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      Whispering Hope, New York, present day

      Harper Hall swatted the fast-fingered hand of yet another horny, middle-aged CPA off her ass, but resisted the urge to dump tequila in this one’s lap. After all, the Prince Valiant haircut and underbite he was saddled with were punishments enough for his crimes.

      “Hey, baby,” Valiant’s friend said as he fondled his shot glass suggestively. “Is that a mirror in your pocket? ‘Cause I can definitely see myself in your pants.”

      Harper rolled her eyes and shot back, “Darlin’, I’m not your type. I’m not inflatable.”

      And with that, she turned on the heel of one of her requisite six-inch platforms and started for the bar as the CPAs chortled and bumped knuckles. They were probably looking at her butt too, but Harper chose not to dwell on that, or on the fact that most of said butt was hanging out of her Daisy Dukes. Not her best look, to be sure.

      Lanie Cale, one of the other waitresses, grabbed her arm and leaned in, shouting over the music, “Hey, can you take over for me with the guy at table five? Carlos is letting me dance tonight. I go on in ten.”

      Harper gave her a quick once over. Lanie was five years her junior, ten pounds lighter, and had her beat by a full cup size. If she was Lanie, she’d probably want to be a stripper too. But as it stood, she was stuck waiting tables with the other B-cups.

      “Sure,” she answered. “But, Lanie, this guy at table five…he’s not a CPA, is he? I don’t think I have the strength for another CPA.”

      “No way is this guy a CPA. I’d bet Thor’s abs on it,” she promised solemnly as she disappeared into the crowd.

      At that moment, the sweaty throng of dancers and customers and waitresses parted, giving Harper her first glimpse of the guy at table five.

      Wow. Thor’s abs were in no danger tonight.

      The guy at table five was definitely not an accountant. Serial killer, maybe. CPA…um, no.

      Table five was wedged in the corner, to the extreme right of the stage, which was why no one usually wanted to sit there. But instinct told Harper this guy had refused to sit anywhere else. This was one of those never-let-anyone-sneak-up-behind-you types, maybe with a military or law enforcement background. Paranoid and probably with good reason.

      Everything about him screamed tall, dark, and brooding. From the black hair long overdue for a trim to the black-on-black wardrobe, complete with biker boots and a Highlander-like leather trench, this guy was either a true rebel without a cause, or the best imitation of one she’d ever seen.

      And he was drunk off his ass. Not the kind of happy, silly drunk the CPAs at table ten had going. No, Harper could tell by the way he was ignoring the half-naked dancer on stage that he was drowning his sorrows.

      Ignoring Misty Mountains wasn’t easy, either. Her brand-new double D’s were mesmerizing, and the nipples kind of followed you wherever you went like the eyes on the creepy Jesus picture in her mom’s living room.

      As Harper watched, he polished off a bottle of Glenlivet and set it beside three other empties. She sighed. He’d probably pass out before he remembered to tip her. Damn drunks would be the death of her.

      Harper squared her shoulders and walked up to the table, then knelt beside him so he could hear her over the driving beat of Bon Jovi’s Lay Your Hands On Me.

      “Can I get you anything else, sir? Like coffee?” Hint, hint.

      He didn’t even glance at her as he slid the empty bottles to the edge of the table and said, “Another bottle.”

      His voice sent a shiver down her spine. It was gravelly, raspy, almost like he’d growled the words instead of speaking them. Sexy.

      But sexy voice or not, she wasn’t about to serve him another bottle. He was probably a few inches over six feet and maybe a little over two-hundred pounds, but no one—not even a manly man like this one—could down four bottles of eighteen-year-old Glenlivet and blow a Breathalyzer that wouldn’t get him immediately arrested.

      “I think you’ve probably had enough for tonight.”

      He slowly glanced over at her as if he hadn’t really noticed her presence until just then. When her eyes locked with his, she completely forgot what they’d been talking about. Hell, who was she kidding? She forgot how to breathe.

      This had to be the most gorgeous potential serial killer she’d ever seen.

