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            For my daughter Denise Feehan and for Cody Tucker, two people who share a great love of music among many other things.
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            Chapter One

         
         Need crawled through his body and pounded out a rhythm in his mind. Music seethed and roared, filling the large bar, an edgy,
            compelling melody as dark and driven as he was. The notes were ripped from deep within his soul, moved through his fingers
            to the guitar cradled in his arms as he might cradle a woman. The music was one of the few things that reminded him he was
            alive and not one of the undead.
         

         
         He could feel the stares, although he never looked up. He could hear the breathing of the crowd, the air moving through lungs
            like the rush of a freight train. He heard blood ebbing, flowing in veins, beckoning, a sweet seductress, teasing his senses
            until his craving was an obsession as dark and relentless as the shadow across his soul.
         

         
         They whispered. Hundreds of conversations. Secrets. Pickup lines. The things whispered in bars under the cover of music. He heard every word clearly as he sat on the stage with the young, enthusiastic band he was jamming with. He heard the whispers of women as they discussed him. Dayan. Lead guitarist for the Dark Troubadours. They wanted to bed him for all the wrong reasons, and he wanted them for reasons that would have terrified them. 

         
         The song ended, the crowd roared, stomping and clapping and yelling approval. Dayan glanced at the man waiting at the bar.
            Cullen Tucker raised a glass of water toward him, one eyebrow up. What are we doing here? Dayan read the expression clearly, read the man’s mind. What were they doing there? What had compelled him to go into the
            bar, pick up his guitar and play for the crowd? His performance would only draw unwarranted attention to them. It wasn’t safe.
            They were hunted, yet Dayan had no choice. He needed to be in this bar. He was waiting for something . . . for someone.
         

         
         Dayan’s fingers were already picking up another rhythm. Dark. Moody. The melody took hold of him, demanding to be released.
            His voice stilled the crowd, beckoned, seduced, tempted. He called to her. Commanded her. His lover. His lifemate. His other
            half. He called to her to complete him. To give him the emotions that had faded from his soul, leaving him an empty shell
            of growing darkness. A creature living in the shadows, vulnerable to the crouching beast. Save me. Come to me. The words took the breath from the listening crowd, brought tears to the eyes of the women.
         

         
         They pushed closer to the stage, unaware that they did so. Unaware of the power of his voice, his eyes. He mesmerized them.
            Seduced them. Compelled them. He cast his spell, a dangerous predator among easy prey. Save me. Please save me. His voice washed over them, seeped into pores, soaked into brains so that they stared up at him completely enthralled. Hunger rose, a response to his heightening senses. He kept his eyes closed, blocking out the sight of the crowd, losing himself in his song to her. His lifemate. The one woman who could save him. Where was she? 

         
         The door opened, allowing the night breeze to rush into the room, dispelling the odor of too many bodies crushed together
            in too small a space. It was the sound of a heartbeat that made him lift his head. The heart was weak and irregular, beating
            too fast, laboring too hard. Dayan looked up and literally lost his ability to breathe. There she was. Just like that. His
            lungs burned for air and his fingers lost their age-old rhythm. His heart began to match the strange rhythm of hers.
         

         
         Dayan forced a breath into his body. First one, then a second. The band was staring at him uncertainly. His fingers began
            a melody he had never played before, one that was always there, locked in his heart. Dimly he was aware the band had taken
            its cue from him, following his lead, but he paid no attention to the others. He couldn’t look away from her, watching as
            she paused while her light-haired companion spoke with several acquaintances.
         

         
         What was wrong with her heart?

         
         His black eyes moved over her possessively, marking her, claiming her. She was small, curvy, with lush dark hair and enormous
            eyes. He watched the way she moved, watched the sway of her hips. To Dayan, she was incredibly beautiful. And she was human.
            He knew it was possible for one of his kind, a Carpathian, to have a human lifemate, but he had never imagined his other half
            would be one.
         

         
         She paused for a moment to stare up at him in shock, her wide gaze colliding with his for the briefest instant. Her perfect mouth formed a round O as she recognized him. She swung her head toward the tall blonde who accompanied her. The other woman laughed and hugged her, led the way through the crowd to a booth in a dark corner of the club. He heard the soft murmur of her voice, and at once his world changed. Where before the club had been visible to him only in shades of gray, it was now brilliantly alive with vivid, dazzling color. 

         
         Emotions were crowding in on him fast and hard, so many he couldn’t sort them out. He could only sit very still with his fingers
            flashing over his beloved guitar. He felt that. His guitar. It amazed him so much, he was aware of tears burning behind his eyes. Dayan was almost paralyzed by the
            different stimuli bombarding him. The music. Hunger. Colors. Lust. It was a volcano, molten hot, adding to his edgy feeling.
            And there was jealousy. Dark. Dangerous. He realized he didn’t like to see the men crowding around her booth, leaning over
            to talk to her.
         

         
         At once that thought triggered the rising of the beast in him and he had to crush it down. He was very dangerous in this state.
            The music poured out of him, through him; wild emotion almost choked him; he was blinded by a myriad of colors. He took a
            deep, calming breath, fought for control and won. What was wrong with her heart?

         
         He kept his head bent over his guitar, but his empty black eyes were fixed on his prey, the only woman who mattered to him.
            He played to her, poured his heart out to her, allowed the beauty of his music to speak to her. He wanted her to see the poet
            in him, not the predator. Not the darkness. All the while he played, he listened to the conversation she was having, listened
            for the sound of her voice.
         

         
         “I can’t believe it’s really him, Lisa. That’s Dayan, of the Dark Troubadours. He’s practically a god among musicians. I’ve never heard anyone play like him. What in the world is he doing with this band?” That was her voice, soft and feminine. She spoke in a reverent tone. Her fingers were tapping out a rhythm on the table, following his guitar riff. 

         
         Lisa leaned across the booth to be heard over the noise in the bar. “I heard he was vacationing nearby. I guess he’s just
            jamming here tonight, Corinne. I know how much you love music, and I wanted to give you a surprise.”
         

         
         That was her name. Corinne. Even her name fit the music in Dayan’s mind. He unashamedly eavesdropped to learn what he could. She was listening to his
            music, her body responding naturally, but she wasn’t staring at him in rapt adoration the way the other women in the bar were
            staring. The way he would have liked.
         

         
         “But how did you know? He’s not just anyone, Lisa. He’s a genius when he’s playing. How did you know he’d be here tonight?”

         
         “Bruce—you remember Bruce, Corinne—he works for my photographer. Bruce knows you’re a huge music fan. He stopped in for a
            drink and called to tell me a member of the Dark Troubadours was jamming here tonight. Bruce said that man at the bar is supposedly
            a friend of the lead guitarist’s and that he travels with the Dark Troubadours.” Lisa indicated Cullen. “Everyone’s hoping
            it means the Troubadours are looking for new places to play.”
         

         
         “Well, they do prefer the smaller, more intimate clubs, but who would have ever thought they would play here?” Corinne said.
            Her gaze strayed to Dayan, their eyes met, and she hastily looked away.
         

         
         The impact shook him. His fingers nearly lost their rhythm; his stomach gave a funny lurch and his very breath slammed out
            of his lungs.
         

         
         “Is he really that famous?” Lisa asked, grinning at Corinne.

