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        The Devil wants his property back—and he's sent Death himself to collect.

      

        

      
        He escaped Hell's torture chambers with nothing but rage and the memory of her screams echoing in his nightmares. Now her desperate cries pierce the darkness, calling to both his beast and his bleeding heart. Finding her isn't just a want—it's survival.

      

        

      
        She's been running since the day she clawed her way out of damnation, but you can't hide from the Devil forever. His icy tendrils are already wrapping around her soul, dragging her back to the pit where monsters wear human faces.

      

        

      
        The Reaper gave them one chance: work together or watch each other burn.

      

        

      
        Now they're bound by Death's own design—two broken souls from different hells, united against the enemy who owns their pain. But the Devil doesn't just want them back– he wants them destroyed, piece by bloody piece, until nothing remains but screams.

      

        

      
        Caitlin defied Hell once and barely survived. Kyran escaped damnation and lost his soul in the process. Together, they might just cheat Death himself.
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      He sat on the ridge behind the small white cottage hidden by the low limbs of the weeping willow as the cicadas sang their song with no idea who she was or why she meant so much to him. All the black dragon was sure of was that this was the sixth night in a row he’d been drawn to this spot to watch the raven-haired beauty through the dimly lit windows of her home. The pull was so strong it overrode even his need for vengeance, and for the first time he could remember, it filled him with something other than rage. Something light and warm and beautiful…if that was possible after so many years in the darkness.

      The first night, the large German shepherd that never left her side had barked and scratched at the back door until the young woman finally relented and let him out. It was then Kyran heard her voice. It was then his fate was sealed. The melodic tone was mesmerizing, penetrating the hard wall he’d built around his heart, leaving its imprint indelibly etched upon his soul. Hours later, long after she’d turned out the lights and presumably retired for the evening, the black dragon begrudgingly gave up his vigil and walked back to his cave in the woods, longing to instead be resting with her in his arms.

      That night, images of the raven-haired beauty haunted his every dream. He heard her speak his name, felt her touch upon his face. The tips of her fingers memorized every nuance of his now tattered visage, weaving a web of desire he never wanted to escape. It had been so real that upon awakening, he was shocked to find himself cold and alone, wishing for the object of his infatuation. So here he was again, sitting in the shadows, hiding like a thief, waiting for just one fleeting glance.

      Heart racing, hands clenching and unclenching, he saw her shadow through the kitchen window a second before the loud click of the lock on the backdoor echoed through the night. Unlike all the other evenings, this time her dog did not run towards him barking with teeth bared, warning the black dragon to back off. Instead, the large German Shepherd stayed glued to his mistress’ side, giving only a low growl as she looked out into the yard.

      Scooting even farther into the shadows, he whispered to himself while shaking his head, “Kin she see me? Tis nae possible.”

      Holding his breath, waiting for her ritual from the nights before to resume, Kyran nearly fell face first into the wet grass as she called to him, “You might as well come on in. Duke and I know you’re there.” He could see the playful grin on her face and actually shocked himself by smiling in return. Then she continued making his heart race. “I think it’s time we formally met, don’t you?”

      Tense seconds passed. Torn between running away or continuing to hide, the black dragon finally gave into his soul’s need to be near the beautiful creature and stood. The canine she called Duke bared his teeth and snarled at Kyran’s first step forward from under the dense willow branches but the young woman quickly corrected him. “No, Duke. He’s our friend.”

      Oor friend? She thinks Ah'm her friend??

      Unsure what to make of her words but unable to stop his forward motion, Kyran continued his slow approach, the scent of daffodils and sunshine filling his senses. This woman, the one whose very essence called to something deep, something primal within him, was the one he knew could repair not only his broken soul but mend his shattered heart. It made no sense. It the antithesis of everything he’d been forced to become in the last century. To seek help from anyone only led to pain and anguish. But from the moment of his first vision of her, the past ceased to matter. She was the glorious sun and he merely the cold dark moon hovering in the magnetism of her presence, thirsting for the warmth and light only she could provide.

      The closer he got, the faster his heart beat, the more his dragon stirred within his mind and the quicker he stepped. He couldn’t remember a time when he’d been more excited to see another person. During his imprisonment and torture at the hands of the Hunter’s Alliance for Humanity’s Sake, people equaled torture, torture equaled pain, pain always led to Kyran’s total loss of control. Something he’d been taught was unacceptable from a very young age. Being the son of the most powerful banshee to be born in a millennium and the grandson of an original Dragon King for a father, the incredible strength of the black dragon’s magic had been no surprise but his immediate ability to control it had been nothing less than miraculous.

      Then came the evil wizards and the hunters who bartered him off to Tariq O’Baoill and his evil twin offspring. From that point forward Kyran’s life had been mere flashes of the memories of an illustrious career as a Guardsman in between the endless bouts of pain and torture. He’d held onto his power with an iron fist, had been able to keep both his magic and dragon on a tight leash, but then came the day he’d experienced true torture. Strapped to a table with silver chains eating through every inch of flesh on his body, sedated with a horrible concoction that burned through his veins like a wild fire out of control and his beast set ablaze by the acrid black magic the wizards forced into his dragon marking, the steel bonds of his control were obliterated.

      Stopping dead in his tracks, Kyran smacked his hand to his chest. The feel of grit and dirt on his skin coated the palm of his hand as he touched the still raised glyphs, a punishment that had come later during his stay in the O’Baoill’s Hotel Hell. Looking down at his legs, his stolen and tattered jeans looked even worse than when he’d washed the blood and mud from them in the grotto he now called home. The only reason he still wore them was because they were ‘borrowed’ from one of his brethren after his recent visit to the lair. He would forever be indebted to them for facilitating the removal of the trackers the hunters had embedded in his neck and arm. He would repay them as soon as he could. Until then, the ragged, ill-fitting pants served as his symbolic link with his clan, the one he would make a reality once Eve O’Baoill was dining in Hell with her Father and brother.

      Continuing his perusal, he groaned at the mud caked on his bare feet. At least it covered the scrapes and scars, that was more than he could say for the rest of his body. He hadn’t thought about shoes when pilfering clothes from the other Guardsmen or even a shirt. He’d been on the run with little time to outrun the only others able to stop him from completing his mission of vengeance.

