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Praise for Drawn into Darkness



“Lachlan MacGregor looks like a rather hunky priest, but the four-hundred-year-old undead hero of McCleave’s entertaining paranormal romance debut is actually serving penance by gathering souls destined for heaven, saving them from demons.... Swords flash, spells are cast . . . but Rachel is game for anything as long as she can save her daughter and find true love. Readers will hope for sequels in which Emily grows up to be as feisty as Rachel and as powerful as Lachlan.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“This is a fabulously entertaining tale of demons, angels, and beings in between. The world building is unique and detailed, drawing the reader into an age-old battle between good and evil. The next installment will be eagerly anticipated.”

—Romantic Times

 

“Fast-paced, dangerously sexy, and full of fun! Annette McCleave has created a world where good and evil fight for the possession of human souls, and love is found despite seemingly unbeatable odds. Drawn into Darkness  will keep you turning pages and anxious for more!”

—USA Today bestselling author Kathryn Smith

 

“Deliciously dark and spellbinding! Annette McCleave weaves magic so powerful, you’ll believe in immortals.  Drawn into Darkness is sexy, fast-paced, and intense. Readers, be warned—the Soul Gatherers sizzle on the page.”

—Allie Mackay

 

“A phenomenal debut! A refreshingly unique and vividly realized world with dark dangers and richly drawn characters. I loved every word. McCleave more than delivers!”

—National bestselling author Sylvia Day
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“We’re finally making some headway against the effects of the dark relics. São Paolo just reported their first rise in church attendance in seventeen months, and the survivors of that bus crash in Lima are singing their ‘We were saved by an angel’ story to the press.” Webster removed two red pushpins from his huge map of the world and replaced them with blue ones. “If you hadn’t screwed up in Rome, Murdoch, this would have been a positive week.”

Jamie Murdoch leaned against the big campaign desk and imagined a target painted on the other Soul Gatherer’s back. “I did not screw up. I told you, we were attacked by a pack of flesh-eating gradior demons.”

“Did the cardinale of the Protectorate end up in the hospital with multiple lacerations and a severe concussion?”

“You know he did.”

Webster turned to face him. “Then you screwed up.”

Murdoch’s hand involuntarily fisted.

“There are still far too many red pins on the map,” Stefan Wahlberg said. The plump mage pushed away from the bookcase to study the map in more detail. “Especially in Europe. Even with each city now protected by a principality angel, the number of demon nests continues  to grow. We really need to find a better way to beat back the hordes.”

“Yes.” Lena sat forward on the couch. “We also need to find some way to save the humans who’ve suffered a havoc bite. Reports keep streaming in. The bastards drain them of energy, then leave them to die.”

“There is a way,” Stefan said. “But it’s a very difficult potion to brew, and it requires an ingredient so rare as to render it impractical. Our best option remains destroying the demon nests.”

“I agree.” Webster’s gaze returned to the map. “Problem is we’re outnumbered. The teams we’ve placed around the world are struggling.”

“We’re ramping up the training,” Murdoch reminded them, ignoring the restless urge that filled his chest every time the talk turned to battle. “MacGregor’s putting thirty-two students through their paces this term, and with minor tweaks to the program, he’s confident he can double that number on the next round.”

“We’ll still be behind the eight ball. We need something game changing, like a weapon.”

“A weapon?” asked Lena. She tugged the elastic band out of her hair, gathered up the strands that had come loose, and refastened her ponytail. “What kind of weapon?”

“Anything that evens the odds,” Webster responded.

“I’ve read all the grimoires we’ve acquired, cover to cover,” Stefan said. “No such weapon exists.”

“Don’t be so sure,” said Lena.

Murdoch glanced at her. Miracles and churchgoing habits didn’t excite him. But weapons did. “Do you know something?”

“Back when I had my amulet, I stumbled across an artifact radiating some serious dark magic. Part of a private collection in Japan.”

“What makes you think it was a weapon?” Murdoch asked.

“The owner told me it could single-handedly swamp the forces of evil.”

Webster favored his lovely girlfriend with a raised brow. “And you didn’t think that was worth mentioning until now?”

She shrugged. “A few months after I sensed it, it stopped giving off vibes. The owner has since died, so I’m not even sure it can be tracked down.”

“The owner used those exact words?” Stefan asked, frowning. “Swamp the forces of evil?”

“I think so,” Lena said. “Why?”

“A century or so ago, there were rumors of a sixth Ignoble. I’ve seen similar phrasing in the parchments that mention it.”

“There’s a sixth dark relic?”

Stefan waved his hand dismissively. “The Romany Council investigated the rumors. No truth to any of them.”

“I still think it’s worth looking into,” Webster said. He turned to Lena. “The owner have any family you could contact?”

“A daughter, Kiyoko. But I must warn you, I’ve known her for years and never once heard her mention the relic.”

“Let’s send someone over there to check it out. Someone stubborn, someone who won’t give up easily.” Webster smiled broadly. “That would be you, Murdoch.”

“Me?” Murdoch blinked. “I’m headed to Johannesburg, remember? Now that we’re going on the offensive, fighting the demons in the trenches, we all agreed there was no better place for me to be than in the thick of battle.”

“That was before you put the cardinale in intensive care.”

“Come on. The team needs a seasoned commander. Who else is qualified?”

“Atheborne.”

“No bloody way.” Murdoch surged away from the desk, his face hot. Atheborne was a highly skilled warrior, and he’d slain dozens of demons since his fateful landing at Omaha Beach, but he didn’t have Murdoch’s experience. “I’m the senior Gatherer. It’s my assignment.”

