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			Chapter 1

			Declan O’Hara stepped into the middle of the crossroads, a lonely stretch of pavement on the outskirts of town. The moon was barely visible, yet a thin ribbon of light bled through, basking the low-lying fog in an eerie glow.

			He glanced to his right as a series of subtle vibrations shot up his legs.

			Company was coming.

			His hands were loose at his sides and he cracked his neck in an effort to relieve some tension.

			Declan smiled in anticipation. It was about time.

			His eyes pierced the gloom. An image wavered and solidified not more than three feet from him and the smile vanished, leaving his expression blank. He studied the newcomer for a few moments, relishing the fear he sensed.

			“You’re late.” Declan’s voice was low, the tone conversational, yet the hard glint in his eyes told a different story.

			His visitor, a slight imp of a man, took a step backward and shook his head. “I got away as soon as I could.” His voice was thin and there was a nervous edge to it.

			Declan paused, welcoming the whisper of magick that rippled over his skin. “Where is he?”

			The newcomer swallowed thickly, his Adam’s apple protruding in a rapid jerk. “He’s no longer in Los Angeles.”

			At Declan’s frown the man continued. “He now has a protector ... a vampire.”

			“A protector?” Interesting. “That’s all you got?”

			The slight man nodded slowly.

			Unbelievable. Declan swore under his breath and turned away. What a complete waste of time. For fuck sakes, he’d given up a bottle of merlot and a hot blonde for this? His irritation was surpassed only by his desire to get back to the lady and salvage at least part of his evening. He stepped away.

			“What about payment?”

			Declan paused, letting the energy inside him gather until his fingertips hummed with the heat of his power. He glanced back, eyebrows raised. “Payment? You didn’t give me anything I don’t already know. I wanted the location.”

			“But I warned you of the protector—”

			He laughed, though he wasn’t amused. “You think I need to be warned?” The ground beneath them trembled and danger swept in on the breeze. Declan was pissed. He had no time for this shit.

			“There’s talk ...” The man licked his lips nervously. “There’s talk that he’s been taken to New Orleans.”

			“Fact or fiction?” Declan was fast losing patience. It didn’t take much to trigger his dark side these days.

			“I can’t be certain.”

			Declan turned once more to face him, his face hard, his eyes cold.

			“I risked a lot to come here, to meet with you. If they find out ...” The small man’s eyes glowed, a tinge of red burning through the gloom as he snarled in anger. “Samael will kill me.”

			Declan’s surprise at the informer’s words was kept hidden. Samael? If the demon lord was involved, the game had just changed big-time. Declan’s fingers twitched, his nostrils flared as the energy in his hands sparked.

			“What does Samael want with him?”

			“I will give you no more.” The informer widened his stance and hissed. “I want payment.”

			There it was ... the trigger.

			Declan cocked his head to the side and gave his power free rein. Mist swirled ever faster, hiding the darkness he unleashed. Wind whipped along the surface of the road, moaning as it enveloped the informant in a blanket of death. Seconds later Declan stepped over the still form that lay at his feet.

			“Consider that payment rendered.” He grabbed his cell phone and hit redial.

			“You get the intel?” Nico’s rough voice filled his ear. The shifter was a jaguar warrior and Declan’s partner.

			“I’m headed to Louisiana. I’ll let you know what I find when I get there. We don’t have much time. Samael’s involved now.”

			“Samael?” Nico sounded surprised. “That can’t be good. Who the hell is this guy we’re tracking? Do we have a name yet?”

			Declan’s eyes narrowed. “No name.” He paused as an owl hooted in the distance. “Check out Los Angeles, see if you can pick up his trail or find a bread crumb that’s bigger than a nibble.”

			The line went dead.

			Guess he was heading to the Big Easy.

			Declan arrived in New Orleans well past midnight the following evening. The moon was in hiding, the air was cool, and the energy in the city was powerful. Ancient magick lived here, fed not only by the great Mississippi River that slid by in silence, but by the souls of the dead who refused to leave.