         
         “He’s absolutely famous, you heathen.” Corinne’s laughter was affectionate, teasing. “His band doesn’t have a contract with
            any label. Some people try to tape their music when they go to concerts. The tapes are worth a fortune.”
         

         
         “You have an old record and several tapes, don’t you?” Lisa asked.

         
         Color swept up Corinne’s face. “Ssh! For heaven’s sake, Lisa, those tapes are black-market. What if someone hears you?” Guilt
            was in her voice. “The band travels and plays mostly in small places, like old-fashioned troubadours. That’s probably how
            they came up with the name.”
         

         
         Lisa leaned her chin on her hand. “He’s looking this way. I swear, Rina, I really think he’s noticed us.”

         
         “He’s gorgeous. I had no idea.” Corinne had never been one to fall for men in the spotlight, whether actor, musician or athlete.
            It wasn’t her style; she was too down-to-earth. But Dayan resembled a sculpture of a Greek god. He was tall and sinewy, giving
            the impression of great strength and power without bulky muscles. His hair was very long, but well kept, shining like a raven’s
            wing, pulled back at the nape of his neck and secured with a leather thong. But it was his face that caught and held Corinne’s
            attention. It could have been chiseled from marble. His was the face of a man capable of great sensuality, or great cruelty.
            She couldn’t get the impression of danger out of her mind when she looked at him.
         

         
         His mouth was beautiful, as was the shape of his jaw with its faint blue-black beard shadow—she had always liked that on a man—but it was his eyes that ensnared her. She made the mistake of looking directly at him. His eyes were beautiful, shaped like a cat’s eyes, dark and mysterious, empty, yet filled with a thousand secrets. She felt almost pulled into his gaze, captured for all time. She couldn’t look away from him. Mesmerized. The word came to her out of nowhere. She was definitely mesmerized by him. His head was bent toward his guitar, but his gaze seemed fixed on her face. Lisa, with her striking looks, garnished attention easily and was comfortable with it. Corinne could barely breathe with his gaze locked on her. 

         
         Her fingers curled into a tight fist, her long nails digging deeply into her palms. Her heart was doing a crazy somersault,
            and her breath seemed stolen right from her lungs. “I’ve never heard anyone play so beautifully.” Her mouth was so dry she
            could barely get the words out.
         

         
         “He can sit in my bedroom and play me to sleep every night,” Lisa said.

         
         Color crept up Corinne’s neck to sweep into her face at the idea of this man in her bedroom. Playing his guitar was not what
            she had in mind. The image that did come to her was shocking. She had never thought of anyone like that. Not even John. Not
            only did it seem disloyal, but it was totally out of character for her. Suddenly she was very afraid. She wanted to run like
            a child and find a place to hide from his mesmerizing eyes and the strange effect he seemed to have on her. He frightened
            her, truly frightened her. Perhaps it was his music, so intense, so hungry, like his eyes.
         

         
         “Corinne!” Lisa said her name sharply, breaking the spell. “Are you all right? Do you need your medication? You brought it,
            didn’t you?” She had already grabbed Corinne’s purse and was rummaging through it hastily. There was an edge of fear in her
            voice.
         

         
         “I’m fine, Lisa,” Corinne said. “I think my hero took my breath away for a minute there. He’s potent. I wish he’d sing again.” She forced herself to laugh. 

         
         “Oh, yeah,” Lisa said dreamily, “he has a sexy voice.”

         
         “Be still, my heart,” Corinne teased, clutching at her heart dramatically. It made Lisa laugh, wiping out the sudden fear
            in her eyes, just as Corinne knew it would.
         

         
         With his superior hearing, Dayan could hear every word. He sorted through conversations easily, dismissing them from his mind,
            but not hers. Corinne. The other woman had called her Corinne. Although happy to know he had managed to steal her breath, he was busy assessing
            the situation. Medication. What medication? What was wrong with her heart? It was important to find out as soon as possible.
         

         
         Dayan directed his attention toward Cullen. ‘Go to the far booth and strike up a conversation with the two women.’ He pushed hard, making his words a command. He didn’t like using Cullen—it wasn’t in Dayan to use someone he was fond of—and
            now that he could once again experience emotions, he could feel the friendship he had with the human male. But he needed an
            emissary, someone to act quickly before Corinne bolted. He could read her fear easily enough, and he could not allow her to
            flee from him.
         

         
         Cullen turned his head and spotted the beautiful blonde. To his astonishment he recognized her face. Lisa Wentworth. She was a model often seen on the covers of magazines. Ordinarily, he would never have the nerve to speak to her, but for some reason, he found himself covering the distance between them. He had been in love one time in his life and had lost his fiancée. Since then he had never really looked at another woman. He couldn’t help noticing Lisa Wentworth. It wasn’t just the fact that she was beautiful, it was something shining from deep within her. 

         
         “It would be an honor to get you two whatever you’re drinking,” he said as a greeting. “My name is Cullen Tucker.” He wished
            he had a pickup line that would make him stand out from all the men staring at her, but he hadn’t tried to attract a woman
            in years.
         

         
         “Lisa Wentworth.” Lisa stuck out her hand and flashed a blazing smile while Corinne seemed to shrink back into the shadows,
            her face slightly averted, her hair spilling down like a silken shield. “This is Corinne. Corinne Wentworth.”
         

         
         Cullen raised an eyebrow in inquiry. They looked nothing alike, although he thought them both beautiful. “What would you like
            to drink?”
         

         
         “We’re both just drinking water,” Lisa offered, a flirty smile curving her soft mouth. “I’ll let you get it for us if you
            promise to sit with us.”
         

         
         “I’ll be right back,” Cullen commented, rather pleased that Lisa wasn’t staring up at Dayan with that look he recognized in
            so many women. He had learned, in traveling with the band, that few of the groupies cared what the band members were like,
            only that they were famous and played in a band.
         

         
         “What are you doing, Lisa?” Corinne hissed. “Are you crazy? You never pick up men. What are you thinking? Tell me you aren’t
            using him to meet the guitar player.”
         

         
         “Of course I’m not. I don’t know—there’s just something about him. He’s cute. He isn’t looking at me as if I’m something to
            drape on his arm and show off. It gets tiring. Do you mind so much if he just talks to us? You can stare some more at Dayan
            while he plays.” There was a hopeful note in Lisa’s voice.
         

         
         Corinne took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She wasn’t being fair to Lisa. Lisa needed to have fun. She had been taking care of Corinne for months now. Carefully Corinne hid her trembling hand out of sight in her lap and forced herself to shrug casually. “I suppose I can do that. But I’m not looking at him anymore. Just hearing him play is overwhelming. He’s almost too good.”
         

         
         Lisa’s eyes were on the man at the bar, surveying him with interest. His shoulders were square and he stood very straight.
            She liked the way he looked her right in the eye. There was something else, something that touched her heart. She couldn’t
            define or explain it to Corinne, but he looked like a man with the weight of the world on his shoulders and no one to ease
            his burden. The plain truth was, she liked the look of him.
         

         
         “I’ll take Cullen,” Lisa said half seriously, “and you can go for the guitar player.”

