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the first full-length novel in the Shaede Assassin series.
Available in print and e-book from Signet Eclipse.
“It is always a pleasure to discover an excellent new author and series, and Bonilla qualifies on both counts. The debut of her Shaede Assassin series features a tough yet compelling heroine. Full of fascinating characters, high-stakes intrigue, and fast-paced action, it’s a truly exhilarating adventure! Do not miss out!”
—Romantic Times (top pick, 4½ stars)
“Readers should be prepared for a one-of-a-kind, exciting adventure that kicks off from the first page with a heroine who truly knows how to take the lead and kick butt while she’s at it. Urban fantasy readers will want to buy this book.”
—Night Owl Reviews (top pick, 4½ stars)
“Truly transcendental as well as gritty . . . an abundance of awesome action, as well as raw romance, all wrapped up in a fast-paced story that is fresh and unparalleled. Shaedes of Gray is going down as one of my favorite new series, and Darian as one of my new favorite heroines of 2011.”
—Heroes and Heartbreakers
“Let me tell you, within two pages (and, no, I am not exaggerating) . . . I just KNEW I had started reading a great book by a really talented author. . . .You will no doubt find it on my Favorites of 2011 list. Yes, people, it was that good.”
—Yummy Men and Kick Ass Chicks
“An action-packed debut for Amanda Bonilla that will have the reader begging for more.”
—Fresh Fiction
“I loved this novel; it was full of great characters and a seriously entertaining plot that I wished never ended. Amanda Bonilla wrote an unforgettable new series and I can’t wait for the sequel. I highly recommend this novel.”
—Seeing Night Book Reviews
“The main character is stoic and somewhat grouchy and I loved everything about her. Amanda Bonilla has created a brand-new series that absolutely wowed me!”
—The Romance Readers Connection (4½ stars)
“Shaedes of Gray was my kind of urban fantasy. I was hooked from page one, and I can’t wait for book two.”
—Urban Fantasy Investigations
“The first Shaede Assassin [novel] is an excellent urban fantasy starring a strong survivor.”
—Genre Go Round Reviews
“You never know what to expect when trying out a new author. Turns out I had nothing to fear. . . . Urban fantasy fans will love this one, and I’ll be anxiously awaiting the next book in the series!”
—My Bookish Ways
“An excellent foundation for a one-of-a-kind series and definitely makes me wants to stick around for the ride! . . . You want this book!”
—Wicked Little Pixie
“I was right to be excited about this book. . . . I have a feeling there is a lot more to come for Darian. . . . a great urban fantasy.”
—Urban Fantasy Reviews





Read on to discover Darian’s thrilling beginnings. . . .






Chapter 1
I’d have given anything to live a different life.
My jaw stung when I dabbed at my bleeding mouth with a handkerchief, and I sucked my breath in sharply through my teeth. Already my lip was swollen to twice its normal size and if I had no broken bones, it would be a miracle. Surely I’d suffered irreversible damage this time.
The steaming copper bathtub tempted me with the promise of soothing warmth, though it wasn’t the comfort of a much needed soaking that I wanted. No, my intentions went beyond that of mere physical comfort. I was looking for something more spiritual in nature. And though I couldn’t possibly know what awaited me in the dark abyss, I’d made up my mind. Come heaven or hell, I was going to put an end to my misery once and for all. I dipped one toe and eased first my foot and then one leg into the almost too-hot water. The rest of my body followed inch by inch, and as I lowered myself into the tub, water sloshed over the high edge to splash on the tiled floor. I didn’t care about the mess. Honestly, I didn’t care about anything anymore. I wanted the water to cover every inch of me, to hide the evidence of yet another beating I was too weak to prevent.
What I wouldn’t give to be strong.
I took a deep breath and held it before submerging my head. I sank to the bottom of the tub, looking up through the haze of rippling water as I watched the bubbles escape from my nose and float to the surface and burst. Would it hurt to die by drowning? It couldn’t be any worse than the feeling of Henry’s fist slamming into my stomach. My lungs burned but I refused to budge. My body fought against my will, seizing involuntarily as it struggled for the oxygen I so desperately needed. But I refused to bow this time. As I faced the end, I would not be afraid. I forced my body to still as the last of the air left in my lungs floated in tiny, irregular bubbles to the ceiling of water.
Soon, I would float away as well. And I would finally be free.
The burning in my lungs subsided and was replaced with a soft glow of warmth. My hands that gripped the high rim of the copper tub to keep me submerged relaxed and bobbed as if suspended beside me by a puppeteer’s strings. My mind grew lazy and cottony; the pain, the sorrow tearing at my soul drained out of me, and darkness descended as I faded out of consciousness.
How I loved the dark.
But death eluded me––swallowing me whole before spitting me back out. I had no choice in the matter, just like everything else in my life. Consciousness swirled within me as strong hands seized me by the wrists and I was yanked from the tub in one solid jerk.
“Darian!” His voice didn’t carry the usual edge of cruel hatred, but rather, panic. “My God, have you lost your mind?”
I couldn’t answer him. Violent coughs racked my body as I fought for air. I drank gasp after gasp of oxygen into my lungs, and with that relief came the renewed agony of my many injuries that throbbed and pulsed in time with my racing heart. “Don’t hurt me,” I managed to croak through a raspy throat. “Please, Henry, leave me be.”
He continued to hold my wrists with deft fingers he used for healing. But not now. Not with me. My own fingers grew numb as Henry’s grip cut off my circulation. Hands, gentle when examining a patient, dug into my flesh, his short-clipped nails breaking my skin. Sour breath caressed my face laced with the scent of too much whiskey. His rage was palpable, stifling the air around us as he shoved me away. It was nothing I wasn’t used to. The mere sight of me disgusted him.
Spread out on the tile, naked, shivering, humiliated, I closed my eyes and focused only on the sound of my own breath. Heat pulsed at my lower lip and I tasted the copper tang of blood as my tongue flicked out over the split that had begun to bleed again when Henry pulled me from the tub. I wondered how I managed to live like this, how I survived his constant abuse. Henry’s rage seemed only to compound with each passing day, and what had once been an open-handed slap to my face was now a closed-fist blow to my jaw. It seemed I should have more broken bones than I could count by this time, but somehow my body managed to stay whole.
“Darian.” The panic melted out of his voice and was replaced with regret. “I’m . . .” Henry cleared his throat as he tried to curb the drunken slur of his words. “I’m sorry.”
He apologized every time he beat me. But what was he sorry for? Laying his hand to me? Or perhaps he was sorry he’d ever met me. He draped a towel over my shivering form and tucked it around my body. “Should I wake Mary?”
The household staff were paid well for their discretion, and when they weren’t working they were kept away from the main house in separate living quarters. As if their distance mattered. The staff talked amongst themselves, but thanks to the generous wage Henry paid them, his secrets were kept safe within our walls. Every single person in Henry’s employment was well aware of the fact that he beat me. And they were equally aware of his fondness for drinking and his many affairs. But it wasn’t another woman or whores warming Henry’s bed. My husband strictly took male lovers. And that was why he hated me with such fervor. He hated me because I was everything turn-of-the-century American society dictated he should want, and he was forced to hide in the shadows with the men he loved. The year was 1912 and the thoughts of many had turned to progression. Women across the country were fighting for the right to vote, but progress only went so far. Open-mindedness had its limitations even in these changing times, and Henry, who could not openly love whomever he chose, was forced to bend to the status quo.
Even though he’d offered to fetch Mary, waking her would be a last resort, and I knew it would only anger him if I said yes. “No,” I whispered. I kept my eyes closed tight and refused to look at him. “I’m fine.”
The sound of his footsteps faded as he retreated to the door. “I trust you won’t do anything foolish,” he said. “Hurting yourself would only give the gossips fodder. Really, Darian, suicide? What would people think?”
The sob I tried to suppress worked its way up my throat and burst through my lips. Tears flowed down my face in tiny rivulets, burning my tender flesh as the salt mixed with the cuts and bruises left by my husband. It wasn’t my personal safety he was concerned about. Oh, no, his violent handling of me was proof enough of that. As usual, the only thing that mattered to him was his reputation. That, and keeping up appearances. Henry Charles was a fine doctor––one of San Francisco’s finest, in fact. But as a husband, he was sorely lacking, and it was I who was punished for his shortcomings.
* * *
“Will there be anything else, mum?” Mary, our head housekeeper, laid a comforting hand on my shoulder. Pity saturated her tone and I hated it. It only reminded me of how weak and pathetic I was.
The table had been set for dinner and awaited Henry’s arrival. He came home at precisely seven o’clock every evening and he expected to walk through the door, sit down, and be served. He ran a tight ship, and the staff made sure to keep the household in tip-top shape. They’d seen my bruises, after all. None of them would dare to displease their employer.
Our home was the epitome of Queen Anne Victorian architecture and picture perfect, just the way Henry wanted it to be. With wide, sweeping porches and hand-carved spindle work on the railings, robust archways, and brick chimneys, the house was a testament to my husband’s success. Status meant everything to Henry, and he made sure that his house spoke volumes about his place in the community. Even the roof was immaculate with not a shingle out of place. The grounds were well tended and the gardens a sweet medley of scents: roses, lilacs, peonies, and mums, not to mention several species of lilies and poppies. Cobbled sidewalks wound from the front porch to the street, and from our parlor throughout the gardens.
I took a seat at the foot of our long, cherry wood table and straightened my fork for the tenth time. I couldn’t manage to stop fiddling with it. My gaze wandered around the room as I waited, and I couldn’t help but feel like a guest in my own home. The burden of formality weighed me down until I felt my shoulders slump. The crystal in the chandeliers twinkled in the artificial light, reflecting off the glossy polish of the table. A fire roared in the wide fireplace at the far end of the formal dining room, crackling cheerfully as if my subjugation were merely a figment of my imagination. Surrounded by Henry’s fine things—expensive armoires and hutches, silk covered settees, and hand-blown hurricane lamps—I felt out of place. A broken, neglected thing in a world of high expectations and perfection.
I checked the grandfather clock that sat at the foot of the staircase—a wedding gift from my parents. Fifteen minutes past seven and Henry still wasn’t home. I’m sure for any other spouse it wouldn’t have been cause for worry, but in my case Henry might as well have been fifteen weeks late. I continued to stew, shifting my soup bowl so that it sat precisely in the center of my salad plate and likewise scooting the salad plate to rest in the middle of the dinner plate. I adjusted my water goblet a quarter turn so that the light from the candles reflected off the crystal just so, and I smoothed my dress one last time.
At half-past seven, the front door creaked open. My stomach involuntarily clenched, as it did every night when he came home. Would he be drunk? Angry? Did his day go amiss? Any one of these things could result in his fist smashing into me. I said a silent prayer that his day went well. That, perhaps, he’d met someone and was late because of a passionate tryst. God, let him be exhausted from love-making and too tired to bother with me. Please, please, please let that be the case. . . .
Henry strolled through the French doors into the formal dining room. I tried to appear at ease, but my heart all but leapt into my throat. He cocked his head to the side as he regarded me, and I wondered if he was admiring his handiwork, the yellowing bruises that had finally begun to heal. It had been a week since I’d tried to drown myself in the copper bathtub, a week since he’d hit me in one of his rages. As his dark gray eyes took me in, I wondered what it would feel like to be regarded with something other than disinterest.
He took his seat at the head of the table, and right on cue, Mary emerged from the kitchen to begin serving the evening meal. From beneath lowered lashes, I studied my husband, from his sandy brown hair, cut short and sleek, to his high cheekbones and the straight line of his nose. His lips were a little on the thin side, and his chin sharp, but it didn’t detract from his good looks. Henry Charles had been considered one of the city’s most eligible bachelors, and he had chosen me. At the time, I hadn’t known what kind of man he was, and I’d been thrilled at the prospect of becoming his wife.
“How was your day?” I asked. I wasn’t able to gauge his mood, so I drew him into cautious conversation.
His eyes drifted toward the ceiling and his expression became wistful. “My day was . . . pleasantly surprising.”
He didn’t bother to ask about my day, which didn’t surprise or bother me. I’d become used to his apathy toward me. Like the lamps and the furniture, I was simply another fixture in his home. I fiddled with the silk bunched at the front of my gown. What must it feel like to be treasured? To have a loving husband ask about my day, how I felt, if I was happy. . . .
Mary bent in front of me to empty a ladleful of soup into my bowl, and our already dwindling conversation died. She met my eyes—concern etched on her aging face—before she straightened her cap and apron, took the tureen, and left the room. Henry smiled to himself as he draped a linen napkin over his lap. I could only assume that he had met a man who caught his fancy today. It would explain the dreamy look in his eyes. Sometimes, I wondered how Henry’s lovers felt. If they were excited by his touch. If he was gentle with them and made love at a leisurely pace. I imagined what it might feel like to have his lips on mine . . . soft, and if his fingers would be feather light on my skin . . . or urgent in the heat of passion. Of course, I had no idea what it felt like to be made love to by anyone. I was a virgin when my father married me off to Henry. And even on our wedding night, he refused to consummate our marriage. So I was left with only my girlish fantasies.
“Why are you looking at me like that?” Henry’s tone was laced with suspicion and I directed my eyes toward my soup.
I racked my brain, trying to come up with a decent response. I didn’t want to give him a glimpse of my imaginings. God must have heard the frantic rhythm of my heart, however, and I was saved from any response when a knock came at our door. Henry eyed me with suspicion, and a scowl curved his lip. Without waiting for Mary to answer the door, he pushed his chair out from the table and marched out of the dining room. I couldn’t help but follow. My curiosity piqued, I came around the corner into the foyer, my husband using a hushed but urgent tone with whoever was on the other side of the door.
“Darling,” He spun to face me as if startled. “I want you to meet a friend of mine.” I was just as shaken as Henry was by the stranger at our door. But he had years of practice in hiding his true emotions and could put up a façade of grace and charm when the situation demanded it. And his new friend’s unexpected visit required all of that and more. “Azriel,”––he cleared his throat as if preparing to force the next words from his mouth––“my wife, Darian Charles.”
I’d been right about my husband’s mood. No doubt Henry fell instantly in love with this man. Azriel was something to behold; dark hair that brushed his forehead, dark brown eyes, almost black—beautiful, despite their cruel edge. I could easily picture his russet skin glowing in the firelight. My breath caught at the sight of him. He reminded me of a Roman god, a statue of male perfection carved from the hardest, smoothest marble. I blinked once, twice, and again as I took him in. The light in the room seemed to bend around him, blurring at the edges as if he were less than solid. But just as soon as I noticed the illusion, it slipped away and I wondered if my brain had at last become addled from the constant blows I took to the head.
“Mrs. Charles,” he said, bending over my hand. “I’m so very pleased to meet you.”
The touch of his lips on my skin sent a river of chills flowing across the landscape of my body. My pulse thundered in my ears and my entire body tingled at the sound of his rich voice. “Will you join us for dinner?” I asked. He was a godsend. Henry would be so pleased to have him join us, and so distracted, he would have no need to bother with me.
Azriel stood, his eyes roaming over what I hoped he couldn’t see: traces of yellowing bruises that had not quite healed. I didn’t want him to see the physical proof of my weakness. But I could tell from the shrewd look in his black eyes that he saw the truth of my life, and his pained expression instantly tore at my heart. “I’d love to join you for dinner,” he said. His fingers lingered on my palm as he pulled away and my heart beat triple time with excitement. “Henry, let’s sit with your beautiful wife and enjoy her company while we eat.”
A feeling of elation bubbled up through my chest and I spun on a heel, the silk whispering as my long skirt swirled around me. “Mary!” I called out. “Mary, can you set another place at the table please?”
As I walked toward the dining room, my skin prickled with anticipation. Azriel trailed behind with Henry, but I knew with certainty that his gaze was focused on me. I could feel the weight of his stare in every nerve ending. My cheeks warmed at the thought and I almost faltered in my step as a similar heat spread from my belly, lower.
Men had looked at me with interest before. I’d been courted by others before Henry, and though most of the matches never worked out—that being, my sharp tongue seemed to get in the way—I wasn’t naïve to the heat in a man’s eyes when he sees something he likes. But I’d never felt that heat like I did now. It had never reached out to caress me in such a way. Henry had curbed the sharpness of my tongue with the back of his hand. And he’d broken my spirited nature with every swing of his fist. But as I thought of this man—Azriel—observing the sway of my hips as I walked in front of him, I felt some of that long-lost spirit return.
We entered the dining room and Azriel hastened his step to catch me before I took my seat. “Allow me,” he said, and pulled out my chair.
A riot of butterflies swirled in my stomach as if taking to flight. His arm grazed my shoulder as he pushed in my chair, and I had to suppress the contented sigh that threatened to pass my lips. I could see how Henry would become instantly infatuated with him. In fact, I was afraid that finally, my husband and I had something in common.




Chapter 2
Dinner ended too soon. Much too soon.
The conversation had been stimulating and the company, divine. Azriel hung on my every word, treating me as though there was no single person in the world more important to him than me. Henry interjected to the point of rudeness, vying for our guest’s attention like a spoiled child. Azriel humored him now and again, but I must admit, I wondered at his attentiveness. After all, he was Henry’s friend, not mine. And from the way his dark eyes drank me in, I knew that their relationship had not been a romantic one. When he kissed my hand one last time and took his leave, I felt as if a piece of my soul left with him.
“You’re awfully smug this evening,” Henry grumbled from his wingchair. He was working on his fifth Brandy of the night and staring pensively at the fire burning in the brick fireplace.