“Not anymore it’s not.” The others in the room shuffled uncomfortably. “You guys can go,” Webster told them. “Murdoch and I can finish this conversation on our own.”

After the library door closed, Murdoch said quietly, “You prick. You’re doing this out of spite.”

“No, I’m not. If this assignment was limited to kicking some demon ass, maybe I’d decide differently. But it also involves guarding a Protector. Another man just like the cardinale. For six long months. And if that Protector goes down, we lose the relic he’s entrusted with. There’s no way I’m sending a guy who explodes like a bomb at the first sign of danger on a mission this critical. I can’t risk it.”

Although it was tempting to stomp across the room and take his frustration out on Webster’s nose, Murdoch subsided. He was in Webster’s house. That called for a little decorum. “I did not explode at the first sign of danger. My berserker took control after we were swamped by gradiors determined to tear us to shreds. And for the record, I succeeded in my mission. I saved the cardinale  ’s life.”

Webster’s silver eyes held his for a long moment. “Every wound on his body—all seventeen of them—came from your sword, not a gradior’s claws. So, yes, you saved his life, but you nearly killed him in the process.”

“He’s alive,” Murdoch said.

“He’ll be in therapy for months.”

True, and the knowledge shamed him. But the past  was in the past. If there was one lesson he’d learned over the years, it was that rehashing his failures ad nauseam wouldn’t change the facts. “I’m not pleased with the outcome, but neither do I regret my actions. Any other Gatherer faced with six opponents would have failed.”

“Maybe,” Webster allowed, closing the wooden panels that hid the map of the world from prying eyes. “But it could easily have gone the other way and you know it. We could be standing at the man’s graveside comforting his widow, instead of forking over the dough for his hospital bills. I spent months convincing the Protectorate to trust us enough to guard the Ignobles, and your stunt in Rome nearly cost us everything. I can’t let you lead a mission this important, Murdoch. Not when I know your little problem could take the mission south at the drop of a hat.”

“MacGregor trusts me,” Murdoch reminded the other Gatherer.

“It doesn’t really matter what MacGregor thinks,” Webster said softly. “He’s not in charge anymore. I am.”

The muscles in Murdoch’s stomach knotted. MacGregor’s decision to name Webster as leader still tasted like failure, even after six months.

“I’m not calling your leadership into question,” he said. In truth, Webster had done an outstanding job thus far. He had depths Murdoch hadn’t suspected, repeatedly displaying not only intelligence but courage and an innate gift for strategy. “I’m giving you my word as a Highlander that I’ll lead the South African team to success.”

Webster stared out the big picture window. Water dripped from the chairs and umbrellas onto the ruddy-colored cedar deck. The first rainy day in San Jose in over a month.

“I’m sorry, Murdoch,” he said. “I can’t do it.”

An invisible hand clenched Murdoch’s throat. His damned berserker was screwing up his life. Again.

“Fine,” he spit out. In a purposeful display of impressive musculature, he folded his arms over his chest. The soft material of the T-shirt pulled snug over his shoulders and pecs. Beat that, little wharf rat. “I’ll go to Japan. In the midst of global riots and unprecedented numbers of demon attacks, I’ll wander off for an unspecified amount of time to check out the slim possibility of an undocumented demon-slaying weapon.”

“Excellent.”

Murdoch barely resisted a snort. The man was impervious to sarcasm. “But listen up. If I find this bloody thing, you’re damned well going to eat crow and give me an assignment worthy of my skills.”

The other man smiled. “Sure. Do a good job, don’t slice up any innocent people, and you’ve got a deal.”

“Fuck you, Webster.”

 

Genuinely curious, Kiyoko studied the man filling the video screen. Judging by his proximity to the camera lens, he stood well over six feet tall, a notable height in Sapporo. He also had long brown hair swept back off his strong face like a warrior of old. “You’re certain he said Lena Sharpe sent him?”

“Yes.”

She sat back in her father’s executive chair, rubbing her hands over the leather armrests. Even after all this time, the light cinnamon scent of his cologne still clung to everything. “Then he’s a fool. Lena and I had a falling-out several months ago. I no longer count her among my trusted colleagues.”

The assistant bowed. “Shall I tell him you are unavailable?”

Kiyoko’s gaze flickered back to the video screen and the indomitable features of the man overwhelming the  front desk of the Ashida Corporation. “Do you think that will discourage him?”

The woman shook her head. “He is very determined.”

“Then simply have him wait. His physical stature suggests he is predisposed toward action, and such men are born with little patience. In a few hours, he will grow weary and leave of his own accord.”

The assistant bowed again and left the room.

“The real question is not whether he will leave, but why he was sent here,” Ryuji Watanabe said, rising from his chair near the huge picture window. His gray wool suit remained unwrinkled despite a long day at the office. “Did you not tell me this Sharpe woman was a thief?”

“Yes.” Kiyoko almost added, But she steals only from known criminals. Except Lena had proven to be far less honorable than Kiyoko had originally believed, involving her in a nasty deal with the devil. The knowledge still stung.

“And this Murdoch-san does not look like a businessman.” Ryuji joined her at the desk. “More like an enforcer.”

Or a samurai.

His movements were smooth and effortless. He appeared relaxed, yet his feet were apart, his knees slightly flexed. He did not fidget, he did not wear his thoughts on his face, and his gaze absorbed everything that occurred around him. Kiyoko had no trouble imagining the man with a weapon in his hand, neatly dispatching foe after foe.

