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Dance fever ...

“This isn’t you, Harry,” he said roughly, but still couldn’t stop his hand brushing along the line of the zipper on the back of her dress when she stepped closer. 

She curled her fingers into the front panels of his shirt, and tugged him close, her hazel eyes meeting his. “But this is me, Jude.” She stood up on her tiptoes as she pulled him down to her, and pressed her mouth against his. He slid his hand into her bobbed hair to stop her. 

Her tongue was quick and agile, darting to brush against his, before she pulled back. 

Jude’s gaze met hers. She was staring at him intently, her breasts pressed against his chest, and he could feel the warmth of her breath against his chin. She was warm and curvy in his arms, her lips glistening from their kiss, and desire brightened the gold shards in her hazel eyes. 

She wasn’t herself. If he was really looking out for her like a big brother, he’d drag her out of this club and shut her in somewhere until whatever drug she’d taken wore off. 

But as Josh had said, he wasn’t actually her brother.

His hand tightened in her hair, and he swept her up to him as he lowered his head, pressing his mouth against hers.
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For Daphne, Erin Moira, Kaz, and Paula—

Thank you for the plot busting, the wine, cheese and giggles.
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“You have a mark on your hand—”

“Oh, sorry. I washed them before I left work,” Harriette ‘Harry’ Swalwell said, pulling her hand back to scrutinize her palm.

Madam Ruth, the wizened little woman sitting across from her with hair that may have been a fiery red at one point, but now looked like a tired muddy orange peeping out of a faded, lopsided turban, frowned, then reached for her hand again. “I meant this mark,” she muttered, tracing a line in Harry’s hand. Harry’s shoulders sagged in relief. Not a stain from work, then. Although, with her job as a morpho medic, you could never be too careful.

Madam Ruth twisted her hand toward the candle to see better. Harry could understand a need for ambience, and the candles placed strategically around the room certainly helped set the mood for dark intimacy, secrets, shadows ... blah blah. They also masked a lot of the dinge in the dingy interior of the witch’s parlor. But seriously, the woman had to be seventy in the shade—and there was a lot of shade in her shabby little ‘reading’ room—surely a decorative little lamp with good wattage wouldn’t go astray? 

Harry glanced about the room. The walls of Madam Ruth’s parlor were covered in dark green, the paint peeling in some places. The round table they sat at was covered by a swathe of dark red velvet fabric—or maybe brown. It was hard to tell in this light. Two banks of shelves housed books, decks of tarot cards, bowls, cups, jars containing God only knew what—ugh, was that an eye?

What if she misread a palm? What if the old witch read a short lifeline as a short laugh line, or something? 

Madame Ruth flicked her an exasperated look. “I can see just fine.”

Harry’s eyebrows rose. She hadn’t said anything. Damn. Witches were way too sneaky. Too good at poking their noses in minds where they didn’t belong. She carefully pulled up a mental shield. Try reading that, witch.

The old woman eyed her with curiosity. “You’re good.”

Harry nodded. “I am.” She was an empath, and she’d had to learn the value of strong defenses. She was constantly running checks on her shields. And she was damned good at her job as a medic to shifters. That required a special skill—being able to understand human and animal anatomy, and be able to trace down sources of pain in order to assist the doctors in doing their thing—without being constantly assailed by others’ emotions. You needed to shield yourself from crashing waves of pain all day long. And fear, misery, grief, anger ...

“Your fate—it’s very strong. The line,” Madam Ruth clarified, turning her attention back to Harry’s palm. She trailed her fingertip down a crease in the skin. “It merges with your life.”

Harry waited, then frowned when it seemed nothing more was forthcoming. “Is that good or bad?”

Madam Ruth shrugged. “It simply is.”

Harry rolled her eyes. She was blowing a chunk of her wage on this woman, but not for this ‘it is what it is’ crud.

Madam Ruth sighed, then met Harry’s gaze. “I can see darkness—”

Harry eyed the parlor meaningfully. “Nothing a good light wouldn’t sort out.”

The woman’s grip on her hand tightened. “I meant with you, dingbat. You carry a darkness with you.”

Harry’s brow dipped, and she lowered her gaze to their hands. She knew about the darkness. That wasn’t a surprise. “That’s why I’m here,” she told the witch. “I can’t ...” she rolled her free hand as she sought for the right words. “I can’t connect with anyone because of it,” she said finally. “I need to ... forget it. Sort of.”

The witch squeezed her hand, forcing her gaze back to up. “Honey, I need you to tell me exactly what you want. You wanna forget-me spell? I can make you forget, you can walk out of here a completely new person ...?”

“Uh, no, not that. Well, not quite that. Sort of.” Hell, this was harder than she thought it would be.

Madam Ruth leaned back in her seat and folded her arms. “I can wait. It’s your dime.”

Harry took a deep breath. “Okay. We’re coming up to Valentine’s Day ... and you know what happens on Valentine’s Day,” she said. Everyone looking for a mate was out on the prowl. Humans knew it was a good opportunity for a hook up, as did the shifters—but the shifters also knew the usual resistance between the breeds was lower, and the chances of finding a mate were correspondingly higher.

The old woman closed her eyes, as if praying for patience. “You wanna get laid?”

“No! I mean, yes, of course—” it had been way too long between overnight sleepovers of the carnal kind, and, well, didn’t everyone? “I mean, I know that I can be a little—”

“Rude?”

“No—”

“Uptight?”

“Uh, let’s go with that,” Harry said, then frowned. “Wait—you think I’m rude?”

“What I think doesn’t matter. What do you think?” Madam Ruth asked.

“I think I need another witch,” Harry muttered. “Not a shrinky witch.”

“Rude it is, then.”

“Look, I need a love potion,” Harry continued hurriedly. 

Madam Ruth’s mouth twisted. “Yeah, I can see that.” Harry tried not to take offence. The woman scratched behind her ear, and Harry was momentarily distracted by her shifting turban. “You know who ya wanna use it on?”

“Ah, me,” Harry said.

The woman blinked. “You wanna love yourself? Honey, you don’t need a spell for that, I got some wands—”

“Whoa,” Harry said, holding her hands to stop—dear, God, please stop—the woman’s words. “No, I’m not in the market for one of your wands.”

“Are you sure? I’ve got a beautiful elm wand in there. It’s got knots,” the woman said, waggling her eyebrows. 

“Ew, no,” she said with a quick shake of her head. Ouch. Splinters. “I’m not comfortable with drugging someone else. I want to find someone who genuinely wants to be with me, and not because they drank something that made them think they want to be with me.”

“Oh, honey, I’m so confused. You want to use the love potion on ... you?”

“Yes. I don’t want this ... darkness to be what people respond to.” 

The witch blinked, still confused, and Harry sighed. “Two years ago, I ... lost someone. It’s—it’s been hard for me to connect with anyone since,” she admitted in a near whisper.

Madam Ruth’s confusion cleared, and sympathy flickered briefly in the woman’s eyes. “You need to get out of your own way,” she said, nodding. “You’re your own worst enemy.”

“Uh, I don’t know if I’d put it quite like that—”

“No, but I would,” the witch said, rising to her feet. “You need love potion number nine.”

Harry’s eyebrows rose. “That’s oddly specific. Not number eight, or ten? Or two point seven?”

“Not unless you want to attract a vampire, a troll or ... a fairy?” the witch said as she ambled over to the shelves and started collecting bottles. Thankfully, she didn’t touch the one with the bobbing eyes.

Harry blinked. “Oh, um, not so much.”

Madam Ruth nodded as she took down a bowl and made her slow way over to the sink. “I can make you up a mix right here.”

“Oh.” Harry frowned. “Are you sure you don’t need me to come back for it? Maybe it needs to marinate, or you need to make sure you’ve got the right spell ...?” She’d worked emergency one night after a man had drunk a potion that was supposed to make his bald head hairy, but instead he’d turned into an old red fairy. A painful shift for him, lots of confusion, and it had taken her two weeks to get the fairy dust out of her clothes.

Madam Ruth waved a hand. “I could do this one in my sleep. It’s a good ’un.” 

Harry screwed up her nose as the witch started to mix the ingredients. Jeez Louise, that stinks. She tried to breathe through her mouth to avoid the stench, but then it was worse, like she could taste it. 

She held the hem of her white tank top up to her nose. That is rank.

The witch spoke in a low voice, in a language that Harry didn’t understand, and then held a match to the surface of the liquid. Harry flinched at the resulting sparks, the puff of smoke, and then it was apparently done. The old woman grabbed an empty bottle and poured the concoction into it. She screwed a cap down on it with a smile of satisfaction, then turned and held it out to Harry. 

“There. Love potion number 9. It’s good for two weeks, then I’d get rid of any that’s left.”

Harry frowned, staring at the bottle. The liquid was a vibrant magenta color. “What happens after two weeks?”

“Do you really want to find out?”

Harry shook her head hurriedly, and the witch made her way over to the table and gave her the bottle. “What do I need to know?” she asked the woman. As a morpho medic, she always made sure to give her patients clear instructions when leaving the clinic. She would expect that witchy potions could be just as dangerous as the morphosis meds they handed out. 

“You need to think about your heart’s desire when you drink it. A couple of sips should do, don’t guzzle it. It’s not one of those ‘the more, the better’ mixes. I don’t need another nympho story connected to my business,” she warned.

Harry frowned. Another? “What exactly does this do?”

“It loosens you up a little bit,” the witch said, shrugging. “Not a dancing on tables kind of loose—unless that’s your heart’s desire ... Alcohol can do that just as easily. No, this will relax you, make you open to meeting who you need to meet.”

It sounded like the exact kind of medicine she was after. Harry nodded as she rose from the table. “Okay, two weeks only, and don’t guzzle. How long does it take before I feel the effects? Or until it wears off?”

The witch shrugged. “It varies. Depends on how much it’s gotta work.” She eyed Harry up and down. “And honey, you’re a whole lotta work.”

Harry pressed her lips together as she left the woman’s apartment. She wasn’t a whole lot of work. She could be fun. At least, that’s what Josie had thought. She’d met her best friend that first day on campus, and they’d been like green on grass until—

Harry blinked, her mouth drooping as sadness washed over her. She sighed. And that was exactly why she needed this potion. She trotted down the stairs from the second-floor apartment, and pushed open the door onto the street. She glanced at her watch as she turned in the direction of the train station—oof. 

She walked into a wall. A big, firm, warm wall. A hand rose to brace her arm to prevent her from falling back, and she looked up. Chiseled, bearded jaw, cushy lips, and—oh. Familiar brown eyes that now stared at her from beneath brows dipped in a V.

“Jude,” she exclaimed, pulling back as far as his grip on her arm would allow. She looked him up and down. Dark gray chinos, blue vest and a white collared shirt with his sleeves rolled up to show off his sexy forearms. No. This was Josie’s pain-in-the-butt eldest brother. His forearms were normal. Not sexy. She dragged her gaze away from the corded muscle. But then she had to look at those damn broad shoulders. She forced her gaze up further, to meet his brown eyes. “What are you doing here?” His office was on the other side of the city, as was his apartment. She should know, he’d moved into the one beneath hers, damn it. Her frown deepened. “Are you following me?”
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Jude’s frown deepened at her question. She was always so damn antagonistic. It had gotten worse after Josie died. He gazed down at her, in her dark jeans and white tank top that clung to her breasts and midriff like a second skin. He noticed she wore the peace sign necklace his sister had given her as a joke—because Harry could never be described as peaceful. Snappy, snarky ... sure. Peace-loving? Not so much. Then he realized her necklace rested against her breasts, and he was staring at her breasts. He snapped his gaze back to meet hers. 

“Paranoid, much? Believe it or not, not everything revolves around you.” 

“Okay, so ... why are you sniffing around here? This doesn’t seem to be your scene.” She arched an eyebrow.

“Oh, really? What is my scene, then?” The question was out before he could think better of it—he’d broken his cardinal rule. Never ask a question you didn’t want the answer for.

“Oh, I don’t know, chasing cars? Rifling through trash cans? Howling at the moon—oh, but you’ve got a good three hours before it makes an appearance. I can throw a ball for you ...?”

See. Case in point. “Ah, dog jokes. I expected better.”

“I’m sure you hear that a lot from your dates.”

Ouch. He tilted his head. Well, two could play at snark. “Do you think about my dates a lot?”

“Puh-leeze. I’d rather cover myself in honey and hang under a beehive.”

He was pretty sure that was intended to be a negative, but suddenly he had visions of her naked, coated in honey, and well ... it wasn’t a negative. Damn it. He frowned. “I’ve just been to see a client. Why are you here?” He was a criminal lawyer, and sometimes, when his client was restricted to home detention, he had to travel to them instead of them visiting him in his city office.

She opened her mouth. Hesitated. Closed it. Then lifted her chin. “Nothing,” she said, her eyes widening—as though she actually thought he’d believe her faux-innocent act. She slid something into her tote, some sort of bottle. 

His eyes narrowed. They were clear across town from where they both lived and worked. What the hell was she doing here, on the corner of Thirty-Fourth and Vine? He glanced about. The neighborhood wasn’t the friendlie—you’ve got to be kidding. He eyed the sign on the building she’d stepped out of. Madam Ruth’s Lotions, Potions and Incantations. He’d met Madam Ruth. She gave the impression of being a heartbeat away from the grave, but he knew her mind was as sharp as the knife she used to the carve eyes out of unlucky newts.

“A witch? What are you up to, now?” Harry and Josie were always up to mischief, but at least they’d managed to almost balance each other’s crazy. With Josie’s passing, he and his brothers felt a keen responsibility to check in on their kid sister’s best friend—whether she liked it or not, and try to keep her out of trouble. But they’d learned a morpho medic faced trouble every day, damn it.

Harry frowned, and tried to tug her arm out of his grasp. He didn’t let go. This was the first time they’d talked in weeks, and he was going to hang on to the opportunity. 

“I’m not up to anything,” she said, making her annoyance clear. “I’m just seeing a practitioner over a private matter.”

Concern pulled at his brows. “Are you okay?” He let go of her arm to press the back of his hand against her forehead to check her temp. Harry swatted him away. 

“I’m fine.” She frowned right back at him.

“Then why are you visiting a witch?” A thought occurred to him, and he dipped his head. “Is someone bothering you?” he asked, his voice low. Because if that was the case ... anger bloomed inside him at the thought. He remembered when she’d come home from work with an icepack pressed to her chin, courtesy of a vampire with a sore tooth. He’d tracked down that vampire and put him straight back into emergency, and he was prepared to do it again, if necessary.

“Uh, no, nothing like that,” she said, then patted him on his upper arm, and he felt a warm wave of reassurance, of calm, swamp his anger. His gaze dropped to her hand on his shirt sleeve. She was managing him, damn it. He didn’t want to be managed. He wanted to growl. Snap. Maybe bite something. But he also didn’t want her to shy away from touching him. So, he tolerated the calm. She lifted her chin as she slowly withdrew her hand. “Besides, if someone was bothering me, I wouldn’t need a witch to take care of it, I’d handle it myself.” 

He rolled his eyes in exasperation. “You know you can come to us—me—if you need anything, right?” 

Her smile was tight. “I can take care of myself.”

“But you don’t have to,” he argued. “Not alone. That doesn’t feel right.” 

For a moment, her smile turned sad. “So says the werewolf. I’m just a human, Jude. It’s okay if I’m not in a pack. I’m on my own, and I can look after myself.”

His lips tightened. Harry was never ‘just a human’. He hated this lone wolf crap from her. She’d closed herself off from practically everyone after Josie’s death. He knew she was independent. Sassy. Tough. A pain in his ass. He could respect that. But since Josie’s death, the warm, funny, ready-with-a-smile woman had disappeared behind a façade that was hard and edgy to the rest of the world. Harry reminded him of a wounded wolf, all bark and bite to cover the pain. Her gaze shifted, as though uncomfortable with his scrutiny.

“Uh, look, I’ve got to catch a train,” she said, jerking her thumb over her shoulder. 

Jude looked up and down the street, his expression grim. He didn’t like the idea of her roaming these particular streets at night, not with darkness encroaching. Three nights before Valentine’s Day, and everything started to crawl out of the woodwork. “You headed home? I’ll give you a ride.” He deliberately phrased it as a statement, not a question. Don’t ask a question you didn’t want to hear the answer to.

She looked at him for a moment, and her eyebrows rose. That’s when he realized how suggestive it had sounded. “Home,” he clarified. “I’ll drive you home.” Hell, did that sound worse?

Harry shook her head. “Oh, no, it’s not—”

“It’s getting dark, and we live in the same building. Makes sense. My car is parked in the next block.” He started walking down the street, but could sense her hesitation. 

“What are you waiting for? A darker shade of dusk?” he called out, not bothering to turn back. 

“I’ll make you a darker shade of dusk.” 

His lips quirked at her soft little mutter. For a morpho medic, she didn’t seem to grasp just how keen a wolf’s hearing could be. He heard her soft growl, and his smile grew. Then he heard her soft footfalls as she hurried to catch up to him, and schooled his features into a more placid mask. 

~*~
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HARRY ZIPPED UP HER dress and twisted to check her reflection. The little black dress was a snug fit on her torso and waist, with a flared mini skirt hitting her at mid-thigh. The sweetheart neckline dipped low enough to hopefully catch attention, but without the risk of an embarrassing wardrobe malfunction if she leaned over. She chewed her lip. She hadn’t been clubbing for nearly two years, and definitely never alone. But, well, that’s how she rolled, these days. 

She slipped her feet into black heels, then dabbed some gloss on her lips, rolling them inwards and then releasing them with a puckery pop. She slipped the tube of lip gloss into her clutch purse, then paused as she eyed the bottle of dark pink liquid sitting on her dressing table. Harry reached for it, sliding her fingers down the cool glass. Can I really do this?

She glanced through her open bedroom door to the living room beyond. The living room where she and Josie would turn the stereo up and dance around barefoot. Where they would sit and cry as they watched romantic dramas while eating their bodyweight in pizza. Where they’d giggle over their clumsy cocktails—although Josie’s werewolf metabolism meant she’d had to drink three times as much to feel the buzz, and her cocktails could stone a bear. God, she missed her friend. With the second anniversary of her death approaching, Harry knew that if her friend was alive and could see her now, she’d sit on that sofa and throw popcorn at her until Harry finally agreed to leave the apartment and find real people to talk to.

Tears blurred her vision, and she dragged her gaze from the lonely, silent living room and back to the mirror, and the photos taped to the frame there. Her mom and dad, who’d died in a car accident when she was five. Nanna—oh, God, dear Nanna. She smiled briefly at the photo of the white-haired woman laughing back at her, the scarf she was knitting pooled on her lap. Nanna was the first to realize Harry’s rages and crying jags weren’t her own, and had taught her how to master riding the waves of others’ emotions. Nanna Swalwell had dementia in her later years, and had fallen prey to pneumonia when Harry was seventeen. And then there was Josie. Her smile dropped. Sweet Josie. 

Josie had a degree in fashion design and was making a name for herself in the shifter clothing industry. Her designs catered for claws, transformations ... she’d even started a line of shirts and dresses with wing slits. 

Her best friend was slain on Valentine’s Day night. Her body had been found the following day in a warehouse down by the river. A hot tear rolled down Harry’s cheek. Since then, there were no fabric scraps and threads in the living room, no sound of the sewing machine late at night ... it was just so. Damn. Quiet. Without Josie.

She shifted her gaze to meet her reflection’s. Josie would be the first person to encourage her to drink this, or insist under threat of some form of torture she’d learned from her four older brothers, or just slip the potion into one of those clumsy cocktails ... She grasped the bottle. She could do this. She would drink. She would go out. She would meet people. And she would open herself up to the possibility of new friends, and maybe someone special. 

She nodded, then untwisted the cap. What had the witch said? You need to think about your heart’s desire when you drink it. Well, that was hard, since she hadn’t met him, yet. She sighed. She wanted someone who would listen to her. Someone who would understand her need to work in the medical field—with all the hours that entailed, and respect that work, and her, and not treat her like those guys who looked at nursing as a low paying, low class job. She wanted someone who could make her feel hot and horny—and be hot and horny for her—but who would also love and cherish her. She wanted family. She didn’t want silence surrounding her anymore. She took a deep, shaky breath, held the bottle to her lips and took a sip. Her gaze landed on Josie’s photo. She wanted someone Josie would approve of. Her friend had always complained about her eldest brother’s bossy streak, and Harry had told Josie she should appreciate the fact there was someone looking out for her. That was, until, that bossy attention was turned in her direction. Now, Harry thought she understood her friend’s annoyance. Jude was a dominant personality, an alpha wolf in his family. But she wasn’t a werewolf, and didn’t have to accommodate his mandates. Josie may have been bound by his rules, but she wasn’t.

For a moment, her sadness flared up. She wished Josie was here, getting ready to go out with her. God, if only they could find her killer and bring him—or her—to justice. She swallowed, and eyed her reflection. But tonight was time for fun. “Let’s go find someone special,” she murmured. She grabbed her tote and left her apartment.
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Jude stood with his three brothers at the table in the nightclub and glanced down at his drink. Hell. He was in hell. The music was loud, and he could feel the vibrations to his bones. His beast snarled inside him, and he had to consciously calm him. Neither of them liked loud noises.

“Relax, Jude. It’s just for a couple of hours.” His twin brother, Josh, slapped him hard enough on the back to make him lean forward. 

“This isn’t my scene,” he growled. Yes, it was a great time to go out and chase tail, but that wasn’t the only reason he and his brothers were gathered here tonight. And they’d be doing the same thing again the next two nights, too. Josie had been murdered by the Valentine Slayer, and that person was still out there, hunting, killing. And if that guy was out there, hunting in the clubs, then so were he and his brothers. 

Jesse, his younger brother, smirked. “And that’s why you’re still single.”

“So are you,” Jude pointed out.

Jesse grinned. “Hey, I’m just getting started. You, two, on the other hand,” he said, gesturing to the twins, “should be pumping out those puppies. Come on, surely you know a woman by this stage.” Shifters called it the knowing. When you knew this was the person you were supposed to be with—on a physical level, an emotional level, a bestial level ... when you recognized a person as your mate. For some it was a quicksilver realization. Love at first sight. For others, it was that slow dawn of recognition.

Jude shook his head. “Nope.” He was familiar with plenty of women, but hadn’t known his mate as yet.

Jesse sighed. “How am I supposed to exercise my role as the fun uncle if you don’t give me nieces and nephews to bounce on my knee?”

Jake, the middle brother, frowned as he counted off his on his fingers. “One, what makes you think you’re the fun uncle, and two, how is it that you can be the youngest and sound like a grandma?”

Jesse shrugged. “One, have you seen you, Grumpster? And two, that’s my appeal. An old soul trapped in this smoking hot bod ...” he said, gesturing to his six-foot-one frame.

“So modest,” Jude said dryly.

“Hey, I’m great at being modest,” Jesse said, holding up his empty glass—and then he noticed it was empty. He frowned. “Who’s got the next round?”

“You do,” the brothers chorused, and Jesse made a face, then started to make his way to the bar. 

Josh leaned his elbow on the table, and looked around the club. “So, how is everyone?” 

Jude glanced at his twin brother. Josh had moved to Moonfell six months after Josie’s death, and now worked in a corporate law firm. It was a far cry from his life here in Crescent City—and Jude thought that was the point. Far away from constant reminders of Josie. Jude couldn’t give himself that luxury, though. He was the eldest, the head of the family. He’d failed to protect Josie, he didn’t deserve to run away from the memories. He had to make sure it didn’t happen again, not to his own. 

“We’re good,” Jake responded. 

Josh glanced at Jake. “What’s the latest?”

Jude turned to his brother. Jake was a detective with the Crescent City police department, and while his connection to Josie blocked him from working her murder investigation, he still had contacts.

Jake glanced about, then leaned forward, shaking his head. “There was a suspect—he was the last person seen with Josie before she disappeared ...” 

Jesse frowned. “Why wasn’t he arrested?”

“Because he’s had a blackout for that time.”

“Convenient,” Josh muttered.

Jake shook his head. “No, they’ve had a psyche medic scan him. He has a hole in his memory from early in the afternoon, until midday the next day. Something was done to him—just like all the others.” 

Jude frowned. “Compulsion?”

Jake nodded. “Of a sort. Psyche medic says he’s never seen anything like it before. Could be magic. Could be drugs. Could be a compelling vamp. No clue.”

Jude swore. Another dead end. Damn it.

Silence reigned at their table for a moment, the rock beat of the night club swelling into the void, then Josh cleared his throat. 

“How’s Harry? I tried calling her—”

“Did she ignore your call?” Jake asked.

Jude shook his head. “She won’t ignore our calls. She knows what happens if she does.” They—well, usually he—would track her down to make sure she was okay. The third time he’d shown up at her clinic, she’d been angry, initially, but then had finally promised to take their calls. 

