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Chapter One

 


“Road trip!” Lyn yelled with the vibrating
wind echoing through the convertible mustang before turning to
slant Kimi a smile.

“Vegas here we come!” Kimi pulled out her
cell phone and sticking her tongue out, took a selfie, then leaned
closer to her twin and snapped another shot; this time of the two
of them. “Gotta love life.” She looked at Lyn, her grin
contagious.

“Behave yourself, little sis.” Lyn gripped
the steering wheel as she watched the road fly by and enjoyed the
feel of the wind whipping through her hair and the warmth of the
sun on her face. They’d put the convertible top down and now had
the air conditioning blaring with music revved and the volume
turned to the top notch.

“I am,” Lyn shot back, “behaving myself.”
While she pulled her hair back, fastening the white-blond strands
with a hair tie. “When are we going to get there?”

“When we get there,” Lyn said deadpan,
keeping her gaze focused on the road ahead. Her mind spun in
different directions, her skin suddenly prickling and a shadow of
apprehension filling her soul. Thoughts of Jokul, the Ice Demon and
the Amazonian Devil, rattled in her head. She unexpectedly had
serious feelings about this trip and they were all negative. Where
they came from, she couldn’t fathom. When they left Tahoe, the plan
seemed to be a good one but now, on the road, she wasn’t sure why
she’d chosen this route. If she could convince her twin, Kimi, to
drive through Vegas and keep going to the Sierra Madres, she would.
Her gut told her trouble waited even while she couldn’t put a
finger on what exactly that concern entailed. She wanted nothing
more than to go home.

“You don’t have to be so grumpy.” Kimi pulled
her knees up to her chest and let her head rest on the back of the
seat. “Don’t you want to go to Vegas any more? It was your idea,
you know? I just wanted to keep you company. Guess the roles have
been reversed.”

“You read me like an open book,” Lyn told her
sister with a sheepish grin. “I did, but now I don’t.” She
shrugged, “What can I say? My animal instincts have taken over and
I feel a dark cloud of foreboding hovering over the city.”

“I see.” Kimi sat up and stared at Lyn.
“What’s bothering you? You’re not usually a doomsayer?” Her voice
took on a somber tone.

“A sixth sense.”

“All right. And what does this strange
feeling tell you?” Kimi questioned, her brows furrowed
together.

Lyn darted a quick look at Kimi, whose
expression told Lyn that Kimi took her seriously. “Nothing and
that’s the problem, but my gut tells me we won’t be happy if we go
through Vegas. I feel shivers creep down my spine every time I
think or say the name of that city.”

Kimi let out a long and a very dramatic sigh.
“And I was so looking forward to trying my hand at blackjack in Sin
City.”

Lyn chuckled softly. “Your five dollar bet
wouldn’t get you very far. Are there any granola bars left in the
snack sack?”

“Don’t change the subject and no, I ate the
last one a mile back.” Her voice rising with anticipated
excitement, she said, “You know I could double it. If I made money,
I’d let myself keep playing.”

“If you doubled your money, you’d quit. You
and I both know that’s they way you gamble.” Lyn swerved a little
to miss a tumbleweed dancing along the road before concentrating on
her thoughts and doubts.

“Sure is hot.”

“You’re changing the subject, Kimi. Is the
conversation getting a little too heated for you to handle?”

“No, I just don’t know what to say to you
when you’re always right.” Kimi sent a smirk Lyn’s way, pushing a
strand of hair from her face.

Ignoring Kimi’s insinuation that she was
always right, Lyn thrummed her fingers on the wheel, humming along
with the tune on the radio all the while trying to ignore the
warnings the voice in her head kept tossing out. “Let’s compromise.
We can stay tonight, gamble a little and maybe take in a show if
someone we like is performing. I’d like to be on our way home in
the morning.”

The next few hours passed in relative
silence. Kimi had leaned back in the seat, eyes closed and faking
sleep. Lyn enjoyed the silence, not wanting to voice any more of
her fears to Kimi. They had just experienced the ice demon, Jokul
and only a year before had encountered an Amazonian Devil who
nearly killed her. She had every right to be cautious.