         
         Corinne flashed a saucy smile. “He’s too good to be true. Men like that break hearts everywhere they go. They have that element
            of danger because they really are bad boys. Women think they can change them, but the truth is, they’re bad and there’s nothing
            to be done about it. If you’re a smart woman, which I am, you only stare at them and fantasize; you don’t go near them or
            you get your fingers burned. I’ll just listen to him play and be very happy.”
         

         
         Cullen made his way through the crowded club back to the booth where the two women were seated. He had no idea what he was
            going to say to them. The blonde was striking terror in his heart. He couldn’t possibly become interested in a woman, not
            with a pack of murderers hounding his footsteps. Very carefully he set a bottle of water before each of them.
         

         
         Lisa smiled up at him and scooted over, allowing Cullen to sit beside her. The room was crowded and it was very loud. She wanted to hear every word this man spoke. Corinne shifted slightly to give Lisa a little more privacy to work her magic. Lisa deserved to find a nice man. Someone. She would need someone very soon. 

         
         The music continued, but Corinne noticed the moment Dayan stopped playing. The beauty and clarity were gone from the music,
            leaving an okay group making up for their lack of genius with enthusiasm. She couldn’t help it; she stole a quick look at
            him from under her long lashes. He was standing up, a casual, almost lazy move that reminded her of a large jungle cat stretching.
            He was careful with his guitar, setting it against the far wall out of reach of any light-fingered fans or rowdies. For a
            brief moment he surveyed the crowd, most of whom were staring up at him in rapt adoration. A flicker of what could have been
            impatience crossed his face.
         

         
         He turned his head and looked directly at her. Instantly she felt the weight of his stare. Intent. Hungry. Corinne’s heart
            seemed to stop beating. He was looking at her—not at his friend and not at Lisa, but straight at her. Their eyes met across
            the room, and immediately she could feel that mesmerizing pull. A spell of enchantment. Dayan leaned down and said something
            to the lead guitarist and then stepped off the stage. Over the crowd his black gaze held hers captive. Corinne couldn’t look
            away.
         

         
         Her heart was going crazy and her breath refused to enter her lungs. She could only stare helplessly at him, watching as he crossed the room to reach her side. Strangely, no one spoke to him, not a single woman in the crowd. Everyone moved quickly out of his way so that he approached her without interference. He stood at their booth, his black gaze seeing only her. Up close, he was even more intimidating than he’d been across the room. Power clung to him like a second skin. And he was more than sexy, he was darkly sensual. Terrifyingly so. 

         
         The band swung into a slow, dreamy song, and Dayan reached down and captured her small hand. “I need to dance with you.” He
            said it like that, starkly, without embellishment, without worrying about his vulnerability. He needed to touch her, to hold her close in his arms. He needed to know she was real and not a figment of his imagination.
         

         
         Corinne couldn’t have resisted him for any reason. She let him take her over, pulling her with exquisite gentleness to her
            feet, drawing her into his arms, close to his body. She held the palm of her hand over his strong heart. At once she could
            feel his heat, feel his solid, muscular frame. Her heart was beating overtime, and she felt strange. In another world. A dream
            world. Floating. He was taller than she was by quite a bit, yet she fit into him perfectly, as if she were made for him.
         

         
         He bent his dark head to hers. “Breathe.” He whispered the word against her skin, and her entire body came alive. Just like
            that. Every nerve ending. Every cell. His breath was warm and his arms were incredibly strong. He held her almost tenderly.
            It was a kind of magic, and she knew instinctively he was feeling it too.
         

         
         For just one moment she closed her eyes and let herself be carried away. Their bodies moved together in perfect rhythm as if they had been dancing together for all their lives. As if they were making love. Corinne bit her lip. It was the most intimate thing she had ever done in her life, yet she had been married. He seemed to be everywhere, surrounding her, his body hard and his hands gentle. A curious thing was happening. Her heart, usually so erratic, was struggling to match the more even beat of his. She noticed it because every detail was so important. She wanted to carry this moment with her for the rest of her life. 

         
         The music moved through Dayan so that he became the music. The woman in his arms was already a part of him. He knew it with
            his deepest soul. She was the one, the only one. He could feel the struggle of her heart just as he felt her small, very feminine
            body imprinted against his masculine frame. But the situation was even more complex than he’d first realized. She was the
            only woman for him, yet there was a third heartbeat. He could clearly hear it racing as he held her to him. He could feel
            the life in her, the small mound beneath the loose clothing she wore.
         

         
         He brought her palm under his chin and held her even closer as he examined that discovery. She was carrying a child. Another
            man’s child. A human child. For a moment his mind was in chaos, a wild mix of jealousy, rage and fear, things he had never
            experienced. Breathing helped, and he focused on what was most important. If he gave her his blood, he could possibly fix
            her heart problem, but what would such an exchange do to an unborn infant? He could read her fear and her sadness. He moved
            with her, his body a hard, urgent ache, his mind a jumble of thoughts, his heart and soul truly at peace for the first time
            in his existence even while his brain worked on a solution to such a unique problem.
         

         
         The song ended, and he reluctantly allowed her to slip out of his arms, retaining possession of her hand so she couldn’t run.
            “My name is Dayan.”
         

         
         Corinne nodded her head, almost afraid to speak. He was leading her back to the safety of the booth. He moved easily through the crowd, keeping her safe beneath his broad shoulder. Dayan gave her the illusion of safety, taking great care that no one bumped her carelessly. 

         
         “Are you going to tell me your name?” He asked it softly, his voice a velvet seduction in itself.

         
         Just the sound of his voice created a yearning to hear him sing again. “Corinne, Corinne Wentworth.” She didn’t look at him;
            it hurt, he was so good-looking. And sexy. That dark, dangerous sensuality she wanted no part of. They were close to the booth,
            to safety. She allowed herself to breathe again.
         

         
         “When is your baby due, Corinne?” he asked, his voice a gentle thread of sound. She had never heard a voice quite like his.
            Hypnotic; mesmerizing. A bedroom voice. It whispered over her skin until she burned.
         

         
         His words stopped her short, and she looked quickly, guiltily at Lisa, afraid she might have somehow overheard. For a moment
            she felt desperate. Lisa had her head close to Cullen Tucker’s and was laughing at something he was telling her. Dayan leaned
            down, his larger body shielding hers protectively, effectively blocking her from the rowdy crowd. It occurred to her that
            he was a celebrity of sorts and the crowd should have been clamoring to meet him, pushing forward at least for his autograph,
            yet somehow no one went near him. Not even the women.
         

         
         “Corinne.” He did something to her name, made it sound exotic with his strange accent. “You are very pale. Would you like
            me to get your friend for you and take you outside into the night air? There are far too many people in this building.”
         

         
         “She doesn’t know.” She blurted out the truth and then was horrified that she had done so. What was it about him? She had danced with a perfect stranger, merged with him so that they seemed as intimate as lovers. Normally a private person, Corinne had a compelling urge to tell him the most personal details of her life. 

         
         Dayan changed direction immediately, gliding through the crowd once again toward the door, taking her along with effortless
            ease. She wanted to go with him. Corinne couldn’t understand that irrational impulse. The cold air should have cleared her head, but he moved his body very
            close to hers, shattering what little composure she had left. She couldn’t think straight with him so close to her.
         

