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        Mercuria—the gift of telepathy through thoughts, memories or emotions.

        Luna—the gift of communication with animals.

        Marsa—the gift of telekinesis.

        Sola—the gift of foresight.

        Pluta—the gift of sickness and/or healing.

        Jupita—the gift of environmental manipulation with weather, fire, electricity or earth.
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      Lucas Black lowered his gun as his target crumpled to the ground. Out on the street, the crush of city workers rushed past, scarcely noticing the fallen man. Those who did barely hesitated—helping him to complete another mission for The Order of Orion. Silencers made his job a damn sight easier too. The slight snap of the shot had been swallowed by the din of traffic and the wild rhythm of nearby street performers playing metal drums.

      The Order had observed Fromberg’s miserable life for a fortnight. An investigative journalist, with no friends or family, he’d been a solitary figure. Easy to track. Cigarettes and his work at The Detroit News had dominated his life, but it was his obsession with his latest story that had catapulted him straight onto their hit list. Secrecy was vital. Chances couldn’t be taken.

      “Sweet shot, Black.” Granger stood beside him watching the scene unfold. “But I wish you’d give me a chance. It’s been four months.”

      “You’ll have plenty of opportunities to complete a mission. Give it time.”

      “I’m ready now.”

      “Nothing prepares you for a kill order. It never gets easier. Trust me.”

      “I can handle it. You need to trust me.”

      Lucas grunted his reply. Granger was a pain in the ass, but he reminded Lucas of himself years ago, when he too had craved retribution.

      But the similarity ended there.

      Granger hadn’t had his heart ripped out. Granger didn’t burn with grief and revenge. No, the rookie had signed up to become an assassin because he was an arrogant twenty-three-year-old chasing glory and female adulation within The Order. Things Lucas had never sought or claimed. He was seven years older than Granger, but it might as well have been a lifetime.

      As he stared across the street at his latest kill, there was nothing but emptiness inside him. A woman had finally stopped to help. She screamed and glanced around in panic. Gunshot wounds were hard to miss.

      “Time to go.” He threw the semiautomatic pistol into a nearby dumpster and jumped into the passenger seat of the white hatchback they’d lifted a few hours ago. Revving the engine, Granger rocketed down the street, narrowly missing the corner of the dumpster.

      “Easy. Don’t bring attention to us.” Lucas glanced over his shoulder. Meticulous planning and clandestine operation methods were the cornerstones of The Order, not gung ho gangster action.

      “So, Tom Licari is gonna go down as the trigger man?” asked Granger.

      He shrugged. “Fromberg’s been investigating Licari’s links to the motorcycle wars and it’s Licari’s gun.”

      “Using our abilities to eliminate him would’ve been less messy.”

      He gritted his teeth. “Eliminating targets is easy. But leaving a zero footprint isn’t. All kill orders need to be completed by ordinary human means. It’s our way.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I hear you. Stealth is our friend.”

      Lucas chose to look out the window instead of dropping a right hook into Granger’s face.

      Driving through the seedier part of downtown Detroit, they passed liquor stores and shop fronts with barred windows. Granger eased the car to stop in front of their hotel. Run down and unwelcoming, it was in urgent need of a face-lift, just like the surrounding area. Frequented by hookers and the desperate, the hotel had an air of furtiveness that suited their mission.

      “Dump the car and don’t get noticed.” Lucas unfolded from the hatchback, pulled his black hoodie up and made his way into the hotel.

      A female hotel attendant, safely encapsulated behind a glass barrier, sat a little straighter when she spied Lucas. “Hi, sugar. You need anything?”

      Without a glance, he continued through the tired-looking lobby. Her not-so-subtle offer was of no interest to him. He scanned the corridor carefully before entering his room. It paid to be vigilant. Hovels like this one bred rodents—of the human kind.

      Threadbare mismatched furniture greeted him, but thankfully the room was undisturbed. He moved to stand beside the window, which afforded a delightful view of a brick wall from the building next door. Scanning his palm over his tablet device, he logged in for orders. A photo of Fromberg flashed up under their current orders and he checked it off as completed.

      Scrolling down, he found their next order. Capture two emerging Starborn from a psychiatric hospital, and eliminate their psychologist, a Doctor Willow Trilby.

      He clicked on the related documents and perused the psychologist’s file; twenty-six years old, recently moved to Nova Scotia, lived alone. He followed the links to a web page with an article from the University of British Columbia, Canada.

      A photo showed her accepting a PhD. A ridiculous feather cap sat on a mop of flame-red curls and bright blue eyes stared into the camera. Lucas sucked in his breath.

      He rechecked the mission brief.

      Four red letters. KILL.

      There was no option for elimination through memory erasure. The Order of Orion had deemed her PhD research into the paranormal a high threat to their discovery. As with Fromberg, chances couldn’t be taken. Orders needed to be followed. Sometimes this job was a complete bitch.
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      Lucas peered through the scope of his long-range sniper rifle to better see his target. Her long red hair made her easy prey. Even in the miserable afternoon rain so typical of Nova Scotia, she stood out like glowing embers in gray ash.

      “How much longer do we have to wait?” Granger crouched beside him under a large white spruce tree. “It’s been days. She’s alone in a cottage in the middle of nowhere. It’s a slam dunk. I’m sick of being freaking wet.”

      Lucas didn’t bother to look over at Granger, and instead kept his gaze trained on Trilby as she gathered firewood from the large woodpile at the back of her cottage. She wore floral pajamas and ridiculously large white fluffy slippers.

      “We don’t do anything until I say so.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      Lucas frowned. “You’re keen. I understand that, but watching and not rushing in Rambo-style gets better results.”

      Granger snapped off a twig and jabbed it at the wet forest floor. “Why have that rifle if we can’t use it?”

      “Noctem. If they arrive first and try to capture the Starborn then we have permission to engage. Otherwise, we wait until we get a good opportunity for a clean kill that’ll look like an accident.”