			It had been ages since he’d last been here. Another lifetime. He shook the melancholy that threatened and sought out the French Quarter. The Voodoo Lounge was located amongst a host of venues on Decatur Street.

			Declan headed that way, his tall form sliding amongst the tourists with ease, his dark good looks drawing many a female eye. He ignored them all—even the busty brunette with the large doe eyes and plump, candy red lips.

			There wasn’t time for such frivolities when the world was going to shit.

			Decatur was party central in the Big Easy, and the heat from the bodies in the streets and sidewalks created a blanket of mist that hovered inches above the crowd, as it mixed with the cooler air.

			It was an eerie glow that somehow fit the chaotic undercurrent in the air. It was the chaotic undertone he was worried about. Something was off here in the land of crawdaddies and mint julep. He continued along Decatur until he spied the sign he’d been looking for.

			It wasn’t hard to miss, being a shade past puke green with a splash of orange and yellow. THE VOODOO LOUNGE. He smiled as he neared the club. He didn’t remember it being so ... gaudy.

			There was a crowd gathered along the sidewalk, and by the looks of it, no one was getting inside. Typical night in the Quarter.

			A mountain of flesh guarded the entrance; his bald head and heavy features were intimidating—as were the mess of tattoos that adorned his flesh. His shoulders were as wide as the door, the muscles bulging from beneath a tight T-shirt, and his legs were leather encased, his feet booted.

			The dude was otherworld. It was in the energy that slithered along the man’s frame, invisible to the human eye, yet vibrant to someone like the sorcerer.

			The bouncer was a shifter, one of Ransome’s clan, no doubt.

			Declan nodded. “Nice evening.”

			The incredible hulk cocked his head to the side but remained silent.

			“Ransome in tonight?”

			“Depends”—the bouncer spit to the side—“on who’s asking.”

			“An old friend.” Declan flashed a smile that never reached his eyes. “Tell him O’Hara’s in town.”

			The bouncer’s eyes narrowed. He turned his head slightly, murmuring as he did so, obviously talking into a com device. Seconds later he stepped aside and Declan was allowed entrance.

			The Voodoo Lounge had been in existence for as long as Ransome LaPierre’s family had been in New Orleans, and that had been several generations. It was an eclectic bar filled with all sorts of otherworld and a mixture of human as well. They came together in a melting pot of bodies, music, and sex.

			It was the kind of place that easily bred darkness. As Declan eyed the revelers he felt the potency of the energy surround him, and along with it, the familiar tug of want.

			The dark side was a seductive bitch. He’d tasted her secrets. And though he was bound to the light, sometimes the lines blurred.

			His gaze wandered the room as he slid through the crowd. It was hot, frenetic. He spied Ransome LaPierre immediately. It was hard not to. The alpha of the LaPierre pack was a handsome son of a bitch with a mess of hair the color of dark tobacco. The wolf was holding court in the far corner, surrounded by cheesy velvet sofas, jugs of beer, and—Declan grinned—lots of women.

			The werewolf arched a brow and moved two women off his lap, a slow smile spreading across his features as Declan approached.

			“You want one?” the wolf asked as Declan approached. He grinned and shoved a tipsy blonde Declan’s way. “Or two?” He nodded toward the brunette and laughed, his N’awlins accent rolling off his tongue with devilish glee. “Bookends, no?”

			Declan shook his head, though his eyes lingered on the generous rack that was nearly falling from the lady’s too-small tank top. Lady being an extremely loose term.

			“We need to talk.” His tone was clipped.

			Ransome’s smile faded, and he stood in one fluid motion. The man was tall and had an inch or two on Declan, putting him near six-foot-six.

			The blonde stepped in front of Declan, her hand falling to his chest. “What’s the rush, sugar? Don’t you wanna play?” She laughed softly. Her eyes were dilated, filled with the synthetic happiness of whatever kind of drug she’d ingested.

			“Not interested.” He removed her hand and followed Ransome, ignoring the expletives she shouted after him. The dense crowd parted like the Red Sea, allowing them easy access to Ransome’s office located on the upper level of the bar.