“No, she took it, but she brushed me off, said she had an appointment.” Josh said as Jesse approached with a tray of eight glasses, all brimming with bourbon. 

An attractive brunette followed him. His youngest brother set the drinks down on the table, and handed the tray back to the waitress. “Thank you, darlin’.” The woman smiled, winked, and handed him a napkin that Jesse tucked into his trouser pocket. She gave him a little wiggle of her fingers, and all brothers watched as she walked away, her hips swaying. 

“Damn,” Jesse said in a low exhale, then turned to his brothers. “Okay, just letting you know, I’m bouncing at one a.m. I have a date.” He glanced around the group. “What did I miss?”

“We were talking about Harry,” Jake informed him, and Jesse grinned as he looked at Jude. 

“How’s Harry, Jude?” 

“She’s a pain in the ass,” he answered immediately. He told his brothers about finding her in the Eleventh Ward, and that she’d been to see a witch. 

“Well, at least she’s back talking to you, again,” Josh commented.

“If you call that talking,” Jesse said, removing his straw and draining the contents of his first glass. “Put us all out of our misery, Jude. Ask her out.” Jesse slid his straw into another glass.

Jude gave his brother a look that suggested he’d lost his marbles. “Don’t be ridiculous. She’s Josie’s best friend. She’s like a sister.”

Josh blinked, then frowned as he braced his hands on the table and leaned forward. “The operative word here being like, right? She’s like a sister, but ... you’re not actually her brother. She’s not our sister.”

“She’s as good as,” Jude growled. 

“She’s also gorgeous,” Jesse supplied, then held up his hands at Jude’s ferocious glare. “Hey, just stating facts, counsellor. She’s hot.”

“She’s also a smart ass.”

“But only with you,” Jesse pointed out, then reached for his second drink. “Me, she loves. We go bowling.”

Jude really wanted to hit his brother.

“So, you moving your ass from your penthouse apartment in the heart of the city into that dinky little two-bedder underneath hers is ...?” Jake asked as he glanced idly around. 

Jude shrugged. “Someone’s got to look out for her. Josie loved Harry like a sister. That’s good enough for me. And,” he said, meaningfully, “I don’t want her hurt like Josie was.”

Silence reigned for a moment, then Josh nodded. “Fair call.”

Jake tilted his head. “So, you’re not interested in Harry, romantically? Like, if she was dating, you’d be fine?” His attention was caught on something over Jude’s shoulder.

Jude smirked. “She’d have to find someone to put up with that mouth of hers, first.”

Jake’s eyebrows rose. “Uh, I don’t think that will be problem,” he said, then indicated behind him. 

Jude glanced briefly over his shoulder, did a double take, then slowly turned. Holy hell.

Harry pulled back from kissing some guy, and she looked ... different. 

His gaze dripped over her, from her wavy bobbed dark hair gleaming almost blue under the colored lights, the silver hoops in her ears that danced against her neck, to the golden expanse of collarbone and cleavage visible above the plunging neckline of that dress, and those long, muscled, curvy legs. 

Sexy. 

Josh brushed past him, but Jude remained frozen. 

Sexy. She didn’t get dressed up often, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen her wear anything other than jeans or her hospital scrubs. 

Harry laughed, her lips curving in a natural smile that was captivating. She stood up on her toes and planted a kiss on the guy’s lips—

That galvanized him, and he made his way through the crowded club. He saw when Josh reached her, touching her gently on the arm. Harry pulled away, and her eyes lit up when she recognized his brother. She exclaimed happily, her arms rising, and she kissed Josh in greeting. 

On the mouth, damn it. 

He could see Josh’s eyes widen in surprise. Someone shoved past Jude, and he was about to yank the guy back, then realized it was Jesse. His youngest brother hurried to Harry’s side, his arm sliding around her slender waist. She pulled away from Josh, and her smile lit her face again when she recognized Jesse. She turned to him, but Jude lengthened his stride and managed to shove his face in between his brother and Harry’s, and Harry kissed Jude’s cheek instead.

Harry’s eyes widened in shock, and she pulled back. 

“Jude.” 

“Harry.”

“Hi,” she breathed, pressing herself against him. Hell. Her torso against his. Sexy.

She smiled at him, really smiled, and for a moment he was distracted by her. She looked ... happy. He sucked in a breath, and that’s when he caught it. Her scent, jasmine, feminine musk, something that he identified as pure Harry, and ... something else. Just the slightest hint of sweetness that he’d never smelled on her before. 

His eyes narrowed, and he leaned back a little to look at her. She smiled up at him and ran her palms up over his chest. She gazed up at him. “You look nice,” she told him. She was relaxed. Unguarded. Touchy. Friendly. It was the last that got him. 

Harry was being friendly. Something’s wrong. “Dance?” he asked. 

She caught her bottom lip between her teeth—holy hell, when she looked up at him like that, he wanted to bite that bottom lip for her. “Sure,” she said. 

The guy she’d kissed first frowned in protest and reached for her. “Hey, we were talking—” 

“And now you’re not,” Jude growled, flashing his eyes and exposing his canines in warning as he turned Harry toward the dance floor. 

Jesse and Josh stepped in, their expressions grim, and the guy held up both hands as he backed away, muttering something under his breath before focusing on another woman nearby.

Jude led Harry onto the dance floor, his hand clutching hers firmly. He had no intention of letting her go. She whirled to face him, a wavy lock dancing against her brow and cheek. She wasn’t running away. Oh. Hello. She gave him a slow smile as she started to sway her hips in time with the music, then stepped even closer to him. Oh, wow. He moved with the music, but his attention was completely focused on the vixen in front of him.

Her hazel eyes darkened, and he watched as she grasped his other hand, curling her fingers through his, and raised their arms above their heads, her hips swaying to the beat of the music. She slid her fingers from his grasp, trailing her hands down his arms, his torso, before she rested them on her own hips. It was the most physical contact they’d ever had.

“You seem ... relaxed,” he commented. Her lips curled in a seductive smile.

“I am.” Her hands slid up her ribcage, skimmed over her breasts, up her neck and tousled her hair in a way he immediately wanted to do to her himself before she raised her arms up over her head. She closed her eyes and seemed to give herself over to the music.

Jude swallowed. She was ... magnificent. He’d never seen her like this, before. She opened her eyes, smiled at him, then turned, dancing away for a moment before coming back to him. He grasped her hips and pulled her closer. “What’s gotten into you?”

“Nothing,” she breathed, and he gritted his teeth as she writhed against him in a most un-Harry like way, but a way he liked very much. She turned, leaning back against him, and he pulled her closer. His gaze skimmed down the front of her chest, her breasts cupped by the neckline of her dress, showing him plenty but not quite enough. She tilted her head back against his chest.

“Did you take something?”

She chuckled, a low, throaty sound that curled inside him with a slow-building heat. “Maybe ...”

He frowned, and turned her to face him. “What? What did you take, Harry?” Holy hell. She undulated her body against his. He would have swept her up in his arms right then and there, but the surprise of it stopped him. She’d never been like this with him. Never touched him like this, pressed herself up against him like this ... looked at him like this. Certainly, had never spoken to him without a stinging barb ... “Something from the witch?”

“Uh-huh,” she said, her hands sliding up his arms.

“What does it do?” he asked, dipping his head so he could hear her response over the throbbing music.

“It relaxes me,” she said, smiling.

“So does vodka,” he said, but couldn’t help smiling back at her. She was so damn sexy and approachable at the moment. Fun. His hands rested on the small of her back, feeling the play of muscle as she moved her hips in time to the music. “Why do you want to be relaxed?”

She pouted, toying with the button of his shirt. “So people will like me ...” 

His brow dipped, surprised by her words. “People like you just fine,” he told her.

She dipped her head from side to side in a way that was both a sexy ripple of her body and a negation, all at once. “I’m too uptight.” She gave him a slow smile. She slid one button through the hole, her gaze lifting to his as she trailed her fingers down to do the same to the next button. Goddamn, she could flirt. She was making him so hard.

“This makes me not so uptight,” she told him, then dipped down so low, her hands trailing down his legs before skimming back up his body. A muscle ticked in his jaw as her fingers danced over his hips. Jeezus.

“This isn’t you, Harry,” he said roughly, but still couldn’t stop his hand brushing along the line of the zipper on the back of her dress when she stepped closer. 

She curled her fingers into the front panels of his shirt, and tugged him close, her hazel eyes meeting his. “But this is me, Jude.” She stood up on her tiptoes as she pulled him down to her, and pressed her mouth against his. He slid his hand into her bobbed hair to stop her. 

Her tongue was quick and agile, darting to brush against his, before she pulled back. 

Jude’s gaze met hers. She was staring at him intently, her breasts pressed against his chest, and he could feel the warmth of her breath against his chin. She was warm and curvy in his arms, her lips glistening from their kiss, and desire brightened the gold shards in her hazel eyes. 

She wasn’t herself. If he was really looking out for her like a big brother, he’d drag her out of this club and shut her in somewhere until whatever drug she’d taken wore off. 

But as Josh had said, he wasn’t actually her brother.

His hand tightened in her hair, and he swept her up to him as he lowered his head, pressing his mouth against hers.
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God, yes. Harry moaned softly as Jude’s lips forced her mouth open, and his tongue slid in to tangle with hers. She closed her eyes. Music thumped around her, through her, her heartbeat synchronizing with the dance beat. He smelled amazing, all manly musk and sandalwood. She swept her hands up his arms, clenching his massive biceps through the cool fabric of his maroon shirt before entwining her arms around his neck.

His arms wrapped around her waist, mashing her breasts against his chest—he was so damn big, she felt surrounded by him, enveloped by him. The song changed, the beat quickened, and she writhed against him. He twisted his head, changing the angle, and she speared her fingers through his short hair, scraping his scalp gently. He growled, low and throaty, his hands sliding firmly over her hip, her ass, up her zipper, along her ribs, everywhere. His breath matched hers in pace. He was hot, and she could feel his hardness nudging her stomach. God, he felt big already. She writhed against him. He pulled her head back, panting as he stared down at her, his brown eyes dark with arousal.

Holy smoke. She met his gaze, breathing just as harshly. Her ears popped, and her vision flickered for a moment. Brightened. Blurred, and suddenly she couldn’t see Jude, could only feel him, his chest rising and falling against hers, his hardness against her stomach, his arms around her, his hand in her hair.

But all she could see was darkness that slowly sharpened. An alleyway. “What?” she gasped.

“Harry?” She could hear Jude’s voice, but it sounded so far away. She blinked. She was in an alleyway, leaning against cool brick. 

The sound of heels clicking on pavement caught her attention. 

“Harry? Are you okay?”

She tightened her grip on Jude’s shoulders. “Jude?” she whispered, uncertain. Why couldn’t she see him? Those heels, clicking, the noise so distinct above the distant throb of music. She saw the woman’s shoe appear at the edge of the building. She timed it to her pace, letting her take one, two steps, letting her pass—but only just. She reached for her, covering her mouth with a gloved hand, cutting off the woman’s scream as she hauled her back into the darkness of the alley. She raised her hand, letting the woman see the syringe.

Harry felt the woman’s flinch, heard her breath catch, sensed the shock, and then the cold snap of fear before plunging the syringe into the woman’s neck.

“Harry!” Jude called her name. His hands clasped her head, and Harry blinked, and suddenly he was there, his expression concerned. The music was so loud, and the strobe lights flickered to the point of irritating. Harry blinked, then gazed up at Jude. 

“What happened? Where was I?”

He met her gaze, his expression grim as he patted her down, as though checking she was okay. “I don’t know. I’m taking you home. Now.”

They turned to leave the dance floor, then halted. Jude’s brothers stood on the edge of the dance floor. Josh arched an eyebrow. Jake tilted his head to the side, curious. Jesse’s straw fell from his open mouth, shocked. 

Jude nodded at his brothers. “We’re leaving.”

Josh and Jake nodded. Jesse set his glass down on a nearby table. “Okay.”

Jake placed his hand on the younger Colton’s chest, making him stop. “He didn’t mean us.”

“Oh.”

~*~
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“UH, THANKS,” HARRY said, turning to look at Jude’s shoes. She couldn’t quite look him in the eye. 

“Open the door.” Jude’s words were uttered in a low, firm tone. 

“Uh, you don’t have to—”

“Open the door before I kick it in,” he grated. Her gaze flicked to his, then skidded away. Jude looked ... pissed. 

“Look, about before,” she murmured as she quickly fished her keys out of her purse and unlocked her door. “I’m sor—”

Jude walked past her into her apartment, glancing around. “Where is it?”

“What?” She glanced up and down the building’s corridor, then bit her lip as she hurried inside, closing her door behind her. She jogged down her hallway and found him in her kitchen, reaching for the fridge.

“Whatever the hell that witch gave you,” he muttered. He peered at the contents of her fridge—frowned at a container that she was pretty sure held the Chinese takeaway dinner from a week ago. She really should throw that out. 

“Look, I’m sorry,” she said, holding up one hand as she placed her purse on the kitchen counter. He closed the fridge door and started searching her cupboards. She moved in front of the pantry. “If we could just pretend that I didn’t—” 

Jude glared at her. “What? That you didn’t just act like a bitch on heat?”

She gasped, blinking, but before the sting of his words had a chance to land he was right in front of her, crowding her back against the pantry door. He looked down at her, his breath quickening. “For the record,” he said, his voice low as he braced his hand above her head and leaned in until she could feel his breath against her neck, “when a werewolf says that to you, we don’t mean it as an insult. It’s ... hot.”

She swallowed. Yes, yes, it was hot. He was hot. Her eyelashes fluttered. “O-okay.” She was hot. For him. Hot Jude. Dear God, this potion was taking forever to wear off. Her nipples peaked in her bra, and she licked her lips. 

Jude’s gaze lowered to her lips, and he dipped his head. His forehead met hers, and he closed his eyes, giving a soft growl as he pushed away from the pantry. He started unbuttoning his sleeves.

Oh, dear God, not the sleeves. Not the sexy forearms.

“Tell me,” Jude said, his gaze dark and purposeful. He started to roll up his sleeve in sharp, short, snappy moves. 

“I bought a potion,” she told him, staring at his arms. His strong, sexy arms. Those arms had held her on the dance floor. Squished her up against him in such a delicious way. 

“No shit. What kind of potion?” 

Oh, dear. Now he was rolling back the other sleeve in those same sharply controlled movements. She fanned herself. “Can we talk about this another time? Actually, let’s not talk about it all ...” She nodded. Yep. That would be fantastic.

He put both hands on his waist. Well, crap. The opened collar of his shirt parted—oh, right. She remembered undoing those buttons ... The parted fabric showed a glimpse of his chest, with the groove between his pectorals, and just the right dusting of chest hair.

Of course, he’d have just the right dusting of chest hair. She wanted to go up to him and run her hands through that chest hair, yank that shirt wide open—she clasped her hands behind her back. No. Nope. Jude. Hot Jude. Josie’s Jude. 

“Look, I wasn’t expecting to see you at the club,” she told him truthfully. Hadn’t expected to see any Colton tonight, let alone all four brothers. “I didn’t intend for this to happen,” she said gesturing between them. “Not with you.” No, Jude was not an option.

His eyebrows rose. “Not with ... me,” he said, pressing his thumb against his chest, right where his shirt was parted. Damn it, why didn’t he cover up? “What, you went there to kiss anyone?”

She frowned. He made it sound smutty. Slutty. She stepped closer to him, until they were toe-to-toe. “Yes, and quite frankly, I’ll do it again. I’ll do it with whomever I want, wherever I want, however I want.” She placed her hands on her hips. “All you shifters, you wolves, leopards, bears—you’re all out on the prowl, and it’s okay because it’s ‘your nature’,” she snapped, tweaking her fingers in the air to emphasize her words. “Well, guess what, shifters aren’t the only ones who mate. We humans mate, too. In fact, we love mating, and for you to act like what I do with my love life is somehow dirty and cheap when you do exactly the same makes you the worst kind of self-righteous hypocrite.”

His eyes flared, and his lips tightened. “That’s not what I meant. This is not the right time for you to suddenly get adventurous.”

Harry’s eyes narrowed. “It’s coming up to Valentine’s Day, Jude. It’s the perfect time. How is it that you can go out to the clubs and prowl, but I can’t?”

Jude opened his mouth, took a breath, then grasped her forearm. Anger. Frustration. Purpose. Worry. They all assailed her. His emotions were battering her. “I wasn’t there to prowl, Harry.” The color of his eyes darkened, shards of black spreading from his pupils. “I was there to hunt.” His voice was low, grim. Determined. Harry’s lips parted. Jude was a werewolf, she’d known him for years, but this was the first time she actually sensed the danger of him, the leashed power. So, this was alpha-ness ... ness.

“There is a killer out there, Harry, or have you forgotten?”

Her breath hitched, and she had to blink away the hot burn of tears. “Of course, I haven’t forgotten.” She forced the words past the sudden dry lump in her throat. She yanked her arm out of his grip, and knew the only way she did it was because he allowed it. “How can you say that to me?” she whispered, stalking past him to step into her living room. She turned to face him once she felt there was a safe distance between them. Because she didn’t know whether she wanted to hit him, hug him, or hump him.

“I am keenly aware that Josie’s killer is still out there,” she rasped, pointing to the glass doors leading to her third-floor balcony. “I live with that every day, just like you do. But sometimes, that knowing—” she clenched her hands into fists, “it’s swamping me. And for one night, I didn’t want to feel like I was drowning. I wanted to connect with someone.” She lifted her chin. She wasn’t going to apologize, would not feel guilty for it. 

Jude stepped into the living room. “What happened with that potion? Your eyes went funny.”

She’d gone a weird kind of blind, but figured he was already giving her enough hell, he didn’t need more ammo. “Funny? I don’t know what you mean.” She still didn’t understand how she could feel like she was in two places at once—that alley, and the nightclub dance floor. If she couldn’t understand it, how could she explain it to Jude?

He folded his arms—oh, dear, those forearms ... the corded muscles rippled with the movement. Damn it, he looked so stern, so darkly forbidding. And he didn’t intimidate her one bit. Okay, maybe a tiny bit. “Your eyes turned to gold. Then you kind of phased out.”

Her eyebrows rose. “Oh, really?” She shrugged. “Maybe it was the lighting.”

Jude’s eyes narrowed. “Or maybe it was the potion. What exactly did you drink?”

Well, there were no eyes of newt, she could attest to that. Anything else in the mix, well, that was anybody’s guess—and Madam Ruth’s secret recipe. “Look, it’s just a potion.” She wagged a finger at him. “Your sister gave me worse to drink.”

There was a brief twitch to his lips, and then his frown deepened. “Get it for me.”

Her eyebrows rose, and then it was Harry folding her arms. He would dispose of it. “No.” She wasn’t about to let Jude Colton take away a chance at happiness, at finding a possible soul mate.

“Harry—”

“No. My potion. My life.” 

“You need to get rid of it.”

“No, I need you to leave.” She walked down the hallway to her front door. “You don’t get to boss me around, Jude. I decide what I’m going to do. And if I want to drink that potion, and go kiss some guy, I’ll do that.” She opened the door, but Jude’s palm was there, pushing it closed again. He’d moved fast. Silent. Damn wolf. 

“It’s too dangerous,” he said. His breath stirred against her cheek, and she could smell him. Sandalwood. Wolf. Jude. The guy who thought he could take charge of her life.

Her eyes narrowed as she glanced up at him. “What’s too dangerous, exactly? Kissing guys?” Her gaze dropped to his lips, framed by the closely trimmed beard. His lips had felt great against hers. Before, she’d always thought of him as tight-lipped. Now, she saw he had this kind of cushy, kissy, pouty thing going on. Heat started to bloom somewhere deep inside. “I think I can handle it.” The words emerged low and husky, and she cleared her throat. Damn it, this was Josie’s brother. Pain-in-the-ass Jude. Not some hottie she wanted to smear herself up against. She opened the door.

“Don’t worry,” she told him quietly. “Next time I’ll make sure it’s not you.” She looked pointedly at the doorway. 

A muscle in Jude’s jaw ticked as he glared down at her for a moment. “This conversation isn’t over.”

“It is for me,” she said, smiling sweetly as he stepped out into the hallway.

“We will talk. But in the meantime, don’t drink—”

She closed the door on whatever order he was going to give her and smiled at the resultant growl vibrating through the door.

There was silence for a moment. “Lock the door.” His order was clipped, and she figured she’d already tested his patience about as much as he’d tested hers. He’d wait there until she did it. Part of her was tempted to come back in an hour, but she figured he’d just kick her door in. Or open it. She sighed gustily, turned the lock, then braced her back against the door. She didn’t hear him leave—he moved way too quietly for a big guy—but she sensed it. A lack of warmth, an absence of presence that made her silent apartment seem deafening in its solitude. She tilted her head back, her mind going over what had happened.

Ohmigod. She’d kissed Jude Colton. She raised her hand to her lips. He was a good kisser, too. Like, bone-melting, knee-knocking, toe-curling good. She squeezed her eyes shut. So embarrassing. Of all the nightclubs in Crescent City, of all the guys in that nightclub, she’d kissed Jude Colton. 

And loved it. 

She cupped her face in her hands. Oh, so embarrassing. The guy was the big brother she’d never wished she’d had. All bossy and gruff and annoying.

And sexy and hot and gorgeous.

But why had she had that ... episode? She couldn’t think of another name for it. One minute, she was in Jude’s arms, and the next, she’d been kidnapping a woman in an alley—but still in his arms. It didn’t make sense. 

“Damn potion.” She knew that old crone couldn’t see crap. She walked down the hall to her bedroom. She’d meant what she said to Jude. Next time she’d make sure he wasn’t in the vicinity when she was under the influence of the potion. She had an opportunity to form a meaningful connection with someone, and that someone most definitely wasn’t Jude Colton.

~*~
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JUDE PUNCHED HIS PILLOW, but was still frustrated as all hell. He ripped the pillow part, finding only mild satisfaction in the clouds of wadding that floated slowly to the floor. He threw the remnants of the pillow on to the floor by his bed, and rolled onto his back. 

Damn it. She was frying his brain.

Harry Friggin’ Swalwell. He shoved his hand through his hair, the follicles prickling across his scalp. The sheet tickled against his skin. He was so damn sensitized. And horny. And hot. But, more horny. He growled softly as he glared up at his bedroom ceiling.

It had to be a love potion. A damn love potion. Over and over, mental images of Harry kissing other guys—hell, even Josh—played in his mind. Something had sparked, there. It wasn’t jealousy—because that would suggest he had feelings for the brat. No. It was more of a desire to protect her. Violently. From any guy locking lips with her—including his brother. And then she’d kissed him, and that spark had flared into something far more primal. An urge to possess. To claim.

At first, she’d been playful. But hell, when she went so damn provocative on him, he would’ve taken her right there on the dance floor if she hadn’t gone all witchy-woo on him. 

The memory of that made his brows pull lower. The way her eyes had flashed gold, and suddenly she wasn’t so much looking at him as through him. What the hell happened? And why wouldn’t she talk to him about it? He’d seen the look in her eyes when he’d asked her about it, the flicker of confusion, of trepidation. Something had happened, and she was trying to hide it from him. 

His lips firmed. Harry Swalwell couldn’t hide anything from him. It was so damn frustrating that she wouldn’t immediately open up to him, but in the two years since Josie had died, he’d learned Harry Swalwell was a difficult chick to get to know. But he could be patient. For Josie. 

Harry was home, now. Safe and sound, tucked away in bed in the room above his. He stared at his ceiling, wishing he could see through it. What did Harry Swalwell wear to bed? A flannelette nightgown? One of those voluminous t-shirts that chicks thought were so comfy but were secretly designed to drive a guy crazy by just grazing the thighs? Boxers and a sexy tank top ...? Or some barely-there negligee that he could peel off of her with his teeth. Maybe she slept commando?

Damn it. Now he was picturing Harry Friggin’ Swalwell all sexy and naked and entangled in the sheets.

Argh.

He rolled onto his side and dragged the other pillow over to him. He sighed gustily and forced his eyes shut. She was safe, and that’s all there was to it. He had a deposition in his office tomorrow morning, so he needed to sleep. Forget Harry.

Forget that sexy little black number she’d worn. 

Forget the way she’d danced to that thumping bass beat, all dips and curves ...

His heart started to thud in time to the music in his mind, and visions of Harry, undulating against him, had his cock stirring. When she’d turned and rested her butt against his groin ... his cock started to throb in time to that imaginary beat, and in his mind he and Harry were back in the club, her body against his. 

He rolled onto his back, his hand skimming under the sheet to clutch his cock. She kissed him, that playful, talented little tongue ... His length hardened in his hand as he gave himself a pump. 

She whimpered. Jude frowned. That wasn’t a sexy whimper. There was a soft cry, but it wasn’t a sexy cry. He stilled, listening. 