      Granger let out a long drawn out sigh. Within a minute, he was talking again. “Lucky she’s hot. A nice bit of ass to watch even in that getup.”

      Lucas gripped the rifle tighter. “She is our target, not one of your playthings.”

      “She’s still hot. There’s nothing wrong with enjoying the hunt. A cute little mouse is more fun for this cat. What’s it to you anyway?”

      “Nothing. I’m just sick of your fucking talk.”

      They both watched her walk into the tiny cottage and close the door against the approaching night. Lights illuminated the cottage and suddenly they had a clear view of her movements through the building’s windows. She filled her coffee pot with water at the kitchen sink and then set it back into her coffee maker. It was a mundane activity, and on the surface she hardly seemed a threat. But dig down, and Doctor Willow Trilby was their number one enemy.

      Her psychology research into paranormal abilities at Halifax’s Queensgate Psychiatric Hospital was getting dangerous. She was close to discovering that two of her patients had Starborn ability and stumbling upon The Order of Orion’s two-hundred-year-old secrets.

      The sound of Trilby’s phone ringing saved them from any further discussion. He pulled out his Order issued tablet device and swiped the screen to intercept her cell phone.

      An official and somewhat pompous voice informed her that the hospital board was lifting her twenty-four hour suspension and that she needed to report to a Doctor Barclay tomorrow morning. Trilby thanked the caller and hung up.

      Lucas stared at Trilby through her living room window. The forest was pitch-black now and she stood out in the cottage as though under spotlights. She still held the phone in her hand and he watched as she dialed a number. He made sure he was patched in and waited to see who answered.

      “Professor Laidley,” answered an elderly male.

      “Professor, it’s me, Willow.”

      “Willow, how are you? Any word from the hospital?”

      “Yes, they’ve just called.”

      “And?” he asked, his voice full of concern.

      “They’re letting me keep my job but I need to adhere to strict new supervision arrangements.”

      “Thank God. And your research?”

      Trilby’s voice cracked. “On hold.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll keep the funding. They’re just being cautious. But what in God’s name possessed you to access health records you didn’t have authorization for?”

      “Eve.” Trilby’s voice trembled.

      “Willow, you’ve hired private investigators, been given access to foster care files. It’s all led to nothing. She doesn’t want to be found. You need to let go and move on. Go back to work tomorrow and make sure you take the second chance they’re offering.”

      “I’ll try.”

      Trilby had turned her back to the window but Lucas could hear the lack of conviction in her voice. Knew she wasn’t ready to let go. She placed the phone on the table and then hugged herself for a few moments. He couldn’t help but feel a pang of pity for her—not for her imminent death, because that was necessary—but for her fruitless search for her sister. He’d read about it in Trilby’s file, but hearing her pain as she spoke about her sister made it more real. Memories of his own family flowed through him. His gut tightened and for a few seconds he fought for control, trying to stay in the moment and not be taken back to those dark days. Clenching his fists, he reminded himself why he was here—to protect Starborn and their families from discovery. Trilby’s private search for her sister might be harmless, but her professional research into the paranormal wasn’t.

      “She’s a threat,” he said, surprising himself that he said the words out loud. “She’s found a link between patients with delusions of supernatural ability and high suicide rate.”

      “Shit…”

      “Yeah, shit. Our method of covering our abductions has gone statistical.”

      Granger’s eyes glittered. “Well, what are we waiting for? Let’s come up with a way to complete the order now. A gas leak should do the job.” He stood up and made a move toward the cottage.

      Lucas grabbed Granger’s arm, tugging him back. “I’m giving her one more day. Something about her warrants more observation.”

      Granger looked incredulous and then a sly grin spread across his face. “That something wouldn’t be about her hellfire hot body, would it?”

      Granger’s comment irritated Lucas more than it should have and he found himself firing back, “Do you always have to think with your dick?”

      “Yeah, I do. That’s the beauty of being a hot-blooded male. Maybe you’re finally doing the same. Too bad it’s for a kill order.”
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      Willow changed into her fourth outfit for that morning, and was finally satisfied. The gray mid-calf length dress screamed serious professional. It was only material, but she’d wear it like armor for her return back to Queensgate Hospital. She needed any help she could get. Accessing restricted patient files and getting caught was a big deal. She smiled at her bedroom mirror, trying to look genuine and contrite, but it was difficult when disappointment and frustration tore at her insides. Turning up nothing, again, was crushing. Smoothing down her dress, she tried to rally her thoughts and emotions. She wasn't giving up on Eve. It wasn’t even an option. One day they’d be together again. Soon, she promised herself, it would be soon. She ignored the little voice that reminded her that this had been her daily vow for the last fifteen years and that she was still no closer to finding Eve.

      Sighing, she completed her professional image by scraping her long red hair up into a prim-looking bun and slipping her feet into sensible flat shoes. Her patients might wonder why she wasn't wearing her usual jeans, but they wouldn't hold this new look against her. And that’s who really mattered today. Not the bureaucrats who would joyfully rake her over the coals, but the lost souls she was trying to study and understand.

      Her research on delusions of paranormal ability though, wasn't just a professional interest.

      She walked into her living room and stopped to take in her obsession. Hundreds of printouts and newspaper clippings were taped to the walls. Every spare spot covered. It was a little serial killeresque, but she liked to see her research grouped according to paranormal sub-types. Telepathy, telekinesis, precognition, shape shifting, and of course vampires. On the supernatural websites recently, every man and his dog claimed to be a vampire. But she was more interested in finding people with metaphysical abilities.

      People like her. And maybe like her long-lost sister.

      She stared at the old Polaroid of Eve taped to the wall in the center of her clippings. For fifteen years she’d searched for Eve; hired private investigators, petitioned the courts, checked public records, only to reach a dead end every time. Now the only avenue left was to find others born with metaphysical ability like herself. It was a long shot. But if she had this strange gift, surely her twin might too. A heart full of childhood memories and hope drove her forward. Made her do things that she wouldn’t normally do. Like illegally accessing health records. She reached out and peeled the Polaroid off the wall. She needed it close to her today and it fit perfectly into the pocket of her dress. Taking a deep breath, she grabbed her laptop bag and walked out of the cottage ready to play nice with the hospital and grab the second chance they were offering.