“What do you suggest?” she asked Ryuji. Watanabe had been company president for less than three months, but there was nothing tentative about her father’s successor. It was hard to watch someone erase her father’s stamp with fresh ideas, but Watanabe’s natural authority and consistently profitable motives made the changes bearable.

“Allow me to dismiss him. I’ve dealt with Americans before. I can be, as they put it, quite blunt.”

Ryuji had earned his business degree from Harvard. She did not doubt his knowledge of Americans. Still, she was reluctant to press this Murdoch-san into leaving, though she couldn’t quite say why. “When pushed, many Americans push back.”

“Dealing with them takes a deft touch,” Ryuji agreed.

Which her president possessed. Kiyoko sighed. In truth, Murdoch’s presence made her slightly uncomfortable. “If you can convince him to leave, I would be most grateful, Watanabe-san.”

Ryuji nodded and left the room.

Moments later, he appeared in the camera lens, striding across the white marble lobby to Murdoch’s side. The disparity in their physical stature was striking—Murdoch stood a solid foot taller than Ryuji and outweighed him by several kilos.

Kiyoko smiled.

This should be interesting.

 

Murdoch had declined the seat offered to him by the uniformed woman behind the massive front desk, preferring to stand, even though he’d been warned it might be a lengthy wait. Old habits died hard. On his feet, he had more options. He peered into the glass display cases in the center of the lobby as he waited, noting every person who passed by.

The Japanese businessman in the gray suit piqued his attention the moment he exited the elevator. There was a steely purpose to his step and a confident tilt to his head that instantly separated him from the other men in the lobby. The wretch reeked of importance.

When the fellow smiled at him and extended his hand in a North American-style handshake, Murdoch smiled in return. The wait was over.

“Mr. Murdoch, what a pleasure to meet you,” the man said as their hands connected. No limp grip here.  “I’m Ryuji Watanabe, the president of Ashida Corporation.”

Murdoch frowned.

Company presidents wearing thousand-dollar suits don’t come down to the lobby to greet perfect strangers. They send their secretaries. Or some other lackey. Unless they have no intention of letting said stranger gain entry to the inner sanctum.

“My request was to meet with Kiyoko Ashida,” Murdoch said.

Watanabe smiled ruefully. “As I’m sure someone’s already informed you, she’s extremely busy. I came downstairs to save you several wasted hours. She’s not going to see you.”

Blunt and to the point. Yet spoken with a friendly air that suggested he was being kind. “Not at all?”

“Your credentials did you in, I’m afraid.”

The only credential he’d presented was his association with Lena Sharpe. Which suggested that, contrary to her claim that they were longtime friends, Lena was persona non grata with Miss Ashida. “I see.”

“It might be best if you simply left.”

Watanabe’s smile seemed genuinely rueful. The man was nothing if not pleasant. Yet for some reason, Murdoch felt lacking. Perhaps it was the subtle hint of money that wafted off him—reminding Murdoch all too much of Brian Webster. The clothes, the expensive scent, the perfect presentation. It was difficult not to make comparisons to his own beat-up leather bomber jacket and black twill trousers. The chunky heels and silver buckles of his motorcycle boots seemed large and ostentatious when viewed next to the finely stitched leather of Watanabe’s Italian loafers.

He fingered his chin. At least the scruffy beard was gone. After losing half of it to a fiery blast several months ago, he’d shaved it completely. It made him  look more presentable. Or so the women he dated assured him.

“It’s vital that I speak to Miss Ashida,” Murdoch said. “My business has nothing to do with Lena Sharpe. She was merely an introduction. I’m actually looking to purchase an item of rare antiquity with which I believe Miss Ashida may be familiar.”

“I understand,” said Watanabe, nodding. “And I empathize with your situation. But, unfortunately, Miss Ashida is quite adamant. She will not change her mind about meeting with you. At least, not right away. You could try again in a few months, with better credentials.”

A few months?

Murdoch grimaced. Imagine Webster’s reaction if he returned with that piece of news.

“That won’t do,” he said softly. “I need to hear Miss Ashida decline in her own words.”

“Your need is not my concern.” The smile was still friendly, but a glint of something hard had appeared in Watanabe’s eyes. He had correctly interpreted the determination in Murdoch’s voice as a problem.

“Surely even a busy woman like Miss Ashida can spare me the few moments it would take to say no?”

Watanabe stood taller. He barely reached Murdoch’s collarbone. “Do not be difficult, Mr. Murdoch. Insisting will only annoy her further. You will do your cause more good by leaving without a fuss. If you truly want to impress her, come back tomorrow and request another audience.”

The advice was genuinely helpful, if not palatable, so Murdoch settled back on his heels. Losing a potential ally like Watanabe would be an error.

“Fine,” he said, offering the businessman a slight bow similar to the sort he’d seen many Japanese men present since his arrival six hours ago. “I’ll return tomorrow. Please offer Miss Ashida my respects.”

Then he spun on his heel and left the building.

[image: 002]

Kiyoko tossed her gold pen onto the desk and stood.

Mr. Murdoch had displayed more restraint than she’d thought him capable of. She’d seen him stiffen at Ryuji’s dismissal. Didn’t Western men typically use intimidation to gain their desires? The aggressive cant of his shoulders and the jut of his square chin suggested he knew he held the physical advantage and was tempted to use his size to gain his desire. Instead, he’d walked away. Why?