“No, God, please, no!”

His eyes snapped open, staring up at the ceiling. Harry. He was already out of his bed and running through the sliding door to the balcony when she screamed. 
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Chapter 5
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“No,” Harry whimpered. The woman from the alley was sitting in a metal tub of water. Her arms and legs were cuffed on the sides and end, and she writhed against her leather restraints. A leather strap held her face in place on the wooden headrest, and some contraption had been inserted between her lips to keep her mouth open. Harry’s hands—no, those weren’t her hands. They were bigger, masculine. The hands were twisting a screw at the side, widening the opening of the woman’s mouth. 

The woman’s scream came out as a gurgling cry. “Shh ...” Harry heard the whisper, but knew she hadn’t said it. She was there, but ... not. “You can’t fight it.” 

Harry watched as those hands picked up a syringe from a tray on a table by the tub. Harry’s trepidation turned to horror as those hands inserted the needle in the gum above one of his victim’s fangs, and he drew serum into the syringe. The fang wasn’t a canine, like a werewolf, or the incisors of a vampire. These were different—vaguely familiar ... Harry flinched when the woman screamed, a high-pitched keening gargle of a noise that had Harry clapping her hands over her ears, but it didn’t stop that terrifying sound echoing within her mind. She whimpered as she watched those hands place the syringe on the table, then pick up two crescent-shaped dishes and hold them to the woman’s cheeks, catching her tears as she sobbed.

“That’s it, my sweet.”

The woman stared back at him, her eyes wide with horror. He let her catch her breath, then scraped the dishes up the side of her face to catch the last of her tears. “You cry so beautifully.” The man’s voice was deep. Husky. He placed the dishes on the table, picked up some surgical tape, and proceeded to tape the dishes to her face. “Not long, now.”

Harry whimpered as she watched those hands pick up a pair of pliers, and there was more gurgling, more whimpering from the woman as he fixed them around one of her fangs. 

“No, God, please, no!” Harry cried.

He brushed the woman’s hair back from her face in an almost soothing gesture, then yanked. The woman screamed, her back arching as far as the restraints would let her. Harry whimpered with her, feeling her pain, the hot burst of agony in her jaw as nerves were ripped open.

She also felt the almost delirious ecstasy in the man. The keen satisfaction, the anticipation ...

He repeated the process on her other fang and dropped the teeth into a dish on the table. “Now, that wasn’t so bad, was it?”

The man placed his hand on her forehead, as though soothing a child. Harry was assailed by the woman’s emotions. Terror. Agony. Hot, searing agony. Anger. Loss. The sensation of her beast, writhing inside her in pain, wanting to lash out, and furious it couldn’t. Panic. Hopelessness. Resignation. Conversely, she also sensed his delight, self-pride, the borderline rapture. A dark, sickly joy ... They buffeted her like the waves of a violent storm, leaving Harry feeling bruised and breathless.

Harry shook her head, trying to dislodge what she was seeing in her mind’s eye, but couldn’t. The woman’s eyelids finally opened, and Harry sobbed at the realization, the defeat in her hollowed eyes. 

“What? No more tears? Ah. I see. Well, that concludes our time together, my sweet. Thank you for your gifts.” He unclipped the leather strap holding her head in place.

The woman’s eyes closed, but not before Harry glimpsed her broken relief as she turned her face away from her abuser. His hands then flicked a switch on a black unit hooked up to the tub, and Harry saw the water ripple.

“Look at me,” the man said, then walked around to stand at the head of the tub. The woman resisted his order. He reached for her head, tilting her face back so he could look down on her features.

At his touch, Harry felt the chill of the water, could sense the beast’s writhing inside the woman turn sluggish, the woman’s sense of pain as her beast slowed, curling up inside itself until it no longer moved. No longer lived. The cold surrounded her, and Harry screamed as she sensed the ice spread inside her, turning the blood to crystal shards. The last squeeze of air expanding into a hard solid that ripped at her lungs. The woman’s expression hardened into a tortured mask of misery as the ice claimed her, clawing through her mind. Her eyes turning an opaque blue, and Harry felt the burn of it as the woman died.

“Harry, it’s okay.” A voice, echoing in her head.

“Ah, you saved the best for last, my sweet.”

Those hands, those horrible, skilled hands reached for tweezers on the table by the tub, and he gently grasped the last tear of the woman, frozen against the blue skin of her cheek, and peeled it off. He held it up, turning his hand one way, then the other as he surveyed the tear drop like a diamond under a loupe.

“Harry, you’re safe. I’ve got you, honey.” Again, that voice, like a magnet, a lure ...

“Perfection.” He dropped the diamond tear into a dish with a delicate clatter, then picked up a syringe with a very fine needle. He inserted it into an area above the woman’s right eye, just below her brow bone, and extracted something into a vial, then repeated the process on her left eye. He popped the caps on the syringes, and placed the vials on his table. He sighed, then trailed his finger down the woman’s cheek. Cold. Nothing. It was all Harry could sense. A nothingness, an emptiness from the corpse he touched. 

“Thank you, my sweet.” He clapped his hands together.

Harry jerked, her eyes struggling in the darkness to focus. Hands clasped her face. Gentle hands. Big hands. Warm hands. So warm. She shuddered.

“You’re safe,” Jude said, his expression calm, concerned as his brown eyes bored into hers. “I’ve got you.”

“Oh, God, Jude,” she gasped, and lurched forward, wrapping her arms around his neck. She cried into the hollow of his neck, and his arms wrapped around her, holding her close. Tight. She trembled. So cold. So chilled. 

“It’s okay, honey. I’ve got you.” Jude rubbed his hands up and down her back. “Damn, you’re ice-cold, baby.”

She clutched at his shoulders, his bulk so reassuring, so tangible ... so real. She took a deep, shuddering breath to calm her thudding heart.

“Shh, it’s okay. Just a bad dream.”

She shook her head as she pulled back a little. “I—I don’t think it was,” she whispered. Moonlight filtered in through the sliding door to her bedroom balcony, and Jude had one half of his face in darkness, one half cast in silver, along with his shoulder, muscled torso and—Harry frowned as she whipped her gaze back up to his. “Are you naked?”

~*~
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JUDE WATCHED AS HARRY huddled beneath the throw rug he’d grabbed when she sat on the lounge in her living room. “I’m telling you, it wasn’t just a dream,” she insisted. Her voice was quiet. Low. She stared vacantly into the distance. 

“I don’t know what it was,” he said as he stepped away from the doorjamb he’d been leaning against, then had to grab the towel Harry had shoved at him while fixing her gaze to the ceiling. “You’re eyes—”

A knock at the door interrupted him. Harry didn’t seem to notice. Jude hoped it was Josh. He didn’t want to leave Harry alone in this state, and, well, he needed clothes. He walked down the hallway and did a quick peek through the peephole. His eyebrows rose, and he opened the door. It was Josh, but Jake and Jesse were also with him. Josh held up a pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt.

Jude took them. “It took three of you to deliver two items of clothing?”

“They were with me when you called,” Josh replied. 

Jake nodded. “Just in case you need anything.”

Jesse shook his head. “Yeah, I’m not here to help. I just wanted to see with my own eyes my brother getting caught starkers by Harry.”

His brothers pushed past him, then jostled each other in the hallway that wasn’t wide enough for the three of them, until Jesse took the lead. Jude followed them into the living room, and Jesse stared at Harry for a moment, before turning incredulous eyes toward him. 

“She’s in shock. What the hell are you packing under that towel?”

Jake’s phone buzzed, and he slipped it into his back jeans pocket.

“I didn’t shock her,” Jude said as he dragged the sweatpants on under the towel. “Surprised, maybe, but not this,” he said, lifting his chin in her direction as he unwrapped the towel from his waist and draped it over the back of a chair in the open plan living-dining-kitchen area. He pulled the t-shirt on over his head, then growled when he realized it was one of Jesse’s. Jesse was leaner, slightly shorter, and preferred his shirts form-fitting. Jude looked down at himself. He looked like he was having an allergic reaction to something, all bumps and lumps. He shot his youngest brother a grim look. “Thanks.”

Jesse gave him a thumbs up signal, then immediately wagged a finger at him. “Don’t stretch it.”

Jake’s phone buzzed again, and Josh shot him a look. 

“Work,” Jake muttered.

Josh frowned. “I thought you had the night off?”

“I’m a cop, Josh. We never really get the night off.” He waved his hand. “Let’s check on Harry, then I’ll call in. Don’t worry.” He turned to Jesse and jerked his head toward the kitchen. “Tea.”

Jesse nodded and crossed into the kitchen.

Jude walked to where Harry sat on the lounge and subsided next to her. She seemed oblivious to her visitors, all closed in and quiet. Very un-Harry-like. But then, tonight was a very un-Harry-like night. He put his hand on her back and frowned when he discovered she still trembled.

“Hey, it’s okay,” he told her. He’d lost count how many times he’d told her that.

She nodded, pulling the throw rug around her even tighter. He shifted, dragging her close under his arm. 

“Tell us about this dream.”

A single tear rolled down her cheek as she gazed unseeingly at the empty armchair opposite. “It seemed so real,” she whispered. “I felt ...,” she glanced down at her fisted hands, “everything.”

“Harry? What can you remember?” Josh asked as he sat in that armchair. He leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees.

She swallowed. “There was a woman,” she said, “I saw her earlier.”

“At the club?” Jude asked.

“Yes—no. I mean, I don’t know. I was in the club with you, but then I ... wasn’t. I was in some alley.”

Jesse stepped forward and offered her a steaming mug, and Harry accepted, her gaze flickering at the warm contact of ceramic against her skin. Jude watched as she cradled the mug in both hands, her knuckles whitening as she seemed to squeeze against the surface. 

“Tell me.” He kept his voice low, but firm. He wasn’t going to let her get away with ‘nothing’.

Harry swallowed, then told them about the woman being abducted in the alley. “... and then I was back in the nightclub,” she said. Jude slid a finger under her mug and gave it a little upward pressure. Without resistance, Harry lifted the mug and sipped her tea. 

“So, what happened here?” Jesse said as he flopped into the other armchair, sitting across it instead of in it, his legs dangling over the armrest.

“Uh, I’m not sure,” she admitted, her brow wrinkling in bewilderment. “It was the woman, again, but we were somewhere else, and she was in a tub of water.”

Jesse’s eyebrow rose. “You dreamed of another woman taking a bath?” He sat up a little. “Tell us more.”

Harry shook her head, and Jude felt her shiver in his arms. His hold on her tightened. “I’ve got you, hon.” 

She huddled into him, as though seeking more comfort, more warmth, and he wanted to give it, pulling her in tight against his side, his other arm resting on her nearest knee. She seemed so fragile, so damn vulnerable. She was still for a moment, then took a breath. She told them about her dream. Jude felt his grip tighten when she mentioned some of the details, and glanced across at his brothers when she talked about teeth. Josh was riveted. Jake was grim. Jesse was, well, stunned.

Jake’s phone buzzed again, and he gestured toward the kitchen. He stepped away and took the call, talking in the kitchen in low tones. Harry continued with her horror story. 

“And then ... I couldn’t feel her anymore. She died.” Harry sat for a moment, then sipped her tea.

“Geez,” Jesse breathed, his expression appalled. 

Harry lifted her gaze to Jude’s, and he saw the confused fear in her eyes, the dark shadows under them. “I felt it,” she told him. Her lips curled in for a moment. “I’ve felt a lot of people die,” she said, her hazel eyes darkening. “At work, it ... happens.” She shook her head. “But I’ve never felt this. I’ve never felt someone freeze from the inside out. It was horrible.”

He pulled her close, resting his chin on her head as he stroked her back through the throw rug. He wished he could take the memory of this nightmare from her. A movement caught his attention. Jake was back, and if possible, his grim brother looked even harsher. 

“Did you say she froze?” Jake asked.

Harry nodded. “Yes.”

Jake met Jude’s gaze. “That was one of my team. They’ve just found a victim. Female. Mid-twenties, down by the docks. No autopsy yet, but it appears she’s frozen solid.”

Harry’s muscles tightened, and Jude felt her stiffen all over. “What?” she gasped.

Jake gave her a direct look. “I don’t think that was a dream, Harry.”
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HARRY’S EYES FLUTTERED open, and she squinted at the sunlight streaming through her bedroom windows. She rolled over on her bed, pulling herself up to a sitting position. Morning already? She blinked. 

Then she remembered. 

That woman. That poor woman. Harry drew her knees up and braced her elbows there as she speared her hair with hands. Hell. That woman had endured hell. 

But Jake’s revelation ... could what she’d seen actually have happened? She’d experienced so many emotions, so much pain ... it had taken her ages to feel warm again. But surely, that couldn’t be. Jake had left shortly after his call, but he told her he’d touch base with her sometime this morning. Harry climbed out of bed and padded across to the Jack and Jill bathroom she’d once shared with Josie. She stripped and stepped under a shower, turning the water to cold to chase away the shadows in her mind from the night before. 

She lathered the shampoo in her hair, frowning. She wasn’t a seer. She’d never had visions before. That wasn’t how her gift worked. She could sense emotions in others, particularly through direct skin contact. She’d learned to shield herself, and to respect the privacy of others, but her role as a morpho medic meant she used her gift to track down the sources of pain in her patients, and to help alleviate that pain. She could turn energy into emotion, emotion into energy ... But last night ... she didn’t know what the hell that was, but it wasn’t normal. 

She finished her shower and stepped out, giving herself a cursory wipe down with the towel before wrapping it around her dripping hair. She slipped on the silk robe that hung on the back of the door that led into her bedroom and checked her watch as she walked back in there. Her shift at the morphinary clinic didn’t start until mid-morning. Hours away. She stopped by her dresser and eyed the bottle of dark fuchsia liquid sitting there. 

Damned witch. She should have known to never trust a half-blind witch. She was going to go and get a refund. The woman’s brew was faulty.

She walked through the living room, on her way to the kitchen, but yelped when she saw the man sprawled on her lounge.

Jude.

He flinched awake at her cry of surprise. All six-foot-three of him. He’d had one arm crooked over his head. The navy t-shirt he wore had ridden up over his abdomen, exposing ridges of muscle. She caught a glimpse of the V-line between hip and torso. Those muscles rippled as he sat up, running his hand through his hair. 

“What are you doing here?” she exclaimed. 

“I was sleeping,” he muttered.

“Here? Why here?” And not in his perfectly good bed one floor below. 

Or her perfectly good bed one door away, a little voice whispered in her mind. She mentally told the little voice to shut the hell up.

“I wanted to make sure you were all right,” he said as he yawned.

And just like that, he stole her steam. Damn it. She opened her mouth. Closed it. Pivoted and walked into her kitchen. “You didn’t have to do that,” she said as she filled her kettle with water and plugged it in. She wasn’t quite sure how to handle this. Last night he’d been caring. Tender. He’d warmed her, sharing his own body heat to thaw the chill from her vision. She turned to get the coffee mugs from the cupboard, but he was right there, all rumpled and sleepy-sexy. She’d never actually seen him wear anything other than a business shirt and pants ... and maybe a vest to emphasize the breadth of his shoulders, the leanness of his hips. The clothes he usually wore showed his control, but also revealed a wild strength he didn’t try to hide. 

Now, though, he was ... relaxed. Not buttoned up. The t-shirt he wore clung to him like a second skin, and the sweatpants were loose around the hips, dipping a little. No buttons here. Just sexy, sleepy rumpled werewolf. She remembered him sitting on her bed, half-cast in silver moonlight ... naked. Perfectly naked, and comfortable in his skin. 

“I wanted to,” he said. He opened the cupboard above her head and retrieved the mugs, placing one either side of her hips on the counter, and leaving his hands there, effectively boxing her in. His eyes were a smoky brown as he gazed down at her. “How did you sleep?” 

His gaze travelled down her body, and she was acutely aware the silk gown clung to the still-wet patches of her body she’d missed in her cursory towel down. 

Well, she hadn’t expected to find a sexy, six-foot-three werewolf on her way to the kitchen. 

“Uh, o-okay,” she said, then cleared her throat. “You?”

He shrugged, and she watched that spray-on t-shirt move with his muscles. Dear God, those muscles. She lifted her hand and touched a fabric-covered pec briefly, then realized what she was doing and pulled her hand back. Stop patting the werewolf.

His lips quirked. “Well, don’t take this the wrong way, but your sofa sucks as a bed.”

“That’s because it’s a sofa, not a bed.” They had to stop talking about beds, especially when he was this close.

“I guess I could always come in and snuggle with you ...” he said suggestively, leaning down to her. She heard him inhale. So close. He was. So. Close.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 6

[image: image]


His lips. His cushy, kissy, pouty lips were so close. “Uh ...” She was going to say something, but how was she supposed to concentrate when he was so close, and oh, dear God, his breath teased at her ear.

“I like the smell of your body wash,” he told her in a low, silky voice. She could feel the heat of him, his lips so close to her neck. 

“Oh ...” she said, and may have tilted her head a little. Just to make it easier for him to smell, of course. “Co-coconut.” She was sure there was a sentence in there somewhere. She placed her hand on one of his forearms. Sexy forearm. He was so big, so close, and while that shirt left little to the imagination, she still wished it gone. He dipped lower, and oh—yes, his lips pressed against that little indent between ear and throat.

“I go nuts for co-coconuts,” he murmured against her throat, and she closed her eyes when she felt his tongue stroke against her sensitive skin. 

Nice to know. She angled her head back, and he accepted her invitation, trailing his lips along the underside of her jaw. Her nipples peaked beneath the silk of her robe, her breasts swelling as he pressed soft, slow kisses down her throat.

She slid her hand up that sexy arm, enjoying the bulge of his bicep before sliding her hands into his hair, letting her nails scratch gently along his scalp. He exhaled against her neck, and his breath had a heating effect on her, all over. His hand lifted to rest briefly on her shoulder, before sliding down over the silk. Her breasts felt heavy, and she arched her back. His touch trailed down the side of her breast, and she shuddered, both excited and frustrated that his touch didn’t linger there, but teased his way down her ribs to the belt at her waist. She swallowed. She was naked, beneath. Naked, and oh, so wet and ready for him. His lips parted against her neck, and she felt the fine scrape of his canines against her throat. She shuddered at the sensation, and she tightened her grasp in his hair, pulling him closer. 

He shifted, his hips pressing against hers. She parted her legs a little. Closer. His hand stroked over her belt, lower ... lower. He found the part in her robe—

His phone buzzed in his pocket, and Harry nearly jumped out of her skin, so unexpected was the vibration ... there.

“Uh—oh!” It vibrated again, and Harry shivered. Jude growled long and low against her throat, and Harry almost came right there with the vibration of his rumble against her skin.

Jude lifted his head as he yanked his phone out of his sweatpants pocket and prepared to throw it until he saw who the caller was. Instead, he answered the call. “What?” His voice was low. Terse. Frustrated. 

Harry looked up at him, his features taught with desire, those brown eyes almost black. He didn’t take his gaze away from her. She licked her lips, and he watched the movement closely. Her eyes widened when she felt his hard length buck against her stomach, saw his nipples harden beneath the barely-there shirt. 

His brow dipped. “What?” Jude blinked, then stepped away from her, and suddenly she felt cold. Bereft. Lost. She straightened, pulling the robe closer and tightening her belt. God, what was she thinking. She rubbed her forehead, then turned back to the kettle, using the opportunity to compose herself. 

She wanted to kiss Jude Colton. What. The. Hell? 

She frowned. Was this the effects of the potion? It had to be, because ... why the hell else would she want to get naked in her kitchen with Jude Colton, of all people? 

She hurriedly made their coffee. Jude’s conversation consisted mainly of grunts, until he turned to look at her, his expression unreadable.

“Send it.”

He lowered the phone, and when it buzzed he opened up a message. His expression hardened, and his grip tightened on his cell phone as he lifted his gaze to the window. He took a deep breath, then stepped closer to Harry.

“Jake needs you to look at a photo and see if it’s the same woman you saw in your dream.” His voice was serious, his features set in a grim, dark expression.

“Uh, okay ...”

Jude held the phone close to his chest for a moment. “I have to warn you, it’s not pretty.”

Harry folded her arms. “I’m a medic, Jude. I’m probably better equipped to see it than you are.” She didn’t say it to be snarky. It was a fact.

His lips tightened, then he gave a single nod, and showed her his screen.

A woman’s face, framed by black plastic. She was in a body bag. That woman. Her face was frozen in misery and pain. Harry swallowed, then nodded. “That’s her.”

Jude switched the call to speaker. “Did you hear that, Jake?”

“Yeah. Harry, I need get a full statement from you.”

Jude looked at her. “What time do you start work today?”

“Ten-thirty.”

“Meet us at my office.” Jude told his brother and disconnected the call. 

She frowned. “Why am I going to your office?”

“I have a deposition. You can wait there.” He padded, barefoot, toward the living room, and she followed.

“I can wait here—or just go in directly,” she told him. 

He shook his head. “We’re not leaving you alone.” He gestured toward her room. “I’ll wait while you get dressed.”

She rolled her eyes. “That’s not necessary, Jude. I can get to work by myself. I can go see Jake by myself.”

He looked at her, then approached her. His strides were long and easy, his shoulders relaxed—but it was the relaxed grace of a predator stalking prey. He stopped in front of her. “You witnessed a murder. Whoever killed that woman isn’t fooling around, and if he finds out you saw what he did, he could come after you.” 

He put his arm around her back and gently ushered her to her room. “So, either you can go get dressed,” he said conversationally, in direct contrast to the steel band of his arm at her back, “and then come with me while I get changed, and then we can head to my office together, or I will put you over my shoulder and we’ll both leave like this.”

She dug in her heels and turned to face him. “Jude!”

He nodded. “Over the shoulder it is, then.” He bent down, but she jumped back, arms out to halt him.

“Okay, okay, but for the record, I don’t like this,” she muttered as she scampered into her bedroom.

“Duly noted,” he called after her.
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JUDE GLANCED BRIEFLY through the glass wall of the meeting room. Harry sat in the reception area, arms folded across her chest, her pouty lips pursed as she glared right back at him. Her tote bag was at her feet under the chair. She wasn’t happy, but she was safe. 

He turned his attention back to the witness, and listened as his partner, Imelda, asked another question. Movement beyond the room caught his attention, and he arched an eyebrow at Harry as she stood and arched her back, then angled her neck one way, then another, in an attempt to stretch an apparent stiff neck. He’d kissed that neck. Even now, the memory stiffened his cock. For the first time ever, he found it a challenge to maintain focus on the case in front of him, so attuned was he to the woman beyond the glass wall. Harry turned, and halted when she realized she was being watched. She jerked her thumb in the direction of the restrooms, and he nodded. Then he watched her walk down the hallway, leaving her tote behind. She wore her clinic scrubs, navy blue, with a bulky cardigan over the top. He shook his head. She made even bulky, shapeless clothes look sexy. 

“Is that an objection?” Opposing council asked, and Jude turned his attention back to the interview. 

“No. Continue.”

He forced himself to concentrate on the rest of the interview, and it was probably a half hour later when more movement in the lobby caught his attention, and he looked up. Jake had arrived.

Jake raised both hands outward in query. Jude jerked his chin toward the reception waiting area, but frowned when he realized Harry wasn’t there. Had she come back, and he’d missed her? Or was she still in the restroom? His gaze dropped to the floor, and he slid his seat back. Her bag was gone. Damn it. Harry was gone.

“Excuse me,” he said, then turned to Imelda as he slid his folder to her. “You’ve got this.” She nodded, quickly masking her surprise and curiosity, and continued with the line of questioning.

Jude stepped outside, and Jake approached frowning. “Where is she?”

Jude walked up to his receptionist. “Hey, Delta. Did you see where Harry went?”

Delta looked up from her screen and glanced down the hall. “Sorry, I know she went to the ladies’, but she’s not there now—I’ve just come back from there. Not sure where she went after that.”

Jude pursed his lips, his hands on his hips as he faced his brother. “She’s done a runner.”

Jake grimaced. “That’s not good.” He glanced about. “Can we talk privately?”

Jude jerked his thumb in the direction of his office. “Down here.” He preceded his brother into his office, closed the door, then stood there, hands on hips. “What?”

Jake shook his head. “I don’t know how this works, but Harry actually witnessed a murder last night.”

“Geez.”

“Wait, there’s more.”

“What?”

“We think it’s the Slayer.”

Jude stilled. “What?” He frowned, then shook his head. “Valentine isn’t for another two days. He’s early.” 

“Well, that’s just it. So far, all the Slayer’s victims have two things in common. The date of their death, and the red rose left on their bodies.”

“Did this woman have a rose?” 

Jake shook his head. “No.” 

“So why do you think they’re connected?”