      After a forty-minute drive in her old Mustang, Willow arrived at Queensgate Psychiatric Hospital. Located in the outskirts of Halifax, it was built in the late eighteen hundreds, making it one of the oldest private psychiatric hospitals in Canada. Four stories high, it featured Victorian archways and detail, and possessed a grim presence so common in old asylums. Squaring her shoulders, she entered the hospital and accepted the stipulations of her return to work arrangement as proposed by her line manager. An hour later she was regretting her decision. She didn’t mind the elderly Doctor Barclay having to scrutinize her work, but she did mind being in the same room as him when she knew he was packing a major hard-on behind his desk. Emotional telepathy could be a gift and a curse. When you could feel crazy lustful vibes radiating from an elderly psychiatrist, it was the latter.

      The shrunken gray-haired Doctor Barclay spoke to her with the utmost respect, but she found it hard to concentrate when she could feel his arousal reach out to her from across the room. Willow shook her head, trying to block his aura from reaching hers but failed dismally. If only she had better control, but her ability was erratic and unpredictable. Sometimes she could sense another person’s emotions with perfect clarity, like now, and other times she could detect nothing. Sometimes she could block their feelings, sometimes she couldn’t. As a young teenager it had been a nightmare, now it was a daily frustration she’d learned to accept.

      Early on she’d lashed out, accidentally transferring her own emotions onto others and then later she’d experimented—influencing people’s moods on purpose. Guilt pushed at her for those times, even though she’d sworn never to manipulate another’s free will again. As Doctor Barclay’s lust continued to float across the room, this vow was sorely tested. Steering his emotions in another direction would make this session way more comfortable. With a start, she realized Doctor Barclay was waiting for a response from her and she hurriedly gave a noncommittal reply.

      After another thirty minutes of clinical reflection she was free to go back onto the ward and prepare for her usual morning group therapy program. As she walked through the hospital’s rabbit warren of corridors, she told herself she should be grateful. Her research project would re-commence after an independent review. Everything would be fine. They would find nothing. She might have crossed the line with taking a peek at the health record system, but her research project was beyond reproach, her data gathering meticulous and ethical. The results would speak for themselves—a much higher suicide rate for patients with a paranormal type delusion than any other type of delusion. This was observable. Measurable.

      Of course, her own theory behind this finding was less objective and more along the lines of crazy—that some of these patients did in fact have metaphysical abilities and took their own lives in despair because they couldn’t prove it. So yeah, she wouldn’t be sharing that hypothesis when the audit happened. No need for the hospital and university boards to think she was as crazy as her patients.

      After taking the decrepit elevator to level four, she made her way to the group therapy room. Even with the harsh fluorescent lights on, the windowless room was bleak and depressing. A few weeks ago, she’d tried to relocate the life skills program to the hospital grounds, but the hospital board had denied her request, citing it as too unorthodox. She sighed, looking around the room. At least the orderly had already prepped the room, arranging six plastic chairs around a large blue fitness mat. Six red boxing gloves were lined up next to the mat, and her mood lifted at the prospect of running today’s segment on basic self-defense. Teaching freshman protective skills at British Columbia University was something she’d missed since moving to the East Coast.

      “Hi, Doctor Trilby, can I come in?” Paige Miller stood at the doorway with her eyes downcast.

      Willow nodded and gave her a gentle smile. “Hi, Paige.”

      Paige chose the seat farthest from Willow. Dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, Paige pulled her legs up onto the chair and hugged them to her chest. Although the long-sleeve shirt hid most of Paige’s disfigured skin, horrific burn scars could still be seen on her throat and wrists. Willow’s heart contracted painfully for the twenty-one-year-old. Diagnosed with a delusion of self-accusation, Paige blamed herself for the death of her parents in a house fire, claiming she had created the fire with her mind. She’d been reluctant to engage in therapy so far and Willow hoped that today’s session might appeal to the young woman.

      All at once, the rest of the patients filed into the room and Willow directed them to the seats. “Welcome, everyone, to session four of our life skills program.”

      Paige continued to hug herself and stare straight ahead as the other four patients settled into the circle. Isobel Stone, the only other woman in the group, chose to sit beside Paige. They couldn’t be more different in appearance or temperament. Isobel was a vision of gothic drama; bright blue hair cascaded down her back, contrasting vividly with her pale complexion and all black clothing. Unlike Paige, Isobel radiated energy outward. Her angry aura pummeled Willow internally, while her constant verbal challenges kept Willow on her toes in every session.

      On the other side of Paige sat Gabriel Cole, a twenty-six-year-old with a diagnosis of amphetamine induced delusions. A tall, athletic man with full-sleeve tattoos, Gabriel looked intimidating, but had so far proved to be the group’s teddy bear. She’d been interested in his claims of telekinetic ability noted in his chart, but he’d expressed none of those in the group so far. Beside him was Mark Harrison, the eldest of the group at forty-one. Overweight and balding, he was a poster child for middle-aged despondency. Mark was the most vocal in his delusions, frequently bemoaning that his wife had been trying to poison him for years. The final seat was taken by the youngest group member and self-proclaimed geek, Jack Winton.

      Once everyone was settled, she addressed the group. “Let’s start with how your week’s been.”

      Everyone, including Isobel, looked everywhere except at Willow. Gabriel was suddenly fascinated by a crocheted wall hanging. Silence stretched from seconds to close to a minute.

      Finally, Jack spoke up. “I’ve had one of my better weeks since I came here six weeks ago.”

      “Six weeks? I hope I’m not stuck in this hellhole for six freaking weeks,” said Isobel, playing with her blue hair.