She didn’t want or need any more demons to
come after her or anyone in her family. Relaxing, soaking up the
sun’s rays, and a little vitamin D was on her mind. But she didn’t
think that was going to happen anytime soon. Getting out of Dodge,
or in this case Vegas, was at the top of her list of to dos.

The desert was a place Lyn loved; the color,
the dry air, and the storms. God, but she loved the thunderstorms
when they swept across the hills. She loved Infinity Cliff and
enjoyed the silence when she dropped a stone from the top. She’d
been away far too long.

It was past time to go home.

Cactus Junction; she didn’t believe any town
had been named more appropriately. Somehow she believed her future
would be revealed soon, and she hoped it would happen in the Sierra
Madres, at Cactus Junction, or maybe at the top of Infinity
Cliff.

The dreams had returned; the surreal
imaginings of her mind while sleeping. Somehow she knew her soul
mate had been in them, had spoken to her and given her
encouragement when she lay on her deathbed after tangling with the
Amazonian Devil: Chullachaqui.

When darkness cloaked her and she lay in her
great grandfather’s sweat lodge, Carr had sat by her side and it
was Carr’s hands that had healed her physical wounds. But it was
the dark haired stranger with sharp rugged features who had spoken
to her with calm reassurance who healed her soul. He didn’t leave
her side until she regained consciousness and now she didn’t know
if she’d ever see him or hear his voice again.

Her family could tell her about the dream and
its meaning, but she’d never had the courage to approach them. Now
after battling a new foe, Jokul, she had to talk to someone.
Niagan, her great grandfather, was the logical choice for a
conversation. And she wondered, too, if she had another power. Carr
could heal and was head of the McKenna clan worldwide. Brody was
the head of the clan in the Sierra Madres.

Lyn chuckled to herself. Carr had always
thought he would live life with no responsibilities only to find
himself burdened with the greatest of all. But he was capable and
wise. Carr would do well with his new position.

“Are we almost there?” Kimi sat up, rubbing
her eyes then stretching her back and arms. “I’d love a
cheeseburger and fries.”

“About ten minutes away.” Lyn slanted a quick
look at her twin. “And we can stop for food anytime. Personally,
I’d preferred something a bit more healthy.”

“Slammin’. I’ve got my five bucks handy.” She
pulled out her wallet and brought out a five-dollar bill. “I’m
set.”

“Brody made us reservations at Caesar’s
Palace. He left it open-ended. Said we could decide how long we
wanted to pay for it. For now let’s plan on one night. If things go
well, we can always stay another night.”

“One night, but that’s okay as long as your
willing to consider staying longer.” Kimi paused, “Why don’t I have
the same super power you do? We are twins.”

Lyn sighed, wishing she could really look at
the expression on Kimi’s face. “We aren’t anything the same so why
should we have the same power, save shifting? We will discover our
second power soon enough. Sometimes I think it’s the ability to
annoy with words.”

“I know, I know, we’ve been through this
before. I like to stay home and cook and by the way, that wasn’t
very nice.”

“I’m sorry. You know I love you.”

“Apology accepted. You can be annoying too.
No matter the topic, you’re always right.”

“I like to hunt and you don’t.” Lyn ignored
the last comment.

“I’d rather read a good book,” Kimi
sighed.

“And I love adventure and the thrill of the
chase.”

“The list goes on and we both understand we
are total opposites.” Kimi pulled on her seatbelt.

“I don’t hold that against you.” Lyn laughed.
“If we were the same we’d compete against each other. Now we just
make each other whole.”

“How did you get so smart?”

Lyn didn’t know how to respond to that
question. They were both highly intelligent, but Kimi always had a
feeling she was less competent. She hated the self-doubt her twin
felt in her accomplishments and talents.

“Like I said, we make each other whole,
compliment each other.”

“I just wish I was more like you,” Kimi
said.

“And sometimes I wish I was more like
you.”

“Yeah, when?” Kimi demanded.