         
         Dayan took her into the shadows. Everything in him rose up to claim her for his own. He wanted her, he needed her, and his
            body was going up in flames. She stood there looking up at him with her enormous green eyes, and he was lost. Knew he would
            be lost for all time. “Good—your color is coming back. Your friend seems to care very much for you. I cannot imagine that
            she would not be happy about the baby.”
         

         
         Corinne lifted a hand to shove back the wild mass of her hair. “I shouldn’t have given you the wrong impression. Lisa will
            be happy about the baby for a lot of reasons. It’s just that I’m . . .” She trailed off, reluctant to reveal any details of
            her personal life to him. “It’s complicated.” Suddenly, inexplicably, she felt compelled to tell him everything about herself.
            He was looking down at her and his eyes were so—hungry. Lonely. She didn’t know what it was, but those eyes were impossible to resist.
         

         
         He made her feel as if she’d been cornered by a great jungle cat. His eyes didn’t blink, they simply watched her. Completely focused on her. At times she could have sworn there was a red flicker of flame in the very depths. “You have to stop looking at me like that.” The words left her throat before she could censor them, and she found herself laughing. She was a grown woman and ordinarily very logical. He was certainly getting a false impression of who she was. 

         
         His smile was slow and very sexy. It started her wayward heart pounding again. A slow burn was smoldering somewhere in the
            pit of her stomach. “Am I looking at you?” His voice brushed against her skin, heating, tantalizing.
         

         
         Corinne tilted her head to one side and studied his perfect masculine features. “You know very well you are. You have that
            smug male look on your face. I can’t think straight when you’re looking at me like that.”
         

         
         “How am I looking at you?” He asked it softly, gently, a note of tenderness creeping in to turn her heart over.

         
         Like a hungry leopard about to pounce. The thought came unbidden. The smile climbed to his eyes as if he could read her thoughts, making her blush. “Never mind.
            Just stop.” She put out her hand as if she might hold him away from her.
         

         
         “You were going to tell me about the baby.” And the baby’s father. We do not want to leave him out of this conversation. You want to tell me. Shamelessly he “pushed” her, needing to know. The man was dead. Dayan could feel that. He read it in the lingering sadness
            in her eyes. She had cared for another man enough to bring his child into the world. Who was the man?

         
         He captured her outstretched hand, her left hand, found the circle of gold, the symbol of human marriage, the mark proclaiming
            she belonged to another man.
         

         
         The thought triggered the dangerous aggression of his species, and Dayan fought down the rising beast. He would not chance frightening her. His thumb rubbed over the ring almost absently, back and forth, a gentle caress, persistent. Insistent. He brought her fingertips to his lips. All the while his black gaze focused completely on her, staring directly into her eyes. 

         
         His look was hypnotic. Strangely exhilarating. Corinne’s breath caught in her throat as his teeth scraped along her finger,
            his mouth warm and moist. Butterfly wings brushed at her stomach. His teeth tugged gently at her gold wedding band. The sensation
            was so erotic, she shivered. She stared up at him for a long moment, completely fascinated, before remembering to pull her
            hand free.
         

         
         “Tell me about your baby, honey,” he commanded, his voice low, almost purring.

         
         He touched her mind very gently, with great care. She was fighting the compulsion to tell him what he wanted to know, but
            she was human and he was an ancient, one in a long line of dominating males. He was far too strong for her to resist.
         

         
         Corinne pressed her palm protectively over the baby. The wind whipped down the street, gusted leaves and debris into whirling
            eddies. Unknowingly, she moved deeper into the shelter of his body. “I grew up with Lisa and her brother John.” She stopped
            speaking abruptly, her throat closing on the name.
         

         
         John. The name pierced him like a knife. The way she said it, the pain reflected in her eyes, told him how much the man had meant
            to her. John. Dayan had never liked that name. He didn’t want to hear any more; he didn’t want to hear the sound of her voice when she
            said that hated name.
         

         
         Corinne twisted her wedding ring nervously. “The three of us had a difficult childhood, so I suppose we were closer than most. John and I were . . . different.” She stole a quick look up at him from under her heavy dark lashes. She didn’t want to explain to him what that word meant. She didn’t know him, didn’t know why she seemed to trust him when he was a virtual stranger to her. She didn’t know why her body seemed to know him. Crave him. Corinne shoved her wayward thoughts away, concentrating entirely on how much she could tell him . . . or not tell him.
         

         
         Dayan examined her mind, wanting an explanation of “different.” He caught a hastily censored picture. Telekinesis. She could
            move objects with her mind. Of course, she was psychic. She would have to be psychic if she were his true lifemate. Dayan
            had no way of explaining to her exactly what a lifemate was. How could he reveal to her he was of another species? That he
            had been on earth a thousand years? That he needed blood to survive?
         

         
         Dayan watched her fingers turn that small gold band. With every touch, every stroke, his stomach knotted tighter and tighter.
            He tried to force his gaze back to her face, but that small betraying movement fascinated him.
         

         
         Corinne shrugged her shoulders. “To make a long story short, John and I were married and he was murdered a few months ago.
            I didn’t even know I was pregnant. I haven’t said anything to Lisa because . . . well . . .” She hesitated, searching for
            the right words.
         

         
         That brought his dark gaze back to her face. She felt the impact of his focused stare all the way to her bones. His hands
            covered hers, stilling the nervous play of her fingers over her ring. Her heart leapt, a curious sensation that alarmed her.
         

         
         His black eyes never left her face. Not once. And he still hadn’t blinked. She felt almost as if she were falling forward
            into those strange, hypnotic eyes. What difference did it make if he thought she was a basket case? She hadn’t asked for his
            sympathy, nor did she want it. She wasn’t telling him the story for sympathy. Why was she telling him her story? Her chin lifted and she looked at him almost defiantly. “I have a heart condition.” He could run like a rabbit and she’d be very happy. He was a complication, a fantasy, the worst sort of “bad boy,” and she wanted no part of him. 

         
         Dayan touched her mind very gently. He caught an image of hospitals, machines, endless tests. Her asking about a waiting list
            for a heart. Doctor after doctor shaking their heads. She had severe allergies. She bled easily, too much. The specialists
            were amazed she had lived as long as she had. Dayan rubbed the bridge of his nose thoughtfully, his eyes intent on her face.
            “So the baby is a danger, then. Lisa would not like that.”
         

         
         Corinne let out her breath. It was almost a relief to tell someone. “No, Lisa won’t like it at all. She’ll be so frightened.”
            Corinne had waited until there was no possibility Lisa might try to talk her out of having the baby. She wanted a baby. Her
            little girl. Long after her death, after John’s death, their daughter would live and breathe, run and play, and hopefully
            lead a perfectly normal life. Corinne had absolute faith that Lisa would cherish and love the baby. She pulled her hands away
            from his to place them protectively over the small mound where the baby rested.
         

         
         “You are very small. How far along are you?” Even as the words left his mouth, he marveled that he could say them. In all
            his imaginings, he had never thought to be asking such a question. Heat blossomed and spread. A sense of belonging. Strangely,
            he felt as if he had a family already.
         

         
         “The doctors are a little worried about that, but she looks good. She’s growing fine. They’ve told me it’s a girl. I’m six
            months along.”
         

