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To everyone who, like me, grew up getting teased about having our face buried in a book. They didn’t know all the worlds we were discovering and different lives we were living.
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I had to let the Beast feed tonight. I didn’t want to, but if I didn’t, what came next would be a lot worse.

I hurried along the rain-slicked Baltimore streets. The Inner Harbor area was still packed with people even though it was midnight. I wasn’t here for one of its many bars or late-night eateries, though. It just happened to be between my apartment and the hospital where I worked.

I kept walking. It only took a few blocks past the Inner Harbor’s more touristy area for the neighborhood to noticeably change. Abandoned buildings and iron-gated windows now dotted the rows of townhouses and mostly closed businesses. Foot traffic was also down unless you passed a bar. I was passing one now, and two twenty-something guys spilled out of it. With a sloppy smile, the brunet staggered after me.

“Hey, hot stuff, come here,” he slurred.

“No thanks,” I said firmly, and tucked some of my long, too- curly brown hair back into its ponytail.

“Come on!” he tried again.

Did he really think catcalling would work, especially on someone wearing medical scrubs? He was lucky I didn’t take him up on his offer. Even now, my vision changed, showing red swirls haloing the catcaller’s gloomy gray aura.

I tried to sidestep him, but he reached out and yanked me against him.

“Not so fast!” His hands ran down my sides, and—

Darkness stabbed out from my fingernails, turning them into sharp claws. I sank them into the catcaller. The Beast inside me clamped onto that supernatural tether, burning through the violence in the man’s psyche.

He screamed, and the red flares in his aura dimmed.

I snatched my hand away, shoving him and that inner Beast back. Otherwise, the Beast would consume the catcaller’s life force once it was done feasting on his violence.

The catcaller nearly fell. His friend caught him before he hit the pavement. My claws vanished with the same speed as the burn marks in my would-be groper’s skin.

“What the hell, Jackson?” his friend hissed, pulling the catcaller away. “Sorry, he’s drunk,” he said to me.

Jackson sagged in his friend’s grip. He was barely conscious from the Beast devouring his violent energy. The red flares were now gone from Jackson’s aura, too, leaving him haloed by what looked like an ashen cloak.

“What happened?” Jackson managed to mumble.

You became a snack, I thought grimly, increasing my pace as I walked away. But unfortunately, I still need a meal.

I never intended to be a nurse by day and a violence-eating vigilante by night, but here I was, twenty-six and doing both. Okay, a little more than both. I’d also given secret, supernatural assistance to a patient during my nursing shift tonight, even though doing so had consequences.

Desperate animals will gnaw off their own paw if left long enough in a trap. Well, I was the Beast’s trap, and using its power to heal made it desperate enough to gnaw through me unless I fed it what it craved most—violence.

I reached the next intersection, looking ahead to see if the Walk or Stop light was on. A bright light suddenly seared my vision. For a second, I thought it might be a passing car’s headlights, and then I realized it belonged to a person.

That person moved out from behind a cluster of people waiting for the light to change. I expected to see a small, wide-eyed face. Auras that radiant usually came from children. Instead, I saw the wrinkled visage of an elderly man. He had pale skin, gray hair, and he was dressed like he’d been cosplaying as a nineteenth- century librarian.

Two men suddenly ran up behind the elderly man. Their auras were bloodred and unusually tall, looming and swaying over them. One pressed his hand against the man’s mouth and dragged him off in the opposite direction.

The light changed. People crossed the street, oblivious to what had happened behind them. It was so fast, I would have missed it, too, if I hadn’t been staring right at the elderly man.

I went after them. I normally didn’t take on two guys at once, but the old guy was in trouble. That made these kidnappers my next meal. When the Beast was done with them, they’d be alive, but like the catcaller, they’d be a lot less dangerous.

His kidnappers moved unusually fast. I ran, but I still couldn’t keep up. Thankfully, the man’s aura left a trail of light that I followed. It led into an alley behind a pawnshop.

I normally avoided this part of town, but I kept going. The Beast’s hunger grew with every step. It wanted to kill them. I wouldn’t let it. I couldn’t rid myself of the Beast, but I could damn sure keep it on a diet.

I caught up with the two captors in time to see them haul the man over a fence. Now they were in the back of a scrap metal depository. Moments later, I heard a cry: “Stop! That hurts!”

The Beast surged, sensing the violence. I didn’t free it—I never willingly did—but I didn’t force it all the way back.

The Beast’s power scalded me. My skin felt too tight and my pulse raced. I took my coat off, threw it over the fence, and cleared the six-foot height in one leap.

The kidnappers spun around. The hoods of their sweatshirts were now down, revealing that one was blond and the other had brown hair. The old man was on the ground, blood streaming down his forehead. The brown-haired kidnapper gripped a metal pipe, its edge dripping with crimson.

“Drop it,” I said.

They laughed.

I didn’t blame them. I was only five-four, with an average build, and I had no weapons. Well, none that they could see.

The Beast let out a growl through my throat that caused the two men to pale. Yeah, no normal person could make that sound.

“The hell?” the blond one whispered.

I sprang toward the pipe-wielding guy. My front kick smashed into his chest. He went down, the pipe clattering from his hand. Not laughing now, was he? With my mixed martial arts training plus the Beast’s added power, I’d kicked him harder than someone five times my size.

The blond guy lunged at me.

The Beast’s claws shot out. I was about to drive them into him when something knocked me over from behind. My forehead slammed onto the concrete. Pain filled me, my vision swam, and I tasted blood.

What the hell?

The dark-haired guy was still on the ground, and the blond was right in front of me. Who had hit me from behind?

I scrambled to my feet and whirled around.

Nothing. Whoever it was must’ve backed into the yard where the night’s shadows thickened to a dark gloom. The stench of cayenne and ozone washed over me, so thick I almost gagged.

I whirled back. The blond was still there, but the other kidnapper was gone. A huge snake now rose up to stare at me. Holy shit, that thing was bigger than a telephone pole!