      “She cannae see me lik’ this,” he mumbled, turning tail and all but running back to the cover of the woods.

      “Wait! Don’t go.” Her words stopped the black dragon mid-stride. Standing as still as a statue, unwilling to believe his ears, he waited. Her deep inhale echoed through the silence. Her intense desire to meet him joined with his desperate as his need to be near her forming a living, breathing entity within him that was pushing Kyran to turn back and go to her. But it was what she said next that nearly broke his heart.

      “I’ve waited so very long for someone I could trust, someone who wanted to know me…for me.” She paused and in the utter silence he felt her sadness, her bone-deep loneliness, the incredible loss she kept buried beneath a hard shell of strength and determination. He and this raven-haired beauty were kindred spirits. Two souls searching for respite. Two souls indelibly intertwined by shared experience. Unable to deny her, or himself, the kinship of someone who understood even the words he would never be able to speak, Kyran slowly turned back.

      Non o' this mak's any sense…

      But it didn’t matter. Nothing in his world had made sense in so very long, the black dragon couldn’t actually remember what ‘normal’ felt like or if he’d ever really known. The only thing he was absolutely sure of was that this woman, this beautiful creature all alone in the world, was somehow is salvation.

      Taking one step and then another, he painstakingly made his way to her, watching her furrowed brow relax and her frown evolve into a smile so sweet…so bright, it stole the breath from his lungs. Stopping just short of the wooden deck, ignoring the low growl rumbling from her dog, Kyran took a deep breath and asked, “Are ye sure, lass?” He looked at his clothes again and shook his head, “A'm a mess. Mabbee we should just chat oot 'ere.”

      “I’m sure you look fine. Now, come on in, have some tea, maybe even something to eat.” Not waiting for his answer, she turned and with a snap of her finger ordered, “Duke, stop growling and come.”

      He watched as she opened the door, walked inside, turned and looked in his direction with a grin, “Are you coming?” She chuckled then immediately furrowed her brow in an obvious mock scowl, “Or do I need to send Duke out to get you?” Snickering again, she added, “Where are my manners? My name is Caitlin Brookes but you can call me Cait if you like.”

      Taking the steps onto the deck, Kyran replied, “Kyran, Kyran O’Connor.” Then quickly began to apologize, “A'm sorry fur th' wey Ah look. Ah’ve bin…camping.”

      The lie burnt his tongue where as any other time in all his two hundred plus years he’d been able to deceive like a thief and charm the pants off any lass who’d crossed his path. It also bothered him more than he wanted to admit that he felt self-conscience, somehow unworthy, in this woman’s presence. The need to impress her, show her that he was deserving of her attention…her kindness, made both man and dragon uneasy …off-balance.

      Once again it was the truth he felt in her words that calmed both Kyran and his beast. “I really don’t mind,” she chuckled, running her fingers through the fur at Duke’s neck. “You look fine to me.” Her chuckle turned into a laugh that sounded more joyous than the bells of All Saints’ Cathedral on Easter Sunday. Taking a deep breath, she calmed her laughter and said, “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be silly.” She shook her head, “It’s just been a long time since I felt comfortable enough with anyone to laugh and joke. The only people I see are doctors, nurses and caregivers, who all feel obliged to pity the poor little blind girl.”

      Blind?

      It was then he saw the tiny white scars emanating from her hairline flowing around her light blue eyes and across the bridge of her pert little nose like the tiniest of spiders had decorated her porcelain skin to show its appreciation for her beauty. The closer he looked, the more stunning she became. Her long, thick, dark as midnight hair was straight as a stick, flowing down her back and onto her bum while shining in the moonlight like spun silk. The length and curl of her ebony lashes made the crystal azure of her eyes glow against the backdrop of the night surrounding them with just the tips touching the natural pink glow of her high cheek bones when she blinked or smiled.

      Her pouty red lips with their defined cupid’s bow reminded Kyran of the hearts the vibria’s used to leave in his lunch pail on Valentine’s day. His mouth watered to see if her kisses tasted as good as sweet as her mouth portrayed. She was tall and curvy and held herself with confidence. So much so that he was shocked anyone could think of her as disabled in any way.

      Watching her hand as she continued to stroke the dog’s fur, Kyran noticed the same web of scars skittering across the back of her hand and winding their way up her wrist. It suddenly made sense why he’d always seen her in clothing with long sleeves. Rage, stronger than what he carried with him every day, burst through him at the thought of someone such a Caitlin had suffered such pain.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.” She turned to go into the house with head hung low, murmuring, “Why can’t I just keep my mouth shut?”

      Her words jerked him from his thoughts and forced him to rush to explain. “Na, na, na, lass, it's Ah whoo is soory.” Kyran took a step forward. “Ah wasn't thinkin’. Wasn't payin’ attention.” He tried to chuckle and even to his ears it sounded forced, like a rusty hinge being forced open after too many years dormant. “Tis Ah whoo is soory.” He repeated, out of his element and at a total loss for words.

      “You have nothing to be sorry about. There’s no way you could’ve known.” She turned back towards him with a look of utter relief that shooed away his clouds of doubt. Motioning with her hand, she headed back into the house, calling over her shoulder, “Come on in. Let’s have something to eat. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

      Kyran opened his mouth to tell her he was fine at the same time the scent of something succulent filled the air and his stomach growled with such fervor that Caitlin laughed out loud. Helpless to do anything but laugh along, the black dragon followed the raven-haired beauty across the threshold and into the kitchen. Shutting the door behind him, he stood with his back against the wall and watched as she felt along the counter, stopped at the stove and after putting mitts on both hands, opened the oven and pulled out a foil covered pan that filled his senses with a most heavenly scent.

      Rushing to help, Kyran bit back a curse as he grabbed the hot dish, holding on until it was safely sitting on the top of the stove. Hissing as he looked at his bright red palms, the black dragon reached for the faucet just as Caitlin screamed, “Oh my God!” Tearing off the mitts, she grabbed the backs of his hands and shoved them into the sink while turning on the water. “What were you thinking?” She scolded. “From the smell of burning skin, I’m sure this is going to blister,” she continued, holding his burnt flesh under the steady stream of cool water.