Jake walked up to him. “Harry said the guy stuck a needle in just below the eyebrows. One case had it mentioned in the autopsy report, so we asked the M.E. to search through all reports, and all facial images. Every single one of them had needle punctures up into the eyebrow. We have found this on every single Valentine Slayer victim.”

Jude grimaced. “What kind of sick crap is that?”

Jake looked away for a moment, the muscle in his jaw twitching. “Wait, there’s more.”

“I hate it when you say that.”

Jake faced him. “We ran a general search. We found more victims. Victims who were murdered at other times of the year.”

“How many?” Jude tried to keep his anger at bay.

“We can count thirty-four.”

“Thirty-four!”

“In the last three years. They’re still counting. Not including the six Valentine’s deaths already on record.”

“You’re shitting me.”

“I shit you not.”

Jude dragged his hand over his face, trying to push past the shock, but, well ... forty deaths.

“Wait, there’s more.”

“Oh, for fu—”

“We only know this because Harry saw the Slayer. This guy has been operating under the radar. We knew about Valentine’s Day. Now we have a whole lot more information about him.” Jake leaned in, staring at him meaningfully. “That’s a whole lot of information that he tried to hide, and now one person has exposed it.

Jude stared at his brother. If the killer found out, he’d want to neutralize his new threat. “We need to find Harry.”
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HARRY RAPPED HER KNUCKLES on the door and waited. Silence. She frowned. 

“I think we’re supposed to wait until she’s ready,” a middle-aged man said from his seat in the corner. For a moment, Harry wondered what this guy was doing in Madam Ruth’s sitting room. Then she decided she really didn’t want to know. She glared at the door that led into the witch’s parlor. She didn’t have time for this crap. She had to get to work. She pounded her fist on the door, over and over again, until she heard a thump inside.

“Hey! I’ll put a hex on you if you keep that racket up!”

“Well, if it’s anything like your love potions, I’m safe,” Harry retorted. 

She heard a shuffle, then the sound of a lock clicking. The door cracked open, and a rheumy green eye glared up at her. 

“What do you want?”

“We need to talk.”

“You’ll have to wait—”

Harry braced her hand against the door jamb. “Make an exception.”

“You know I can turn you into a toad?”

“You sold me a faulty potion,” Harry said, loud enough for the guy to hear, along with the three other people sitting out in the hallway.

Madam Ruth frowned, looking at her closely, then sighed and opened the door wider. “Come in. I’ll give you five minutes,” she muttered as Harry stepped inside.

She followed the hunchy old woman into her dingy parlor.

“What do you want?” Madam Ruth tapped a cigarette out, held it to lips that were deeply lined from years of doing precisely that, and lit it.

“I want a refund.”

The witch blew out a mouthful of smoke, then pointed to the sign above the door. The sign read ‘No Refunds.’

“You sold me a dud,” Harry said, pulling the bottle out from her tote and placing it on the round table with a distinct clunk. 

Madam Ruth shook her head. “I don’t do duds.”

“Well, this didn’t work.”

The woman’s eyes narrowed. “Explain.”

“I drank. I kissed guys—I kissed a guy I shouldn’t have kissed—actually, at least two of them—and then I had visions of murder.”

“You kissing guys is exactly what that potion is supposed to do,” Madam Ruth pointed out. 

“Not this guy,” Harry snapped.

“Ah, so you kissed this guy, and you liked it,” the witch stated, nodding in a knowing way, when Harry knew the witch knew crap all.

“No, I—well, yes, but—he’s not the right guy for me. He is not my heart’s desire.” Harry shook her head. No matter how fantastically he kissed.

Madam Ruth rolled her hand in the air. “Magic works in mysterious ways.” 

“Well, your magic is wrong.”

“No, it’s working, just not the way you’re expecting it to. That’s why it’s magic.” Madam Ruth said, emphasizing the last word.

Harry held up her hand. “Look, enough about the guy. I can work around him. It’s the other stuff that I’m worried about.”

Madam Ruth shook her head. “None of my potions make people kill people.”

Harry took a deep breath. “I didn’t kill anyone. I saw someone kill someone.”

The witch frowned. “Then don’t tell me, tell the police.”

“You don’t understand. I wasn’t there physically. I ... saw it,” she told the woman, waving her hand around her head.

Madam Ruth looked at her closely, confusion clear on her face. “You ... saw it?” She waved her own hand around her head, the cigarette smoke curling like a distorted halo.

“Yes, in my head. And then I found out this morning it wasn’t a nightmare, it actually happened.”

Madam Ruth blinked and shook her head, her turban leaning a little to the left. “No. That’s not me. That’s you.”

Pounding sounded on the door.

“Get in line,” the witch yelled.

“CCPD. Open up.”

The witch frowned, then caught sight of Harry’s grimace. She’d recognize Jake’s voice.

“Are they here because of you?”

Harry tried to shrug casually. “Are you telling me the police have no reason to visit you?” The woman was a witch. Everyone knew witches could be bitches, and sooner or later, cops would come calling.

“Come on, Harry. We can hear you.” That was Jude, darn it. Damn wolf hearing. 

There was more pounding on the door.

“Go away, Jude,” Harry called out. How the hell had he found her? He’d told her the deposition would last most of the day. She’d expected to be back in time before Jake came to pick her up and take her to work.

“Not without you.”
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Chapter 7
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Madam Ruth’s eyebrows rose. “Is this the guy?” She looked Harry up and down. “Oh, him, I gotta see.” 

Harry quickly grabbed the bottle of potion and slipped it into her tote as the witch opened the door. Madam Ruth remained in the way, though, blocking immediate entry into her parlor. Jude still had his fist raised. Madam Ruth put her hand on her hip. “Jude Colton.”

Jude lowered his fist. “Madam Ruth.”

She tilted her head, and eyed Jake, standing behind his brother. “It’s a Colton reunion, I see.”

Jake gave a small wave. “Ruth.”

Harry’s eyebrows rose as the old woman stepped aside to let the men in. Both Jude and Jake knew Madam Ruth? Jake apparently knew Madam Ruth well enough he could drop the ‘Madam’.

Jude walked into the parlor, his expression grim, although there was something else there—relief? “You were supposed to stay put.”

Her eyes narrowed. “That kind of order might work with wolves like you, but not me. I’m not a dog to blindly follow your commands.”

Jake closed his eyes, as though mentally clinging to patience. He brought his hand up, his fingers and thumb pressed together as though pinching something, and he shook it. “It’s not about orders, Harry. It’s about keeping you safe.”

She folded her arms. “How did you even find me?”

He put his hands on his hips. “It wasn’t hard.” He shrugged. “Coconuts. You kind of ... imprinted.”

Her eyes widened. Wolves, leopards, bears—most shifters—had the ability to embed another’s scent. It was usually done with mates, but shifters could also use it for hunting. Another reason they were impressive predators. “That’s what you were doing this morning? So you could keep tabs on me?” She thought he’d—that they’d—that it had been a moment. Damn it.

“No, that’s just a bonus,” he snapped.

Madam Ruth leaned closer to Jake. “So, they know each other, huh?”

“Yep,” Jake answered. 

“Are they always like this?”

“Pretty much.”

“Huh.”

“Well, you found me. Surprise, I’m getting my money back for a dud potion. What is wrong with that?” 

Madam Ruth cleared her throat, and pointed to the sign above the door again. Harry narrowed her eyes. “I can pretty much guarantee that if you look up love potion in the dictionary, it doesn’t say anything about murder.”

“What is this murder you’re talking about?” Madam Ruth exclaimed, gesturing in front of her in confusion. 

Jake folded his arms. “You made the potion?”

Madam Ruth folded her arms, too. “What I do with my clients is private.”

“Exactly,” Harry exclaimed, turning back to Jude. “You know where I am. Can you at least leave me some privacy to discuss my ... situation ... with my witch?”

“Oh, now I’m your witch?” Madam Ruth enquired.

Harry’s lips firmed. “For the purpose of this ... situation, you are my witch practitioner.” Not quite as ironclad as doctor-patient privilege, but there was generally some observance of privacy. Secrecy. Whatever.

Jude dipped his head so that his gaze was closer, more intent. “No.” He looked at the witch. “Actually, I’m sure we’d all like to discuss your situation with your witch.”

“The hell you—”

“How is your potion supposed to work?” Jake interrupted Harry’s exclamation as he pulled back a chair at the table. 

Madam Ruth raised an eyebrow. “You pay to sit at that table.”

Jude pulled out his wallet, yanked out some bills and smacked them down on the table. “Enough?”

Madam Ruth eyed the pile of money. She nodded. “For a while.”

Harry closed her eyes. This wasn’t going the way she’d expected it to. She’d wanted an explanation. Maybe even an apology. And definitely a new, properly functioning love potion. Not this group session with her best friend’s brothers, one a cop and the other a ... smoking hot kisser and annoying jerk.

Jude took a seat at the table, then gestured to the seat next to his. Harry pursed her lips as she took the seat next to Jake instead. Jude arched an eyebrow, and Harry realized she was now facing him directly. She turned her head to glare at the witch as she took her seat. She was going to try and ignore the six-foot-three sexy werewolf across from her.

“Now, can someone kindly tell me what’s going on?” The witch placed her hands flat on the table, then eyed each of them in turn for a moment. 

Harry sighed. “I did as you said. I followed your instructions, I drank the potion. Then I went out.” 

“Uh-huh.” Madam Ruth rested her elbow on the table and cupped her chin in her hand as her gazed flicked between Harry and Jude. She made a rolling gesture with her other hand. “Get to the good part.”

“Well, it worked a little ...” Oh, dear God, this was embarrassing, especially with Jude and Jake there. Harry could feel the heat in her cheeks.

“A little? You were kissing every guy in sight,” Jude muttered.

“Including you?” the witch asked him.

He nodded. “Including me.”

“I told you it was faulty,” Harry muttered. 

Jake made a strangled sound that morphed into a cough at his brother’s glare. 

“You kissed every guy?” The witch queried, her brow dipping.

Jake held up his hand. “She didn’t kiss me.” He shrugged. “Just saying.”

“Did you talk to anyone?” The witch asked.

Harry shrugged. “I guess ...”

Jake waved a hand to indicate Harry and Jude. “They danced.”

“Dancing is good,” the witch commented. It was her turn to shrug. “So far the potion is doing what it’s supposed to.” She turned to Jude as she pointed to Harry. “She’s a testy one. All this thing does is relax her.”

“So does vodka,” Jude argued. 

“Oh, you and your vodka,” Harry exclaimed. He’d said the same thing the night before. “If you like it so much, you drink it.”

“I don’t drink vodka,” he told her, tilting his head, “but you do, with cranberry, triple sec and a twist of orange.”

She gaped at him. Um, yes. Her preferred drink was a cosmopolitan. Her brow wrinkled. How did he know that?

As though he could read her mind, he gave a half-shrug. “Josie may have mentioned it,” he mumbled. Jake rubbed his hand over his mouth, composed himself, then looked over at the witch. 

“You were saying?”

“There is nothing wrong with my potion.”

“Her eyes went weird,” Jude stated, looking at the witch. He twitched his fingers in front of his eyes. “All gold and glowing.”

The witch arched an eyebrow. “You don’t say?”

Jude gave a single nod. “I do.”

“That’s when your potion broke,” Harry told her. “Suddenly, I was seeing something else.” She told the witch what she’d seen, then started to relay what had happened in her vision later in the night.

“Wait,” Madam Ruth said, frowning. “You said he caught her tears?”

Harry nodded. 

Madam Ruth stilled for a moment. Harry thought maybe her eyes cleared a little, too. Not so rheumy. 

The witch glanced at the men. “There are more?”

Jake leaned forward, placing his folded arms on the table. “Victims?” The witch nodded. “Yes,” he told her, his eyes narrowing. “Many.”

Harry’s eyes widened, and her gaze slammed into Jude’s. He sat on the other side of the table, so calm, so serious. “Many?” she mouthed, and he dipped his head once. Yes.

Jake’s eyes narrowed. “Do you know what we’re up against, Ruth?”

Madam Ruth turned to Harry. “What did you do?” she exclaimed. 

“I did what you told me to do,” Harry exclaimed right back. “You said take a sip, and think about your heart’s desire. I did.” She held up a finger to Jude. “Don’t say it.”

Jude’s mouth quirked up at the corner. “What? That I’m—”

“Don’t say—”

“Your heart’s—”

“Don’t—” 

“Desire?” He held his hand to his chest, just over his heart, and dipped his head. “I’m flattered.”

“Oh, my God,” Harry said, closing her eyes as she pinched her nose. He was going to be impossible after this. Then she glared at the witch. “See?” She gestured in Jude’s direction. “This is why your potion is faulty.”

Madam Ruth held her hands up to stop their bickering. “Tell me exactly what was going on in your head when you sipped my potion.”

Harry shook her head, glaring at Jude. “It’s private.” 

Jude grinned. “It’s obvious.” He gestured to himself, and shrugged. 

Harry closed her eyes. She wanted to throw something at him. She folded her arms and twisted in her seat to face the witch more directly. “I wanted someone to talk to, and who would listen to me.” She jerked her chin in Jude’s direction. “That’s not him.” She ignored Jude’s frown. “I wanted someone who was attractive, found me attractive, and we had great chemistry ... But I also wanted someone who respects me.” She glared pointedly at Jude, who’s frown bordered on offended. 

“What else?” the witch asked. “That alone isn’t going to give you a window into this kind of vision.”

Harry frowned, and shrugged. “I don’t know ...” her voice trailed off as she remembered the moment in front of her dresser, the photos ... “Josie.” Her gaze skittered to Jude, then to Jake, and both brothers leaned forward.

“What about Josie?” Jude asked. 

“I-I have a photo of her on my dresser, and I remember thinking of her ...” Realization hit, and she raised her hand to her mouth. “Uh-oh.”

“Uh-oh? What’s uh-oh mean?” Jude asked, glancing at Harry, then Jake. Jake held up a hand in a ‘stop’ signal, then raised his eyebrows at Harry, waiting for her to continue. 

“I remember thinking ... uh, how much I miss her,” Harry said, her voice low and rough, and she could feel the burn beneath her eyelids, the itch in her nose, and she blinked rapidly. “And how I wished I could, uh, find her killer and ... catch them.”

Jude’s expression held a whisper of sympathy. His gaze was too intent, too all-seeing, damn it. Jake leaned forward, patting her on her shoulder. 

“It’s okay, Harry.”

Madam Ruth leaned back in her chair, and she didn’t seem old or hunchy anymore. Her green gaze was clear and sharp as she met Jake’s over Harry’s head. “You got trouble, boy.”

Jude kept his expression calm, although he wanted to flip the table over and pull Harry close. He and his brothers knew Harry missed their sister, just as they each did, but seeing the depths of her grief, her despair at losing her best friend, hearing the anguish in her voice, he realized he’d underestimated how much the loss of his sister affected the young woman in front of him. To have his own heartbreak echoed so poignantly in front of him ... hurt. And yet, there was a sharing there, too, a recognition on an emotional level he hadn’t expected to find with Harry Swalwell. Everything he thought he knew about her skewed with this new information. All her snaps, all her bluster ... She was hurting, just as much as he was. 

Jake raised his eyebrows at the witch. “What kind of trouble? Do you know who this is?”

Madam Ruth rose, and Jude couldn’t help but notice her spine was a little straighter, her movements smoother, faster, as she crossed to one of the shelves laden with books. She trailed her fingers along the spines until she found whatever it was that she was looking for, pulled the tome down, and returned to the table.

“Not who. What. You’re looking for a warlock.”

Jude leaned his elbow on the table and braced his chin between thumb and finger. “A male witch?”

Madam Ruth tilted her hand one way, then the other. “Sort of. Yes, male. A warlock works with the darker powers than a witch usually deals in. Male witch—good. Warlock—bad.”

Harry nodded. “This guy is very bad.”

Hell. Jude made sure the rage inside didn’t show on the outside. The things Harry had seen, what she’d witnessed—all because she unwittingly wanted justice for his sister ... She’d told them of her vision, and it had been horrific, but he got the impression that what she’d explained was ten times worse in experience. It was one thing to call it a nightmare. It was something far more sinister as a vision.

“He’s a fearmonger,” Madam Ruth stated, flipping to a page in her book. 

Jake frowned. “I’ve never heard of a fearmonger.”

The witch shook her head. “Generally, you won’t. They’re secretive, skillful, and scary. And expensive.” 

She turned the page around, and Jude, Harry, and Jake leaned forward to read. 

“It says they harvest tears?” Jake said, looking up at the witch. “I don’t understand.”

Madam Ruth slid back into her seat. “They trade in fear, but we’re not talking ‘boo’,” she said, flashing her hands up. “We’re talking abject terror.”

Harry’s brow wrinkled. “How is there even a market for this?”

“Putting the fear of God into your enemies?” Jude asked, eyes narrowed, as he contemplated all the possible scenarios.

Madam Ruth nodded. “You get it.”

“I don’t,” Jake muttered.

Jude looked at his brother. “You are headed for divorce. One party makes the other fearful, and then you get what you want in the settlement. You have a business rival, you make him afraid, then exploit that fear. You’re a pack leader wanting to expand territory—you make your enemies fear you. Or, from the other side, if you’re in a negotiation with someone you fear, what are you prepared to sell out?”

“Holy crap,” Jake breathed. “There are so many applications. You have a D.A. pressing charges, a detective investigating your crimes ...” 

“Now, you’ve got it,” Madam Ruth said. “It’s believed tears cried in fear carry the fear with them, and fearmongers harvest them as an ingredient for their potions and incantations. But you need to be specific. Breeds fear different things. There’s no use using a vampire’s tears on a werewolf, or the fey on a human, etc. Shifters’ tears work on shifters. Vampires’ tears work on vampires, and so on.”

“But how does he manage to prevent all those breeds from turning, and killing him in self-defense?” 

“He uses a morph-blocker,” Harry said, staring at the table.

Jude frowned. “What?”

Harry’s gaze was unfocused as she stared at the velvet fabric on the table. “The woman in the alley, he drugged her with something. She’s a snakeshifter—I don’t see many of them, so it took me a while to recognize her fangs. I could feel her creature trying to morph, but it couldn’t. Whatever he gave her prevented her from shifting.” She lifted her gaze to Jude’s, focusing sharply. “The frustration and panic at not being able to shift adds to their fear. I—I could sense that.” She swallowed. “He knew that, and he liked it.” Her gaze dropped. “I could sense that, too.” She turned to Madam Ruth. “But why the needle above the eyes? And the fangs? Why take the fangs?”

The witch shrugged. “Well, I’m guessing that’s a tear gland above the eye, and he’s harvesting unshed tears. The fangs ... there’s a market for fangs, believe it or not. It’s like a mini trophy for some ... But the needles ...” She grimaced. “There are two reasons. One, he’s extracting her venom. He can use that in other spells and incantations, potions, etc.”

“And the other?” Jude asked coolly, but believed he already knew the answer.

“He’s inducing her fear. Intimidation.” The witch shook her head. “It’s very twisted, very dark, but to understand you have to put yourself in the mindset of your warlock, and his victims.”

Jude looked at his brother, and Jake’s expression was dark. Grim. Venom, especially in a female shifter, was her weapon. Self-defense, aggression ... however she used it, it was what set her apart, what gave her strength, and levelled the playing field when dealing with others. Taking away the one weapon that has kept you safe and alive all these years, and suddenly you were defenseless. “He wants them to feel vulnerable.”

“He’s building on the fear,” Jake said, nodding, then swore.

Jude looked at Harry. His own beast was a natural part of him. Being denied access to him would be damaging for both of them. They were symbiotic. Sever that connection, and they’d die, but they’d experience emotional and physical hell in the process. He could see the darkness in Harry’s brown eyes. She knew. As an empath, she was one of the few humans who would actually understand. Yeah. There was a lot more to what happened then she’d let on. He eyed the witch. “How can we stop him?”

Madam Ruth shrugged. “He’s a warlock, but he’s still human. Your challenge is getting close enough to do any damage to him. If he’s killed that many breeds without them fighting back, he’s very good at what he does. If he’s been dealing in the dark arts for years—and it sounds like he has—he’s powerful.”

They sat in silence for a moment. Then Harry inhaled deeply. “I have an idea.”

Jude watched her chin lift, her lips firm, and knew instinctively what her cockamamie idea was. “No.”
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Chapter 8
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Harry smiled at the young man in the bed as she taped the new dressing to the wound on his wrist. “You’re healing well. Just a couple more hours for the skin to seal, and you’ll be able to sleep in your own bed tonight.” She made a note in her patient’s folder, then stepped toward the door. She smiled encouragingly at his girlfriend. “He’ll be fine. He’ll have a scar, but he’ll be fine.”

“Thank you,” the girl responded, giving her a trembling smile through her tears. “I was so worried.” 

Harry nodded as she patted the woman, surreptitiously draining some of that stress and feeding back some calm. “You got him here quickly enough. The gold only burned through the first dermal layer.” She winced. “The watch is a nice anniversary gift. Just use a verified were-jeweler, next time. Gold is nice for a human, not so much for a wereleopard.” She felt the woman’s arms relax beneath her fingertips, and let go. The woman gave her a relieved smile, and Harry gave them a casual wave as she stepped out of the room. 

She paused by the tube that ran from ceiling to floor at each room’s door. She grasped it with her right hand and expelled the negative emotion she’d syphoned off her patient and his girlfriend into the void, letting it drop through the elaborate duct system the clinic had to clear pain and ground it. She caught sight of the woman crossing to hug the man in the bed, and she paused to watch for a moment. There was something sweet about their concern for each other—her worry over his health, his worry over her remorse and guilt. Both simply wanted the other to feel good. She shook her head as she walked down the corridor. Young love.

Jude sprang to mind—he had an annoying habit of doing that, today. Jude and her, kissing on the dance floor. Jude, sleeping on her lounge. Jude, kissing her neck in the kitchen.

Jude, getting all bossy and authoritative about her proposed plan.

She frowned. It was a good plan, damn it. They’d argued about it long enough.

Jake had had to step in eventually, and drive her to work. On the car ride over he’d peppered her with questions about her vision. Had she seen the guy’s face? Any distinguishing marks on his hands? Accent? Had she seen where he and that woman had been? The cops knew that where she’d been found was not the actual murder scene. She’d had to explain that all she’d seen was what the warlock had been focused on—his victim. 

A fearmonger. How could such an abomination exist? Someone who traded in, exploited and instigated fear? She shook her head. She was surrounded by pain and suffering. Everyone who worked in a morphinary clinic did so because they wanted to ease that pain and suffering, to help the variety of breeds who couldn’t be treated at the human clinics and hospitals, and required specialized care.

This fearmonger was the antithesis of everything she worked hard for, everything she believed. 

And he’d killed Josie. 

Well, they knew a little more about him, now. And if she had anything to do with it, they’d find the bastard and make him pay for every ounce of pain, every drop of blood and every tear he’d harvested.

An alarm sounded. “Code black, emergency. Code black, emergency.” The words were repeated over the P.A system.

A personal threat. Harry ran to the end of the hall, burst into the stairwell, and bolted down the stairs. She could hear the screams and growls half a flight away. She jumped down the remaining stairs, and then cracked open the door and peered into the mayhem that was the emergency room, her heart pounding in her chest. 

A bear, his back to her, stood on his hind legs and roared in the center of the room. Chairs had been flipped, the metal bars that grouped them together warped and torn. 

Some patients cowered under the seats. Others had backed up but were baring their teeth against the bear. Some patients had shifted as a self-protective measure, so there were wolves, hawks, leopards stalking and cowering. A friggin’ zoo. And if she and the staff didn’t take quick action, it would wind up a bloodbath, and more injuries. The problem was, none of the staff were bear shifters, and bears were the worst. She could see an orderly cowering behind his gurney, and a couple of nurses down the end were doing their best to shield their patients. Harry’s gaze drifted to the floor. Gadriel, the security guard, was out cold, as though he’d attempted to deal with the situation—and failed.

She stepped into the corridor. Gwen, the triage nurse at the counter, waved and caught Harry’s attention. Gwen held up a large syringe, and Harry nodded. The nurse tossed the tranquilizer. Harry caught it, and took off running toward the bear’s back. The quickest way for a tranquilizer to act on a bear was through the pulmonary artery—in its leg.

She dropped to her knees, sliding between the bear’s legs. She jammed the syringe into his lower limb and depressed the plunger, where the muscle wasn’t as thick. She rolled out of from underneath, narrowly missing his claws as he tried to tear at her. She gained her feet, heart pounding so loudly she could hear it in her ears. She watched as the bear stumbled a little, roaring as he wavered. A toddler screamed, and the bear lurched in that direction. Harry saw the young mother pulling her child behind her, tears in her eyes as the bear advanced.

