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EVER NIGHT

GENA SHOWALTER




Chapter One

Meal-on-wheels, eighteen-year-old Rose Pascal thought hysterically. That’s me.

The bars of her cage rattled as the creatures who’d captured her only an hour before steered her toward a large tent hidden among a thicket of gnarled trees. What awaited her in there . . . Would it be worse than what surrounded her?

Bile burned her throat. These men—things—were tall and muscled, with razor-sharp horns spiking down the center of their skulls, black scales that somehow looked as smooth as glass, and too-white fangs peeking from between bloodstained lips. The worst, though, was their glowing red eyes. Hungry eyes. Watching her, eager.

Frigid rain pounded from an onyx sky, splashing between the four-by-four iron that imprisoned her. She huddled in a corner, arms around her middle, shivering and freaked. Today was her birthday. She’d stayed up late, hoping to greet midnight—and thereby the shedding of her adolescence—with a laugh and call to her best friend, Claire. But the moment her clock changed from 11:59 to 12:00, her world had utterly shifted.

The indigo walls of her bedroom had faded, as had her bed, her desk, and her computer, only to be replaced  by this dark, hammering rain. She’d spun, searching for something, anything familiar. No panic, though. Not yet. Perhaps she’d fallen asleep, she’d mused, and nightmares now plagued her.

But the silly hope had lasted only a moment. The monsters had already scented her, racing to reach her before she could figure out what had happened and where she was. Panic? Oh, yes. A tidal wave of it. The creatures had pawed at her, uncaring as she fought and screamed, and tossed her into this cage.

What she’d known then—she’d never been here before. What she knew now—she never wanted to return. How had she gotten to this place? She still had no clue. The . . . things had tried to talk with her before jolting into motion, but they spoke in a language she’d never heard and they clearly didn’t understand hers.

The cart stopped abruptly, and she gulped. They’d reached the tent. Her heart pounded against her ribs as one of the creatures unlatched the door, the heavy thunk jolting her into action.

“No!” When he stretched an arm inside, she kicked, batting his claws—so sharp and deadly—away. “Leave me alone!”

A grunt, a snarl, and then those claws banded around her ankle, jerking. Rose slid forward and onto her back, skull slamming into wood. Icy air sawed between her lips as her vision swam with winking stars. Another jerk, and she was out of the cage entirely, staring up at the dark, endless sky, raindrops like little needles against her skin. Then multiple sets of those red eyes were peering down at her.

I’m on my own. Helpless. Tremors rocked her, destroyed her, because she could no longer move. Death watched her, but she couldn’t freaking move. Her blood  was like sludge in her veins, weighing her down, pinning her in place.

Tears caught in her lashes before flooding down her cheeks, and even those were cold. “Let me go. Please.” A mere shimmer of voice this time.

Angry muttering assaulted her ears. Demands? Threats?

“I don’t know what you’re saying!”

Firm hands hauled her to her feet and shoved her forward. Rose stumbled, but managed to remain upright despite the rigidity of her body. When she reached the tent flap, one of the monsters held the material up and out of the way, and motioned for her to go inside. Shaking her head, she tried to press her heels into the ground and slow her momentum. Finally, movement, just not the right kind. Her efforts earned her another shove, and this time she fell straight into the tent, smashing her belly, lungs, and face on the ground. More of those stupid stars flashed through her vision.

The flap closed behind her with an ominous swish.

Silence.

Her tremors intensified. Oh, God, oh, God, oh, God.

No sudden moves, but you have to find out what you’re up against. Slowly she raised her head and cast her gaze wildly about. To her left was a bed of furs. Avoid! In the center blazed a crackling fire, licking her with welcome warmth. Every cell she possessed craved more. Just beyond those flames was a wooden tub, a shelf of books. To the right, a table piled high with platters of food. Food. How long since she’d eaten? But her empty stomach didn’t have time to twist hungrily. Beside that table stood a man. A man who was studying her, casually sipping a glass of amber liquid.

Gasping, Rose jumped up. At six feet, she usually towered  over the people around her, yet this man towered over her. He was as muscled as her escort, but unlike those monsters, this man had sun-kissed skin, tousled black hair, and violet eyes framed by thick, spiky black lashes.

His face was . . . beautiful. Haunting, like that of a favored angel. Seriously, airbrushed models weren’t this perfect. He wore a black shirt and black pants, and if he’d unfolded white, feathered wings from his back, she wouldn’t have been surprised.

Was she, dared she hope, safe now?

“Deutsch? Français? English? Español?” he asked.

