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  Introduction


  Demons are the new vampires, or so Im told by reliable sources. The world of the paranormal has been blurring, blending with fantasy to a certain extent, to create a
  magical new partnership. There are now hundreds of blogs and websites devoted to different strands of the paranormal and to the authors who write it. All are full of lively discussions between
  writers, would-be writers, and devoted fans  the website fangsfurandfey, a LiveJournal community started by writers Jeaniene Frost, Caitlin Kittredge, and Melissa Marr, is just one
  fantastic example.


  Such creative, energetic dialogue between readers and writers has given paranormal romance a fun, fast and furious buzz. Forget writers shuttered away writing with no connection to their fans;
  most paranormal romance authors are accessible and contactable, and are forever gracious with comments and questions. This is no ivory tower genre, but one with a very human face (albeit attached
  to a body with iridescent, fairy wings).


  Put another way, paranormal writers quite simply have the best fans. These are readers who turn up to book signings bubbling over with enthusiasm, who get tattoos from their best-loved books
  (when Sherrilyn Kenyons Acheron was published, one of my regulars showed up at the bookshop where I work one afternoon with a perfect replica of the Acheron symbol  a
  yellow sun pierced by three white lightning bolts  at the back of her neck), who dont say no to cupcakes because they are on some ridiculous Palm Beach diet, and who are
  passionate about the genre: what they like, they LOVE; what they dont, they LOATHE. How refreshing is that?


  The authors in this new anthology have been drawn not only from the broad wealth of talent in the paranormal romance genre, but also from the world of fantasy. We havent completely
  neglected our old friend the vampire (from the previous collection, The Mammoth Book of Vampire Romance) but he has been seriously overwhelmed by a magical collection of succubi, selkies,
  mermaids, werewolves, angels, ghosts, sorceresses, goddesses, gargoyles, fae princes and djinn, to name just a few.


  This volume is the perfect opportunity to try out some new paranormal authors or curl up with the newest stories from your die-hard favourites. Where else are you going to find such a huge
  collection of bestselling, and critically acclaimed, authors in one place? Paranormal romance is blossoming.


  



  The Temptation of Robin Green


  Carrie Vaughn


  The talking dog always whined when Robin fed the griffin.


  Cmon, Robin, please? The docll never know. I never get any treats.


  Sorry, Jones, Robin said to the dust-coloured mutt in the steel and acrylic-glass cell.


  Please? Please, please, please? Jones tail wagged the entire back end of his body.


  No, Jones. Sorry.


  But its not fair. Those guys get fed late.


  They have bigger stomachs than you.


  Oh, please, just once, and Ill never ask again!


  But it was a lie, the whining would never stop, and giving in would make it worse. It turned out that a talking dog was even more endearing than the non-talking kind. It took all of Lieutenant
  Robin Greens army training to turn away from the mutt and move on to the rest of her rounds.


  She hit a switch to illuminate a bank of lights in the second enclosure. The occupant had the thick, tawny-furred body of a lion, but its neck and head were those of an eagle: feathered, dark
  brown, with glaring eyes and a huge hooked bill. It opened its beak and called at her when the light came on, a sound somewhere between a screech and a roar.


  A small door at the base of the acrylic glass allowed her to slide a tray of steaming meat into the cell. The griffin pounced on it, snarling and tearing at the meat, swallowing in gulps. Robin
  jumped back. No matter how many times that happened, it always surprised her.


  Next, she took a bundle of hay to a side door that allowed access to a third enclosure and went inside. Technically, entering the enclosures was against regulations, but she had asked for
  special permission in this case.


  Here you go, kid.


  Hoofed footfalls shuffled towards her through the wood shavings that covered the floor. The animal stood about fifteen hands high, had a milk-white coat, cloven hooves, a tuft of hair under its
  chin and a silver, spiral horn between its eyes.


  Robin spread out the hay, feeding some of it to the creature by hand. She and the unicorn got along well, though at twenty-three she didnt like to admit her virginity. Shed fallen
  back on excuses to explain why shed never seemed to make time for dates, for getting to know the men around her, for simply having fun: too much to do, too much studying, too much work, too
  much at stake. Shed always thought thered be time, eventually. But those old patterns died hard. Colleagues and friends paired off around her, and shed started to feel left
  out.


  All that aside, now she was glad about it. Otherwise, shed never have had the chance to hold a unicorns muzzle in her hands and stroke its silken cheek.


  Shed graduated top of her class with a degree in biology and made no secret of her interest in some of the wilder branches of cryptozoology, however unfashionable. Shed gone
  through the university on an Army ROTC scholarship and accepted an active duty commission because she thought it would give her a chance to travel. Instead, shed been offered a position in a
  shadowy military research project  covert, classified and very intriguing.


  Shed had no idea what she was getting herself into when she accepted the research-assistant position.


  After visiting with the unicorn for half an hour, Robin continued to the next level down. The Residence.


  This level of the Center for the Study of Paranatural Biology made Lieutenant Green nervous. It seemed like a prison. Well, it was a prison, though the people incarcerated here werent
  exactly criminals. Colonel Ottoman (PhD, MD, etc.) liked to say it didnt matter since they werent really human. A lowly research assistant and low-ranking, newly minted officer like
  Robin was not supposed to question such a declaration. Still, she made an effort to treat the inhabitants of the Residence like people.


  Hello? Anyone home? Colonel Ottoman and Doctor Lerna were supposed to be here, but Robin must have been the first in for the night shift. The day shift had already checked out.


  Despite its clandestine military nature, the place was as cluttered as one would expect from any university laboratory. Paper-covered desks and crowded bookshelves lined one wall. Another wall
  boasted a row of heavy equipment: refrigeration units, incubators, oscillators. Several island worktables held sinks and faucets, microscopes, banks of test tubes and flasks.


  One acrylic-glass wall revealed a pair of cells. The first cell was completely dark, its inhabitant asleep. Special features of this room included a silver-alloy lining and silver shavings
  embedded in the walls. The next cell had garlic extract mixed with the paint.


  How are you this evening, Lieutenant? the occupant of the dimly-lit second cell greeted her.


  Im fine, Rick. Where is everyone?


  Theres a note on your desk.


  She went to her desk, the smallest of the group, and found a note in Dr Ottomans jagged writing on her desk calendar:


  
    
      Lt Green,


      Sorry to leave you alone, special conference came up, Bob and I will be in DC all week. Hold down the fort. No special instructions regarding the new arrival, just leave
      it alone.