      Others murmured in agreement on the hellhole comment. If Willow wanted to avoid trash-talk about the hospital, she needed to move it along. She motioned to Jack. “Can you remind us of what brought you here to Queensgate?”

      He swallowed and pushed his thick-lensed glasses up on the bridge of his nose. Long, shaggy brown hair covered much of his face. “Mom sent me here to help me cope. I can’t get over what the aliens did to me. Even though they let me come back to earth and be with my family, I can’t move on. I want to feel normal. I want to be just like everyone else.”

      Isobel interrupted again, leaning forward with an incredulous expression. “Why would you want to be like everyone else? That’s my idea of abnormal.”

      Leave it to Isobel to focus on the normality comment rather than Jack’s alien abduction belief. “Thank you, Isobel and Jack for sharing with the group,” said Willow, deciding to shut the discussion down to keep the group supportive. “Let’s start with the body awareness exercise from last week. Focus on your breathing and push out your emotional pain with each exhale.”

      Willow walked around the circle, checking the posture of each group member. Some were more into it than others. Jack had his eyes closed and was channeling his inner yogi. Paige sat still, no movement discernible, while Isobel had her eyes open and surveyed the group with disdain.

      “Slowly open your eyes,” said Willow, using a calm voice. “Continue to breathe slowly. Notice the areas in your body that are tense and try to relax them.”

      After a few minutes, Willow handed out the boxing gloves. She invited her patients onto the mat and held up a strike shield tight to her body. Her left hand grasped the top hand grip, while her right forearm was strapped in across the back of the shield.

      “I’m going to show you some basic moves then I’ll get you to break into pairs and each take a turn.”

      “Gabriel, come up first and we’ll have a go.” Best to get the big guy up and spar with him. Despite his sweet manner, his size and tattoos made him look pretty intimidating.

      “Lift your gloves, hold them in tight to your chest, and then give me a few soft taps.” Willow put herself in a defensive stance. She gritted her teeth as he gave a few punches, the sounds echoing across the room. “Good job.” She looked around the group and added, “One of the keys to self-defense is confidence. We’ll work on the gloves and shield first and then later if you’re feeling comfortable, we can focus on some basic break hold moves.”

      Surprisingly, Isobel was already pulling on a pair of gloves, her eyes shining with excitement. Paige, on the other hand, sat with her arms wrapped around herself, ignoring the gloves on the floor in front of her.

      Willow spoke to the whole group but her message was primarily for Paige, “If at any stage you feel uncomfortable, let me know and we can have a chat. If you’re not keen on the physical contact then I can come up with some individual exercises you can do at your own pace.”

      Willow walked around to give occasional words of encouragement or suggest a different stance as the patients began sparring. Gabriel gently punched the shield held by the overweight Mark, who tried his best not to get knocked over. Isobel called out encouragement to Jack, who was timid in his strikes against her shield. Paige, however, remained sitting in her chair, staring down at the ground.

      Willow picked up Paige’s untouched gloves and shield. “Would you like to take a turn with someone?”

      Paige shook her head.

      “How about you throw a few punches at me first. I don’t mind.”

      Paige seemed to retreat further into the chair. “No. I don’t want to.”

      “Come on, don’t be a chicken,” called out Isobel, who stopped sparring to watch.

      Willow ground her teeth at Isobel’s encouragement.

      Paige’s face crumpled. “I don’t want to and Doctor Trilby said I don’t have to participate if I don’t want to.”

      Isobel walked over to stand beside Paige. “I’ll spar with you if you want?”

      Paige covered her face with her disfigured hands. “No.”

      Willow stepped forward. “Isobel, thank you for offering but let’s leave Paige to go at her own pace.”

      The whole group now stopped and stared. A few of them called out words of encouragement to Paige.

      Suddenly, Paige jumped to her feet and shouted, “Leave me alone. Don’t come near me. I’ll hurt you, I know I will.” Her eyes darted around as though looking for an escape.

      Goosebumps appeared on Willow’s arms, tingling some kind of warning. She put her hands up reassuringly. “It’s okay. No one is going to force you.”

      Isobel, however, wouldn’t leave it alone. “Paige, you’re so timid, this sort of thing is exactly what you need. Pretend you’re punching some asshole, that’s what I’m doing and it feels great.”

      “Isobel!” Willow shook her head. “Please let Paige choose her degree of participation.”

      Paige began to rock back and forth on her feet. The temperature of the room suddenly became stiflingly hot. Willow wiped away beads of sweat off her brow. “Paige?”

      Paige stopped rocking and let out a wild and tortured scream. Her eyes stared vacantly ahead, her body immobile except for her open mouth. In the periphery of Willow’s vision, a burst of orange flame flashed just as Gabriel shouted, “Fire! Fire!”

      In the blink of an eye, the room erupted into chaos.

      Flames licked the edges of the floor mats. Then the boxing gloves too burst into flames. The patients yelled and threw their gloves to the ground in panic. Willow raced toward the emergency buzzer near the door, only to be forced back by a sudden rush of heat. Flames leapt up from the floor, seemingly coming from nowhere—forming a barrier to the exit. She turned to look at Paige, who continued to wail as though deep in shock, or what Willow suspected was some sort of trance. Willow went to her without hesitation or thought of the fire, laying her hands on Paige and trying to use her ability to calm her, certain Paige and the fire were connected. She’d sworn off manipulating other people’s emotions after previous disasters, but now she had no choice except to try.

      Touching Paige was like meeting with agony itself. “Paige? Paige!”

      Desperate to help the troubled young woman feel safe, Willow steeled herself to feel calm. She focused on sending serenity through her arms, hands and then her fingertips, and into Paige. Rather than soothing her, Paige’s emotions intensified to an unbearable state. Willow coughed as smoke filled her lungs and the acrid smell of burning plastic invaded her nostrils. The flames rose higher as the fire alarm screamed a shrill warning.