			The door closed behind them, muffling the heavy beat of the band. Declan exhaled slowly and watched as Ransome poured a generous tumbler of bourbon, but declined when the wolf offered him a glass as well.

			Ransome smiled lazily, his slow Louisiana drawl falling from his lips like a melody. “So, what brings you back to these parts, my friend?”

			“I’m looking for someone.”

			Ransome snorted. “Aren’t we all?”

			“This one’s special.”

			Again the wolf laughed. “Aren’t they all?”

			Declan shook his head. “Not like this one.”

			The smile that graced the wolf’s face fled immediately and his eyes narrowed. Declan nodded. Now he had his full attention.

			Ransome took a long swig of bourbon, hissing as it went down, though his eyes never left Declan’s.

			“Where you been for the last two years?”

			The wolf’s question took him by surprise, and Declan was silent for several seconds. To Hell and back.

			“Around,” he answered softly as he eyed the shifter closely.

			Ransome smiled though his eyes remained aloof. “It’s a dangerous world, my friend, and we don’t always know who the enemy is. A little elaboration would be welcome.”

			Declan didn’t like where the conversation was headed. He had no time for posturing.

			“It’s common knowledge you broke ties with the Castille brothers, but the rumors of your whereabouts have been murky at best. You working alone?”

			Declan wasn’t surprised at Ransome’s words. The werewolf had always kept a paw on the pulse of the otherworld. “No,” he replied dryly. “I’ve got a new boss.”

			An image of Bill flashed in front of his eyes and he clenched his teeth together tightly. The little bastard was one of the Seraphim, angelic creatures who had absolute dominion over the upper realm. They also dipped into the affairs of humanity or wherever else they saw fit.

			Two years ago Bill had pulled Declan from the bowels of Hell. Unfortunately his one-way ride out of darkness had come with a price. The Seraphim currently owned Declan’s ass for several lifetimes to come. He was now part of a group of soldiers known as the Seraph. They did the bidding of the Seraphim, no questions asked.

			“A name would be good.”

			“I don’t have time to play twenty questions, LaPierre.”

			The werewolf studied him in silence and a slow burn of frustration hit Declan’s skin.

			“What does your boss want with this person who’s different?”

			Declan’s anger spiked and rode the edge of pissed-off. “My new deal doesn’t come with a lot of answers. I do as I’m told and move on.”

			LaPierre poured himself another drink, this time not offering the same to Declan.

			“Nothing is ever as it seems, O’Hara.”

			“No shit,” he answered, his voice tight. “Bill might be an arrogant little prick but he’s Seraphim.”

			Ransome’s eyes narrowed at that. “And how’s that going?”

			Declan grabbed a decanter of whiskey off the wolf’s shelf and poured himself a double. “Don’t ask.” He downed the contents in one gulp, welcoming the fire as the liquid burned its way down to his gut. “You hear any chatter on the street? Otherworlders new to the area that don’t belong? Or has my trip here been wasted?”

			“A trip to Decatur Street is never wasted, O’Hara.”

			“Normally I’d agree, but I’ve no time to play and even less time to find this bastard.”

			“I might know something.” A lazy grin spread across Ransome’s face, and yet his eyes were dead serious as he focused on Declan.

			“Might?” Declan asked.

			“I’ve got a couple of conditions.”

			Declan eyed his old friend closely. “And they’d be ...”

			“I don’t want a holy war running amok in my backyard. Keep your boss out of my city.”

			No worries there. Bill was with Azaiel. He was one of the original Seraphim but had fallen from grace centuries ago, lured from the upper realm by a beautiful eagle shifter. Dumb fuck.

			He’d created a portal that had almost ripped a hole the size of Hell into the human realm. A lot of people had suffered, given their lives in order for the portal to remain hidden. Declan’s own father, Cormac, had tried to get his slimy hands on the damn thing.

			Azaiel had languished in the Hell realm for eons, but two years ago he’d been retrieved and now was on trial for his sins.

			As far as Declan was concerned, the fallen was going to get what he deserved. Bill would be busy for days.

			Declan nodded. “Done, and the second?”

			Ransome grabbed a coat from the chair behind his desk. “I’m coming along.”