And he purred. The oh, Gods in her head instantly changed in tone and volume. From frightened and screeching to awed and whispering. None of the boys at her school spoke like that. “I’m A-American,” she said, smoothing the dripping hair from her face. Her black nightshirt and leggings absorbed every drop, and she was suddenly painfully aware of how terrible she must look. Silly girl.

“English, then. How many times have you been here, darling? Not many is my guess.”

Darling. The endearment soothed like balm. “Th-this is the f-first time.” Stupid chattering teeth. The cold and waning shock had caught up with her.

He smiled over the rim of his glass. “Happy eighteenth birthday, then.” Gaze never leaving her, he drank what remained, ice cubes clinking, and set the cup on the tabletop.

That smile nearly stole her thoughts as well as her breath. “How did you know today is my birthday?” For that matter: “Where am I? Wh-what are you going to do with me?” Chattering teeth couldn’t be blamed for that last stutter. She wanted to blame renewed fear, but . . .

“One question at a time, yes? After we’re comfortable. Be a good girl and sit down for me.”

“N-no, thank you. I prefer to st-stand.” She was less vulnerable that way.

His eyes darkened, narrowed. “I don’t recall asking what you preferred, darling.” The purr was gone, and in its place was a cold demand for absolute compliance. Instinct told her that refusing meant suffering.

Yes, renewed fear. Though she wanted to run screaming, Rose sat, her knees buckling under sudden pressure. She tried to scramble backward, but again, her body acted the traitor and remained in place.

There was something odd about this immobility. Immobility that was far worse than what she’d experienced outside, because there was absolutely no hope of overcoming it. She was stuck.

Why can’t I move? Because of him? Quaking, she fought a fresh round of terrified tears. She wasn’t safer with this man, this fallen angel, she realized with certainty. Not even close.

“Good girl. Now.” He dragged a chair in front of her and eased down, resting his elbows on his thighs and leaning toward her. He smelled of peat smoke and wildflowers, of all things, and the fragrance made her . . . ache. From more of that fear, surely. “What’s your name?”

Too close. He was too close. And that ache, it was too unsettling, born of fear or not.

“Name.” Another demand.

“R-Rose.”

“Pretty. My name is Vasili, and I’m going to ask you some questions, Rose, and you’re going to answer. If you lie to me, I’ll know, believe me, and I will not be happy.” He waited until she nodded in acknowledgment before  continuing. “Do you know what happens to people who fail to make me happy?”

She gulped, shook her head.

“They die. Slowly, painfully.”

Said so easily, he left no room for doubts. One lie and he would kill her. Dear God. Breathe.

“Why are you here, Rose?”

“I—I don’t know. I swear to God, I don’t know,” she rushed out, expecting him to punish her for her ignorance.

He merely arched a black brow. “You weren’t told to spy on me? To hurt me?”

“No! I don’t even know who you are.”

“What a terrible blow to my ego,” he said, clutching his heart.

Life and death rested in his hands, and he . . . teased? Sparks of anger bloomed inside her, numbing some of the fear and kicking her common sense in the teeth. “I’m sure you’ll survive,” she replied before she could stop herself. “Unfortunately.”

“What’s this? Spirit from my little mouse?”

Now he mocked her. Several more sparks joined the fray.

Don’t forget a predator lurks under that easy charm.

Thank you, Common Sense, for finally coming out of your coma. Wisely, she offered no reply to him.

“Do you know what you are, Rose?”

What kind of question was that? “I’m human. Educated. Civilized. Unlike—” Uh-oh. She’d forgotten. Rein in the temper—a temper that had always been her downfall.

“Unlike me?”

Her lips pressed together in a mulish line. Again, he’d get no reply from her. Her, a “little mouse.” Oh, how  that still burned. She liked to hunch her shoulders, sure, to make herself appear smaller, and she’d always preferred to blend into the background of a room, rather than stand out. And yes, she avoided confrontation whenever possible. But sometimes she snapped and lashed out, consequences be damned, and those “sometimes” were not pretty.

“In this, you clearly have no education,” he said, tapping the tip of her nose with a strong finger. As if she were a naughty child. “But allow me to instruct you. You are what’s called a Dimension Walker. You crossed from your dimension and into this one, the dark side of your golden world.”

“No.” What was he talking about? Dimension Walker? “No, that isn’t possible. That only happens in books and movies.”

“Then you tell me. How are you here?” He spread his arms. “What is this place?”

“I don’t know. All I know is that what you described is—”

“Ridiculous?”

She nodded firmly. “Yes.”

He ran his tongue over his perfectly white teeth, considering her for a moment. Firelight glimmered over his fallen-angel features, stroking him with loving fingers. “Your father and mother . . . tell me about them.”