      Electric shocks rocketing through his body at the touch of her hands on his. Unable to breathe, never wanting it to end, afraid it would never happen again, feeling light-headed and more than a little disoriented, he could only stare at their joined hands. Holding her head up, facing him as if she could see him, Caitlin scowled so profoundly he could feel her displeasure, as she chastised, “Why did you do that?”

      “Ah…Ah…,” Unsure how to answer because he had acted on pure instinct, filled with the need to help her as she struggled, Kyran finally said, “Ah’ll heal.”

      Pursing her lips and rolling her eyes, Caitlin opened a cabinet just above her head and after just a few seconds of rubbing her fingers across the top of several containers, pulled out a brown glass jar, unscrewed the lid and began to cover his hands with a paste of what smelled like herbs and flower blossoms. Before he could ask, she was explaining, “It’s just liniment my father taught me to make when I was a little girl. And I know you’ll heal. We all heal. That’s not the point. You got hurt in my home. It is totally unacceptable. You have suffered enough.”

      Once again her words took him off guard. She cared? About him? And knew… Before he could finish his thought, Caitlin was pulling him towards the table and with her hand on his shoulder forcing him to sit. Muttering to herself, she walked to the refrigerator with very deliberate steps, held out her hand at just the right time, opened the freezer and pulled out a tray of ice.

      “How could I let this happen? He’s hurt…again…” She mumbled under her breath. Kyran smiled, listening to her talk to herself as she made two ice packs with plastic bags before returning to his side.

      Taking his hands, she laid them palm side up on the table then gently placed the ice packs she’d wrapped in tea towels on his throbbing skin. “How’s that?”

      The shock of the cold against his hot skin woke him from his stupor, making him realize she’d asked him a question. “Tis okay, Caitlin. It'll be goone soon enough, bit what dae ye knoo o' mah suffering?”

      Turning her head away from him, the blush on her cheeks darkened and her pulse raced. He’d seen it too many times but always in those attempting to deceive him. This time there was no subterfuge, no need to hide precious details, only Caitlin’s embarrassment and faint hint of fear.

      Worried that he’d frightened her, Kyran quickly apologized, “Ah’m sorry. Ah dinnae mean to be gruff.”

      Shifting from one foot to the other, Caitlin slowly turned back towards him, laid her hand on his shoulder and sighed, “Stop apologizing, Kyran. You’ve done nothing wrong.” She paused, took a deep breath and then continued, “How about we get you something to eat then you take a shower?” Caitlin grinned and pinched the tip of her nose between her thumb and forefinger, “Because I may not be able to see you, but I will admit that you smell a little worse for wear.”

      “Ah’m soo…”

      “And if you apologize one more time, I swear I’m gonna let Duke bite you,” she laughed out loud. “It’s nothing to be embarrassed about. That old adage about losing one sense and the others become more acute is absolutely true. I swear I know when my neighbors are baking cookies and they live more than ten miles away.”

      Feeling a little better but still not sure how one small blind woman could turn his world upside-down, inside-out and end-over-end, Kyran nodded in agreement then quickly added, “Okay, if yer absoluutelee sure. Ah wull admit yur cookin’ smells reelly good.” As if on cue and to make matters worse, his stomach chose that precise second to once again growl so loudly that not only did Caitlin laugh but Duke growled back.

      Still giggling, she walked to the stove, pulled plates from the cabinet to her left then reached into the drawer on her right and pulled out a knife. Wanting to help but not wanting to seem pushy, Kyran stood, slowly walked to her side and asked, “Cannae help?”

      Taking the foil off the roast, she handed him the knife and teased, “I’m guessing you’re worried about the blind woman using a knife.” Her wink stopped the apology that was on his lips as he took the knife and smiled, “Na, ma’am nae at all. Juist tryin’ tae hulp.”

      Shaking her head, Caitlin grinned, “You’re not a very good liar, Kyran.”

      Nae wi' ye …

      It was true. He couldn’t lie to her…didn’t want to lie to her. Something about this special woman made him want to be a better man…a better dragon. He knew she wouldn’t like what he had to do. Might even try to talk him out of destroying another human being but she didn’t know Eve O’Baoill. Didn’t know what the evil bitch had done and would keep doing if he didn’t stop her. Caitlin was a sensitive soul. He could feel the empathy and goodness pouring out of her. There was no way she would ever condone the path of revenge he was about to take. He could try to explain, try to make her see reason, but then what would she think of him? Would he lose the precious gift he’d just received?

      Her hand on his arm made him jump and ask, “What?” With much more force than he intended but the smile on her face and her chuckled, “I think you’ve sliced enough. By my count, there’s ten pieces and unless you have your whole clan out there, I’m thinking you can stop.”

      “Mah clan?” He asked, stepping away from her touch, needing to shield himself from whatever spell he was under and look at Caitlin with clear eyes and an even clearer head.

      His dragon growled and pushed the man to return to her side, but Kyran fought the need, instead asking, “Whit dae ye knoo o' mah clan? Or any clan fur that matter?” He leaned forward, “Whit dae ye knoo o' me, Caitlin Brookes?”

      Knowing she couldn’t see the threatening look on his face honestly made Kyran feel better. Both his expression and his tone lacked his normal fierce demeanor and the rage that was always brewing just under the surface. Because if Kyran O’Connor was honest with himself, he didn’t want to intimidate Caitlin, didn’t want to scare her. He wanted to protect her and keep her safe from anyone or anything that could take the smile from her face. Unfortunately, the fact remained, this little blind girl, as she’d called herself, saw more than most and he needed to know how and why.

      “What I know of you, Kyran O’Connor, is that you are a dragon,” she answered with more sass and attitude than he thought possible as she slammed her fists to her hips, furrowing her brow and continuing, “Not only a dragon but a one of the elite Dragon Guardsmen.” She took a step forward. Her ample breast heaved as her temper grew. “I know that you have suffered at the hands of your enemies. I know that you have more regrets than dreams. I know that the need for vengeance drives your every move and I know that you sat out under my weeping willow for six nights, standing guard, protecting me, without a clue why.”