      Col Ottoman.

    

  


  Just like that. Gone. Leaving her alone on the night watch for a whole week. That meant she wouldnt actually have anything to do but feed everyone and keep an eye on the
  monitors.


  Bad news? Rick said.


  Just inconvenient. Do you know anything about a new arrival?


  In the aquatics lab.


  She started for the next door.


  Ah, Lieutenant. Chores first? Rick  short for Ricardo, surname unknown, date of birth unknown, place of birth unknown  slouched nonchalantly against the plastic
  window at the front of his cell. He didnt sound desperate  yet.


  Right.


  From the incubator she removed the three pints of blood, borrowed from the base hospital, which had been warming since the last shift. She poured them into clean beakers, the only
  useful glassware at hand, and reached through the small panel to set the glasses of blood on a table inside Ricks cell. It wasnt really any different from feeding raw meat to the
  griffin.


  Rick waited until the panel was closed before moving to the table. He looked composed, classic, like he should have been wearing a silk cravat and dinner jacket instead of jeans and a cotton
  shirt.


  Cheers. He drank down the first glass without pause.


  She didnt watch him, not directly. The strange, hypnotic power of his gaze had been proven experimentally. So she watched his slender hands, the shoulder of his white shirt, the movement
  of his throat as he swallowed.


  He lowered the beaker and sighed. Ah. Four hours old. Fine vintage. His mouth puckered. A faint blush began to suffuse his face, which had been deathly pale.


  Robin continued the last leg of her rounds. The next room contained aquariums, large dolphin tanks with steel catwalks ringing the edges. Bars reaching from the catwalks to the ceiling enclosed
  the tanks, forming cages around the water.


  Robin retrieved a pail of fish  cut-up tuna, whole mackerel, a few abalone mixed with kelp leaves  from the refrigerator at the end of the workspace, and climbed the stairs to the
  top edge of the south tank.


  How are you, Marina?


  A woman lounged on an artificial rock which broke the surface of the water in the middle of the tank. She hugged a convenient outcrop of plaster and played with her bronze-coloured hair. Instead
  of legs she had a tail: long, covered in shimmering, blue-silver scales, ending in a broad fin which flapped the water lazily.


  The mermaid covered her mouth with her pale hand and laughed. It was teasing, vicious laughter. Marina seldom spoke.


  Here you are, when youre hungry. Robin nudged the pail to where the mermaid could reach it through the bars.


  Marinas laughter doubled. She arched her back, baring her small breasts, and pushed into the water. Diving under, she spun, her muscular tail pumping her in a fast loop around the
  rocks chain anchor. Bubbles streamed from her long hair, a silver trail.


  Suddenly, she broke the surface and shook her hair, spraying water. Still laughing, her gaze darted across the catwalk to the north tank. Slyly, she looked back at Robin, writhed so she floated
  on her back, and splashed her tail.


  Robin looked at the north tank, which until that night had been empty. A seal, torpedo-shaped, rubbery, its grey skin mottled with black, lay on the artificial rock and stared at her with black,
  shining eyes. The new arrival. A tag, sealed in a plastic, waterproof cover, hung from the rail by the cage. It read: On loan from the British Alternative Biologies Laboratory. HOMO
  PINNIPEDIA. Common names: selkie (Scottish), silke (Irish).


  A selkie. It used its seal skin to travel through the water, but it could shed the skin to walk on land as a human. The creature raised itself on its flippers and looked at her with interest.
  Real, human interest shone in those round black eyes.


  Wow, Robin murmured. What were they going to do with a selkie?


  She leaned on the railing, watching for a time, but the selkie didnt move. She kept a notebook, a journal for informal observations and such. She could write: Seal,
  lounging.


  She had to walk rounds every two hours, since many of the subjects didnt show up on the video monitors. She was supposed to conduct formal interviews with Rick, since he
  was obviously most active during the night watch. But Ottoman had collected all the arcane information he could from him  without going so far as staking and dissecting him  months
  ago, so they usually just chatted. Tonight though, she found herself leaning in the doorway to the aquatics lab. The lights in the lab were dim. The water seemed to glow with its own blue aura.


  It wont change form while youre staring at it, Rick said.


  Im just curious.


  The seal swam, fluidly circling, peering at her through the thick glass, disappearing regularly as it bobbed to the surface for air.


  It. Dont you even know what gender it is? Bradley Njalson, the werewolf, had woken up. His deep voice echoed from his bed against the far wall of his cell.


  Yes, oh great biologist, Rick said, have you sexed the specimen?


  Shed tried, but the seal had deftly managed to keep that part of its anatomy turned away from her.


  The tag didnt say, she said. Shed looked for the research files and the reports that had arrived with the selkie, but Ottoman had locked them up before rushing off to
  his conference.


  For all she knew, it was just a seal.


  The next night, she spent most of her shift sitting on the top step of the catwalk stairs, watching it.


  She heard a splash from the south tank. Marina pulled herself to the bars and watched Robin watching the other tank.


  Marina, what do you know about selkies?


  The mermaid, whod been caught in Dingle Bay in Ireland several years before, had been humming a song, an Irish-sounding jig. A mermaid died to save a silke once.


  Can you tell me about it?


  Ask im.


  Robin turned to where the mermaid nodded, to where a man hung on to the bars of the selkies cage, holding himself half out of the water, smiling. Surprised, Robin jumped to her feet.


  He was lean, muscular. Slick with water, his pale skin shone. Black hair dripped past his shoulders. His face was solid, unblemished. He didnt grip the bars like a prisoner; he held them
  loosely, using them to balance as he treaded water. His smile was playful, like she was inside the cage and he was studying her.


  Tentatively, she nodded a greeting. Hello.


  He pushed himself away from the bars and glided back through the water. He was naked and totally unselfconscious. His body was as sculptured and handsome as his face. He had the broad shoulders
  and muscular arms of an Olympic swimmer, powerful legs and every muscle in his torso was defined. She could have used his body for an anatomy lecture.


  He swam to the artificial rock, climbed out of the water, and sat back, reclining. He spread his arms, exposing to best advantage his broad chest, toned abdomen and . . . genitalia was
  too clinical a word for what he displayed. He was posing for her.


  Next to him lay a bundle of grey, rubbery skin.


  Robin stood at the bars of his cage, looking through them for an unobstructed view. She didnt remember moving there. She took a deep, reflexive breath. Her heartbeat wouldnt slow
  down.