“That one is easy. Every time I dash off on
some wild adventure and end up regretting the act.”

Kimi placed her hand on Lyn’s arm. “I know
you still regret going after the Amazonian Devil.”

“Yes, except for the fact that if I had
stayed home as I promised, Sadie wouldn’t be with us and Brody
would be one very unhappy man.”

Traffic picked up as they drew closer to the
city and the sun hung on the hills about to disappear behind them.
One night and she’d have to give Kimi some time to explore the
insides of the hotels in Vegas. Venturing outside on the sidewalks
was always interesting, but an adventure she could do without.

City lights glittered brightly. If anything,
Vegas was filled with lights and people—the energy electrifying the
night air. Adrenalin seemed to fill every nook and cranny of the
vibrant city.

“I heard that.” Kimi laughed at the sound of
Lyn’s stomach rumbling. “We didn’t stop for lunch and I’m hungry
too. Where do you want to eat?”

“Let’s get settled in then we can look around
the casinos. What are you in the mood for?”

“Italiano...”

“Sounds good to me.” Lyn drove into a parking
place and turning off the car’s engine, she left Kimi to babysit
their stuff. “I’ll be back in a second. Don’t go anywhere.”

A few minutes later, Kimi flopped on the bed
in their room and kicked off her shoes. “Maybe I don’t care if we
explore the casinos and gamble. I’m exhausted.”

“No, you don’t. We’re going to find food and
spend your five dollars. If we don’t, I’m going to hear about it
for the next six months.” Despite the fact Lyn wanted nothing more
than a hot shower and a good night’s sleep before starting for
Cactus Junction tomorrow afternoon, she knew Kimi needed to unwind.
Perhaps she did too. So what would a couple of days do to her gut?
She felt a slow curl of ice inside. Risking the extra time could
put her life or Kimi’s on the line.

“All right,” Kimi said. “Let’s do it. Let’s
eat then find a slot machine that wants to take my pennies.”

“I think the slots just take dollars,
honey.”

“Oh, well, five won’t go very far unless I
win the first round. If that’s the case, we can be out of here in
the a.m. instead of the p.m.” She grinned. “And what are the odds
of that?”

Lyn turned to her side, propping her head up
with a hand and grinning. “I’m feeling better about this sojourn in
Vegas. Let’s change our clothes and see what damage we can do in
the casino.”

“I’m game.” Kimi skipped to her suitcase and
after opening it, rummaged through the contents until she came up
for air with a pair of skinny jeans and a dark blue halter-top. She
held it up for Lyn’s scrutiny and with Lyn’s nod, she headed for
the bathroom. “Going to take a quick shower then it’s your
turn.”

 


~ * ~

 


In observation mode, he walked through the
casino, hands in his pockets, listening and watching, his heart
racing. Before the blackjack table at the end of the row, he paused
to reflect and decide on a course of action. The air inside was
sultry, hot and smoke-filled. He swept one hand through his damp
hair, fresh from a summer rain. He forced his mind from the heat
and the rancid smell of cigarettes, and with single-minded focus,
stared at the table and the cards lying innocuously on the green
felt.

The picture of cool calmness, she sat on a
bar stool, a drink in hand and cards in the other, her legs crossed
provocatively. Her daringly cut emerald V-neck dress didn’t leave
much to the imagination, but he forced his gaze to the man beyond
who stared at her as if he owned her. Every hair on the back of his
neck stood on end and a chill slivered down his spine, nerves on
edge, muscles tensed. His brows furrowed when the man turned his
attention, for one brief moment, his way.

The dealer gave her another card and she
tipped one corner up to look at it then let it go. Her body
language spoke volumes to him and he wondered if the dealer noticed
too. The poker face she so obviously tried for was something she’d
never possess.

Deacon McClain paused before settling on a
bar stool across the table from her. He waited for the last hand to
finish before placing his chips in front of him and nodding to the
dealer he was ready to play. His fingers closed around his glass of
whiskey as his heart thundered in his chest. She glanced his way,
inquisitively cocking her head to one side before slanting him a
sexy-as-hell-grin.