         
         His breath hitched in concern. She was tiny. “Are the doctors concerned about your heart problem also? Do they view this pregnancy as risky? Perhaps very dangerous?” His voice was still as gentle as ever, yet it had an effect on her she couldn’t seem to shake. He sounded almost as if he were reprimanding her in some way and assessing what he was going to do about the situation. 

         
         Corinne felt compelled to answer him, although it wasn’t what she wanted. “My heart has enough trouble working for just me,
            let alone a child too,” she conceded reluctantly. Her fingers once again found the circle of gold and began to twist, a nervous
            habit betraying her inner turmoil.
         

         
         Dayan nodded his head even as his entire body knotted in protest against that small action. “And your husband—” He forced
            the words out despite the fact they wanted to stick in his throat. “Why was he murdered?” He couldn’t help himself, he reached
            out and caught her hand, pulling her palm to his chest, right over his heart, effectively stopping her from touching the ring
            again.
         

         
         Corinne’s gaze flew to his. Electricity arced between them. The air sizzled with the charge. She found it difficult to think
            with his black eyes mesmerizing her and his touch scattering her senses. Discussing the murder of her husband with him should
            have been impossible, yet she found the words tumbling out. “The police haven’t come up with a motive. The killers didn’t
            even take his wallet.”
         

         
         “But you have an idea.” He made it a statement.

         
         Corinne felt that same desire to confess every detail. Normally, she confided in Lisa and no one else, yet Corinne hadn’t
            said a single word to Lisa about the baby or her own suspicions about John’s death. Why on earth was she telling a virtual stranger her every secret? “John could do things that weren’t considered normal. About a year ago, he went to a university and told someone there about his talent. From there, he was directed to a center where psychic ability was tested. The Morrison Center for Psychic Research. John believed he might be able to help people in some way, using his unique gift. Almost immediately after his appointment at the center, he told me he thought he was being followed.” She withdrew her hand. “This is hardly something you would want to hear about.” 

         
         “On the contrary. I’m extremely interested. Everything about you interests me.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         “Corinne!” Lisa burst from the club with Cullen one step behind her. She was obviously upset, her beautiful face betraying
            her anxiety. “Rina, are you ill? I’m so sorry, I should have been paying more attention.” She clutched Corinne’s purse protectively
            to her.
         

         
         “I’m perfectly fine, Lisa,” Corinne answered immediately. She stepped away from Dayan, but somehow he moved too in a ripple
            of power so that he was sheltering her body from the rising wind. Corinne looked up at his chiseled features and found her
            heart in her throat again. What was it about him? How could he so easily rob her of her breath and sanity with only a look?
            A movement?
         

         
         “We were just talking away from the noise,” Dayan drawled, smiling lazily, his teeth very white in the darkness. He raked
            his hand carelessly through his shining ebony hair, managing to tousle it more. Strands fell in disarray across his forehead,
            yet he looked more attractive than ever.
         

         
         The two women exchanged a quick glance, rolling their eyes in complete accord while Corinne stifled a groan. How could any man be real and look and act like he did? Corinne mouthed “bad boy” at Lisa, making her laugh. 

         
         Lisa leaned close to whisper, “Only you could look at a man too sexy to be on earth and reduce his incredible beauty to bad
            boy.”
         

         
         Corinne felt herself a fraud. Lisa didn’t think Corinne was in the least susceptible to Dayan’s dark sensuality. But she was
            more than susceptible. She was enthralled, under a spell of enchantment. She even briefly wondered if his songs, or his voice,
            might have somehow hypnotized her.
         

         
         Dayan reached out and casually removed Corinne’s purse from Lisa’s hand, then gave it to Corinne. He would have been amused
            at her thoughts had her heart not been stuttering again, a laboring that bothered him immensely. How could he fix it without
            harming her child? His eyes moved possessively over Corinne’s face as he watched her pull a small container from her purse
            and swallow a tiny pill. With the same easy strength he always exhibited, he shackled Corinne’s bare wrist and brought it
            up for his inspection. “Why are you not wearing a medical bracelet? In an emergency it would alert strangers how to help you.”
         

         
         Lisa tossed her blond head. “At last! Someone with a little sense, unlike Rina. She never listens to anyone.”

         
         A small sensual smile tugged at the hard edge of Dayan’s mouth. He leaned down close to Corinne so his warm breath stirred
            tendrils of hair at her temple. “You do not listen to others?”
         

         
         “I’m perfectly capable of making my own decisions,” Corinne informed him, her voice faintly haughty when all she really wanted
            to do was touch his mouth with her fingertips. Up close he robbed her of breath. Of good sense.
         

         
         “Until now,” Dayan corrected with infinite gentleness. His voice was very soft and, like velvet, it whispered sensuously over her skin, making her shiver. He brought her hand up to his perfectly molded mouth, rubbed the pads of her fingers over his lips. 

         
         Her heart stuttered; butterfly wings brushed at her stomach. For a moment she could only stare at him, lost in his magic.
            She dragged her gaze from his, withdrew her hand to curl her fingers into her palm, holding on to his warmth.
         

         
         Cullen stared up at Dayan in total shock. He had camped with their leader for several weeks during the Dark Troubadours tour,
            yet Cullen had never seen Dayan exhibit the slightest interest in any woman. Now Dayan’s body language shouted that he felt
            protective, even possessive, of Corinne. There was something else, something in Dayan’s eyes that had never been there before.
            A flicker of something dangerous. Cullen had assured Lisa that her sister was perfectly safe with Dayan, but now he wasn’t
            so certain.
         

         
         “Perhaps we had better get the ladies out of the wind,” Dayan drawled. “Cullen, let’s escort them to their car, and then I’ll
            pick up my guitar.” His voice brushed over Corinne’s skin again like fingers.
         

         
         She shivered in reaction. At once he drew her into the shelter of his arms. “I should have realized it was too cold out here
            for you,” he said softly, apologetically, his breath warm against her neck. His body was hot and hard against the satin softness
            of her cool skin. “I was being selfish, wanting you to myself.”
         

         
         He glanced at Lisa, and she unexpectedly found herself leading the men to her small sporty car, wondering why it was suddenly so important to her to get Corinne out of the wind. Dayan kept possession of Corinne, handing her carefully into the front seat. “Where can we meet you so we can talk in a quieter atmosphere?” He asked it softly, his black eyes suddenly on Lisa’s face. 

         
         Lisa blinked and blurted out her address, something she would never normally do. Corinne stared at her in horror. Lisa clapped
            a hand over her mouth guiltily and watched as Dayan reached casually across Corinne to buckle her seat belt.
         

         
         Hard and defined with muscle, his body brushed Corinne’s. He smelled of spice and woods. Totally masculine. He dwarfed the
            small car. His chin nuzzled Corinne’s hair. “I am not a serial killer, although it is nice to know you have some instinct
            for self-preservation.”
         

         
         He closed the door on her shocked expression, his arrogant, bad-boy grin very much in evidence.

         
         Lisa put her head down on the steering wheel. “Don’t say it, Corinne. I don’t know what I was thinking, giving him our address
            like that. He’s just—I don’t know, too much. I couldn’t think straight for a minute there with his eyes staring at me as if
            he could see right through me. I’m sorry. You don’t think he’s some kind of crazy person, do you?”
         