“I’m sorry, Henry,” I said, glancing up from the book I’d been pretending to read, “I’m not sure I know what you mean.”
“You know damn well what I mean,” he scoffed. “Your brazen behavior was shameful this evening. What would people say if they knew how you’d practically thrown yourself at our guest?”
So, my husband was jealous. I buried my face in the pages of my book and smiled secretly to myself. As I replayed the evening over and again in my mind, I could hardly blame him; my own affection for our guest had blossomed, and the emotions hit me hard and fast.
“Azriel wasn’t truly interested in you, you know.” Henry tossed back his drink and rose to pour another. He leaned his elbow against the mantle and kicked a polished shoe at the hearth before downing his fresh drink in a single swallow. “He was simply playing a game, keeping up appearances for the benefit of our staff.”
I supposed if that’s what Henry wanted to believe, who was I to contradict him? But obviously Henry had failed to gaze into Azriel’s fathomless black eyes. One look would have told him the truth, and perhaps Henry didn’t dare to look because he couldn’t handle the reality: Azriel had no interest in him. “Yes, Henry,” I said. Unless I wanted to end the evening on a violent note, I couldn’t argue with him.
“You’re disgusted by me, aren’t you?” The question startled me and I dropped the book in my lap to stare at him. Henry marched to the bar and poured himself another drink, the dark amber liquid sloshing over the rim of the glass as he poured. “You consider me a sinner, and you think I’m going to burn in the eternal fires of hell, don’t you?”
Brandy dripped from his chin and ran in rivulets from either side of his mouth as he drank. My heart began to pound in my chest, and my stomach tightened into a knot. Rather than drink himself into a stupor, the liquor was only helping to fan the flames of his anger. In the five years we’d been married, Henry never mentioned his choice in lovers to me, nor his supposition of my opinion on the matter. “You do not know my mind, Henry,” I softened my tone so as to soothe his temper. I had no reason to lie to him, and though I knew that compassion on my part would earn no kindness from him in return, I felt that I needed to tell him how I felt. “There is certainly not enough love in this cruel world,” I said. “I don’t begrudge you nor would I condemn you for the choices you make. And neither do I believe that God would damn you for it.” There were members of the Ladies’ Auxiliary who’d faint dead away at my words, but they were spoken with nothing but truth. It mattered little to me if Henry loved women or men. It only saddened me that I took the brunt of his anger at the people in our world who did not share my opinion on the matter.
Henry drained the decanter of brandy into his glass. He swirled the liquid, gazing over the rim as if reading tea leaves at the bottom of a cup. He pulled back his arm and, with a shout, hurled the glass into the fire. An explosion of flame burst out from the brick, catapulting shards of glass into the parlor. I shielded my face with my arms and stood, prepared to run at any moment. My husband’s chest heaved, and with each of his labored breaths, the fire dwindled until naught was left but smoldering embers.
Henry turned on me, crossing the distance between us in three quick strides. Frozen in place by crippling fear, I cringed away from him, closing my eyes as I braced myself for the blow that would most assuredly come. Henry wrapped one arm around my narrow waist and dragged me hard against him. My eyes opened wide in surprise as much as alarm and he captured my face with his free hand, digging his fingers cruelly into my still-tender skin. “Even bruised, you’re lovely,” he said from between clenched teeth. He laughed as my eyes betrayed my surprise. “What? Just because I’m not interested in taking you to my bed does not mean that I’m blind.” He squeezed my face hard and my teeth bit into the inside of my cheeks. I tasted blood and fought the urge to gag. “But lovely or not, I don’t want you. I’ve never wanted you, and I hate you for that.”
“Henry, please,” I whimpered, but the words came distorted through my mouth. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for tonight. I’ll never do it again. Please. Please, don’t hurt me.”
He let go of my face and dragged his hand down my throat to the bodice of my gown. “Did you imagine him touching you?” Henry swayed on his feet, so drunk he could barely stand, let alone hold on to me. “Did you wonder what it would feel like to have his hands on your breasts? His mouth tasting your virginal skin? Tell me, Darian, would you like to lie naked with Azriel?” The words tore from his mouth in a snarl. “Answer me!” Henry fisted the delicate fabric of my dress and I heard it tear as he gave me a rough shake. “Answer me, damn you! Do you want him inside you?”
“Yes!” I screamed, putting my face as close to Henry’s as I dared. Rage bubbled up in me, my skin burning with the intensity of it. “Is that what you want to hear? I want him! I want his hands, his lips, his naked body on mine! You don’t want me and I don’t care that you don’t want me. But I deserve to be wanted by someone, by God!” Never had I spoken my mind like that with him. I felt as though I stood outside of my body, watching as another woman took my place and spoke the words I longed to say. But, dear lord, what consequences would my actions bring?
“Why did he have to come here tonight?” Henry’s voice grew weak, almost a sob. His grip on me loosened and I took a cautious step back. The heel of my shoe caught in my slip, tearing into the fabric,. If I ran, I’d surely fall. I was trapped in place by my own feminine undergarments. The embarrassment was almost too much to bear. “I’ve never desired anything—anyone—as much as him.” Tears streamed down Henry’s face and his lip curled in a vicious snarl. “And he wants you.”
I tried to take another step back, but I was too tangled in my dress to move. “Henry, you said yourself, it was an act.” I had to placate him. Calm him down somehow. I tried to free my heel from the fabric, but it became more entangled the more I moved. “He didn’t want me. Not really.”
“You stupid bitch!” Henry railed. “You just had to get in the way, didn’t you?”
I managed to step out of my shoe, but I was too late. His fist landed squarely against my jaw, and the popping sound sickened me as I crashed into an end table and fell to the floor. The metallic tang of blood lay thick on my tongue, and a thick fog settled in my addled mind.
“Henry, I—” Words stalled in my throat. My head felt too heavy for my neck to support. I’d wanted freedom from his abuse, even at the expense of my own life. So why couldn’t he just kill me and end my suffering once and for all?
His boot made contact with my ribs and I heard more than felt the crack. I wanted to curl up in a ball, protect myself, but I didn’t have the strength for the simple act. The corset that bound my waist did nothing to protect my fragile body. In fact, it only served to limit my mobility. Any courage I’d felt dissolved into fear and white hot pain. My throat constricted and I couldn’t seem to draw enough air into my lungs.
“Do you even think you’d be here if it wasn’t necessary?” A sob broke through his chest. “I hate you!” Henry’s fist came down, bashing my chin. Another pop, blood welling from my mouth. The smell of the blood made bile rise in my throat.
Henry hauled me up by the collar of my dress and slapped me with his open palm. “He was for me!” he shouted. “You ruined everything!” He followed through with the back of his hand, striking my other cheek. “I should wring your scrawny, ungrateful neck!”
I looked up at the panes of the French doors leading from the parlor to our garden and caught a reflection in the night-shrouded glass. I had to be dreaming. No, I was dying. I blinked the tears from my eyes in an effort to clear my blurred vision. I couldn’t be imagining the man standing just outside the door, one palm pressed against the glass. His expression spoke of death, and of retribution. The rage in his black eyes burned with the intensity of a million suns. Even as I fought for lucidity, his beauty took my breath away. His dark and lovely form slid through the solid structure as if the doors hadn’t been there at all. An apparition, an angel come to take me to heaven.
“Get off of her, you coward!” Azriel shouted, pulling Henry away from me. “You have no idea what you’re doing, who she really is!”
Henry screamed in a maddened rage that quickly turned to a shriek of fear. I lay on the floor, bleeding, broken, silently begging for death to finally claim me. The sound of a fist sinking into soft flesh made me flinch, and I tried once again to pull my body into a tight ball to protect myself. Another blow followed the first, and it wasn’t until I heard Henry shout in pain that I realized the beating had not been meant for me. “Why?” Henry cried, before he gasped for breath. “Please!” he begged through wracking sobs. “Stop!”
“Did you stop when she begged you?” my angel demanded. “Did you show her mercy?” Henry grunted in pain and cried in earnest, no longer able to even feign strength. “I’m going to kill you.” My savior’s voice was flat, calm, and full of promise. “You won’t lay a hand to her ever again.” I held on to consciousness for as long as I could, but peaceful oblivion called. The darkness that I loved so much descended on me, and I welcomed its embrace.
Sometime later, as I floated between the lands of the dead and the living, I realized I could no longer hear Henry’s terrified screams. My body shifted as strong arms encircled me. I wanted to cry out from the pain but my mouth refused to work. Agony tore at me, building and festering to an almost inconceivable level. I felt as though tiny tendrils of shadow had crawled beneath my flesh to wrap themselves tightly around my bones. Inch by inch, inky blackness laid claim to my body, joining with my soul to forever change me. Was this what it felt like to die? I’d expected to see the shining light of heaven stretched out infinitely before me, but instead, I was welcomed by darkness. Eternal night and twinkling stars. God had no place for me in heaven. I’d been claimed by the shadows.
The pain subsided by small degrees as I was lifted from the floor. Like the night I’d submerged myself in the steaming copper bathtub, my body tingled with heat. Someone carried me up the stairs, jostling me with each step. I didn’t dare open my eyes, but in my mind I saw him: dark and beautiful and strong. He pulled me close to his chest, and for the first time in many years, I felt safe. I felt . . . at peace. A door creaked as he pushed it open, and he took great care to shuffle around any obstacles in his path. My rescuer lowered me to the downy softness I recognized as my bed, and Azriel’s beautiful voice whispered in my ear, “You’re mine now.”
Mine.
* * *
I floated in darkness, held secure as if wrapped in a cocoon. Something surrounded my body, encased it. Soft as silk and warm. It flowed over my skin, twining and reaching around my limbs until every inch of me was covered. Bliss. My eyelids fluttered as I came closer to wakefulness, but I fought against opening my eyes. I wanted to stay here in this shadowy realm where nothing could touch me.
As if swimming to the surface from the murky depths of the ocean, my mind floated closer to awareness. I pushed all physical sensation aside and followed the path of conscious thought, searching through the dark for a clue, some memory to help connect me to the moment. I flinched, an act so involuntary I couldn’t control it. Henry’s fist smashed into my face. I drew my knees up to protect my ribs as he kicked me. Tears squeezed through the lids of my eyes and ran down my cheeks. The memory was still so fresh in my mind, the images flashing like lightning against a navy blue sky.
My heart slammed into my ribcage, the panic welling up to the point that I thought it would explode right out of me. But then the blissful sensations of silky shadows caressed my skin. Dancing around me like graceful serpents, they sensed my fear and cradled me in their warm embrace. Inch by inch, I relaxed and my body uncoiled itself. Even my fingers—clenched into fists—uncurled and came to rest.
Dare I open my eyes? Yes, something deep inside of me responded, an urging I couldn’t resist. There is nothing to fear. But whether or not fear had a place in my life anymore, I knew Henry had beaten me nearly to death. I searched back, grasping onto a sliver of memory. How had I survived his wrath? I remembered lying on the floor, unable to shield myself from his heavy-handed blows as I prayed for death. And something else. . . . A man. A vengeful angel gliding through the glass doors of the parlor to rescue me. “Azriel.” His name escaped my parted lips in a whisper. I didn’t bother peeking through lowered lashes. Nor did I take the cautious route by opening only one eye to steal a glance. I had to know if he’d really saved me or if it had all been a cruel dream. A deep breath held in my chest was all the preparation I needed, and when I exhaled, I opened both of my eyes wide.
I expected to be welcomed by glaring daylight, but the room was dark. I couldn’t discern the time of day, but even though no lights illuminated my surroundings and the curtains didn’t betray a shred of daylight, I could see as well as if it were the gray hours of early morning. With less effort than I expected, I pushed myself up to a sitting position. The bed I lay in was not my own; the surroundings, unfamiliar. From the looks of it, I’d been moved to an inn or hotel room. What had happened while darkness held me? Where was Henry? Who had taken me and to where? Had it been Azriel, or had my mind deceived me? My pulse thrummed in my ears—though from excitement or fear, I couldn’t tell—as I once again felt the delicious pull . . . the soft, silky warmth tugging at my skin.
Still fascinated with my heightened eyesight, I brought my hand to my face. The skin on my fingertips seemed to quaver, shrouded by darkness and becoming solid once more. I am no longer myself, I thought, and my breath sped in my chest with the realization. Like a contented feline, I stretched my limbs, aware of the fact that I no longer felt the pain of my many injuries. In fact, I’d never felt so invigorated or strong. My God, how long had I been floating in dark nothingness, and what had changed me?
Lamplight flickered to life in the corner of the room and I sensed Azriel nearby, his life force pulsing like a beacon through the fog. A sweet and spicy scent, like a field of pansies beneath the summer sun, permeated my senses, and I breathed deeply, holding the aroma in my lungs.
“What’s happened to me?” I whispered, my heart hammering in my chest.
Dark mist stirred at my bedside and Azriel materialized from shadow. I stared in wide-eyed wonder as he sat beside me and brought my fingers to his mouth, bestowing a gentle kiss on my knuckles. “Fate has claimed you, Darian. No mortal will dare harm you again.”




Chapter 3
I jerked my hand from Azriel’s grasp and scooted as far away from him as possible. As if his lips had burned my skin, I rubbed the spot on my knuckles where his mouth had all but branded me. How had I not noticed the heat pouring from his body the first time we’d met? “What have you done to me?” I blurted. Nothing could calm the tremor in my voice, though I prayed I’d sound strong. “Where am I? Where’s Henry? What has happened to him?”
Azriel laughed, and the sound of it brought gooseflesh to the surface of my skin. I clenched my hands into fists to stop them from shaking. I wouldn’t be able to stand the shame if he noticed how the sound of his gentle laughter affected me. “Worried for your husband?” Azriel asked, incredulous. “Why would you waste a passing thought of concern for him? Did he not beat you nearly to death?”
He had. So many times he’d abused me. But he was my husband. I’d made sacred vows to him, and despite his cruelty, Henry was a soul-sick man who deserved my compassion rather than my contempt. “Is he dead?” I asked, my voice just above a whisper.
“As a doornail.”
His brash answer elicited a startled gasp. He chuckled again as if to say, Your shock is so adorable, my dear. How could he treat a man’s death in such a cavalier manner––a death he had delivered with his own hands? “How?” The question was idiotic. I knew how. But the words escaped my mouth before I could think better of it.
“How else?” Azriel asked, unfazed. “Your dear spouse lived by the sword, therefore he died by it. Can you think of a more fitting end for the bastard?”
I inched further from Azriel until I found myself perched on the edge of the bed. My fingers trailed from my throat to the delicate lace collar and bodice of my dress that Henry had ripped in his rage. My husband was dead. Gone. Forever.
And I was finally free.
Azriel’s dark gaze locked with mine and a wave of fear washed over me. Perhaps freedom wasn’t the best word to describe my current situation. His eyes roamed over me, traveling with wanton disregard for propriety, making me feel exposed—undressed—naked beneath his heated gaze.
“Extraordinary,” he murmured.
“I can hear you,” I said, my fear swept away by bemusement. “Just now, I heard you.”
Azriel shrugged. “What of it?”
What of it, indeed? His lips had barely moved, the words spoken more to himself. And yet I’d heard him crystal clear as if he’d spoken the word against my ear. “What have you done to me?” I asked again, panic racing through my veins like liquid fire. “What are you?”
“Perhaps you should be asking that of yourself,” Azriel said, leaning in toward me. He reached out with one hand and it melted into shadow, the tendrils sweeping up his strong arm and shoulder to transform the limb into a graceful, twining ribbon of darkness. His shadows inched toward me, as if seeking me out and curled around my neck, caressing my skin with a gentleness I’d never experienced until this moment. And rather than scream in fear, or launch myself from the bed, my body reacted, drawn to him like metal to a magnet. My eyes drifted shut of their own accord and I couldn’t help the sigh that escaped my lips. Bliss.
“Yes,” Azriel whispered, the ‘s’ slipping out in a sensual hiss. “You were meant for this, Darian. You have always belonged to the shadows.”
The fear and anxiety siphoned from my body and I lost myself to sensation. Every nerve ending in my body sparked to life, and I wanted more. More of those delicious shadows caressing my skin. More warm, comforting dark. More of him. “Please . . .” I didn’t dare open my eyes. I couldn’t trust myself to meet his gaze with anything but desire in mine. “Please,” I said again. But what was I pleading for?
Another lick of shadowy heat reached out to caress me, and I gasped, in pleasure this time. My behavior was shameful at best. What would people think— No. Those were Henry’s words. Henry’s concerns. And he was dead.
“I will be lonely no more.” Azriel’s rich voice was soft in my ears as his shadows stroked my body. “And you are safe. Strong. You have become more than you ever were or could ever imagine. Isn’t that all you need to know?”
“No.” I’d meant the word to sound forceful but I was too used to weakness for it to sound anything but simpering. “Tell me, Azriel, what are you?”
“I am shadow,” he said.
I swayed as a second set of silky tendrils joined the first, swirling at the base of my neck and climbing up through the tangle of my hair against my scalp. A moan worked its way up through my throat, but I swallowed it down. I still held on to modesty and convention, no matter what Azriel’s touch evoked. “Shadow?” I murmured as I gripped the edges of the mattress for support. My bones had all but melted; it wouldn’t take much for me to topple over the edge of the bed, and wouldn’t that be charming?
“Shaede,” Azriel whispered.