      She took one more step forward, shaking with a rage he somehow knew wasn’t directed at him but that none the less he needed to understand. Opening his mouth to ask, the words froze on his tongue as Caitlin added in a low ominous tone, “And what I know, that you never could’ve guessed when you found your way to my home, is that I want Eve O’Baoill dead even more than you do.”
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      She hadn’t meant to say that. Hadn’t meant to let him know she knew what he was, what he’d been through or that she too, had a personal vendetta with the evil bitch, Eve O’Baoill, but as her old granny used to say, the road to Hell is paved with good intentions. And…Caitlin never could keep her mouth shut, especially when she was angry.

      Her propensity to open her mouth and insert her foot had only gotten worse since the fire, and the many, many foster homes she’d run away from in the middle of the night to keep innocent lives safe. Not only had she needed to stay hidden from the hunters who killed her family, but also the full-blooded banshees who wanted to use her hybrid power for their own ill-gotten gains. Her mother had told her stories about the ones called ‘The Others’. How they lived on the fringes of not only human society but also apart from the other ‘special’ people in the world, using their advanced knowledge of death to steal from those bound for the afterlife right under the noses of their grieving families. They were evil, tired of being pushed aside because of their affinity for death and out for no one but themselves.

      Because Caitlin was both banshee and gypsy, she not only possessed the foresight of death but also the ability to tell a person’s future….to see more with her magic than anyone’s eyes ever could. “The Others”, should they find her, would use her advanced knowledge to find a plethora of unsuspecting victims who were still months, or more likely, years from death when their powers only allowed them a week or two. With the ability to plan farther ahead, they would be able to amass untold fortunes, overthrow the supernatural hierarchy and rule the paranormal world. That much unchecked death and gloom would be detrimental to the delicate balance of light and dark and ultimately lead to Armageddon. There was no way Caitlin could let that happen. So, she stayed hidden, waiting, watching and praying for an answer. Never had she imagined it would come in the form of the dragon standing before her, but here he was and there was no way she was losing her opportunity.

      Or him…

      She felt his shock, heard the knife hit the floor, and recognized Duke’s warning growl a split second before Kyran’s hands were on her shoulders and he was demanding, “Whit did ye juist say?”

      Focusing on both the angry dragon and the snarling German Shepherd, Caitlin ordered, “Down, Duke.” Before adding in a softer tone, “I’m okay. Kyran won’t hurt me.” To the dragon, purposely ignoring his question, she challenged, “Am I wrong?”

      His fingers tightened ever so slightly on her arms. It was obvious he was trying to intimidate, not harm her. His breath brushed her cheek as he took several deep inhales trying to calm the chaos within. She could feel him looking into her eyes. The intensity of his gaze a warm caress, making her wish she could look back at him with the same intensity, make him see the truth of her words. But that was not to be. It was yet something else the O’Baoill’s had taken from her…so, she patiently waited.

      When Kyran finally spoke, it was through gritted teeth and his hands shook where they were still gripped her arms, “Na, nae wrong, but how dae ye knoo?”

      Squaring her shoulders, working hard to ignore the sparks of their connection skittering through her body, she calmly explained, “I know what you’re thinking. Can feel your suspicions, but you couldn’t be more wrong.” She paused, wishing once again for her sight. Something she hadn’t done in years but now, with this man pined for. It would make things so much easier if they could look into one another’s eyes and he could see that she was telling the truth, but that ship had sailed long ago. Now, it was all up to Kyran and that damned thing called Fate. He either would or he wouldn’t believe her. She didn’t have the dreadful feeling of death filling her soul. Didn’t have the need to wail and call the reaper, and because of that she powered on, pouring everything she felt into her words. “I’m a banshee…well, part banshee and part gypsy. Dad’s family was from Romania and still practiced the old ways – magic and fortune telling, a few evil curses on their enemies- you know, the good stuff.” She snorted with the hopes it might ease the tension.

      Yeah, fat chance…

      “Mom, she was the banshee, like I’m guessing your mother was.” She felt the tension increase in his hands and could ‘see’ the turmoil in his mind. The visions of his mother from his childhood were vivid and filled with love and happiness. Unfortunately, an all-encompassing darkness quickly swallowed the light as the gut-wrenching sadness of her death washed away his short-lived joy.

      His memories broke her heart. She saw a young wavy-haired boy sitting on the highest ledge of a huge mountain overlooking the ocean as the waves crashed against the shore and lightning streaked the turbulent sky. Tears filled her eyes as the child contemplated diving into the icy waters with the hopes of finding his mother in the afterlife. This man’s suffering began at such a young age and only intensified as the years passed.

      Rushing to explain, Caitlin rambled, “So, as luck would have it, when you mix a gypsy and a banshee, you activate what the Celts call the An Radharcna Beatha Agus Bás or as I’m guessing you already know, the Sight of Life and Death. What it means is that when I come in contact with someone, I can see the highlights of their life… Although I must admit, I get more from you than anyone else I’ve ever touched.”

      No sooner had the words left her mouth than Kyran’s hands were off her body and she heard his hasty steps backward. Unable to hold back her laughter, Caitlin chuckled, “It’s a little late now. I’ve seen it all.”

      Biting her bottom lip to stop any further giggles, she added, “I mean it’s not like I saw you naked or anything. Your memories, the ones that had the most impact on you at the time they actually happened, just run through my mind like a movie on fast forward pretty much all the time.” She shivered at the absence of his touch, her arms instinctually wrapping around her own body, trying to restore the warmth lost when Kyran backed away. “I will admit it’s the first time images have actually jumped out at me like the ones involving the O’Baoill’s did, but I’m guessing that’s because of our shared history with them.”

      The fact that she could still feel what he was feeling was disconcerting. Usually, the transference stops as soon as the contact ended, but not with Kyran. With him, only the images disappeared, the emotions remained just as vibrantly as if they were her own. The need to console him, to make him understand beat at her like the waves on the shore, forcing her to add, “Of course, there’s one big difference in our situations. They thought I was dead. I never had to endure their torture.”