         
         “I think we’re the crazy ones.” It was a relief to be away from the potency of Dayan’s company. He made Corinne feel out of
            control. Spinning madly. Wild. Sexy. Wanting. “And he did point out he wasn’t a serial killer. That was comforting news, unless
            serial killers regularly make such statements to strange women.”
         

         
         Both women dissolved into laughter, dispelling most of the tension in the car. Corinne found she could breathe again, think again, as Lisa put the car in gear and, honking the horn, plunged bravely into traffic. “So, are you looking at Cullen? Because he’s certainly looking at you.” Corinne rubbed her palms up and down her arms over the exact spot Dayan’s arms had held her. Oddly, she could still feel him close to her. She could smell his scent on her, and it was strangely comforting. 

         
         “I really think Cullen is great,” Lisa admitted. “You know how I hate being the decorative doll on the big guy’s arm. He didn’t
            make me feel like that at all, not once. He’s nice, Rina. Very nice. And when I realized you were gone, he was so sweet, reassuring
            me that Dayan wasn’t a playboy preying on women. The truth is, I panicked. I don’t feel comfortable when you’re out of my
            sight anymore.” She threw Corinne a quick, mischievous grin as she rolled through the next three stop signs and narrowly missed
            jumping a curb. “I sound like I’m two and afraid to leave my mommy. Cullen’s cute, though not in a kiddy way.” She tugged
            on Corinne’s sleeve. “And what was that?”
         

         
         “What was what?” Corinne tried to sound innocent, but a blush slowly crept up her neck into her face.

         
         “You know exactly what I mean,” Lisa accused, her eyes laughing. “That dance.”

         
         “Oh, that.” Corinne pushed both hands through her mass of gleaming hair and lifted it off her neck, the gesture curiously
            sexy. “That was scorching.”
         

         
         Lisa let out a whistle. “Scorching? Not just hot?”

         
         Corinne shook her head solemnly. “Absolutely, totally scorching. That man is lethal and shouldn’t be allowed to live anywhere
            near the female population.”
         

         
         “I’m a believer. You’ve always been immune to men. If he can scorch you, he should definitely be locked up somewhere.”

         
         “Somewhere where we can still look at him,” Corrine suggested with a little smile curving her soft mouth. An intriguing dimple
            appeared briefly, then melted away, leaving Lisa wondering where it had gone.
         

         
         “You like him.” Lisa made it a statement. She knew she was overprotective of Corinne. But Corinne was terribly vulnerable. A man like Dayan might easily sweep her off her feet. Anyone looking at him could see he was a dangerous man. A rock star, a musician. Half the female population was after him. But there was something about the way he looked at Corinne . . . 

         
         “Like him?” Corinne echoed the words thoughtfully. “I don’t think he’s a man who would inspire such an insipid word as like. I feel safe when I’m with him, and yet threatened at the same time. It makes no sense. I do and say things entirely out
            of character for me. What’s really strange, Lisa, is I feel as if I’ve known him forever, that I’m supposed to be with him.”
            She took a deep breath and made a hurried confession. “And I can’t look at him without feeling like jumping into bed. At first
            I thought it was because I love his music. Ever since I ran across that old LP, I’ve worked at collecting everything of the
            Dark Troubadours I could. You know, the idol trap that women occasionally fall into when the musician happens to be a godlike
            creature. But I think he’s rather like a flame and I’m a little moth flying way too close to him. It’s called chemistry. Explosive,
            natural chemistry.”
         

         
         “Really?” There was definite interest in Lisa’s voice. She lifted one eyebrow in inquiry. “Spill all, Corinne. Are we talking
            sex here?”
         

         
         “You saw him. He oozes sex. I’ve never met anyone even remotely like him. I just thought I wasn’t the sexy type. We talked
            about it, remember?”
         

         
         Lisa nodded solemnly, hurtling around another corner, missing a parked car by half an inch. Corinne was so used to Lisa’s driving, she didn’t even wince. A horn blasted at them, and Lisa flashed a cheery smile and waved gaily as she cut off the driver to get to her turn. “I thought it was because it was your first time,” Lisa answered carefully; “the beginner thing with John. You had a hard time of it.” Corinne had always been honest with Lisa about her life with John. Everything had been comfortable between them with the exception of the bedroom. Corinne blamed herself, believing she simply didn’t have a strong sex drive. 

         
         “More likely it was the chemistry thing, because, believe me, this man and I have some kind of attraction. I’m not certain
            I would trust myself in a room alone with him,” Corinne mused aloud, shocked at the blatant response of her body. “Maybe you’ve
            run across his type before in your crowd, Lisa, but for me, this is an absolutely new and very uncomfortable first experience.
            He could drop a woman at thirty paces.” Corinne sighed and shook back her hair. “It makes me feel guilty over John.” She made
            it a confession.
         

         
         Lisa scowled darkly. “Don’t be silly, Rina. John would hate your saying that. He loved you like crazy, but we both know you
            didn’t love him the same way. You made him happy, you know you did, and for that I thank you from the bottom of my heart.
            You were always there for both of us.”
         

         
         “I did love John,” Corinne said, “and I miss him terribly.”

         
         “I know you loved him. I didn’t mean it like that. He isn’t coming back, and he would want you to be happy. You know he would.”
            Lisa pulled the car up to the driveway of their home. Her unusual, elegant, yet exotic looks had helped provide money for
            a beautiful home in an upscale neighborhood. The two women enjoyed just looking at their home sometimes. “Of course, I don’t
            know if he’d approve of Mr. Sex Appeal. What were you talking about all that time? Alone. In the dark,” Lisa teased.
         

         
         “Babies.” Corinne blurted it out, wanting to confess everything. How could she have told a perfect stranger before telling her beloved sister-in-law? 

         
         Something in Corinne’s voice warned Lisa it wasn’t a funny subject. Lisa went very still, her fingers freezing around the
            car keys while her other hand tightened around the steering wheel. “I’m sorry, I thought you said babies. Why would you be
            discussing babies with him? I hope you told him babies were out of the question.” There was an edge of challenge in Lisa’s
            voice. At once her eyes were examining Corinne’s figure, clad in jeans and a loose-fitting top.
         

         
         Corinne looked away from the accusation in her eyes. “I didn’t know, Lisa, I swear I didn’t. The morning John was killed we
            had made love. After he was murdered, everything was so terrible I didn’t think about it for a couple months; then I noticed
            I was abnormally tired. Way more than usual. I spotted the entire time, so it just didn’t occur to me I could be carrying
            a baby. But then when I was so ill, I went to the doctor. Remember I had to go to bed for a while?”
         

         
         “You’re pregnant? You’re pregnant right now?” Lisa pushed Corinne’s shirt away from her stomach to inspect her. “You’d have
            to be six months and you aren’t showing.” It was an accusation. It was a plea. But she saw the little mound where Corinne’s
            flat stomach had been.
         

         
         Corinne caught Lisa’s hand in hers. “Come on, Lise, we can get through this together, just like we’ve always done.”

         
         Lisa was shaking her head in denial, tears swimming in her eyes. “You can’t have a baby. The doctors said you couldn’t. You were on birth control. I remember you were so upset when they said it would be a virtual death sentence for you to have a baby. John swore he would never allow you to chance it. He swore it to me. I made him swear it.” 