I felt the weight of his body leave the mattress completely and I opened my eyes, afraid he’d left me. The silky vines of Azriel’s shadow retreated, slinking away from my body in a graceful, winding dance. He’d left his corporeal body completely behind, becoming nothing more than dark mist. The shadows retreated to the far side of the room and swirled in a violent cloud before coming together to create his solid form. But even so, as he stood before me, I couldn’t help but notice how his body quavered. Like a mirage. Or an illusion.
“Are you real?” I breathed.
“As real as you,” he said.
“What is Shaede?”
“The ancient Celts called us Scáth Siúlóir. Shadow Walkers. But our Fae forefather named us Shaede.”
“How can I possibly believe this?” I asked more to myself than Azriel. “You speak of magic and fairy tales. There is no magic in this world.”
“Then you deny what your eyes see?” Azriel asked. “What your body would tell you? There is magic in this world, Darian. And you are a part of it.”
“You changed me.” I’d intended my words as a question, but instead I made a cold, hard statement. I was no longer human. I felt that fact down to every cell that constructed my body, knew the truth of it in the depths of my soul.
“I needed a companion,” Azriel said, neither confirming nor denying my assertion.
“Are there others?”
His eyes narrowed shrewdly, but then his expression softened. “We are the last.”
“We?”
“Yes, Darian. You and I.”
I leaned back against the headboard and massaged my temples. I felt as though my skull would split in two. The room spun out of focus and beads of sweat dampened my skin. So warm. Heat stifled the air, too thick to breathe. I struggled to take oxygen into my lungs but my efforts brought only scorching agony. I was going to suffocate in this unfamiliar place with no one but a stranger to witness my death.
“Darian,” Azriel’s voice echoed in my ears as if he spoke from a long tunnel. “Don’t fight the change. You’re only making it harder on yourself. Let the shadows take you.”
“No!” I gasped, fear clenching my heart like a vise. My blood practically boiled in my veins, and I clawed at my dress, ripping the fabric. “Make it stop!” I writhed on the bed and wound my fists in the sheets to keep myself from tearing at my skin. “Please, Azriel.” Tears streaked a path down my cheeks and blurred my vision.
A balmy breeze stirred the long drapes as Azriel materialized at the balcony. He flung the doors wide open, and I welcomed the stirrings of a much cooler night than I was used to. Again, he left his physical body behind and when his heat met the cold air, it created a humid mist that clung to the atmosphere like building clouds. “Don’t be afraid,” Azriel said as his shadows came to rest at my side. “I told you, Darian, you no longer have any reason to fear.”
The feathery wisps of his incorporeal form wound around my body, and I calmed. All I’d known for the past five years was fear and uncertainty. How could I possibly let go?
“It’s as natural as breathing.” Even innocent words sounded sinful and seductive when Azriel spoke, and I suppressed a pleasant shudder. “Let go.” Shadows trickled up my arms, around my neck, and down my spine. His shadows. “Join me.”
“Yes.” The word had barely registered as a thought, I’d spoken it so softly, but I knew he heard me. I had no idea what to do or how to do it, but my body obeyed his command. I held my breath for the barest moment, kept as much of the pulsing heat in my body as I could stand. And then, as I exhaled a slow and languid breath, that heat melted right out of me.
Shadows permeated my skin, like the finest, softest silks joining with my flesh. The heat that had once been unbearable became once again the comforting warmth I’d known when I first awoke. I had no expectations, but even so, it took a moment for my eyes to adjust as I saw the world through a darkened haze. A veil of shadow. My bones melted, and my entire being became a gossamer thing.
The sensation sent an exhilarating thrill zinging through my soul.
“I am shadow,” I said as I tested my incorporeal form, weaving in and out and around the posts of the headboard.
“You are Shaede.” Azriel regained his corporeal form and stretched out on the bed. He looked magnificent. Sinewy muscles strained against the fine fabric of his shirt, and his dark hair shone in the lamplight. His black eyes followed the wisps and curling tendrils of my shadows with a sensual appreciation. He licked his full lips, and I couldn’t help but stare.
A wicked thought sparked in my mind, and I wondered if I was brave enough to follow through. But I’d been freed from convention. Released from the crippling vise of socialites, gossips, and an abusive, controlling husband. My prayers had finally been answered: I’d died and was born again. With a giddiness that almost made me laugh aloud, I let go of the thoughts that tethered me to respectability. Changing course, I unwound myself from the ornate bed posts and slithered across the sheets toward Azriel. A corner of his mouth lifted in . . . not quite a smile . . . more a satisfied smirk. The expression only strengthened my resolve, and I continued my course, winding up his arm like a thick, black ribbon.
“This is a dangerous game you play,” Azriel murmured as he tilted his head to one side. His invitation didn’t go unnoticed and I slid up past his jugular and around to the back of his neck. The fabric of his shirt rustled as I caressed the exposed flesh of his back, my shadow form tracing each defined muscle. “Have a care my dear,” he said. “Once you set foot on this path, there will be no turning back.”
I’d never touched a man in such a way. Somehow, the absence of my physical body protected me, allowed me to be brave and brazen. Henry never showed me an ounce of physical affection. Only in public had he seemed the doting husband, gracing me with a smile or offering his arm to me. At our wedding, he’d placed a dutiful kiss to my lips, and it had been the one and only time he would do so. For years I’d been nothing but an ornament. The excitement of this moment had no equal. I finally—after five long years of loveless marriage—felt like a woman.
“Perhaps I don’t want to turn back,” I said. My voice sounded the same in my shadow form, though the sensation of speaking was entirely different. I could not feel the reverberation of my voice in my throat or ears. And neither could I feel my lips and tongue form the words. Rather, they floated from me as if merely a thought, with no physical effort whatsoever.
“I knew you had fire.” Azriel’s words came through his throat in a wanton growl that made me ache in a strange but not unpleasant way. “If you truly mean what you say, Darian, then all of Seattle will hear your cries of pleasure tonight.”
With the force of a vengeful wind, I blew away from Azriel’s body, over the foot of the bed and across the room. I slammed back into my corporeal form, and the sensation of flames licking my skin made me cry out in pain. It didn’t last long, though. My ire quenched the uncomfortable heat as good as a bucket of water. “Seattle?” The word escaped my lips in an incredulous burst. “You took me from San Francisco? My God, how long have I been unconscious?”
Azriel gave a heavy sigh and rolled his eyes. He pushed himself off the bed and raked his hands through his hair. “Did you think we could simply stay there? Perhaps live in your home?” His icy tone mocked my shock. “Darian, I killed your husband. Beat him to a bloody pulp.”
My God, he had. What was I thinking? I didn’t know anything about Azriel. Truly, he could have been more of a monster than Henry. He’d proven himself a murderer, not to mention a sly seducer of women. I had no doubts Azriel was a dangerous man. Handsome to a fault, but dangerous. He’d kidnapped me and taken me hundreds of miles from my home . . . “My disappearance won’t go unnoticed.” The words tumbled out of my mouth in a frantic rush. “My parents will look for me.” I wondered as I spoke, could I convince Azriel I’d be missed? Once my father had married me off to Henry, both he and my mother had washed their hands of me. They never called at the house or inquired as to my health or happiness. They’d been happy to pawn me off on the good doctor. And once I was gone from their house . . . I was gone for good.
“No one will be looking for you,” Azriel said. “I made sure of it.”
I swallowed hard as a lump of fear rose in my throat. “What do you mean?” I asked, my voice even and low.
“Do you think I would have been stupid enough not to cover my tracks, my dear?” Azriel tilted his head to the side and apprised me with an amused smile. “The good doctor met his end at the hands of a violent thief. And his wife,” Azriel launched himself from the bed in one jaunty bounce, “so lovely, such a prize . . .”
He approached me with all of the stealth of a hunting cat. I took a step back, and another. The wall stayed my progress and my breath raced in my chest. I had nowhere to run. Trapped. Azriel reached out and caught a lock of my hair in his hand. He teased the strands between his thumb and finger before smoothing them behind my ear. “Who could resist the beautiful Darian Charles? The police will find signs of your struggle. They’ll assume the thieves took you to use for their own wicked devices. They’ll search for you, I have no doubt. But in the end, you will be presumed dead. Raped, abused, and drowned in the bay perhaps.”
“Why?” I choked out. “Why would you do this?”
“You’re special, Darian.” Azriel placed his palms against the wall on either side of me. He stood so close, I felt the heat of his body pulse against mine, and a spark ignited every nerve ending of my traitorous body. “I wanted you the moment I laid eyes on you.” He placed his cheek against mine so his lips hovered at my ear. His lips brushed my earlobe, and I shivered. “And I take what I want.”




Chapter 4
I take what I want.
No one had ever wanted me. Not my parents, not the suitors my father tried to pawn me off on. Not even my own husband. Something blossomed in my chest to replace the crippling fear. Azriel’s tone dared me to challenge him on the matter. And for the life of me, I could detect nothing but honesty in his words. He. Wanted. Me.
“I’m not special,” I said. He hadn’t pulled away from me, and his warm breath tickled my ear. He laughed softly, and I shuddered.
“You have no idea how special you are,” Azriel murmured. He traced his nose up the ridge of my ear, and I all but melted against the wall. I couldn’t slow the wild beat of my heart, and my breath came as if I’d run all the way from San Francisco to Seattle. My hands, which had been balled in fists at my side, slowly crept between us and I pressed my palms into the unyielding muscles of his chest. Marble. Azriel was a god cut from stone. “I will never hurt you,” he said. “I will never treat you with cruelty.” He dipped his head and placed a gentle kiss where my pulse pounded in my throat. “But, Darian, do not doubt that you are mine.” His face met mine and his eyes burned with the intensity of his vow. “Forever.”
Mine. Forever. I couldn’t explain it, but his words felt right. He wanted me when no one else ever had. I couldn’t explain his motives for wanting me. For killing Henry, changing me into this inhuman thing, and taking me away. But I didn’t care. I wanted him too.
“There are no others like us?” I asked.
“None.”
It was all too much to process. My life, my very existence, had changed in the blink of an eye. And I had Azriel to thank for it. “You said your Fae forefather had dubbed your kind as Shaede. What of his people?”
Azriel shrugged as if he cared not for any other creature, human or otherwise. “Few and far between,” he said. “You needn’t worry your pretty head about it. There is not a creature roaming this earth that would cause us trouble. We. Are. Alone.”
With each word his mouth neared mine. When our lips were within a hair’s breadth, I left my physical body behind, melting into shadow. I slipped from beneath the prison of Azriel’s arms and regained my solid form at the open French doors. The night breeze stirred the drapes and brought with it the salt tang of the waterfront. Even with my heightened senses, I could see nothing of this new city as I stared out across the balcony. Only the dotted lights of the street lamps told me civilization lay somewhere below.
“So,” Azriel sighed as he turned to lean against the wall. He folded his arms across his chest and followed my gaze out the open doors. “I take it my fiery maiden has found her modesty once again.”
I fiddled with the bodice of my torn dress, pulling at the fabric. “I suppose I have.” I wished I didn’t feel so utterly exposed when Azriel looked at me. “After all, I barely know you.”
Azriel gave a rueful laugh and pushed himself away from the wall. He sauntered to the bed, again looking like an animal on the prowl. In one fluid motion, he became nothing more than a swirl of dark air, and when he reappeared he was sprawled out on the bed. “Alas, I shall be lonely still.” He made a dramatic show of fluffing the pillows behind him. “For another night, at least. If you don’t want to join me, I suppose I’ll leave you to the sofa. I trust it will accommodate you.”
I stood gaping as Azriel extinguished the lamp. It only took my eyes a moment to adjust to the dim light and I watched as he loosened his tie and unbuttoned his shirt. He seemed to revel in the attention, drawing out the act for an inordinate amount of time. My stomach clenched as he shucked the garment and sent it sailing toward a chair. My eyes traced the hard planes of his chest, down the ridges of his well-muscled stomach, and lower. That same self-satisfied smile that had sparked my earlier courage curved his full mouth as he reached for the button of his breeches. My startled gasp elicited a chuckle as he abandoned his efforts of undressing completely. “Far be it from me to offend your virginal eyes. I suggest you get some rest, my darling. You’ve been through quite a lot, haven’t you?”
I sensed the question was rhetorical, and besides, I doubted I could summon my voice even if I wanted to. Azriel was too stunning. Too bold. Too magnificent to be real.
“Here,” he said, tossing me a blanket from the bed. “I doubt you’ll need it, but in case you feel a chill.”
I caught the blanket and wound it into a ball around my hands. “A gentleman would take the sofa for himself and offer a lady the bed,” I said.
“Yes.” Azriel snuggled down onto the mattress and gave a contented sigh. “A gentleman would. Good night, Darian.”
I don’t know how long I stood there, staring at him. It wasn’t until I saw the steady rise and fall of his chest that I tiptoed to the side of the bed. My savior was no gentleman, he had admitted as much. And yet, I admired his unapologetic nature. He did not make excuses for his behavior or pretend to be anything other than what he was. I found his lack of pretense refreshing. “Good night, Azriel,” I whispered as I brushed his hair back from his brow. I couldn’t help but wonder, as I stared down at his perfect countenance, if I hadn’t jumped from the frying pan straight into the fire.
* * *
Unforgiving sunlight streamed down upon me, pressing me further into the cushions of the sofa. I felt the weight of daylight as I never had, as if I’d been bound in a strait jacket. Gone was the silky softness of shadow. Instead I recognized the sensation of being confined within my own skin and I wished I could peel the layers away and free myself from the prison of my flesh.
“You will soon grow accustomed to it,” Azriel said as he drew the curtains shut over the windows and balcony doors.
I rubbed the dregs of sleep from my eyes, but I was still so tired. I could sleep the entire day away, and I hoped that Azriel would let me. “I feel . . .”
“Trapped,” Azriel finished my sentence for me.
“Yes.”
“Only in the hours of darkness can you become one with the shadows,” Azriel said.
“I find that very disconcerting,” I grumbled.
Azriel laughed, and the sound of his mirth brought me closer to wakefulness. “Spoken like a true Shaede,” he said.
A true Shaede. Is that what I was? “Can I please sleep a little longer?” I asked. “Just until the sun sets.”
“I have no intention of letting you lay abed all day.” Azriel pulled the blanket off of me and tossed it to the floor. “We have things to do and sights to see. Aren’t you hungry?”
Hungry? Famished would have been a more accurate description. I hadn’t eaten in . . . “You never told me,” I said as I sat up to greet the day, “how long I was unconscious. It had to have been more than a week for us to travel all the way from California to Washington.”
“A week,” Azriel said with a carefree air. “Or two. I admit I don’t pay much attention to the passing of time. What does it matter? Are you hungry or not?”
“I’m very hungry,” I said. “Why don’t you pay much attention to time?”
I could tell by his constant dramatic sighs that Azriel had little patience for questions. “When you live forever, a week can pass in the blink of an eye.”
“Forever?” The word clung to my lips. He couldn’t possibly mean what he’d said.
“You are no longer human, Darian. You must stop thinking like one.”
“How can this be possible?” I wondered. Immortality was best left to storybooks.
“How can it be possible that you become one with the darkest shadows?” Azriel countered. “I won’t entertain your questions today. I’m hungry. I want to eat. Now, arise from your perch little bird, and let me feed you.”
I looked down at my torn and tattered dress and ran my fingers through the tangles of my hair. “I must look a fright,” I said. “I’m hardly presentable.”
Azriel went to the closet and presented me with a delicate lace shawl I recognized as one of my own, and motioned to a small vanity in the far corner of the room. “Run a comb through your hair. And let us be on our way.”
I’d been trained by Henry’s fist to be an obedient wife. I’d always thought it better to do as he said and not risk his ire. So as Azriel commanded, I sat at the vanity and began to work the tangles from my hair with a wide brush. I closed my still sleepy eyes as I brushed my hair when I felt a presence at my back. Azriel took the brush from my hand and stroked down the length of my strawberry-blonde curls.
“You have beautiful hair,” he said. “I imagine it would feel like satin against my naked skin.” I stiffened at his bold statement, and his chuckle sent a pleasant ripple across my scalp. “Will you wear it down for me today?” He murmured against the top of my head.
“But, Azriel,” I said. “I don’t have a hat. It wouldn’t be appropriate.” People would be likely to stare if my hair was left loose and curling around my shoulders. Add to that the absence of a hat . . . well . . . proper women just didn’t traipse around in public without at least a hat. Even women of the poorer working classes wore hats.
“No hats,” Azriel said. “I do not care for what humans think is appropriate, or proper, or in good taste. The wide brim of a silly hat would hide your beauty. I want to see your face and your hair shining and unfettered in the noonday sun.”
“Yes,” I whispered as he continued to brush my hair. Anything. I’ll do anything for you.
I nearly fell back to sleep as Azriel passed the brush over my hair again and again. When he set it down on the vanity, the sound barely registered in my ears. “All done,” he said. “Now, be a good girl and cover yourself with that shawl. Going out without a hat is one thing. A torn dress is another. We’ll eat and see the city. And,” he leaned over and planted a light kiss on the top of my head, “we’ll get you a new dress or two.”
I did as he asked and made sure to hide my destroyed dress with the lacy shawl. Azriel offered me his arm and I accepted it gladly. He didn’t make the gesture for anyone’s benefit. His gallantry had nothing to do with keeping up appearances or placating the town gossips. No, his actions were for me and me alone.
He’d won me over with a hairbrush and a proffered arm. And suddenly, forever didn’t seem long enough.