The grin sent a message that nearly
catapulted him from his seat. Inhaling a deep breath to calm his
splintering nerves, he turned his attention back to the cards he’d
just been dealt. Not good, not good at all, he motioned for
another, then sat back and gazed at Lyonesse. Lyn McKenna, the
woman he’d been sent to find and bring home. He’d never believed
this gig to be an easy one, but now he felt sure this might be his
most difficult assignment of all. Her easy grin sent his heart into
a tailspin and her long shapely legs were hard to ignore. What
would happen if she gave him her full attention?

He’d lose all sense of perspective and
balance.

Hours passed in a blur. He won and lost.
Smoke blurred his senses and the whiskey could have dulled them,
but he wasn’t drinking. The girl seemed to have a winning streak
going. Her twin stopped by every once in a while to talk and laugh,
then she’d wander off in some direction only to reappear, usually
with another drink.

He looked at his watch before twirling his
untouched whiskey around in his glass, “Two a.m.”

Kimi, her twin, rested a hand on her sister’s
shoulder. After a huge yawn she asked, “I’m turning in for the
night. You comin’?”

“Not yet.” Lyn’s gaze swept the room,
stopping for a second on him. Her brows furrowed as if she had
thoughts she wasn’t sure of, as if she recognized him.

Kimi gave her sister a heavy sigh. “Don’t
stay up too late. I know you wanted to get an early start
tomorrow.”

So they weren’t staying long. He’d have to
work fast then follow the pair. He was pretty sure they were
heading to her home and Cactus Junction was a place he’d like to
see if he had all the time in the world. But he didn’t think that
was the case.

He leaned back, letting the dealer take his
cards and chips. She nodded for another hand and he declined. For
the first time that night, Lyn turned her full attention his way, a
frown suddenly marring her gorgeous features. She squinted her eyes
as if studying him.

The look was so intense and so inquisitive he
wanted to laugh, but he held the emotion in check. Instead, he
saluted her with his glass of whiskey and was rewarded with a nod
and an expression he didn’t know how to read.

A cloying scent penetrated the room despite
the lingering odor of smoke and his mind spiraled in another
direction. A large man wearing jeans and a black pinstriped suit
jacket moved closer to Lyn. The man tipped his Stetson before
nodding to a waitress to bring her a drink. Standing behind Lyn,
the man waited, shifting from one foot to the other, his gaze
roaming the room to return every few seconds to Lyn.

Lyn shook her head at the drink before a
shuttered expression crossed her face. “No thanks.” Her shoulder
trembled and her back stiffened as if to stop whatever sensation
that was racing through her body.

“I insist.” The man’s gravelly voice
reverberated back hundreds of generations. He shifted from one foot
to the other then wiped his forehead with the back of his hand.

“No!” Lyn pushed the recently dealt cards
back to the dealer and gathering her chips, rose. “I’m done.”

Deacon’s heart raced and he clasped his
fingers into fists in anticipation of a possible fight.

The man’s eyebrows drew together, his lips
thinning his large body blocking her path. “You’ll stay and have a
drink with me.”

“Or what?” Not waiting for an answer, she
turned to walk away but the man stopped her, placing his hand on
her shoulder and yanking her backwards toward him.

She shook it off as Deacon bolted from his
chair, slamming his shoulder into the man’s chest. “Go!” he told
Lyn while keeping his gaze focused on the man. “Go now.”

From the corner of his vision, he watched Lyn
stop, hands fisted at her sides as if she meant to fight this
gigantic man. He realized she wasn’t going to take orders from him
either, at least not yet. Inwardly, he grinned.

The man hit him in the face, pushing him
against the blackjack table. He dropped, slipping to the side to
gain room to move. Drunken gamblers cheered them, encouraging the
altercation, shouting advice.

Deacon calculated, running toward him,
tackling the man and sending him to the floor. The two rolled
across the ground sending blows against each other. He hit the
man’s nose then the side of his head. Patrons moved back,
scattering away and giving them room.