      She felt his nearness before the sound of his boots striking the tile floor registered in her crowded consciousness. The question floated through his mind before he whispered, “Thay thought ye wur dead?” The tips of his fingers touched the scars on the side of her face. “Thay did this tae ye?”

      Electricity shot through her body like lightning through the sky, her nipples pebbled against the soft silk of her bra, her body warmed and the proof of what Kyran made her feel wet her panties. Clenching her thighs together to stem her excitement, Caitlin fought to speak past the lump in her throat. It took several tries, during which she simply nodded as he continued to trace the lines across her cheek and the bridge of her nose, that more than one person had tried to  describe to her over the years.

      The longer he touched her, the more visions of the man whose touch made her feel things she never thought possible invaded her mind. She already knew he was much taller than her five-foot-seven-inch frame, from the downward direction of his voice when he spoke to her. Probably six-foot-five or six was her best guess. It was obvious from the way he’d held her so tightly without pain that he was incredibly strong but possessed the ability of ultimate control and she’d imagined his body in detail but soon found her imagination did his well-toned physique no justice.

      From the slightly out of focus and wavy appearance of the memory, Caitlin knew he had been looking at himself in a creek or a lake, some kind of water. His disgust at what he saw had her reaching for him without thought. She smiled to herself when he didn’t back away.

      Guess we’re making progress… Good grief he’s gorgeous…

      It didn’t matter to her that his dark hair was tangled or matted. Or that cuts, bruises and scars covered every inch of exposed skin. What mattered was that he had fought every day for more years than she could fathom to simply survive, with the sole purpose of defeating his enemies and saving not only his own kin but all the shifters the hunters and wizards were using for their heinous experiments.

      The grim determination in his dark grey eyes was a testament to his fortitude. The set of his broad shoulders carried the weight of his convictions. The marking of the majestic dragon that covered the expanse of his massive chest and flowed across his six-pack abs mirrored the vision she saw of him actually soaring among the clouds.

      “Oh my Goddess,” She gasped, using the image in her head as a map for her fingers to outline the glyphs still raised upon his skin.

      “Whit is it?” He grumbled. His fingers halting their progress along her hairline.

      “The...these markings. Have you always had them?”

      “Na, wis her doin'?” Kyran growled.

      Tracing the symbols, the words danced through her mind, filling Caitlin with dread and apprehension. The hair on her arms stood on end and her heart raced. The words were out of her mouth before she could think. “These are killing you!” She slapped her hand against his chest. “And your dragon. They’re draining your magic. We have to get them off of you. They have to be destroyed.”

      She spun around, reaching for the drawer where she kept her father’s grimoire. Thankfully, Marcie, her nurse who was also an Earth witch, had taken the tome to her coven, had it translated into braille years ago and Caitlin had been studying the magic of her heritage ever since. Unfortunately, in her exuberance to help Kyran, the banshee forgot her previous steps forward so instead of laying her hand on the drawer pull, she found herself falling forward. Bracing for impact, Caitlin held her breath and turned her head to the side. Her heart froze in her chest as she murmured loudly, “Please, not another broken nose.”

      A masculine chuckle cut through her fear, warm arms wrapped around her waist as she was pulled up against Kyran’s chest and his low snicker rumbled through her rattled nerves. “Na brooken noses th'day. Tis much tae bonny a nose fur that.”

      The warmth of his body soaked into hers and for a few brief seconds Caitlin forgot where she was, who she was and what she’d been doing. All that mattered was that she never leave the haven of Kyran’s arms. Their hearts beat as one. He held her even closer to his body as she heard his inhale and saw the images of daffodils and sunshine surrounding the picture of her he’d conjured in his mind.

      “Aye lass, if oonly…” he breathed into her hair.

      Leaning her head back she cooed, “If only what, mo Dragon…”

      In the blink of an eye, Caitlin was spinning within Kyran’s embrace and his lips were on hers. He demanded entrance to which she granted immediately. It was as if they were meant to be together. Her soul recognized its other half, joy flooded every fiber of her being.

      His tongue slid along hers. Their fiery connection solidified. She felt pieces of herself, her very soul, ones she hadn’t known were missing, slide into place. His thoughts were her thoughts, his feelings her feelings. It was chaotic and explosive and without a doubt wonderful. Caught up in a whirlwind of sensations, Caitlin was pushed out of her comfortable little dark world into a place of abundant light and infinite sound and…miraculous love.

      Love?

      Her thoughts were confusing but her body knew what it wanted and would not be denied. As Kyran continued to feed at her lips, Caitlin shoved her hands into his long, dark, tangled tresses, holding him to her, never wanting their embrace to end.

      Kyran’s hands slid from her waist onto her bum, kneading and squeezing until the proof of her arousal wet not only her panties but the inside of her thighs. Needing more, wanting all her dragon could give, Caitlin moaned low in her throat as she rolled her hips against the proof of his arousal, pleased when he growled in response.

      She could feel not only the man but also the beast’s desire building alongside hers. The banshee within her called to that part of Kyran needing to wail for something other than death for the first time in her long life.

      Wrapping her legs around his waist as the black dragon lifted her off the ground, Caitlin deepened their kiss. Her fists pulled at his hair. Her tongue danced with his, ran along his teeth, reveled in the taste of the first man she’d ever truly kissed.

      Loss to their passion, the banshee moaned at the loss as Kyran tore his lips from hers, gasped for air and then immediately kissed along her jaw and down her neck while setting her on the counter. His hands immediately slid under the soft cotton of her blouse. The rough callouses of his fingers raised goose bumps on her skin as sparks of their attraction raced through her body.

      “Oh mah banshee, whit ar you doin' ta me?” He groaned while continuing to lavish her neck with his lips and teeth.

      Unable to answer, Caitlin could only feel. Kyran’s hands upon her skin, his lips upon her neck… it was all so amazing, so overwhelming, just like all her dreams… only infinitely better. She never wanted it to end. Unfortunately, Fate had another plan for in the next heartbeat, Duke barked, the doorbell rang and Kyran used his incredible speed to set her feet on the floor and make long strides towards the door.

      “Stop right there,” she shouted at the sound of Kyran’s retreating footsteps, not meaning to sound abrupt but still trying to get her bearings after such an intense experience.