  Marina laughed uncontrollably, both hands over her mouth, tail flapping. Her voice was musical, piercing.


  Robin fled the room.


  Back in the main lab, she stood with her back against the wall, eyes closed, gasping.


  Let me guess. The selkie  male? Ricks tone was politely inquisitive.


  The flush on Robins face became one of embarrassment. So much for the biologist and her professional demeanour. Yes. Yes, he is.


  They have a knack for that.


  A knack for what?


  Flustering young women out of their wits. Im sure you know the stories.


  Since her posting to the Center, Robin had to question all the myths and ancient tales. They might be just stories, then again . . . She went to the bookshelves to look up selkie
  in Briggs Encyclopedia of Fairies.


  How do you do it? Rick asked, moving to the end of his window.


  Do what?


  Remain so clinical. When confronted with so many contradictions to your assumptions about the world.


  I expand my assumptions, she said.


  What about the magic? Your inability to control your reaction to the selkie. You are so careful, Lieutenant, not to look into my eyes.


  The impulse was, of course, to look at him. The voice hinted at rewards she would find when she did. Mystery. Power. She resisted, taking the book to her desk, passing Ricks cell on the
  way. She looked at the collar of his shirt. Why are you all so damn seductive?


  Its in the blood. He grinned. The allure disappeared. He could turn it on and off like a light switch.


  Brad laughed, a sound like a growl.


  Robin almost wished for the seal back. It had been much less distracting. For the rest of the night, the seal skin remained piled on the rock, and the man watched her. She turned her back on him
  to check off her rounds on the charts, and when she looked again he was right there, pressed against the bars. Sometimes, their faces were only inches apart. Sometimes, she didnt shy away,
  and she could feel his warm breath. He never said a word.


  She was attracted to the selkie. That was a statement, an observation, something empirical with explanations having to do with the fact that she was a young woman and he was a young man. A very
  handsome young man. Hormones were identifiable. Controllable.


  So why couldnt she seem to control the way her body flushed every time she entered the aquatics lab? Rick had mentioned magic. But the Center was here precisely because magic didnt
  exist, only biology that had not yet been explained.


  Biology. She needed a cold shower.


  Wednesday night.


  She turned around after setting down Marinas supper and tripped on the catwalk. No, she didnt trip  Marina had reached through the bars, grabbed her ankle and tipped her
  over. The mermaid was stronger than she looked. Robin sprawled across the catwalk between the tanks, too surprised to move, lying with the meat of her palms digging into the steel treads.


  The selkie was by the bars, right beside her. He touched her hand. Even though his hand was damp and cool, Robin thought her skin would catch fire. He took her hand, brought it through the bars
  and kissed it, touching each knuckle with his lips.


  When she didnt pull away, he grew bold, turning her hand, kissing the inside of her wrist, tracing her thumb with his tongue, sucking on the tip of a finger. She hadnt imagined she
  could feel like this, all her nerves focused on what he was doing to her. She closed her eyes. Nothing existed in the world but her hand and his mouth.


  She was on duty. This was not allowed. She should stand up and leave. Write a report about the cooperative behaviour of the selkie and the mermaid. Marina was laughing, quietly now, from behind
  her rock.


  Gradually, Robin slid forwards so that her face was at the bars. She shouldnt be doing this. The security cameras recorded everything. The selkie kissed her. His lips moved slowly,
  carefully tasting every part of her mouth, letting her taste him. Then his hands cupped her face. If it hadnt been for the bars, she would have let him pull her into the water.


  He drew away first. The bars kept her from reaching after him. He swam a few feet away, holding her gaze until he reached the door of the cage, where he lingered, waiting. The message: if she
  wanted to continue, shed have to open the door.


  Well then, that was it. She lay on the catwalk, her hand still thrust through the bars, dangling in the cool water.


  She used the bars to pull herself to her feet. She trembled a little, her heart racing. Nerves, that was all. She couldnt take her eyes off him. She could still feel his lips.


  She planned to go straight to the next room. The control box to deactivate the electronic locks on the cages was at the top of the stairs. A single move. Thats all it would take. Marina
  made a sound, part-sympathetic, part-mocking.


  She walked past the control box, into the next room. Her lips pursed, her blood rushed.


  Lieutenant? Rick said.


  Ignoring him, she continued to the side room which held the bank of a dozen TV monitors, showing the view from cameras focused on every enclosure in the Center. Jones the dog was gnawing on a
  rawhide bone. The griffin was scratching the steel wall of its cell. The unicorn stood with a foot cocked, nose to the floor, sleeping. In the aquatics lab, Marina was basking on her rock, brushing
  her hair with her fingers, probably singing as well. The selkie, still in human form, swam back and forth in front of the door, as if pacing. Like he was waiting.


  She logged into the security computer and erased the evenings footage. Then she disabled the program. All the monitors went to static. She left a note for the day shift complaining that
  the security system was on the fritz, that shed tried to fix it and failed.


  On her way back to the aquatics lab, Rick called, his voice harsh. Lieutenant Green, this isnt you. This is the magic. Selkie magic. Stop and think about what youre
  doing.


  She paused at the door. She was sure she knew what she was doing. But shed read the stories, and Rick was right. Male selkies had a predilection for seducing women. This wasnt her,
  it was the magic.


  And she wanted it.


  The hand that pressed the button for the lock to the north tank was not hers. Not really.


  The door to the selkies cage opened with a small noise. She kept her back to it. Her breath was short, her eyes closed with the realization of what she was doing. Shed worked so
  hard, stayed in control her whole life, and now she did nothing but wait. She gripped the railing by the stairs.


  She heard dripping, water rushing off a body climbing onto the catwalk. Still, the touch on her shoulders came as a shock and made her flinch. He must have sensed her anxiety, because he brushed
  her arm gently, stroking lightly with fingertips until she relaxed. Letting her grow accustomed to him, as if he were taming a wild animal. Then both his hands touched her, moved along her arms to
  her shoulders. Her shirt grew damp with his touch.


  He kissed the back of her neck at her hairline, below the twist she kept her hair up in. His breath was hot on her skin. Her body melted, slumping into his touch. He pulled her back, away from
  the stairs, slipped his body in front of hers, and pressed her against the cage. She was limp, unseeing. She let him guide her.


  He nuzzled her neck. Her nerves tingled with every touch. Overwhelmed, she moaned softly. His hands moved to the buttons of her dress shirt. He had them open before she realized it, and his
  hands were inside, cupping her breasts, fingers slipping under her bra.