      He had a dark olive complexion most women would kill for, cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass, and eyes that were either black or the deepest blue she’d ever seen—it was too dark in the club to tell for sure.

      His perfectly arched black brows—and they had to be naturally perfect, because she was pretty sure this guy wouldn’t be caught dead waxing—raised sardonically as his gaze moved over her.

      Harper fought the urge to suck in her stomach and desperately wished her uniform was a size eight instead of a four. She had dignity in a size eight. Class, even. In a four…not so much.

      He lowered his gaze to her chest, and then slowly lifted it back to her eyes. “I doubt they’re paying you to think, sunshine.” Sliding the empty bottles even closer to her, he repeated, “Another bottle.”

      He’d said it very slowly, deliberately, in a manner most people reserved for slow-witted children and foreigners. The only part of her that wasn’t at all impressed with the guy’s fallen-angel face—which just happened to be her Sicilian temper—kicked in at that point.

      Harper straightened and snagged the bottles off the table, preparing to verbally flay him, but just when she’d figured out exactly how many four-letter words she could hurl at him in one sentence, a premonition hit her hard.

      People often asked her what premonitions felt like. Imagine someone punching a hole through your forehead and making a fist around your brain, she always told them. This premonition was no different.

      Harper staggered forward and planted one palm on the table to steady herself as images assailed her: a young, blonde woman in an alley pinned to a dumpster by a man twice her size.

      A vampire, she knew instinctively. Cold chills always shot down her spine when she saw them.

      Harper sucked in a deep breath and forced herself to concentrate on details other than the victim, just like Sentry taught her so many years ago. Instead, she tried to picture the dumpster, the buildings around it, street signs…anything that might tell her where this girl was so she could call the police and get her some help.

      And then she saw a logo printed on the side of the dumpster as big as life. Kitty Kat Palace.

      Holy shit, the vamp and his victim were here.

      

      Harper staggered back toward the kitchen, shoving drunks and other waitresses out of her way. In the kitchen, she tipped a wooden stool on its side and stomped on one of the legs.

      She bent down and scooped it up, testing its weight in her hand. Not the best stake, but it would do. Hopefully.

      Normally in a situation like this, Harper would let Romeo go after the vamp first, then help him if necessary. After all, slayers, even crappy ones like Romeo, were ten times stronger than the average human, and unfortunately, being a seer didn’t afford her any supernatural strength.

      But Romeo—the rat bastard—was probably at the Bellagio, hip-deep in hookers and craps winnings at the moment.

      Harper heard the woman scream as she kicked the back door open and stumbled into the alley.

      Just like in her premonition, a biker-clad vampire had the small woman pinned up against the dumpster with the weight of his body, one beefy arm across her shoulders, his other hand clutching her jaw so that he had a clear shot at her jugular.

      Harper’s heart clawed its way up to her throat as she met the woman’s horror-filled gaze. She could practically taste the fear in the air.

      She swallowed hard and forced herself to break eye contact, taking stock of the situation. Her gaze flicked over the vampire.

      The vamp had at least eight inches and a hundred pounds on her. This could be a problem, common sense told her.

      But as usual, her mouth didn’t listen to common sense. “Hey, asshole.”

      The vampire raised his head from the woman’s throat, a crimson ribbon of blood dribbling down his chin. Cute.

      “Why don’t you pick on someone more my size.”

      Okay, so it was a line she’d picked up from watching Buffy the Vampire Slayer reruns. Witty repartee should never be wasted, even if it wasn’t original.

      He laughed, a hollow, cold sound that slithered up and down her spine, leaving goose bumps in its wake. “Run while you still can, little girl.”

      She shook her head and clucked her tongue. “I don’t think so, Vlad. Running? Not so much a good idea in these shoes.”

      His fangs slowly retracted like a cat’s claws, making him look almost human. Almost.

      “I like a girl with spirit,” he said. “Enhances her flavor.”

      “Wow, that was almost clever. I’m shocked. I had you pegged as stupid and ugly. Maybe I can upgrade you to just ugly.”