“Whatever you are, you’re dead,” it hissed at me.

It could talk?

My shock was costly. The snake’s strike slammed into me like a giant hammer. I fell back. Coils wrapped around me. I tried to fight it off, but it squeezed me like a massive fist.

Air burst out of my lungs. I tried to suck more in and couldn’t. Panic strafed me. I’d known there had to be other supernatural creatures aside from the one inside me. Now I’d finally found one, and it was trying to kill me.

The stench of agave drowned me as those coils squeezed harder. My bones groaned. Pain slashed through me. I tried to scream, but nothing came out. I was being crushed to death.

My skin burned and a vicious inner slash felt like acid. I knew that pain. The Beast was here.

Everything went black, and—

—I spat out a mouth full of ashes. The wind tried to blow more back in. I clamped my lips shut.

I was in the middle of the metal yard, naked and bloody. Nothing was left of the huge snake or the other kidnappers except piles of cold ashes swirling in the night breeze.

Dammit, I hadn’t wanted to kill them. The thing inside me was a murderer, but I wasn’t. Not by choice. Now I’d killed again, and it had been someone with a supernatural secret like me. All the answers I could’ve finally gotten, gone. The frustration cut like a knife.

At least I kept them from murdering that poor man. Unless the Beast had killed him, too? I couldn’t see his bright aura anymore. The Beast was full and satiated, and it had sunk too deep within me.

“Sir?” I called out.

No answer.

My heart lurched. The Beast normally only ate the violent, making their red auras an Open for Dinner sign to my supernatural stowaway. Don’t ask me why it preferred them. No one gave me a Beast’s Guide to Binge Eating when I became infected with the thing eleven years ago. At first, I thought I might be a werewolf, but sadly not. If werewolves were real, those lucky fuckers only had to deal with their inner monsters one weekend a month. I had to deal with mine every single day.

But if the Beast was hungry enough, it would eat anyone, violent or no.

“Where are you, sir?” I called out again, snatching my coat off the fence where I’d left it.

“Here,” a pained voice groaned.

I put my coat on and ran toward his voice.

I found the man slumped by a large heap of scrap metal piled up for sorting. Blood streamed from his head, and clear liquid that might have been spinal fluid leaked from his nose. If I didn’t do something, he’d die.

I put my hands on his head while pulling on the Beast’s power. Three minutes later, I was bent over, vomiting from channeling too much magic, too fast.

Gentle hands smoothed back my hair. “There now, lass,” the man said in a lilting Irish accent. “You’re all right.”

My gag turned into a choked laugh. I sat back, wiping at my mouth. “More importantly, how are you?”

He gave me the sweetest smile. “Alive, thanks t’you. Thought you meant to kill me when you turned into a beithíoch.”

Did he just call me a “behemoth”? Eh, that was a kind descriptor compared to whatever the Beast was. More importantly, I’d healed him, but now I had to leave town. Again. At best, whichever police officer took the man’s report would think that he was overwrought from the attempted kidnapping, but I couldn’t take that risk. Not after nearly getting arrested in Georgia last year.

I bit back my disappointment. I was just starting to get comfortable here. I had a decent job, a place to live where the neighbors didn’t question my late-night comings and goings, and even a pet now. Still, safety beat out comfort.

“Do you have someone to call to pick you up?” I asked him.

He gave me a look of such heartbreaking confusion, I patted his arm. As a nurse, I’d seen that look on countless dementia patients before. He didn’t remember who to call.

“Do you know your name?” I asked in a softer voice.

His whole body trembled as he said, “No.”

“It’s fine,” I said, patting him again. “I can still help you. Do you mind if I look in your pockets?”

He didn’t mind, but to my dismay, he lacked a phone, wallet, or any identification. He only had a single, laminated business card with FRONTVIEW REPUBLIC printed on the front and a handwritten phone number on the back.

My brows went up. Frontview Republic was one of the largest commercial real estate and investment corporations in the Northeast. Their name had been splashed across headlines recently due to a big project in Maryland and Pennsylvania.

“Stay here,” I said, and searched for the rest of my stuff.

I found my clothes and purse near the bloodstains and ash piles. The huge snake and the other kidnappers must have put up a hell of a fight. The Beast normally killed too quickly to draw anyone’s blood.

I couldn’t believe I’d finally come across another supernatural creature, only to still end up knowing nothing.

Rain started pouring in sheets. I used the deluge to wash the blood off my face and hands. Then I shoved the remains of my ripped-up medical scrubs into my coat’s deep pockets. The rain should wash away all the kidnappers’ blood as well as their ashes, leaving no trace of their deaths behind.

I returned to the man and led him to an awning that blocked most of the rain. Thankfully, my burner phone was working, which meant the Beast had been free at least ten minutes. Nothing electronic worked around the Beast when it first took over. I dialed the number on the business card and put it on speaker while I checked the man for more injuries.

“Who is this?” a smooth baritone voice answered.

“Is this Frontview Republic?” I asked.

“Who is this?” the voice repeated with such command that I almost said “Raine Stone” before I caught myself.

The man’s condition was tragic, but it had also saved me. He could tell everyone that he’d seen a woman transform into a huge creature that had killed two men plus a huge snake, and no one would believe him. Maybe I didn’t have to move again after all.

“Do you know a sixty-something man with an Irish accent who dresses like he raided a Sherlock Holmes movie set?” I asked.

“Yes.” His tone changed to palpable menace. “Where is he?”

“Safe,” I replied shortly. “But he very nearly wasn’t. Some men kidnapped him and almost killed him tonight.”

“Oh?” The man’s tone now became so velvety, I swore I almost felt it brush over me. “If you assisted in his rescue, then you will be well rewarded. Once again, where is he?”

“You must be rich,” I said with all the annoyance I wasn’t allowed to articulate when I was at work. “Only the wealthy think people help others for a reward instead of the simple reason that someone needed help.”