  Instead of putting her hands on his shoulders to push him away, like she should have done, Robin clutched at him, her fingers slipping on his slick skin. She dug her nails in for a better
  grip.


  Hmm, he murmured and pinned her against the bars. It was the first sound shed heard him make.


  He pulled her arms away just long enough to take her shirt off. His hand slid easily over her skin, and her bra fell away. His kisses moved from her neck, down to her breasts. She wrapped her
  arms around his head, holding him close.


  She bent, unconsciously trying to pull away from so much sensation, so much of him, but the bars kept her close. She couldnt get away. She didnt want to. Skilfully, more deftly
  than she could have thought from someone who lived in water and didnt wear clothes, he opened the zipper of her trousers, and slipped his hands into her panties. One hand caressed her
  backside, the other  played. Oh . . . She struggled to kick off her shoes, and get her pants off, to give him better access. He helped.


  Her clothes gone, they were naked together, skin pressed against skin. His erection was hard against her thigh. He paid attention to nothing but her, and she was overwhelmed. Locking her against
  him, he pulled her down to the catwalk.


  They were going to do it, right here on the catwalk, her clothes awkwardly spread out to protect her from the steel. Marina softly sang something in Irish that was no doubt very bawdy.


  And Robin felt like she had saved herself just for this moment.


  The next evening, she brought hay to the unicorns cell.


  Here you go. Come on.


  The unicorn stayed at the far end of the room, its head down, its ears laid back, its nostrils flaring angrily.


  Robin stood, arms limp at her sides. Of course. She left the hay, closed the door, and continued her rounds.


  She found a note in the lab from the day shift explaining that the problem with the security system had been fixed with a simple reboot, and if it happened again she should try it. The officer
  in charge sounded testy that theyd lost a whole evenings worth of surveillance. Not that anything around here ever changed.


  Except that it had, everything had changed, and Robin didnt want anyone to know it. She shut down the recording program again, and removed fuses from half the monitors as well, blinding
  them.


  Lieutenant, Rick called to her as she removed his pints from the incubator and prepared his supper. Look at yourself. This isnt like you. He has enchanted
  you.


  I dont want to hear it, she murmured, sliding his beakers of blood through the slot in the window.


  Rick didnt look at them; instead, he pressed himself to the window, palms flat against the plastic, imploring. Hes using you. He doesnt care about you, hes
  only manipulating you.


  She looked at him. Not his eyes, but his cheekbones, his ear, the dark fringe of his hair. Anything but his eyes. Just like you would do, if I opened your door and let you seduce
  me?


  Which wasnt fair, because Rick had never tried to seduce her, never tried to take advantage of her. Not that shed ever given him the opportunity. But hed always spoken so
  kindly to her. Hed spoken to her. And until now, she had never thought of Rick as anything but the elegant man who was supposed to be a vampire, locked in a prison cell.


  Id never hurt you, Robin.


  Now when he looked at her, she flushed. Quickly, she turned towards the aquatics lab.


  Robin, stop, he implored. Dont go in there. Dont let him use you like this.


  She gripped the doorway so hard her fingers trembled. Ive never felt like this before, she murmured.


  She hadnt meant for him to hear, but he was a vampire, with a vampires hearing. He replied, Its not real. Let it go.


  It feels . . . I cant, she said. Because she had never felt so good, so much before, it was like a drug that filled her up and pushed every other worry aside. A part
  of her knew Rick was right, that if this feeling was a drug, then shed become an addict in a day and she should stop this.


  The rest of her didnt care.


  When she reached the aquatics lab, the selkie hung on to the door of the cage, his dark eyes shining in anticipation. As soon as shed given Marina her supper, Robin pressed the button for
  the lock.


  Friday night.


  Colonel Ottoman left a message on voicemail saying hed be back Saturday. So this was it, for her and the selkie.


  She lay in his arms, on the rock in the aquarium. He played with her loose, damp hair, running his fingers through it. She held his other arm around her waist. He was strong, silent. He wrapped
  her up with himself when they were together.


  She couldnt let it end.


  Well go away, you and I.


  He looked away and laughed silently. He kissed her hand and shook his head.


  It was a game to him. She couldnt be sure what he thought; he never spoke. She didnt know if he couldnt or wouldnt.


  Why not?


  He traced his finger along her jaw, down her neck. Then he nestled against the rock and closed his eyes.


  She couldnt hope to understand him. Colonel Ottoman was right, they werent even human.


  His seal skin lay nearby, on the rock where he had discarded it. She grabbed it, jumped into the water and swam to the door. He splashed, diving after her, but she climbed onto the catwalk and
  slammed the door shut before he reached her.


  She stood, clutching the skin to her breast. Glaring at her, he gripped the bars of the locked door.


  Tell me why I shouldnt do this.


  He pressed his lips into a line and rattled the door.


  She put the skin out of reach of the cage and pulled on the slacks and shirt of her uniform. All expressions of playfulness, of seduction, had left the selkie. His jaw was tight, his brow
  furrowed.


  Skin in hand, she ran to the main lab where she found a knapsack stashed under her desk. She needed clothes for him, maybe an extra lab coat . . .


  You know how all the selkie stories end, dont you? Rick leaned on his window.


  Theyre just stories.


  Im just a story.


  She smirked. Youre no Dracula.


  Youve never seen me outside this cage, my dear.


  She stopped and looked at him. His eyes were blue.


  Robin, think carefully about what youre planning. He has enchanted you. The vampires worried expression seemed almost fatherly.


  I  I cant give him up.


  Outside this room, you wont have a choice. You will throw away your career, your life, for that?


  The official acronym for it was AWOL, not to mention stealing from a government installation. Her career, as far as Robin could tell, amounted to studying people in cages. People who defied
  study, no matter how many cameras and electrodes were trained on them. The selkie had shown her something that couldnt be put in a cage, a range of emotions that escaped examination.
  Hed shown her passion, something shed been missing without even knowing it. She wanted to take him away from the sterility of a filtered aquarium and a steel cage. She wanted to make
  love with him on a beach, with the sound of ocean waves behind them.


  I have this. She held up the knapsack in which she had stuffed the seal skin and left the lab to stash it in her car and find some clothes.


  For all its wonder and secrecy, the Center was poorly funded  it didnt produce the results and military applications that the nearby bionic and psychic research branches did
   and inadequately supervised.


