the truck anymore? She shot him her dirtiest look. “I’m staying.”

      “Over my cold, dead body.”

      She placed her hands on her hips. “Then, Houston, we have a problem.”

      He leaned forward and whispered in her ear, “Merrick.”

      She blinked. “What?” She let her arms drop to her sides.

      “The name’s Merrick Dane.” His mouth brushed against the curve of her ear. “And I think we can compromise.”

      She ignored the softness of his lips and the stillness of her own breath. “You’re too patient.”

      “And you’re stubborn beyond belief.”

      She flushed and stammered, “I know guys who would drag me kicking and screaming to the nearest gas station or just ditch me on the side of the road.” Her overprotective, overbearing older brothers.

      “Is that so? Then you’ve been hanging around the wrong men.”

      Danger flashed across his face, then vanished just as quickly. She realized how vulnerable she was out in the open. It was time to move her and the old girl. Move the sexy human away from the threats tied to who she was and what she was.

      “Fine, I’ll go with you, but make it quick.”

      He swept his hand out in a ladies-first gesture, but she stood firm, waiting for him to make the first move. She’d been tricked into taking the lead once, only to be stabbed from behind. It had hurt like hell.

      Shaking his head, though his eyes crinkled at the corners, he led the way to his shiny new black Camaro. On the short walk, she heard him mutter, “Stubborn to the core.”

      Silver ignored his muttering. “Nice ride.”

      He glanced over his shoulder and smiled. “Thanks. Women dig guys in cars with power and muscle.”

      They stopped in front of the passenger door. She shrugged. “I like men in pickup trucks. The bigger, the better.”

      “I had one of those, but she sucked me dry.” He unlocked the doors with the key fob. “I couldn’t afford to keep paying for the gas to fill her up.”

      He directed those melted chocolates toward her. She swallowed and ignored the stranger’s obvious perusal. Though he’d given her his name, it was simpler to call him the stranger. Using his name would mean he meant something to her, and no way would she attach any significance to this weak human male.

      He stepped aside and waited for her to get in before closing the door. The smell of leather was strong, and when his tall form filled the interior, he was the epitome of a cowboy, even without a hat. His scent, a mix of sweat, pine, and sweet air, teased her senses.

      The stranger leaned across and grabbed the seatbelt. “I drive fast.”

      His nearness was intoxicating, and she resisted the urge to draw a deeper breath, to inhale his scent. Instead, she held her breath and pressed her body into the seat, away from his touch. He buckled her in, and she swore his eyes twinkled with mischief before he pulled onto the road.

      The man wasn’t lying. The asphalt under the tires flew by while the scenery passed in a blur.

      At the gas station, she hurried out of the car and, with a quick, “I’ll be right back,” made her way to a spot away from the doors but with a view of him filling a gas can under the bright lights above the pumps.

      Her friend, Jesse, whom the Seers chose as Silver’s go-between, answered right away, as if she’d been waiting for Silver’s call. “Hello.”

      “Back at you from Portland,” Silver said in her best chipper voice.

      “Silver, I was beginning to worry.”

      “I would’ve called earlier, but⁠—”

      “The Chevy died on you.”

      More than the Chevy died on her.

      “Something bad happened, and I have to make a stop in Seattle. Number twenty-two is finished. And—” She glanced around to make sure no one was nearby. “Another kid was murdered.” There was a long pause. “Jesse? Did you get that?”

      “Yes.” One word, said with no enthusiasm.

      They understood what returning to Seattle meant and what another murder by an assassin on her list would entail. Silver would have to detain the last three. Having them in custody would improve the odds that one would eventually give her answers about why Obsidian was killing innocent kids.

      However, detaining and questioning them rather than killing them meant she’d have to extend the contract, and she couldn’t bear the thought. For two years, she’d suffocated under its weight.

      “Don’t go, Silver. Return to Vegas. Cut your ties to your past and let him die.”

      Her heart ached at the thought of facing her ex-lover again. “He has every right to know that I violated a term of the contract. This isn’t something I can tell him over the phone or in a text message.”