Damn it, he’d reach them before the tranq had a chance to work. Harry lowered her head and yelled to distract him as she charged. The bear turned to her, his good arm swinging in her direction. She ducked under it, grabbing at him as she went, and used her momentum and his arm as a lever to pull her body up and around his. Pain. Rage. She swung her legs up and around his neck, right under his jaw to prevent him from opening his mouth. She let her bodyweight do the rest, crashing back to the ground and flipping him forward in a brutal roll that had him landing on his back with a resounding smack on the linoleum. She used her whole body as a contact point as she twisted, sucking at his pain, his agony, his rage. She caught his uninjured arm, pulling it back and wrapping her legs in a curled vice as he tried to catch his breath, his broken arm useless at his side. She pressed her foot against the side of his head to prevent him from turning, biting. She absorbed his pain, but also syphoned some of his strength, using it to keep him down. The more he struggled, the more she drained him, until she sensed the dark cloud of the tranquilizer steal over him, and his muscles finally relaxed in her grip. When she was certain she could only sense his slumber, she let go and rolled to her feet.

She swallowed, trying not to puke as she lurched toward a grounding tube, and fell against it. She braced both shaking hands on it, and shoved all that energy, all the remnants of pain, anger, hurt and fear, out of her. Bears were the absolute worst. So big. So much energy. 

Her fingers were clenched around the tube like claws, and she had to consciously relax, focus on letting go, one finger at a time. She turned and leaned against the wall, and watched as the orderly ran out with the gurney. She eyed the bear. He was a big unit. They’d need a winch to lift him up to the gurney. One of the nurses, Talia, approached, her bottom lip caught between her teeth as she tentatively nudged the bear’s leg with her sneakered toe. 

Harry grinned. “He’s out. It’s okay.”

Talia breathed in relief. “Thanks, Harry.”

“He’ll need surgery asap,” Harry told her. “Both his ulna and radius are broken.” While the bones were separated, the bear couldn’t shift back to his human form, and healing would be delayed. If they didn’t perform a reduction asap, an infection might set in, and nobody wanted a crazed bear on their hands. Talia nodded as she made notes, and Harry turned, then halted.

Jude, Josh and Jesse stood just inside the sliding doors of the entry. Josh looked impressed. Jesse looked stunned as he stared down at the bear, and Jude looked—well, there was a heat in his gaze that confused her, but she couldn’t tell if it was anger or admiration. 

Jude walked up to her. “Is your shift over?”

She glanced at the watch, and nodded. “Yes.”

“Good. Go grab your stuff. We’re taking you home.”

She sighed. Jude had told her he’d be organizing a ride home for her. She’d hoped he’d forgotten. Apparently not. “You don’t have to do this.” 

He shrugged. “I want to.” He jerked his head toward the door. “Come on.”

“I’ll go get my things.” She trudged along the corridor, stepping over one of the bear’s legs as she went.

~*~
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SHE’D TACKLED A GODDAMN bear. Jude shook his head. It had been frightening—terrifying ... and so damn sexy watching her go full blown ninja nurse on the shifter in the emergency room. He’d almost jumped in there, but then he’d noticed the other staff, how they’d fallen back, waiting for something. He realized that something was Harry as soon as she’d stepped through that door and the nurse at the counter had nodded to the orderly down the hell, hefted that chunky syringe, and tossed it to Harry. She was amazing. But he still wasn’t going to agree to her batshit-crazy plan.

“No.”

“I can do this, Jude.” 

“But you’re not going to.”

Harry’s lips tightened, and she glanced beyond him to Josh and Jesse. They were all in Harry’s living room. Jude shook his head. “They can’t help you. Not with this.” He looked briefly over his shoulder. 

Josh winced, then shrugged. “Sorry, Harry. Jude has a point. It’s too dangerous.” Jesse nodded as well, his expression sympathetic.

“We can finally catch this bastard,” she cried. “Don’t you want that?”

“Of course, I do—but not if it means putting you in his crosshairs,” Jude snapped.

“But I’m not—he has no idea I exist,” she argued. “I’m the one hooking into his mind, not the other way around.”

“He’s a warlock—a powerful warlock. What makes you think he can’t figure it out?” Jude asked.

“Because it doesn’t seem to work that way. He was totally oblivious to me last time—”

“There won’t be a next time,” Jude stated. He folded his arms. She might be able to wrestle a bear, but he’d already lost someone he loved to this particular monster. He wasn’t about to let Harry join that club.

“I need to do this, Jude,” Harry said, crossing her own arms. 

His eyes narrowed. There was something in her voice, a pleading that was so unexpected from tough, snappy Harry. “Why? Why you? Why do you need to be the one tapping on a serial killer’s shoulder?”

He was surprised by the glisten of tears in her hazel eyes. 

“Not a day goes by that I don’t miss your sister.” She rasped, and pointed to the sofa. “We used to sit there and watch movies. Talk about our day. Paint our nails.” She gestured to the kitchen. “Josie made the best hot cocoa. That was our nightcap before bed during winter.” Her smile was bittersweet. “And she made the worst cocktails. Like, super strong.” 

She took a deep breath, and he heard the shudder in it. “Josie was more than just a friend,” she whispered, and a tear rolled down her cheek. “She was like a sister to me, the sister I never had. After my mom and dad died, and then Nanna, I—I felt so alone. I still remember that first day at college, feeling so overwhelmed, so scared, so lonely, and meeting my roommate—this amazing, confident, funny girl ...” Harry’s smile was weak, and Jude felt the burn at the back of his own eyes at the mental image she’d called forth in his mind of his sister, seeing her in much the same light. He stared at Harry. He found it difficult to reconcile the woman in front of him, the one who’d just brought a raging bear to his knees, with the shy, insecure girl she was describing. 

Harry swallowed, and her gaze drifted from him to his brothers, and back again. “I had been on my own for nearly a year, and y-you have no idea what it felt like, to be in the dark, and then have someone lay claim to you. To have something that felt like family. To connect with you—when all other connections were gone. That’s what your sister did for me.” Her eyes were dark with the grief she was too good at hiding. “I-I had someone to talk to. Someone who made me laugh, and I could make her laugh—do you know how precious that is?” She gazed at them sadly, then shook her head. “I don’t think you do,” she told them softly. “You still have each other.” Jude had to slide his hands into his trouser pockets because he so desperately wanted to pull her to him, hold her ... but he also needed to hear her. Not holding her was a fine-edged torture, though, especially hearing her pain. Wolves were tactile, and usually responded with touch. Even his inner beast growled softly in response to her emotions, wanting to sooth her.

She forced a smile to her lips. “We used to giggle and tell stories all night at college—and then we did it again right there on that lounge. We’d talk about our crushes, our dreams, our plans ... And not once did I think I’d be alone again, that I’d be living in this space—living my life—without her.” Her lips curled inward for a moment as she battled for control, then she continued. “We used to talk about being each other’s maids-of-honor, of being godmothers to each other’s babies ...” Damn it. He couldn’t help himself. He reached to wipe at the tears that were falling. She cleared her throat. Her gaze hardened as she looked up at him. He noticed, as did his beast, that she didn’t shy away from his touch. Noted it, liked it.

“You know what that bastard does,” she said in a low voice. “He exploits fear. He demands it. He did that to our Josie. Her last moments would have been torture. I can’t let that go. I won’t. We have a chance here, to use me to find him. Use me,” she hissed.

“Do you honestly think you’re alone in this?” he rasped, and he slid his hand into her hair, anchoring her, because he wanted her to see him, to feel his truth. “I want this guy—hell, we all do—but we want you too, and we’re not about to lose you to get him.” 

She slowly shook her head, and he felt the slide of dark waves over the back of his fingers. Frustration twisted her lips. “I’m not your sister, Jude. I’ll never be like Josie—she was so special. So good, so ... amazing. I can’t replace your sister.”

He frowned. What the—? Did she—? He stared at her, stunned. She talked as if she had nobody, as if she truly believed she was alone—and expendable. The thought that she would willingly put herself in the mind of a killer because it didn’t matter—she didn’t matter—was so wrong, and anger at her disregard for her safety, for her life, sparked inside, along with a protective urge that his beast approved of and echoed. She mattered. He raised his hands to cup her cheeks. “I’ve got news for you, Harry,” he said, his voice rough. “I don’t see you as my sister.” He dipped his head and kissed her.
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His kiss was thorough. Demanding. She raised her hands to his—to stop or to encourage, she wasn’t sure—but then his lips moved against hers. She responded instinctively, opening her mouth against his, drinking him in, tasting him as he tasted her. Heat, desire, surrender—they all hit her, making her sway, and then he pulled away to look down at her. She swayed toward him, caught herself.

Jude Colton kissed her. No potion involved. And she wanted to keep doing it. With Jude Colton. She raised a trembling hand to her lips, staring up at him in shock. His expression was purposeful, determined. He made no effort to hide his desire for her. In fact, she thought maybe he wanted her to see his hunger. 

Jude was ... Jude. A veritable force of nature. Commanding. Dominating. Forceful. He was an alpha, for crying out loud. He would expect—no, demand—full engagement, full commitment. 

With Jude, there were no half-measures—and that scared the hell out of her. She couldn’t do that. She’d already lost too many pieces of her heart, she couldn’t risk what was left. Committing to Jude, then losing him ... she knew there would be no recovery from that. And she would lose him. She’d lost everyone else she’d ever cared about.

She swallowed. “I, uh, I ...” she gestured toward her bedroom. “I think I’m going to crash,” she said, her voice sounding a little hoarse. Hell, he’d scorched her vocal chords with one kiss. “Long day.” Instinct drove her. She needed distance. She needed reserves, she needed defenses ... She needed to tell her body to stop craving his touch, his kiss, because Jude Colton could be wicked, could be heaven ... but could also be her destruction.

Jude’s eyes narrowed, and he scrutinized her face. “End of discussion, huh?”

She nodded. Yeah. This was getting a little too real for her.

“Pity,” he said. “It was just getting interesting.” He gave her a quick, hard kiss, as though he had every right to do so. He lifted his head to peer down at her.

“Where’s the potion?”

She sighed. There would be no convincing him to let her use it. He’d made up his mind. She stepped back from him. “You found me at the Madam Ruth’s, remember? I took it back to her for a refund.”

He stared at her, and she tried to look as honest and trustworthy as she possibly could. He frowned. “Then why are we having this conversation?”

“Because there’s still a chance,” she told him. “Valentine’s Day is tomorrow night. If he follows his pattern, he’ll definitely kill, then.”

Jude shook his head. “No.”

Her shoulders sagged. She’d hoped he’d come round. “I’m tired.” She was tired of arguing with him, of trying to turn resolute stone into pliant flesh. And yes, she felt defeated. His expression softened, and he smoothed a tendril of hair behind her ear.

“Get some sleep,” he murmured. He turned to his brothers, and jerked his head in the direction of the door. “We’re leaving.”

Josh eyed her for a moment, then his brother, his eyebrow arching. “O-kay,” he said slowly, then gave Harry a quick smile and wave, and dragged a confused Jesse along with him.

“I don’t get what’s going on here,” Jesse complained.

“I’ll explain later,” Josh muttered. Jude followed them, then turned when he reached her door.

“Don’t forget to lock it,” he instructed, and she gave him a tight smile and nodded. He couldn’t even leave without give orders, damn it. She flicked the lock, then hurried to her shower. Sure, they’d ended the discussion. She hadn’t agreed with him, though, and she’d made no promises. She was ready in fifteen minutes, smoothing the body contoured mini dress over her hips. Crimson in color, it had a draped neckline and spaghetti straps that criss-crossed her bare back. She stepped into her black heels, then untwisted the cap on her bottle of potion. She took a moment to calm herself. Heart’s desire. Think of your heart’s desire. Well, everything she’d thought before—gorgeous guy, chemical attraction between both of them—and if at all possible, tracking down Josie’s killer—Jude’s resistance be damned.

She tilted her head back and sipped, then put the bottle down on her dresser with a thunk. She met her gaze in her mirror, her expression determined. She was going on a hunt.

~*~
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“SO, I GUESSED WE’VE progressed from ‘Harry’s like a sister’ to ... ‘we like Harry’?” Josh asked as he leaned against the bathroom wall. Jesse had already left to prowl around some of the bars, on the lookout for any guy bearing any kind of syringe. They’d decided to try hunting for this warlock in separate bars, in an effort to cover as much ground as possible—except for Jake, who was still investigating the snakeshifter’s homicide.

Jude slid his comb through his hair. “Maybe.” He wasn’t quite ready to talk about his feelings for Harry. Namely, because he didn’t know exactly what those feelings were. He’d seen her as family, that pseudo-sister who could press his buttons ... but now he saw her as a woman, one who was complex, courageous, complicated, and beautiful on so many levels. Sometimes he thought he might be going mad, other times he thought he was finally seeing things with perfect clarity. Which meant he had no idea what the hell was going on.

He stalked past his brother into his bedroom, and donned the shirt he’d cast across the end of his bed, fastening the buttons quickly. He shoved his feet into his shoes. He didn’t think he had much time. His wallet and phone were out in the living room. He turned to leave his room, but Josh stepped in front of him.

“Maybe?” Josh frowned. “You need to decide, Jude, before you start anything. This is Harry. If you decide maybe not later on, that’s a big mess of your making—and you saw how she is. Getting close to someone, only to have them withdraw—that’s not going to end well.”

Jude tucked his shirt into his pants. “In case you didn’t notice, she was the one who withdrew, not me.” He stepped around his brother. 

“Well, I don’t think she expected you to plant one on her,” Josh said dryly. “You scared her.”

Jude’s response was quick and firm as he shook his head. “No, she’s not scared of me. She’s scared of how I make her feel.” His lips quirked in a half-smile as he slid his wallet and phone into his trouser pockets. “But you know what that means, right?”

“What?”

“I make her feel.” He could work with that. He would work with that. He turned, but halted when Josh stepped up to him, his hands on his hips. 

His brother shook his head. “I can’t believe I’m asking this, but—what are your intentions with Harry?”

Jude struggled to keep his face straight. Normally he’d tell his brother to shove it for asking him that, but the fact that Josh was almost as protective as he was with Harry gave him a sense of pride in his family, and a confidence that these sparks of feelings he had with Harry were real. He thought about it for a moment. “Well, first I’m going to pull her ass out of trouble again. Then I’m going to convince her that there are folks out there who consider her family, and love her. I’m bringing her into our pack.”

Josh’s eyes narrowed. “She’s going to fight.”

Jude grinned. “I know.” Her independence, her strength—he could appreciate those traits—and any alpha would look for those in a mate.

There was the slow squeak of brakes outside, and he heard the apartment building’s door swoosh open. “Damn it.” He strode over to the balcony and peered over the ledge. Harry was hurrying to the cab, and she looked sexy as all hell.

“I thought she was going to crash for the night?” Josh queried, craning his neck to peer over Jude’s shoulder.

“She lied.” Jude braced his hands on the balcony and prepared to jump.

“Whoa. You knew?”

Jude glanced over his shoulder. He’d come to understand Harry a little better over the last couple of days. He could tell she was hiding something from him. Her heartrate had increased, her breaths got the slightest bit shallower, and when she wasn’t trying that wide-eyed, ‘nothing-to-see-here’ façade, she’d avoided his gaze. Yeah, he could tell. 

“Yes. But I hoped I was wrong.” He’d hoped she’d trust him enough to talk to him, let him help. And yes, do things his way. But he learned Harry had an independent streak that was at times admirable, and at other times was frustrating as all hell. And frankly, he and his beast enjoyed her play. He vaulted over the balcony. 

“Need a hand?” his brother called after him, and Jude gave him a casual wave from below. 

“Nah. I’ve got this.” He took off jogging, letting his beast sniff the air, locate and track her scent. Jasmine, layered with that hint of lovey-dovey-sweet.

He found her twenty minutes later. She was sitting at a bar, chatting to a vampire—he could smell the taint of dead blood at the doorway. She laughed at something the guy said, her fingers trailing down the length of the man’s tie, a cocktail glass in her other hand—a cosmopolitan, if he wasn’t mistaken. She looked sexy, her crossed legs looking long and smooth in the golden light, as well as the silken expanse of her back, criss-crossed with straps that sparkled, and made him think of things like sliding those straps down, trailing his fingers down her spine ...

Jude’s beast growled possessively inside him, and he shouldered his way through the throng until he reached her side. 

“Harry.”

She glanced at him. Her eyes brightened at the sight of him, her lips curving into a seductive smile as she stood up. 

“Jude,” she breathed, then blinked, and he saw her wariness slide down like a shutter. “What—what are you doing here?”

“Hey, do you mind? The lady and I were—”

“Just finishing up your conversation,” he told the guy next to her. He slid his arm around her shoulders, tugging her against his side as he glared at the guy. He was angry. Angry at Harry, because she’d tried to deceive him. Angry at himself, because he hadn’t managed to convince her to trust him to take care of it, of her. His need to protect her was like a fist to his gut, and he needed the release that came with her acceptance of his protection. And he was angry at this fool to think he could come anywhere near his woman.

The man watched the possessive display, and his eyes narrowed. “I’m only just getting started.”

Jude curved his lips into a smile that exposed his canines. “One bite. Try me.” A werewolf bite was oftentimes lethal to a vampire, unless they received an antidote. It didn’t mean that vampires were defenseless against werewolves, but he was happy to work off some steam and use this vampire’s face to do it.

“Uh, Jude,” Harry began, her arm sliding around his waist. He could feel that familiar niggle of calm, and looked down at her, recognizing that little diffuser she was trying to flood him with, and feeding her his own blatant, possessive desire—and yes, he was feeling possessive, damn it.

He smiled when he heard her breath hitch, saw the heat bloom in her cheeks. He wanted to kiss her. He wanted to sit her up on this bar and plough into her, make her his. She swallowed, and his smile broadened, knowing she could feel his need for her. He turned to the vampire. “Let’s let the lady decide ...”

The vampire switched his gaze to hers and raised his eyebrows. 

“Uh—”

Jude wanted to make love to her, hard and fast, slow and sensual ... all night long. She trembled, and he slid his hand up and down her arm in a move that could have been interpreted as soothing—or a caress. She leaned into him, and the vampire sighed, shook his head, and stepped away. 

“I’m taking you home,” he told her. He picked up her purse from the bar and started to herd her outside. 

“But I haven’t had time to—”

“What, kiss someone?” He hailed a cab. She’d had more of that love potion. He remembered the night before, and how generous she was with her kisses.

“No—well, if that happened, it’s a bonus, but I meant I haven’t had any ... you know, visions,” she said, waving her hand around her head. 

A cab pulled up, and he bundled her into it, sliding in right behind her. He gave the driver his address. Harry reached for the door handle on the other side, but he pulled her onto his lap, encircling his arms around her to keep her in place.

“Let’s get two things straight,” he told her, shifting her to face him a little. “One, you don’t need to have those visions. Jake is on the case, everyone is on the lookout for this guy. You don’t need to have what that sicko does rattling around in here.” He gently tapped her forehead. The cab turned a corner, and she swayed closer to him, and had to catch at his shoulders to stop herself from smashing into him. He didn’t mind. They were close.

Her gaze swept over his face, and she swallowed. “You said two things,” she said in a husky voice. “What was the other thing you want me to get straight?”

He slid both hands into her hair, and pulled her closer. “I’m the only man you’re kissing tonight,” he said against her mouth, his lips touching hers as he uttered each word, then he took her lips in earnest.
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Harry’s head fell back under his onslaught, and she clung to his masculine shoulders, solid and warm beneath the fabric of his shirt. His lips nipped at hers, and she shuddered, feeling the delicious heat slide up her spine, making her writhe against him. One of his hands tightened in her hair, angling her head for a deeper kiss. His other hand trailed down her body, and she moaned when he clasped her breast through her dress. He pulled back to look at her when he realized she wasn’t wearing a bra, then he pulled her down for another kiss.

She speared her fingers through his short hair, scraping her nails against his scalp, then slid one hand down to start fumbling with his shirt buttons. She made a sound of protest when his hand left her breast. He skimmed it down over her back and hip, drawing her thigh up against him. 

She squirmed against him, trying to get closer, her heart thudding in her chest. His tongue tangled with hers, and her nipples were painfully tight against her dress. He gently scraped his nails against the bare skin of her thigh, drawing the hem of her dress up—

The sound of a clearing throat intruded, and Jude paused, drawing his head back. They were both panting. Jude swallowed, then looked over her shoulder at the cab driver. 

“We’re here,” the driver told them.

Harry shuddered as Jude slowly slid her off his lap, and his grip tightened for a brief moment, reluctant to let her go. She scooted across the seat and out of the cab before she could kiss him again, driver be damned. 

She sucked in the cool night air. She was so hot. So ... trembly. She pressed her hand against her cheek and started to walk up the stairs to the apartment building entry. God, she’d almost shagged Jude in the backseat of a cab. She swallowed, and waved her hand to stir the air currents around her. She still wanted to.

She reached the panel with the keypad and braced her hands against the wall for a moment, trying to shove some sensible thoughts into her brain—like the access code. A large hand pressed against the wall next to hers. She stared at that hand. It was so big, right there next to hers. So strong, with the lightest dusting of hair at his wrist. At least his shirt sleeves were buttoned down. 

“Are we going in?” he murmured against her ear, and she sucked in a breath. Oh, God. 

“Yes,” she whispered, knowing he was asking more than just entry to the building. He kissed her ear, then his teeth bit at her lobe. Her knees gave way, and he caught her, his arms sliding around her waist like a warm band of steel. His lips trailed hot kisses against the back of her neck, his body pressing against her back. She could feel the hard ridge of his cock against her buttocks. 

“Let me in,” he whispered. She shuddered as she tried to key in the code as his other hand slid over her hip. It took her three attempts, and he chuckled when she finally got it right, the low rumble in his chest vibrating through her body. 

The doors slid open, and they walked in, Jude still holding her close and kissing and nipping at her neck. She started to move to the elevator, but he growled, turning her to face him. 

“Elevator,” she gasped as she stood on her tiptoes to kiss him.

“Stairs,” he muttered, picking her up against him. “Quicker.”

She wrapped her thighs around his waist as he walked to the stairwell, and shouldered open the door. He jogged up the first flight, and she gasped as each step, each jouncing footfall, had her hips jolting against his. They got to the first landing, and he pressed her against the wall, his lips plundering hers. She kissed him back, arching her neck as his lips left hers to trail along her jaw and down her neck. He rolled his hips against hers, and she moaned. 

He swore softly, yanking her away from the wall and jogging up the stairs to the next floor, holding her hips tight against his. Her breasts bounced with each step up, and she felt the crescents of his nails digging into her butt. He didn’t stop moving, didn’t stop kissing her—her jaw, her neck, her shoulder ... he paused at the door to the hallway, and she shook her head.

“One more floor,” she told him.

He shook his head as he pulled the door open and stepped into the hallway. “Mine’s closer.”

She nodded. Okay. Closer was good.

He let her legs slide down his, then started walking her back, his hands cupping her cheeks as he kissed her, over and over, angling his head first one way, then the other, as though eager to try every possible position with her. He backed her up against his door, pressing his hips against, holding her in place as he fished his keys out of his pocket, never once lifting his lips from hers.

She heard the click of the lock disengaging, then it felt like the world was falling away from her as the door opened, and they stumbled inside. Jude caught her as he kicked the door closed, then resumed kissing her. 

She kicked off her heels as they shuffled down the hall. He toed his shoes off, kicking them somewhere, and she heard a clunk and a tink as they landed. She tugged at his shirt, fumbling with the buttons, until he growled and yanked at the fabric. Buttons scattered, but, holy hell, he was magnificent. His pectoral muscles flexed as he dispensed with his belt, then he drew her close, lifting her against him as he hurried down the hall to his bedroom. 

She squealed a little as he dropped her onto his bed—oh, my god, his bed is massive—but then he joined her, stealing her breath with a hot kiss as he covered her with his body. 

He paused, then lifted his head away. No. More. She wanted more. Craved more. She raised her head, trying to kiss him, but he pulled just out of her reach. 

“Do you want this?” he asked her in a low voice. Moonlight lanced through the window of his bedroom, and she could see the uncertainty in his eyes, as well as the hot desire. 

She nodded.

“No, I mean, really, do you want—”

She pulled his head down to kiss him, and poured all of her desire, all of her need, into that contact. 

He growled, the rumble vibrating against her breasts, calling forth a damp heat in her pussy. He took over the kiss, his tongue sliding against hers. He levered himself down, kissing and caressing his way down her body as he crawled backwards, until he’d reached her legs. He rolled, and she heard the sound of his zip, loud in the dark bedroom, and he shucked off his pants and socks, then turned back to her. She tried to sit up, but he placed his outstretched hand against her torso, and shook his head. He lifted his chin, a tiny, quick move, but she understood, and laid back down. 