  She knew the building and video surveillance patterns well enough to be able to smuggle the selkie to her car without leaving evidence. Not that it mattered, when Rick would no doubt give
  Colonel Ottoman a full report. She waited until close to the end of the shift to retrieve the selkie. He came with her docilely, dressed in the spare sweats she gave him.


  Marina sat on her rock and sang, her light voice echoing in the lab.


  The selkie lingered for a moment until Marina waved goodbye. Robin pulled him to the next room.


  Sir, Rick, hands pressed to the plastic of his cell, called. The selkie met Ricks gaze, unflinching. I know your kind. Treat her gently.


  The selkie didnt react. He seemed to study the vampire, expressionless, and only looked away when Robin squeezed his hand.


  Robin lingered a moment. Goodbye, she said.


  Take care, Robin.


  Impulse guided her again, and she went to the control box for the lock to Ricks cell. She pushed the button; the lock clicked open with the sound of a buzzer. The door opened a crack.
  Rick stared at the path to freedom for a long moment.


  Not lingering to see what the vampire would do next, she gripped the selkies hand and ran.


  She smuggled him in the back seat of her car, making him crouch on the floorboard. Routine did her service now; the shift had ended, and the guard at the gate waved her through.


  Theyd be looking for her in a matter of hours. She had to get rid of the car, find a place to hide out. She stopped long enough to get to an ATM and empty her account. She could leave
  tracks now, then disappear.


  Desperation made her a criminal. She ditched her car, swapping it for a sedan she hotwired. She kept the seal skin under her feet, where the selkie couldnt get to it.


  Two more stolen cars, a thousand miles of highway, and some fast talking at the border, flashing her military ID and spouting some official nonsense, found her in Mexico, cruising down the coast
  of Baja.


  She knew the stories. She should have driven inland.


  They stayed in a fishing village. Robins savings would hold out for a couple of months at least, so she rented a shack and they lived as hermits, making love, watching the sea.


  Convinced that she was different, she was smarter than those women in the stories, she hid the seal skin  not in the house, but buried in the sand by a cliff. She wrestled a rock over the
  spot while the selkie slept.


  He was no less passionate than before. He spent hours, though, staring out at the ocean.


  She joined him one evening, sitting beside him on still-warm sand, curling her legs under her loose peasant skirt. Her shirt was too big, hanging off one shoulder, and she didnt wear a
  bra  it seemed useless, just one more piece of clothing theyd have to remove before making love. Nothing of the poised, put-together young army lieutenant remained. That person
  wouldnt have recognized her now.


  He didnt turn his eyes from the waves, but moved a hand to her thigh and squeezed. The touch filled her with heat and lust, making her want to straddle him there and then. He never seemed
  to tire of her, nor she of him. Wasnt that close enough to love?


  She kissed his shoulder and leaned against him. I dont even know what your name is, she said.


  The selkie smiled, chuckled to himself, and didnt seem to care that she didnt have a name for him.


  He never spoke. He never said that he loved her, though his passion for her seemed endless. She touched his chin, turned his gaze from the ocean and made him look in her eyes. She only saw ocean
  there. She thought about the seal skin, buried in the sand a mile inland, and wondered  was he still a prisoner? Did he still see steel bars locking him in?


  Holding his face in her hands, she kissed him. He wrapped his arms around her, kissing her in return. He tipped her back on the sand, trapped her with his arms, turned all his attention to her
  and her body, and she forgot her doubts.


  One night, she felt the touch of a kiss by her ear. A soft voice whispered in a brogue, Ye did well, lass. No hard feelings at all.


  She thought it was a dream, so she didnt open her eyes. But she reached across the bed and found she was alone. Starting awake, she sat up. The selkie was gone. She ran out of the shack,
  out to the beach.


  Seal skin in hand, he ran for the water, a pale body in the light of a full moon.


  No! she screamed. How had he found it? How could he leave her? All of it was for nothing. Why had he waited until now to speak, when it didnt matter any more?


  He never looked back, but dived into the waves, swam past the breakers and disappeared. She never saw him again. The next shape that appeared was the supple body of a grey seal breaking the
  surface, diving again, appearing further out, swimming far, far away.


  She sat on the beach and cried, unable to think of anything but the square of sand where she sat and the patch of shining water where she saw him last. Hed taken her, drained her, she was
  empty now.


  She stayed in Mexico, learning Spanish and working in the village cleaning fish. She treasured mundane moments these days. Nights, she let the water lull her to sleep.


  The army never found her, but someone else did, a few months later.


  That night, she sat on the beach, watching moon-silvered waves crash onto the white sand, like her selkie used to. Sitting back, she grunted at the weight of her belly. The selkie hadnt
  left her so empty after all. She stroked the roundness, felt the baby kick.


  She didnt hear footsteps approach and gasped, startled, when a man sat down beside her.


  Dark hair, an aristocratic face, permanently wry expression. He was even graceful sitting in the sand. He wore tailored black slacks and a silk shirt in a flattering shade of dark blue, with the
  cuffs unbuttoned and rolled up. He flashed a smile and looked out at the water.


  Rick! What are you doing here?


  Besides watching the waves?


  So you did it. You left. She was smiling. She couldnt remember the last time shed smiled.


  Of course. I didnt want to stay to explain to Colonel Ottoman what youd done. I brought Mr Njalson along with me.


  Brads here?


  Hes hunting back on the mesa. Enjoying stretching all four legs.


  Robin sighed, still smiling. Of course, Rick could have gotten himself out of there  just as soon as he convinced one of the doctors to look in his eyes in an unguarded moment. Now
  she wished shed let them all out a long time before she did.


  When are you due? Rick asked softly.


  He startled her back to reality, and she swallowed the tightness in her throat. In a month. Itll have webbed feet and hands. Like in the stories.


  And how are you?


  She took a breath, held it. She still cried every night. Not just from missing the selkie any more. She had another burden now, one shed never considered, never even contemplated. The
  supernatural world, which shed tried to treat so clinically, would be with her forever. She didnt know the first thing about raising a child. She didnt know how she was going
  to teach this one to swim.


  She touched her face, which was wet with tears. When she tried to answer Rick, she choked. He put his arms around her and held her while she cried on his shoulder.


  



  Succubus Seduction
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  One


  Lilin opened and closed her wings, studying tonights prey: Archer Dane.