      Harper had forgotten how fast a motivated vampire could move. One second he was ten feet away, and half a heartbeat later, he stood close enough to backhand her.

      And backhand her he did. For him it was careless, effortless. Like swatting a fly. It was still enough to fill her mouth with blood and knock her on her ass.

      From her position on the ground, she noticed the blonde still frozen in place against the dumpster. “Run,” she mouthed.

      Obviously in shock, the blonde stared at her as if she hadn’t noticed, and this time Harper shouted, “Run!”

      The girl finally seemed to snap out of her stupor. She spun on her heel and fled down the alley.

      Harper breathed a sigh of relief as she shakily climbed to her feet and faced a very large, very angry vampire.

      Yipes.

      “Bitch,” he said through clenched teeth, “I’m gonna take you apart piece by piece.”

      Again, common sense wasn’t Harper’s co-pilot as she spat back, “Gee, that might be scary if I didn’t already know you hit like a girl.”

      This time when he swung at her, she was ready for him. Harper kicked out as he lunged for her, catching him in the knee with her gold platforms.

      He went down with a yelp. “You bitch!”

      “Now, I’m getting real sick of you calling me that.”

      Harper tried to kick him in the face, but he was too fast for her. He grabbed her ankle and yanked it out from under her. She landed on her butt with an unladylike grunt.

      Where the hell was a good crossbow when she really needed one?

      He was on her before she could scramble to her feet, pinning her to the ground with his weight. She managed to free one of her hands and gouged his eye, gagging a little as her thumb sunk in up to the knuckle.

      The vampire screeched and leapt off her, one hand pressed to what was left of his eye.

      Harper stood up and raised the stake. “Now, I don’t want to kill you, but I will if I have to. If you run away now, we can forget this whole thing ever happened.”

      He whipped a wicked-looking hunting knife out of his jacket. “You’re gonna die slow.”

      Harper took a big step back. So much for diplomacy.

      But before she could come up with any other bright ideas, someone moved up fast behind her and shoved her out of the way. She hit the ground again.

      Being a hero certainly wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. Very hard on the tush.

      “Who the fuck are you?” the vamp yelled, clutching the knife in one hand and his eye with the other.

      “Death,” the newcomer answered dryly.

      Harper’s head shot up. She’d know that voice anywhere.

      Standing a few feet away from her, presenting her with his impressive profile, was Mr. Congeniality himself: the gorgeous, potential serial-killer from table five.

      On a happier note, Harper realized that Mr. Personality was at least a head taller than the vamp and seemed to have more muscle weight. That might even the odds a little for the home team, she decided.

      The vamp took a step back and raised his hands, suddenly all friendly and peace-loving. “Look, man, I got no problem with you.”

      Harper snorted. “Who’s the bitch now, you big pussy?”

      She slapped a hand over her mouth. Damn it, she hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

      Her savior glanced over at her and that was all the time the vamp needed. He swung out wildly, slicing neatly into Table Five’s stomach. Harper gasped as blood quickly dampened the fabric of his T-shirt.

      But the wound didn’t even seem to faze Table Five. He caught the vamp’s fist when he took his next shot and used his momentum to pull him closer, then drove his knee into the vampire’s stomach. The vampire dropped to his knees, arms wrapped around his middle as he coughed and gagged. Table Five kicked out without hesitation, catching the vamp in the chin, knocking him flat on his back.

      Table Five yanked him up by the hair and twisted his arm behind his back. A sound akin to a dry twig snapping was closely followed by another pained groan from the vampire.

      Harper blinked. It took a hell of a lot of strength to break a vampire’s bones. An unnatural amount of strength. This guy did it without even trying. Who the hell was he?

      “Quit whining,” Table Five growled at the now blubbering vampire, then gave him a good swift kick in the ass. “And get the hell out of here while I’m still in a good mood.”

      Harper kept her eyes on the vamp until he’d stumbled out of view, then turned her attention to the man who’d saved her life. The man who’d just reduced a violent vampire to tears.

      “Who are you?” she asked suspiciously. “And don’t say Death.”