			“Not possible.” Declan shook his head. “I’m working this one alone.”

			Ransome ignored him and slipped supple leather over his powerful shoulders. “You forget, sorcerer, that this is my town, and nothing of significance happens without my knowledge or involvement.”

			Declan’s lips thinned but he remained silent. He could use dark magick to stop him, Ransome had no idea the kind of power that lived beneath his skin, but he couldn’t deny the wolf was one hell of a tracker.

			He nodded and stepped aside, following Ransome out the back door. He’d humor the wolf for the moment.

			Besides, Bill would fucking hate the idea.

		

	


	
		
			Chapter 2

			The city of the dead—or Lafayette Cemetery No. 1—was quiet as Declan and Ransome walked by. It was nearing 3 A.M. and the souls of those still wandering between the concrete mausoleums were eerily silent.

			Declan paused as his gaze passed over the rows of above-ground tombs, a macabre collection that stood in shadow. The dark gray, faded slabs looked forlorn and decrepit. He sensed the energy traces of those long gone from the earth, yet still bound to the physical world. Some stayed by choice and others because of unfinished business.

			Either way it sucked to be in limbo. He should know.

			“Where we headed?” he asked Ransome. They’d left the craziness of Decatur and Bourbon Streets, and were near the Garden District.

			“A place on Prytania. It’s been empty for years but was recently settled again.”

			Declan frowned. “By otherworld?”

			“Yeah, a vampire.” Ransome arched a brow. “And don’t start with the Lestat jokes, they’ve been old since before ’94.”

			Declan had no clue who the hell Lestat was but his interest was piqued. He’d not shared with Ransome the fact that this so-called protector was a vampire. Adrenaline flooded his cells. The hunt was on.

			They passed several large mansions, all of them well-kept, reeking of old money and an era long dead. Shadows clung to the buildings, filled with whispers of energy that seemed out of sync.

			The air was rank with pain, loss, and anger. Declan inhaled the ancient magick that lived and breathed in this part of New Orleans and smiled as it hit the cells inside his body. He could get drunk on the power, feed from it like candy.

			He’d forgotten what the rush felt like.

			Ransome stopped a few feet ahead of him, his large frame suddenly still. The wolf pointed toward a house in darkness. “The DeLacrux mansion.”

			The house was set back a ways, the entire property bordered by an intricate iron fence. The large trees in the front yard as well as the gardens and shrubs all looked overgrown, gnarled, and badly neglected. A run-down gallery ran the length of the home, with an upper level that mimicked the bottom.

			Declan took a few steps closer and felt the unmistakable trace of a protection ward. “DeLacrux?” he asked, frowning as he continued to gaze upon the darkened home. The name was familiar somehow, but at the moment the reason for it escaped him.

			He made a note to call Nico and have him check it out.

			“The family has lived here for over two hundred years. They are the original owners and built this house, though for the last fifty or so it’s been vacant.” Ransome glanced toward Declan. “Until a few weeks ago.”

			“Any idea how many vampires inside?”

			Ransome scented the air and nodded. “Just one.” A smile lifted the corners of his mouth. “A woman.”

			Declan was surprised. “You’ve seen her?”

			Ransome shook his head. “I can smell her.”

			Nice.

			“You smell anyone else inside?” he asked sarcastically.

			Ransome frowned. “There is someone, but I can’t get a read on him.” He looked at Declan. “I’m guessing this would be your person of interest.”

			Declan remained silent. He’d like nothing more than to put this baby to rest, grab the target, and take him back to holding until Bill could deal with him.

			“The vampire? She around?”

			Ransome shrugged. “Her scent is faint. She’s probably hunting.”

			Declan took a few more steps until he was close enough to touch the iron fence. His hand lingered in midair and he closed his eyes as he visualized the wards that were in place.

			They were intricate, filled with a power that surprised him considering the signature felt raw and untamed. He clenched his jaw together tightly. Something was way off. Things weren’t right.

			“Looks like we have company.”

			Ransome’s voice was low, gruff, and Declan immediately fell back, though he was confident their presence was undetected. Shadows that he commanded slid across them as they melted into the darkness.