      Willow dragged Paige away from the flames and toward the rest of the group who huddled near the solitary window at the back of the room. Paige allowed herself to be moved, but didn’t stop her screeching. Willow took a quick look out the window and her heart went cold; the car park lay four stories below.

      Everyone looked to her for what to do next.

      She took a deep breath and slapped Paige across the face. Hard.

      The screeching stopped, but the fire continued.

      Gabriel stood and moved in front of everyone, getting perilously close to the fire.

      “Gabriel! Stay back, the fire brigade is on its way,” she shouted.

      “Doctor Trilby, please trust me,” he said softly, staring at something intently.

      Willow turned her head to look at what his eyes were fixated on—the fire extinguisher surrounded by flames. “No. Don’t try and get it.”

      In one of the priceless moments where you witness the unbelievable, the fire extinguisher lifted up off its bracket and levitated in the air. It wobbled and then dropped to the floor.

      “No!” Gabriel cried out in frustration and rushed forward to the extinguisher.

      Fearful of him being hurt by the flames that were now dangerously close, she grabbed his shoulder to hold him back. The power that surged from him through her fingertips almost threw her off her feet. She was consumed by determination as waves of emotion from Gabriel crashed through her. The extinguisher again rose in the air. This time, steady. It floated above the flames. In the distant background the wail of sirens sounded. Within moments, the extinguisher rested in Gabriel’s hands. White foam covered the flames and after a few minutes the fire was out.

      Willow’s heart pounded with excitement as she stared at the extinguisher in Gabriel’s hands. “It’s true, it’s really true,” she whispered to herself. “I knew I couldn’t be the only one.” The years of searching and finding nothing all crowded in on her. She wanted to collapse in relief.

      “You just moved that extinguisher through the freaking air!” yelled Isobel.

      “I can’t believe it.” Gabriel shook his head, his eyes wide. “I’ve never been able to do it in front of anyone before.”

      Isobel pushed her blue hair back off her face. “I’d say that was the perfect time, ’cause you just saved our asses.”

      Willow’s elation took a sudden nosedive when she saw Paige. The young woman knelt and sobbed into her scarred hands, her burns taking on new meaning. “Paige? It’s okay, you’re okay,” said Willow, crouching down to comfort her.

      Shouts from the other side of the door heralded the fire department’s arrival. Relief poured through everyone as the burly firemen in their bright yellow coats entered and secured the room. Hospital staff quickly ushered Willow and her patients out of the room for medical treatment.

      She had no idea what to tell the hospital board about a fire starting from nowhere and an extinguisher floating through the air.

      But she sure as hell knew she would be suspended. Again.
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      “Holy shit! Did you see that?” Granger banged the steering wheel of their stolen minivan with excitement. “He just lifted that extinguisher!”

      Lucas stared in horror at the Queensgate’s security feed on his tablet device. Paige Miller and Gabriel Cole had just demonstrated their Starborn ability in a room full of ordinaries and in front of a researcher desperate for paranormal evidence. “Our mission has just been fast tracked.”

      “Shit yeah, it’s just hit freaking DEFCON one.” Granger fist pumped the air.

      Patients and staff streamed out of the hospital and into the car park, swarming around their stolen minivan. The hospital fire alarm bleated loudly adding to the sense of chaos as a fire crew pushed through the agitated crowd.

      “No more waiting, right?” Granger’s eyes shone. “We got to do something now.”

      For once Lucas agreed with him. “Eliminate all digital evidence. Now.”

      “Got it.” Granger closed his eyes. Despite his overzealous behavior, his electrokinesis made him a key asset to the military arm of The Order. Interfering with security systems and removing a Starborn’s digital footprint came in handy. The feed from the hospital security system went black; the last image was of staff escorting Trilby and her patients down one of the many hospital corridors. He thought of Trilby’s mentor, Professor Laidley. “Make sure you immobilize all communication. No Internet. No cell phones.”

      Granger opened his eyes. “Done, now what?”

      “We go in,” said Lucas, stashing the electronic device in the glove compartment. “We can’t risk the information spreading outside the hospital.” Out of habit, his fingers sought the Beretta strapped to his chest.

      The movement wasn't lost on Granger, whose smile widened. “About time.”

      “No guns unless it’s absolutely necessary. Follow my lead. We can’t mess this up.” In truth, it was already a clusterfuck, but he didn't want the rookie screwing it up any further.

      “Yeah, yeah. How are we gonna do it?”

      Extracting two Starborn and killing an ordinary in plain sight wasn’t ideal. But they could use the chaos of the fire to their advantage. “We’ll make it look like the two Starborn patients make a breakout together. A Bonnie and Clyde escape during the chaos of the fire. Trilby can meet with an accident.”

      “How we gonna kill her?”

      Lucas didn’t answer straight away, his head and heart doing battle. “A fall down the stairs.”

      “Broken neck?”

      Lucas nodded, ignoring the unfamiliar tension pumping through his system. “I’ll wipe anyone’s memory that sees us.” He stared directly into the rookie’s eyes. “Quick in and out. No drama.”

      Lucas waited until Granger nodded in agreement before leaving the minivan. The fire alarm had stopped and they merged into the crowd now flowing back into the hospital. Many of the patients were distressed and required staff attention, allowing him and Granger to slip through a security door undetected. They took the internal stairs to the top level of the hospital, both silent and focused on the mission at hand. Opening the stairwell door, they found the corridor empty and began systematically searching the rabbit warren of rooms for Trilby and her patients. Over the years, Lucas had done plenty of snatch and grabs from mental hospitals—they were prime places for people who had emerging abilities they couldn’t control or understand. Queensgate was the same as the rest, full of lonely and dejected people huddled in ugly white rooms lit by over-bright fluorescent lights. But no Trilby and no Starborn.

      A loud crack reverberated through the ward. He stilled, trying to make out the sound and where it had come from. Another crack, and then another. Gunshots. And then screams and cries for help. Lucas pulled out his Beretta and checked the chamber. He turned to Granger who already had his gun poised. Lucas mouthed, “Noctem,” and Granger nodded, his face flushed with excitement. Rookies. So eager to fight, so eager to face death.