In the next moment, the man pushed from him
and sprinted through the casino doors to the outside. Deacon rose,
watching the man run before dusting off his clothing, he looked for
Lyn. Hightailin’ it out of here was not such a bad idea, but
security guards who had suddenly surrounded him had a different
idea.

Explaining his actions wasn’t possible. What
part of, “He’d just saved Lyn McKenna from Balor, the demonic God
of Death, who was chasing her” would they believe? He shrugged,
“Sorry about that. Didn’t like the way he looked at my girl.” He
turned to Lyn and winked, hoping she’d go along with his statement.
But the look on her face didn’t bode well. She wasn’t the type to
be suckered in with a wink and a grin.

“A...” Lyn began, then slanted the guards an
earth stopping smile. Her baby blue eyes twinkled with what looked
like mischief.

“I’ll pay for the damage.” He interrupted,
pulling out a wad of cash and after taking several hundreds from
his money clip; he slipped his arm through Lyn’s and said. “Let’s
get out of here, Sugar.”

She seemed to comply, playing along with the
charade he’d just created, but when they reached the hall, she
pulled away and slapped him across the cheek. He brought his hand
up to touch the fiery spot where she’d connected. “What was that
for?” He expected her to tell him he was crazy.

“Don’t sugar, me!” Her eyes blazed with fury,
her body shaking. She stepped backward, stumbling against a potted
plant.

Without another word and with head held high,
she strode away from him toward the elevator. “You’re not going
anywhere without me, Sugar.” He didn’t want to address the issue of
the nickname that had popped from his mouth. A nickname that fit
her beautifully.

She didn’t turn or stop, and when she reached
the lift, she pushed the up button several times as if the repeated
gesture would move it along at a faster pace. He watched her inhale
a deep breath and stiffen her spine as she waited. Her toe began to
tap the marble floor.

Not wanting to intrude, yet knowing he had to
find a way to convince her to go with him, he caught up with her
and stepped into the elevator when the doors opened. He half
expected another slap across the face, but she moved to the
opposite side of the tiny box and focused her attention on the
panel.

“You won’t get there any faster if you punch
that little round metal thing a hundred times,” he said, crossing
his arms and leaning against the shiny wall. God, how he wanted to
tell her everything, but he didn’t know what she’d think. He knew
she was a shifter so she had to believe in the paranormal, but what
he needed to tell her was beyond believable even for a shifter.

“No, but it makes me feel better. What is it
you want?” Her hands rested on her hips and he thought he saw a
quirk of an almost smile before her brows furrowed together in a
look of displeasure. “I don’t know what you just protected me from
down there in the casino, but I might need defending from you too,
so stay out of my way.”

You; I want you.

“I need to tell you some things and I want to
get you out of Vegas before the Neanderthal I just fought realizes
you’re staying in this hotel. I can’t tell you everything, but your
life is in danger.”

“Danger? Talk.”

Deacon took off his hat and ruffed his hair,
wishing he could think of an easier way to tell her how much peril
she was in. “Your life is at stake. There are creatures...men who
want you...”

“You’re not telling me anything I haven’t
guessed at. That man gave me the creeps. How do I know you aren’t
the creature I need to run from?”

“You don’t know, but I think you’ve seen me
before in your dreams, and if you recall, I watched over you once
before when your life was in jeopardy. That fact should give you a
tiny bit of confidence in me. I wish we had the time to spend and
I’d tell you everything. For now, you need to trust me and in your
instincts.” He prayed her gut was telling her he wasn’t her
enemy.

She stiffened and an expression crossed her
face, one he wasn’t sure how to read. “My brother, Carr healed me.
I don’t know anything about you and I don’t think I want to
know.”

“Pretty little liar. But I need for you to
take what I tell you seriously. I want you to leave with me now,
before you go to your room. Kimi is not in jeopardy, and your
presence with her only puts her in peril.”

“That’s quite the pick-up line. Come with me,
your life is in danger. Really?” She jabbed the elevator button
again. “Really?”