			Several hundred yards down the road two forms emerged from the mist that hovered above the ground. They walked with purpose and lingered in the middle of the road, showing no fear, their long jackets unfurling in the wind.

			One was demon; the stench was unmistakable. The other was vampire.

			Declan loosened his hands and cracked his neck. It couldn’t be coincidence they were here in New Orleans, on this street in front of this house. He smiled wickedly as his power unfurled. The sensation was like an intense jolt of energy.

			It was almost better than sex.

			“Guess you’re not the only one looking for this prize.”

			Declan shook his head. “I guess not.”

			“I suppose it would be a shame to let them get close to him.”

			Declan grinned. “A total fucking shame.”

			“We should probably kick their asses then, no?”

			Declan’s hands burned hot, filled with power. “Copy that.”

			He took a step forward and halted just as quick. Shadows that clung to a large oak tree farther down the street began to swirl, wisps of energy that spun ever faster, and seconds later a small form appeared from the darkness.

			A woman dropped to the ground and squared her shoulders as she looked toward the two men.

			And there was no doubt that she was female; the round curve of her ass couldn’t be mistaken for anything but. She was unaware of their presence, her focus on the two strangers. She shook out long hair that hung nearly to her waist and slowly walked toward the newcomers.

			Something about the grace of her limbs as she glided over the road hit a nerve and Declan clenched his teeth. She moved like a dancer, effortless and sensual.

			A twinge of unease sat low in his gut as he stared at the woman. There was something about her...

			“That would be our vampire,” Ransome murmured. “Sexy little thing.”

			The woman stopped a few feet from the two men in the street. She was too far away for Declan to hear her words, but her aggressive stance and clenched fists told him she was pissed.

			He watched the three of them and then glanced at the house. The vampire was busy. Now would be a good time to slip inside and assess the situation. Was his target here?

			“Go,” Ransome whispered, a devilish grin in place. “I’ll keep her busy if our visitors aren’t up to the task.” He laughed softly. “I wouldn’t mind getting closer to that delicious piece of ass.”

			For whatever reason, the wolf’s words irritated Declan, but he ignored them and began to draw charms in the air, his fingers flying with ease as the magick inside him flowed.

			Though the ward was strong it was no match for him, and less than thirty seconds later he felt the gentle tug and pull as the protection charms evaporated. He should have been through them at once and yet he hesitated.

			Declan glanced back once more. The female vampire was extremely animated in the way she talked, her hands moving constantly.

			Goddamn but she was like Ana.

			A flash of pain sliced through him and he hissed. Where the hell had that thought come from?

			“What are you waiting for?” Ransome’s slow drawl cut through his thoughts and Declan gave himself a mental shake. Revisiting the past and the memory of a woman two years dead was never a good thing.

			He hopped the fence with ease, his long stride carrying him toward the gallery. Dark shadows lined the roof as he moved closer to the front door.

			Declan eyed them carefully, his hands at the ready as the familiar burn of energy lit his fingers. Suddenly the dark erupted into hundreds of sharp teeth and flapping wings.

			He raised his hands and reveled in the energy that flew from his fingers. It burned white-hot and the swarm of teeth and wings circled overhead, their cries of rage hitting a pitch that made his ears ring.

			The little bastards couldn’t reach him, and their confusion and anger were palpable. He eyed them closely as they continued to swoop about in a frenetic dance. They looked like rabid bats from Hell.

			An enraged scream cut through the night and drew his attention. He whirled around and saw Ransome on the move.

			One of the men, the vampire, had his hands on the female and they struggled. She deftly broke his hold and kneed him between the legs. His cry of pain echoed in the damp evening air, followed by a growl of fury.

			The demon made an odd series of clacking noises, its body already morphing into its true form. It looked like the little vampire was going to have her hands full.

			Yet it was the sight beyond that gave him pause. Several forms emerged from the fog and were moving toward them quickly, their bodies jerking in random motions, heads rocking to the side, arms flailing wide. It was unnatural.