  As a Succubus, Lilin usually had her choice of any man. They were easy creatures. A naked woman and immediately a man hardened in greeting.


  She would ride him, take his seed . . . and his soul.


  But this male affected her in some strange way. After centuries of taking men to replenish herself she felt less and less pleasure. Most men proved to be little sport. She needed something
  more.


  Unseelie Queen Rusalka insisted Lilin bring her Archers soul. Odd. Normally, Lilin kept the males soul to nourish her until she claimed her next prey.


  For days shed observed Archer. A powerful man with a muscular, hard body. Strong jaw, blue eyes, black hair and a rare smile that gave her tingles all over.


  Lilin licked her lower lip. She gripped the corner bedpost as her wings created a draught, teasing his hair as he slept. In all her centuries of existence, no man had thrilled her so.


  Stop thinking of Archer as if hes more than an assignment. Ill give his soul to Queen Rusalka and move to my next prey.


  After making her wings disappear, and with unusual excitement in her belly, she stepped towards him.


  Archer was being watched. He kept his breathing slow but slitted his eyes enough to see.


  He almost opened his eyes as surprise arrowed through him.


  A beautiful, petite naked woman.


  With wings. She fucking had wings.


  A breeze brushed his face every time she opened and closed those wings. The woman licked her bottom lip and looked at him like he was a treat. Her wings drew back and vanished.


  What the


  Archer squeezed his eyes shut.


  Dream. No other explanation.


  He fully opened his eyes.


  Nope. Still there.


  The dream woman stopped. Blinked. Then smiled.


  Hello, Archer.


  He frowned as he pushed himself up, swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood. He towered over the small woman.


  Her gaze widened. Why did you get up?


  Too real. Everything about this felt real.


  Who are you? He slept in the nude, and he and his damned erection faced her.


  Im Lilin. She tried to touch him, but he caught her wrist.


  She moved close enough that her body heat burned into him, her bare breasts brushing his chest. The lower half of him was saying, What are you waiting for? But at the same time he
  was grinding his teeth.


  This Lilin was gorgeous  long silvery-blonde hair and silver eyes glittering in the moonlight. Her scent was like a rain-washed spring night.


  He hardened his grip. I dont know what you want, lady, he growled, but youd better get your little ass out.


  She gave a seductive smile. I want you.


  Even though his body was shouting otherwise, Archer said, I dont do strange women. And I sure dont know you.


  Lilins lips curved into a wicked smile. You will, Archer Dane.


  She vanished.


  He let his now empty hands drop away.


  Lilin frowned as she sat on the bank of the River of Life in the moonlight. She wrapped her arms around her knees and held them close.


  The human had rejected her. Rejected her!


  She had wanted a challenge and apparently Archer was it. She would make good on her promise and the male would come to know her. Then she would bed him and drain him of his soul.


  No one refused her.


  Lilin rose, spread her wings, and flew. She enjoyed the sense of freedom that accompanied flight. As an air Succubus, she drank in the growing wind like an elixir.


  Soon it would be daylight in Archers world.


  Soon she would begin her seduction.


  Two


  Archer Dane gripped a set of architectural plans as he strode into Dane Constructions headquarters and headed towards his office. When he reached his office door,
  Archer paused to speak to his assistant.


  He almost dropped the plans he was carrying and he was certain his jaw fell to the floor.


  The woman from last nights dream sat in Cammies seat. The nameplate now read: LILIN NIGHT.


  Lilin. From last night.


  She looked up and smiled. Good morning, Archer.


  He growled. What are you


  Your reports are on your desk, as well as the construction loan papers. She looked at the telephone and grabbed a stack of white notes. Here are your messages.


  Automatically, he took the notes but gave her a fierce glare. Wheres Cammie?


  Lilin looked at him with wide, innocent silvery eyes. On vacation in the Florida Keys. You must have forgotten.


  No. He remembered everything. Especially last night. He hadnt been able to go back to sleep, his hallucination playing over and over in his mind.


  But here sat his hallucination. At Cammies desk.


  He glanced to see if any employees noticed him and Lilin. Thank God everyone looked busy.


  In my office. Now, he said to Lilin in a low voice.


  Yes, Mr Dane. She picked up the compact laptop Cammie always used.


  Leave it, Archer said.


  Lilin set it on the desk. Yes, Mr Dane. The way she said Mr Dane in a slightly unusual accent was like a caress that made him so hard he had to grit his teeth.


  Shit. He had to get into his office before any employees noticed how much Lilin affected him. He opened the door for her, then closed and locked it. Talking to this woman was not
  something he needed anyone to walk in on.


  Archer turned from locking the door and froze. The architectural plans fell from one hand. His messages slipped from the other and scattered across the floor.


  He was face to face with a very naked woman.


  Before he had a chance to react Lilin had her arms around his neck and her body pressed to his. Her diamond-hard nipples rubbed him through his shirt and his erection pressed against her belly.
  She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him.


  Ah, God. He almost dropped to his knees  they actually went weak. Lilins kiss was like nothing hed ever experienced. He couldnt begin to resist. His mind spun
  and all he could think about was laying her flat on his desk and driving deep inside her. His brain turned to mush and his body into one horny sex machine.


  Damn, Lilin knew how to kiss. She tasted of woman and almonds, and her scent drove him crazy  the smell of rain after a thunderstorm.


  She thrust her tongue into his mouth and made soft purring sounds. She nibbled his lower lip then teased his tongue with hers. As they kissed, she drew him with her so that they were moving
  backwards until she hit something hard. His desk. File folders crashed to the floor as she scooted onto the surface.


  Lilin wrapped her arms around his neck again and brought him down with her as she continued the magic of her kiss. She pulled him closer until he stood between her thighs, his hardness pressed
  against her heat.


  Archer placed one of his hands on her soft breast and pinched her nipple, causing her to purr louder. He moved the fingers of his other hand between their bodies and slipped them inside her
  core. She made small sounds of pleasure against his mouth as he rubbed her with his thumb.


  He had to take her. And now. He braced one hand on the desk and reached to unfasten his jeans with the other.


  Something knocked at the back of his mind as he continued kissing Lilin, the heat and fervour between them growing and growing.


  He couldnt think clearly. The haze of lust was so strong.


  The knocking in his head wouldnt stop.


  Wait. It wasnt in his head. Someone was at his door.


  The realization was enough to scatter the haze and bring him back to reality. He pushed away from the desk, away from Lilin, and shook his head to clear his mind.