He kissed and licked his way up her legs, caressing her skin as though determined to learn every stretch, every curve. He slid the hem of her dress up as he kissed his way along her thighs, pausing to pay extra attention to the place where her thigh connected with her body, licking that groove as his fingers glided beneath the elastic of her thong. She trembled at the tight pull, and looked down.

His gaze was hot, intense, and his eyes glowed just a little as he curved one fingernail into a claw, and tugged at the garment. The fabric gave at the slight pressure, and she gasped when he pulled it away from her body. His gaze never left hers as he lowered his head and kissed her. 

Her mouth parted as she felt his lips against her, his tongue flicking out to taste her, and then the heat of his mouth as he deepened his kiss. She rolled her head back, gasping, as he kissed her, licking and nibbling, drawing a response that had her arching her back, as slick heat welcomed him. He kissed her there, as though he had all the time in the world to just relish her scent, her taste. Tighter and tighter, sensation clawed at her, and she reached for his head, clenching at his hair as her breath caught, then she splintered, moaning long and low into the moonlight. 

His kisses slowed, soothed, and his hands drifted up her body. He crawled up over her, sliding her dress up. He grinned, his teeth white in the darkness.

“I love this dress,” he said, kissing her briefly, then pulling back again. “But I like it better off.” She lifted her head and shoulders, and he drew it off her. She heard his sigh, saw his satisfaction as he gazed down at her naked body. 

He met her gaze, then dipped his head to take her left breast into his mouth as his hand played with her right. She’d never seen, never experienced anything quite so consciously carnal.

Her breasts swelled with his attentions, and he nipped at her nipple, then laved it with his tongue, before switching to tease the other. She arched against him, could feel herself tightening again. She slid her hands across his broad shoulders, clawing at the play of muscle she felt there. He climbed up further, like a wolf stalking his prey, his features tight with arousal.

She pressed against his shoulder, and he let her push him down. She rolled with him until he lay on his back. She smiled at him as she grasped his hard length. “My turn.”

Jude’s gaze drifted over her, and he caressed her shoulder as she pumped him. He sucked in a breath, and her smile turned wicked as she lowered her head and took him into her mouth. 

Jeez-us. He exhaled as her wet heat enveloped him, her tongue darting against him in a way that had his hands curling into fists in the bedsheets. She worked her magic on him, her hands and lips sliding down his length. His stomach muscles tensed as he tried to control himself. His hands drifted down to her head, and he closed his eyes as she nipped, tongued and sucked at him. He tightened his grip in her hair, drawing her off him, and he shook his head. 

“I want to be inside you,” he said, his voice rough. She licked her way up over his stomach, placing delicate kisses against his skin. She scratched at one nipple as she gently bit at the other, and he thought he would explode. She hooked one leg over him, and he grasped her hips as she slid down on to him. She gasped, her eyes widening when she felt his girth inside her, and he chuckled a little at her surprise, then groaned when she started to rock against him. 

He looked up her, her hips rolling, her breasts bobbing as she moved against him. She was beautiful. Stunning. His. 

He rolled them over, and her gasp of surprise turning into a moan of deep satisfaction as he thrust into her. He met her gaze as he threaded his fingers through hers, holding her hands either side of her head as he writhed against her. 

Her eyes widened, and then he felt it, his desire, her desire, rolling back against each other, building on each other. His cock hardened even more, and his breath came in short pants. Each thrust, each slide, built sensation, pulled them higher. He couldn’t tell what belonged to him, what belonged to her—it was just them. Intense, shared pleasure, heartbeats thudding, synchronizing, tight, tight, tight, and then an almost painful explosion of bliss that blinded him, until there was just sensation. Wet heat. Searing ecstasy. Ebbing, ebbing ...

Judd slid out of her and fell to her side, sliding his arms around her to pull her in tight. He could feel her heartbeat thudding against his arm, her breaths slowing, calming, as his did the same. She swallowed.

“I’ve never ...” her voice trailed off, as though she couldn’t find the words. 

“Me, too.” What she said. He wrapped his arms around her tight, his leg hooking over hers. Wherever he could touch her, he did. Skin-to-skin contact. A sense of contentment, of protectiveness, stole over him, and he knew it. He would never let Harry go. He just needed to convince Harry to hold on tight, too. She placed her hand on his arm.

After a while he could sense her relaxing, hear her breathing deepen, and he closed his eyes, letting sleep steal over them both. 

~*~
[image: image]


“MY, AREN’T YOU AN INTERESTING specimen ...”

Shifting light, like a kaleidoscope, flickered around her. Harry stilled. The colors swirled and eventually sharpened. Oh, no.

She watched as his hands grasped the pliers, and he turned back to the white-blonde woman on the gurney. He sighed. “Now, we have some work to do.”
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She watched as he hummed something, words in a language she didn’t understand, wasn’t meant to understand. 

The woman struggled against her restraints, her eyes glowing in frustration when she couldn’t move her head out from under the leather strap across her forehead.

“Oh, that’s interesting. You’re a strong one.” Curiosity. Surprise. Interest. Harry could sense them in him.

She heard the snarl in the woman’s throat, saw the fangs lengthen. Leopard. Snow Leopard. The warlock’s gaze drifted down to the woman’s hands. A fingernail had morphed into a claw. “Very interesting. You’re resisting my special little cocktail.”

Harry saw the man’s hands move as he shrugged. “You won’t be able to fight it forever.” He grasped one of the woman’s fangs with the pliers, and then Harry saw the whites of her eyes as she realized what was about to happen. 

“Oh, please, no,” Harry whispered. 

He yanked, and the wereleopard keened, her back arching, her eyes squeezing shut. Harry yelped.

“Ah, there we go.” He dropped the fang into a dish with a dull clatter, picked up those horrible, crescent shaped dishes, and taped them to the woman’s cheeks as a single tear rolled down her left cheek. He stroked the hair on her forehead. “Oh, come, you can do better than that.”

Harry sensed the woman’s fury. Her beast was growling, pacing inside—neither were as confused, as fearful as the snakeshifter. No, they were pissed.

The woman jerked at the leather cuffs at her wrists. He made that tsking sound again, and reached for a blade on the tray. It was short and broad, and very sharp. He held it against her pinkie finger.

“It’s okay if you need to cry,” he told her, and cut.

Harry screamed with the woman. The cords on the woman’s neck stood out as her back bowed, her eyes wide, and more tears formed. 

“Yes, that’s it.” Satisfaction. Pride. Pleasure.

No, please, no. 

“Harry!”

He patted her cheek. “Now, let’s try it again.”

No. He couldn’t do this. Not again. Harry could feel the fear rising in the woman, but she could also sense the anger, the utter fury at what was being done. The shifter’s beast was ferocious, trying to claw its way out of the fog of the morph blocker. Fury, Harry could echo. She grappled with that fury, that ferocity, and pushed it back into them, spreading that violent storm through his palm against the wereleopard’s cheek. 

“Harry!”

No. She had to do this, had to help. Rage. Pure, unfettered dark energy pulsed through her.

“What the—” His confusion, his surprise—Harry felt them, echoed them in him, separating that from the woman’s emotions.

The wereleopard curled her fists, her claws splitting through the leather cuffs. She raked her claws against the back of his hand, catching the blade as he dropped it. She jerked her hand upward, slicing at the leather strap across her forehead. 

Shock. Fear. Anger. More confusion. He stumbled back as the wereleopard arched her back, leaping up and away from the gurney. He gazed rapidly about, scanning the room. No, not a room ... The walls were metallic, grooved ... Harry saw two doors at the end of the narrow room, with vertical bars either side of the central seal, each bearing a latch handle. She followed his gaze back in the direction of the woman. The wereleopard pulled the trays away from her cheeks, sending them flying. 

Anger. Frustration—all his. “Impossible,” he roared, annoyance coursing through him.

The wereleopard’s lips pulled back in a snarl of a smile, and she hunkered down on all fours. 

“Run,” Harry rasped. “Run.” This time the word emerged as a scream as Harry tried to communicate to the wereleopard.

Instead, the woman started to stalk him, both of her hands morphing into paws, the claws protruding. She might not have been able to morph completely into her shifter form, but she still controlled the important elements—her weapons.

“Damn you!” Fear. Anger. So much anger. Dark, violent anger, rising, pulsing.

No. Oh, no, no, no.

He fumbled with something—his waistband? The wereleopard launched. He yelled something unintelligible as he brought his hand up, and Harry saw the muzzle flash, heard the boom inside the enclosed space as he fired his gun. There was a flash of gold, and the wereleopard’s head jerked back, her hair flicking with the abrupt, violent spasm, and she crashed to the metal floor at his feet. She lay on the floor, her head twisted unnaturally to the side, her eyes sightless as blood dripped from her mouth, the butt of the golden bullet protruding from the smoking hole in her forehead.

“NO!” he banged his fist against the floor, swearing. He reached up for the metal tray, and all the implements clattered to the floor as he pulled the tray down. He flipped it around to glare at the smooth underside.

“Who are you? Show yourself!”

She saw him. She saw him. Sandy gray curls brushed his forehead, his complexion pale, his blue eyes glaring at the tray. His lips were thin and cruel, his nose slender and straight. He was ... unremarkable. And he was angry. She could feel it coursing through him, rising, roiling. He pulled the tray close, his gaze blazing. Harry tried to pull back. Oh, God. Oh, no. 

His eyes narrowed, and through the heat of his anger she felt the cold spear of cool interest. “Well, hello there. Aren’t you interesting?” His lips twisted into a facsimile of a smile. “I can’t wait to make you cry.” Delight flared. Anticipation. Excitement.

“Harry!”

She jerked, her vision sharpening. Jude. Oh, God, Jude. He sat up in the bed, trying to shake her.

She threw herself at him, hot tears streaming down her face. “He-he killed her,” she managed to say, drawing in deep, gasping breaths. “He killed her.”

“It’s okay, honey. I’ve got you. You’re safe.” He smoothed his hand over her head as he held her to his chest. 

She shook her head, pulling back to look up at him. 

“He saw me, Jude. He knows I was there. He knows I saw everything.” Bile rose in her throat. 

And he was coming for her.
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“WHERE IS IT?” JUDE growled as he stalked down Harry’s hallway. He wore only a pair of gray sweatpants he’d hurriedly donned, his feet and chest were bare. His jaw tightened with determination. Harry hurried along with him, her shoes and purse clasped in her hands as she tugged at the hem of her dress.

“Never mind—”

He whirled around, and she cannoned into his chest. He grasped her arms to prevent her from falling. He could feel the silken softness of her skin, the toned muscle ... a contrast that was Harry in a nutshell. “Tell me where it is.” His beast layered his own deep rumble into his words, both of them intent on protecting this woman.

She shook her head. “No.” Her chin had a stubborn jut to it.

He dipped his head, making sure he maintained eye contact. “I won’t let you do this again.” Hell, no. It was too dangerous.

She pulled free from his grasp, frowning up at him. “Let me?” she exclaimed. “I don’t need your permission. I can take care of myself.”

A muscle flexed in his jaw, and his lips clamped shut. Damn it. Only Harry could get him so damned riled. He turned around and walked into her kitchen, yanking open the fridge door to peer inside. “You have no idea what you’re up against,” he said. He gave a soft growl of impatience when he didn’t find what he was looking for, and then started going through her cupboards.

“Hey, do you mind?” she snapped.

He turned to her, and she stopped when she saw his expression. He was more than angry. He was furious. She was putting herself in danger, and that was something he wouldn’t allow. “Do I mind?” he repeated silkily, trying to calm himself, his beast. He started to walk toward her, a slow, predatory stalk. “Yes, I damn well mind. You are poking a sleeping dragon, and you’ll get burned.”

She backed up, and he kept coming. He wasn’t trying to mask his ferocity, or leash his beast—because here, on this topic, they both were in accord. Keep Harry safe. 

“You screamed, tonight.” The sound had pierced his ears, his heart, and he’d hated the helplessness he’d felt for the woman beside him, so close but unreachable in her fugue state. He could sense her fear, her terror ... could feel the heat of her tears, and the sounds of her sobs had whipped at him. He could only imagine the horror she was witnessing. 

“That woman you described?” Hell, he was still processing what she’d told him. How could she be so resistant, even now? She needed help. And he was determined to give it. “The snow leopard? She’s an alpha. An alpha.” He ran both hands through his hair. “He killed an alpha. And from the sounds of things, it was an easy win. He didn’t even have to touch her. That’s how damned outmatched you are with this guy.” To be able to neutralize an alpha showed ... strength. Power. Cunning. And Harry was trying to get close to the bastard. 

No. No way.

He glanced at the door next to them. Harry’s bedroom. Maybe that’s where it was ...? He walked in, not bothering with the light as his eyes quickly adjusted to the dark room. There. He spied the pretty little bottle and crossed to her dresser.

“No, Jude. Wait.”

He ignored her and swept up the bottle on his way to her bathroom. 

“Jude, please, don’t ...” she tried to pull him back, but he was bigger, more determined and pissed as hell.

“Stop! You’ll ruin everything!”

He unscrewed the lid, then turned to her, holding the bottle up. “No, this is ruining everything.”

“It’s the only way I can get inside his head,” she wailed.

“You said it.” That was exactly the problem. He frowned. “You lied to me. Earlier tonight, in your living room. You said you’d gotten rid of it.” And that hurt, hurt more than he’d expected.

She shook her head, her gaze shifting between his gaze and the bottle in his hand, and back again. “Technically, I didn’t lie. I told you I took it back to the witch—and I did. But ... she doesn’t do refunds, and well, I brought it home again.”

“You didn’t tell me that.”

“That’s not lying, I didn’t say anything false,” she said, holding up a finger. “I just didn’t say everything.” She tried to grab the bottle, and he twisted, holding it out of her reach.

His eyes narrowed. Damn it, as a lawyer, he could appreciate her precision. He’d pulled similar stunts himself, both in and out of the courtroom ... but damn it, he didn’t like it when it was pulled on him. But his beast seemed to appreciate her play.

“How else are we going to get him?” She tried to grab at the bottle again, but he was quicker. He lifted it out of her reach, then tipped it into the sink.

“No!” she wailed, trying to stop it, but he shook out the contents, then ran water into the sink to wash it down the drain. He rinsed out the bottle for good measure. 

“What have you done?” she keened, and he heard the shock, the dismay in her voice. The grief.

He grasped both her arms. “This potion is making you reckless. You’re cozying up to strangers—what if this potion made you susceptible to him? What if you flirted with Josie’s killer? And then you’re letting him inside you, inside your head.” Just the idea of this monster being so close to her made his beast snarl with the urge to destroy any threat to her. 

“This is my decision,” she told him, shaking her head. “You had no right ...” She pulled away from him and walked into her living room. Her hand rose to cup her forehead as she shook her head. 

“I will not lose you, Harry,” he told her forcefully. 

“I’m not yours to lose,” she snapped, whirling to face him. Her hazel eyes shone with angry gold, and her dark hair was still tousled from laying in his arms. She was beautiful. And she was angry and upset. And she was quickly consuming his every thought, his every breath.

He folded his arms and planted his feet. “Yes. Yes, you are.” She shook her head, and he tilted his head to the side. “Everyone else can see it, but you.”

“See what?”

“You’re mine. And I’m yours. From the moment you first kissed me.”

She frowned, and her mouth opened, then snapped closed. Her frown deepened, then she folded her arms. “It was the potion.”

His lips quirked. She wasn’t ready to admit it. Okay. But he’d kissed Harry Swalwell, and he liked it. A lot. He wanted to spend the rest of his days doing just that. He wasn’t about to let her find someone else to fill the role of her ‘heart’s desire’, and he sure as hell wasn’t about to let some crazed warlock on a power trip do anything to harm her. 

“Don’t you think it’s interesting?”

Her eyes narrowed. “What?”

“Well, two nights you’ve had this drink. Two nights you’ve thought about your heart’s desire, and both nights you’ve ended up with me.” He shrugged. “I’m just saying.”

“Maybe you were convenient.”

He chuckled softly at her barb, and his beast stretched, ready to play. “I don’t think it works like that.”

“Well, it’s not working at all, now,” she growled. She actually growled. It was cute. His beast sighed, settling in to enjoy the show of brilliant fire. They both liked that Harry didn’t back down. She had the biggest heart, encased in a tough, scalding exterior that he was determined to pierce. Now, it was a struggle not to throw her over his shoulder and carry her back inside her bedroom. But they definitely needed to talk. Talk first, love later.

“This guy killed Josie,” he told her in a low voice, and shook his head, just once. “I won’t let him near you.”

“Jude—”

He shook his head. “No. You need to understand.” He shoved his hands into the soft pockets of his sweatpants. She deserved an explanation, and truth to tell, she was the only one he was prepared to offer it to. “Josie was my kid sister. My responsibility.” His voice roughened as his beast snuffled inside him. He shook his head. “I’m her big brother—her alpha. I was—I was supposed to protect her, and I failed.” Hell, that hurt. The shame and remorse, the grief ... Those words burned his throat, and he swallowed. “I failed in my duty to her—as a brother, as her alpha. And she died.” 

Harry approached him, her hand touching his left arm. “It’s not your fault,” she whispered, shaking her head, her golden-hazel eyes luminous with tears. Her warmth spread into that cold, twisted space of regret.

He placed his hand over hers, drawing in her comfort, but still not ready to forgive himself. “It’s my job, as an alpha, to keep my pack safe. She wasn’t safe.” His face hardened. “And I won’t let another person down like that. I can’t.”

“But Jude, I saw more in this vision. We can get him—”

“And he can get you,” he argued. He pulled her to him, his hands gripping her hips. “I won’t take that risk. I won’t risk you.”

“But—”

“No buts,” he said, then stroked hers. He rested his forehead against hers. “I can’t lose you, too,” he whispered, then dipped his head to kiss her.
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There was something in this kiss, a warmth, a tenderness that called to her, seduced her ... It was more than a physical embrace, as though his whole being was wrapped around her, sheltering, protecting. That feeling of being cared for ...

He couldn’t lose her. His words echoed in her head as his lips caressed hers. His touch, his kiss, teased at her, tempting her, drawing her under his spell. Making her believe, hope, that this was actually possible. 

It was the bloom of that hope, once she recognized it for what it was, that had her jerking back. 

“No,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I can’t—I can’t do this.” 

He blinked, then frowned as she stepped back. “What? What’s wrong?” 

She shook her head. “This. Us. We are wrong.” So wrong. Damn it, what was it about the Coltons that made her hope, dream, wish ...? Only for it to be violently ripped away.

He took a deep breath, his hands stroking up to her shoulders. “You and I—this is so right.” 

Yeah, well, Josie had felt so ‘right’. So had Nanna before her, and Mom and Dad before her. And every single time she’d learned how dark that bright ‘right’ could turn. She couldn’t do this again. There was something about Jude—that all-consuming envelopment, that whispered any connection with him would be so much more—and potentially so much more devastating.

She shook her head. “I can’t,” she whispered, pulling away from him. 

“Yes, you can. We can.” 

“No! You don’t get it, Jude. We argue, we bicker ...”

“We love,” he interrupted in a husky voice, his finger trailing down her bare arm. Oh, God, even that drag of sensation was enticing, captivating. His lips quirked. “We love really well.” he stepped closer, and took hold of her hand.

She shook her head. “It’s not real,” she wailed softly. “Don’t you see? It’s the potion. None of this is real.” This potion was turning out to be such a bitter curse, and yet ... it had the potential of taking a serial killer off the streets. How could she warp something so benign as a love potion? 

A faint V lined his brow. “Do you really think that?” 

“Can you honestly say that what we did—” she swallowed, because he was right, they did love really well “—happened naturally? If I hadn’t drunk that potion, we wouldn’t have kissed. We wouldn’t have ... you know.” 

“Made love?” he supplied. His thumb stroked across the back of her knuckles, a soft caress that was distracting.

“How can it be love?” she argued. “You and I, we are like oil and water. Salt and vinegar ...”

He tipped his head, confused. “I love salt and vinegar. Salt and vinegar are awesome together.”

“No, they neutralize each other,” she corrected. “Unless one dominates the other, then it’s either too much corrosive or too much acid—and both are destructive.”

“Unless you get the right amount,” he argued. “You say neutralize. I say balance.” He paused for a moment, looking at her intently. “What are you afraid of, Harry? Really?” His tone was so gentle, his expression so ... patient—and she’d never thought of Jude as a patient man. His thumb caressed her knuckles again. Soft. Languid. Seductive.

He was surprising her, captivating her, and that’s what scared her. Him. She was afraid of him. This—if there really was a this—was too fragile, the flutter of hope, of a future ... she’d been there, done that, had the heartache to show for it, and wasn’t ready to take that trip again. She’d loved her parents, her grandmother, her best friend ... but she was more susceptible to this man, on a level that made her far more vulnerable.

It was too much. Too raw. She didn’t want to fall in love with someone. She didn’t want to lose her heart, and then lose ... him. She would never recover. She folded her arms. “I’m not afraid of anything.” 

“How is it that you deal with everyone else’s emotions, but can’t seem to be able to feel and cope with your own?”

That question pierced her to her core, and the hurt that burst from it brought her defensive shield up. “Maybe compartmentalization is something you emotional shifters need to learn to do.”

His eyes narrowed, and he opened his mouth to ask another annoying, too-piercing question, so she spoke rapidly to forestall him. “Maybe you just have to accept that we might be good in the sack, but not out of it.” She lifted her chin.

“Maybe you just have to accept that we are perfectly suited to each other.”

“That’s the problem, Jude,” she told him quietly, sadness creeping into her tone. “Perfection always comes to an end.”
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SHE WAS TRYING TO CREATE some distance. It was a defensive strategy. He understood that. He didn’t like it, but he understood it. Because now, he knew. She seemed to think this thing between them, this relationship, was of a temporary nature, but he and his beast were looking to the future. She was smart. Sassy. Frustrating. Sexy. Unique. No other woman had fascinated him, tempted him, intrigued him. She was the type of woman that just as he thought he had her figured out, she’d surprise him. 

No, what he felt, what his beast felt, this wasn’t temporary. This was mating. This was coupling. This was knowing. He thought it had started with that first time she’d kissed him, but had strengthened when he’d seen her tackle a bear, and continued to grow from there.

“Hey, did you hear what I said?” 

Jude jerked as Jake snapped his fingers in front of his face. He looked up at his brother. “What?” He was absorbed in his thoughts of Harry. Last night had not ended the way he’d imagined, hoped ... but Harry needed time. She might be resistant now, but he was determined to convince her that she was meant to be with him, and he with her. He knew it. Like salt and vinegar, damn it.

Jake gave him an exasperated look. “I said we found the snow leopard. Gold bullet between the eyes, just like Harry said.” He shook his head. “Gruesome as hell.”

Damn it. “I know she sees a lot in her line of work, but—I hate that she’s seeing this. That she’s feeling this.” 

Jake nodded. “But wait, there’s more. We think this guy drives a box truck. Based on Harry’s description.”

Jude frowned. “He’s mobile? That’s going to make it harder to find him.”

“Wait, there’s more—” 

“There always is,” Jude muttered. 

“Harry said it had what seems like custom paneling inside, so we’re making enquiries with businesses that offer custom conversions.”

Jude nodded. It was as good a place as any to start, he guessed. 

Jake leaned his hip against Jude’s desk and gave him an expectant look.

Jude frowned. “What?”

“Josh mentioned that Harry went out last night, after all.” 

Jude leaned back in his chair. “Yeah.”

“Josh mentioned you went after her.” 

Jude folded his arms. “Yeah.”

“Josh mentioned you kissed Harry.” 

“Josh talks too much.”

“So, are you guys a couple now, or what?” 

Jude looked at his brother. Ah, hell. Now it was Jake’s turn to assert a brotherly interest. “Kind of.”

Jake frowned. “She’s a good woman, Jude.”

“I know.” 

“She’s been through a lot.” 

“I know.”

“If you hurt her, I’ll hurt you.”

“I know.” If he hurt Harry, he deserved whatever his brothers dealt him. He looked his brother in the eye. “I know,” he said meaningfully.

Jake’s eyes narrowed. “You ... know?”

“I know.” 

Comprehension dawned in his brother’s gaze. “Oh, you know.”

Jude nodded. “Yes. I know.” 

“Whoa.” Jake nodded. “Okay, then. Good to know.” A shifter would never do anything to harm his mate in any way. It went against their nature, and Jake seemed satisfied with his response. “Where is she now?” 

She was trying to create some distance between them, but he wasn’t going to allow that. He’d slept on her sofa—again. It was as far as he was willing to back off. He’d also organized his brothers to watch over her. 

“Jesse’s with her now. She needs groceries.” That was an understatement. Her fridge was bare but for a carton of something that could have been food, could have been a science experiment. He knew empaths expended loads of energy—as much as shifters—yet she seemed to subsist on the bare minimum to get by. He needed to change that. He was planning to bring her some real food for her dinner break at work that night. “Josh will drop her off at the clinic, and I’ll pick her up after her shift—.” 