* * *
We walked through the hotel lobby arm in arm. Heads turned as we passed. The smug expression that I’d grown to appreciate returned to Azriel’s face. He enjoyed the attention, reveled in it.
Our breakfast was decadent, the hotel staff more than attentive. I did my best not to ask any questions, but instead allowed Azriel to draw me into simple conversation. Henry had never been interested in my thoughts or feelings on any matter. Azriel listened with genuine interest; he laughed when I said something that amused him, and his eyes gleamed with a heated spark when I said something witty or intelligent. We lingered long after our meal was finished, sipping coffee and talking in hushed tones.
“I’ve never had coffee before,” I said as a waiter refreshed my cup. “It’s delicious.”
“Are you serious?” Azriel asked. A smile spread across his mouth that made my skin tingle and my bones turn soft. “This is the first time you’ve ever had it?”
“Proper ladies drink tea,” I laughed. “Henry insisted that I be the epitome of a proper lady.”
“I take great satisfaction in knowing that I’ve introduced you to something that pleases you,” Azriel said. He leaned in conspiratorially and I mirrored his actions. “I hope to introduce you to many new pleasures, my darling.”
Heat rushed to my cheeks at the innuendo. I dropped my gaze and nibbled at my bottom lip.
“Extraordinary,” Azriel murmured. He took my hand in his and bestowed a kiss to each of my knuckles. “Come. Let us see what Seattle has to offer.”
Azriel came around the table and pulled out my chair. As I stood, he planted an innocent kiss on my cheek. I couldn’t help but brush my fingertips across my lips as I wondered what it would feel like to be kissed by him in a not-so-innocent manner. He brought my hand around his elbow and led me out of the restaurant back toward the lobby.
I studied him from the corner of my eye, taking in every detail and committing it to memory. Walking next to me was a man without comparison. Dangerous. Handsome. Daring. Deadly.
Mine.




Chapter 5
Seattle was not unlike San Francisco––a port city with a booming population and fueled by industry. Automobiles and trolleys traveled along the cobbled streets once crowded with horse-drawn carriages, and modern conveniences were advertised on large billboards, which hung high above the tall buildings that made up the city proper. The air smelled of the sea, and steam billowed up from the stacks of ships that floated in and out of the harbor.
Even in San Francisco I’d never had the pleasure of simply walking the streets without a care. A shadow had always cast itself on my life, reminding me of what I had to look forward to when I returned home.
You have always belonged to the shadows. . . .
Azriel’s words echoed in my mind as we walked in silence. After Henry’s abuse became a regular occurrence, I’d left my house less often. I didn’t want to have to lie to curious folks as I tried to explain away my many bruises. At first, he had kept to bruising my arms and laying his fist to the areas of my body concealed by clothing. But as Henry’s drinking became more steady, and his resentment of me more intense, he did not care where his fist landed. I had no desire to parade around town with a black eye or a bloodied and swollen lip. And so I contented myself with reading or embroidery and I kept to the house. In the end it had saved us both a lot of trouble.
“What say you, darling?” Azriel asked, breaking me from my reverie. “Shall we call Seattle home?”
I broke from his gaze and looked up to find a large sign. Public Market, it declared in bold, black letters. My breath caught in my chest as I watched the hustle and bustle of people at various vendor carts. Fresh fish, cut flowers, and myriad other goods sat ready for purchase. Women chatted with the vendors, bartering for the best deal. Men toiled at the fish carts, hauling up the morning catch as they gutted and wrapped the fish in brown paper and tied the packages up with string. And the sound of laughter mingled with conversation and heated debates.
“Pike Place Market,” Azriel whispered in my ear.
The entire market teemed with life. A synchronicity existed amongst the chaos as people interacted with one another in a strangely detached way. No one seemed to care a whit about the person standing next to them. I’d lived in a tight-knit community of affluent socialites. Doctors’ wives, bankers’ wives, and the like. Everyone cared. No one’s actions went unnoticed. Doctor Hale’s wife made sure to find out what Mrs. Baxter’s household staff was preparing for dinner. And likewise, Mrs. Baxter knew when Mrs. Brighton ordered a new dress from an elegant shop in New York City. For San Francisco’s elite, someone was always watching.
But not here, not now. “I love it,” I whispered back. “Azriel, I love it here.”
He brought my hand to his lips and bestowed a kiss upon it. “Is it Seattle you love so much, or something else?”
In truth, I did love the city. We’d taken the trolley from one end of the city to the other. Just like the market, the city pulsed with life and possibility. But Azriel seemed to see through my pretense. Somehow, he knew the secret things that I dare not speak out loud. “I love the freedom,” I said, averting my gaze.
“Freedom from him?”
Yes.
I hated to admit it, even to myself. Since waking to this new existence, I had been happy—even thankful—to be free from my husband. I’d been so miserable for so long. I’d resorted to acts of suicide, thinking it was the only way to be truly free. I wasn’t just free of an abusive husband, though. I was free of pious old biddies with nothing better to do than gossip. I was free from convention and propriety. Azriel had taken me away from a world where the societal standard dictated my every move. “It is so much more than that,” I said, just above a whisper.
Azriel placed his hands on my shoulders and turned me to face him. His gaze burned with an intensity I didn’t understand. He didn’t say a word to me, nor did he ask my permission. No, Azriel took what he wanted without consent or apologies. Right there, standing beneath the Public Market sign, in front of anyone who cared to watch. And when he kissed me, it wasn’t a simple meeting of lips. His mouth claimed mine with a ferocity and passion that left me breathless.
I melted against him. In fact, I couldn’t get close enough. I’d never been kissed like this, and I reveled in the excitement of the moment, the taste of his mouth, the firm press of his lips that were still so soft. His tongue traced my lips before darting in my mouth and I gasped at his boldness, but my surprise only prompted him to hold me tighter. My body ached with a need I was desperate to satiate, an emptiness that begged to be filled. I wanted more. Craved it. Azriel wound his fist into my hair and gently pulled my head back. A moan worked its way up my throat as he left a trail of kisses down my throat.
“I want . . .” I started to whisper before I stopped myself.
“What?” Azriel asked as he worked his way back up toward my ear. “Tell me, Darian. What is it that you want?”
“I don’t know.” I gave a nervous laugh. Honestly, I had no idea what I wanted. I didn’t know the first thing about making love aside from the basic mechanics. I wanted to answer my body’s urgings, but how could I tell Azriel that I’d never been with a man before?
Azriel laughed against my throat and the seductive sound caused my stomach to clench. He pulled away from me and took my hand in his, leading me down the boardwalk as if we hadn’t just engaged in indecent behavior on a public street. “You are without shame,” I teased. I couldn’t help but look around me as I wondered who had stopped to witness our impassioned moment.
“True,” Azriel laughed. “Would you rather I respected decorum and social graces?”
“No,” I answered immediately. “I envy your unabashed nature.”
“Give me time,” Azriel said in a conspiratorial tone, “and I will make a sinful woman out of you.”
Delicious chills raced up my arms and over my scalp. If this is what sin felt like, then I couldn’t wait to fling myself headlong into the fires of hell.
We wiled away the daylight hours shopping and sightseeing. Azriel spent lewd amounts of money on new dresses and scandalous undergarments. He seemed to delight in shocking the shopkeepers as he held a corset up against my body as if imagining how it would look on me. I couldn’t help the blush that leapt to my cheeks, but as the day wore on Azriel’s antics only served to endear him to me more. With him I could almost remember the woman I used to be: sharp-tongued, spirited, and adventurous. Before Henry had beaten me into submission and squashed my zest for life, I’d been a free-thinking sort of girl. Azriel showed me that I could be that girl again.
As the afternoon drifted closer to evening, I felt a strange exhilaration. Soon, the sun would set and I would be free of my corporeal form. The shadows called to me, entreating that I join with them once again.
“You look anxious,” Azriel said. His amused expression brought a smile to my face. I had no doubt he could tell what I was thinking. “Tell me why.”
“I am anxious,” I said, “for the sun to set.”
“Really?” He mused with such innocence. “Why is that, my darling?”
“You know why.”
His eyes drank me in and I felt the world melt away until there was only the two of us. “I want to hear you say it.”
My God, he could entice a nun to sin with nothing more than his voice. I squared my shoulders and took a deep breath. I could be as bold as he wanted me to be. “I crave the shadows.”
Azriel’s answering smile was blinding in its brilliance. My knees went weak at the sight of him. “What shall we do in the shadows?”
I answered him with a wicked smile. “We shall do whatever we please.”
He kissed me once. “That’s my girl.”
* * *
As the sun sank over the western horizon, I could almost hear the contented sigh of my soul. Crimson red blazed a path across the sky, reflecting off the waters of Puget Sound and bathing Azriel’s skin in the warm glow of waning light. The waterfront wasn’t the safest place for two wealthy-looking tourists to be—especially after sunset—but Azriel said we had nothing to fear.
Twilight came to swallow the last of the waning day, but my body refused to leave its solid form. I looked to Azriel and he threaded his fingers through my hair. “Not yet. After the gray hour, Darian. You must wait for darkness to descend, and not a moment sooner.”
My body tensed with anticipation and pulsed with heat. I needed the release that only welcoming darkness could give me, and it could not come soon enough. I fought the urge to pace, to burn off the excess energy that pooled beneath my skin. Curious eyes watched from the pier, but I paid them no mind. I had spoken the truth to Azriel: I craved the shadows. Needed them. Now.
“Move a muscle and I’ll cut you ear to ear.”
I spun, the rustle of my skirt echoing in my ears like waves breaking on the shore. I tried to ignore the fascination with my new, preternatural hearing, but it still took a moment for my brain to process what I was seeing. A man, not much taller than Azriel but twice as wide, had one arm wrapped around Azriel’s shoulders. He held an old, rusty-looking knife against Azriel’s throat, the handle tucked below his ear. I took a tentative step back. And then another. The man smiled, revealing a mouthful of rotting teeth. The feral gleam in his eyes sent my heart beating a frantic rhythm, and I became light-headed as I realized that in my fear, I’d forgotten to take a breath.
“If you don’t wanna see yer man bleed to death right here on the docks, you’ll hand over yer valuables.” He hitched the knife higher and a trickle of blood ran down Azriel’s throat.
I swallowed down the fear that rose in my throat like bile. If this animal could take Azriel so easily, I wouldn’t stand a chance against him. Bigger, stronger, I would be nothing more than a helpless victim. “I-I have no valuables,” I stammered. It was the truth. Besides the new dresses that Azriel had bought for me, I had nothing. “Please, just let us go.”
My statement earned a round of raucous laughter. “Yer nothin’ but a daft bitch if you think I believe that,” he snorted. “You come walkin’ down in these parts dressed like you are and you’re just askin’ for trouble. So don’t lie to me again, or I’ll make him watch while I take my knife to you.” Azriel stood still as a statue, his chest rising and falling in a calm, rhythmic way. How could he be so at ease when our lives were in danger?
“Listen to the lady, my friend,” Azriel said, his voice constricted by his captor’s chokehold. “We have nothing to give you.”
“Bullshit.” The tip of his knife dug deeper into Azriel’s flesh and his dark eyes grew wide. “Empty yer pockets.” Azriel moved and the man gave him a rough shake, stalling any further movement. “Wait up. Don’t think I trust you.” He jerked his head toward me. “Have her do it.”
Azriel tensed as if nervous, but his eyes told a different story. He urged me toward him, nodding his head almost indiscernibly. Perhaps all he needed was a distraction. Just a moment to draw the thief’s attention so Azriel could gain the upper hand. Knees wobbling, I took a step toward him. My pulse skittered and my palms became slick and clammy. Terror gripped me with every inch that I drew closer to Azriel. Never taking my eyes from his, I reached into his pocket. From the corner of my eye I noticed the knife slacken against Azriel’s skin as our assailant came up on his tiptoes to look over Azriel’s shoulder and see what prize I’d fish from his pocket.
The moment of imbalance was all Azriel required. He twisted free from his captor and swung his fist, somehow missing the man’s jaw by inches. Before he could swing again, the thief brought the heavy butt of the knife down on Azriel’s head and he crumpled to the ground.
Spurred by fear, I dug my heels down hard, prepared to flee. The man reached out for me a second before I could turn to run. His rough hand clamped around my wrist like a vise, and he hauled me against him. Foul breath, reeking of liquor, washed over my face as he leered. When I tried to pull away, his other arm wrapped tight around my waist, squeezing my ribs so tight I struggled to take a deep breath, let alone scream for help.
The gray hour of twilight melted away, as if swallowed by beautiful night. I felt an exhilarating rush as shadows chased across my flesh, releasing me from the prison of my corporeal form. I dodged to one side, my movement so fast I doubted he even noticed. He reached out, wrapping his arms around nothing but air. “What the hell?” he said before whipping around. “You’re a tricky one, but it don’t bother me none. When I get my hands on you, you’ll regret playin’ with me!”
Azriel lay unconscious on the pier, but he had been right: under the cover of night, I was beyond harm’s reach. No matter how confident this filthy man was that he could overpower me, his hands would never make purchase. After all, who could possibly hold on to shadow? Azriel needed my help—he’d yet to regain consciousness—and my heartbeat pulsed in my ears as I prayed for him to wake.
I stepped from the surrounding dark and regained my solid form. I was fast—as fast as a gale-force wind—and spun to the side of our attacker, my long skirt flaring out around me as I melted into the night and reappeared at his back. “You are a vile man,” I spat before shoving at his massive back. He flew forward several feet and crashed into a stack of crates near the end of the pier. For a moment, I’d thought he’d lost consciousness, but he was only stunned. My strength astounded me; I’d overpowered him with as much effort as it took to move a feather. I swept toward him as nothing more than a dark cloud as he gained his bearings and barreled toward the spot where Azriel lay. I couldn’t risk him being hurt worse than he already was, and so I grabbed the man by the collar, spinning him around so fast that his head jerked wildly on his shoulders. I hiked up the hem of my dress and gave him a sound kick to the back of his knee. I heard the bone crack and he fell to the pier, his good knee breaking his fall.
“You would have killed us if you’d had the chance,” I murmured more to myself than to him. I pondered my unimaginable strength and wondered how Azriel had managed to let himself be bested. “He could have easily broken your neck,” I whispered. “I could break your neck.”
“No!” he whimpered. “Pleeease.”
“Do it.” I stiffened at the sound of Azriel’s voice behind me. When had he regained consciousness? The man continued to blubber at my feet. I looked through the dark at his pathetic face, the tears that streaked down his cheeks to drip from his chin. Azriel’s fingers caressed my scalp before they threaded through my hair, and his warm breath caressed my neck. “If you don’t, he’ll victimize some other poor soul.”
My hands shook with fear as well as exhilaration and my teeth all but ground to dust as I clenched my jaw. Azriel was probably right, but I refused to take a life, no matter what had happened. “No,” I said. “I won’t kill him.” The man sobbed in relief and scurried to stand on his one good leg. He dared not turn his back to us as he hobbled away, his arms outstretched as if he meant us no harm. But he had. He’d meant to do us harm, and I had protected myself with no help from anyone. In fact . . . Azriel’s portrayal as a helpless victim seemed too convenient considering how easily I’d managed our attacker.
Azriel sighed, clearly disappointed. “For a moment, I thought you would actually do it. Alas, you showed the fool mercy.”
I turned, and before I could stop myself, slapped Azriel with all the strength I could muster. He grunted, not exactly in pain, but I hoped that I had at least caught him off guard. “You are stronger, faster than him! There’s no possible way he could have overpowered you. You let me believe you were unconscious when you could have stopped him at any time. . . .” the words died in my mouth, too angry and hurt to form coherent words. “You are no—”
“Ah, but I told you last night; I am no gentleman,” Azriel said, interrupting my tirade. “Besides, you obviously didn’t need me for protection.”
My body hummed with pent-up energy. Or was it anger? Both, more than likely. I tried to slow my breathing, but my chest burned with the effort. “This was a test?”
“Call it . . . a demonstration.”
My voice quavered with each word. “It was a cruel thing for you to do.”
“No.” Azriel’s tone became serious. He gripped my shoulders and locked his gaze with mine. “I promised to never treat you with cruelty. This was a lesson, Darian. One you had to learn. You are no longer a weak, susceptible human. You are Shaede, deadly and cunning. Never bow to that mortal weakness again.”
I had defended myself. I could have easily killed that man. Azriel was right. I was no longer human. No longer frail or weak or incapable of protecting myself. I was something more. Something powerful.
Shaede.




Chapter 6
We traveled back to the hotel under the cover of darkness. Nothing more than a whisper, our shadows twined and sped as the wind down the cobbled streets. I tried to hold on to my anger at Azriel for the games he’d played, but how could I when his very presence dazzled me so? After all, he’d kept to his word. He hadn’t treated me with cruelty, no matter what I’d thought at the moment. My new existence was a far cry from my human life, and he was teaching me the only way he knew how.
My mind swirled with innumerable thoughts, too many for me to give voice to any of them. Instead, I left Azriel in the main room of our suite and took my leave of him in favor of a bath. With no fear of the dark and vision just as sharp in the night as in the day, I didn’t bother to illuminate the room with anything but a single candle. Its warm glow cast beautiful shadows which danced in time with the flickering flame. And I sat, enthralled for a moment before I turned my gaze to the wide, deep bathtub. As I watched the water pour into the porcelain tub, I was reminded of the night I’d thought of ending my life. Henry had done one single thing right in our five years of marriage: he’d saved me from death so that Azriel could give me new life.