  The knocking grew louder.


  Mr Dane, came a muffled voice from the other side of the door. Mr Garfields here for his ten oclock appointment. Is everything all right? It was
  Mollys voice and she sounded both concerned and curious. Shed probably seen him walk in with Lilin.


  Archer stepped back and nearly stumbled into one of the padded chairs in front of his desk. Lilins beautiful breasts were pink from his caresses, her lips swollen from his kisses and her
  thighs wide, exposing her soft pink flesh. A wicked smile tilted the corners of her lips.


  Another knock. Archer raised his voice. Ive been on an important call, Molly. Be right there.


  Get your clothes on, he ordered Lilin in a low growl. However you were hired, youre now fired. Dont come back here.


  She pouted. Dont you want to take me?


  Yes . . . No! Get your clothes on. He glanced around for her skirt and blouse. The only things on the floor were the scattered messages and architectural plans that he had to pick
  up in a hurry before Garfield came into the room. Archer turned back to his desk.


  Lilin was gone.


  Archer couldnt move. This woman  or whatever was happening to him  was driving him mad.


  He hurried around his desk and checked under it. Nothing. There was no other possible place for her to hide in his office, which contained only his desk, chairs and a round conference table. She
  definitely wasnt under the table.


  What was going on?


  This took hallucinating to a whole new level.


  He raised his fingers to his nose  the fingers that had just been inside her  and smelled Lilins musk. He shook his head, trying to clear his mind.


  Now his hallucinations included her smell?


  Lilin grumbled as she walked in the Hall of the Lost. Her hair caressed her naked buttocks, the air felt cool against her breasts, and the marble floor smooth beneath her bare
  feet. Shed been summoned to Queen Rusalka of the Unseelie Court. No doubt because of her failure.


  Shed almost had Archer. Almost had him.


  There would be no resisting her tonight.


  Her shoulders tensed and her skin tingled as the Unseelie Fae guards drew open the massive gold-leafed doors of Rusalkas receiving room. The guards were dark-green skinned with pointed
  ears and fierce expressions. They carried even fiercer weapons.


  Lilin walked along the intricately carved footpath that led through the chamber to the Queens throne. Walking into the chamber was like walking into the forest, complete with trees, fresh
  earth, and wildflower blooms.


  Queen Rusalka was like all Fae: her features were ageless but she was centuries, if not millennia, old. She bore the darkness of the Unseelie.


  A crown of white-gold thorns was perched upon her long ringlets and she wore a black gown as usual. Each gown was different and beautiful, but always black. Black gemstones sparkled on the
  bodice of her gown today, and a diaphanous skirt sheltered her small, always bare, feet.


  Lilin knelt before the Queen and lowered her head.


  You have been unsuccessful. Queen Rusalkas sharp tone echoed through the trees in the chamber. Twice. I commanded you to retrieve this mortals soul and bring
  it to me. But you failed.


  Yes, my Queen. Lilin wanted to rush to explain what had happened this second time  the interruption that broke her hold on Archer  but she bit her tongue knowing that
  would gain her a worse punishment.


  A dangerous growl rose within Rusalkas throat. Fail again and I shall see you suffer a mortals life.


  Before Lilin could stop herself, her head shot up. Mortal? As in human?


  Queen Rusalka narrowed her black eyes. You dare to question me, Succubus?


  Lilin lowered her gaze. Of course not, my Queen. I shall take Archer Danes soul. Tonight.


  Three


  Archer stood at his wet bar with a shot of whiskey in one hand, the bottle in the other. What happened to him last night and this morning? The more he thought of it, the
  more absurd it seemed. Christ. Last night he had even imagined this Lilin woman had wings.


  He swore he could still taste the sweetness of her mouth on his tongue, smell the rain-washed scent of her hair and her musk on his fingers.


  In one swallow he downed the whiskey, then poured another shot as the drink burned his throat and warmed his chest. If he was going to lose his mind, he might as well do a good job of it.


  He downed the second shot and turned towards his fireplace  and almost dropped the bottle.


  Lilin stood inches from him, her wings slowly opening and closing. With his hands full, he had no chance to react as she reached up, wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him to her for
  another earth-shattering kiss.


  Something about her kiss drove all thought straight from his brain. She teased him with her tongue, darting it inside his mouth and drawing it out again. She nibbled his lower lip and he
  groaned. Then she pulled him down so that his knees landed on a throw rug on the hardwood floor.


  Damned if his knees hadnt been giving out on him anyway. When they were kneeling, never breaking their kiss, Archer set the shot glass and the bottle to either side of them. As soon as
  his hands were free, he tried pushing her to the floor, but she took control and rolled him onto his back so that she was on top.


  Her pelvis rubbed against the front of his jeans in a slow, tantalizing movement. At the same time she purred and nibbled his lower lip.


  Archer groaned and cupped her breasts, perfect and soft with large, hard nipples pressing against his palms. Lilin moaned and rose up enough that Archer could suckle one breast then the other.
  Her skin tasted unlike any woman hed known. Just like the exotic scent of her hair.


  Definitely too many clothes on him. Lilin  she was perfect. Perfectly naked.


  The fact he was kissing a strange woman whod appeared and disappeared in and out of his life  and freaking had wings  barely registered as she moved her mouth to his
  ear and darted her tongue inside. I want you, Archer.


  He groaned, moved his hands from her breasts and felt for her wings. They were gone. All he felt was the smooth skin of her back. He continued on, skimming her flesh to her hips then cupped her
  bottom.


  Lilin licked a path from his ear, along his stubbled jaw, to the base of his throat. She unbuttoned his shirt and tugged it out of his waistband so that his chest was bare. Her hands never
  stopped exploring him. Her touch  magic. Every place on his skin that she caressed sparked as if a small electrical charge ran through him.


  Her mouth, her tongue . . . He wrapped his hands in her silky hair and gripped it in his fists as she worked her way down his chest, kissing, licking, nipping his skin. He hissed and she gave a
  soft laugh. Like wind chimes.


  Lilin continued, her tongue tracing a path from his abs to the top button of his jeans. She unbuttoned them and tugged the zipper. He didnt wear underwear and she made a sound of pleasure
  as she released him.


  A growl rose in his chest as he clenched his hands in her hair as she took him in her mouth. God, he was flying. His body wasnt his own. It belonged to Lilin, a woman he didnt even
  know.


  The thought jarred him a fraction of a second before she took even more of him inside her warm mouth.