His door burst open, and Jesse stepped in. His expression was uncharacteristically sober. Grim. “I’ve lost Harry.”

Jude rose. “What? How?” Cold anger flared inside him.

Jesse’s expression changed to one of frustration. “She went to the ladies’.” He put both hands up. “I was not about to follow her in there.”

Jude gripped the rim of his desk, not sure if he was angry at his brother, or at Harry. Both. “That seems to be her shtick.” She’d done exactly the same thing the day before, right here at his office. He wanted to smash his brother for losing his mate, but, well, she’d fooled him, too.

“I’m sorry, Jude.” Jesse shook his head. “I didn’t expect her to ditch me.”

Jake pulled out his phone. “I’ll get an alert out for her.”

Jude picked up his keys as he walked around his desk. “Don’t bother. I think I know where she is.” Damn it. A part of him had thought she’d accepted his destruction of the potion just a little too darn easily, but then he’d gotten distracted with their conversation about them. He could feel his beast stretch inside him, relishing the prospect of a hunt.

Jesse remained at Jude’s office door, and didn’t step out of the way. He held up his hand. “Wait, what are you going to do to her when you find her?”

Jude gritted his teeth. “You, too?” 

Jesse drew himself up, and Jude’s eyes narrowed at the hint of challenge. “I won’t let you hurt her.”

“Oh, for the love of—” Jude bit out.

“No snapping, no snarling.”

“I won’t.”

“Relax, Jesse. He knows.” Jake shoved his hands in his pockets.

Jesse glanced between them both warily. “I swear, it was an accident.”

Jude blinked, then frowned. “What?”

“I’ll pay for it, don’t worry.”

Jake closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. “Idiot.”

Jude’s eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?”

Jesse glanced between his brothers again, and Jake shook his head. Jesse smoothed his expression. “Uh, nothing. What are you talking about?”

Jake gestured toward Jude. “He knows. Harry. He knows Harry.”

Jude glared at Jake, who held up his hands in defense. “You didn’t say it was a secret.”

“I didn’t say to broadcast it, either,” he muttered as he shoved Jesse out of the way and stalked out of his office to the bank of elevators at reception as Jesse made a half-gasp, half-shout, wheezy chuckle sound.

“Why are you laughing?” Jake asked as he followed Jude.

“Harry’s human.” Jesse’s shoulders shook, and Jude pounded at the elevator call button. “He knows—but she doesn’t.” Jesse doubled over. 

“Yet. She doesn’t know—yet.” Jude clarified. Jesse wheezed more laughter. 

The elevator dinged, and Jake looked over his shoulder. “Are you coming?”

Jesse’s eyes widened as he straightened, and he ran down the hall to them, chuckling. “Oh, I wouldn’t miss it.” 

Jude folded his arms as he leaned against the back wall of the elevator. “I will find out what you did, and yes, you will pay.”

Jesse stopped laughing. “Shit.”

Jake shook his head as he watched the floor indicators above the elevator doors. “Idiot.”
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HARRY RAPPED HER KNUCKLES on the door, and then glanced over her shoulder. She felt mildly guilty about ditching Jesse at the mall. But then she reminded herself about her task. It was Valentine’s Day. He would definitely kill again. She straightened her shoulders. But she might be able to stop him, and that resolve burned through any semblance of guilt.

After seeing what he did to the snakeshifter, and then the snow leopard alpha, she had a new understanding of what Josie’s last hours had been like—and it was soul crushing. She hadn’t seen the autopsy report. Just knowing her best friend was dead had been enough. Now, though, knowing how he operated, how he intentionally put the fear of God into his victims, it made the possibilities of what he’d done to Josie that much more horrific.

She couldn’t go through life and do nothing about it. This guy was killing women. Lots of women. Each woman killed meant family and friends who were experiencing what Harry experienced. And each woman killed endured a terrifying ordeal before they died. She was a medic. She wouldn’t stand by and watch pain be inflicted intentionally on others, wouldn’t stand by and watch women be killed. That wasn’t part of her makeup.

The door opened, and familiar rheumy eyes met hers. Madam Ruth’s shoulders sank. “You again.” 

Harry nodded. “Yep.”

The witch looked beyond her to the empty waiting room, sighed, and stepped back to open the door wider. “Come in.”

Harry waited until the old witch had settled herself at the table—a process that seemed to take an inordinate length of time. The woman grimaced as she sank into her seat. Harry frowned. “Are you okay?”

Madam Ruth glanced up in surprise. “What?” 

“You’re moving a little slower than usual. Have you hurt yourself? Do you need me to ...” Harry gestured between them with her hands.

The witch gave her a confused frown, and Harry sighed. “I’m a medic. I might be able to help.”

“In exchange for what?” the witch asked, her expression suspicious.

Harry gave her an exasperated look. “For feeling better? I don’t trade this. If you need help, I can give it.”

The witch gave her a considering look, and Harry saw a softening around her eyes. “That’s nice of you, but I don’t need your ... help,” Madam Ruth said, waving her hand at her. “But I appreciate the offer.” There was a sincerity in her tone, something that was so different to the sass she normally used. She gestured Harry closer. “Now, what do you want?”

Harry folded her arms across the top of her tote bag. “More love potion number nine, please.” 

The witch dipped her head. “What?”

“I need more potion.”

The old woman’s eyes widened. “I told you not to chug it. That should have lasted you weeks.”

Harry sighed. “I didn’t chug it. It ... spilt.”

The witch’s eyes narrowed, and her head tilted. “It ... spilt?” She arched an eyebrow. “It was one of those Colton boys, wasn’t it?”

Harry nodded. “Yeah.”

“Well, it seems to me like you don’t actually need any more of that potion,” she said, shrugging.

“Oh, no, I do.” Harry straightened. “He’s not my heart’s desire. Actually, I’ve re-thought that whole heart’s desire thing, and ... yeah. I don’t want it.”

The witch blinked a couple of times, then pinched the bridge of her nose. “I don’t understand.”

She shrugged. “I realize I’m not cut out for that love stuff.”

The witch leaned forward. “And yet you want a love potion?” she annunciated the words clearly.

Harry nodded. “Yep.”

The witch frowned. Stared at her. Stared at her so hard that Harry started to feel uncomfortable with just how much she might actually be seeing with her witchy-woo eyes. Madam Ruth leaned back, comprehension dawning on her face.

“You’re going after him,” she breathed.

Harry refrained from answering on the grounds the witch might react like Jude. Madam Ruth braced a hand on the table and rose from her seat.

“Are you crazy?” she hissed. “He’s a fearmonger. He won’t play nice.”

Harry remained silent, and just gave her an expectant look.

The witch shook her head. “What does your mate think of this?”

Harry snorted. “He’s not my mate.”

A knock sounded at the door, and the witch frowned. “I’m busy,” she called. “Come back in ten.”

The knock sounded again. Louder, more impatient. The witch sighed, then trundled over to the door. “I said come back in—” 

The timber near the lock splintered, and the door burst inward, catching the witch on her shoulder and sending her crashing to the floor. A man stood in the doorway, panting. His fists curled when he caught sight of Harry. His eyes were weird, a blue glow that was more than a little disconcerting.

Harry leaped from her chair and hurried around the table toward the witch who was levering herself into a sitting position. 

“What are you doing?” Harry yelled, frowning at the guy.

He lifted a foot, grimaced in pain as he forced it over the lintel. Steam started to curl in tendrils from his shoe, but he wrapped his hands around the door jamb and pulled himself into the room.

“No,” the witch bellowed, shaking her head.

The man gritted his teeth as steam started to rise from his whole body, and his face turned red. Harry stared in confusion and horror as his hands, face and neck started to ripple, and blisters started to form. 

Harry helped the witch to her feet, the hunched woman glaring at her intruder. “I didn’t invite you in,” she hissed. 

The man ignored her, his gaze locked on Harry as he forced one foot in front of the other. 

“Stop,” Harry cried, holding up a hand. Every step he took caused him pain, his features contorted into a mask of agony, but still, he kept coming forward, his hands outstretched. His shirt sleeves started to smoke. Little sparks disintegrated the fabric to reveal the boils and broken skin beneath. Harry took a step in his direction, but the witch blocked her with her arm. 

“Don’t. Use your shields. You can’t take this on.” The witch moved forward, and the man’s gaze snapped in her direction. He curled a hand into a fist and lashed out, striking the woman across her cheek and sending her tumbling to the floor again. Harry ran toward her, but felt the collapse of the body against her, the hands wrapping around her throat. Pressure. He’d dived at her. 

Harry’s pulse thudded in her ears, and she tried to breath, and got barely a gurgle. She pushed at his chest, frantic. She met that glowing blue gaze. There was nothing there. No personality, no emotion. She was tempted to relax her shield, try to grasp some emotion—any emotion—but the witch’s warning reverberated in her head. Even with her shields up, it was like falling into a void. She clawed at the hands squeezing her throat, her eyes widening in horror at the deep grooves she made as his skin peeled under her nails. 

A growl emanated from the room beyond, and Harry’s gaze flicked up. A wolf was at the door, baring his teeth, his brown eyes darkening with rage.
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Jude. She’d never seen him in his wolf form before, but something inside her immediately knew it was him. His tawny brown coat, shot through with strands of gold, the sheer size of him, but it was those eyes, those eyes that looked at her briefly, showing a blatant possessiveness, a primitive strength. Then his head swiveled toward the intruder.

Two men ran in behind him. Jesse and Jake. Jake carried a bundle of clothes. Both men’s eyes turned golden, their canines extending as they took in the scene.

Madam Ruth rolled over, clutching her cheek. “Come in,” she called. 

The werewolf launched at the guy, shoving him off her. Harry rolled away, then scooted back against the leg of the table, stunned at the ferocity of his attack. She took in great, dragging breaths, her hand rising to her throat. 

The man tried to fight him off, his eerie gaze never leaving Harry’s, not even when fangs bit into his neck, snapping it. She stared in fascinated horror as the blue glow flickered, and then she realized she was looking at a human’s green-eyed gaze. She saw the brief flicker of confusion and pain as his head lolled back, the remorse, and then the life in his eyes died out completely. 

Jake and Jesse ran in, and Jake hurried over to the witch, gently helping her to her feet.

The wolf trotted toward her, his brown gaze glowing with possessive demand as he sniffed her, his nose prodding against her, as though to check she was all right. He was huge. She lifted a shaky hand to rest on his head. Heat. Rolling heat, mixed with desire, ownership, wildness, a thread of worry, and a warmth that seemed at once so familiar, yet so alien. Jude’s beast was beautiful. Magnificent. His emotions were pure, unpolished, and unrefined ... unmistakable, and unavoidable.

She could feel the shift beneath her fingers, feel the snap, crackle and knitting of bones, the flash of pain, and then the smooth skin of his neck and shoulder as Jude stared back at her. For a moment, he watched her. She looked at him. Really looked at him. He was naked. Strong. Muscled. Powerful. He wiped the blood away from his face. She could feel residual anger, ruthless determination. He had no qualms over his kill, the protective heat rolling over her in waves. He grasped her hand and drew her to her feet as she rose. 

The witch groaned as she rubbed her hip. Jake helped her to the table, tossing Jude his clothes as he did so. Jesse hurried to pull out the chair for her. The Colton brothers eyed the dead man on the floor, and Harry tried to focus there also, although Jude’s naked body was, well, quite the distraction. He was gorgeous. Incredibly manly for a werewolf, and so damn attractive.

Jude pulled on the trousers, his muscled butt flexing with the movement, and shrugged into his shirt, then padded over to the sink to wash his hands and face. Harry couldn’t help but notice he didn’t bother to button his shirt up. She forced her gaze on to the intruder as Jude returned to her side, and she grimaced. The man’s skin looked as though he’d bathed in acid, black in some places, open to the tissue and sinew beneath in others. His neck was torn. 

Jake hunkered down on his knee to meet the witch’s gaze. “What the hell happened?” 

Jesse crossed to the sink, searched for a glass, filled it with water and hurried back to the old woman. She looked at him closely. “I don’t think I’ve met you before.”

Jesse folded his arms. “Jesse Colton.” He glanced at the dead man, Harry, then back at the witch. Harry realized it was the first time she’d seen him without a smile. 

Madam Ruth glanced between the three men, her gaze resting on Jude’s state of undress for a little longer, then she shook her head. “That is some gene pool.” She waved a hand toward a cupboard. “There’s whiskey in there. Get me some of that.” Jesse’s lips tightened, but he did as the old woman had instructed.

“Ruth,” Jake said, frowning. “Explain.”

The witch swallowed the water, then put the glass down on the table with a thunk. She gave Jesse a wave toward the glass, and he poured some of the amber liquid into it. She looked down at the dead man, and her lips tightened. 

“I didn’t invite him in.”

Harry frowned. “I don’t understand.” 

Madam Ruth swallowed about half of the measure Jesse had poured for her. “You have to be invited in. I didn’t invite him in.”

“Oh.” 

Madam Ruth apparently had a painful little witchy security system that fried anyone not ‘invited’ into her parlor. Harry made a mental note to never push her way into the woman’s rooms.

“Is he a customer of yours?” Jake asked as he rose to his feet. Madam Ruth shook her head. 

“No. He endured a lot of pain. Everyone else would have stopped at that first step. This guy? He was forced to keep trying. No, this poor guy was compelled.”

Jude frowned, and he shifted closer to Harry. “By the warlock?”

Madam Ruth drained her glass, thunked it on the table again and gestured to Jesse. “Hit me.” She waited for Jesse to refill her glass—jerked her chin in an unspoken command to fill it a little more, before finally lifting her gaze to Jude’s. “No. This,” she said, gesturing toward the dead man, “this isn’t a warlock. I was wrong.”

Harry leaned back against the table, her shoulder’s sagging at the witch’s announcement. She looked dejected. Jude couldn’t stand it, nor could his beast. He slid his arm around her waist, tugging her in close to his side. He needed to offer her comfort, share his strength. He was banking his rage—this monster had just made an overt attack on his mate. Now, it was war. But he also needed to make sure Harry was safe.

“What do you mean, you were wrong?” he growled at the witch.

Madam Ruth took a sip of her whiskey as she shrugged. “Hey, it happens.”

“Ruth,” Jake said, a warning in his tone.

The witch sighed. “A warlock—he wouldn’t need a minion to come do his dirty work.” She rolled the glass against her forehead, then looked up at Jude, then Jake. “You’re dealing with a faeranpire.”

Jake frowned, then shook his head. “Never heard of it. How is it you have all these supernaturals I’ve never heard of?”

The witch eyed him. “Maybe you should read more.”

“What the hell is a faeranpire?” Jesse asked, his hands resting on his hips.

“It’s a type of vampire, but an abnormal kind. Very rare. Their fangs don’t form properly, and they can’t puncture skin to draw blood.” She looked up at Jude. “But that doesn’t make him any less dangerous. He’s not selling that fear. He’s consuming it. Every time he does, he gets his strength, his speed ...” she made a rolling motion with her hand. “Yada, yada, yada. Without fear, he starves.”

“He can compel?” Jude asked. 

Madam Ruth nodded. “Yes. But, like I said, a faeranpire is a bit of a freak. They can’t just compel. Usually, they taint food or drink with a tear, and the compulsion wears off after about a day.”

He glanced at Jake, who made a soft growling noise in his throat. “That explains the blackouts.” Jake’s lips compressed as he shook his head. “That means everyone could potentially be a threat.”

Jude leaned over and grabbed Harry’s tote. “Let’s go.”

“Uh—” 

He faced her. He wasn’t about to listen to more arguments around keeping her safe, damn it, not after what happened here. His hand slid around Harry’s neck, cupping her head, and he kissed her. Hard and fast, possessive. Then he pulled back to meet her gaze. “We’re leaving.”

~*~
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“I CAN TAKE IT FROM here.” Harry said she unlocked her apartment door. Jude pushed it open and dragged her inside. He kicked the door shut before Jesse could follow. Jake had remained at Madam Ruth’s to handle the body collection and investigation.

“What the hell were you thinking?” His voice was a low growl.

“Apparently you knew exactly what I was thinking,” she said as she tossed her tote bag onto the sofa. “How else did you know where to find me?”

“I was hoping I was wrong.”

“Well, you were wrong about being wrong.”

“We discussed this—” 

She whirled on him, her finger jabbing at his chest. “No, you discussed this. You’ve been making decisions and just expected me to go along with whatever you say.” She frowned up at him. “You’re not the boss of me. I get to decide when I need protection, and how and from whom.”

His eyes glowed, and she backed up, falling into the chair as he grasped both armrests. He leaned down close. “No.” His tone was implacable, his expression calm. Controlled. Ruthless. She knew what he was doing. He was trying to intimidate her. The problem was, with Jude it would be so easy to be steamrollered, to be swept up in him so that there was little remaining of her. She refused to be intimidated.

“You’ve already shown you need my protection. You have it.” That control flickered in his gaze, and his lips tightened. “You put yourself in danger. I won’t allow that to happen again.”

She allowed the spark of fury to bloom, to flare ... Better that than the little puddle of gooey warmth at feeling the full force of his protectiveness. “Allow? Again, may I remind you I’m not pack.” She leaned forward, but he didn’t retreat, so they were very close. “Furthermore, if I decide to drink a damn potion to track that killer, then I will drink that damn potion and track that killer. I will get him.” Damn it, he wasn’t backing away. She ducked under his arm to get some space between them.

“I know you, Jude. You take on everyone’s problems. I am not your problem.” 

He turned to face her, his expression enigmatic. “You know me, huh?” There was no mistaking the challenge in his tone, his eyes.

“Yeah,” she nodded, pacing toward him. Challenge accepted. “I know you. You deal with the law, you’re precise. You like to be in control. You see what you think is the right way—your way—and believe it should be everyone’s way. You will never see this the way I do. If I can’t get the potion from Madam Ruth, I’ll get it from someone else.” But she would prefer it from Madam Ruth. She kind of liked the old witch.

“You can’t be serious.”

She nodded. “Oh, I am.”

“No. I won’t allow it. My brothers and I will take care of this.”

“I’ve made my decision.”

“Well, unmake this one, because you make crappy decisions.”

“I’m doing this—”

He stepped forward, and his eyes did that little glowy thing, as though his beast was getting involved. “And who’s going to save your ass because you make these crappy decisions?” he snarled.

“You don’t get it. I don’t want to be saved. Not if—not if it means I lose someone I love.”

Jude’s eyes narrowed, his gaze piercing. He was silent for a moment, then his lips quirked. “Is that you’re final say on the matter?”

“Ye—”

Her breath came out in a hitched gasp when he bent down, slung her over his shoulder, and carried her into her bedroom.
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Chapter 14
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“Jude!” 

He slid her down to the ground, holding her close. She loved him. She’d said it, and he wasn’t going to let her take it back.

“You’re supposed to be yelling at me,” she told him, her hands braced against his chest. 

He’d just learned so much about her, understood her so much better, and she’d drained the anger. “You’re not going to lose me.”

“I think—”

“Don’t.” He cut off her words with a kiss, his hands delving into her hair. He backed her up to the bed, and followed her down as she fell. His hand trailed down her body, and she arched to his touch. He paused at the button closure of her fly, and her hands swept up his arms to his shoulders—not to push him away, but to draw him closer. 

He unbuttoned her jeans, and slowly slid the zipper down. Her hips undulated with the movement. He parted the denim, his fingers skimming across the lace he found there. Dear God, she wears lace. He loved lace. He slid his finger underneath the fabric, could feel, smell her desire. He lifted his head to look down at her as he slid his finger along her crease. He saw her eyes widen, heard her breath hitch when he parted that seam and slid his finger inside. 

“Oh, Jude,” she gasped. He bent down to nip at her lips. When she said his name, her lips formed a pout. A kissable, bitable, lickable pout.

“Say my name,” he rasped.

“Jude.”

Sexy pout. He kissed her, and moved his finger, feeling the hot slide out, and the enveloping heat as he slid it back in. She gasped into his mouth, and he could feel her breasts welling up against him. It wasn’t enough. It would never be enough. He wanted all of her. Always.

He pushed the denim out from under her hips, and she wriggled, helping him push her jeans down her leg until he could drag them off her entirely. Then he fumbled with his own pants, shucking them down and off. He wasn’t wearing anything under them, and he sighed when her fingers grasped his length. 

“Oh, you like that?” she murmured, and he smiled.

“Very mu—oh, damn, baby.” She pumped him, her hand sliding down his length. 

His hand returned to her underpants, tugging at them, and they soon joined her jeans on the floor at the end of her bed. She pulled at his shirt, and started to slide the buttons undone, but he didn’t want to waste any more time on clothes. He sat up and yanked at the cotton. Buttons flew, as did his shirt, and she tugged her shirt over her head. He nestled himself between her legs as she arched her back, trying to unclasp her bra. He felt the lace relax, and helped her remove it. He sighed happily as he dipped his head to kiss her breasts, molding one with his hand as he suckled at the other, dragging her nipple into his mouth.

She moaned, her hips flexing beneath his. He could feel her moist heat against his cock, felt himself harden even more. He switched breasts, licking and sucking at one, and toying with the other. 

“Yes, please, more,” she gasped.

“You want more?” He rubbed himself against her wet slit.

“Yes,” she moaned. 

He moved, positioning himself at her entrance, then pushed his length inside her, feeling her close around him like a wet fist. She made a sound, a deep, breathless sigh of utter satisfaction. 

He braced himself on his hands, and looked down at her. “I love you, too.”

Her gaze flew to his, and he smiled at her surprise, then her shudder as he flexed his hips against hers.

“Say it,” he commanded. She’d said it before, but he wanted to hear her say it directly to him. 

“I—” 

He drew out, then slid in, long and slow, and heard her exhalation. “Say it,” he rasped, not looking away from her. Her eyes widened with each of his strokes. Her lips curled inward, as though even now she was stubbornly trying to defy him. 

“Stop bossing,” she shot at him, undulating beneath him.

He lowered his forehead against hers, and closed his eyes. “Say it.”

She groaned as he withdrew, and held himself, poised against her.

“I love you,” she admitted, and he slid home. He bent his leg against hers, changing the angle of connection for deeper penetration. 

“Mine,” he rasped, pounding into her, feeling her breasts bob against his chest. 

She reached for his head, her fingers clawing into his short hair, pulling his head back. 

“This isn’t—” 

He kissed her before she could finish the sentence, then lifted his head. She was panting.

“This is real,” he rumbled against her neck, and he could feel her clench inside. He kissed his way up to her ear. “No potion,” he whispered. 

He heard her breath hitch and tilted his head to meet her gaze. 

“No potion,” she repeated, and her lips curved as she met each of his thrusts with a fervor that matched his. Heat built between them. She was doing it again, taking his desire, combining it with hers and feeding it back to him. He was hard as a rock, and she was slick heat. He could feel himself tightening, could feel her tightening, felt her spasm, her clenching, and he exploded, sensation cascading over him. Her. Them.

~*~
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“VINEGAR, STAT!” HARRY called, her hands channeling calm into the writhing woman on the gurney. 

Her patient cried out in pain, her fingers flexing. Claw. Finger. Claw.

“It’s okay, Mandy,” Harry soothed, syphoning off some of the pain. The claw morphed back into a finger. Gwen hurried to her side with a tray of vials. Harry flipped the top off one and poured the liquid over the stinger in the woman’s thigh. Her patient screamed, her back arching on the gurney. Harry grabbed that scorching tendril of pain and drew it inside her, pulling it from the woman. She grabbed another vial, and did the same, drawing in that pain. The woman relaxed, if just a little, and Harry grasped the stinger with her gloved hands. She met the woman’s eyes and gave her a reassuring smile.

“Okay, I’m going to pull on three, okay?”

The werepanther nodded, tears streaking her face. Harry met Gwen’s gaze, and the nurse tilted her head toward the syringe on the tray. Harry nodded, then smiled at her patient. 

“Okay. One, two—” Harry tugged the spike out of the woman’s thigh. The cords on the woman’s neck stood out as she sat up and roared. Her fangs extended, and her eyes glowed. Harry dropped the spike onto the tray and swept up the syringe in one move, plunging the needle into the muscle on the woman’s shoulder. Instantly the woman relaxed, halting her shift. Harry grabbed on to the ache in the woman’s thigh, pulling it from her, and replacing it with calm—and a little bit of happy. She couldn’t help it. She was happy. Jude was ... well. Jude loved her. And yes, he’d bossed it out of her, but she’d finally had to admit to him, to herself, that she loved him. 

But it didn’t mean she would become his doormat. She got the impression he liked their sparring.

The woman subsided onto the gurney and smiled. “Thanks.”

Harry patted her arm. “Just don’t go picking fights with a scorpion changeling, okay?”