      “Cover me from behind. No heroics.” Lucas took a deep breath and ran along the main corridor straight into bedlam.

      So much for a covert operation. Their original plan was now null and void. Patients huddled in corners, staff ran in all directions, and still gunfire rang out ahead. Adrenalin surged through his body as he was greeted with the makings of a massacre. Blood streaked the white corridor walls. A security guard lay groaning and clutching his stomach. An injured doctor was dragging herself ever so slowly across the floor trying to reach a nursing station and the safe hiding spot it might offer. The blood she was leaving smeared across the floor looked like a sick and twisted treasure map to her hiding spot.

      Not that Noctem would search her out, she was only collateral damage. The rogue Starborn group cared nothing for ordinaries, unless they could be used to blackmail Starborn to commit horrific crimes. Use them as leverage, like they’d done to him and Danny. Memories rushed forward of his twelve-year-old brother being tortured with a retractable box cutter knife. All because Lucas had refused Noctem’s order to wipe the memory of a train conductor who caused the derailing of a commuter train. Some politician had been paying Noctem millions for untraceable accidents for political gain. Lucas hadn’t been able to do it and Danny had paid the price. He shook his head, trying to dislodge the memories, but not the pain—the pain was what drove him, what gave his life meaning. The chance to save other Starborn from the horror his family had experienced. It was why he believed in The Order of Orion and their dictum to find emerging Starborn before Noctem could claim them.

      His legs pumped like pistons as he raced down the corridor. Granger followed closely behind. Another gunshot sounded up ahead to their right. They skidded to a stop just before the corridor veered off in that direction. Holding up his hand, he indicated for Granger to wait. He popped his head around the corner for a quick scan. Two shooters. Five patients—one dead. And Trilby. She stood in front of the pyrokinetic Starborn, shielding the terrified girl. They were hemmed in with nowhere to go.

      Lucas turned back to Granger. “Two,” he said, his voice low. “One of them has the male Starborn cooperating with a gun to his head.”

      “And the pyro?”

      “Trilby’s protecting her.”

      Granger smirked. “Maybe we won’t need to do the kill order. They’ll do the job for us.”

      “On my count of five, you take the guy on the right who has the male patient. I’ll take the other…with Trilby.”

      Lucas took a slow, measured breath and silently counted out with his fingers. Five, four, three, two, one. They burst around the corner, guns firing, the scene unfolding in slow motion. As he squeezed his Beretta’s trigger, a Noctem shooter fired his own weapon. Trilby flung backward at the same time as the Noctem shooter dropped to the ground dead from Lucas’ hit. Granger’s aim was also on target with the other Noctem killed instantly. A blue-haired patient screamed as she rushed to Trilby who lay unmoving on the floor. Lucas swallowed hard. He strode toward the group. The pyrokinetic Starborn stood frozen, her eyes wide as he approached. Adrenalin continued to fire through Lucas. With the threat eliminated, he should feel more in control, but as he drew close to Trilby’s body, his mind stupidly hoped she lived. Ridiculous, because then he’d have to kill her.

      He took a final step to stand beside her. Blood oozed from a head wound and it looked scarlet-red against the doctor’s pale skin. His chest tightened until he couldn’t breathe. It was only a graze. The Noctem’s shot had gone wide, the bullet striking her skin at a shallow angle.

      With unsteady hands, Lucas raised his gun and pointed it at Trilby’s chest. Her eyelids fluttered open and crystal blue eyes suddenly stared into his. And then her gaze widened as she took in his Beretta. Fear washed over him, wave after wave crashing over him, forcing him almost to his knees.

      What the hell? The rush of emotion he was feeling wasn’t his.

      He immediately erected his telepathic shield and her feelings disappeared. His mind reached out and submerged itself into the depths of her cerebral cortex. Saw images of her life. Of her hiding her ability.

      Doctor Willow Trilby was different. Starborn different.

      He lowered his weapon. Relief slammed into him. He didn't speculate on whether it was her emotion or his.

      Granger suddenly appeared at his side, his expression incredulous. “What are you doing?”

      “She’s one of us.”

      Granger stared at him like he was mad. “What? Have you lost your mind? We’ve got orders to follow.”

      Lucas shook his head. “No, we take her back.”

      “Fine, it’s your funeral if you’re wrong.”

      Trilby watched them, her brows pinched, her face a hideous shade of green. She was close to passing out again. He held out an open hand. “Come, we’ll keep you safe.”

      She hesitated, turning to look around at her patients. A sob wrenched from her as she took in the lifeless body of a middle-aged man. “Mark?”

      “He’s gone,” said Lucas, crouching down beside her. “We need to go. Now.”

      “The others?” Silent tears streaked down her cheeks.

      He knew instinctively what she meant. “Yes, we’ll help them too.”

      Her face lost some of its tension and she nodded her agreement. She struggled to stand but slumped back against the wall clutching her head. With a curse, he tucked his arms under her back and legs and lifted her to his chest. Her look of gratitude caught him off guard, and when she snaked her arms around his neck his heart began to race.

      Willow Trilby was no longer dangerous to The Order of Orion, but primitive instinct warned that she was a danger to him and his little used heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            Willow

          

        

      

    

    
      Muffled voices and searing pain told Willow she was still alive. Her eyelids refused to open, and acted as a self-imposed blindfold. She knew she was in a vehicle by the sounds of gears shifting and the hum of an engine. Soft, gentle hands held on to her, intermittently stroking her hair and keeping her from rolling off someone’s lap. Paige. Her tortured, emotional aura was unmistakable. Willow cast out her emotional net, trying to connect to the auras of the people nearby. Immediately, she was overwhelmed with emotion. Confusion and fear swirled around her. Never before had she sensed other people’s emotions so strongly. She tried to sit up, but found her body was still on strike. Even her tongue refused to cooperate when she tried to moisten her dry, cracked lips. Shot. She’d been shot. She groaned in pain.