      “Luca put a hit out on you. How could you continue fighting for his life?”

      She suspected he had been coerced into taking part in her murder, but she wasn’t ready to tell Jesse that. The implications were huge if the Seers’ protectors were involved in her murder.

      “It’s not so simple,” she finally said.

      “Fine. If it means going back to move forward with your life, I’ll track down the last demons on your list and get you Luca’s address. But you must return to Vegas in fourteen days. Remember New York?”

      How could she forget the carnage?

      “I’ll return in time.”

      “Promise me.”

      Silver kept her promises with strong conviction, and she rarely made any. “Have faith in me,” she asked instead. “You have for the past two years.” She needed her friend’s support as much as her next breath.

      “I’ll cross my fingers.”

      “Thank you, Jess. Look, I have to go.”

      The stranger waited for her in his car. She could feel his eyes on her, contemplative and searching.

      “I’ll have everything wrapped up in time for my birthday.” In two weeks. “This year, hold the cake and don’t lose the key to the cell.”

      Jesse laughed. “Misplacing isn’t the same as losing.”

      For a few seconds, the world felt right, filled with an illusion of innocence. Then Jesse’s laughter faded, and Silver could almost see the seriousness on her friend’s beautiful face.

      “I know you’re trying to make light of the situation,” Jesse said. “But we’re talking about massive danger to the people around you if you don’t get your ass back here.”

      “Fourteen days. Gotcha.” She hung up, hurried to the Camaro, and slid into the passenger seat.

      “Someone back home worried about you?”

      She avoided his gaze as he pulled onto the road. “Something like that.”

      Silence filled the interior. To her surprise, it wasn’t awkward or uncomfortable at all.

      “Thanks for helping me.” Her father might have been strict, and her mother overprotective, but they had taught her proper manners.

      “You’re welcome.” His lips twitched. “What brings you to Portland?”

      “Would you be offended if I told you to mind your own business?”

      He smiled and shook his head. She noticed he wasn’t driving as fast as before.

      “I came here for a job,” she said. “It’s done, and I was on my way to Vegas, but I’m needed in Seattle now.”

      Why was she spilling her guts to him? He had helped her, but he didn’t hold any significance in her life. Not enough to make her say more than a few words to him.

      “What line of work are you in that has you driving around in a beat”—he cleared his throat—“classy truck when you could catch a flight?” He shot her a quick glance, then returned his attention to the road.

      “I can’t tell,” she said, suppressing her grin. “Like they say in the badass action movies, ‘If I did, I’d have to kill you.’”

      Laughter rumbled from him. The sound, so strong and alive, reverberated through her. If his laughter could be bottled and sold to all the lonely women in the world, she could make a fortune. Silver couldn’t help but smile.

      “There’s something familiar about you,” he said. “Have we met before?”

      “I doubt it. My family and I traveled a lot. We never stayed in one place for very long.”

      “And you’re not a twin?”

      She shook her head and covered her mouth with her hand, her laughter ready to erupt at the idea of two of her. Her brothers had enough trouble dealing with one. The stranger nodded. Her answer seemed to satisfy his curiosity, and she relaxed in her seat.

      He parked behind her Chevy and switched off the headlights. The car’s engine hummed as the parking lights drew her gaze to the Nevada plates and the faded stickers on the truck’s bumper.

      “Warm enough?”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      She liked the warmth. It would take time for her truck to warm up. As they sat in silence, she discreetly scanned their surroundings. There were no red auras. Yet her body was keenly aware of the stranger beside her. In her peripheral vision, he kept his hands on the steering wheel and stared straight ahead.

      “My dad used to drive an old Chevy like yours. In his spare time, he fussed over her. When she stopped running, he kept her around.” He continued to stare ahead. “My father died three years ago. His truck still sits in the driveway.”