I passed my hand beneath the running water, realizing that the temperature felt so much cooler than it should. I turned the cold water knob tighter and tighter until it shut off entirely. While the water was still steaming, I stripped bare and dipped a tentative toe in what should have been scalding water. But rather than burn me, the water felt deliciously warm to my new, preternatural skin.
With a deep sigh, I sank chin-deep into the tub. How people survived before the invention of the water heater, I would never know. The warmth of the water soothed me, mingled with the shadows dancing across my skin. So engrossed in my own thoughts, and the new sensations I was still getting used to, I didn’t pay much attention when I heard the door open. The sound was little more than a sigh, and I could not be bothered to notice as I rested my neck on the high back of the claw-foot tub to let my head loll back.
Azriel’s fingers ghosted across my skin, tracing a line from my collar bone across my shoulder. My head jerked to attention, and a sudden heat flushed my body. But whether from shock or something more erotic, I did not know. I sank deeper into the water in an attempt at modesty.
“Shhh,” Azriel’s warm breath blew close to my ear. “Just relax, Darian, and let me admire you.”
“One admires with their eyes, no?” I tried to hide the nervous tremor in my voice. Pleasant chills followed the path of his fingers, so light against my skin. My breath halted in my lungs as I wondered if he could hear the frantic rhythm of my heart.
“Oh, no,” Azriel said, laying his mouth to the pulse-point beneath my ear. “I would admire you with more than just my eyes.” His tongue darted out and traced from my earlobe to the tip of my ear. “And I would worship you with my mouth.”
My lips parted in surprise, and his warm laughter in my ear caused chills to ripple from my head right down to my toes. “Darling,” he whispered. “You’re blushing.”
I tried to form a coherent thought as he placed tiny, languid kisses up and down my neck. “Sit up,” he said against my skin, “and let me wash you.”
If our behavior was sinful, I didn’t care. I only knew that I felt a rightness in the moment, and I did as he asked, pushing myself up and drawing my knees to my chest. I heard the rustle of fabric as he removed his shirt and discarded it somewhere behind him. Reaching over me, Azriel retrieved the bar of soap from the tray at the side of the tub and dipped it into the water. He worked the bar into a lather between his hands, and I stared, transfixed, as the muscles in his arms flexed with the simple motion.
I barely paid attention as he set the bar back in the tray. But when his slick, soapy hands slid across my back . . . I noticed. Azriel took his time, as if he savored every moment of contact with my flesh. Down my spine and back up again he traveled, over my shoulders and around until his fingertips brushed the swell of my breasts. He paused to lather his hands again and washed my arms with a strong downward caress, his fingertips weaving with mine where they rested at my knees before he pulled away and traveled up again, under my arms this time, grazing my breasts on either side.
Never in my entire life had I envisioned such a delicious torture. Once he’d finished with my arms, he guided first one leg, and then the other, to the rim of the tub. I sank deeper, the murky water offering me some cover, but as Azriel’s strong hands passed from each of my toes, over the arch of my foot, up my leg to my thigh, I couldn’t have cared less about something as silly as modesty.
My lips parted and my breath came heavy. He lifted my leg and gently lowered it back into the water. Heat rushed like quicksilver through my veins as he worked his way back up my body, his fingers passing slowly over each of my ribs. And a moan worked its way up my throat as his fingers meandered over the swell of my breasts. My eyes drifted shut and I allowed my head to rest against the back of the tub. I gripped the porcelain edge as if to keep me anchored to the world, lest I float away on a cloud of pleasure. Azriel plunged his soapy hands beneath the water and cupped my breasts. His thumbs grazed my nipples and I drew a sharp breath as an electric rush chased through my limbs, to my center, and settled between my legs.
“Azriel,” I whispered. “I . . . Henry never . . .” I clamped my mouth shut. I couldn’t bring myself to tell him that I’d never been with a man. Henry had never wanted to consummate our marriage. I was twenty-five years old, a married woman with no more carnal knowledge than a girl of thirteen. I wanted Azriel’s hands on me, craved his touch like I craved the shadows. But I neither understood my desires nor knew how to tell him what I wanted. Again his fingers brushed my nipples, but this time he lightly rolled them between his thumb and finger. I arched my back into his strong hands, desperate for more.
“I am aware of your circumstances, Darian,” he whispered against my forehead. “And do you realize what it does to me to know that I will be your first?” He kissed my temple, down my cheek, and at last laid his lips to the corner of my mouth. “I want you so much, it is torture to be gentle and take my time with you the way you deserve.”
My entire body trembled beneath Azriel’s touch. He took his time, admiring every inch of my flesh with his skillful hands. I tried to sit up, opened my eyes to look at him, but he eased me back against the tub and brushed his fingers across my eyelids. “Just feel, Darian.” He traced a finger between my breasts, venturing lower, down my abdomen. My stomach clenched as he circled my belly button, but when he ventured lower, I couldn’t help the trepidation that stiffened every joint in my body.
“Relax,” he said. “Darian, trust me.”
“I don’t think I can,” I whispered.
He put his mouth to mine and spoke against my lips, “You gave me the gift of companionship. Let me give you pleasure.”
I arched my body toward him, and a small wave of water lapped at the edge of the tub. I may have eased his loneliness, but he’d given me so much more than I gave him. He’d freed my soul from the darkness that had eaten away at me for years. I wanted him. With every touch he made me feel more alive. “I trust you,” I said before pressing my mouth to his in a kiss.
Azriel leaned further into the tub and his hand wandered, caressed, dipped down into the water and closed around my hip. I opened my eyes to find him staring, his gaze drinking me in, and I became lost in its dark depths, hypnotized by his beauty. A drop of water tickled my flesh as it ran from my chin, down my throat. Azriel bent his head and I gasped as his tongue flicked out to lick the water from my skin. He cupped the back of my neck with one hand, while the other wandered from my hip and across my belly. His mouth found mine, a gentle caress of lips. He kissed me with care, plying my mouth to open as his tongue traced my lips. What had been gentle evolved into something more frenzied as my tongue slid against his, tasting, searching, and wanting more.
My body thirsted for something, but I knew not what. Azriel continued to kiss me until our breaths melded together as one. My skin tingled with a pleasant heat and my hips thrust toward Azriel’s hand in a silent plea. I broke our kiss in a gasp as his fingers found my core, and I cried out as he caressed me in a way I had never imagined.
“Azriel.” His name on my lips elicited a moan of approval, almost a growl as it rumbled in his chest. Sweeping waves of pleasure brought me to the precipice of something . . . the answer to the need that had grown within me.
In one fluid motion, he took me in his arms and lifted me from the tub. Water splashed across the tiled floor and dripped from the edges of the tub. Azriel claimed my mouth in a deep, bruising kiss that left me breathless as he carried me into the next room. With total disregard for the pristine bedding, he lay me down on the duvet. I took in his magnificent form, my eyes devouring every inch of his exposed body from his corded arms, to his strong shoulders, down the muscular ridges of his stomach, and past the dusky line that trailed from below his belly button and disappeared in the waistband of his trousers.
His dark eyes shone with an otherworldly light. Awestruck, I could do nothing but stare at his masculine perfection. I’d discarded all thoughts of modesty or propriety. Azriel had become my guardian angel. My rescuer. My savior. I wanted him like I’d never wanted anything in my entire life. Our souls had become one when he made me a Shaede. He had given me strength—both in body and spirit—and an eternity to explore both. And in return I wanted to give him the only thing I had to give: myself.
I eased myself to the edge of the bed. Fingers trembling, I reached out, grazing my fingers on the flat expanse of Azriel’s stomach. His muscles clenched and his eyes became hooded. I cursed my innocence, wishing I could be the beautiful seductress he deserved. Nibbling at my bottom lip, I looked up at him, and lost myself in the endless depths of his eyes while my hands wandered to the fastenings at his waistband.
I took a deep breath, savoring the scent of summer blossoms and spring rain. But underneath the heady fragrance was something sweeter still, like warm honey. “That smell,” I murmured. “It’s wonderful.” I couldn’t describe what my senses absorbed. My body reacted to the scent, pulsing again with need. “It’s you, isn’t it? I think I can smell your . . . your desire.”
Azriel seized my face in his hands, gazing intently into my face. “Extraordinary,” he breathed with a slow shake of his head. “So very special.”
Every word from his mouth was pure seduction. Each glance, charged with sensual energy. Even in these intimate moments, he showed me there were more lessons to be learned. Azriel wanted me as much as I wanted him. He made sure I’d gleaned the truth of it not only from his actions but through the intoxicating aroma surrounding him. No longer afraid or worried for my lack of experience, I released the top button at his waistband, and then moved to the next.
His breath hitched in his throat as I unfastened the last button and slid my hands along his hips to ease his trousers down over his glorious backside. As the fabric pooled at his feet, I allowed my gaze to wander as I memorized every minuscule detail of his body. I’d never seen a naked man before, and marveled at the sheer strength and perfection displayed before me.
“Do you like what you see?” Azriel asked.
Yes. God, yes. I reached out to touch him, to feel the magnificent hard length of him, when he stayed my hands. “Not yet, love. I told you, I wanted to worship you with my mouth,”—he flashed a devilish smile— “and I intend to do just that.”
Azriel eased me down on the bed, passing his palms down my body as he knelt where my legs dangled over the edge. My bones seemed to dissolve as he planted light, warm kisses from my knee, up the inside of my leg. The curls of his hair brushed my thighs and I couldn’t help but reach out and comb my fingers through the silky strands. His breath felt cool against my still wet skin and I shivered.
He guided one leg so it rested on his shoulder. I held my breath in anticipation of what would happen next, but nothing could have prepared me for the bliss that burst upon me when his tongue passed slowly over my center. The way he seemed to savor that first moment of contact as much as I did sent me into a dizzying spiral of ecstasy. He moaned against my flesh and the vibration caused me to arch against him as I pushed the back of my calf against his shoulder. For so many years I’d been nothing but an ornament: untouched, placed on shelf for display. Azriel treated me as something more, and finally . . . finally, I felt like a woman.
Each stroke of his tongue brought me closer to abandon. Nothing mattered but this moment, the blinding pleasure that tore my breath from my chest in desperate gasps of air, the delicious heat as Azriel’s mouth explored that most secret part of me as if he’d known my body for an eternity. I writhed against him, the soft pressure of his tongue circling my flesh before he fastened his mouth over my center and sucked. He tasted me this way, alternating his tongue and mouth until I thought I would die from the intense pleasure of it. I felt as though I would implode, like my body had taken a deep breath and held it.
And then, I came apart.
I cried out as thousands of stars burst within me, an explosion of sensation that blossomed from my core outward like its own solar system. Lost to the pleasure, my brain seemed to go completely numb. I savored each delicious pulse that spread like rippling waves, lifting me on clouds of pure sensual bliss.
My breathing slowed along with my racing heart, and Azriel rose above me. The expression on his face caused my pulse to skitter, the dark desire burning in his eyes like fuel to the dying embers of my passion. He’d given me more pleasure than I’d ever known, but still I felt empty. Incomplete. And that desperate need for completion rose within me once again.
“You are magnificent.” He stood naked and proud before me, and I wanted to take in every detail of his body. But the intensity of his stare, the wanton desire burning in the dark depths held me transfixed. “And you are mine. Forever.”
“Yes.” The word came as nothing more than a hoarse whisper.
With the slow precision of a hunting cat, Azriel crept up the length of my body. His naked skin branded me as he positioned himself over me, supporting his weight on his forearms. I leaned up, impatient to have his mouth on mine, and met him in a deep, intoxicating kiss that left us both breathless. The hard length of him pressed against my slick core, and I tensed, suddenly unsure.
“Trust me,” he whispered against my mouth.
His tongue caressed mine and I relaxed. Slowly, he entered me, pulling out and then venturing in a bit further. I hadn’t been ready for the mild discomfort as my body prepared to accept him. I braced myself and nestled my temple against his shoulder. He took his time, careful not to hurt me, though his body shook with need. His palm cupped the back of my neck and he brought my face to his. “Look at me, Darian,” he said.
With each gentle, shallow thrust, my discomfort eased and he quickly brought me back to that place of intense need. My breath came in little bursts of air, my eyes locked on his, my body responding naturally, my hips pressing toward his. I no longer wanted him to take such care. The emptiness within me demanded to be filled, I felt as though I’d go mad in want of it. “Azriel,” I said. “I need . . . you.”
His mouth seized mine as he entered me fully, consuming the sound of my cries. I thought I’d known what to expect, but even so, my body had not been prepared for his size. He paused and planted feather-light kisses on my cheeks and across my jaw. I could sense his desire, smelled it heady in the air, and still, he put my comfort before his own. I moved my hips, slowly easing my body against his. Azriel groaned, a deep, rumbling sound that sent a thrilling rush through my bloodstream.
Still careful not to cause me undue pain, Azriel adopted an easy rhythm, his hips rocking against me with an erotic precision that had me thrusting against him with a wantonness that surprised me. He chuckled against my ear and gripped my hips in his palms. I couldn’t get close enough, it seemed, to satiate the hunger growing within me. I clutched his shoulders, as hard and smooth as marble in my hands, and dug my nails into his flesh. Pulling him close, I wrapped my legs around the backs of his thighs and arched desperately against his chest.
He drove into me, harder now, his pace quickening with his own desperation. The flames of desire licked at my skin, consuming me fully. “Yes,” I said, through gasps of breath. “I need you, Azriel . . . just like that.”
I nipped at his shoulder, tasting the saltiness of his skin. Azriel gripped me tighter, his pace now a heated frenzy of need that echoed my own. I had never known such perfection as this moment and I knew that I was indeed his. Forever. Azriel was the sun and I had no choice but to be caught in orbit. The world melted away, the sound of my heart beating was silenced by the ragged sounds of our mingled breaths. A frenzy swept over me, my need for release overwhelming any further conscious thought. My body tightened again, the sensation that I had curled in on myself as I waited for release. It burst upon me, infinitely more intense than before, and as I screamed his name, Azriel cried out as well, his body shuddering against mine as we were swept up in the tempest of our combined release.
Azriel relaxed against me, and I reveled in the way his body felt pressed against mine. “Extraordinary,” he said in a rush of breath before giving me a light kiss once, and again. “Gods, but you are extraordinary.”
I quirked a brow, curious at the way he said ‘gods.’ But my mouth—in fact my whole body—felt so incredibly sated that I didn’t think I could muster a single word. We lay entwined for several moments, and when Azriel withdrew from my body, I felt a hollowness that made me want to pull him to me once again. He gathered me up in his arms and held me tight against him while absently stroking his fingers up and down my arm.
Eternity. That’s what Azriel had given me. I thought of the many days we would have together, endless nights of pleasure and new experiences.
“Tell me about the Shaedes,” I said, surprised at the still passion-thick sound of my voice. “I want to know what it is that I have become.”
“I’ve told you all you need to know.” Azriel nuzzled my ear and I shivered.
I turned in his arms so that I could face him, and I marveled at the way his solid form seemed to quaver in the darkness. He appeared as a mirage glistening on desert sand. I looked at my own arm down to my fingertips, which despite the coming of night still appeared solid. “There have to be more,” I said. “Please, I want to know.”
Azriel put his mouth to mine, his tongue caressing my lower lip with sensual purpose. I broke away and tried to speak, but he kissed me again and held me tight to him. Pushing against his chest, I put enough space between us that he couldn’t silence me.
“I could spend a century’s worth of nights doing nothing more than kissing your beautiful mouth,” he said. “And I will. I will kiss you, and taste you,” he paused to put his lips to mine, “and pleasure you every night until the end of time.”
My body responded to his words, flushing me with warmth. I wanted nothing less than forever with him. But I’d lived in fear under Henry’s control for so long. I didn’t want to live the rest of my life in ignorance. “I don’t want your kisses. I want answers.”
He traced his finger along my cheek, down my jaw and throat. My breath caught as he dragged his finger down my breast, pausing to circle my nipple. “As long as you’re with me, there’s nothing you need to know.”
“Why do you seem like a mirage once the sun sets, and I seem more solid?”
“I am born, and you are made.” He tried to stop the questions with another kiss.
“But you can look more solid if you choose,” I said.
“Glamour for human benefit. It’s nothing for you to worry about.”
“You don’t need glamour during the day,” I pressed, eager for information.
“Neither do you,” he said in an offhand way.
“What about the others? Are there others like us wandering the earth?”
Azriel let out an exasperated sigh. “No. We are the last. The only ones of our kind.”
“Tell me something else,” I begged. “Anything.”
“Really, Darian, you are like a whining babe.” His dark eyes turned cold, but he softened the cruel edge by taking my hand in his. “‘Why, why, why?’ It drones in my ears. Why don’t I ask you some questions?”
“Such as?”
“Are you deadly?” he asked.
I thought back to the waterfront, to the man whose neck I could have broken with a simple twist of my hands. “If I want to be.”
“Are you strong and quick as the wind?”
“As strong as you and just as fast,” I replied.
“Can you pass as shadow during the night, and are you confined to corporeal form during the day?”
“I can, and I am,” I said, almost pouting.
“Then do not worry about what you do not know. We are immortal. The only weapon that can kill us is a blade forged with magic, and even I don’t know where one might be. We are alone in this world, and you have nothing to fear.” His mouth hovered close to mine. “Ask me no more.”
Azriel’s fingers ventured from my breast, down my stomach, and further still. He cupped my sex in his palm, working his fingers against my slick flesh. Questions seemed trite when all I could think about was resuming our erotic play. I had an eternity to get my answers. Right now, I only wanted him.