			They were unnatural. From the smell that drifted on the breeze he was guessing ghouls—the dead arisen.

			Normally ghouls were slow and uncoordinated. But these ones were juiced up on some seriously dark shit. They were fast and he had no doubt they’d be dangerous. A powerful necromancer was in the area and it seemed he had business on Prytania Street.

			Declan’s night had just ramped from interesting to game on.

			The legion of bats overhead flew toward the ghouls in silence, a deadly arc of fury. A few of them circled above Declan. With a flick of his wrist he knocked them hard and sent them flying.

			There were no more barriers in place—nothing between him and the door. All he had to do was let himself in.

			And still he paused.

			The demon was now nearly ten feet in height, its human facade gone and replaced by its true form, which was scaly, slimy, and menacing. It hissed and breathed fire down at the small vampire, yet she stared up at it and yelled, “I’m going to bitch slap that ugly ass of yours all the way back to Hell.”

			This time he had no problem hearing her words.

			“And then I’m gonna rip your face off, asshole.”

			Declan’s blood ran cold. It wasn’t so much the words themselves, but the tone and the defiance that bled through. She was so like Ana, it was eerie.

			The rush of emotion that accompanied the thought pissed him off. He had no time to go down that path.

			Ransome had shifted, and Declan saw the huge werewolf jump toward the demon. If the small vampire was surprised, there was no time to process, as the large group of ghouls was nearly upon them.

			Declan had his chance and turned back to the door. His hand gripped the handle tightly and he pushed it open.

			Inside it was dark—pitch black—as if a blanket of midnight had been thrown over everything. He quickly called forth an illumination charm and held his hand aloft, a soft glow falling from the tips of his fingers. He arced his hand slowly, watching the shadows recede and leaving bare to his eyes the old, tired wallpaper that adorned the walls. It was yellowed, a rose pattern, and brought to mind an era long gone.

			A grand staircase dominated the foyer. The stairs looked worn, well used, and several of the spindles in the railing were missing.

			He ran forward taking them two at a time and paused at the top to turn in a full circle. All the doors were open except the two at the front.

			Good. That made things simple.

			A god-awful screech ricocheted in the air outside, sliding in through the cracks of the windows, kick-starting his heart something fierce.

			He moved with the stealth of a predator and opened the door on his right first. Empty.

			He closed the door carefully and crossed over to the remaining room but before he could touch the handle, it was wrenched open.

			“What the—”

			Surprise furled his eyebrows and he felt a deflation of sorts as he realized almost immediately that this was not his target. It couldn’t be. The person in front of him was not a man at all but a teenager.

			“Who the hell are you?” The kid’s tone was belligerent.

			Declan sighed. A smart-ass, no less.

			The boy’s dark eyes narrowed. “How did you get in?” The teenager tried to see around him. “You shouldn’t have been able to get in.” The boy took a step forward and met his gaze boldly. “If you hurt her I’ll kill you.”

			The air around the teenager shimmered and Declan took a step backward, not out of fear, but surprise. He frowned.

			The young man was full of magick, deep, powerful magick that was on the cusp of maturing. And yet there was something else entirely different about him. Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on.

			“What are you?” His thoughts were whispered. It had been so long since he’d been truly puzzled.

			The young boy smiled, tilted his head to the right. “I’m the dude who’s going to kick your ass all over the place.”

			The kid’s brash arrogance and cocky attitude totally needed adjusting.

			Declan squared his shoulders. As much as he’d like to solve the mystery, he just didn’t have the time.

			He opened his mouth, a sarcastic retort on his tongue when the large stained-glass window behind him exploded, showering them both with shards of glass.

			Declan’s first instinct was to protect and he reached for the teenager, but the young man slid past him, his movements fast and graceful.

			A ghoul had managed to climb to the upper level and though it was missing an arm, its eyes burned a fierce red. It slid forward. Behind it was another. The second monster lunged forward immediately, its dark, toothless grin dripping black gunk onto the faded wood floor.

			“I don’t think so, asshole!” the boy shouted, not fearing at all for his safety. He pushed forward, his intent clear, and Declan swore as he followed suit. He pulled up the power that lay in his gut, relishing the sharpness of it as he did so.