         
         “I had to go off birth control some months ago. We were taking precautions and we were always careful.” In the last few months
            before his death, John had begun to complain about using condoms. The pill made Corinne sick, and so did the shot. He hated
            everything else because it was “invasive.” “It was just the one time. I knew better, but I wasn’t thinking much about it at
            the time.” John had gotten impatient with her inadequacies. Corinne hadn’t blamed him. He had wanted her to feel for him the
            same things he felt for her. How could she explain how guilty she felt for not being sexually attracted to John in the way
            he needed her to be? She loved John—she knew she loved him. She loved him dearly, but she had never wanted the physical side
            of their relationship as he had. That morning she had tried hard for John.
         

         
         “It was totally irresponsible of both of you,” Lisa snapped. “I told John he should have an operation, but he didn’t want
            to because . . .” She trailed off.
         

         
         “Because he thought he might have children one day with someone else after I died,” Corinne finished for her. “I wanted him
            to be happy.”
         

         
         Lisa’s fingers tightened around Corinne’s desperately. “What can we do? Can they take it early?”

         
         “Take a deep breath, Lisa,” Corinne advised gently. “This baby isn’t an it. We’re talking about a child. A part of John.”

         
         “I don’t care who it’s a part of. That baby is going to kill you.”

         
         “John and I have a daughter, Lisa. She’s a living, breathing child, kicking and moving, a little girl.” Very gently Corinne attempted to guide Lisa’s hand over the small mound of her stomach. 

         
         Lisa snatched her hand back and shoved open the car door. She scooted out and slammed it very hard, a measure of her mood.
            Corinne sighed and slid from the vehicle, following her up to the house. As Lisa grabbed for the doorknob, Corinne stopped
            her with a gentle hand on her shoulder. “I know you’re upset, Lisa. I should have told you right away, when the doctor confirmed
            it, but I wasn’t certain I could carry the baby. After the horror of John’s death, I didn’t want you to suffer along with
            me. It was all such a nightmare, a terrible nightmare. What would be the point of making you worry even more? John was dead,
            I was already pregnant, and we both know the chances of my carrying successfully were slim. I didn’t want to worry you.”
         

         
         Lisa spun around, her blue eyes reflecting a mixture of grief, fear and anger. “You didn’t want me to tell you what you knew
            all along. You can’t have this baby because you’ll die if you do. You’ll die, Corinne. That’s the bottom line; it’s always
            been the bottom line. I thought you had accepted the fact that you’d never have a baby. You’re everything to me. My family,
            the only family I’ve got. We fought for the life we had, the three of us, but then when we finally made it, someone killed
            John and now you’re planning on dying and leaving me all alone!”
         

         
         Corinne wrapped her arms around Lisa and held her close until the stiffness melted away and Lisa was clinging to her. “I’m
            not planning to die, Lise, and if I did, you wouldn’t be alone, you’d have a part of John and a part of me with you.”
         

         
         “I don’t want a part of you, Corinne, I want you. I can’t do this—I won’t lose you too. I’m not like you. I’m not strong and brave and I don’t want to be,” Lisa said adamantly, then breathed a soft expletive under her breath as headlights caught them for a moment and the engine of a car died. “I can’t possibly act normal now. I want everyone to go away so I can cry a river.” 

         
         The moment Dayan stepped from the car and inhaled the night, he knew something was wrong. He was well aware of the dissension
            between the two women; he could easily read their thoughts. He wanted to comfort Corinne, knew she was fighting tears, but
            they were both in danger. Even as he read their minds for information, he scanned the area, his mind seeking the hidden threat.
            His heart in his throat, he glided toward the two women, putting on a burst of preternatural speed as they turned away from
            him to reach for the front door. His hand was there first, effectively blocking Lisa from entering. Even as Dayan jerked the
            door shut, Corinne gasped and pulled Lisa away from the house, across the lawn, back toward the car.
         

         
         “It was open, Lisa. The door wasn’t closed all the way.” There was panic in Corinne’s voice. She had been afraid someone was
            watching them ever since John’s body had been found in the small park close to their home.
         

         
         “You probably forgot to lock it,” Lisa ventured, but her voice was shaking.

         
         Corinne shook her head, her eyes meeting Dayan’s over Lisa’s head. “I locked it, I know I did. We have to call the police.”
            She wanted him to believe her.
         

         
         Dayan was already herding the two women toward Cullen. Dayan nodded his head as if in agreement, his hands very gentle on Corinne’s arms, moving up and down over her skin, warming her, offering a measure of comfort. “Go with Cullen. I’ll take care of things here.” There were two human males waiting in concealment in the house. “Cullen, take them to the house where we’re staying. I will come as soon as I am able.” 

         
         The authority in his voice said he was a man used to being obeyed. Lisa immediately slid into the car, her face very pale.
            Corinne balked, just as he had known she would.
         

         
         She lifted her chin at him, her green eyes flashing. “I don’t think so! You’re getting in the car too, Dayan. What are you
            thinking? My husband was murdered. Don’t you think it’s a bit of a coincidence that someone’s in our house? You’re coming
            with us!” Corinne caught his arm and tugged.
         

         
         Dayan smiled down at her, his heart melting. “Thank you, Corinne.” He framed her face with his hands, his black gaze holding
            her captive. “You will go with Cullen and wait for me, and you will not call the authorities.” His mouth brushed the top of
            her head, the briefest contact; then he was smiling his reassurance as he put her gently in the car.
         

         
         “Dayan, please, come with us. I have a bad feeling about this,” she protested.

         
         “It will be fine, Corinne. I am not easily killed.” He leaned across the seat in the protective way he had and tightened her
            seat belt. “Your heart is beating too irregularly,” he whispered against her ear, his mouth against her skin. “Listen to the
            rhythm of mine.” He brought her hand to his heart.
         

         
         For one moment she couldn’t breathe, and then she could hear the sound of his heart. At once her heart seemed to work to follow his lead. It was impossible, but then, Corinne could move objects by simply willing them to move, so she believed in the impossible. With Dayan, everything seemed natural. She felt a jolt of electricity as his fingers brushed the silken top of her head before he closed the car door. Whips of lightning danced in her bloodstream. He did everything smoothly and efficiently, with no hurry, his confidence complete. It was impossible not to do as he said when he seemed in such complete control and utterly invincible. Corinne couldn’t look away from him until the car pulled out from the curb. 

         
         The moment those black eyes were no longer on her, Corinne covered her face with her hands. “We shouldn’t have left him like
            that. I don’t know why I act so out of character around him. Cullen, we need to go back and help him. If someone is in our
            house, they could hurt him, or worse.”
         

         
         Cullen laughed softly. “Save your sympathy for anyone in the house. It won’t be Dayan who goes down.”

         
         “I’m serious,” Corinne said. “There could be several men with guns.”

         
         “Believe me, it won’t matter. They won’t hurt him.” Cullen spoke with complete conviction.

         
         “He’s a musician, a gentle, sweet poet,” Corinne protested, thinking of the beauty of his words, the tenderness in his smile.

         
         Cullen laughed softly. “He’s much more than that, Corinne. Don’t worry about him. He really has an uncanny knack for taking
            care of himself.”
         