Chapter 7
Azriel told me once that when you live forever, a week can pass in the blink of an eye. Fifteen years did just that. The world changed around us, and I welcomed it just as I’d embraced my transformation from human to Shaede so many years ago. We lived in exciting times. Tumultuous times. And there was much to keep the ambitious occupied.
“You know, you could make good money as a rum runner.” I fiddled with the fringe on my knee-length dress rather than meet Azriel’s gaze.
When I finally looked up, he gave me a sardonic smile. Fifteen years, and I still felt butterflies swirl in my stomach as if we’d only just met. “I don’t care about the money.” He drained the last of his bourbon and set the glass down on the table. “Besides, where’s the challenge in that? Half of the police force is paid off, and the politicians . . . ? Volstead Act or not, they’ve all got cases of liquor in their basements. Prohibition is a scam. Any idiot could run booze down from Canada.”
I knew how Azriel spent his free time. He was right, we didn’t need the money. Azriel had enough to keep us comfortable for the rest of our lives. No, transporting illegal alcohol across the Washington border from Canada just didn’t have the thrill that killing did. He’d become an assassin. And he lived for that excitement. Azriel spent his nights killing for money, and I waited at home like an obedient wife. Though in truth, I was neither. I craved excitement, as well. I needed something to fill the endless days that spread out before me like the rolling waves of the ocean.
“Does what I do offend your moral sensibilities, my love?”
I looked at the people around us. Men and women whose lives would pass in moments compared to my own eternal existence. “No.” And that was the truth. I’d become something apart from humanity. Besides, I knew what the dregs of their kind were capable of. There were a good many of them who deserved to die.
Azriel pulled the cork from the bottle of bourbon and refilled his glass. “Then what is it?”
I sipped my martini and squared my shoulders before I answered him. “I want to go with you the next time you take a job.” He leaned back in his chair and laughed, nice and loud. I narrowed my eyes, not pleased that he considered my request humorous. “Do you think this is a joke?”
“Oh, not at all, my love.” Azriel took my hand in his and brought my palm to his lips. “On the contrary, I find the idea quite . . . appealing.”
The seductive tone of Azriel’s voice caused my stomach to tie itself into tiny knots, and I smiled. I felt a sense of power at the way I could arouse him so easily. And he’d demonstrated, time and again, that he could do the same to me.
“Tomorrow night,” he said, rounding the table and pulling me out of my chair. The layers of red fringe on my dressed danced and shimmied with my every move, and Azriel spun me around like a ballerina before tucking my hand into the crook of his arm. “How I love the current fashions,” he mused. “It seems that you wear less and less with each passing year.” He placed a kiss at the juncture where my collarbone met my shoulder. “The more exposed flesh, the better.”
We drew many admiring stares as we walked out of the speakeasy. Women devoured Azriel in a glance, always looking as though they were undressing him with their eyes. Most people treated him as if he were royalty. A sheik. Or an exotic prince passing the time in a foreign country. He would never correct anyone’s misassumption. He carried himself with a certain regality and arrogance that fueled conjecture wherever we went. And he loved the attention.
* * *
“Gods,” Azriel said from the doorway. “You look . . .”
I turned in a circle to give him the full view of my ensemble. “Awful?”
“I was going to say, ‘You look good enough to eat.’”
I laughed, finding his attraction utterly ridiculous. I straightened my necktie and dusted some imaginary lint from the arm of my suit. Azriel bought me the men’s clothing earlier in the day, saying it would be too conspicuous to go out with him otherwise. I flung a long overcoat across my shoulders and set the fedora at a jaunty angle on my head. I couldn’t help but giggle when he came at me with a hungry growl and pulled me against his chest.
“Let’s stay in,” he said against my skin as he planted tiny kisses below my ear. “I’ll undress you slowly.” Azriel reached inside the suit coat and drew out the tie, rubbing the silky fabric between his thumb and fingers. “I bet I can find a good use for this as well.”
I imagined myself bound by the silk tie at the wrists and secured to the iron posts of our bed. Naked and at his mercy. The image brought a sinful smile to my face, and I moved to shuck the heavy wool coat. “You can undress me any way you like, as long as I get to keep the hat on.”
Azriel groaned and seized my mouth in a wanton kiss. “I’ve taught you too well,” he said, pulling away. “You’re not just a sinful woman. You, my love, are a temptress.”
He’d vowed to me when we’d first arrived in Seattle that he’d make a sinful woman out of me. If being sinful meant that I would spend an eternity’s worth of erotic nights with him, then I had no intention of being repentant anytime soon.
Azriel plucked the fedora from my head and wound my long hair into a knot at the top of my head. He replaced the hat and pulled it low over my brow. “If anyone gets a good look at you, my plans will be undone. Only a fool would mistake you for a man.” He laughed and planted a quick kiss to my lips. “Let’s go.”
I had no idea what to expect, and as usual, Azriel kept all of the pertinent information to himself. Under the cover of darkness, we traveled as our shadow-selves. We sped through the city, gliding unseen toward the city proper. Our pace slowed as we approached a run-down building, and as Azriel regained his corporeal form, I followed suit. The tails of the overcoat billowed out behind me and I couldn’t help but admire the way they fanned out in a gust of wind. Heavy cloud cover dashed my hopes of seeing the moonlight, and I knew that rain would soon follow. The rain seemed constant here. But Azriel didn’t mind. In fact, he preferred the stormy weather to sunny days.
“Tell me, Azriel. Who do you plan to kill?”
He gave me a rueful smile and produced a dagger from his waistband at his back. He twirled it between his fingers in a dazzling flash of silver. “My former employer,” he said.
I raised a curious brow. “Who paid you to do this?”
The rueful smile transformed into a mischievous grin. “My new employer.”
“So much for loyalty,” I muttered.
“I’m above loyalty to humans,” he said. “If you want something to be loyal to, my love, be loyal to the paper in your hand. A job is only as good as the money behind it. The higher the price, the more dangerous the job. The more dangerous the job . . .” he tossed the dagger in the air and caught it. “The more exhilarating the experience will be.”
“And your old employer?” I ventured. “Who might he be?”
Azriel shrugged. “His identity is inconsequential.”
“What about the new employer?”
“Armenian mob. Vasili Ergorov. He tried to make a name for himself on the East Coast. Chicago, and then New York. But the bigger fish kicked him out of their ponds. When he didn’t have any better luck in Atlantic City, he moved out here. Now the little fishie swims in a pond perfect for his size.”
Just because Seattle wasn’t Chicago or New York did not mean we didn’t see our fair share of organized crime. Prohibition existed here just as it did on the eastern seaboard. We had the same corruption, crooked politicians, and opportunists. But I supposed that, like us, this Vasili Ergorov had come to Seattle with the same intentions Azriel had when he brought me here: a fresh start.
“So, I take it the objective tonight is to wipe out Vasili’s competition, am I right?”
“Ah, Darian,” Azriel sighed. “So clever. Nothing gets past you.”
Though his tone carried an edge of mockery, I knew that Azriel admired my mind. He asked my opinion on matters frequently, and took my counsel to heart. He simply always sounded jaded. Or bored. As if nothing in the world had yet to impress or surprise him.
“What are we doing here?” I asked. “Are we waiting for someone?”
“Certainly not Vasili,” Azriel grumbled under his breath. “He sees himself as above meeting in back alleys. No, darling, we’re waiting for our mark.”
I swallowed down my laughter. “Mark isn’t a very intimidating name for a gangster.”
Azriel chuckled. “His name isn’t Mark. It’s Joe. Joseph Connelly. Mark is the term for an intended victim. Come on, doll, you’ve got to get with the program,” he laughed as he made a mockery of the popular slang. “This is a hit, and we’re after the mark.”
I nodded in answer, absorbing every bit of information like a sponge. I wanted to prove to Azriel that I could handle going out with him on jobs. Most women celebrated their strength and independence in the voting booths. But that wasn’t good enough for me, not anymore. Just as Azriel was above loyalty to humans, I was above their stereotypes. I had preternatural strength, speed, and life. I wanted to use my gifts and stretch my muscles. And like Azriel, I was bored.
“So,” I said, tucking a curling lock of hair back into my fedora, “Your new boss doesn’t meet in back alleys, but your old one doesn’t seem to mind?”
“Not exactly.” Azriel balanced the knife on the tip of his finger, before flipping it and catching it in the other hand by the handle. “He’s got a chippie on the side, a dancer. They meet here on Wednesdays and Fridays.” He pointed the knife to a high window across the street. “He takes her up to a room he rents on the fourth story.”
I cocked my head to the side. “How do you know this? Did he tell you?”
Azriel smirked. “No one knows.”
I looked up to the fourth story window, wondering what sort of room a gangster used for romantic trysts. Azriel traced his finger along my jaw. “One thing you must remember, Darian: Trust no one. If Joe suspected for a second that I wasn’t on the up and up, he’d try to have me killed.” He grinned. “Not that he’d be successful, but that doesn’t matter. Everyone has secrets, my love. There’s not a person on this earth who isn’t hiding something. And I make it my business to unearth those secrets. I never go into any situation without the upper hand.”
His confidence, the almost arrogant tone of this voice, intoxicated me. My blood coursed hot and fast through my veins and my skin tingled with excitement. This was the thrill Azriel craved and the only way to get it was by being one step ahead. All of the time. “What about the girlfriend?” I wanted to show Azriel that I could be one step ahead of him. “If you wait until they’re together, she becomes a liability.”
Azriel pressed me against the brick wall and slid his fingers inside my suit jacket. My eyes drifted shut as he took a deep breath and held it in his lungs. “Have I ever told you how sexy I find your intelligence?” he asked as he exhaled.
A pleasant shudder ran from my head to my toes. His warm breath tickled my ear, and the sensation of his fingers caressing me through the silk shirt made my heart skip in my chest. “The mistress?” I persisted, though my voice came as a lazy murmur.
“Like you said . . .” He pressed his lips to my temple. “A liability.”
“You can’t kill her.”
Azriel slumped against me and he sighed. I knew the sound too well. Exasperation. With me, with my conscience, with my constant questions.
“Azriel,” I whispered as I combed my fingers through his thick, dark hair. “She’s innocent.”
“You can’t save them all.” He put an arm’s length of space between us, and I suddenly felt cold without his body against mine. “You say you’re curious. You claim to only want to learn more about them. But I know why we go out and walk amongst the humans night after night. I see your shrewd gaze picking them over. Searching.”
I wrapped my arms around myself as if to keep some of his warmth with me. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Azriel fixed me with a serious stare. “You look for him.”
“Him?”
“Henry.”
I pushed myself from the wall and brought my hand up to slap him good and hard. But Azriel grabbed my wrist in his unyielding grip, and I struggled against him. “I’m no fool, Darian, so do me the honor of not treating me like one. Since our first night in the city, when you let that foolish would-be thief live, you’ve been looking for more of his ilk. More of Henry’s ilk, in the hopes of catching one of them before they do their worst to some poor helpless girl. The girl you used to be.”
Damn him, he was right.
“You need to let go of that nagging humanity you’re holding on to so tight. I’ll spare Joe’s chippie—if I can. But an assassin must always cover his tracks. And that means no witnesses.”
He released my hand when he realized the fire had drained right out of me. I couldn’t admit to Azriel the real reason I’d begged to come with him and become a part of his new business endeavor: I wanted to learn how to turn my more tender emotions off. At least for a while. I wanted to experience that lovely gray area that Azriel lived in. I wanted to embrace the indifference.
“The mistress is a liability.” I repeated Azriel’s words as if to convince myself that her death would be necessary. But I knew deep down that if I could keep her safe, I would.
He playfully tapped the tip of my nose with his finger. “That’s my girl.”
I followed Azriel’s instructions and kept to the shadows. I watched. Listened. Waited. And when I thought I’d nod off right there, Joe Connolly stumbled into the alley.
He didn’t look much like a crime boss––or, at least, what I pictured a crime boss to look like. Short, dumpy, and balding, Joe didn’t even bother to dress the part. His suit looked cheap and rumpled, his tie ragged and askew. His eyes were glazed over as if he’d had too much to drink, or perhaps something else. Opium, maybe. He listed to one side like the street was slipping out from under him. The effort seemed futile, but he straightened his tie and dusted himself. Like that was going to help improve his appearance.
“We’re in luck.” Azriel’s voice came as a dark whisper in my mind. “He’s been having a little too much fun tonight. This will be an easy kill.”
The cavalier manner with which Azriel spoke of Joe’s impending death caused my breath to hitch in my chest. My pulse thundered in my ears, though my incorporeal form was shrouded by the cover of darkness. Azriel was going to kill this man, and I was at the very least going to witness the act. I had come to the point of no return. It was too late to go back now.




Chapter 8
I steeled myself against the weakness that threatened to send me rushing away in a blur of darkness. I sensed Azriel at my side, his shadows brushing against mine in a reassuring caress. Joe checked his watch and licked his palm before smoothing down what meager hair still clung for dear life to his balding head. I had no idea who his mistress was, but apparently she didn’t hold her lovers to very high standards.
The sound of revelry grew loud in the still night before it was muffled by a door slamming closed. Footsteps echoed on the street, the pace increasing from tick, tick, tick, to a quick staccato. Joe’s chippie squealed with delight when she came around the corner to see her beau waiting, and she threw herself into his arms. The girl was a flapper, no doubt there. She had the look: short dress decorated with bright red satin ribbon, feathered headband to accent her short-clipped bob, and long strings of knotted pearls that hung nearly to her narrow waist. Her pouty lips were painted into a cupid’s bow, but her pretty made-up face wasn’t going to stand up to Joe’s sloppy kisses for long.
I heard Azriel sigh, the sound more like a breath of wind. Apparently he had no interest in seeing their amorous display. Knowing Azriel, he wanted to get the show on the road.
“Come on, doll.” Joe’s speech slurred, and I wondered how this woman could possibly find him attractive. But when she hiked a mink stole up higher on her shoulders, I figured the most attractive thing about Joe was hidden somewhere in his wallet.
The two walked arm in arm, the woman nestled into his chest and giggling as they zigged and zagged across the street. Azriel’s mist of shadow trailed them, and I followed close behind, into the next building and up the stairs. It took a ridiculously long time for them to reach the fourth floor, mainly because Joe was almost too inebriated to carry himself up the stairs.
My assumption that Joe lavished his lady with the finer things took a bit of a turn as I looked around the room he’d brought her to. Rundown and sparse, the paper had begun to peel from the walls, and the only furniture decorating the space was a raggedy old bed, an armoire, and an armchair with stuffing spilling from a tear in the cushion.
As Joe struggled to undress, I slid away from Azriel toward the woman who attempted to tidy up her smeared lipstick in an old foggy mirror that hung on the armoire’s door. I leaned in close, so close that the edges of my shadow form brushed at her shoulders. “Go into the bathroom,” I whispered so quietly my voice would seem like nothing more than a ghostly thought to her. “Go into the bathroom and close the door. Slowly count to one hundred and don’t come out until you do.”
I sensed Azriel’s stare boring into me, though his body remained insubstantial. I knew he thought my attempt to save the woman foolish. And even though I’d repeated his words back to him—that the mistress was a liability—he had to have known I’d try to find a way to keep her alive. She might have been a silly girl, seduced by money and power. But she was not a part of our business here tonight.
Her body stiffened, and her gaze darted from side to side. I could sense her breath as it came quickly in her chest, and the smell of her fear rose sharp and tangy in my nostrils. “Joe,” she squeaked in a high-pitched voice, “give me a minute, daddy, I’ll be right back.”
Joe grunted and fell over on the bed as he struggled with the laces on his shoes. He probably hadn’t heard a word she’d said. As soon as the door to the bathroom closed, I began to count. I had to be sure Azriel followed through and killed his former employer before I reached one hundred. Otherwise, I’d have an innocent woman’s blood on my hands, and whether I longed for gray indifference or not, I didn’t think my conscience could stand the burden.
The bedsprings whined under Joe’s weight as he flopped down on his back. And though I had no idea how one committed an assassination, I had to assume that Joe’s current position would pose a bit of a problem. By the time I’d reached twenty-five, my nerves began to ratchet tight. What if Joe passed out on the bed? Would Azriel simply run his dagger through his heart? God, I hoped that whatever he planned to do, he’d hurry––because I was already almost to thirty and I had no idea if Joe’s mistress was a fast counter.
As if Joe could hear the urgings of my mind, he rolled to his side and slid to the floor. He knelt beside the bed as if praying, though I assumed he was more than likely trying to steady his careening world. His head lolled to one side, and then the other. He drew in a deep breath and leaned back to sit on his feet. When his head fell back to rest on his shoulders, exposing his throat, I drew a sharp breath and held it in my lungs. I knew that the moment of Joe’s death had come.
In a flash no slower than a lightning strike, Azriel passed from shadow to his solid form. I watched as the light of the room played on the dagger’s blade, a glint of momentary brightness that winked at me. I looked from the blade to Azriel’s face, and he paused for the briefest moment before dragging the dagger across Joe’s throat. Just as quickly as he’d adopted his physical form, Azriel passed back into shadow. Joe fell backward, thrashing, his eyes wide and disbelieving as he grasped at his throat that gushed blood down the front of his rumpled suit. Bile swirled in my stomach, and I suppressed the urge to turn away. I’d wanted this. And the only way I would learn to let go of my fear was to force myself to witness this man’s death. His breath gurgled in his chest, a sickening sound that echoed off the bare walls of the small room. My gaze darted to the bathroom door and I watched for any sign of movement from within. Please, God, let her stay in there until he’s dead and we’re gone.