A soft knock at the office door lifted her gaze from the video screen. Standing serenely at the door waiting for permission to enter was an elderly man with snow-white hair and long, flowing black robes. Sora Yamashita, her mentor.

“Come in, Sora-sensei,” she greeted.

He entered slowly, but with the supple ease of a man many years his junior. “This office looks precisely the same as when your father occupied it. Did Watanabe-san not move in?”

Kiyoko’s eyes trailed around the room, lingering briefly on the impressive collection of first-edition paper currencies hanging on the far wall. A significant part of Tatsu Ashida’s life was honored here. A part she did not know very well. “He chose the office next door.”

“Hmmm.” Sora ran a finger through the light layer of dust on a nearby bookshelf. “Your father’s assistant tells me there is an American downstairs seeking your attention.”

The elder’s face was placid, but Kiyoko sensed a great deal of contemplation behind those dark brown eyes. The American interested him.

“A friend of someone I despise,” she explained, watching for a reaction. And getting none. “What brings you into the city, sensei?”

“Today was an auspicious day to visit. So here I am.”

An appropriate response from a wizened old onmyōji  skilled in the calendar arts, but with Sora, nothing was as simple as it seemed on the surface. Nor, for that matter, as simple as the tranquil blue of his auras. Her innate ability to read the colorful life force emanations of human beings offered no advantage with her mentor. “Is this the forceful man you foresaw influencing my future, sensei?”

“Possibly,” he said. “My divination said he would be a stranger.”

“That would be unfortunate. I’ve sent him away.”

The sensei shrugged. “If you were successful in turning him away, then he is not the right man.”

Her gaze returned to the TV screen, which now showed an empty lobby. If he was not the man Sora had predicted would arrive, then why did she feel a sense of loss now that he was gone?

 

Azazel tugged at the constricting knot of his tie as he shut Watanabe’s office door and locked it. What a very enlightening handshake that had been. He flicked a switch next to the floor-to-ceiling windows and they instantly became opaque.

Murdoch had no soul.

Very curious. The only soulless beings walking the middle plane were the immortal warriors Death tasked with collecting the souls of the dead. Many things had changed in the two thousand years he had spent trapped in the morass of the between, but not that fact. He’d bet his wing feathers on it. But in his day, Soul Gatherers did not travel the world in search of dark relics.

He murmured a succinct spell and in a blink, without a single telltale spark of red, returned to his private chamber in the shadowy castle his minions had built for him. Travel to and from the between did not have the same restrictions as travel from hell. He wasn’t entirely certain why, but logic suggested it was because the between  existed within the barrier itself. Not that he cared one way or another. All that mattered was that as his strength returned, he gained the ability to leave his prison and enter the middle plane at will.

“Find me a soul to consume,” he said to the nebulous black shape hovering in the shadows near the door.

Once it scurried off, he conjured a bottle of rich red wine. He yanked out the stopper and poured a generous quantity down his throat to wash away the taste of green tea.

One thing was certain: Murdoch was seeking the Temple Veil, just as he was. He’d stake his return to glory on it. Why else would the man have been in Rome when his team of gradiors arrived to collect the Protectorate records of the Veil? Why else would he be here now? While it would be delightful if the fellow had taken the hint and toddled off to wherever he’d come from, the determined glint in his eye said he’d be back. It was just a matter of when.

Time to pick up the pace.

No more gentle wooing of Kiyoko. She had the whereabouts of the Veil stored inside that pretty head of hers, and he intended to pry it out. By force, if necessary. Using arcane magic to unlock her thoughts might alert the archangels to his presence, but it was a risk he had to take. Keeping one step ahead of his new rival was vital.

The door opened and a freshly murdered body—with its soul intact—was tossed inside.

Azazel smiled.

Nothing could be allowed to derail his triumphant return from the dead.
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Waiting was not Murdoch’s strong suit.

Yet here he was, voluntarily twiddling his thumbs until Kiyoko Ashida was done with her very long work-day. Because the alternative—waiting until tomorrow—was worse.

He stood across the street from the shiny glass edifice that was the Ashida building and carefully studied every car that left the underground parking garage. Unfortunately, Sapporo was not the bustling metropolis of Tokyo, and his large size drew attention on the quiet treelined avenue. But he maintained his vigilant stance in spite of the curious looks. As the hours passed and night fell around him, however, he grew increasingly impatient. The flight from Los Angeles had been long, and he had yet to eat or imbibe a decent pint of ale.

It was nearing seven p.m. when the wide garage door finally rattled up and a sleek, dark American-made limousine eased into the street, headed north.

Had it not been for his Soul Gatherer enhanced night vision, identifying the occupants through the smoky gray windows would have been impossible. But he was able to spot three people in the back of the car—Watanabe, the young woman he knew was Kiyoko from the photo Lena had given him, and an elderly man with white hair.

His wait was over.

He slid into the tiny rental car he’d acquired at the airport and followed. The cramped interior of the Honda stifled him, but the fear of losing the limo on unfamiliar streets shunted his discomfort to the back of his mind.

After crossing the city and nearly losing his prey several times at traffic lights, he pulled to the curb behind the limousine. It had stopped before a seven-story brown and white building. Murdoch couldn’t read a word of Japanese, but the giant 3-D crab hanging over the main entrance marked the place as a seafood restaurant.

The three passengers debarked and entered.

As the limo drove off, Murdoch found himself scrambling for a parking spot, with none in sight. When he returned to the restaurant ten minutes later, he was greeted by soothing koto music and a smiling young woman attired in a navy blue kimono with a bright yellow obi.