      “She’s coming around,” Paige called out before softening her voice to a soothing tone, “Doctor Trilby? Willow? Can you hear me?”

      Despite her best efforts, Willow couldn’t translate her thoughts into spoken words. She lifted her head slightly but the effort was exhausting.

      “Willow, you’re okay. We got away.”

      “She’s awake?” Willow heard a deep voice from the front of the vehicle. Memories came tumbling back. A man with dark hair and the most intense pale green eyes she’d ever seen. How he and the other police officer had swooped in to stop the crazed gunmen from taking Paige and Gabriel. How he had almost accidentally shot her before realizing she was an innocent victim. She remembered the overwhelming relief she’d felt when he’d lifted her up into his strong arms.

      “Yes, she’s moving.” Relief radiated from Paige. “Willow? Doctor Trilby? Can you hear me?”

      She fought the darkness and again tried to sit up. Throbbing pain ripped through her skull. Sharp light pierced her vision as she opened her eyes to a group of blurry faces. “Hey,” she said, her voice hoarse.

      Isobel, her face stern, leaned over and gave a reprimand. “You scared the shit out of us!” Her heavy blue fringe hid the expression in her eyes, but her sharp tone was edged with worry.

      “Sorry,” mumbled Willow.

      “Keep her still,” said the same deep voice.

      As her vision cleared, Willow took in the worried faces of her patients. Isobel, Paige, Gabriel, and Jack were crammed into the back of a minivan, with her body stretched over several of their laps. When she maneuvered herself into a sitting position, the pain in her temple intensified. Despite the pain, her eyes were drawn to the driver’s seat.

      Dark hair and broad shoulders. Him. Her savior.

      Trees and fences blurred into one another as the van raced through the back roads away from Queensgate. Presumably they were headed for the closest police station and away from the chaos of the hospital. A few days ago, the threat of dismissal from work had felt like life or death, and now she had seen death for what it was. Horrific. Unforgiving. It wasn’t being fired or getting dumped or any other mundane human plight. It was Mark, his eyes unfocused, his body limp.

      She fought back tears, and her throat tightened in emotional pain that turned physical as she tried to swallow.

      “Water. Please,” she croaked.

      Isobel handed her an old plastic bottle and Willow took a few grateful sips before voicing her fears. “How many patients and staff were hurt…or killed?” Willow felt ill as she thought of the carnage she had witnessed at Queensgate before she’d lost consciousness.

      “We don’t know,” said Gabriel. “These guys got us out so quickly. They wouldn’t let us go back and check.”

      “I want to call Queensgate. Pass me a cell phone so I can find out what happened.” She would discover the fall out, even if she was afraid to hear what the details might be.

      Isobel shook her head. “We don’t have any, the blond man took them all. He said we need to be untraceable.”

      Willow slumped back against Paige, feeling helpless in her weakened state. She wanted to demand to know more, but exhaustion drew her back into dark oblivion.

      She woke to find herself the center of attention once again. Well, one person’s attention. But when his green eyes gazed down at her with such intensity, the rest of the world faded away. They stared at each other for an intense few moments. And then as if in a trance, her eyes took in his high cheekbones and square jaw before her gaze came to stop at his full lips. Those lips curved in a smile, transforming his face from unreadable and distant to something altogether different. Something that made Willow’s heart pound.

      His green eyes darkened and Willow was instantly breathless.

      “I’m Lucas,” he said. “How are you feeling?” He reached out and gently touched her cheek.

      The sensation of his fingertips against her skin sent her mind and body reeling.

      “I’m alive,” she said in a husky voice. “Thanks to you.”

      His expression instantly lost some of its warmth.

      “She’s awake.” Someone from behind Lucas spoke and then worried faces crowded around her.

      She glanced around and realized she was lying on a single bed in a cheap motel room.

      Paige bent down and put her arm around Willow, once again offering comfort. “Doctor Trilby, how does your head feel?”

      “Like a complete bitch,” replied Willow, much to the delight of the group. “And, please…everyone call me Willow. I think we can throw away any sort of formality after what’s happened.”

      Lucas still crouched beside her, his green eyes trained solely on her.

      “Willow?” Her name sounded exotic on his lips; the timbre of his voice deep and dark like sandpaper and honey.

      “Willow?” His glance turned troubled and Willow realized he was offering her a drink flask.

      Embarrassed, she greedily gulped down the liquid thinking it was water, only to gasp and cough from the fiery spirit that chargrilled her throat.

      “Have another drink,” he commanded. “I’m going to check your wound.”

      Willow was prepared for the pain of his inspection, but not the pleasure that came from his touch. Time slowed down as he carefully pushed her hair back from her face. His fingers were warm as they pressed softly against her skin. She cast out her emotional net toward him, but her consciousness was pummeled by the emotions of everyone except his. Closing her eyes, she tried harder to distinguish Lucas’ emotional footprint from the web of auras surrounding her. She could perceive nothing. Zero. Zip. Frustrated, she opened her eyes and saw him frowning as he inspected her wound.

      “This is going to hurt,” he said, tipping alcohol on her scalp.

      She stuffed her knuckles into her mouth. Gently, he dabbed her skin with a cloth and after a couple of ragged breaths, she felt back in control. “You were right, that hurt.”

      His mouth turned up slightly at the corners. “It needed to be cleaned.”

      “Thank you, but shouldn’t we be at a hospital? Or at your police station?”

      She heard a snort from across the room and turned to see the blond officer sitting on a chair in the corner. His legs were spread wide, his gun resting on his lap. “We’re not cops, sweetheart.”

      For a moment, all she could do was look back and forth from him to Lucas. Then it dawned on her. “You’re FBI?”

      “Baby, you’ve got no idea.” The blond slowly stood and dimples appeared as his smile widened. He put his gun in his shoulder holster and placed his hands on his hips.