         
          

         Dayan watched the car until the taillights disappeared around a corner. Corinne feared for his safety. He read it easily in her eyes, in her mind. Heard her protest with his acute hearing. It warmed him as nothing else had ever done. Then he turned his head very slowly to look at the house. As he turned, his entire demeanor changed. There was nothing left of the elegant male. At once he looked like what he truly was. A dark, dangerous predator unsheathing his claws. Stalking his prey. He began to move in the darkness—his home, his world. He had the complete advantage. He could see easily on the darkest night, he could move with the silence of the wind, he could scent his prey as keenly as the wolf, and he could command the skies and the earth itself. 

         
         Dayan glided around the house, effortlessly vaulting the six-foot fence. As he did so he shifted shape, landing silently on
            four paws instead of two feet. The leopard padded softly on its large, cushioned paws, the grass barely moving as it circled
            the back of the house. Off the back porch a light shone beneath the door of a small room. In the shadow of the porch, the
            huge cat wavered and shimmered, its mottled fur almost iridescent for a brief moment, then it simply dissolved as if it had
            never been.
         

         
         A stream of vapor poured through the crack of the door, flowing as quickly and silently as a lethal dose of carbon monoxide.
            Dayan gained the interior of the house and paused for a moment inside while the vapor wavered into transparency once more,
            only to re-form in the huge, well-muscled body of the cunning and silent predatory cat.
         

         
         Dayan padded through the small, well-lit room into the darkened kitchen. He knew immediately where both hunters lay in wait. He could smell them, a pungent mixture of fear and excitement. They had been waiting for some time, pumped up and ready, sweat glands excreting their foul stench, but inevitably the wait had drained them and they had become restless and cramped in their positions. When the headlights of the car had signaled the arrival of the two women, the cycle had started all over again. Fear. Excitement. Adrenaline. And then the terrible letdown. 

         
         They were shifting their positions, uncertain what to do. Their orders were clear. Wait until the women arrived, grab them
            quickly and quietly. Dayan read their minds as clearly as he smelled the sweat from their bodies. Neither noticed the large
            leopard as it made its slow, patient approach in imperceptible silence.
         

         
         The cat walked boldly out into the center of the spacious room, not even attempting to use the furniture for cover. This kind
            of cat-and-mouse game was as old as life itself to the predator. The leopard’s eyes remained focused on its prey, a penetrating,
            piercing stare signaling that death was stalking. Those eyes held all the cunning and intelligence of a great hunter. They
            were not the yellow eyes of a leopard, but a fierce, calm black, empty of anything but lethal intent.
         

         
         The leopard dropped low, belly to the ground, muscles incredibly controlled as it began to stalk the men. Inch by slow inch.
            In complete silence. There was not even the whisper of fur brushing the immaculate carpet as the cat gained on its prey. A
            man was leaning against the wall, sighing, moving restlessly, easing his cramped muscles. A gun was in his right hand and
            he continually checked it, caressing the trigger absently with his finger, wiping his forehead where beads of sweat were accumulating.
            Waiting was a difficult thing, and he didn’t have the patience or stillness of the cat.
         

         
         He never knew that he had gone from the hunter to the hunted. He felt the impact of the heavy body as it drove him into the wall. He felt the brush of fur and smelled the wild scent of death. Daggers pierced him where the heavy cat’s crushing claws held him still while its long, sharp teeth punctured his throat. For one moment the man stared into the eyes of the cat, caught and held as his throat was crushed; the knowledge of his own death had come far too late to stop it. Those eyes held savage intelligence and were mesmerizing, compelling. As he died, he recalled the events leading up to this moment. He had been one of the men who’d stalked and murdered John Wentworth. One of the men who did security work at the Morrison Center for Psychic Research. 

         
         Dayan lowered his prey to the ground, breathing deeply, forcing the beast under control. In the body of the leopard, his own
            hunger was doubly difficult to restrain. He moved quickly from the temptation, padding softly around the corner of the room
            into the hall on his cushioned paws. Corinne had been correct: The kidnappers were after them because John had gone to the
            center. Whatever her husband had told them, it had aroused interest in Corinne and Lisa as well.
         

         
         Once again in complete control of the beast raging inside him, Dayan began to stalk the other kidnapper. He was on the other
            side of the room, oblivious to his partner’s fate. Twice he lifted a small corner of the curtain and looked out into the dark
            night. The leopard could smell him, hear his sighs, his movements giving away his position as he constantly shifted his weight
            back and forth in an attempt to ease sore muscles and keep himself alert. This man was stroking his gun, too, fantasizing
            about what he would do to the two women when he had them in his hands.
         

         
         The leopard padded forward until it was within several feet of its prey before it froze in position, sinking to the carpet in a low crouch. The cat remained perfectly motionless, its eyes fixed unblinkingly on its prey. The man turned and looked directly at the leopard without seeing it, without any awareness whatsoever. Dayan waited with all the patience of a thousand years of hunting. For him, the life cycle was endless and there was all the time in the world. He watched dispassionately as the intruder turned back to his post without seeing the body of his partner or the danger to himself. 

         
         The leopard inched forward once again without even a whisper of movement to betray him. He had stalked prey countless times
            and defeated his enemies time and again. The merciless black eyes never once left their target. When he was within striking
            distance, he gathered himself for the attack, watching, waiting for the perfect opportunity. He struck hard, going for the
            throat, the quick kill, and this time he shifted shape as he did so, bending his head to drink as he took the man unaware.
         

         
         At once the rush of adrenaline-laced blood hit him hard, a fireball moving through his system. The forbidden. Addicting as any drug. He was hungry and he drank deeply, the beast rising, fighting for supremacy. Dayan calmly held the
            man’s weight in his enormously strong hands and deliberately thought of Corinne. She anchored him, kept him safe. She was
            there to ensure he did not cross over to become the very thing this man was hunting. The vampire. The undead. Dayan was a
            Carpathian male, as old as time, one of the ancients walking the land in search of his lifemate. Without her he would eventually
            be forced to seek the dawn or choose to lose his soul and become the vampire.
         

         
         The blood was moving through his system, reviving cells and muscles and tissue, soaking into his body and giving him a false
            high. Everything in him demanded more, demanded he feed while the life force faded from the body. Corinne. He called her name in his mind for strength to resist the wildness. A cool breeze seemed to find its way to his hot skin. Corinne. He could see her face—he had memorized every inch of it. Her soft skin begging for his touch. Her moss-green eyes, the color
            as rare as she was. The light inside her, shining out of her. Corinne. He felt her with him and it was enough. He closed the wound with his healing saliva, allowing the man to die at his own pace.
            The beast inside him raged for a moment, fighting him, wanting more, wanting to gorge itself, but Dayan ignored the terrible
            whispers of power and concentrated on Corinne.
         

         
         Her mouth. The intriguing dimple that came and went. The way her lips curved into a smile. She was extremely kissable. He
            looked around the spacious house. Corinne’s house. He inhaled her scent as he moved through the rooms. The house had high,
            vaulted ceilings, lots of wood and was very clean. Instinctively he knew that Corinne was the one who did the housekeeping.
            Lisa’s bedroom had clothes on the floor and draped over chairs. Lipsticks and cosmetics were scattered over a vanity. A large
            gilded mirror was on the wall above the small vanity. The room held Lisa’s scent and
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