      She heard the shuffle of his feet indicating he was turning around before he grumbled, “Ah’ll nae be meetin a'body else this night, Caitlin.”

      Holding her hand out in the direction of his voice, she assured, “I understand, but please don’t go.” She knew she was pleading and hated the sign of weakness, but there were so many things she and her illusive black dragon still needed to discuss. It was her greatest fear that he would walk out her door and never return. His kiss had opened her mind and shown her their destiny, the one they were to experience together.

      She could feel his indecision. His desire to stay with her, battling against his warrior’s need to remain a phantom. As a last ditch effort, she begged, “I promise I’ll make it quick. It’s just Marcie, my nurse. I completely forgot she said she was bringing back the coffee and juice she left at the store earlier today.” Taking a step forward, she asked again, “Will you please stay, Kyran? For me?”

      A long suffering sigh preceded his grumbled response and she imagined him scratching at his bread. “Ah just knoo ye'll be th' death o' me, Caitlin Brookes.”

      Not waiting for him to change his mind, the banshee quickly turned, laid her hand on the counter and called, “Come, Duke. Door,” a second before the doorbell rang again followed by a loud knock and a hollered, “Caitlin? You okay in there? It’s Marcie.”

      Holding onto her furry companion’s collar, she let him lead her to the front door as she answered, “Coming. I was in the kitchen taking supper out of the oven.”

      Opening the door, Caitlin tried to smile while listening to make sure Kyran didn’t attempt an escape. “Hey, Marcie.” She reached for the bag she could hear rustling then sighed when her nurse and friend stepped around her, entered her home and said, “Hey to you. Just dropping off this stuff that I forgot at the grocery. Need any help with dinner?”

      Shaking her head, Caitlin stepped back and closed the door before holding out her hands and saying, “No, I’ve got it. I think Duke and I are gonna have a quick sandwich and then make an early evening of it. I’ll take the groceries and you can get on with enjoying the rest of your night off.”

      “You sure?” Marcie asked, her tone suspicious.

      Faking a yawn, Caitlin sighed, “Yep, it’s been a long day. We’re beat.” Then as an added measure, she fluffed the fur at Duke’s neck and cooed, “Right boy?” To which he yipped.

      I love you my big furry hero…

      “Well, alright, if you’re sure.” Marcie’s tone was still full of doubt but Caitlin sighed in relief when she heard the door open and her friend continue, “I’ll see you Monday. Have a good weekend. Call me if you need me.”

      “I sure will,” Caitlin chirped, sounding overly happy even to her own ears.

      Reaching for the door, she waved as the heels of Marcie’s shoes struck the concrete path leading to the driveway. At the sound of her nurse’s car door opening, Caitlin smiled and called out, “Be safe. Have a good weekend. Thank you again.”

      Waiting until she heard the car start and the roar of the engine disappearing into the distance, Caitlin slammed the door shut, slid the locks into place, turned around and commanded, “Duke, kitchen.”

      Moving as quickly as she could, Caitlin stepped over the threshold of the kitchen just as the cool breeze from outdoors touched her face. She knew he was gone but called his name anyway, “Kyran?”

      The dark, sad silence that followed made her heart hurt and forced her to count the steps to her table, plop into the chair and put her head in her hands. The sounds of Duke’s nails clicking against the tile floor echoed in the silence as her one true companion closed the backdoor her dragon had left open during his hasty retreat before returning to her side.

      Letting her hand drop to his neck, she ran her fingers through his fur and asked no one in particular, “Why did he have to leave? Why do they always have to leave me?” Wiping the one tear she allowed to fall from her cheek, the banshee added, “How will I ever tell him that he is my mate if he won’t even stay for dinner?”
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      Sitting in the same spot, under the same stupid tree, Kyran watched the woman, he now knew to be his mate, looking sad and alone. He could feel her disappointment like a stone in the pit of his stomach. Knew he had caused it. Knew he’d been a coward to leave, but was sure he had no other choice.

      They were connected now as only mates could be and when he should have been happy, Kyran feared for Caitlin’s safety. The black dragon closed his eyes and sought to control both his temper and his need to go to his banshee. His fists dug into the earth, wet from the dew as he continued to kneel and watch the one whose soul called to his pine for his touch.

      Gritting his teeth, he growled to himself, “Whit kind o' sick Universe does such a thing? How cuid ye give a lass whoose lost sae mooch tae mate such as me?”

      Caitlin was beautiful, inside and out. She had a pure heart and soul that wrapped its warmth around his cold dead heart and made even his dark barren soul believe there was a chance for happiness. Why would Fate be so cruel? Why would he, the one they called the Phantom, the dragon able to kill without touch, be shown the one person in all the world created for him. One so perfect she made him ache with need, made him believe in a happily ever after on the other side of all the darkness and death that surrounded him when he was sure to die in his campaign for vengeance.

      Pounding his knuckles into the ground, he saw the tear slide down her cheek. His heart seized in his chest as her voice cracked when she spoke to Duke. He fought to breathe as her loneliness and disappointment washed over him. “Aye lass, ye'r better off wi'oot me.”

      He sat for hours and watched. Long after she’d turned out the last light, he stood guard, not sure if he was protecting her or putting off the inevitable devastation of leaving her orbit.  Finally, when the first rays of dawn peeked over the ridge, Kyran started the sad, lonely journey back to his cave.

      One foot in front of the other, counting his slow, even steps, he climbed the trail to the highest ledge and for the second time in his very long life, watched the waves crash against the rocks contemplating how he’d disappointed the one person in all the world who could save his tortured soul. Hours passed. The sun rose high in the sky, glittering off the water with its fool’s promise that everything would be okay. And even as it scorched his skin, Kyran sat still, staring at the dark water, wondering if perhaps he should simply end it all.

      “But ye woud oonly save me if Ah jumpt wouldn't ye auld laddie?” He spoke aloud to the dragon who shared his soul as he laid his hand over the marking he’d had since birth.

      The evil glyphs surrounding his dragon pulsed against his palm as Caitlin’s words echoed through his mind, “These are killing you! And your dragon. They’re draining your magic. We have to get them off.” He remembered the fear in her voice and the determination etched upon her lovely face as she almost fell flat on the floor trying to save him.