The subject change threw her, a pang of homesickness suddenly bombarding her. She was about to graduate high school, and for the past few months had most looked forward to moving out of her parents’ house and into a tiny apartment she’d already picked out with Claire. But oh, just then, she wondered why she’d ever wanted to leave. Just then, she wanted to cuddle into her mother’s arms and never let go.

“Rose. I issued a command.” Steel seeped into Vasili’s voice. “Do I really have to remind you what happens when you fail to please me?”

She swallowed the lump growing in her throat. “My father is a science teacher, junior high, and my mother is a receptionist at a law office.” Perfectly middle-class, which was why they’d placed such strong hopes on her medical degree. Only, she didn’t want to be a doctor. She didn’t know what she wanted to be. Or do. Nothing . . . fit. Yet. She’d figure it out, though. She always did. Problems were simply opportunities for finding solutions.

“Well, that doesn’t help my case as I’d hoped, does it? So, let’s pretend for just a moment that I’m right. That I’ve met others like you.” Bitterness joined the steel. “Let’s pretend for just a moment that of the two of us, I’m the more educated. I would know that you were born to your world, but are bound to this one. Now, does anyone in your family disappear every year on their birthday? Maybe they say they like to be alone for the big event.”

She didn’t have to think about it. “No.”

“Are you sure? No one has told you they were moving away, yet never wrote or called?”

“No.” Truth.

“No one has told you scary stories about a land that has no sun? Where monsters roam and a cruel king slaughters?”

“No.” Those kinds of stories a girl would remember.

“Pity.” His gaze raked over her, hot, lingering. “If you’d had just one Dimension Walker in your tree, I would have had a use for you.”

So. His questions hadn’t been asked for her benefit, to convince her. He’d merely sought to learn about her family. Cruel of him. Still. That sultry gaze made her  think of one thing and one thing only: sex. And she liked the shiver that followed—which made her feel stupid. And guilty.

She had a boyfriend. Hoyt was an inch taller than she was, which was why she had asked him out. (See. She wasn’t a mouse!) They’d dated for seven months, he’d been her first, her only, and she loved being with him. Loved how gentle he was with her.

“Y-you shouldn’t look at me like that,” she said.

“Well, you shouldn’t enjoy when I do. But concentrate on my threats, darling, nothing else.” So amused. “I can’t be interested in bedding you. You’re a little too . . . young for my taste.”

The hesitation implied he’d wanted to say something else. Like . . . too silly? Too timid? “Good,” she found herself snapping. Temper, temper. “Because you’re far too old for me.” And too dangerous. And too mentally unstable.

A muscle ticked in his jaw. “I’m not too old for anyone.”

Clearly, she’d made a direct hit, and the idea of besting him, even in so small a way, filled her with a sense of power. “Whatever you say,” she replied, offering him a sugar-sweet smile.

“That’s right. As I was saying, darling”—a growl now—“you’re of no use to me.”

Which meant . . . what? Nothing good, that was for sure. Get yourself under control before you push him too far! “I just remembered! I know someone who, uh, disappears. Like you said.”

His own smile was slow and wicked, the best of a charmer and the worst of a bastard. “Now you’re lying, and I believe I warned you of the dangers of that. I murdered the last Walker who did.”

The rest of her anger drained, and more intense tremors rocked her. He’d committed murder—do not think about that; don’t you dare think about that—and once again she tried to pop to her feet and run. Still her body refused to obey. “I . . . You . . . Please. Let me go. I’m not a walker or whatever you think I am. I’m just a girl.”

“Ah, there’s my little mouse. I missed her.”

This time his mockery failed to chase away a single thread of terror.

“I wonder . . . Do you have any fighting instinct?” Before she could form a reply, his fist whipped out.

She didn’t have time to flinch. Could only squeeze her eyelids closed . . . waiting . . . dreading . . . but impact never came, and her lashes cracked open.

He had stopped just before contact. Now he sighed and lowered his arm. “None, then. Too bad.” He unfolded from the chair, his form as dark as the sky outside and as menacing as a blade. “That would have made our next dealing more entertaining.”

Oh, God. “What are you going to do during our next dealing?”

One step, two, he strode away from her. At the table, he poured crimson wine into a waiting glass. Rather than drink it, he stood there for a moment, his back to her, fingers drumming against the surface. Thinking of the best way to dispose of her?

There was no better time to run. But yet again her brain issued the command, and yet again her muscles ignored it. Truly, what held her down? She wasn’t bound. That you can see . . . She shuddered. If he really was responsible, that would mean he was powerful in a way she couldn’t comprehend. And maybe . . . maybe he had been telling the truth.