Anger replaced that luxurious tenor. “If you don’t tell me where Brendan is right now—”

“Brendan!” A delighted expression lit the man’s face. “My name is Brendan! And that’s Remy. He takes care of me. Don’t worry, Remy. The beithíoch is helping me.”

Okay, that word wasn’t “behemoth.” It had too many vowels, but new words were the least of my concerns. Headlights shone along the road that ran between the recycling plant and the train tracks; a reminder that someone could stumble upon us.

“He’ll be at the Helping Hands Shelter in twenty minutes,” I said, and hung up. Then I smiled and held out my hand. “Brendan? Would you escort me down the street? It’s not safe for a lady to walk alone.”

His smile deepened his wrinkles. He’d seen the Beast inside me, so he knew I didn’t need “escorting.” Still, he held out his arm while his periwinkle-blue eyes brightened.

“I’d be delighted.”
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I watched from across the street as Brendan walked the final block to the shelter alone. I’d been right to be cautious. Before Brendan reached the front door, a black Mercedes sped down the street and screeched to a stop beside him.

“Remy!” I heard Brendan say before a tall figure leapt out. I caught a glimpse of black hair, broad shoulders, and a shadowed jaw before the man hustled Brendan into the back seat.

The car sped away at once.

Remy had gotten here fast. I doubted he lived nearby. He was obviously rich, and the rich didn’t live anywhere near the part of the city that had shelters for unhoused people.

I remained in the shadows for another few minutes, making sure Remy didn’t come back. Then I started walking, soaked but grateful for the rain. It kept the streets empty. The drunk guy wasn’t the first person to grab first and ask permission never, and the Beast had eaten more than enough tonight.

When I got to a more commercial intersection, I called an Uber. Ten minutes later, I was dropped off in front of a tall, mudcolored building with several rickety fire escapes clinging to it. The main entrance still had an old-fashioned keylock, and the elevator creaked its way up to the sixth floor.

Once inside my apartment, I shrugged out of my coat and grabbed hand towels from the kitchen countertop to mop up the water pooling at my feet. Everything was within easy reach; I’d give that to tiny studio apartment living.

I wanted to fall onto the bed that was the focal point of the main room, but first I had to shower and brush my teeth. When I came out of the bathroom, a fluffy calico cat now lounged in my bed, eyeing me with her usual mixture of affection and disdain.

“Hey, Belle.”

Most animals hated me because of the Beast. Not Belle. She’d been a stray that snuck in one night after I left the window open. I’d kept it open after that so Belle could escape if the Beast ever took me over, but she hadn’t. Not even after an intruder had crawled up the fire escape and squeezed in through that open window. I’d woken up with a hand over my mouth while a masked guy said, “Don’t scream, or you’ll be sorry.”

He’d been the sorry one. Survival instinct always released the Beast. When I was myself again, the intruder was nothing more than cold ashes on my covers. Belle was still there, yawning from her window perch as if to say, You go from sweet to murderous in an instant? Big deal, cats can do that, too.

That’s why I named her after the heroine from Beauty and the Beast, who was also able to love a fearsome monster.

Belle stretched, tilting her head so I could scratch under her chin. I did, and was rewarded with a rumbling purr.

I don’t remember falling asleep. The next thing I knew, my alarm was blaring, and sun streamed through the windows. It didn’t feel like I’d slept ten hours, but I had. Transforming into the Beast took a lot out of me. Now I had less than an hour before I had to clock in for my shift.

I quickly got ready. I didn’t have time to take the bus, and my car was still in the shop, so I called an Uber. Traffic was heavy for a Saturday, but I still managed to get there a few minutes early, earning me a grateful look from Sue, the charge nurse.

“I know you worked overtime yesterday, Raine. Thanks for not being late today.”

“No problem,” I said.

Sue smiled. “A few of us are going out for drinks after work. Why don’t you join us?”

“Sorry,” I said with a fake smile. “I’ll be too wiped out.”

She wagged her finger at me. “One day, you’ll say yes!”

“One day,” I agreed, but I wouldn’t. Friends were for normal people, not for someone who had to run around most nights finding violent auras to snack on so the thing inside me didn’t break out and kill more innocent people.

At 11 PM my shift was finally over. I left through the staff exit at the back of the emergency room. Once outside, I scanned the pick-up/drop-off lane. My Uber should be here soon. If I hurried, I could make it to the convenience store to get more cat food before it closed.

I was so focused on that, I ignored the black Mercedes parked along the curb until it pulled toward me. That wasn’t my Uber. It wasn’t anyone’s Uber. It was an S-class Benz, and it looked like the car that had picked up Brendan last night.

The driver jumped out and opened the back door. I glimpsed a muscular man wearing a dark suit inside.

“Mr. Byrne would like a word with you,” the driver said.

This was bad. Remington “Remy” Byrne was the CEO of Frontview Republic, as I found out when I googled the company during my dinner break. Now he was here? Why?

“I don’t know a Mr. Byrne, so I’ll pass,” I said as I started backing up toward the employee entrance.

“We met over the phone last night,” that deep voice replied from inside the car. “And I’m low on patience, so get in.”

The command in his silky baritone actually had me taking a step toward the Benz before I came to my senses. Nothing good would come of me meeting the caretaker of an eyewitness to my inner monstrosity. How had he found me?

I backed up. The employee door was only a few feet away.

“I don’t think so.”

A heavy hand landed on my shoulder.

My whole body suddenly lost its strength. I would have fallen if that unknown person hadn’t picked me up.

“Here, let me help you,” I heard before my eyes fluttered closed, the lids too heavy for me to keep open.

The last thing I felt was the cool embrace of soft leather as I was dropped into the Mercedes’s back seat.
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I didn’t open my eyes when I regained consciousness. I tested my wrists and feet. No restraints. No gag, either, and I was lying on something that felt bigger than the back seat. I didn’t sense any motion, so we must be out of the car. I also didn’t have any head pain, so I’d either been drugged or Tasered … and that was twice that someone had snuck up on me.