“I’m looking for another guest,” he told her, speaking slowly in hopes of bridging the language barrier.

“His name, sir?” the hostess asked, glancing down at her reservation list. English, God love her. Despite the overwhelming number of Japanese faces he could see, the restaurant clearly entertained tourists as well.

“Watanabe. He’s here with Miss Kiyoko Ashida.”

Her face remained pleasant, but her voice subtly cooled. “Watanabe-san and his two guests are seated in a private dining room made for three.”

In other words, no way are you expected.

“Just tell me where they’re seated,” he said, smiling deeply, leveraging every ounce of his charisma. “I’ll stop by, say hello, and maybe Mr. Watanabe will ask you to get him a bigger table.”

All hint of friendliness left the hostess’s face, leaving only a suggestion of dismissal. Not aggressive, though. The tilt of her head remained remarkably demure.  “That would be irregular, sir. If you give me your name, I will make an inquiry of Watanabe-san. You can enjoy a complimentary glass of sake while you wait.”

For such a tiny thing, she was an effective gatekeeper.

If he’d been any less determined, she would have won.

He leaned over her, using his broad-shouldered, six-foot-three frame to emphasize his words. “Here’s the truth, lass. I’m going to storm the castle. Either you tell me where Mr. Watanabe and his party are seated and save yourself the embarrassment of having a large Scot peer into every private room, or I go in hard, spilling a lot of green tea. Your choice.”

Her gaze dropped. “I will get the manager.”

And off she ran.

Murdoch glanced at the intricate electronic seating chart on the console, but it was a blur of incomprehensible Japanese symbols. The only promising clues were the stars marking two rooms—one on the second floor and another on the fourth. Were Watanabe and Kiyoko starred guests? He was about to find out.

Conveniently, with the restaurant only half full because of ongoing protests around the nearby Hokkaido Government Building, he found them on the first try.

As he slid back the rice-paper door of a little room next to an elaborate rock garden, he met Watanabe’s gaze over a smoke-stained bamboo table. All three occupants knelt on cushions, sampling sashimi. Raw seafood.  Ugh.

“Mr. Murdoch,” said Watanabe, surging to his feet, his eyes widening with outrage. “This is highly inappropriate. You are interrupting a private dinner.”

Murdoch gave the company president only a cursory glance. His attention settled on the woman at the table, a pretty lass in a bright pink sweater set that set off her  dark hair and eyes. “Did Mr. Watanabe here happen to mention that I tried a more traditional approach at your office earlier today?”

The woman placed her little teacup on the table. Delicate of feature, but not delicate of nature. No trembles. “He did not need to tell me,” she said, only a trace of accent in her perfectly enunciated English. “It was I who asked him to get rid of you.”

She rose to her feet in a smooth, seemingly effortless lift of her knees. Her posture was pure serenity. The kind you only get from complete mastery over your physical form.

“Please leave, Mr. Murdoch. I have nothing to say to you.”

“I can’t do that,” he said, strangely unable to take his eyes off her. He’d seen plenty of glossy pink lips and pert little noses. What was it about hers that intrigued him? “I’m on a mission. You may not like the person who sent me, but she assured me you understood the critical nature of my task.”

Her brown eyes met his. “I cannot help you.”

“I haven’t told you what I’m looking for yet.”

Watanabe slid the phone he’d just been mumbling into back in his pocket. He said something softly in Japanese to Kiyoko, then addressed Murdoch. “The police are on their way, Mr. Murdoch. If you want to avoid a night in jail, I suggest you leave now.”

“I’m not going anywhere until Miss Ashida agrees to give me five minutes. Alone.”

“Impossible,” Watanabe protested.

The elderly man quietly sipped his tea, seemingly oblivious to the tension in the room. Kiyoko touched his arm, encouraging him to rise, but he ignored her.

Out of the corner of his eye, Murdoch noted the arrival of two robust youths, both wearing black robes similar to those worn by the placid, tea-drinking elder.  Japanese bouncers. A small bubble of heat rose in Murdoch’s chest, a mild response to possible danger.

“In any case,” Watanabe added, guiding Miss Ashida toward the door with his hand on her elbow, “we won’t be continuing the conversation. We’re departing.”

“Not until I get my five minutes.”

Watanabe frowned. “Don’t make this more difficult that it needs to be. These men”—he pointed to the two standing just behind Murdoch—“are here to ensure that Ashida-san and I depart without incident.”

“If they touch me,” Murdoch said softly, “they risk their lives.”

The elder finally got to his feet, smiling faintly as he brushed imaginary wrinkles from his robes.

“Threats are unnecessary,” Watanabe responded.

“It wasn’t a threat. It was a warning.” Murdoch didn’t have time to explain. He again tried to connect with Kiyoko Ashida, facing her squarely. “Five minutes. That’s all I ask.”

She didn’t respond. She just kept walking.

The two men at Murdoch’s back stepped closer, clearly intending to prevent him from interfering with her exit, and the warmth in his chest burst into a small fire. Only two men, so the blaze was containable. For now.

But there was no way Murdoch could allow Kiyoko to leave without a chance to discuss the collection of relics she’d recently inherited from her father. If the weapon he sought was among them, it could save the world a whole lot of grief. As she passed by, he put out a hand, intending to snag her sleeve.

But her reflexes were excellent. She yanked her arm away before he could reach his objective, and in the process, her fingers lightly grazed his.