“That man I fought wants your life in
exchange for his. Do I need to say more? He made a deal with a pack
of devils.” Frustration beat in his head and he searched for words
to convince Lyn, but couldn’t think of anything. Trust didn’t come
easy for shifters and Lyn was no exception.

“Yes. Talk.”

He held up his hands in a gesture of
submission. “I don’t have the words to make you trust. Look inside
your heart and your soul, close your eyes and breathe in my
essence. That should be enough to tell you I don’t mean you harm.”
He felt as if he groped for the words and thoughts even as time
flew by and danger sped closer.

“Just for the record, I don’t trust you.”
This time she pushed the down button that would take them back to
the ground floor. “But I don’t want to put Kimi’s life on the
line.”

“You believe me.” The question hung heavy for
a few tense moments as the elevator slid down the shaft.

“My gut says you’re telling the truth as does
my heart.” The doors opened and she stepped into the lobby of the
hotel. “I’m going to leave Kimi a message. I don’t want her to
worry.”

He followed, pushing the hat he wore back on
his forehead. “All ready took care of that, Sugar.” Deacon watched
her jaw tighten when he used the term of endearment. Best she get
used to it; he planned on callin’ her Sugar for a long time, a
lifetime and perhaps longer.

“You take liberties that aren’t yours to
take. Damn you! I’m going to leave her a message anyway. How do I
know what you said in the note you left?” She marched toward the
lobby desk.

“All you have to do is ask. Oh, I forgot, you
don’t trust me.”

“No, I don’t.” She turned to look over her
shoulder at him.

His heart lurched. “Look, I wouldn’t have
done it if we’d had all the time in the world, but we don’t. You
have to come with me now.” The cloying scent of seawater and
dead fish he’d recognized earlier filtered in through the front
door.

She turned to the desk, but he lifted her in
his arms and strode to the exit door while she beat on his
shoulders and screamed for him to put her down. The one person in
the lobby turned to stare, but at three a.m. even in Vegas there
weren’t very many people in the area. They were all in the casinos
or their rooms.

Once inside the empty stairwell, he told her,
“Hold on tight, Sugar. We’re going for a ride. This is going to
rock your world.” His body tensed and all his senses focused on
teleporting.

As the walls began to whirl, slowly at first
then picking up speed as the world turned and spun, he felt her
fingers bite into his muscles. “Good girl,” he whispered then as
suddenly as it had begun, the churning stopped.

Deacon held on to Lyn while her body adjusted
to the warp speed travel. Her heart thundered against his ribs
while he cradled her tight, her face tucked into his shoulder.

When they settled to a stop, Lyn pulled away
from him, smoothing her skirt and readjusting the top to make sure
all of her was covered. “Shit! What just happened?”

How do you tell someone she just traveled
through thin air? “We teleported.” His voice shook with fear for
her and simmering emotions she must feel. This tiny diversion would
not stop the demonic creature that had just been unleashed, raised
from the dead.

“That’s what Margo and Phaedra did to save my
family, but they used a crystal. You just did it. By yourself. On
your own. With no help.” Her voice shuddered. “Put me down.”

“Only if you promise not to go anywhere.” He
set her on her feet but kept his hands around her waist. “And don’t
look down.”

The last sentence came too late as Lyn
stumbled. “Where the hell are we? Who the hell are you?”

Deacon caught her before she fell off the
cliff. “Uh...mountains... Deacon’s my name. Deacon McClain at your
service, Sugar.” He couldn’t tell her the mountain was pure
illusion and if she did step off the other side, she’d be on hard
sand. He still didn’t want her to fall, she could still hurt
herself, twist an ankle and a myriad of other possible injuries
flew through his mind.

“I’m not your, Sugar. God, I should be more
concerned about where we are and what you want with me. And what
you’re not telling me.”

If only I could tell you the truth, but
you wouldn’t believe me if I did. “Listen, the truth will come
out in time. Right now we’re going to wait for your sister to give
us a lift then...”

“A lift? Here? We’re a couple thousand feet
from the ground, and I don’t see a road anywhere.” She looked from
side to side then down.