      One memory flowed into another. He remembered what it felt like to hold her in his arms. His senses filled with her scent and his lips tingled where they had caressed hers. His body ached to return to her, to finish what he’d started, to claim her as his own.

      Roaring to the Heavens, Kyran bellowed, “Why? Why urr ye dooin' this tae me? Ye knoo Ah cannae go tae her! Ye knoo Ah cannae hav her!”

      His dragon snarled in his head, pawing the ground and blowing smoke, pushing Kyran to return to their mate. Angry and frustrated, the black dragon jumped to his feet and stomped into the cave.

      Entering the grotto at the back of the cavern he’d been calling home since leaving his brethren, Kyran shed his clothes and dove into the spring-fed pool in the center of the cave. He let the cool water wash over him, praying to the Heavens that somehow it would wipe away the sins of the past and show him a clear path to a future. A future including his banshee.

      Weariness, bone-deep and debilitating, wore at the Phantom, until he floated to the edge, slowly lifted himself out and collapsed, naked and wet, on the sleeping bag he’d liberated from a camper several weeks before. Falling right to sleep, it took mere seconds before pictures of Caitlin filled his dreams. Her eyes, although blind, saw so much more than he ever could. Her touch had the ability to soothe and calm both he and his dragon. Her kiss was like the finest wine, making him long to sip from her luscious lips every moment of every day for the rest of his life.

      Her body was perfect with its seductive curves and her skin like satin under his rough calloused hands. There was no denying she’d been created for him. Caitlin not only enticed him physically, but challenged him mentally and the strength that flowed through every fiber of her being was as intoxicating as her embrace.

      On and on his dreams went, reliving every second of his brief visit with her without provocation or preamble, then his visions blurred. His head was spinning. He felt so if he was falling. Kyran felt lost and out of control until ever so slowly the images came into focus and the black dragon found himself in another place…another time. One he’d never visited before but somehow felt that he belonged.

      Walking down the sidewalk in a quaint little town, the Phantom watched the inhabitants smile at one another as they went about their daily routines. The sounds of children at play caught his attention, making him stop for just a moment to watch. Moving on, he turned the corner and happened upon two little girls with long dark curls hiding behind a small white playhouse while a young boy, obviously their brother, hid his eyes and counted to twenty.

      Smiling at the frivolity of youth, Kyran once again stopped, this time smiling as the little boy yelled, “Ready or not. Here I come,” before running from one hiding place to another, looking for his sisters while hushed giggles floated on the breeze a signal the little girls’ giddy anticipation of being found.

      It was captivating. The children were so carefree, so full of life, free to do and feel anything they wanted. The expressions on their faces lit up the world around them and the longer Kyran watched the more compelled he felt to stay.

      Only took a few moments for Kyran to realize the youngest girl, the one with bright blue eyes and long curly pony tails was his Caitlin at the age of seven or eight. Even in her youth, she was a breath of fresh air. It was clear to see why her brother and sister protected her even when playing an ordinary game. She was a treasure to all she touched.

      As the air turned cool and the rays of the sun faded into the dark blues and pinks of evening, a woman, looking so like Caitlin there was no denying she was his mate’s mother, called to her children, “Thomas, Bailey, Caitlin, time for dinner. Come in and get washed up.”

      The children giggled as they held hands and rushed into the house, eager to obey, excited to share news of their day. Kyran allowed himself a moment to imagine what his own children would look like. Would the girls have long dark curls like Caitlin with bright blue eyes and porcelain skin or would they resemble him with deep grey eyes and an olive complexion? Would their little boys look for trouble as he did and always be in search of their next adventure?

      Pulling himself from his thoughts, the black dragon again focused on Caitlin’s memories. He watched the family at the dinner table, sharing stories of their day while teasing and laughing. He loved that their father, Alexandru, as their mother, Catherine, called him, took the time to listen to each of his children and give them the attention they so desperately deserved.

      Catherine reminded him of his own mother. So, unlike all the old myths and folk tales about banshees, she was beautiful and full of life, not a frightful old hag wandering the countryside looking for those bound for the afterlife. Although he had no doubt she was a herald of death and would alert all in the vicinity with her distinctive wail. The immense power he felt in Caitlin’s memory, as well as the strength he knew his mate possessed, assured him that Catherine was first and foremost a mother with a fierce loyalty to protect her family at any costs.

      All too soon it was time for bed, he smiled as he listened to Caitlin say her prayers and beg her ‘poppa’, as she called him, to read her a story. Alexandru was quick to give in and even gave each of the characters a special voice to which his daughter giggled and clapped with delight.

      When the story was over, Caitlin’s dad kissed his very tired little girl on the head, told her to have sweet dreams and turned on her nightlight before exiting the room. Kyran had looked forward to simply watching the young Caitlin sleep but instead was immediately caught up in a whirlwind of sights and sounds that made him dizzy as his banshee’s memories sped forward.

      Gone was the quiet, peaceful home of a happy family, dreaming of the next new day to enjoy one another and the beautiful life they had together. The serenity the Brookes family had known instantly shattered as Catherine’s death wail shook the rafters while a platoon of hunters surrounded their home. Dressed in black from head-to-toe to remain undetectable, the fact that they chose to also cover their faces, proving what cowards they were made Kyran shake with rage as he watched them preparing to attack. Their hatred for who or what they believed lived within those hallowed walls bathed the entire memory in a dark red hue and filled the dragon’s nostrils with the acrid scent of rotting flesh.

      Kyran felt as if he’d been punched in the gut, the breath sucked from his lungs when he saw the faces of Tariq O’Baoill and his evil offspring, Adam and Eve, commanding the hunters. His firsthand knowledge of their ability to inflict pain struck fear in the black dragon’s heart as he anticipated what he was about to see. The smirks on their faces and exuberant way they gave the countdown made both man and dragon roar with unbridled fury. He screamed, unable to stop himself, even though he knew he was watching a recollection from Caitlin’s memory… something that had happened in the past… something he couldn’t prevent or control.