Murdoch’s eyes rolled back in his head.

A wave of hot, liquid pleasure raced up his arm and  splashed into his chest, nearly taking him to his knees. He swam in it—his blood pounding, his breath short, his senses alive. The fiercest desire he’d felt in his entire seven-hundred-year existence licked across every inch of his skin, thrilled every nerve ending, and sent every drop of blood rushing to his groin. The urge to sink into Kiyoko Ashida’s warm embrace was so keen and unrelenting that goose bumps sprang to his skin and saliva pooled in his mouth. He wanted her as he had never wanted any woman before. It was both utterly blissful and horribly terrifying.

Terrifying, because his berserker rejoiced at the sudden lack of restraint. It rose up in a red tide of fury, filled every empty thought, and swallowed him whole. At precisely the same moment, the two young warriors tasked with protecting Miss Ashida made the error of grabbing his arms and dragging him backward. Lost in a sea of bloodlust, Murdoch knew only one thing—he could not let Kiyoko leave. A vague memory of his mission lingered in his berserker-controlled thoughts, but the dominant motivation for all that followed was a primitive, almost bestial certainty that the female in the pink top belonged to him and no one could be allowed to take her away.

He yanked his arms forward.

The first guard sailed through the paper door enclosing the room across the hall and landed atop a variety of fine crab dishes. Rice porridge flew everywhere and the couple inside jumped up and flattened themselves against the faux rock wall. The second guard held to Murdoch’s arm with an admirable grip, but he was no match for the berserker power that fueled Murdoch’s every action. A heavy fist to the face sent him flying, too.

But the bouncers had succeeded in their primary goal—slowing Murdoch down. By the time he freed himself, Kiyoko and her two male escorts had reached the stairs.

As they disappeared from view, he released a bellow of pure rage and dove for the stairwell, pulling his sword free of the invisible scabbard on his back. Panicked diners scrambled to get out of the way. But the two young warriors were not done. Displaying an unwavering, if foolish, dedication, they attacked him again, this time with their weapons in hand. One wielded a gleaming katana, the other a nunchuck.

Just short of the door, with a savage growl of frustration, Murdoch was forced to turn and face his opponents.

 

Kiyoko dove into the limousine, followed closely by Ryuji. Sora took his usual sweet time, refusing to be rushed. Once the sensei was inside, a uniformed employee shut the car door, and they pulled away from the curb, leaving the restaurant behind.

“What a shame we had to leave,” her elderly mentor said as he settled into his seat and adjusted his robes. “Watching him fight would have been quite entertaining.”

Kiyoko barely heard him.

She was still reeling with the aftereffects of the man’s brief touch. Her heart was racing, her face was flushed, and her hands were trembling. Ripples of hot, titillating desire continued to torment her body.

“Are you well?” Ryuji asked, staring at her with obvious concern in his eyes.

What was she to say? That she’d never felt more alive or more aroused in her life? Hardly. Careful not to catch Sora’s all-seeing gaze, Kiyoko turned her head and peered out the window. “I’m fine. He barely touched me.”

The limousine slowed.

Up ahead, the intersection was blocked by hundreds of protesters. They carried signs blaming the collapse of a local food-processing plant on greed and mismanagement. These were dark days. Companies were folding all  over Japan for similar reasons, a very painful trend for a country where many people spent their entire working lives with one employer.

The driver opened the privacy partition and glanced at them through the rearview mirror. “The usual route to the estate is blocked. A detour is required.”

Watanabe nodded. “Do what you must.”

The glass partition slid up again, and the car made a right turn, avoiding the bulk of the protestors.

“I suspect we’ll have difficulty getting reservations at that restaurant again,” Sora said, amused. “If those crashing sounds were reflective of the damage he was inflicting, Mr. Murdoch will have a substantial bill to pay when all is done.”

“No less than he deserves,” Ryuji retorted, settling back against the leather seat. “I hope the police lock the madman away.”

“He was quite sane until the end,” Sora said thoughtfully. “Impatient, yes. But not a raving animal. It almost seemed as if touching Kiyoko-san set him off.”

She glanced at him, and immediately regretted it.

His eyes were steady. Knowing.

Her flush deepened. “Surely not. It was a fleeting moment.”

Actually, she had no doubt that the trigger had been her touch. The collision of their flesh had been explosive, on both a sensual and an energetic level. The cause was a mystery, though. If he was possessed, it hadn’t shown up in his auras. There’d been no tainted mix of gray and black. And the presence of a demon did not explain her reaction. She’d touched other possessed individuals in the course of her endeavors, and none had ever given her a jolt like this.

“Obviously,” said Ryuji, “there can be no more contact with Mr. Murdoch. If he returns to the office tomorrow, I shall have security remove him from the premises.” 

Kiyoko did not respond.

Her eyes remained trained on the passing landscape, a soothing peace stealing over her as the lights of the city gave way to the silhouettes of the hilly countryside.

Dismissing Murdoch was not as easy for her as it was for her company president. The effects of his brief touch still surged through her veins. In addition to the edgy arousal, her heart beat with a firmer rhythm. Her auras were a bright royal blue once more and gentle waves of intuition were lapping at her subconscious. After months of suffering, she could almost believe she was cured. Except that the power was bleeding away, fading quietly into the night like the exquisite waves of lust.

And the blame for her disquiet didn’t lie entirely with his touch.