Damn, I normally had better reflexes.

“I know you’re awake.”

I tensed. And I knew that smooth baritone voice.

I opened my eyes and sat up. I was on a couch in a large room with soft gold lighting, brown leather furniture, bronze drapes over windows twice my height, and strange boxed walls.

Not boxed, I corrected as my eyes adjusted to the low light. Bookshelves. I’d been kidnapped and brought to a library?

A man sat in the corner of the room, the sides of his chair rising around him like a throne. He was in his early thirties, and his black suit was the same color as his raven hair. His golden-bronze skin was a perfect backdrop for thick black brows, a straight nose, high cheekbones, and a hint of darkness that shadowed his clean-shaven jaw.

He didn’t make a threatening move, but suddenly, the Beast’s gaze overtook mine. Light exploded around the man, haloing his vermilion aura. The deep red shade should have devoured that light, but it continued to burst within his aura like a lightning storm against a setting sun. I’d never seen such duality before. Usually the red overcame the light, or at least washed it out into ashy maroon, yet his aura was scarlet, fathomless … and impossibly bright and beautiful.

“Stunning,” I breathed out.

“Flattery is wasted on me, Miss Stone.”

“I didn’t mean your looks.” Sure, those were remarkable, too, but I could barely see his now with his aura still flashing like diamonds against a sea of crimson.

I caught a glimpse of white teeth amidst that brilliance. “Insults won’t help you, either.”

The Beast twisted inside me, hungry for the violence in the man. I forced it back. I didn’t need it to survive … yet. After several moments, Remy’s incredible aura faded. Instead, I just saw him, and I raked him with my most authoritative gaze.

“I want to leave now, Remy.”

“Remington,” he responded instantly. “‘Remy’ is for family or friends who are like family. You’re neither.”

And he was dead if I let the Beast out. “I’ll care about your name preference when I’m not being held against my will, Remy. I’d think the CEO of a Fortune 500 company would have better things to do than kidnap a nurse, but I suppose everyone gets bored sometimes.”

His head cocked. “You’ve been taken to an unfamiliar place by a stranger, but you’re not afraid. Why?”

“I’m only afraid of one thing, pal, and it isn’t you.”

“That’s a mistake.”

Something in his stare made gooseflesh race over me. The Beast wasn’t the only one reacting as though Remy was unusually dangerous. My human senses warned me of that, too.

Then again, the thing inside me was the most dangerous of us all. “So was kidnapping me. I’d rethink that if I were you.”

His brow arched. “My door’s not locked. You are free to go … right after you tell me what the hell you did to Brendan.”

I was off the couch before that part made me pause. “Do? I helped him get away from the guys who tried to kill him—”

“Not that.” His voice was so sharp my skin actually tingled. “He called you a beithíoch—”

A vicious inner slash almost made me scream. Oh God, the Beast was trying to get out.

“—and he shouldn’t know that word,” Remy continued. “Beithíoch isn’t in your everyday vocabulary—”

“Stop!” I clutched my torso, trying to force the Beast back. Somehow, Remy saying “beithíoch“ activated the Beast like the threat of imminent death. My skin burned as if about to burst apart and my breath came in painful pants.

Remy’s gaze tracked every movement. “What’s wrong?”

Sweat trickled down my face while my heart hammered with fierce inner blows. “Don’t say the B-word again.”

It was taking everything I had to fight the Beast, though I didn’t understand why. Brendan had called me a beithíoch and I’d been fine. But if Remy said that word again, he was dead.

“Miss Stone.” Remy’s voice now washed over me like a refreshing stream. My scalding skin suddenly cooled. “You don’t have to worry. I won’t say that word again. Now, sit back down.”

I was back on the couch before I realized it. More startling, the Beast was now curling back into whatever corner it retreated to when it wasn’t trying to eat someone. Remy wasn’t talking anymore, but somehow, I could still feel the vibrations from his voice like hands massaging my tension away.

That wasn’t possible. Neither was the Beast suddenly chilling as if it had smoked a supernatural bong.

“What are you?” I whispered.

His smile made me sure I was right to say “what” and not “who.” No normal person could make a simple facial change look so threatening and yet so … sensual.

“You first.”

At the words, another wave of that strange languidness rolled over me, threatening to pull me under.

“Whatever you’re doing, stop it!” I managed to snap.

He did, so abruptly I shivered with a sort of instant withdrawal. Damn, that was good stuff, whatever it was.

Remy leaned forward, his aquamarine gaze now piercing. “Stop pretending you don’t know what I am. You’re on my lands, but you entered without my permission.”

He was speaking English, but I still had no idea what he was talking about. “Why would I need your permission?”

“You’re not human,” he replied in a silky tone. “At least now I know who’s been trespassing on my territory. I knew someone supernatural had to be. There was a sudden drop in violent crimes in a specific section of the city over the past year. The criminals didn’t die, get arrested, or disappear, either. They just had an inexplicable change of behavior.”

My heart skipped a beat. You’re not human. After eleven years, someone had finally realized that. Furthermore, Remy didn’t look the slightest bit surprised by it. That made no sense, unless I wasn’t the only one with supernatural secrets.

“So?” I said, deciding to brazen it out.

His smile was exactly like his aura, dazzling and deadly all at once. “‘So’? That’s the entirety of your defense?”

Was I on trial? “I don’t know what rules you think I broke, but I’d let it go if I were you. Bad things happen to people who attack me, as Brendan’s dead kidnappers can prove.”

“Are you threatening me?” An amused sort of menace radiated from him.

“The opposite,” I said with all seriousness. “I’m trying to keep you alive.”

His laughter soaked into me with subtle vibrations that felt like claws caressing my skin. Worse, I liked the sensation.

“Stop that,” I gritted out.