Finally, he nodded, as if he’d just reached a decision,  and returned to her, arm outstretched, eyes glittering. “Drink this.”

Hell, no! If he thought to poison her... “I’m not twenty-one.” The only excuse her frantic brain could come up with.

“Well, I won’t tell if you won’t.”

“No, I—”

“Drink.”

Another steely command. With trembling fingers, she claimed the glass. She drained the contents before she could talk herself into defying him. And possibly getting herself killed “slowly and painfully.” The thick liquid burned her mouth, leaving a metallic taste, then scalded her throat before cooling in her stomach.

After taking the cup from her and tossing it aside, he knelt in front of her, clasped her wrist—his skin, so warm, so calloused—and lifted. She was ashamed of herself for not trying to pull away. But how could she? Where he touched, the ache inside her finally subsided, offering her the slightest glimmer of relief.

Gaze intense, he stared down at her open palm. And there in the center, her skin split. He hadn’t moved, hadn’t even raked a nail over her, yet blood welled. Her jaw dropped in shock. She’d felt no pain, then or now.

Oh, yes. Powerful in a way she couldn’t comprehend. “What—”

Without a word, he raised the wound to his mouth and licked.

Her stomach quivered and she told herself it was in disgust. “That’s gross.” Oops. She’d sounded breathless rather than creeped out. “Why did you do that?” Still embarrassingly breathless.

Another sweep of his tongue, and the skin wove back together. Rather than answer, he said, “Wherever  I walk, so, too, shall you. Now you,” he prompted. He maintained a firm grip on her.

“What?”

“Say those words. Only I want you to say them for yourself, not me.”

Her brow furrowed in confusion. “ ‘Wherever you walk, so, too, shall I’? Like that?” What did that mean?

“Yes. Now, this next part might hurt a bit. Say my name.”

“Vasili.” A wave of heat suddenly slammed through her, burning her up, blistering her inside and out, and flaming her to ash. But before she could scream, cry, beg for mercy, those ashes began to rebuild, locking together, re-forming her into a new person. A person who hungered for the man in front of her. Desperately. The ache he’d assuaged? Once again caught fire and spread, leaving no part of her untouched. It was harsher now. Harder. More commanding and utterly consuming.

What. The. Hell? She tried to jerk free, but he held firm. “What did you do to me, you—”

“Hush. Vasili’s talking. I’ve decided I can use you after all. Tomorrow, you’ll wake up at home. I suggest you do whatever it takes to find out if there are others like you. Find out who they are and when they travel here.”

“And if I don’t?” Breathless again, damn it. All that ferocity could be hers—all she had to do was lean into him. . . .

“Then you’ll be of no use to me when you return, just as I first assumed, and I’ll have to kill you.”

This threat lacked heat and conviction, something the others had had in spades. She trembled. Don’t lean. Don’t you dare lean. Wait. When she returned, he’d said.

“How am I supposed to find them?” she squeaked out. She’d address his concern first, then hers.

“I’m sure you’ll find a way. Also, you should know that you can return here anytime you’d like now. The gate will always be open for you, but you should also know that I will—”

No, no, no. “I don’t ever want to return.” She shook her head to emphasize her refusal.

“Sorry, darling, but you’ll return on your next birthday whether you wish to do so or not.” His thumb traced the lines in her palm. “You’ll return every birthday for the rest of your life. That’s just how the bond to this world works.”

She had trouble focusing on his words. That touch . . . the intensified ache . . . She moaned. More. Discarding all common sense, she finally allowed herself to lean toward him.

“Another suggestion,” he whispered, stopping her. The space between their gazes crackled. “Use the next year to prepare. Learn how to fight, and fight dirty. With guns, blades, even your hands.” He placed a soft kiss on the hammering pulse in her wrist before at last releasing her and straightening. “Or don’t. Survival will be up to you.”




Chapter Two

One year later . . .

 

Exactly five minutes until midnight.

Perched at the edge of her bed, Rose stared at the clock sitting on her desk. Dread coursed through her, as did anticipation. And fury—so much fury.

Would she or wouldn’t she?

Would he be there or not?

In the twelve months since meeting Vasili, she’d had time to build him up and tear him down. Romanticize and vilify him. She’d had time to accept what had happened and rationalize what couldn’t possibly have happened.

After his parting words, she must have slipped into a deep sleep, because the next thing she’d known, she’d woken up in the hospital, groggy and incoherent, her parents frantic. She hadn’t responded to their morning knock or subsequent shaking, so they’d called 911.