Even before he’d reached for her, her pulse had been racing. Spying on him via the camera had not prepared her for the force of his physical presence. He had dominated the open restaurant space with thoughtless ease, his large size and bristling power epitomizing the term  alpha male. And she’d fallen helplessly under his spell. Surprising, to say the least. Prior to this evening, had she been pressed to describe her ultimate male companion, she would have listed features more in keeping with Ryuji’s sharply elegant face and intelligent brown eyes. Large muscles, an aggressive jaw, and eyes the rusty color of autumn leaves had never appealed to her before.

Yet there was no denying the tug of desire.

Or its raw intensity.

The limousine pulled off the highway and onto the familiar well-tended dirt road leading to the estate.

Then again, she was not a nun. One did not reach the age of twenty-four without experiencing the fluttering heart and damp heat of arousal. But she’d never experienced anything quite like this. Even a solid half  hour after leaving the restaurant, even after the unbearable edge of need had worn off, the lingering sensations wracking her body could not be captured with such weak words as flutter and arousal. Explode, shudder, devastate, burn. Those did a better job, and even they did not quite express what she was feeling.

Strange.

And humiliating.

Years of study, long hours of learning to control the inner workings of her mind, all lost in an instant. All scattered like the wind with a single glancing touch. Her reaction to Murdoch had been that of a novice, of an untrained acolyte, not the enlightened response of a master. Yet a master was what she purported to be. As the direct descendant of Abe no Seimei, the most venerable  onmyōji wizard of all time, she was presumed to be uniquely capable of leading a group of mystical warriors against the current madness in the world.

“Even a master can stumble,” Sora said softly.

Her gaze flew up to meet his.

Ryuji huffed. “You’re not suggesting Murdoch is any form of master, are you?”

The old man shrugged. “Everything about him whispered  warrior.”

“Whisper? Ha. Nothing about the man is a whisper.”

Sora tilted his head. “Do you agree, Kiyoko-san?”

Recalling her first impressions of the images on the video screen, she shook her head. “The subtleties speak louder than the roars. He moves with the grace and purpose of a highly trained soldier, not a simple antiquities dealer.”

Ryuji frowned. “Perhaps you should verify his credentials with your mutual acquaintance.”

“No.” Calling Lena was out of the question. It would take more than a visit from an intriguing emissary to forgive the woman for involving her in a scheme that  went against every principle she held to. Every value Tatsu Ashida had instilled in her.

She blinked rapidly, swamped by a sudden rush of memories.

The hole her father left was still deep. For twenty years, ever since the death of her mother, he’d been her lodestone. Always patient and purposeful, he had schooled her in the onmyōji ways—revealed the secrets of their ancestral spells, trained her to the sword, and shared all that he knew of fighting evil. His belief in her destiny had been unwavering, but the light shone less brightly now that he was gone.

The majestic sweep of the compound’s stone gate appeared out of the gloom, and the limousine braked to a halt before the torii. Kiyoko smiled at the two large niou  statues overlooking the entrance. The familiar fierce stone guardians resembled Murdoch.

“The only way to get to the root of why Murdoch-san is in Japan is to ask the man himself,” she said, taming the eager surge of her pulse with a studied breath. Would his appeal be just as potent the second time around?

Ryuji expressed his opinion with a silent glare.

“I do think there is more to Mr. Murdoch than meets the eye,” Sora said, as they exited the car.

“Perhaps,” Ryuji allowed, “but he’s dangerous.”

He turned to Kiyoko.

“Will you be coming into the city tomorrow? I’ll understand if this unfortunate situation discourages you from making the trip, but we made excellent progress with the manufacturing reports today and I should like to continue.”

She smiled. “Yes, I’ll be there. You’ve been most generous with your time, Watanabe-san. I greatly appreciate your willingness to allay my fears about the state of the company.”

“It is both my pleasure and my duty,” he responded.  “You are, after all, our majority shareholder.” He offered her a gracious bow, then got back in the car.

As the limousine circled the small parking lot and headed back down the lane to the main road, Sora observed, “He’s smitten with you.”

Kiyoko frowned. “He knows my commitment to the  onmyōji.”

“Your father married. It’s not beyond imagining for you to wed someday, too.”

“My father didn’t share my destiny, sensei. Or face my current dilemma. How can I marry a man when I know that I will be leaving him soon to join Abe no Seimei in the great fight? Besides, Watanabe-san has said nothing to indicate an interest.”

Her mentor accepted the arm she offered him. “Perhaps not, but he has hardly left your side since Tatsu-san died. And by wedding him you would guarantee the company a strong future.”

Kiyoko resisted a grimace. Her commitment to the survival of her father’s company was no secret—she had abandoned the familiarity of the dojo every day for the last week to examine the company accounts. This was Sora’s subtle way of questioning the wisdom of her decision. “With the current spread of evil, there are no guarantees.”

Passing by the gate to the training compound, they strolled down the path to the house, a low-lying mist clinging to their feet. The sprawling, single-story traditional home sat majestically on a rocky outcrop overlooking the valley, the peak of Mount Tengu in the distance. The view was unrivaled. Kiyoko’s father had built the house adjacent to the much older dojo before she had been born. The house was large by Japanese standards, a gift offered to his new bride in 1975. Too large, really, which was why she had begged the sensei to move in with her when her father passed away three months ago.

They were met at the main entrance by Kiyoko’s only formal retainer, Umiko. The woman was nearing seventy, but she had served the Ashida family with straight-backed devotion for more than fifty years, and she proudly served Kiyoko. Almost as if she’d caught word of Kiyoko’s arrival from the wind itself, the housekeeper held a tray of rice crackers and green tea, steam still rising from the pot. No doubt her prescience was attributable to something much more mundane than the wind—like a quick call from the limo driver as he pulled up—but Kiyoko preferred an air of mystery over the truth.