      He glanced at her and the street light allowed her to see his eyes were blue. Deep, deep blue. Gorgeous, she thought, then mentally slapped herself for noticing something so trivial after what had just happened.

      He paused as if contemplating not telling her his name, but eventually said, “Call me Riddick.”

      Harper realized she was still on the ground and slowly climbed to her feet. All her parts seemed to be in working order, and she hadn’t peed herself. She supposed she couldn’t really ask for more than that, given the circumstances.

      “Riddick?” she repeated. “Like the Vin Diesel movies?”

      He stared at her like she was deranged. Must not be a Vin Diesel fan.

      Then it occurred to her where she’d heard the name before, and Vin Diesel had nothing to do with it. “Are you Noah Riddick? The slayer?”

      He wadded up the fabric at the hem of his T-shirt and pressed it to his wound. “There aren’t any more slayers.”

      She rolled her eyes. Slayers and seers hadn’t fallen off the face of the earth when Sentry disbanded and vamps earned human rights. They might be jobless, but they still existed. “I’m thinking the vamp with the broken arm still believes in slayers.”

      Noah Riddick in Whispering Hope, Harper thought when he didn’t respond. What were the odds?

      Whispering Hope had been settled largely by Italian, Polish and Irish immigrants who hadn’t enjoyed big city life, which accounted for the fact that there were a ton of great restaurants in her beloved town, but no industry to speak of. And it was too far away from the real city for convenience, so truly, the only reason Harper could think of for anyone who wasn’t born in Whispering Hope to settle here was the food.

      But she’d just bet that Noah Riddick wasn’t in town for a kolache from Majesky’s on High Street.

      Riddick adjusted his makeshift compress and she stared at his bare stomach, not sure if she was more fascinated by the wound—which was pumping out a surprising amount of blood—or by his perfect abs.

      She cleared her throat. “We should probably get you to a hospital. That stomach looks hot…er, I mean it looks like it hurts.”

      Sweet Christ, could she humiliate herself in front of this guy a few more times?

      “I don’t do hospitals,” he said.

      Great. A macho man. Just what she needed more of in her life. “Okay, so, if you don’t do hospitals, do you bleed to death in alleys? ‘Cause if that’s what you’re going for, you’re well on your way, dude.” She gave him a thumbs-up. “Way to go.”

      His gaze moved over her and he shook his head. He shrugged out of his coat and tossed it to her, grimacing.

      “Put it on,” he said. “I can’t even hear myself think over the sound of your teeth chattering.”

      “Gee, and they say chivalry is dead,” she intoned dryly, shoving her arms into the sleeves of the black trench.

      The coat was too long by nearly a foot, and the sleeves hung down well below her hands, but the fabric still held the warmth of his skin, and she was far too cold to be concerned with fit or fashion. The What Not to Wear folks could just kiss her warm, toasty ass.

      He watched her fidget for a while before asking, “Who are you?”

      “I’m Harper.” She shook the sleeves of the coat back, finally finding her hand and extending it to him. “Harper Hall.”

      He stared at her hand, then raised his gaze to hers. “That explains a lot.”

      Harper let her hand sink back into the coat’s depths and narrowed her eyes on him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You were Romeo Jones’ seer. That explains why you were willing to take off, alone, after a vamp three-times your size with a chair leg.” His gaze moved over her again, slowly. “In your underwear.”

      She put her hand on her hip and cocked her head to one side. “Are you insulting me, or are you insulting Romeo? Because if you’re insulting me, you and I need to have a serious come-to-Jesus meeting.”

      For a split second, he looked like he might smile, but just when she was deciding whether to go after him with her make-shift stake or chick-fight him with her fingernails, the smile died and pain flashed through his eyes.

      “Let’s just say your reputation precedes you,” he said, hunching over almost imperceptibly.

      Hmmpphh. Noah Riddick talking trash about her reputation. Wasn’t that just rich beyond belief?

      “Well, hello there, Pot, they call me Kettle,” she said dryly. “I hear you’re black.”

      He raised one eyebrow and took a step toward her, only to sway drunkenly before falling to his knees. “Fuck,” he muttered, one hand on the ground, one hand on his stomach.