“It’s an illusion.”

“What the f--”

He held up a hand in hopes of stopping the
tirade before it began. “I’ve created a fantasy to keep you safe.
No one, not even Balor, can see us here. I will see the lights from
your sister’s car when she nears and I’ll signal her to stop.”

“Balor?”

Lyn let out a long breath of air, and he
sensed she was frustrated because of what he wasn’t telling her. “I
must keep the man I fought in the casino away from you.”

“I can defend myself.”

“Not against him, at least, not until you
have all the information. Besides, I’d rather you didn’t have to
fight any battles.” He knew she was a shifter but she was still
female and even in her jaguar form she wasn’t as strong as a male.
God, but he remembered the dream vigil he’d spent over her bed when
the Amazonian Devil had nearly killed her and his hands shook with
the fear something like that might happen again.

“You’re not my keeper. What kind of battle is
supposedly coming my way?” She was backing up, shaking her head,
hands out as if to ward him off.

“I’d rather speak of it someplace where you
can sit down comfortably.” He reached for her, trying to stop her
backward travel.

“Ok, ok.” She sat down, pulling her knees to
her chin and wrapping her arms around her legs. “Talk.”

“This is not what I had in mind.” He prayed
her sister would show up soon. Despite the fact Lyn couldn’t locate
a road; they were only about ten feet from the highway. He saw it
and in his mind he counted the seconds until he could lift the
cloaking from around the boulder.

“There appears to be time.” She smoothed the
fabric of her dress before changing position and wrapping her arms
around herself to ward off the chill of the early morning.

Slipping his arms from his jacket, he wrapped
it around her shoulders and sat down next to her. “I watched over
you when the Amazonian devil nearly killed you. Wasn’t very smart
of you to try to take on a man’s job.”

As soon as the words were out of his mouth,
he regretted them. It wasn’t exactly what he meant, but it was so
close to the truth, he couldn’t deny his feelings and the emotions
he’d felt when he saw her lying so still and near death. He didn’t
have much experience dealing with a woman who could fight a man’s
battles and live to tell about it. In his clan, the women weren’t
shifters. He didn’t know any women who were, save Lyn and Kimi.

He heard Lyn’s swift intake of air, and
against his side he felt her stiffen. When he looked at her face,
her eyes shimmered with unspoken anger. “What do you know about the
Amazonian Devil?”

A brief and probably short-lived reprieve
from his chauvinistic statement gave him confidence to proceed.
Taming her fury seemed prudent. “I watched over you until you were
healed. I sat by your bed next to Carr and your grandfather.”

“Carr healed me and you weren’t there. My
brother and my grandfather would have spoken of you.” Her defenses
were charged. She wasn’t going to let him get away with half truths
and subtle innuendos.

“Now listen closely. I don’t take any credit
for healing your body, but there was more damage to you than just
physical. I stayed with you. Don’t you remember any of it? I know I
was part of your dreams.”

She turned to look at him, pulling the jacket
close and pushing hair from her face. She faced him but her eyes
were closed as if she was trying to keep him from seeing inside her
soul. “I do remember a dark haired man, talking to me, encouraging
me, but I don’t recall that it was your face.”

His heart fell. “Guess I didn’t leave much of
an impact.”

She made a noise. “Someone made an
impression. I’m just not sure it was you and if it was you...” her
voice trailed off. Thin desert air circled around them as an owl
hooted in the darkness of the night.

He needed to finish the sentence for her but
declined, knowing that even if, on some philosophical level she
believed in soul mates, this was too soon to tell her who he was
and he wasn’t sure he believed the ancient stories himself. He’d
just hinted at it and now he didn’t want to take two steps forward
only to land five steps back in this relationship.

“Let me tell you a story.”

“Really? You want to tell stories when you
just dropped a bomb in my lap? You’re a shifter. Why can’t you just
say it?”

“Yes I am. But not the same as you...”

“Your other form is a cat. It would be really
weird...”

“I’m a white tiger.”

“Albino, like me?”