Umiko slid open the decorated shoji partition, stood, and placed the tray on the low table in the main room. Then she bowed and retreated to the kitchen, her cream-colored kimono softly rustling against her ankles.

Kiyoko knelt on the square cushion before the table and lifted the pot. “Tea, sensei?”

He nodded. “Explain to me, in detail if you will, precisely what occurred when Murdoch-san touched you.”

Because she’d been expecting the question, Kiyoko was able to tame the color in her cheeks. But not the tiny flip of her heart. “For a brief moment, I experienced a deep and intimate connection with the man.”

Sora’s gaze found hers as he accepted the brimming teacup. “Did you share some of your own energy, as I taught you to do when healing?”

“No.” She forced a swallow of tea down her tight throat. She had not attempted that maneuver since she’d stumbled upon the crumpled figure of her father in the office garage, severely burned and near death. “I have no energy to spare—you know that.”

“Then how do we explain the man’s sudden ferocity?”

Kiyoko shook her head. “He already had the power, dormant within each cell of his body. My touch released it, though I know not how.” Which was true, but only  half the story. Explaining the rush of arousal that had preceded Murdoch’s descent into fury was a little awkward. Tiny ripples of sweet desire still washed over her from time to time.

“Dormant power,” repeated Sora thoughtfully. “Hmmm. I’ve seen descriptions of something similar, but I cannot recall where. I will have to consult my journals to investigate.”

Having shared her every thought with Sora since agreeing to study under him twelve years ago, Kiyoko felt compelled to add, “A jolt of energy shot from his body into mine. I can feel the remnants even now.”

“Yes,” Sora said. “I saw it enhance your auras immediately.”

“Do you think this meeting is significant?”

“Well, it does explain the forceful description of the man I divined entering your life, doesn’t it? As to what impact he will have on your future, that remains to be seen. Perhaps it was a solitary alignment of events, never to be repeated.” He sipped his tea.

“Or?”

“Or perhaps it is the answer to your prayers. If Murdoch-san indeed contains a rare power within his body, you may be able to leverage it . . . rekindle your ki and gain the strength to transcend.”

“We’ll never know the truth if he leaves Japan,” Kiyoko said slowly, excitement stirring in her belly. The thought of seeing Murdoch again was very appealing.

“True.”

Kiyoko stood and walked over to the open window. Darkness masked the palette of November browns that painted the valley, but gave a surreal glow to the moonlit river below. “Then we should invite Murdoch-san to the dojo. I’ll send Yoshio and eight of our best warriors to accompany him.”

Sora smiled. “I hope that’s enough.”

[image: 003]

Murdoch closed the door to the shower stall with a crisp snap.

What a bloody awful night. He’d lost track of Kiyoko Ashida, drawn far too much public attention, and racked up a whopping bill at the restaurant that he had no spare funds to pay. It could have been worse, though. Had the two warriors not hobbled away at the first bleat of sirens in the distance, he might have kept fighting until the police showed up.

Killing cops would have brought him to a new low.

Hands braced on either side of the white ceramic sink, he peered at his face in the foggy bathroom mirror. Not a scratch on him. Not a bruise or a strained muscle anywhere on his body.

Unfortunately, his two opponents couldn’t say the same. Both had left with a collection of injuries ranging in severity from a gut wound to a broken limb. Exceptionally nimble, they’d lasted longer than most, but judging by the way their feet had begun to drag, their destinies had been about to meet the cold hard ground. Given that their only crime had been protecting a young, defenseless woman, that knowledge didn’t sit well.

What the hell had happened?

Sure, his berserker was a tad unruly and taming the beast was a constant battle, but tonight it had beaten him senseless. He’d lost complete control, much as if he’d been thrust into a situation with overwhelmingly poor odds and his berserker had burst free in a last-ditch attempt to survive. But against two puny humans, such a severe reaction didn’t make any sense.

He rubbed his bare chest with a rough hand.

The minutes following his descent into full-on berserker rage were a blur of battle moves. But his memory of the moment just before he sank beneath the waves remained clear as spring water: The accidental touch  of Kiyoko Ashida’s hand. The sultry hot brush of skin against skin, the sweet burn of desire in his veins, the sudden and very urgent need to possess her.

In seven hundred years of existence, he’d encountered every type of woman imaginable and enjoyed every delicious facet of physical desire. Hell, he’d long ago lost count of the number of women he’d tupped. But the craving that had risen up inside him tonight could barely be described as desire. It was more like . . . mindless frenzy. He’d wanted Kiyoko so badly that his knees had gone weak and his wits had fried. Tossing her over his shoulder and absconding with her had seemed a perfectly rational notion.

Not that rational thought had prevailed. No. Primitive instinct had taken over.

And that had left the door wide-open for his berserker.

Murdoch spun on his heel and returned to the main living area of the hotel room. The room was comfortably large, with a modern king-sized bed and plenty of space to move around. But the hotel’s ample hospitality was diminished by the nine black-robed men who waited outside the bathroom door, swords strapped to their sides.

Any other man dressed in nothing but a towel, with sopping-wet hair hanging to his shoulders and his weapon lying useless on the bed, might have felt intimidated. Murdoch had to squelch a bubble of satisfaction.

Nine was much more of a fair fight than two.
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