      Harper rushed to his side, but he stopped her with a fierce scowl. “I’m not Romeo,” he hissed. “I don’t need your help.”

      She straightened and planted her hands on her hips again. “Look, I’ve taken about all the shit I intend to from you. So, as I see it, you’ve got two choices: you can lay there and bleed to death, or you can suck up your stupid male pride and let me help you.”

      He looked at her like he’d rather rip his heart out with his bare hands than accept her help, but after what must have been an exhausting battle of pride and necessity, he allowed her to ease her shoulder under his arm and help him stand.

      Leaning heavily on her, he whispered, “No hospitals,” right before he passed out.

      Harper staggered under his weight, but somehow managed to keep them both vertical. After a moment of struggling and cussing, she was able to lean him against the dumpster and hold him upright with her bodyweight while she mulled her options.

      He didn’t want to go to the hospital, and probably rightfully so.

      If there were any pro-vamp zealots out there looking for a little slayer-bashing action, he’d be a sitting duck in the hospital.

      She couldn’t take him back into the Kitty Kat Palace. Bleeding men tended to draw attention there as well.

      That really only left one viable option.

      Boy, if Riddick thought she was reckless now, wait until he woke up in her bed.
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      “Yeah, well, fuck you too, Carlos. You can’t fire me, because I quit.”

      And with that, Harper slammed the phone down.

      What a shitty night, she thought.

      Not only had she gotten herself fired from yet another degrading, meaningless job, but it had taken her two hours—and the help of a nice, but shifty-looking homeless guy—to half-carry, half-drag Riddick back to her apartment. Every muscle in her body—even a few she’d apparently never used before—ached.

      It had taken another hour to get him into her bed and out of his bloody shirt. She’d drawn the line at taking off his pants. Something about a woman who hadn’t had sex in a year stripping an unconscious man out of his pants just smacked of desperation.

      Harper wiped the sweat off her forehead with the back of her hand and plopped down in the chair next to her bed, letting her eyes fall on the fruits of her labor.

      Right now, the fruits of her labor was passed out on her zebra-striped flannel sheets wearing nothing but a big white bandage, a pair of sexy-as-all-hell black leather pants, and the truly hideous pink, orange, and purple quilt her grandmother had stitched by touch after going blind at ninety-five.

      Riddick shifted restlessly and kicked the quilt off. He’d been doing that a lot. Either he was feverish, or the quilt was so ugly his perfect body was rejecting it.

      Harper sighed and leaned forward to prop her elbows on the bed while she watched him sleep. It was a horrible thing for a woman to be with a man who was prettier than her. Not exactly a shot in the arm for the old self-esteem.

      She tipped her head to one side and studied him more closely. Pretty wasn’t really the right word for him, she supposed. He wasn’t really perfect, either. His nose had obviously been broken a time or two, and as she found out while she was dressing his wound, he was covered in scars.

      Most of them were nothing out of the ordinary for a slayer. Puncture wound here, jagged knife scar there. But the one that fascinated and appalled her in equal parts was the one on his throat.

      No, she mentally corrected. It wasn’t on his throat, but around it.

      Someone had apparently slit his throat from ear to ear.

      She glided her fingertips lightly over the raised scar tissue, not even able to imagine the pain he must have suffered.

      He moaned in his sleep and she guiltily folded her hands together and tucked them between her knees.

      She didn’t remember any Sentry gossip about a slayer getting his throat slit. But then again, seers were always the last to hear anything. They were always protected and sheltered from everything. Seers were irreplaceable, she’d always heard. Watchers and slayers weren’t.

      Mischa would know what had happened to him, she thought, making a mental note to visit her ex-watcher friend the next day.

      Harper frowned, trying to remember all she’d ever heard over the years about Noah Riddick. Good kill ratio. Unnaturally good. In fact, if she remembered correctly, the other slayers not only hated him, but feared him. Called him Iceman—which always gave her hot flashbacks of a sweaty Val Kilmer playing volleyball with a pre-freak-out Tom Cruise—because he killed so well without any pesky pangs of guilt or remorse.