“My mistake,” he said with another chuckle that thankfully didn’t feel tangible this time. “You caught me off guard, which is rare for a Warden.”

“A Warden?” I said in a careful tone. “Is that what you think I am?”

The air filled with tension so palpable, it was like lightning were about to strike. “No, Miss Stone. I am a Warden, but as I said, call me Remington.”
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I now knew how Alice must have felt when she found herself talking to a rabbit who was late for a very important date in Wonderland. Remy had said “Warden” like I should know what that meant. I didn’t, but I was going to find out.

“So, what’s your secret ability, Warden?” Aside from that sexy, drug-like voice …

His gaze narrowed. “You honestly don’t know, do you?”

Never bluff when it’s obvious that you don’t have the cards. My gambler father hadn’t been good for much, but he’d taught me that. “No.”

A pause. Then, “A Warden is similar to a sorcerer, except much more powerful.”

He’d just admitted that he wasn’t human. Wow. After years of looking, I’d found two such beings in two days.

“I can also manipulate emotions through sound and vibration,” Remy went on. “Or use those as weapons.”

The first part I believed. Movies used sound and music to manipulate emotion, too. His voice had sure done a number on the Beast moments ago. But the second part?

“Prove it.” Why trust when I could see instead?

Remy nodded at a large object on the ornately carved table in front of me. “See that sculpture?”

Of course I did. Under different circumstances, I would have been fascinated by it. It showed a magical-looking city where three tall, pointy towers loomed over other buildings. Water wound through the city in mini rivers that snaked up and around those buildings. The water flowed in reverse as well as down, depending on whether it was going in or out of the city. The sculpture must have its own hidden pump system to defy gravity like that.

“Sure. Looks expensive.” Like everything else in this room.

“Back away from it, Miss Stone.”

I got off the couch and stood several feet away.

Something came out of Remy’s throat. Calling it a word was like calling Niagara’s waterfall a drizzle. I caught a heady whiff of spices and chocolate.

The sculpture exploded.

But the pieces didn’t fall. They shattered, then hung in the air in an impossible freeze-frame. For a second, I could see how each tiny fragment glittered. Even the droplets from those mini rivers split apart like rain in frozen animation.

Then everything fell, and the pieces turned into a powdery substance that the water quickly saturated.

The Beast did something I’d never felt it do—it flinched.

I stared at Remy before looking at the wet goo that used to be a fantasy-themed cityscape. I’d gotten my proof, all right. His voice had obliterated that sculpture. I sat back down before Remy noticed that my knees were now trembling.

“What does a Warden do?” I asked in a fake-casual tone.

“We negotiate and enforce truces between the other races, as well as oversee the territories entrusted to them.”

Other races. So there were multiple types of inhuman creatures in the world. I knew I couldn’t be the only one.

“Why are you telling me this?” I asked with sudden suspicion. “Isn’t this stuff supposed to be a secret?”

He shrugged. “All the non-humans on my lands know it.”

I didn’t, despite spending countless hours researching cryptids and other mythical beings while trying and failing to find anything I could about the Beast. I had to keep Remy talking. He was a gold mine of information.

“Why would other species need a negotiator?”

“Impartiality is impossible for races with thousands of years of spilled blood between them. That’s why an outside mediator was needed, and only humans were neutral, but they were too weak. So, the races took a human and imbued him with pieces from all their magic, creating a non-human with immunity to their abilities as well as distinct powers of his own.”

It didn’t sound believable, but I had a Beast inside me. Who was I to say that this was impossible? “And that’s you?”

“No, that was thousands of years ago. There have been many Wardens since. There are also areas without Wardens or treaties. In them, it’s survival of the fittest. That’s why many choose to live on a Warden’s lands, where treaties give them protection.”

With that, Remy rose.

I thought he’d looked imposing before. That was nothing compared to now. Remy was over six feet tall, well-muscled, and he moved with the grace of a stalking tiger. His presence filled the room until everything seemed to shrink in comparison.

“Now, tell me what you are, Miss Stone.”

His voice was smooth, yet the “or else” part was clear. I didn’t like that, but this guy dealt with supernatural creatures as his day job. I could finally learn more about the Beast.

Still, I had conditions. “First, I want your word that whatever ‘trespassing’ crime I’ve committed won’t be punished.”

“You’re demanding terms?”

His magic pressed on my senses, warning me the way sparks from a downed power line warned people that getting too close meant death.

“You’re a big-time CEO and a Warden.” My voice was steady, but I found myself sitting very still. Now I knew why some animals froze when a predator put them in their sights. “Come on, Mr. Fortune 500. Negotiate with me.”

That smile. Danger had never looked so decadent.

“Very well. Unless you’re lying about not knowing the rules, you have my word that your trespassing is forgiven.”

“And any other crimes I might have unknowingly committed,” I added.

“Except premeditated murder.” Remy’s stare dared me to argue. “I can forgive ignorance of my laws and self-defense, but if you deliberately killed any of my people, you will pay.”

I sagged with relief. I’d never killed anyone. Only the thing inside me had, and none of those deaths had been planned.

“Agreed.”

“Then tell me what you are, Lorraine Stone.”

“Raine,” I corrected him. “No one calls me Lorraine anymore.” Everyone who used to had been murdered. I took a deep breath. “I actually don’t know what I am. I know what I was, and that was a normal girl until I was fifteen and something … infected me. I call it the Beast.”

“How did this Beast ‘infect’ you?”

Ice stabbed me. Sound wasn’t the only thing that could destroy in an instant. So could memories.

“I don’t know. It didn’t transfer into me because it bit me; I know that.”

That was one of my few clear memories of that doomed camping trip. I don’t remember much of what happened afterward. Like how I wandered around the smoldering woods for over a week before I was found, or how I survived at all. Fugue state, the doctors called it. A miracle, others said.

Yeah, a miracle. If you liked your miracles covered in blood, soot, and carrying a supernatural parasite.