The doctors claimed she’d suffered from a drug overdose, though they hadn’t been able to identify the drug. Clearly, Vasili had slipped something into the wine he’d forced her to drink. Bastard.

Four minutes.

Something had happened to her that night. Something besides the drugging. In the weeks that followed, she’d tried to move on with her life. Tried to forget. Only, everything had changed. She’d been irritable, hungry, aching unbearably, unable to focus or sleep. Her parents had tried to talk to her, and at first, she resisted. But finally she’d broken down and hinted at what she’d seen. They told her she’d hallucinated. She insisted. They asked her if she was still using. She really insisted, giving them every single detail.

They had her committed.

Upon her release, she’d begun searching online for others like her, desperate to prove herself sane. What she found shocked her. There were others like her, and their experiences matched her own. Their description of the world—Nightmare, they called it—matched, too.

Sometimes people “stepped over” and never returned, she’d been told, and the other Dimension Walkers suspected the monsters had butchered them. Which was why they were looking for ways to sever the “birthday bond.” So far, no luck.

She’d spent so much time researching, she’d failed to enroll in college. She hadn’t gotten an apartment with Claire, either. And Hoyt . . . The first time he’d kissed her upon her return, she’d begun to sicken. And the more his tongue had twined with hers, the sicker she’d felt—until she’d finally had to pull away altogether. Miraculously, she’d felt better an instant later.

Still. She’d assumed she had caught a virus. Until he tried to kiss her a few days later. That time, there’d been no warning. She’d jerked away, her body wanting no part of him, and vomited. A few days later, she’d tried to kiss him, hopeful, perhaps desperate to make things work. But once more, she’d vomited.

There’d been no fooling herself after that.

And there’d been no keeping him. He’d moved on, leaving her brokenhearted. For a few months, at least. Eventually, she’d gotten over him and tried to move on herself. That ache . . .

Then a new guy had finally caught her eye. Nick. Handsome, sweet, with blond hair and brown eyes—she now avoided guys with dark hair and light eyes because they made the ache so much worse—and, best of all, six foot one and a Dimension Walker.

Three minutes.

Everyone used fake names online, but after trading war stories with Nick, she’d given him her phone number. Their first date had been amazing. They’d understood each other, talked, laughed, connected. He’d walked her to her door, and she’d hugged him, once again hopeful for the future.

Until their second date. He’d walked her to her door, and that time, she’d tried to kiss him. Immediately, her stomach had threatened to rebel. She’d jerked away and barricaded herself inside. She’d avoided his calls ever since.

The only time she left the house anymore was to train. Guns, knives, hand-to-hand combat, just as Vasili had instructed. She would never be so helpless again.

Two minutes.

A cold sweat beaded over her skin. Each minute seemed to tick by faster than the last.

Would she even see Vasili this go-round? According to her sources, she would land in a different place every time she traveled.

One minute.

Rose stopped breathing, stood. Steady. She had a semiautomatic stashed in the waist of her pants, extra  clips in her pockets, blades sheathed inside her boots, killer barrettes in her hair, and an innocent-looking pen strapped to her thigh. That pen was actually a syringe filled with enough sedative to knock out an elephant.

Kill as many of those monsters as you can, so many Walkers advised. She couldn’t, she wouldn’t, unless they threatened her. Vasili, though . . . she owed him.

Twelve o’clock.

Would she—

In a single heartbeat, the world around her vanished, a new one taking its place. Indigo walls were replaced with the white fabric of a tent, and her bed and desk with furred rugs. This time, there wasn’t a table. Not even a single chair. The books and tub were gone, too. There was only open space and that fur. And rather than a crackling fire, torches hung along the walls.

But she’d landed in Vasili’s tent. She knew it.

“Well, well, well. The mouse took my advice and armed herself like a lion. I’m impressed.”

Rose nearly swallowed her tongue as she spun. And there he was, golden lamplight caressing him. The dark prince of her nightmares. He hadn’t changed. Same inky hair, though the strands were now wet and slicked back, and same feral eyes. Same imposing height and muscled width. Same haunting beauty.

Just as before, he clutched a glass of liquid amber and ice, sipping as he studied her. He wore a black shirt that hugged his massive biceps, and black pants that were ripped and stained with . . . blood?

“Forgive my appearance, darling.” Oh, sweet heaven. There was his seductive purr, all magic and moonlight, shivering over her. “I had to race to get here.”

Her gaze snapped up, and his lips lifted in a slow, sensual smile, revealing those perfect teeth. Her heart  finally kicked back into motion, fluttering wildly against her ribs. He’s a self-professed murderer. Don’t forget.

But, God, he’s gorgeous.