      But other than that, what she mostly remembered about Riddick was hushed tones. People walking Sentry halls tended to lower their voices when they spoke of Noah Riddick. Almost as if they were afraid that saying his name aloud would conjure him.

      She wondered what those who feared him would think if they saw him now, vulnerable and wounded in her bed. But no matter what they would think about Riddick, she was positive no one would be surprised to find him in her bed. Harper, unlike Riddick, had been the constant butt of Sentry gossip.

      She never really could understand their fascination with her. So she was a prodigy. It wasn’t like it was such a great thing. She’d had her first horrible, painful premonition at age six instead of sixteen like most seers. Was recruited at ten. Woo hoo. Big hairy deal.

      And she’d also taken a lot of crap from Sentry for watching Romeo’s back when he went after vamps. Even Riddick had alluded to it back in the alley.

      You have the premonition, he slays the vampire. That’s what everyone had always told her. Riddick must have agreed.

      But Romeo had needed more than just backup most of the time. Hell, most of the time he needed a babysitter. Flighty, drunk, manic-depressive…Romeo had it all. The fucker.

      Not that any of that mattered now, she reminded herself. Sentry was obsolete. Nothing but a memory. Lucern Millet had made sure of that.

      Vampires had been out of the coffin for five years. Millet was their spokesperson, and the dude was a publicist’s wet dream: ridiculously good looking, smart, charming, and one hell of a motivational speaker. The minute he stepped in front of a camera, he had the world eating out of the palm of his hand. And Millet was a born politician, a real do-gooder, complete with baby-kissing and helping old ladies cross the street.

      Millet claimed that he chose to “bring vampires into the light” because Sentry had tried to eliminate him, as they had eliminated thousands of his brethren. His calling, he said, was to end their “reign of terror” and bring Sentry to justice.

      Vampires who were more than a century or two old tended to be a little dramatic with their word choices.

      Harper wasn’t sure there was really any justice done when Millet exposed Sentry, but the backlash against the once covert agency was swift and brutal. Vampire rights groups organized worldwide, and led by Millet, the vampires legally earned their human rights.

      Police department’s quickly organized Vampire Crimes Units to investigate paranormal crimes, while governments around the world disavowed all knowledge of Sentry, saying its actions were not in any way sanctioned. Harper couldn’t really blame them. With the public backlash, if governments admitted to authorizing the slaughter of thousands, the result would most likely have been a bloody uprising the likes of which the world had never seen.

      Sentry’s director, along with ten of his top advisors, disappeared before he could be questioned about the organization’s activities. He’d never been seen or heard from again.

      After the director’s disappearance, Sentry fell apart. Three thousand employees worldwide were left jobless, with only an incredibly sketchy resume to show for their efforts.

      Most watchers found other work without too much difficulty. After all, the only requirement for becoming a Sentry watcher was a genius-level IQ. There was always a place in the world for geniuses.

      Slayers had it a lot tougher. The VCU wouldn’t hire them on a full-time basis for fear of stirring up a PR shit storm. And if an ex-slayer killed a vampire in the line of duty, would anyone truly believe he’d had no other choice? Legally, that question alone could result in a mistrial, and Harper didn’t know of any police department that was willing to take that kind of risk.

      The police were, however, perfectly willing to contract with ex-slayers for difficult tactical operations. In such situations the slayer was lovingly referred to as cannon fodder.

      Ex-seers weren’t viewed as very valuable by the authorities, either. They were generally only called in to help when the police were desperate for assistance on missing persons cases, and their involvement wasn’t ever publicized.

      She wasn’t sure what she would’ve done for employment if Romeo—that asshat—hadn’t approached her about partnering in a PI business.

      Harper loved being a PI. She was good at it, and oddly enough, when people were desperate enough to need a PI firm, they seemed willing to overlook the blot Sentry had left on their resumes.

      They were, sadly, less likely to overlook the fact that she was now a woman on her own, which she’d quickly found out after Romeo bailed on her, sticking her with the business’ debt and forcing her into multiple shitty, part-time jobs to make ends meet.