      Remembering her parents’ deaths, she turned to look at him. “I⁠—”

      Moonlight shone through the car’s window, casting shadows across the hardened planes of his face and making her falter, forgetting what she’d been about to say. Some nights, she wanted the dark to hide the truth and not see so clearly. The glimpse of grief on this man’s face was hard for her to bear.

      Following her instincts, she leaned forward, cradled the side of his face in her palm, and drew him to her until their gazes locked.

      “I’m sorry about your father, Merrick Dane.”

      Her chest ached at what she saw—sadness and . . . guilt? Yet this human’s aura shone golden, a sign of goodness.

      After tonight, she wouldn’t see him again. Silver made up her mind. In this moment, this strong yet grieving man would be more than a stranger to her.

      She placed her hand on the back of his head and pulled him closer. “You have to understand, I don’t normally do this kind of thing.”

      She pressed her mouth to his, and he held still, seemingly undecided on how to respond to her forwardness. Not wanting to see so clearly whether he rejected her, yet craving to feel whether he returned her advances, she closed her eyes and waited.

      When he threaded his fingers through her hair, she inhaled sharply at how good his touch felt. He kissed her, and his mouth was soft, his taste a sweetness she’d missed. He tasted like ripe strawberries on a warm summer day. A moan slipped out of her. She hadn’t let a man kiss or touch her since Luca.

      He nuzzled her neck and lingered before moving his mouth over hers again. She opened up for him. Their tongues tangled. Not urgent, desperate or demanding. Just this slow exploration.

      Warmth spread across her chest, down to her belly, and settled in the junction between her legs. More. She needed more. More touching. More kissing. More of him.

      Her hand flitted to his jacket’s collar. She grasped with both hands and tugged him to her as she tipped forward.

      He smelled of rain and dirt, and she breathed his scent in through her nose. He smiled against her lips before deepening their kiss. Had he realized how much she loved the rain?

      A deep, aching twinge settled in her chest and spread to the pit of her stomach, his kisses and touches a sudden reminder of how lonely her life had become and why. She wrenched her mouth away. “I—I took this too far. The kiss⁠—”

      What had she done?
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          MERRICK

        

      

    

    
      Her eyes were wide with . . .  shock? Disbelief? But it wasn’t her eyes that held Merrick’s attention. His gaze fell to her lips. Swollen. A hiss slipped through his teeth. “I’ve kissed you too hard.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t want you to believe that. You were tender when a lesser man would have taken advantage of me.”

      She was wrong. He was the lesser man for taking advantage of her pity after he’d revealed his long-buried grief over his father’s death. He hung his head.

      “I respect the truck too much to leave her in the cold, empty, and wondering when we’ll fill her up.”

      She pressed her small hands to his chest, and his breath caught. She understood he hadn’t meant her truck. He took her hand and kissed her inner wrist, lingering longer than he should have.

      What he really wanted to do was drop apologies in the form of kisses on her swollen mouth, but he behaved like the gentleman she believed him to be.

      “Let’s get the truck up and running.”

      She nodded and got out of the car as he popped the trunk. In the headlights’ glow, she stood by the Chevy, arms crossed over her chest, her breath condensing in the air. Noticing he was checking her out, she smiled and rocked on her heels. Beautiful.

      Jesus, she was stunning in her skin-tight jeans tucked into knee-high black boots. But the oversized parka she wore was too thin for autumn in the Pacific Northwest. He rushed from his car and grabbed the gas can from the trunk.

      “There’s enough here to get you to the station.” He poured until the can was empty.

      “Thanks again.” She opened the door and climbed into her truck.

      With the window down, she reached for him, and he brought her hand to his lips. She gave him a crooked smile, then drove off.

      He remained the gentleman, making sure she reached the interstate. Only then did he spin his car around, backtracking to the turn that led to his place. He cranked up the music on his stereo. High. Higher. Loud enough for the bass to rumble and the speakers to shake.

      The time on his dash read a minute past midnight. He pulled into his driveway and parked alongside his dad’s Chevy truck, which sat in front of the garage, while his mother’s porch light next door beamed on it like a spotlight.