Concentrate!

I’m trying, damn it. But already the ache, that constant, cloying, demanding ache, had sprouted wings.

“What? Nothing to say? Well, no matter. I’m not done talking. Happy birthday, darling. You’re a stunning nineteen. Almost a woman.”

The mocking tone hadn’t changed, either.

“Did you do as I asked?” A casual question. “Did you search for others?”

“Yes. I did. And you were right. There really were others like me.”

He stiffened. “Their names. Tell me.” No longer casual, but almost . . . desperate.

“I didn’t get them,” she lied. The only name she had was Nick’s, and she wasn’t sharing that.

The hand at Vasili’s side fisted.

Attack him before he attacks you. She merely shifted from one foot to the other, glaring over at him. Too well did she recall how he’d frozen her in place. And she would learn how he did that—and how to combat it. “Plan to kill me now?”

Disappointment and anger battled for supremacy on his face, but all he said was, “I’m feeling generous. I’ll punish my bad, naughty girl for not doing as she was instructed rather than kill her. How’s that?”

“How about you answer my questions, before I punish you.” He would find she wasn’t as easy to intimidate this time. “What did you do to me last time I was here?” No one else had experienced anything like that stupid ache or comalike sleep. Not even a little.

“Better question. What kind of greeting is that?  We’ve been parted for so long, yet chastisement and an inquisition are the best I get?” He tsked quietly. “Someone in this room needs to work on their manners, and I’ll give you a hint. It’s not me.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. Did I fail to make a proper introduction?” She closed some of the distance between them, that ever-present temper making her braver than was probably wise. She didn’t stop until she could smell the peat smoke and the wildflowers that wafted from him. God, she’d missed that scent.

Missed? No, no, no. Wrong word. She’d dreaded that scent. Better. “Here, let me fix that,” she said. “Rose’s knee, meet Vasili’s ball—”

With a laugh, he stepped backward, out of reach. “None of that, now.”

God. Even his laughter was perfect, taking his sexy voice and mixing it with velvet and melted chocolate. Her nipples pearled, the ache intensifying. Concentrate. “If we’re done with introductions, then, why don’t—”

“Vasili’s turn,” he interjected, serious again. “Has anyone contacted you? Asked you to hurt me?”

“No.” Truth. No one had contacted her specifically. But a lot of Walkers wanted the creatures here destroyed. Some even bragged about the ones they had killed.

“That’s good.”

“I answered you, so answer me. What the hell did you do to me?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know what you mean. Explain.”

“Liar! You know!” Steady. Slowly she reached back and curled her fingers around the handle of her gun. Good, that’s good. “You did something. I can’t desire a man without—”

“Sickening. Yes. I know,” he said dryly. “But, darling.  One thing you should know about me. I never lie. There’s no need. Lying is for those who fear consequences. I do not. Now, then. What type of man—men?—did you desire, hmm? Whom do I have to kill? The boyfriend you mentioned last time?”

She didn’t know Vasili well enough to know whether or not he was teasing about the men he needed to kill, or whether he could even travel to her world. “Answer me. Please, Vasili. What did you do?” Hopefully her pleading would keep him distracted while she did . . . this—metal whizzed through air as she aimed the barrel of the gun at his chest. She tried not to smile at her success. “Tell me or I’ll shoot.”

He rolled his eyes. “Put the gun away before you hurt yourself.”

Not the reaction she’d expected. Why wasn’t he scared? Did he think she lacked the guts to squeeze the trigger? Could he freeze her finger in place before she moved? Or would bullets not hurt him?

Her stomach twisted into hundreds of little knots. She hadn’t considered that possibility before, but . . . Was he even human? Or was he more like those monsters than she’d realized?

“Rose. Gun. Now.” Gone was the charmer, and in his place was the commander. “Right now, there’s only one thing you need to know about me. I will slaughter an army before heeding an enemy’s demand. Put the gun down and ask nicely for the answers you want. That’s the only way you’ll get them.”

“So I’m the enemy?” Another distraction meant to keep him talking despite his objections.

One that failed. “Gun,” he growled.

Clearly, he’d answer nothing until she complied. Biting the inside of her cheek, she sheathed the weapon and  waved her empty fingers at him. “Happy?” If he made an aggressive move in her direction, she could withdraw a blade and gut him. Simple, easy. I’ve got this.

Negligent shrug.

All that protest, and that was what he did when he won? Bastard. He really hadn’t changed. But at least he wasn’t gloating. “What. Did you. Do to me?”

“Now. Isn’t that better?” He tossed his glass over his shoulder. “I did what was necessary. I bound you to me.”