			The boy leapt over the stairs like an acrobat, landing on the other side in a quick move, and Declan knew in that instant that the teenager could hold his own. His slight frame hummed with energy.

			The armless ghoul rushed Declan, black crap spewing out of its stump, and he barely had a chance to move away from the acrid spray. He turned quickly and sent a blast of energy into its chest, again jumping out of the way as it imploded, spilling the stench of death into the air.

			The screech that fell from its mouth faded almost immediately as it disintegrated into nothing but a mess of liquid at his feet. Shouts, snarls, and mayhem crept up from below, echoing on the breeze that now flew in through the broken window.

			“Ana!” the boy shouted, and hopped the railing before Declan could react.

			A chill ran along Declan’s skull and down his back. He faltered. Ana?

			“What the—?” he growled. He turned and followed the boy’s lead, flying down the stairs and running hard to catch up. The little bastard had skills, he’d give him that.

			Declan burst out into the cool night air, and the sight that greeted him was unreal at best—a macabre banquet of black goop and body parts strung into the trees, the shrubs, and all over the road.

			He swerved to avoid the crazed bats that swooped overhead, their protection absolute and ferocious, swearing once more as he narrowly missed stepping into a pile of the slippery shit. He spied Ransome several feet away. The wolf had shifted back into human form and was slowly gaining his legs with the help of the female vampire.

			The teenager rushed to her and she embraced the young man fully, her head turned slightly as she held him close. The boy meant something to her. His eyes narrowed and Declan’s chest constricted painfully as he watched.

			The curve of her cheek, the small tilt to her nose, and the subtle scent that wafted into the air—all of it sent his radar crashing into overdrive.

			Ana.

			She tensed as if she’d heard the painful whisper in his mind. He felt the vibrations in the air hang low, tight to the ground, as all sound faded into nothing. His chest was tight. His mouth dry.

			Slowly she turned.

			Declan’s eyes widened in disbelief as his gaze ran over the delicate features, the generous lips, and the smattering of freckles that touched the bridge of her nose.

			He felt like he’d been hit in the gut with a sledgehammer. The air was sucked from his lungs and he shook his head, not believing what he was seeing. It couldn’t be.

			“Declan.” His name fell from her lips, two syllables that crushed him hard and twisted his insides painfully.

			What the hell kind of shit was this? The image in front of him was not possible.

			His anger unfurled—power rushed through him—and the ground around him started to tremble as huge cracks split the asphalt into gaping wounds.

			She smiled, though her eyes glittered strangely, their blue depths like fragile sapphires. “Self-control was never one of your strong suits.”

			“Who are you?” he rasped, his mind wild and unsettled.

			Ana was long dead, so how was that possible? He couldn’t finish his thoughts. They were freaking crazy. Cormac had run a stake directly through her heart. Two years ago.

			“She’s dead,” he muttered as he stared her down.

			Laughter greeted his words, but the emptiness that rang with them couldn’t be hidden. “You’re right of course, O’Hara. Technically I was born dead. Cradle to the grave on the same day.”

			Declan swore and took a step toward her. What the hell was going on? He didn’t for one second believe that the vampire in front of him was Ana. His Ana. This was a sick joke, nothing more.

			“Who are you?” He snarled again.

			“Go back to the house, Kaden.”

			“I’m not leaving you with him.”

			“I’m not asking.” The teenager protested once more but she silenced him with one look.

			The boy glared at Declan, tucked his hands into the front of his jeans, and slowly walked toward the house, casting dark looks over his shoulder as he did so.

			Ransome followed, an irritating smile hanging on his face as he passed by and scooped up his clothes. “See you back at the lounge”—he winked—“if you make it out alive.”

			Declan watch the wolf leave.

			“You shouldn’t have come here,” the woman spit out, her eyes fully black.

			“I’m not leaving until I get some answers,” Declan answered fiercely.

			“Well then.” The vampire’s fangs slid out as she hissed at him. “I have a problem with that.”

			And before he had time to react, she attacked.
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