The woman nodded, her gaze getting drowsy. A three-tone bell sounded, and Gwen handed the tray to Harry quickly. “Gotta go.”

Harry tried to grab the two vials from rolling off the tray but was unsuccessful. She placed the tray on the gurney and bent down to scoop up the vinegar vials from the floor. By the time she stood, though, the orderly had already pulled the gurney away. She slid the vials into her pockets as the next case was rolled into the emergency bay. 

“Oh, I’ve got to—” she pointed toward the earthing tube, but the paramedic shook his head. 

“No time. Head trauma,” he stated as he handed her the patient folder. “Head first through a windscreen,” he called over his shoulder as he stepped out of the bay.

She glanced down at the folder. “Jason ...” She looked at the patient. There was blood all over his face, bandages covering his hair and one eye. “Okay, Jason, let’s have a look at you.” 

She rubbed her hands together, and pressed them gently to the sides of his head.

Satisfaction. Excitement. Interest. Harry’s eyes widened at the familiar sensations, the sick emotional signature instantly recognizable. Jason’s eye flicked open. Blue. Harry opened her mouth to call out. Jason lifted his hand. Harry didn’t have time to register the sight of the syringe before the needle pierced her neck, and a darkness flooded her, chilling her blood as it rolled through her system, knocking her out.

~*~
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JUDE PULLED HIS CAR out and around the box truck parked in the lane a block away from the hospital. He frowned. He was pretty sure it was a no parking zone. Not that he cared.

He pulled into the hospital carpark, and picked up the picnic basket as he climbed out of the car. He plucked a rose from the bouquet on the backseat and slid it beneath the picnic basket flap. This wasn’t quite a date, but he was having dinner with his mate on Valentine’s Day, after all. 

He whistled a little as he entered the hospital emergency department, then stopped when he realized what he was doing. What was she doing to him? Whistling? He shook his head as he approached the nurse on desk duty. 

She looked him up and down, then smiled. “How can I help you?”

“I’m looking for Harriette Swalwell,” he told her. 

Her smile broadened when she took in the picnic basket. She pointed to the sliding doors at the end of the waiting room. “She’s in bay six—but she’s with a patient. You’ll have to wait.”

He nodded, and made his way through the doors. There were curtained rows on either side, and numbers on the curtain rod above. He walked down to the bay bearing the number six, and paused, listening. He frowned when he heard nothing beyond the curtain.

“Harry?”

There was no answer. He pulled back the curtain. Bloodied bandages lay on the bed, along with a used syringe. He frowned. There was a needle deposit box next to the bed. He leaned back to peer first in one direction, then the other. No Harry. 

An orderly pushed a patient in a wheelchair toward him.

“Excuse me, do you know where Harry Swalwell is?”

The orderly frowned, glancing toward the empty bay. “I thought she was in here.” 

Jude walked to the next bay, and the next, snapping back each curtain despite the protests of the occupants inside. He got to the end and strode back. 

The nurse from the front desk paused to look up from a clipboard she was scanning. “Did you find her?” 

He shook his head, grim. “No.”

The nurse frowned. “That’s weird. She’d tell us if she was going on her break.” The nurse bustled down to the bay. “She may have taken a patient down to X-Ray—” she halted when she saw the bed.

“What’s wrong?” Jude asked.

She stared at the syringe. “That’s not one of ours. Different brand.”

“Shit.” Jude dropped the picnic basket and bolted for the exit, pulling out his phone as he ran.

Josh picked up on the first ring. “Hey, bro—”

“Harry’s been taken,” Jude bit out as he slid into his car and started the engine. He placed his phone on the handsfree dock and peeled out of the lot. “Tell Jake and Jesse.” His tires screeched as he took the corner. The box truck. By the time he got to the lane, it was gone. He braked, then pulled himself up through his sunroof and peered out over the evening traffic. There. A box truck on the ring road. He knew it. His beast knew it. Harry was in there.

“He’s got her.” 
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Chapter 15
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Her eyelids flickered. Ugh. She felt so groggy. It took a couple of attempts, but she finally managed to force her eyes open. 

Metal. Light on metal. Cold. Hard. She blinked. Where was she? She tried to turn her head but found she couldn’t. Something tight lay across her forehead. She tried to raise her hand to figure out what it was, only her hand was cuffed down by her side. She flexed her hands, trying to free them. She was lying on a metal table, its surface cold and hard against her back. Her stomach heaved, twisted—she still carried that werepanther’s pain, hadn’t had a chance to earth it.

“Ah, there you are, my sweet. Aren’t you a welcome surprise.” He approached her on the left, from her feet. She tried to kick, but found her ankles were cuffed, too. 

She swallowed, her gaze darting around. Shit. She was here. The gravity of her predicament hit her. 

He was going to kill her. He was going to torture her, harvest her tears and drink in her fear.

And she wouldn’t get to tell Jude he’d been right, damn it. Wouldn’t get to live in the promise of hope she’d just found with him, that possibility of happiness. All that time she’d wasted ... too fearful to hope, to love. The irony of it. She thought she’d be the one to lose him, not the one to be lost.

She met that insidious blue gaze. “Let me go.” Her words were slurred and wispy. 

His lips curved. “No.” He braced his elbow on the rim of the table and cupped his chin in his hand. “It’s Valentine’s Day. We have a date.”

She tried to shake her head. “You don’t have to do this.”

He sighed as he tilted his head. “But I do. You don’t worry about the lettuce you eat, or the steak. Why should I starve myself for some misguided guilt on food choices?”

“I’m vegetarian,” she told him. She wasn’t, but she was seriously considering it, right now.

“I don’t care,” he told her softly, and smoothed a hair back from her cheek. His finger touched her cheek fleetingly. Curiosity. Humor. Damn it, this prick thought this was funny? She struggled against her wrist cuffs again. 

He cupped his chin again. “I find I am more than a little curious about you, my sweet. How on earth did you find me?”

She pressed her lips together. She wouldn’t tell him. What if he went after Madam Ruth? Sure, the witch probably had some sort of inbuilt wards against pricky vampires on a terror hunt, but still, she was old, and Harry didn’t want this guy knocking on her door.

His eyebrow arched. “Who else knows?”

She met his gaze in silence, and his lips curved wider. “Oh, I like a challenge.” He reached for the tray next to the table—that tray, the one he placed his instruments of torture on. He picked up a long, narrow golden blade. He reached for her hand, and she curled her fingers into a fist. He chuckled as he wrestled, and she cried out when he managed to uncurl a finger. He inspected it closely, twisting it one way, then another. He frowned. 

“No claws?” He slid the blade across the top of the finger, and she hissed at the sear of pain. He watched her finger, and she realized what he was doing. He was trying to evoke a pain response. Most shifters reverted to their stronger ego—generally their beast—when in pain or danger. 

Her gaze flicked up to his face as he walked back to his tray and dropped the golden dagger with a clatter that made her flinch. He picked up a barbed cord, the barbs shining silver under the lights above. He laid the barbs against her right ankle, wrapping it tight around her limb so that the barbs pierced her flesh. Harry clenched her teeth as she stared straight up at the ceiling. She would not cry. She would not feed this prick.

He frowned at her ankle, and she could feel the warmth of her blood drip down to her foot.

Gold. Silver. He was trying to figure out which weapon caused her fear. Realization struck her. He had no idea what she was. He had no idea how to draw the fear out of her. It was a tenuous advantage—knowing more about him than he knew about her—but she could use it. Would use it. The problem was, he looked like he was prepared to use every weapon at his disposal to get what he wanted—and that scared her. The hours of pain she had ahead of her.

Again, she wished she hadn’t been so proud, so determined to be independent, to be useful in the capture of this being. She wished she was at home with Jude, loving him and being loved by him. It was the thought of him, of never seeing him again, that made anger flare inside her. It wasn’t the devastation of losing their future together that swamped her, it was the fury of having it stolen from them. 

She thought of everything she knew of the faeranpire. She needed him to touch her, without the interference of a weapon. As though reading her mind he trailed a finger up her arm—damn, he was a creep. Frustration. Leashed anger. Fascination. Confusion. Control. He grasped her chin, angling her head as far in his direction as the leather strap across her forehead would allow. His grip on her jaw gave her the access she needed. She syphoned a little of his frustration, and she could feel his grip on her chin relax, just the slightest. She eased off. She didn’t want to make it obvious. She took some of that control, too, replacing it with a whisper of her own fear, and a good dose of the werepanther’s pain.

She saw his pupils dilate. Heard his breath quicken. He let go of her chin, stepping away as he shook out his hand. No, damn it. He walked away for a moment, taking some calming breaths, before turning back to her. 

“Who are you? What are you?”

She kept her lips pressed together and held on to the control she’d syphoned from him, eyeing him with a mask of calm, trying to hide her own fear. He might notice spikes of emotion, might figure out what she was ... and there went her advantage. 

And if he was going to kill her, she was going to take him with her.

His eyes narrowed, and he reached for the blade again. His lips curved in a macabre, twisted parody of a smile. “There is one thing you all fear,” he muttered. He held the knife to her neck, and she felt the prick of it against her throat. She swallowed, felt the heat of the scratch against her skin. He gave her a sick smile as he leaned closer, his hand grasping her breast. 

“I’m going to be inside you,” he whispered against her ear. “I’m going to be inside your head, inside your body ...” He trailed the knife down her arm, and she couldn’t stop her whimper of pain at the scalding tear of her skin.

No, she didn’t want him to touch her. God, no. Her eyes widened as his blade slid across her abdomen, and down to the hem of her blue scrubs top.

He slid his hand to her stomach. Skin to skin contact. Triumph. Satisfaction. A sick sense of excitement. She sucked in her breath, trying to draw her skin away from his, but he laughed. It was that laugh that caught her. Heart pounding, she fed him her fear, her horror, the remainder of the werepanther’s pain, and stole his triumph. He whipped his hand back, his eyes wide, as his breaths came in pants, and he doubled over for a moment, groaning.

Something thudded on top of the truck, and his gaze ripped away from hers, watching the roof. She heard them. The low snarls, the growls ... they came from all directions. 

There was a loud thump, and she saw the dent in the ceiling. Then another. She flinched at the sound. She wasn’t sure if it was a fist, a paw or a jaw hitting the surface, but there was a large welt appearing in one spot. The faeranpire backed up, his hand reaching for the gun on the tray. His gaze never leaving the ceiling, he cocked the weapon and pointed it at that spot, waiting.

“NO!” she screamed as loud as whatever drug he’d given her would allow. “He’s got a—” 

There was an explosive sound, the screech of steel tearing, and the double doors at the end of the truck were ripped open. She saw Jude’s face an instant before he morphed into his wolf form and bound into the bed of the truck. 

The faeranpire whirled, firing his weapon. Harry flinched at the roar of sound, the crack of the ricochet. She pulled against her cuffs, frightened at the sound of the weapon being cocked again. She heard the snarl, saw a blur of fur as Jude launched at him. She heard the weapon boom again, and then a whimper, followed by a growl and a scream. The table she was on lurched as the man and wolf fell against her, and she felt the cuff on her right arm release. She freed her wrist and reached for the left cuff, fumbling with the strap. Her gaze was fixed at the ceiling, and she couldn’t turn her head any further to see what was going on, she could only hear it.

The ferocious scrabbling of claws on metal. The grunts, squeals, growls and whimpers. She finally managed to loosen the leather cuff, then reached up for that damned strap, sliding it off her head. She sat up on the table, reaching for her ankle cuffs as she looked about until she saw Jude, still in wolf form, wrestling with the faeranpire. Jude had his jaw clamped over the guy’s wrist, while the faeranpire was trying to dig his thumb into the wound on Jude’s shoulder, his eyes glowing red, his stunted incisors snapping in Jude’s direction.

She hurriedly unstrapped her ankles, then hissed as she pulled that barbed anklet off of her. She rolled off the table, crying out in pain as she landed on her injured ankle. She steadied herself against the table, then limped toward the dueling creatures. The faeranpire did something that made Jude’s wolf flinch, and then the faeranpire levered himself over, pulling at a silver cord hanging from his boot loop.

Before he could pull it and use it on Jude, Harry dived at them, wrapping that barbed cord around the faeranpire’s neck and pulling as hard as she could. She was rewarded with a rasping gurgle. 

The guy reached back, his hand grasping at her hair, and Harry cried out in pain at the tug at her scalp. She sensed his fury, his rage, and tried to steal it from him, feed it back to him like the lash of a whip. The faeranpire screeched, then launched backwards, and the Harry hit the floor loudly, her head smacking against the surface hard enough for her to see stars. The faeranpire rolled off her, and she wheezed, trying to catch her breath as she twisted to her side. She felt something hard and round in her pockets, and winced. She put her hand inside and pulled out the vials of vinegar.

Vinegar. She glanced at the man now scrabbling along the floor toward the fallen gun. Salt and vinegar. The barbed wire was still wound around his neck, drawing blood so dark it was almost black. Jude was stumbling to his feet, shimmering between wolf and human form. Harry rolled and dived, pushing the gun out of the faeranpire’s reach. She watched it skid across the floor, and was mid roll when he fell on top of her, his hands reaching for her throat. His eyes were glowing red, and spittle flecked his lips, those stunted incisors still looking dangerous, despite their warped appearance. She fumbled in her pocked for a vial and pulled it out, flipping off the lid and squirting the contents at the faeranpire’s bleeding neck. 

His eyes widened, and she saw the blood at his neck bubble and hiss. She pulled out the last vial, squirted the contents at his neck, his face, his eyes. He roared, dipping his head toward his shoulders to wipe at the acid eating at him.

Suddenly he was off her, his feet dangling and kicking, his eyes bulging as his fingers clawed at the barbed necklace as it slowly ate into his skin. His face turned mottled, paled. There was a grunt, a swift jerk, and the barb disappeared into his neck for a moment. His eyes glazed over, the red light dimming, and then his head bent at a weird angle before it slid off his shoulders. 

Jude watched the head land, then shoved the rest of the headless body away from him. He dropped the barbed cord, his hands bloodied. She gaped at him. He’d handled silver to save her. He swayed on his feet. He was naked, all glistening muscle. Blood streamed from the bullet wound in his shoulder, and he sucked in a deep breath. She crawled to her knees, and he reached for her, drawing her to her feet. 

“You’re safe now, honey. I’ve got you,” he rasped as he drew her near. She grasped his hands, pulling at the silver toxin, drawing it into herself. Her gaze lifted to his shoulder.

Tears finally formed in her eyes when she saw his wound. “Your should—” 

She was pulled into a tight hug, lips pressed against hers in a kiss that was fierce, passionate, possessive, relieved. She kissed him back, until they heard more feet clamber into the bed of the truck. 

Jude lifted his head, and turned. Jake, Josh and Jesse were there, eyes glowing, canines extended. Jude straightened, and raised his hand, palm out. “Easy boys. It’s done. He’s dead.” Harry could hear sirens in the distance, but her focus was on Jude. She touched his arm.

She felt his anger, the ripple of his furious beast, his relief, his worry, his pain ... It was the last she focused on, pulling it from him. 

Jude sucked in a breath. “Harry—”

“Shh,” she said, closing her eyes, and exchanging the pain she drained from him with her love, her pride in him, her happiness, her own relief. 

She felt him relax under her touch. She felt his beast calm—she even felt him duck and press against her emotional touch, and her lips curved. 

She opened her eyes to find Jude staring at her. He smiled. “That’s really sneaky.”

“But cool,” she added. 

“And sexy. So damn sexy.” His good arm snaked around her waist, and he pressed his lips against hers for a moment. His kiss was gentle. Loving. Tender. And exactly what she needed. He smiled against her lips, then he turned her away from the body of the faeranpire and led her toward the gaping, torn doors of the truck.

“I need to earth all this negative energy,” she told him. 

He nodded. “Yeah. Let’s not bring it home with us.” 

She looked up at him. “How did you find me?” She was so glad he did. She thought she’d never see him again, never touch him, kiss him ...

His lips quirked. “I must have just missed you at the hospital. I saw the box truck and followed.” He shrugged, then winced at the pull on his shoulder. She placed her hand on his arm. 

Josh frowned. “Do you know how many box trucks there are in this city? How did you know it was the right one?”

Jude didn’t pull his gaze from Harry when he answered. “I just knew.”

“You knew?” Josh stated, then looked his brothers, his arms lifting in exasperation. 

Jake came closer to look at the dead faeranpire. “He knew, Josh.”

Josh gave Jake a deadpan look, but Jake looked at him meaningfully. “He knew.”

Josh frowned, then his eyebrows rose, and he nodded when understanding dawned. “Ah. I see.”

Jesse helped her down out of the truck and she immediately knelt on the ground, bracing both hands on the asphalt. She expunged all the negative energy she carried. When she’d finished, Jude was there to help her up, as though he didn’t want to stop touching her. She turned to find Jesse was still staring at the dead faeranpire. 

He turned to meet her gaze, a grim set to his mouth. “The only good vampire is a decapitated one.”
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Chapter 16
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Jude woke first. His shoulder ached, but only mildly so. He snuggled against the sleeping woman in his arms. He’d finally learned what Harry wore to bed. She wore short, silky, strappy little nightdresses. He moved his head to glance down at her. Harry had maintained touch with him throughout the night, and he noticed her foot was off the bed, her toes touching the floor. She’d been drawing on his pain in her sleep.

He closed his eyes and held her close, enjoying the curl of her hand on his abdomen, her breath gusting across his chest. He had such a sense of contentment, of peace, holding this woman in his arms. He drew the covers higher over her to ward off any chill. She stirred, and he felt the whisper of her eyelashes against his breast, the caress of silk against his skin, and damned if his cock didn’t stir at the sensation. 

“Good morning,” he murmured as she stretched against his side. She opened her eyes and smiled, and his breath caught. She looked relaxed. Happy. Beautiful.

“Good morning,” she murmured as she rolled closer to him, then she frowned when she caught sight of his bandaged shoulder. “How are you feeling?”

“It’s barely a scratch,” he told her, and he wasn’t lying. With her attentions, he’d almost healed overnight. He frowned. “What about you?” he asked huskily. She’d been hurt. Her ankle was strapped, and she had some scratches. She didn’t have the speed healing that shifters did. She smiled as she levered herself up on her elbow. 

“I’m fine. I didn’t get shot with a gold bullet.” She trailed her hand across his abdomen, drawing lazy circles. He loved that she was so comfortable with him that she could do that—because it felt good.

She kept her gaze on his stomach, and he saw the muscles in her throat work as she seemed to swallow words. 

“What?” he asked her, keeping his tone gentle. She licked her lips, then met his gaze, and he saw a luminous shine there. 

“Thank you. For ... caring enough.” Her voice was low, husky, and a tear balanced on her lower lash.

He blinked at the sincerity, the depth of quavering emotion he felt in her. He leaned forward to touch his lips to hers. “I don’t just care. I love.”

She smiled tremulously against him, and he felt her shuddering inhalation. His hold on her tightened. “I thought I was going to die,” she admitted to him. 

Cold rage bloomed, and he had to remind himself he couldn’t go out and kill the faeranpire again, the guy couldn’t get any deader. He held her tighter. “I wouldn’t have let that happen.”

She dipped to rest her head against his chest, her finger trailing across his pec. “I was so worried that I would lose another love, I never once considered that I would be the one to pass first. I was so scared to just be with you that I almost lost the opportunity completely. I learned I need to make the most of today, because tomorrow may never come.” 

He frowned at the thought. He didn’t want to think about that, about losing her. Didn’t want to remember the bleak fear that coursed through him as he pursued that box truck across the city, but he forced himself to. Losing Harry would have been devastating. Something he didn’t think he’d ever recover from. 

For the first time, he caught a glimpse of what she’d endured in her life—he knew it was just an echo, a shadow of what she’d experienced, and he was humbled by her strength. He kissed the top of her head. 

“Neither of us are going anywhere,” he told her gruffly. He felt her relax against him, and his heart softened. His beast stretched, content. 

“I’m sorry I was so ... focused,” she whispered. “I never wanted to put you in danger, let alone get you hurt.”

His lips twisted dryly. “Ironic, isn’t it? That’s exactly how I feel about you.” She felt protective toward him. He and his beast appreciated that in their mate. He caressed her back, relishing the smooth feel of her skin and silk beneath his fingertips. “But you know what? You were right. Your focus, your determination, caught Josie’s killer.”

“Only with you, babe.” 

His beast rolled, delighted at her endearment. “I still don’t understand what it was you did to him that weakened him,” he admitted. He may have dealt the final death blow, but only after she’d set it up.

“Salt and vinegar.”

His eyebrows rose as he drew his hand up her back again. “What?”

“I had vinegar—I had to treat someone for scorpion stingers, and had some vinegar on me. That faeranpire, he consumes tears. Tears are made of lipids, water, salts ... but mainly salt. I figured he had a high salt content in his system that would react with the vinegar.”

“One balances out the other.”

“Or one can counteract the other. In high enough doses, it will annihilate. His blood dilutes the salt, and I gave him hospital grade vinegar. I pretty much poured acid into his system.”

“Damn. Remind me never to piss you off.”

“Oh, that ship has sailed.” 

He chuckled, drawing her closer. “I love you,” he told her huskily.

“I love you, too.” Her simple response, freely given, was like a balm to him and his beast. Her fingers trailed lazily down to his navel, and his stomach dipped at the tickling sensation. His cock stirred. Like he needed any encouragement.

“I ... know we argue sometimes,” he said, and her hand paused. 

“Hmm ...” It was a hushed agreement, an encouragement to continue. 

“I know that sometimes I seem bossy to you ...”

“Oh, yeah.” 

He frowned. That was more than just a little hush. Her hand drifted across his stomach. “I know we are good together.”

Her fingers toyed with the edge of the sheet across his groin, and he covered her hand with his own. She was driving him crazy, pulling a reaction from him that made him want to bury himself inside her, and damn it, this was important, and he was fast losing his will power.

“I know you’re a good woman, Harry—”

“Aw, thanks, Jude. You’re not so bad yourself.”

He gritted his teeth. “I know you’re strong. I know you’re determined. I know you have a strong sense of justice, and I know you have a genuine desire to help people.”

Her cheek caressed his pectoral muscle as she lifted her head to look up at him, and he felt her breath gust across his nipple. Her brow dipped in bewilderment. “I get it. You’re a know-it-all.” 

He laughed in frustration, and rolled over, pinning her beneath him. “Shut up and listen.” 

She rolled her eyes, despite the smile curving her lips. “Fine. Go ahead, Mr. Know-It-All.”

“I know we are meant to be together. I know.” He gazed at her intently. 

Her amused expression slowly shifted to one of confusion. “O-kay.”

“I know.”

She nodded slowly, but her brow dipped. “O-kay.”

He tilted his head. Seriously? Why didn’t humans know this? “You don’t know about knowing?”

Her frown deepened. “Did you hear what you just said?”

He sighed, then thought for a minute. “We shifters have a sense of who it is we’re supposed to be with. We sense it. Our beasts sense it. It’s like a homing signal buried deep that wakes up when we meet our mate. We call it ‘the knowing’.”

“You’re telling me that you’re all know-it-alls at a core level?” 

He dipped his head and kissed her. “When it comes to love, yep.”

“No wonder you’re so bossy.”

He chuckled. “Only when we love.” He sobered. “You’re my soul mate.”

Her lips curved. “I know.” Her smile broadened. “Because you’re my heart’s desire.” She pushed him gently and rolled with him, reversing their positions. She didn’t want him to strain his shoulder. She braced her hands either side of his head. “You tick all my boxes.”

He arched an eyebrow. “You have boxes?” His hands stroked down her back, to rest on her hips.

“Oh, yeah, I have boxes.”

She felt cherished by him, protected ... and he and his brothers already treated her like family, despite her initial resistance. She also believed that Josie would approve of their relationship. Her best friend would tease her mercilessly, but she would approve.

He nestled himself beneath her, and Harry’s breath hitched when she felt his hard length against her. And he definitely made her feel hot and horny ... and from the feel of him, he felt the same. 

“I don’t care what we call it, as long as we’re together,” he told her, and leaned up to kiss her, but she pressed him back down again.

“You got shot in the shoulder by a gold bullet, and you handled silver. Rest.”

He rolled his eyes. “Now, who’s being bossy?” 

“Where does it hurt?” she asked him.

He was about to tell her he was perfectly fine when she leaned down and kissed his shoulder tenderly. There was so much love in that kiss, so much tenderness, it soothed the wild beast in him. “What are you doing?”

“Kissing you better.”

He held up his hand, and she gently kissed his palm. He pointed to a bruise on his ribs. “There.” She kissed him, trailing her lips up to his nipple to kiss him there, too. He pointed to his other nipple, and she smiled as she leaned down to press her lips against him. His hand twisted the silk of her nightie, and he pointed to his lips.

“Here.”

And she kissed him much, much better.

The End
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