She watched the ice scatter across the furs. Anything was better than peering at Vasili. As he’d spoken, heat had sparked in his eyes. So much heat. Her skin tingled, pulling tight over her bones, and she had to fight the urge to rub her arms, her thighs. Had to fight the urge to beg him to rub her arms and thighs. “What does that mean? Bound me to you?”

“Anytime you enter this world, you will come directly to me.”

“Imposs—” No. She had long since struck that word from her vernacular. Nothing was impossible. “How? How did you do that?”

“Remember the words you spoke? The wine you drank?”

“The poisoned wine,” she snapped, at last facing him again. He was closer to her, so close. More tingling . . . no fear . . . “Because of you, my parents thought I was doing drugs.”

He reached out and smoothed a lock of hair behind her ear. “And that pained you. I’m sorry.”

Ignore the contact . . . the fever now spreading . . . the shock of his words. “Thank you,” she said, backing as far away from him as she could get. “Now stop threatening and stop stalling. The wine? What was in it?”

Another shrug. “My blood, among other things.”

“Blood?” No. No way. She would have known. Wouldn’t she?

“Afraid so. Must say, watching you drink it was the grossest thing I ever witnessed.” He shuddered.

Gross. Exactly what she’d said to him when he’d lapped up her blood.

Rose’s eyes widened as the consequences of his consumption hit her. “You licked my wound.” A wound she’d later convinced herself she’d imagined, since a scab had never formed.

“Yes,” he agreed easily. “I did.”

“So you can’t . . .”

“No. I can’t.” Anger had infused his voice that time. “And yes, that makes you my child bride. No need to thank me. Twelve months of torturous abstinence is thanks enough.”

Hell. No. “Why would you do that? And by the way, we are not married.”

“A moment of insanity, that’s all. And yes, we are. But really, I suffer only as long as you’re alive.”

She raised her chin. “You don’t scare me, Vasili.” Much.

“Don’t I?” He closed some of the distance between them. “Let’s see if I can change that.”

Steady.

More of the distance was swallowed by his steps. When their toes touched, when she could once again smell the peat smoke, the corners of his lips twitched as if her refusal to run amused him. She didn’t mean to, but she breathed deeply, savoring, wanting so badly to arch into him. Why had she let him come? Why hadn’t she pulled a knife?

“We’re going to spar, you and I, whether you wish to or not, so I can judge your skill. But how about this? Every time you strike me, I’ll answer a question.”

She gulped. The one thing she couldn’t resist: information. “No threats of endless pain to get what you want?” Of course, he could be lying, meaning to attack to kill, as he’d implied, and not merely to judge.

“Not this time.”

She didn’t trust him, but she said, “All right,” and meant it. And her capitulation had nothing to do with a raging desire to put her hands on him and have his hands on her. If necessary, she would force the information out of him. “Just to be clear, I can ask any question I want?”

“Absolutely any.”

“And you’ll answer honestly?”

“I always do.”

“Even if I ask how to divorce you? And live?”

He pretended to wipe away a tear. “That hurts, darling. It really does.”

“That’s only the—”

She never saw him move, but he managed to kick her feet out from under her while shoving her down. On impact, her brain rattled against her skull, and she choked on that delicious breath she’d just taken.

No time to react. He pounced while she was prone, pinning her shoulders with his knees and her stomach with his ass. I shouldn’t like this. Yet her body sighed in contentment, as if this was what it had craved the past year.

“First order of business. Disarming.” Five seconds flat, he had every single one of her weapons thrown to the side. Would have been two seconds, but he studied the syringe before chucking it over his shoulder. “Bring a machine gun next time, darling. They pack more of a punch.”

Terror should have filled her, but anger did instead.  Mocking bastard. At least he didn’t go for the kill shot. And how did he know so much about her world? Had he been born there? If so, did that mean he was a Walker, too?

“Second order. Distraction.” He waited, peering at her expectantly. When she remained silent, he sighed. “Darling, this is the part where you apologize for being so distracted during my brilliant tutorial.”

She flashed her teeth in a snarl. “No, this is the part where I—” Smash your nose into your brain, she thought as she jabbed the heel of her open palm toward his smirking—kissable—face. Wouldn’t do to warn him.

Just before contact, he rolled out of the way. Suddenly she could breathe. She found herself gasping, sucking in mouthful after mouthful of air, shocked that she’d gone so long without it and hadn’t suspected.

“Third order. Fighting past the pain. You’re just lying there, daring me to attack while you’re vulnerable. Were you anyone else, I would. Up.”