      She leaned forward and rested her head on her palm, studying Riddick’s handsome face, wondering what he’d been doing since Sentry disbanded.

      One look at Riddick’s hands and she knew he wasn’t a desk jockey. No cube dweller had hands like that. Whatever he was doing, it was honest hard work.

      Thoughts of what his hands might have been doing these past years made her wonder if there was a wife or a girlfriend out there worrying about him. She pictured those large, calloused hands trailing lightly over the perfect skin of the Barbie doll a man like him would undoubtedly be with and frowned.

      Men were shallow scum. Even in her imagination they all sucked.

      Then she shook her head, disgusted with herself. Was she actually jealous of a woman who may or may not even exist?

      Damn. Good thing she hadn’t taken his pants off. She was already pathetic enough as it was.

      She yawned and laid her head down on the corner of the bed. Too much to think about for one night.

      Tomorrow. She’d find out everything she could about Noah Riddick tomorrow.
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      Riddick woke up feeling like a bomb had gone off inside his skull. Now he remembered why he only drank once a year.

      With a groan, he pried his eyes open and tried to sit up, but his stomach protested. And it wasn’t the normal day-after-a-drunken-bender stomach protest, either. This was more like someone had tried to scoop out his insides with a rusty spoon.

      He glanced down, momentarily nonplussed. First of all, why was his stomach bandaged? But most importantly, why was he under what was arguably the ugliest quilt in existence? The rusty-spoon theory might explain the bandage, but it didn’t come close to explaining the quilt.

      After several attempts, Riddick managed to rise up on his elbows. Glancing around, he gauged his surroundings and tried to determine whether or not he needed to be concerned.

      Well, he wasn’t at home. The closet in his bedroom was double the size of this room, and he was fairly certain he hadn’t painted any of his walls cherry red recently. He’d gotten drunk before, but he’d never been sloshed enough to decorate. Black out, puke, pick fights…yes. Decorate…never.

      A gentle snore brought his attention to the woman at his bedside, and all his questions could be answered in two words.

      Harper Hall.

      The lower half of her body was in an orange velvet wingchair and her upper half was on the bed. She had one of her arms swung over his legs and was using his ankle for a pillow. Riddick could just make out the delicate sweep of her jaw beneath her tangled mass of shoulder-length, golden-tipped brown curls.

      He shook his head, half-disgusted, half-intrigued. It was all coming back to him now. He remembered her at the strip club, pure fire shooting from her eyes when he’d insulted her. Then she’d had a premonition—anyone who’d been around a seer for any length of time knew the symptoms of a powerful premonition—and ran out into the alley, half-cocked and half-dressed, to take on a vamp with only a chair leg to protect her.

      She was either the bravest woman he’d ever met or the craziest. A little from column A and a little from column B, he suspected.

      Still, part of him couldn’t help but admire a girl who had the balls to call an angry vampire a pussy to his face. It was probably the same illogical part of him that admired how she’d filled out her bar uniform, but still, he appreciated the hell out of her spirit and colorful vocabulary.

      His gaze shifted back to his surroundings. Colorful seemed to be a theme in Harper’s life. Not one piece of furniture in her bedroom matched, and every flat surface was covered with brightly framed and matted pictures, dust collectors, and glossy paperbacks. Glancing towards her closet, he noticed that no two articles of clothing in it were the same color.

      His gaze fell to her hands. He wasn’t sure if it was an actual memory or a hallucination, but if he concentrated, he thought he could feel those delicate hands on him. Smooth, warm, exploring.

      He shivered and sat up a little straighter, ignoring the pain. For God’s sake, don’t wonder what it feels like to have your hands on her, he warned himself, even as he realized it was a lost cause.

      “Harper,” he said, then cleared his throat as her name came out sounding more like a croak.

      She grimaced in her sleep and turned her head away.

      “Harper,” he repeated, louder and clearer this time.

      Harper mumbled something, snuffled, then lapsed into full-blown snoring again.

      “Harper!”