“It was several feet away from me when it died, so it couldn’t have bitten me,” I went on. Still, somehow the Beast had gone from the other person it had inhabited into me.

Remy cocked his head. “What did this Beast look like?”

My eyes briefly snapped shut, a subconscious reaction to the memory. “Big, dark, lots of teeth, razor-sharp claws … and it had a taste for people.”

“People?” Something sparked in Remy’s gaze.

I nodded as if I wasn’t baring the worst part of my life to a stranger. “I didn’t know it back then, but I found out later that the Beast doesn’t eat people the normal way. It burns through the violence in their auras first, and moves on to their life force if it’s not stopped.”

“How did you survive your encounter with it, then?”

Another awful memory burst forth. Blood bubbling past Gran’s lips as she sighted down the barrel of her rifle.

“Fuck you,” she whispered to the Beast, and fired….

I forced the memory back. “My grandmother shot it.”

A brow rose. “And that was sufficient?”

“No, but her Ruger with Magnum slugs shredded the Beast’s guts and made it drop to the ground,” I said briskly. “Then I grabbed the rifle and kept shooting until I ran out of ammo.”

And Gran had had a lot of ammo. She said she wasn’t camping in bear country unprepared. Little did Gran know that the real danger was a cute teen boy who said he’d gotten separated from his hiking group. I’d flirted with him while Mom made him a hamburger and Gran watched him with suspicion born of her three tours in the military. That’s why she’d already been close to her rifle when the killing started….

Remy opened his mouth. Whatever he’d been about to say was stopped by the door banging open.

Brendan burst into the room. “Lass!”

Remy put himself between me and Brendan faster than I could blink. Two other men rushed into the room, giving Remy apologetic looks as they flanked Brendan and tugged on his arms.

“Come on, Brendan, you’re not supposed to be in here—”

“And yet he is.” Remy’s voice reverberated like rolling thunder. “That’s twice he’s slipped away on your watch.”

Brendan pulled against the gentle grips restraining him. “Don’t fuss, boys. I heard my friend, and I wanted to see her.”

“She’s your friend?” Remy looked more shocked by that than he had when I said I housed a violence-consuming monster.

Another beaming smile. “Of course.”

“He remembers her.” The shorter guard with highlights in his brown hair looked between Brendan and me in disbelief.

Brendan’s brows drew together, and pained confusion flashed across his features. “I-I shouldn’t?”

“Stop!” I couldn’t stand this any longer. “You don’t restrain a dementia patient unless they’re a danger to themselves or others. He’s not, so let him go.”

Remy turned. “Sit.”

The single word somehow knocked me back onto the couch.

Anger sparked as I got back up. “I am not a dog, so don’t you dare use your voice to make me sit again.”

“By your own admittance, you’re dangerous,” Remy countered.

Brendan gave me another confused look, followed by a far more tremulous smile. “But you’re my friend. Aren’t you?”

I should say no. Maybe if I did, Brendan would leave. But the vulnerable, almost childlike look in his eyes stopped me. I couldn’t crush that look any more than I could kick a puppy.

“Yes, I’m your friend, Brendan.”

Brendan’s smile was as bright as the flashes in Remy’s aura that, thankfully, I couldn’t see at the moment.

“I’m not dangerous now,” I told Remy. “If that changes, I’ll tell you. Besides, he’s too kind for the Beast to eat unless it was starving, and after last night, it’s full.”

Remy’s jaw tightened. It increased the chiseled hollows beneath his high cheekbones, and his blue eyes could have been made from diamonds from how hard they were.

“You might believe that, but if what’s inside you disagrees, I’ll kill you.”

I almost smiled. If Remy could actually do that, I’d be so relieved! I’d tried everything, and none of it had worked.

“Travis, Sam, wait outside,” Remy said, turning that jeweled gaze onto them. “Spend the time thinking about how you won’t let Brendan slip away from you a third time.”

“Yes, Warden,” they murmured, and left.

Brendan sat next to me, his hand brushing my cheek. “All that blood hid it before, but with your amber hair, porcelain skin, and green eyes, you’re a regular beauty!”

Aww. Brendan was such a sweetie.

Remy’s features hardened. “What did you do to him?”

I’d told him everything else. Why not this? “The kidnappers fractured his cranium. He was dying, so I channeled the Beast’s power and healed him.”

Shock pierced Remy’s dangerous demeanor. Just as quickly, his control was back. “You can channel its power?”

I grimaced. “Yes, but that makes the Beast ravenous, and when it’s ravenous, it breaks out if I don’t give it lots of violence to eat. That’s why I went after Brendan’s kidnappers.”

Ice was warmer than Remy’s gaze. “You deliberately feed random people to this Beast?”

“Yes, but not how you think. As I said, the Beast loves to feed on violence, but it’ll settle for pain and death. That’s why I became an ER nurse. Emergency rooms are full of those, so most of the time, I can keep the Beast fed residually just from my work environment.”

Remy’s gaze turned knowing. “You haven’t decreased the violence in your area by feeding it only from your work environment.”

My jaw clenched. “Fine. If a patient is dying, and I can sneak them enough power to stabilize them without getting caught … I sometimes do that, too.”

Remy’s snort said he knew how much heavy lifting the word “sometimes” was doing.

“When I channel the Beast’s power, I have to feed it violence from people’s auras afterward,” I finished. “But I always stop it before it consumes their life forces. It only broke free because Brendan’s kidnappers almost killed me. And once the Beast breaks out, I can’t stop it. I don’t even know what it does.”

Hence the delicate balance I had to walk. Those with violent auras were, by nature, dangerous. That’s why I’d taken numerous martial arts courses. Most of the time, I could defend myself so the Beast didn’t feel threatened enough to break free. That allowed me to feed it from violent peoples’ auras without anyone getting truly hurt.

Most of the time.