Joe fought for his life, though it was a losing battle. He tried to stay the flow of blood, but it drained from his body with every pump of his heart. Finally, in one last long exhale of breath, Joe’s body stilled. His arm went limp and rolled, shoulder to hand, to the floor. His mouth sagged open and his eyes stared, unseeing, at the ceiling. Azriel’s shadow slithered beside him and coiled like a snake around the ring on Joe’s pinkie. It slid off his finger with no effort at all and disappeared, swallowed by a shroud of darkness.
The sharp, coppery tang of blood saturated the air. I tried not to breathe it in, and I gagged as it assaulted my senses, coming to rest at the back of my throat. I stared, transfixed, at Joe’s lifeless body, morbidly fascinated by the emptiness of his eyes. His soul had fled, and all that was left was a shell.
Something warm wrapped around my body, and I at once felt comforted. Azriel’s shadows enveloped my own, protecting me, breaking me from my trance and bringing me back into myself. He guided me toward the door, and I couldn’t help but steal one last glance at the bathroom door as I said a silent prayer of thanks that on this night, I’d managed to spare an innocent life.
* * *
I didn’t say a word as we traveled to our next stop. A woman’s scream pierced the night and I imagined Joe’s mistress kneeling at his side and sobbing inconsolably. I wondered what she made of these events. If she imagined herself mad—hearing voices that instructed her to hide and then emerging from the bathroom to find her slain lover. Whom would she turn to? The police? If she had any sense at all, she’d run far from the scene of the crime and let some other unfortunate soul discover Joe’s body. But I couldn’t worry about what would happen to her from this moment on. I’d done my part—what happened next in her life was up to her.
We traveled to Capitol Hill, a lavish neighborhood built by some of the area’s most wealthy businessmen and industrialists. Azriel had wanted to buy a home here once, but instead humored my desire to live away from the elitist community. It reminded me too much of unpleasant memories from my human life, and I wanted to sever all ties with those who found merit in others simply by the numbers in their bank registers.
Vasili Ergorov’s home stood out on the street, tall, wide, and imposing. It was just like a gangster to flaunt his wealth, I supposed, and Vasili obviously wanted his peers to take notice. We passed from shadow to our corporeal forms just before the driveway, and I trailed behind as Azriel strode up to the door like he owned the place. We entered the foyer, only to be met by four angry looking guys carrying Smith and Wesson revolvers. Azriel smiled pleasantly as he handed his dagger over into their care and allowed them to pat his body from head to toe. It was when they turned their attention to me that Ergorov’s men met a less-than-amicable Azriel.
“Lay a finger on my . . . associate, and I’ll rip your arms from your sockets.”
“We ain’t lettin’ you another foot closer to our boss till we know you’re both clean.” The guy who spoke must have been Ergorov’s head . . . what? Bodyguard? Strong arm? Minion?
“He’s clean,” Azriel said. “You can take my word for it.”
“Yeah, right.” The head minion snorted and then moved toward me.
I instinctively stiffened, determined not to look afraid. I tucked my chin closer to my chest so that my face would be shadowed by the brim of the fedora I wore. I didn’t want their hands all over me. It wouldn’t take much of a groping for Ergorov’s men to discover the womanly curves hidden beneath the overcoat and suit jacket. And Azriel knew that it would cause us both a world of trouble if they found me out.
“Jesus Christ, Charlie!” A thickly accented voice boomed from the second story. “Azriel wouldn’t pull a fast one. Not on us.”
The minion pulled away, giving me a steely-eyed appraisal before moving out of the way. Azriel jerked his chin toward the staircase, and I tucked my hands in my coat as I climbed the stairs toward the voice on the second story landing.
Azriel trailed behind me, but not so close as to arouse suspicion. The man who waited for us at the top of the stairs looked much too young to be an ambitious crime boss with scores of goons at his disposal. My surreptitious appraisal revealed a kid no older than maybe twenty, with olive skin, sparkling black eyes, and an open, friendly smile that seemed a contradiction to our very presence in his house.
“Lorik,” Azriel said, shaking the young man’s hand. “I take it your father is indisposed?”
Ah, the prodigal son, no doubt. Lorik laughed, the sound just as open and jovial as his smile. He clapped Azriel on the back and led us down the hall. “You know him, too busy—and too important—to sit down for any kind of meeting.”
Lorik opened a set of French doors that led to a library. He ushered us in and shut the doors behind him before taking a seat behind a Louis XVI desk. Leaning back in his chair, he appeared not to have a care in the world. But beneath that calm façade was a shrewd calculation. He all but ignored Azriel as his eagle gaze had settled on something of interest.
Namely, me.
“No wonder you didn’t want her frisked.” He reached in a deep drawer and produced a bottle of Canadian whiskey and three glasses.
“Her?” Azriel repeated, his tone caustic.
I stepped further into the shadows, somehow hoping that they’d protect me. I had no idea what Lorik made of the situation, or if he suspected us of something. No one would believe that I was simply Azriel’s apprentice. Or that he’d insisted on dressing me as a man for my own protection. When you kept the company of criminals, everything you did was suspect. As far as being in danger, we had nothing to worry about. Neither Lorik nor his father could do any real harm to us. But I was sure Azriel didn’t want anything to get in the way of his blossoming business relationship with the Armenian.
“She’s a looker.” Lorik raised his glass to me in a silent toast. “I’d keep her nice and covered up too, especially in the company of bastards like us.” Lorik filled a glass for Azriel and pushed it toward him. He took the offering with a scowl and drained the glass in one swallow before handing it back for a refill. “Ah, don’t feel bad my friend. To a less discerning eye, the illusion is acceptable.”
“Let’s get down to business,” Azriel said, without responding to anything Lorik had just said. “It’s late, and I’m tired.”
“My father will want proof.” Lorik’s tone had changed. No longer booming with amusement, but dark and serious. “Not that you’re untrustworthy, of course.”
“Of course.” Azriel’s tone dripped with sarcasm. From his pocket, he produced the ring he’d taken off of Joe’s finger. He tossed it to Lorik, who caught it in a quick, fluid motion. He turned the ring over in his hand as he inspected it and then pulled a handkerchief out of his coat to wipe Joe’s still-fresh blood from his palm.
“A little messy, no?”
Azriel shrugged in response. “Dead is dead. What do you or your father care how the job gets done?”
Lorik laughed, once again lighthearted. He reached into another drawer and produced a thick envelope which he tossed to Azriel in much the same fashion he’d delivered the ring. “I have a feeling you’re going to be worth your exorbitant price,” he said. “My father will be pleased.”
Azriel tucked the envelope inside his jacket and drained his glass, placing it back on the desk. “I’m more than worth it. Give Vasili my regards.” He moved toward the door, pausing only long enough for me to step out in front of him.
“Aren’t you going to introduce me to your companion before you run off?” Lorik asked as if disappointed.
Azriel turned to face him, and I paused just outside the door. “Not tonight, Lorik.”
“It’s a pleasure doing business with you, Azriel.” Lorik’s voice seemed to follow us out of the room and into the hallway. “And please, bring her with you the next time you come around!”
No one but I could hear Azriel’s murmured response, “Don’t count on it.”
I pretended not to hear, but as we walked out the door, Azriel gave me a sidelong gaze. “This was a bad idea, Darian. Too risky. We can’t afford to invite scrutiny of any kind. I won’t take you out with me again.”




Chapter 9
For the next two nights, I felt a restlessness I’d never experienced before. My skin seemed stretched tight, the rooms of our apartment closed in on me, too small. And the air weighed down, almost too heavy to breathe.
I couldn’t get the image of Joe’s girlfriend out of my mind––the fear in her eyes as I whispered in her ear, the nervous trepidation as she’d done what I’d told her to do. And though I knew I’d done my part, I couldn’t help but wonder what had become of her. Would she find a new sugar-daddy? A man more dangerous than Joe? And would she be spared again if caught by her lover’s enemies?
Azriel lay next me, his arm draped across my stomach. I listened to the sound of his breathing, the even rise and fall of his chest. In fifteen years, I’d never told him how I felt about him. And in turn, he’d never professed his affections for me. I didn’t know what love was. My parents had never spared much time for me, and seemed happy to see me married off and out of their home. And Henry . . . he hadn’t shown me an ounce of kindness, let alone love. I wasn’t even sure if I knew how to love, but I thought I loved Azriel. He had to love me, as well. He showed me kindness and passion. He protected me and saved my life. If that wasn’t love, I didn’t know what was.
Had Joe’s mistress felt protected?
I left my corporeal form, and Azriel stirred for a moment before settling back into sleep. The gray hour of dawn couldn’t be too far away, so rather than take the chance of being caught without the shroud of shadow to protect me; I dressed in the suit and tucked my hair up into the fedora. I cast one last look at Azriel and brushed my fingers through the silky-soft strands of his hair. He couldn’t protect me forever. I was going to have to learn how to take care of myself.
I wandered invisible, unsure of where I wanted to go or what I wanted to do. It’s not like I was looking for trouble, but for some reason, I almost hoped that trouble would come looking for me.
With nowhere else to go, I found myself standing in front of the building Joe Connolly had used to meet with his mistress. I stared up at the fourth story window, thinking of the emptiness in the man’s eyes when he died. I’d always known that Azriel was dangerous. Deadly. God help any fool who dared to cross him. He’d called Joe’s girlfriend a liability. And though I hadn’t thought anything of it at the time, I’d realized since our meeting with Lorik that I was a liability, as well. I didn’t want to be his weakness, the one thing an enemy could use as leverage. I may have been immortal, but neither Azriel nor I were completely safe from harm.
The sound of a scuffle floated to my ears on the morning breeze, and I turned my attention to the source. I narrowed my eyes, concentrated my preternatural senses and zeroed in on the ruckus that came not from around the block, but further away––closer to the waterfront.
It wouldn’t be long before the sun crested the eastern horizon. The gray hour was upon me, and I used the last minutes of darkness to speed through the city streets past Pike Place Market into the warehouse district. I knew the area all too well. I’d learned some very valuable lessons on this pier fifteen years ago: that I was stronger than I could have ever imagined, and that mercy was a weakness I couldn’t afford.
A woman’s enraged shriek brought me out of my reverie, and I followed the sound from Belltown all the way to Colman Dock. Four men, dressed in ragged sweaters and caps pulled low over their heads, struggled with a slight but furious girl who kicked and scratched at them as they tried to shove her into the baggage room.
Something inside me snapped. It had been almost two decades since I’d been a victim in any form, but I knew the fear this woman felt. I entered the fray, even though mere minutes would see me trapped in my corporeal form. I was substantially stronger than a human man. I could have broken one’s neck, long ago. I didn’t need any other proof than that memory to solidify the belief that I could—and would—end a life before the sun rose if need be.
“Ah! God damn it, she bit me!” One of the men shouted, and a loud crack resounded in the vast covered dock as he rounded on the girl and slapped her.
A snarl tore from my throat as I grabbed the bastard by the shoulder and threw him a good ten feet away. Wood splintered as he crashed into a crate, and his grunt of pain gave me a perverse sense of satisfaction. I kicked at attacker number two, glad I’d worn the pants Azriel bought me tonight. The range of motion was wonderful. I would be hard pressed to go out in a dress ever again. I’d managed to stop two out of the four men, and rather than continue on my violent rampage, I centered my attention on the girl who slapped and kicked and tried her hardest to escape the iron grip of the men who still had a hold of her.
I wrenched her free with no effort whatsoever and sent her stumbling toward the dock exit. “Run!” I shouted. “Get out of here!”
She didn’t need to be told twice. As quick as a rabbit she scuttled out of sight, her shoes echoing into silence as she fled. I didn’t have time to congratulate myself on a job well done, however, because I’d failed to consider my next move, once I’d managed to rescue the girl. My strength was indeed impressive, but I hadn’t managed to incapacitate any of the men. And now that I’d stripped them of their fun, they focused their combined energy on a new target.
I cursed my foolishness that I hadn’t paid better attention to my surroundings. They came at me from all sides, two in front and two behind. The two men behind me were angrier, considering I’d roughed them up a bit. I reached for the shadows, desperate to join their company. A ray of early morning sunlight filtered in through the roof and my heart stuttered in my chest. Too late. Something swooshed behind me and I spun. The heavy length of chain rushed at my face so fast I didn’t have time to react. It smashed against my head, and a bright white light of pain exploded in my skull moments before darkness swallowed me whole.
* * *
“Do what you want. I’m not taking a woman while she’s knocked out. Where’s the fun in that?” a muffled voice poked through the dark haze of my brain, pulling me from a state of nothingness.
“The way she tossed you around, Pete, it might be best to take her that way. Wonder why she’s dressed like a man,” another voice said.
“Who cares why? All that matters is what’s underneath her clothes.”
“She could be someone important,” a third voice entered the conversation. “Might be a bad idea to mess with her if we can make a buck off of her.”
“Ransom?” the first voice, Pete, asked.
Silence fell and I assumed the men were all contemplating the situation. It appeared that perhaps money meant more to them than the possibility of rape. Good for me, I supposed. Though at present, my situation could be considered anything but good. I couldn’t discern my surroundings, though I knew they’d moved me from Colman Dock. And though I couldn’t see the sky, the fact that I was confined to corporeality was proof enough that I hadn’t been unconscious for long.
My captors weren’t taking any chances with me. Heavy chain had been wound around my body several times, anchoring me to a post as big around as a large tree. My confidence that I could easily escape faltered. Though certain I could break even a thick rope, I didn’t think I could break through this much chain. I smelled the briny tang of the inlet and heard the gentle lap of water somewhere below me . . . no longer at Colman Dock, but we had to be close to the waterfront still.
Azriel had to be awake by now. I tried to push my worry to the back of my mind. Would he think I’d left him? God, I had to get back to him. I couldn’t let him think that he meant so little to me that I would simply sneak away while he slept.
“She’s not worth anything to us unless we figure out who she is.” The men began their plotting again, as they talked about me as if I were nothing but a fine piece of merchandise.
I refused to sit and wait to hear my fate decided by these imbeciles. They’d been out looking for sport, and when I’d ruined their good time, I became the consolation prize. I’d played the victim once, and it was not a role I planned to reprise. “I’m no one you want to tangle with. That’s all you need to know about who I am.”
All four of them turned to gawk. It’s not like they’d gagged me, so I wasn’t quite sure why they looked so shocked to hear me speak. “Guess we shouldn’t be surprised to see you up and talkin’.” I recognized the voice as belonging to Pete, the one who actually had a problem with raping an unconscious woman. If I had to guess, I’d say he was the “honorable” one in the group. “The way Sam here smacked you with that chain . . . you should be bruised to hell. Or worse. But there’s not a scratch on your pretty face. Why’s that?”
Well, well. Pete had the honor and the brains. Azriel had told me once that it was important that we keep to ourselves. Most humans didn’t pay enough attention to recognize that part of us that was other. But, every once in a while, a person took the time to really look. It was just my luck that Pete happened to be astute. “Maybe Sam overestimates his strength?” I suggested in an innocent tone.
One of the men stepped forward. He scrubbed a dirty hand over the stubble growing on his face and smiled. His gray-blue eyes narrowed as he looked me over from head to toe. “I’ve got strength enough,” he said and then grabbed at his groin through his pants. “Right here. How ’bout I show you?”
“How about you go to hell?”
That earned a few snickers from my captors. I suppose that I didn’t sound very tough, or threatening. I made a mental note to improve on that. But tough-sounding or not, bound or free, I had to believe that I still had the upper hand on these men. They couldn’t kill me, not without a magic blade, and I doubted any of them had such a thing. And though I was wrapped in chains and bound to my corporeal form, I was still stronger. If they planned to rape me, they’d have to take the chains off. When that happened, I’d kill every last one of them with my bare hands if I had to.
“Look,” Pete said as he held his hands out as if to calm me down. I’d thrown him a good ten feet before his friend had knocked me out, and I sensed that he wasn’t going to take my soft, feminine appearance for granted. “Nobody’s going to hurt you if you don’t give us a reason to. We just want to know who you are, is all.”
I raised my chin up toward the ceiling, hoping I looked defiant. “I don’t see how my identity is any of your business.”
“That’s rich,” Sam scoffed. “What you done was none of your business, but you didn’t seem to have a problem stickin’ your nose where it didn’t belong.”
“You attacked that poor woman,” I said, low.
“Maybe we oughta give you what we were gonna give to her?”
My stomach tightened and my heart threatened to start up its frantic racing once again. That’s what they wanted, though. Wasn’t it? Men like these fed off their victim’s fear. The power they exercised over the helpless was better than any petty sexual thrill. Predators in the truest sense, they hunted their prey with precision, looking out for only the freshest kill.
Well, they weren’t going to get what they wanted from me.
“Try it!” I snapped. “In fact, I dare you.”
I’d listened to Azriel’s tough talk more than once over the years. Just the other night, he’d threatened Lorik’s men as casually as he’d exchange polite conversation on the weather. I mimicked his tone, letting a steeliness settle in to my words so these men would know that I meant business. I lowered my gaze, met each one of them eye to eye and never once demurred.
“She’s somebody’s girl,” Pete said, his voice a terrified whisper. He tugged on Sam’s sleeve while the other two nameless men just stared, jaws slack. “She’s gotta be. Maybe Joe Connolly, or shit, J.P. Chase. Why else would she be dressed like that and talkin’ tough like she is? It’s because she knows what her man is gonna do to us if he catches us with her!”