With stars winking behind her eyes, she pushed to her feet and faced him. “You rotten piece of—”

His laughter was the only warning she had. In the next instant, he was on her, once more shoving her down. This time, he didn’t pause and explain his actions. He simply taught her the consequences of daring someone to attack. For hours. She grunted, she groaned, she ached—a far different kind of ache—and she bled. Oh, did she bleed.

A few times, she thought he even broke her bones.

That didn’t stop or slow him. He really was determined to kill her, she supposed. That didn’t stop or slow her, either. Every time he knocked her down, she got up. Every time he cut her, she wiped the blood on her shirt and smiled. After her second smile, the instructions  began. In English at first, and then in his language. She shouldn’t have understood him, but as he translated his meaning, she began to learn far more easily than should have been possible. As if the language had always been stored in her brain, and she just hadn’t unlocked it yet.

Vasili told her what she was doing wrong and what she needed to do to improve. Again, for hours. An eternity. But not once did she strike him.

“Stay down, damn you,” he finally snarled after tossing her to her ass again. “Stay down, and the pain ends. You’ve had enough.”

Never. Rose lumbered to her throbbing feet. Her eyes were swollen, her line of vision shit, but she waved her fingers at him. “Come on,” she said haltingly, the harsh words of the new language weird on her tongue. She would not give up, and she would have her curiosity assuaged.

For a long while, he remained in place, a few feet away, panting, studying her. Then he tangled a hand through his hair, disrupting the dark locks and sending them falling over his forehead. “Stubborn little baggage, aren’t you?”

“What? Too sweet to take me?”

His lips twitched again, and her heart raced. No one should be that handsome. Especially a man who had just kicked her ass. Although, in his defense, he’d never struck her in anger. Every move he’d made had been designed to teach her.

“Darling, you just asked me if I was too sweet to take you.”

As her cheeks heated, she switched to English. “You know what I meant. Too tired to fight me.”

He laughed outright, then frowned, as if the laugh angered him. “One question,” he said flatly. “You can ask me one question.”

Not enough, she wanted to scream. One wasn’t enough. She wanted to know about this world—what he called it, what the monsters were, why those monsters deferred to him. She wanted to know what else Vasili knew about her origins, what he planned to do with her, why he’d bonded them. She wanted to know how he’d controlled her body that first time and why he hadn’t this time. She wanted to know . . . what he thought of her, if he liked her. Who he was. What he was.

“Hurry. Before I change my mind.” Disgust layered his tone, as if he couldn’t believe he’d even made the offer in the first place. “You don’t deserve it, after all, and I have never—”

“How—how do I come here at will?” The words left her mouth before she could snatch them back. She never wanted to come here again. Even on her next birthday. Damn, damn, damn. Of all the stupid things to ask! But to her knowledge, no one else could do so. They traveled only on their birthdays.

He spun away from her—but not before she saw the flicker of surprise in those magnificent violet eyes. He strode out of the tent, leaving her standing, stunned, and unsure. Should she follow him? Should she—He stomped back inside, holding two glasses of that amber liquid.

His hair was wetter, his clothes plastered to him. He demolished the distance between them, steps clipped, his expression blank. “Why do you want to know how to return?”

“I don’t have to answer that.” Besides, she didn’t have an answer. “Explaining the reasons for my questions wasn’t part of the deal.”

A pause. Then, “When you want to return, say my  name, the vows we spoke to each other. Picture me. Your body will find me.” He held out a glass. “Drink.”

She shook her head and twined her swollen fingers behind her back, and oh, that hurt. “No way. I’d rather fight you again than let you drug me.”

“I hurt you; I’ll make it better.”

“And your liquor can heal me?” she asked dryly. “Rather than make me pass out?”

“Yes.” Perfectly serious.

Was that why he’d been drinking it earlier? Had someone hurt him? That blood on his pants . . . Her stomach clenched. In fear? At the thought of this man injured? What was wrong with her?

Angry—with him, with herself—she claimed the glass and drank. Unlike the red wine/blood of last time, this went down smooth and warm, little butterflies taking flight inside her and spreading fairy dust. “If you poisoned me, I’ll . . .” Within seconds, cuts wove back together, bones realigned, and the threat died on her lips.

“There’s my pretty girl,” he said, and if she wasn’t mistaken, there was affection in his tone.

Affection? No way. Her imagination, surely. Not once had he copped a feel or tried to kiss her. The bastard.

Yes, something was definitely wrong with her.

“Rose, darling. You should know that next time, if you don’t have the answers I want, I’m going to push you harder than you’ve ever been pushed. I’m going to make you bleed and beg for mercy I don’t have. So I’d be careful about visiting unannounced, if I were you.”
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