As if he sensed my struggle, Brendan patted my hand. “Don’t fret about those Basilisks. They were cruel, not good ones—”

“Basilisks?” Remy interrupted. “You know what that means?”

Brendan smiled. “Of course. Basilisks are snake people.”

So that was what the huge snake thing was called.

Remy’s features became glass-like. He rose, holding out his hand to Brendan. “I need to speak to Raine in private. She’s probably hungry, though. Would you see if the kitchen has any of those cheese sandwiches you like?”

Brendan accepted Remy’s hand with a bright smile. “Oh, yes, I love those. You’ll love them, too,” he told me as he hurried to leave the room. “I’ll bring some back with me.”

I saw the guards flanking the door when Brendan opened it. Remy flashed them a look, and they nodded before they left. Sandwiches or no, Brendan wouldn’t be back anytime soon.

“Tell me exactly where this attack occurred,” Remy said.

I did, adding, “You won’t find anything, though. The rain washed the ashes and blood away. And what’s the issue with Brendan remembering stuff? Dementia patients often remember random words or events from their past.”

“Brendan doesn’t have dementia.” Shadows skimmed over Remy’s expression. “He used to be a Records Keeper for two different Wardens. His knowledge of lost and forbidden spells was legendary. Decades ago, enemies intent on learning those spells captured him. Rather than let that knowledge fall into their hands, Brendan gave himself the magical version of a lobotomy. He hasn’t remembered anything of significance since, including that I’m his only grandson.”

That was so tragic, I didn’t begin to unpack it. I just nodded. “And now Brendan remembers me.”

“As well as the meaning of words he’s long forgotten, plus he can suddenly identify races like the Basilisk on sight.”

Remy’s calm voice didn’t fool me. The eye of a hurricane was also tranquil right before the storm blew you away.

I didn’t edge back even though I wanted to. “You think I somehow healed part of his mind when I healed his head?”

“You’re all that’s changed between then and now.”

If so, I had no idea how I’d done it. I’d only meant to heal Brendan’s physical injuries. I had no idea the Beast’s power could go deeper.

Remy came closer, his easy grace a lie because he was faster than I could imagine. He could also attack me with sound, and those were only the abilities he’d shown me. What else could Remy do that I didn’t know about?

A lot, he’d implied, and he ruled over a bunch of inhuman races. Maybe he’d come across the Beast before. Maybe he even knew a way to get rid of it. Was this the chance I’d been searching for? Recklessness born of long-denied hope had me speaking before I thought it through.

“What if we negotiate another deal?”

His brows went up. “What kind of deal?”

I reined in my runaway tongue. If I wasn’t careful, Remy would know how desperate I was, and I didn’t trust him. But, oh, I had to ask. I’d never had an opportunity like this before.

“I’ll try healing your grandfather’s mind all the way.”

Remy’s jaw tightened so much I was surprised I didn’t hear cartilage crack.

“No guarantees,” I stressed. “But I healed some of his mind without even trying to the night before last. It stands to reason that I could heal more of it if I do try.”

“And what would you want in return?”

His words coincided with the air instantly feeling thicker. Was that from his power? Or was it from my own excitement as more wisps of long-extinguished hope rose?

“I want you to use your Warden abilities to extricate me from my … my stowaway without it entering anyone else.”

I didn’t want to be free from the Beast just to have it ruin someone else’s life, and I’d tried everything I could think of to rid myself of it. Why not try a Warden?

Remy said nothing. The tension thickened.

For a second, the Beast peeked out of my gaze, and I saw Remy’s aura again. Vermilion auras shouldn’t have such bright, almost electrifying flashes inside them, but his did. When his aura vanished, all I saw was Remy. His beauty was no less fierce than his impossible aura, and worse, the single word he spoke made me ache with more of that long-forgotten hope.

“Agreed.”
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I didn’t know what I expected next, but it wasn’t Remy waving at the door. “Go home, Miss Stone. Tell no one about our meeting, and especially don’t mention my non-human status.”

As if I needed that warning. “I won’t. When are we going to try this? I’ll need several safeguards in place first—”

“I’ll handle it,” Remy said with the arrogance of someone used to making all the decisions.

“How, when you don’t even know what I need?” I pressed him.

Remy only waved in a tall, striking man with warm sepia skin and silver threading through his black hair. He also wore a suit and a chauffeur’s cap, which explained what Remy said next.

“Take Miss Stone home.”

The guy actually gave Remy a little bow. “Yes, Warden.”

Remy turned to me, raking me with a long, unreadable look. “Goodbye, Miss Stone. I’ll see you soon.”

The chauffeur held open the door for me, so I left.

I was surprised that that library-like room opened into a long hotel hallway with an elevator at the end of it. Unlike the one in my building, this elevator was state-of-the-art, with a security keypad and a cushioned bench to sit on.

My escort selected “L” and we zoomed downward. When the doors opened, they revealed a hotel lobby with an elegant bar and parlor. Muted sunlight streamed in from tinted windows, surprising me. I’d been kidnapped right after my shift ended at eleven last night. Now it looked like it was late morning or early afternoon.

“This way,” my escort said, and led me through the hotel’s main doors. The Mercedes was already parked in front.

Once we were outside, I recognized the hotel. It was a luxurious riverfront: one with a distinctive profile, with the tallest parts at the very front and back, and a long, flatter section in between. I’d seen it during the few times I drove through the Fells Point area of Baltimore. Did Remy live here? That library certainly hadn’t been standard hotel issue.

At least I was saving a few bucks, being driven home instead of having to order another Uber. Speaking of going home …

I pressed a button, and the privacy glass separating the driver’s section and the back seat rolled down.

“I need to stop at a convenience store,” I said.

The driver looked at me like I’d just told him to careen off a cliff. “I was only told to bring you home, ma’am.”

Ma’am? He looked in his mid-forties, and I was only twenty- six.

“There’s one near my apartment building.”

“I wasn’t given permission to deviate” was his reply.