      Taking a deep breath, he ran his fingers through his hair. The scent of her jasmine filled his nostrils. He hated himself for wanting her, for wanting what he couldn’t bring into his life: goodness, vulnerability, and temptation. He pounded his fist on the steering wheel, then cut the engine, stewing in his own chaos.

      He was headed home, on his way back from surveillance, when he stopped at a crime scene in his old neighborhood. There, he ran into his friend and ex-partner, Jason Scott, a homicide detective with Portland PD. A teenage girl had been killed in the woods across from an old, abandoned house known to be frequented by transients.

      When he spotted a truck on the side of the road, he didn’t want to stop and help. His mood had been foul, and no act of kindness tonight could erase the bitter taste in his mouth after hearing about the senseless death of a young girl. However, when he’d approached the stranded driver, he’d found himself staring at a ghost from his past. Surprise was an understatement.

      Two years ago, Silver Augustus had unhinged his world. Tonight, she didn’t remember him. Over the years, he tried to forget her, but the image of Silver dying in his arms had branded itself into his memory. The laughter in her eyes when he asked about a twin told him she wasn’t one.

      It wasn’t every day a man ran into the walking dead. The jarring encounter left him with only one conclusion. Like him, she was a hunter. But if that were true, how the hell had she survived such deep cuts? He’d seen injuries like hers on other hunters. Those men had died, never to walk in the same body again. Yet Silver defied the laws of life and death.

      His head pounded as he tried to reconcile what he remembered of her then with who she was now. She was young, but too damaged to be innocent. Kissable lips. Dark, arched brows. Lashes long enough to whip a man into a frenzy. Pale skin, driving with Nevada plates. She should be golden.

      Without her two-inch heel boots, she’d come to his chin on his six-foot frame. Her long hair, the color of night, had been short when he’d held her as she choked on her own blood. And her eyes, the deepest blue. Life had slowly faded from their depths as he’d asked for her name in that drab alley in Seattle.

      Why had he returned her kiss? That wasn’t him. He didn’t kiss stranded women on the side of the road, and definitely not a woman who should be dead.

      He got out and shut the car door. He knew why. He had wanted Silver Augustus to remember him.

      He jammed the key into the lock of his place. It was a good thing she had driven away. There were many decisions he regretted in his thirty-three years, and returning her kiss was edging toward the top because if he saw her again, he might risk his heart to have more of her time.

      Merrick opened the door. The light was on. He reached for his gun. He hadn’t been in the house since the afternoon. In his peripheral vision, a shadow moved.

      “Stand down, hunter.”

      Only his kind addressed him as what he was born for, and the voice rang familiar. “Show your face, and I’ll consider it.”

      “You’re too fucking polite.” The man stepped into the light. “Has anyone ever told you how annoying that is?”

      “Sure, and that’s coming from the ass-kisser of the family.” Merrick holstered his gun. “Why are you here, Elias?”

      “I’ll answer after you offer me a drink. I’ve been running my ass off, and I need to park it like no one’s business.”

      “Two years you’ve been silent. That’s too long not to hear from family.” He handed his cousin a beer from the fridge before smacking him across the shoulder. “What the hell have you been up to?”

      “I’ve been on an assignment.”

      Figures.

      Elias plopped down on the couch and took a long drink. “Damn, this shit hits the spot.” He dragged his sleeve over his mouth and grinned.

      “How’s the missus?” he asked. Elias wore a wedding band but his wife’s identity was kept secret for a reason. Elias, being an Unearther, had enemies who would use his wife as leverage against him.

      “Pregnant.”

      “Congratulations.”

      “Thanks, buddy.” Elias smiled. “How’s the P.I. business coming along?”

      “I make a decent living.” Word of mouth helped. Enough for him to buy his car outright with cash.

      “You can do better than catching frauds, cheaters, and runaway teenagers, Merrick. You’re made for something bigger and more badass, cousin. If you know what I mean.”

      He did. Merrick set his beer
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