      Holding his breath, he watched the bastards break down the doors and smash the windows, even blowing holes in a few of the exterior walls while his eyes searched for a mere glimpse of the tiny Caitlin. Catherine’s wail continued, shattering windows and causing the insurgents without ear plugs to fall to their knees, paralyzed by pain and fear. Not even the explosions and gunfire could compete with the sheer power the banshee let loose into the atmosphere.

      Ancient magic cut through the gun powder and smoke right before Kyran caught sight of Alexandru throwing spells like grenades at those daring to attack his family. Unfortunately, neither Catherine nor her husband were a match for the massive number of hunters. From one heartbeat to the next the banshees wail was silenced and the gypsy was cut down where he stood.

      Kyran’s heart ceased to beat as Tariq ordered Adam and Eve to the children’s rooms with a bellowed, “Take them or destroy them, the choice is yours.”

      The evil grin on Eve’s face assured that no one within her grasp would survive that night. There was no doubting Adam, the weaker of the twins, would obey his sister’s every command like the sniveling coward he continued to be. Hating his feelings of helplessness and despair, wanting to turn back the hands of time and save Caitlin’s family, the black dragon shook with the need to see the younger version of his mate, to know how she’d survived.

      Glimpsing tiny, little fingers and bright blue eyes peeking through the small gap between the bathroom door and its frame, Kyran almost smiled. Sadly, he instead found himself holding his breath as Bailey’s blood-curdling scream cut through the crash of splintering wood that accompanied Eve’s booted foot as the hunter kicked down the door to the little girl’s room and immediately began firing her automatic weapon only stopping when the walls contained more holes than actual plaster.

      Tears flooded the little banshee’s face as Adam repeated the actions of his sister on Thomas’ door. However, Caitlin’s older brother was ready. When the male O’Baoill twin stopped firing, the young boy flung a spell at Adam’s chest throwing the hunter across the hall and into the wall behind him while also momentarily blinding him.

      Making a run for it, screaming for the family he believed still lived, Thomas made it as far as the top of the stairs before Eve turned, took aim and shot him in the back of the head. One bullet, well placed, ended a life with limitless possibilities. Kyran’s sorrow weighed heavy on his heart. He fought to breathe. He knew the treachery the O’Baoills were capable of but had never considered that they would actually stoop so low as to harm children sleeping soundly in the safety of their beds. Once again, the black dragon tried to escape the web of Caitlin’s memories only to be pulled farther into her mind, reliving all her terror and unable to do anything but stand idly by and watch the carnage.

      The silence that echoed through what was left of the Brookes’ home ended as Eve bellowed, “All clear. Everybody out. Set the charges,” while motioning for her brother to follow her to safety.

      Kyran felt as if he was the one huddling between the toilet and the wall with his head between his knees, holding a teddy bear with a missing ear and most of his fur rubbed off. With her tiny fist shoved in her mouth to stifle her screams and tears streaking down her face, Caitlin rocked back and forth, telling her bear with her thoughts that everything would be okay.

      For the first time since his mother passed away, Kyran’s eyes filled with tears. He knew she would survive but was totally unprepared for how his mate, already a pillar of strength and courage at a young age, would escape what was about to happen.

      Tariq O’Baoill commanded, “Retreat!”

      The sounds of booted feet pounding against the packed earth shook the house.

      Eve began to countdown, “Five…four…three…two…one…” which ended with four simultaneous flashes lighting the night sky. Fire roared to life immediately engulfing what was left of the wooden structure, the home that only a few moments ago had been a place of love and security.

      Caitlin wailed, not the howl of a banshee, but the cry of a small scared child in need of help. Her blue eyes watered and she coughed uncontrollably as the bathroom filled with smoke. Even in his sleep, Kyran could feel the heat of the blaze on his skin, the stench of the smoke stung his nose and his throat burned from the accelerant the hunters had used to hasten the fire.

      Fearing death more than the fire, Caitlin jumped to her feet, grabbed a towel still damp from her bath from the rack over her head, wrapped it around her body and in one quick move threw open the door and raced through the flames. Flying down the stairs, her towel caught fire as a burning beam fell from the ceiling, landing in the exact spot she’d just vacated.

      Running towards the back door, zigzagging the flames, being braver than any adult he’d ever known, Caitlin grabbed the scalding brass doorknob of the one door still standing, and threw it open, completely ignoring the blistered, raw skin on her palm as she sprinted into the dark night.

      Collapsing on the sidewalk, out of range of the fire, Caitlin held onto her charred teddy bear and struggled to breathe. For several long minutes, Kyran felt her heart falter, her lungs work harder than was ever intended and her little mind wonder if it would be easier to simply let go and follow the light. Thankfully, sirens filled the airwaves, blue and red flashing lights lit the night sky and droves of firemen burst onto the scene.

      Kyran pushed back the jealousy both he and his dragon felt as a burly EMT carefully scooped up the unconscious Caitlin, ran to his ambulance and began to perform CPR. The black dragon wished with his entire being that he had been the one to save her but again reminded himself it was only a memory, a piece of his mate’s life she’d survived, a piece of the puzzle that made her the miraculous woman he’d met only a short day ago. His heart soared as his little banshee coughed and wheezed, eventually fighting those trying to help her by pushing at the oxygen mask covering her face while screaming that she couldn’t see.

      The fire had burnt her sweet little face, her long dark curls and most of the pink nightie, whose tattered remains barely covered her body. He watched the doors of the ambulance close and in his mind tried to race forward to be with the one claiming his heart one broken piece at a time, but the sounds of a dog barking and someone yelling his name pulled him from Caitlin’s dreams and had him jumping up from his pallet on the cold hard cave floor and stalking to the mouth of his grotto.

      The sounds of footsteps knocking rocks off the trail to his hideout and the smell of daffodils reached him at the same time as Duke’s bark, immediately followed by Caitlin’s voice echoing off the rock walls around him, “Kyran?” Another bark and a few more steps then, “Damn you, Kyran, answer me. I know you can hear me.”

      Grabbing an almost clean pair of jeans he’d borrowed from a campsite on his way home, Kyran chuckled to himself, “Nae even bein' blind stops mah lass from getting whit she wants. Whit th' hell am Ah gonnae do noo?”
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