As Pete’s tone escalated, his face turned a lovely shade of puce. Hands trembling, he didn’t ask for his cronies’ permission before he started working at the fastenings of my chains, desperate to free me. Laughter bubbled up from my throat as he fumbled, not because I’d managed to rattle him, but for some reason I found it ironic that Pete suggested I might be Joe’s girl.
I could have told them that Joe was dead. And I might have mentioned that my lover had done the deed. But why waste my breath? We could play these games throughout the day until the sun set. It wouldn’t change anything. Or save any of their lives. So I sat, biding my time, giving Pete the opportunity to make good with whomever he supposed I belonged to. Sam scrubbed his hands across his face again as he watched Pete uncoil the chain from around me, and I smirked. I could see the doubt, the fear etched in every dirty line of his forehead.
“Worried?” I asked him.
Rather than answer, he turned away.
I shouldn’t have enjoyed watching him squirm. I’d given Sam a dose of his own medicine, and knowing I’d gained the upper hand by preying on his fear should have sickened me. Instead, I felt like I’d dispensed some form of justice. As the coil of chain loosened around me, I armed myself with the only weapon at my disposal: namely, the very chain that held me.
Pete really quit paying attention to me the moment he’d had his little epiphany. Sam, on the other hand, pointedly ignored me while he paced back and forth in front of me. As for the other two, they’d slunk away as soon as they realized Sam had actual concerns about my identity. The punishment for their wicked ways should have been divided equally among the four of them, but I would simply have to hope that after I was through with Pete and Sam, they’d stand as examples to their friends.
When the last coil of chain fell to the wooden plank beneath me, I struck. With preternatural speed I jerked a length of the heavy chain around Pete’s neck. I almost felt sorry for the guy. He didn’t see it coming. From my crouched position I spun, flinging Pete out in front of me until we both stood. Sam stopped his incessant pacing and froze in his tracks. I flashed him a cold smile as I constricted the chain around Pete’s throat. Though considerably larger, he didn’t stand a chance against me as he flailed and pulled at the chain, struggling for breath.
“I don’t belong to anyone,” I whispered in his ear. “I told you I was no one to be tangled with. You shouldn’t have messed with that girl last night, Pete.”
“Wh-who a-a-re you?” Pete rasped as I pulled the chain tighter.
Azriel loved dramatics, and I could be dramatic too. “I am Vengeance.” I gave the chain one last, hard jerk, and Pete lost consciousness. His body became limp and heavy in my grasp, and I let him fall to the dock, the chain jangling as it landed with him.
I had no time to contemplate my actions. Sam had shaken himself from his dazed stupor and leveled a revolver at my face. Immortal or not, I couldn’t imagine a bullet to my head at such a close range would be an easy wound to heal from.
“You bitch!” he spat as he pulled back the hammer. “I shoulda stuck my dick in you when you were out cold and then killed you like I wanted to. But it don’t matter now. I’m gonna kill you one way or another.”
Before I could react, he pulled the trigger. I squeezed my eyes shut and braced myself for the bullet’s impact. The report of the shot rang out, followed by a thud and then utter silence. I didn’t dare open my eyes. Fear stole my breath. I didn’t feel any pain, but did that matter?
“Darian,” Azriel’s voice caressed my ears. “It’s all right, darling. Open your eyes.”
Sam lay in a heap not two feet from where I stood, blood oozing from his chest and his neck bent at an unnatural angle. Morning sunlight filtered in through a window and cast it’s glow on Azriel’s ethereal face, bathing him in an otherworldly light that made him that much more beautiful. My heart stuttered in my chest, and I exhaled in a rush, my blood coursing through my veins like fire. He’d found me. He’d saved me. Again.
I threw my arms around him and buried my face in his neck. He stroked my hair, whispering words of comfort in my ear. “You are faster than you think,” he finally said as he pulled away. You acted too slowly, love, and it could have cost you. Next time, don’t contemplate your actions. Move quickly and strike with precision.”
I opened my mouth, though I hadn’t a clue what I was going to say. Azriel silenced me with a kiss. “You’ve had an exciting night, and an even more exciting morning, my love. Come on, I’m taking you home.”
* * *
I slept the rest of the morning and afternoon away, safe in the protection of Azriel’s embrace. Glorious night descended to banish the harsh light of day. I snuggled deep into the covers and against him until every inch of our naked bodies touched. It seemed I could never get close enough. He deposited feather-light kisses against my skin, making a trail that led from my shoulders to the back of my neck. I shivered as he moved my hair to the side, burying his nose in the curls and taking my scent into his lungs.
“I’ve spent all day standing vigil,” he murmured against my skin. “Lest you run away from me. I’m exhausted. Will you leave me again, Darian, once my eyes drift closed?”
A pang of regret shot through my chest. I should have told him what I’d intended to do. I should have taken him with me. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I won’t ever leave you again. Not even for a moment.”
“Promises, promises,” he said sleepily.
“Azriel,” I said into the dark. “I’m going to go out with you again. And again. Night after night, job after job. I know you want to keep me safe, but I have to learn to protect myself. I have to develop thicker skin or I’ll go mad. I can’t stand my weakness. I refuse to live with it any longer. Do you understand?”
“You protected yourself well enough this morning,” he replied.
“But not in the end,” I said. “Not when it really mattered. You came to my rescue yet again. Please, Azriel, respect my wishes. I want you to teach me. I want to be your apprentice.”
Azriel sighed, and I smiled. He may have been exasperated, but he would never deny me anything. “Very well, my love. But remember, you asked for this. I am not responsible for what comes of it.”
“And Lorik?” I asked. “He obviously makes you nervous. You’ll allow me to come along with you for everything, right? Even when you go to see him?”
“You let me worry about Lorik,” Azriel said. “Now, close your eyes and sleep beside me. I’m tired.”
His eyes drifted closed, and within moments his breathing grew soft and even. I brushed my lips across his—so, so soft—in a kiss. Azriel was my savior. My avenging angel. And now, my teacher. We had forever, but I wondered, as my hand caressed from his shoulder to his hand where my fingers wound with his . . . would forever be long enough?
* * *
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“What are you looking at?”
I tore my gaze from the delicate curve of the dagger’s blade, my eyes drawn to Azriel’s dark, handsome face like a magnet to metal. “Nothing,” I said, though that wasn’t entirely true.
“Ever lacking patience,” he said with humor. “You’ll never make it as an assassin if you can’t wait more than a few minutes to get a job done.”
True enough, I supposed. I liked to wait about as much as I liked to be doused with gasoline and set on fire. “Lorik’s late,” I said. “It’s not like him.”
Azriel stroked his finger along my jaw, and his eyes burned with an intensity that had nothing to do with business. “It matters little to me if he shows or not. Either way, my night won’t be wasted.”
I flushed at the innuendo, knowing all too well where a jobless night would lead us. Not that I’d complain. . . .
An engine growled in the distance, followed by the squealing of tires. The Cadillac LaSalle Roadster came to a halt inches from where I stood, and the driver’s expression was full of adrenaline-infused excitement. Lorik loved flashy cars, and despite his need to lie low, he could never resist showing off. What was the point in not putting that engine and sleek body to use? He’d consider it a waste. Besides, I had a suspicion that the combination of fancy car, coupled with his pinstriped suit and fedora pulled low over his brow, made Lorik feel as if he’d just pulled a bank caper. Driving into the sunset and immortal glory would be the icing on the cake. And I’d be willing to bet a Chicago Typewriter rode shotgun to round it all out. I mean, what self-respecting gangster didn’t have a machine gun in the front seat?
“Looks like your clothes will be on for a while longer, my love.” Azriel leaned down and pressed his mouth to the pulse-point just below my ear.
I shivered at the contact, suddenly not caring whether Lorik’s life was in danger or not. Though the guy’s father did pay our bills, I supposed I could put my erotic thoughts on hold. But if he didn’t get down to business—and soon—he could rot in hell, for all I cared.
* * *
“What are you looking at?” Tyler asked again, his tone bemused when I didn’t answer him right away.
“Nothing,” I finally said as I stared at the spot near the alley where that LaSalle had come to a skidding stop all those years ago. “Not a damned thing.”
God, I hadn’t thought of that crazy Armenian in decades. He had to have been dead for a while now, if someone hadn’t managed to do the deed in his youth. Lorik had been the closest thing Azriel had to a friend. I always wondered about it, the comfortable way Azriel had with him. Usually we lay lower than low, but with Lorik, Azriel had allowed us to let our guard down a bit. Maybe I’d do some digging just for shits and giggles and find out what really happened to him after he went off the grid. Because I had so much free time on my hands these days.
My annoyance wasn’t so much about memories of Lorik—and Azriel—intruding on my thoughts, or even my lack of actual downtime. Rather, it was more about the fact that I stood at yet another dead end. It’s damn hard to catch someone who’s always one step ahead of you.
And chasing an Oracle is like chasing the wind.
I drove my katana into the scabbard at my back. Yet another close call, and the bitch had slipped right through my fingers. You wouldn’t think someone as blind as a bat could escape so easily.
But she had.
For months.
Time and again.
A discarded can nudged at my toe and I kicked it, sending it sailing down the sidewalk toward the street where it narrowly missed a parking sign. Beyond frustrated, I felt my agitation settle as a knot between my shoulder blades, and I stretched my neck from side to side in a futile effort to ease my mounting tension. Raif, my mentor and the best friend I’ve ever had, laid a comforting hand on my shoulder. “Don’t worry,” he said. “We’ll get her.”
Tyler took a step closer, his body touching mine in more places than appropriate for work hours. He snaked an arm around my waist as he brought me against his body, his eyes narrowing in Raif’s direction. Jeez, touchy much?
Raif shook his head. He looked to me, his expression saying, Is he for real? I raised my brows, the action as good as a shrug. I had no idea what had gotten into Tyler, but I could almost hear the predatory growl, the low rumble of a wary bear. “Relax, Jinn,” Raif said, tucking a dagger into a sheath at his side. “You look a little wound.”
“Not hardly,” Tyler said, his tone just on the edge of becoming hard. “In fact”—he lowered his face to the top of my head and nuzzled my hair—“I’m pretty damned relaxed right now.”
Again, Raif gave me a look. And again, I gave him the equivalent of a facial shrug. Hell if I knew why Tyler was acting like a high school jock facing off with the opposing quarterback. Maybe we all needed to take it down a notch and hang it up for the night.
As if he’d read my mind, Raif gave me a playful knock against the shoulder, eliciting another grumble and glare from Tyler. “I’m calling it a night. See you tomorrow?”
“You know it.” There was no way I was letting up any time soon. I’d search day and night until I found that mousy, pain-in-the-ass Oracle. “Meet me at my place.”
Raif’s brilliant blue eyes glowed against the backdrop of night as he gave Tyler a last questioning glance. He flashed one of his deadly smiles. “Tyler,” he said with a nod, his tone dry. He scattered into a dusting of shadow and left us alone in the alley.
I turned a caustic eye to Tyler. I hated it when he got all territorial on me. It made me feel like a bone—and tonight, Ty was definitely the dog. He put his lips to my forehead, ignoring my accusing glare. Apparently he didn’t think his behavior as juvenile as I did. That was saying a lot, considering Tyler had centuries on me in the age department.
Hunting a mark had never been enjoyable—exciting, sure, but also a necessity. Going out with Tyler put a whole new spin on “job perks.” As my Jinn, personal genie and sworn protector, he made it his business to have my back. But since he was my boyfriend, it was a pleasure to have him along. Although the word “boyfriend” didn’t do justice to Tyler’s role in my life, I thought he might appreciate the more modern reference. He might have had centuries on me, but he was a modern guy, through and through. I doubted a word existed to describe what Tyler was to me. More than simply my lover, and definitely more than a friend, he had captured more than just my heart over the five years I’d known him. Tyler had claimed my soul.
He’d been out combing the city with me every night this week staying out even after Raif abandoned the hunt. I guess Ty was the only person with the stamina to keep up with me. And believe me, his stamina wasn’t something I was about to grumble over anytime soon.
“We might as well call it a night too,” he said, giving me a squeeze. “I think we should try Idaho again. Maybe next week. I know a lesser Seer in Coeur d’Alene who might be tempted to shelter Delilah—for the right price.”
Idaho again. We’d already searched most of the panhandle, and I doubted another go-around would produce better results. “No,” I said, leaning into him so I could feel his muscled chest against my shoulder. “I don’t think she’s that far away. Don’t ask me why, but I can’t shake the feeling that she’s staying close to home. Delilah has unfinished business, and she never struck me as a quitter.”
“Darian,” he said, his fingers stroking up my arm, “let’s go home.”
I melted against him, loving the way my name rolled off his tongue like a sacred word—or a prayer. It never took much for Ty to break down my defenses, and the thought of spending the rest of the night naked and twined around his magnificent body beat the hell out of standing on the cold, rain-drenched street for another second. He placed his lips against my neck, his tongue darting out to trace my flesh. Chills rippled across my skin from the contact. Oh yeah. It was time to go home.
Side by side, we walked through the Queen Anne District just like any human couple would. Though nothing would have stopped me from becoming one with the shadows and traveling under the cover of darkness, I liked walking with Ty. As we headed down the street, the black tails of my duster floating out behind me, I was just a woman, one of thousands inhabiting the city of Seattle. It made me feel just a little less like a freak of nature, and more like the person I used to be. Night, day, dawn, or twilight—I could now pass through the world without the hindrance of being corporeal no matter the hour. I had to admit it was a nice perk, one that no other Shaede could claim, though the means to that end had been anything but pleasant. I never used to believe in ancient prophecy or rituals until I’d been the focal point of both. One attempted sacrifice and an eclipse later, and I had a whole new perspective on life.
Though months had passed since my transformation to something more than Shaede, it seemed only a matter of days. My former lover, Azriel—the one who had supposedly made me what I was in the first place—had made an alliance with the Oracle Delilah and a small army of nasty Lyhtans—violent, praying mantis–looking bastards who hold a serious grudge against any Shaede—to bring down Xander Peck, the King of the Shaede Nation. The fact that Azriel had been Xander’s son made the situation that much worse. Hungry for power, he’d had designs on Xander’s crown for centuries. And he’d been willing to do anything to get it. I’d been the pawn in their little power struggle. But I wasn’t randomly selected for the honor. As it turned out, I was a creature created of my own will, and my superspecial blood had been used to awaken the Enphigmalé, hideous gargoyles with a serious binge-eating problem.
When I’d first been introduced to the gargoyles by the raven-haired children who’d made me their prisoner and served as the Enphigmalé caretakers, they’d been solid stone. But one eclipse and a sip of my blood later, they’d sprung to life, hell-bent on devouring anything that crossed their path. Of the gargoyles that had made the transformation from stone to flesh, I’d killed all but a single beast. And just like the Oracle who’d orchestrated its resurrection, the Enphigmalé escaped. Azriel had been Delilah’s right-hand man, and he’d looked on as a spectator while I was almost killed. But since I was alive and well, and Azriel had gone into the shadow forever—meaning I had run my dagger across his lying, traitorous throat—it wasn’t hard to tell who’d come out on top of his little attempted coup.
Delilah had been the one loose end I’d failed to tie up—so far. According to Azriel, she’d had more reason to hate Shaedes than anyone, though for the life of me, I couldn’t guess why. She’d proved to be more slippery than I’d given her credit for, however, and that was a sharp thorn in my side.
Night wrapped me in its warm embrace, tickling my senses. I grabbed onto Tyler’s hand as we continued at a steady pace, not as my shadow-self, but in my corporeal form. I liked the feeling of being real, substantial, and not just a whisper of something too foreign for even preternatural creatures to comprehend. The lonely anonymity of my life prior to my transformation was gone. Up until several months ago, I’d thought I was the only Shaede in existence—part of Azriel’s lie to keep the secret of my self-made transformation good and hidden. It’s hard to hide under the cover of darkness when shadows are watching, though. Alexander Peck—Shaede High King, or to me, just plain Xander—had been watching me for a while. Once he plucked me from obscurity, there was no going back.
Splinters of muted silver moonlight shone between the taller buildings, casting shadows on the rugged, handsome lines of Tyler’s model-worthy face. My pace slowed, and I released his hand as a strange urging pulled at my center. Turn here, intuition called, and as if I had no control over my limbs, I obeyed.
“Darian?” Tyler said. “What’s up?”
I ignored his question, my mind too focused to answer. My legs followed a path down an abandoned side street, the stench of ripe garbage wafting from a nearby Dumpster. Clearing my mind of conscious thought, I moved on instinct alone, allowing the strange feeling to guide me past a fire escape and toward a gaping door where the street dead-ended.
“Darian!” Tyler’s tone sharpened as something close to a growl rumbled in the lone word. A warning. He was bound to me as my Jinn, a mystical protector, and his Spidey sense must have been tingling. I held up a hand to quiet him as much as to reassure him. I wasn’t in any danger—at least, not yet.
I walked through the opening, surprised to find a storage space large enough to park a car in. From the look of it—not to mention the stale smell—no one had used the space for a while. Through the dark, I perceived the presence of another, and the feeling in my stomach tugged lower, like a rope drawing me to the floor. Squatting down, I roved the space with my eyes, marking a path of dirty blankets and discarded food containers, grateful for the ability to see through the dark. And at the end of it all, a body sat huddled in the corner, knees tucked up and head hidden beneath thin, bony arms.
“Hello, Delilah,” I said. “I’ve been looking for you.”
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