      “No, please, not the marshmallows!”

      Her head jerked up, and she sucked in a deep breath.

      Riddick frowned at her. “Marshmallows?”

      Harper shoved her hair out of her eyes and blinked sleepily at him. “Jeez, that was a weird dream. I was swimming in a giant cup of hot chocolate and…well, never mind. I guess you had to be there.”

      Riddick closed his eyes for a moment. Marshmallows. She really was a lunatic. Thank the gods she hadn’t been his seer.

      She leaned back in her chair and stretched, her breasts straining against her worn-thin Pyromania t-shirt, and suddenly Riddick thought he could overlook insanity if this is what it looked like.

      “Hey,” she said, her voice still warm and raspy from sleep. “You look a lot better. How do you feel?”

      “Like someone tried to scoop out my insides with a rusty spoon.”

      She grimaced. “That’s a visual I didn’t need before breakfast. Talk about TMI.”

      Riddick rolled away from her and swung his legs off the edge of the bed. He winced as his bare feet hit her cool oak floors, only then noticing he was partially naked. “Where are my clothes?”

      Harper stood up and stretched again. “Your boots are at the foot of the bed, but there’s nothing left of your shirt. I had to cut it off.”

      He watched her pad barefoot to her closet, hair sticking out in all directions, loose red sweatpants barely clinging to her hips.

      “I’ve probably got a shirt in here somewhere that’ll fit you.”

      I doubt it, Riddick thought, his gaze moving over her petite frame. She was five-five, tops. Probably not even one-thirty.

      But true to form, Harper surprised him by yanking a T-shirt out of her closet that could have swallowed her whole.

      She turned to him with a crooked smile and offered him the shirt. “There,” she said. “That’s probably your size.”

      Riddick took the shirt and slipped it over his head, doing his best to ignore the warm pull of her smile. After settling the shirt into place gingerly over his bandage, he noticed he now had a Big Dick’s Fishing Poles logo on his chest. He looked up at Harper, one brow raised.

      She shrugged, a red tinge creeping to her cheeks. “It was Romeo’s. He thought anything that said ‘Big Dick’s’ on it was hilarious. Sorry. It’s all I’ve got that’ll fit you.”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Yes it is,” she said, her gaze lingering somewhere around where his chest narrowed into his waist. “Hey, listen—”

      The sound of her doorbell—which, Riddick could’ve sworn played If I Only Had a Brain—interrupted whatever she was going to say.

      She grumbled something about what kind of person would come to visit at this horrifying hour before turning on her heel and heading for the front door.

      Riddick watched her go, his gaze fastened on the gentle sway of her hips until she disappeared from his view.

      He gave his head a hard shake. Time to go. His life was messy enough as it was, and, he thought, glancing around Harper’s room, she seemed to come with way too much mess of her own.
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      Harper opened her front door and immediately threw an arm over her face as a beam of sunlight assaulted her eyes.

      “Good morning, doll face,” a lazy voice drawled.

      She groaned inwardly. Detective Lucas Cooper, Vampire Crimes Unit, was tall, muscle-bound, and gorgeous. Exactly the type of man she didn’t want to see before she’d combed her hair or brushed her teeth.

      “What’s up, Lucas?”

      “Got a case for you, darlin’. I checked downstairs,” he said, referring to the small office on the second floor of the building, “but Romeo isn’t in yet. You expecting him soon?”

      She peeked at him from beneath her arm. Yep, he looked great. The bastard.

      She’d worked a few cases with Lucas over the past year. He’d always looked like he wanted to ask her out, but never had. Harper wasn’t sure if that was because she was a freak of nature, or because he was. He’d never told her so outright, but based on the way he moved and the way his eyes picked up a subtle, eerie glow every now and then, Harper would bet all her Sentry training that Lucas was a shifter.

      Harper had always been fascinated with shapeshifters. They were a minority in the supernatural community—incredibly secretive. They generally lived in packs, isolated from humans. In fact, they were usually so isolated that Sentry had considered them harmless and not worth eliminating most of the time.

      As far as Harper
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