“Yes...” He wasn’t sure what to say. She
understood and had heard the lore of the clans. McKennas didn’t
keep the members of the clan innocent of knowledge and she had two
older brothers.

“So, what’s this tall tale that you’re
itchin’ to tell?” Lyn looked at him with a wide-eyed innocence he’d
never seen before.

“You’ve got the most beautiful blue eyes I
have ever seen, Sugar.”

Fool.

“And you have the most sheepish look I have
ever seen. Don’t understand why you want to call me Sugar. And you
can nix the come-ons. I won’t fall for them. I wasn’t born
yesterday.”

He caught sight of lights in the distance.
“We’ll finish this later. Your sister is here.”

Lyn put her hand up to her eyes. “I don’t see
anything.”

Deacon rose and swept his hand from right to
left. The cloaking device lifted and the roar of a car could be
heard.

Lyn stood and grabbed his arm. “That’s not
our car.”

“It’s okay, I rented a different one. The man
who is after you could have found out what the two of you were
driving.”

“He could find out what you rented.”

Deacon shook his head. “Don’t think so.” He
jumped from the rock before holding a hand out to help Lyn.

Ignoring the hand and his attempt at a peace
treaty, she stepped down and waited for Kimi.

As the Ferrari pulled to a stop, Deacon
leaned over and asked, “what took you so long?”

Kimi stared at the once stranded couple, a
grin on her face. “Had to figure out how to drive this thing. And
there was this strange guy who kept watching me.”

 


~ * ~

 


“Lyonesse is the sacrifice needed to appease
the Fomori. I have to capture her and bring her to my people.”
Balor mumbled as he paced the tiny shack where he’d set up camp
deep in the mountains. The encounter with the shifter had left him
shaken and in need of sleep, but with the bright moonlight and the
wind whistling through the rafters, sleep proved elusive.

“Fuck, I’m tired. Perhaps death was
preferable to this. The fee I have to pay is too much, too damn
much. When I was dead, I was at peace. I was never hungry or tired.
Why the hell did I want to live again?” His grumbling stomach set
his nerves jumping. Every whistle of wind and animal noise sent
chills down his back.

Because my memories were better than
reality. Because I thought life had cheated me.
Because...

When he’d arrived at his base camp, he’d
ripped the mask he’d been wearing from his face. Sweat ran down his
cheeks and his neck to pool in the collar band of his shirt. His
single gigantic eye in the middle of his forehead absorbed the
brightness of the light. He squinted then, blinking a couple of
times, let his vision adjust.

He didn’t know where Deacon McClain would
hide her. Could be Cactus Junction, but that was just too
predictable. If McClain was anything, it wasn’t predictable. He
could take her to the McClain home. In either case she’d be
protected by shifters: a whole clan of them. Even though he could
kill people by staring at them with his one eye, it didn’t seem to
have the same affect on paranormal creatures.

The Fomori had been adamant about their fee.
The sacrificial victim had to be Lyn McKenna, no other would do. He
didn’t get why. He’d brought the demons who had freed him two
virgins. They’d sacrificed the girls but they still wanted the
McKenna chick. Something about her other power that had them
foaming at the mouth. Hell, if he guessed right, Lyn didn’t know
what her second power was either; that or she didn’t know how to
use it. When she learned, she’d be a formidable foe. She had
telekinetic powers, could move things with her thoughts. He’d felt
that power when he’d seen her in the casino.

Lord, but she’d had several opportunities
while he’d stalked her. She couldn’t know or she had incredible
strength of will. Not to send a vase hurtling across a room just
for the hell of it, would take more strength than he could render.
She’d done nothing even though he’d thought he’d provoked her
several times.

His stomach rumbled hungrily and his head
ached from lack of food. Peace, he’d give just about
anything for one moment of solitude without pain. He strode to the
meager counter in the kitchen and rummaging through the cupboards
found a bottle of whiskey and an empty jar of peanut butter. Not
bothering to pour a glass, he drank straight from the bottle,
chugging the liquid as if it were water.

The grinding ache in the pit of his stomach
didn’t go
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