  She dug her fingers into the sides of his jeans and dragged them down. He reluctantly let go of her hair while she tugged off each of his boots then stripped off his socks and his jeans. He rose
  and ditched his shirt, leaving nothing but skin against skin as she crawled back up him.


  Lilins musk was strong as she rubbed herself against him, bracing her arms to either side of his head. Do you want me, Archer? she asked, her accent stronger.


  Irish? What the hell. He didnt care who she was or where she came from. He just wanted to be inside her.


  But they needed protection.


  She gave a cry of surprise as he rolled her over so he was on top. God, she was beautiful. Her silver eyes were filled with desire. Her skin was so fair but pink wherever his hands touched her.
  Silvery-blonde hair surrounded her like a halo against the forest-green rug they were lying on.


  Archer pressed himself against her  he was dying to be inside her. Condom, he barely managed to get out as he pushed himself onto his haunches.


  For a second, Lilin looked panicked, but the expression faded as she gave him a smile. I am protected. She held her arms out to him. I wont get
  pregnant.


  Some of the haze in his mind started to wear off. I dont have sex with a woman without a condom. Period.


  Come. She reached up to draw him to her but he pulled away.


  Something wasnt right. Something about all of this was off. He blinked and shook his head. What am I doing?


  She looked irritated. You were about to make love to me.


  Like hell. He got to his feet and she stood too. I dont trust a woman who argues against using condoms.


  Lilin sounded sad as she said, Goodbye, Archer.


  She faded away.


  Shit. Archer pushed his hand through his hair.


  His clothing was scattered across the hardwood floor. The bottle of whiskey lay on its side, a puddle of liquid surrounding it.


  He swore he could smell her, and he was still moist where her mouth had touched him. And he was buck-naked.


  He was losing his goddamned mind.


  For the first time in longer than she could remember, Lilin was in tears. She hadnt remembered what it felt like to cry until this very moment.


  She wiped her eyes before she passed through the doors into Queen Rusalkas chamber. Lilin found it difficult to walk under the Queens disapproving glare.


  The moment Lilin knelt before Rusalka, the Queens harsh voice cut through her like a blade. You failed, Lilin of the Succubae. You were given three opportunities, and you are found
  lacking.


  Lilin hated the tears in her voice. Please give me another chance, my Queen.


  My word is law. The Unseelie Queens voice echoed in the chamber. You are now mortal, Lilin, formerly of the air Succubae. Once you are on Earth, you shall have little
  time to arrange your affairs before I strip you of all memories of your former life. I will provide you with what humans require to live in their world  what they refer to as identification
  and the paper they use to trade for goods. I will give you new memories of living your life as a human.


  Lilin looked at the Queen, fear punching her belly. Please, my Queen. I will not fail if you give me another chance.


  Rusalka scowled. Do you dare contradict me? I demanded that you bleed Archer of his soul. As an Incubus he once disappointed me as you have. I will not tolerate such failures.


  Lilins eyes widened. Archer had been Incubae?


  The Queens face grew darker. After giving him opportunity to adjust to his new mortal life, I stripped his memories. He remembers naught of being Incubae. Her lips twisted
  into a scowl. Rise, Lilin, mortal.


  All Lilin felt was numb as she obeyed. She didnt feel changed. Yet. But she was a mortal. A mere human now.


  I will send you to Archer. The Queens expression became amused. He may do with you what he will. Throw you out. Fuck you. It matters not. She gave a slight nod
  to her guards who stood to either side of Lilin. Go.


  Still stunned, Lilin stared at the Queen. She didnt move until the guards forced her to turn and walk out of the chamber and into the Hall of the Lost.


  Four


  So tired he could hardly see straight, Archer entered his sprawling mountainside home. Hed spent the day on a construction site and he was hungry and in need of a
  long hot shower.


  Hed also spent the day thinking of the woman  whoever she was, whatever she was  whod kept appearing and disappearing in and out of his life. What happened on his
  living room rug had been real. But the way shed just faded away . . . He was going out of his freaking mind.


  He tossed his keys on the entryway table then strode into the kitchen.


  He came to a complete stop. Again.


  Lilin. In his kitchen.


  This time she had clothes on  jeans and a grey T-shirt with the Grateful Dead logo on it. She sat at the kitchen table, her elbows on the surface, chin in her palms, and a glum expression
  on her pretty face. Her silvery-blonde hair shone in the evening light coming through the bay window. Her eyes, though, looked more grey than silver as she looked at him. She didnt smile or
  get up.


  He rubbed his hand over his stubbled jaw. What are you doing here?


  Lilin gave a deep sigh. No thanks to you Im mortal now.


  That made Archer pause. Listen, lady. I dont know what planet you came from


  Otherworld. The Unseelie Court. She rose and draped her forearm on the table. Her Irish accent was stronger now than before. I was a Succubus. I failed to get your soul for
  her so Queen Rusalka made me mortal and sent me to you to decide my fate.


  Otherworld? Unseelie Court? Queen Rusalka? The names rang like bells in Archers head, as if he should know them. They had to be from fairy tales read to him when he was a
  child.


  Not that he remembered his childhood.


  Lilin kicked at the table leg with her white tennis shoe. He saw a hint of her bare ankle. God, she had sexy ankles.


  He shook his head to get the crazy thoughts out of his mind. Im tired, hungry, and I need a shower. You know your way out.


  Lilins eyes glistened and his gut ached at the sight of a tear rolling down her cheek.


  No crying, he growled. Thats not playing fair.


  Im sorry. Her throat worked as she swallowed. I have never been human before. I have no place to go, and I dont know what to do. There is only one thing I have
  ever been good at, and I wont lower myself to do it as a mortal. As a mortal I would be considered a prostitute, using my body to get what I need. I just wont do it.


  Archer lifted a brow. Sex?


  She sniffed and raised her chin. If you could remember your past, you would know exactly what Im talking about: sex and the taking of a humans soul. In your case, a
  females soul.


  He groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and forefinger before looking back at her. Give me a break. I dont know whats going on and I want some
  answers.


  Lilin stood and moved towards him. Did you not wonder how I could appear and disappear? And wings  do you think mortals can grow them whenever they please? Another tear
  rolled down her cheek. I failed, damn you. Now I am as cursed as you are.


  She was close enough that Archer reached up to cup her chin in his palm and rubbed away the tear with his thumb. Why is it I want to believe you? He continued to stroke her cheek.
  What is it about
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