I hid my annoyance behind a smile. “I get that you’re just doing your job, and I don’t want to get you in trouble. What if you call Remy and ask? He shouldn’t mind, and if he does, remind him that if he hadn’t kidnapped me last night, I wouldn’t need your help getting more cat food now.”

The driver slid the privacy glass back up. I didn’t hear a thing, but I assumed he was calling Remy. A minute later, the glass barrier came back down.

“Where to?” the driver asked. Guess Remy had said yes.

I gave him directions to the store. Good thing Remy had left my purse in the Benz, or I would have needed to borrow a credit card, too.

As promised, the store was close to my apartment building. The driver waited in front as I ran in and got the cat food. Then he darted in front of me to open my door to the back.

“Thanks,” I said. “What’s your name, by the way?”

“Mandal,” he replied, getting back in the driver’s seat.

Sounded like a last name. Was that how drivers normally referred to themselves? Or, like Remy, was he trying for emotional distance by not having me call him by his first name?

Whatever. “I’m Raine. Nice to meet you, Mandal.”

He nodded. “Pleased to meet you, too, ma’am.”

He was killing me with the “ma’am” stuff.

“Do you chauffeur around former kidnapping victims often?” I teased as we drove away.

He braked a little too hard. Maybe that was a yes?

“No, ma’am,” he finally said. “And I’m sorry about Siphoning you last night.”

I stiffened. “What did you do to me?”

His gaze met mine in the rearview mirror before he looked back at the road. “I drained all your energy with my touch.”

A dozen questions made me sputter before I said, “Explain.”

Mandal glanced at me again. “I’m a Siphon. When I came up behind you and touched your shoulder, I drained your energy until you were unconscious.”

That sounded like the Beast’s power, except with energy instead of violence or life force. I’d certainly dropped like a stone after I felt a hand on me last night. “But you touched my arm helping me into the car before, and nothing happened.”

He shrugged. “I wasn’t using my power on you then.”

“So, Siphons are like energy vampires?”

Mandal frowned. “Vampires don’t exist.”

I snorted. “Beasts, Siphons, snake people, sorcerers, and Wardens do, but nature draws the line at vampires?”

A small smile touched Mandal’s lips. “Apparently.”

“What other species are there?”

Mandal didn’t answer. He pulled up to my building and got out to open my door before I could finish tugging on the handle.

“Enjoy the rest of your day, ma’am.”

I doubted I would. I still had too many unanswered questions. At least now I knew more than I had during the last decade-plus of internet searches.

Remy had superhuman powers. He also claimed to rule other supernaturals. Mandal seemed proof of that. He could drain people’s energy with a single touch, and Mandal treated Remy with deference. Maybe Remy really did know a way to get rid of the Beast without it jumping into someone else.

Hell, maybe I’d even survive it, too.

The thought was so incredible, I could barely process it. I’d offered my deal out of desperation, but could I really be free from the Beast without it hurting anyone else? Could Remy be the solution I’d given up on finding?

It was harder to believe than Wardens, Siphons, Beasts, and snake people, but oh, it felt so good to have hope again. Even if Remy couldn’t deliver, I now knew it was possible, so I’d revel in it. It sure beat all the despair I’d felt for the past eleven years.
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I didn’t hear from Remy that night. Or the next, or the next. I didn’t call or text him, either, even though I still had his number from Brendan’s business card. If Remy was ghosting me, it must mean he couldn’t hold up his part of our deal. I’d been wrong to get my hopes up, but at least I’d learned more about other supernaturals. That was something, wasn’t it?

Remy wasn’t the only one avoiding me. My mechanic hadn’t responded to any of my texts or calls this past week. I’d had enough of adding an hour to my commute each way to catch the bus, or draining my paychecks on Uber.

I called the main number for Big Ed’s Body Shop and pretended to be a new customer interested in a quote. That got Ed on the line for once. He’d been “unavailable” every other time I’d said who I really was.

“Hi, Ed,” I said. “It’s Raine Stone, and I need my car.”

“Rainey Day,” Ed said, using the annoying nickname he’d given me. “I was gonna call you. We found a new issue, but another four hundred bucks, and your baby’ll be good as new.”

My teeth clenched. “You said that about the last two issues. I’ve already paid you triple what you first quoted me.”

Ed grunted. “Not my fault that your car’s old. I’m givin’ you the ‘sexy client’ discount, too. An alternator’s normally five hundred bucks, but I’ll let you have it for four.”

I’d seen Ed through the Beast’s eyes once. The deep gray hues in his aura didn’t come from a lifetime of honest quotes.

“I’m not paying for anything else, so give me my car back as-is. I’ll get the repairs done somewhere else.”

Ed laughed. “We already ordered the alternator, so you can pay half for nothing, or pay four hundred for it to get fixed.”

My temper snapped. “I never agreed to that!”

Another laugh. “Ordering all the necessary parts is in the fine print of the contract you signed when you first came in.”

I hadn’t read the fine print. I’d been rushed because I was late for work that day. “I’m taking that contract to a lawyer.”

“Go ahead. It’ll cost you triple what this repair would just to have a lawyer read it.”

He wasn’t wrong, and fuck him anyway. “I’d rather overpay a lawyer than give you another dime,” I snapped, and hung up.

I was still steaming when my phone rang ten minutes later, showing an unfamiliar number. I answered only because I thought it might be Ed, hopefully coming to his senses.

“Hello?”

“Miss Stone.”

Not Ed. I’d know Remy’s velvety voice anywhere.

“Remy, er, Remington,” I amended. As promised, now that I wasn’t kidnapped by him, I’d honor his preference. “What’s up?”

“My driver will pick you up at six tonight.”

No “are you free?” or “is this a good time?” Just a command to be there.

I was tired of being pushed around by people who thought they could get away with it, but I wanted the Beast out of me without it hurting anyone else. If Remy could make that happen, I’d put up with all the arrogance he could dish out.

“Six it is, then.”
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