      “Granger,” said Lucas, frowning.

      Isobel, who had been standing close to Willow, walked over to Granger. Her blue hair was in disarray and dark smudges underlined her dark eyes. She poked his chest with her pointer finger. “You said once Doctor Trilby was awake you’d tell us what was going on.”

      He peered down at the petite goth looking woman and grabbed onto her finger, his eyes glittered with amusement. “Baby, we’ll tell you what you need to know, when you need to know it.”

      Within seconds, Gabriel was standing in-between them. “Don’t touch her.”

      Granger made a show of holding his hands up. “Chill, chill, big guy. It’s all good.”

      The room suddenly filled with tension. Unlike Lucas, Granger was easy to read—on the surface he projected arrogance, but deep down, nervous tension rattled through him.

      Lucas stepped forward. The metal of the handgun strapped to his chest flashing under the exposed light bulb hanging from the ceiling. An image of Lucas aiming his gun at her in the hospital flooded her. Of him hesitating. She gripped the rank bedsheets. “I think when to know is now. What government department?” She looked back and forth from Granger to Lucas.

      “Answer me,” she demanded when neither answered.

      “We don’t work for the government,” replied Lucas, his expression dark.
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      As Trilby processed his statement her face paled, making the sprinkling of freckles across her nose more pronounced. Now that she knew he wasn't government, she’d be wondering if they were the good guys or the bad guys. He grimaced. The line was blurry, even for him.

      Her eyebrows pinched together and then her blue eyes narrowed. “Who then?” she demanded. “If you don't work for the government, then who?”

      He had no choice but to answer her question. Exhaustion pulled at him, his powers obliterated by overuse. Wiping over twenty individuals at Queensgate to erase any memory of their presence had sapped his strength. He scanned the others in the room. There was no way he could accurately and safely wipe five individuals. Wiping the two patients that would be left behind—the nerd and the goth—would push him to his absolute limit. He wouldn’t be able to wipe the Starborn for extraction back to the Sanctuary like he usually did. They were going to need to be convinced. Persuaded. Sweet-talked.

      “Well?” she said, her voice sounding like a school mistress. She pushed her long red hair back from her face and he couldn’t help but appreciate her pluckiness after all that she’d been through.

      He shook his head. “You’re not going to believe it.”

      “Try me.”

      “Why don't you all sit down.” He gestured to the other bed and the chair Granger had vacated.

      “Stop stalling,” she said. “Who the hell are you? And who the hell were those men at the hospital?” Her eyes filled with unshed tears and her voice wavered. “And why did they kill Mark?”

      Her patients moved to stand near her as if in protective formation. Lucas rubbed his eyes. He was in the military team for a reason. He was a soldier, not a politician. Flowery words didn’t come easy.

      Granger took the opportunity to take the stage, his eyes shining and his body still pumping with the adrenalin from the Queensgate fight. “Who are we?” he asked. “We’re your goddamn saviors!” He walked around the tiny room, looking at each of the Queensgate group in the eye. “Those murderous motherfuckers were from Noctem and they would have snatched you and made your life a living hell.”

      “Why us?” asked the blue-haired goth. “What the hell did we ever do?”

      “Not you, sweetheart,” said Granger, moving to stand close to her. He looked down into her black-smeared eyes. “You’re here on a free ride.” He jerked his thumb toward Trilby. “It’s her and the other two. The pyro and the big guy.”

      The weedy looking teenage male stepped forward. “You’re wrong.” He pushed his glasses up on to the bridge of his nose.

      “Am I now?” Granger’s voice was heavy with sarcasm.

      “Granger,” Lucas warned, but the rookie didn’t look at him, intent only on goading the patient.

      “Yeah, they were after me.”

      “Is that right?” Granger raised his eyebrows.

      Jack puffed up his bony chest. “They’ve been trying to take me back to their planet for years.”

      Granger burst out laughing. “Aliens?” He doubled over, holding onto his sides. “You think those guys were aliens?”

      “I don't think it. I know it.” The other patients pulled Jack back closer to Trilby.

      “You’re batshit crazy,” said Granger. “No wonder you were in that loony bin.”

      “Hey,” cried Trilby.

      Isobel pushed in front of Jack and stared at Granger with fire in her eyes. “Fuck you! You leave him alone.”

      Lucas couldn't watch the train wreck unfold any further. He held up his hands. “Let me explain,” he said, his eyes trained on Trilby. She had her arms around Paige giving the timid girl comfort. He moved a little closer. “They were Noctem. Men who seek people with special abilities to use them for terrible crimes.”

      “Special abilities?” asked Trilby, her gaze zeroing in on him.

      He had her full attention and his body reacted. Gone were the old memories. Trilby became front and center. His heart accelerated. Although he spoke to the others, it was her he wanted to convince. “Yes, like Gabriel, like Paige...and like you.”

      Her eyes widened. “What are you talking about?”

      “I can sense your ability. You are Starborn. Like me. Like Granger.”

      “Starborn?” Her cry echoed by her patients. All of them looked at him like he was the mad one.

      “Yes, people who are gifted with metaphysical abilities that can’t be explained by traditional science.” He continued to hold Trilby’s gaze. “Like Paige’s pyrokinesis and Gabriel’s telekinesis…like your emotional telepathy.”

      Now the Queensgate patients stared at Trilby, their mouths agape.

      “Doctor Trilby?” said Isobel. “What does he mean?”

      Granger crossed his arms and rocked back on the balls of his feet. “Yeah, Doc, why don’t you tell us all about your secret?”

      Trilby ignored him and her patients, focusing on Lucas. She leaned forward, her face flushed. “Are you saying there are others? That you’re some specialist force?”

      Jack blurted out, “Like X-Men?”

      Lucas offered a small smile. “Not quite. But Granger and I belong to The Order of Orion. For four hundred years our society has sworn to protect the lives and identities of Starborn.”

      “So you fight Noctem?” asked Gabriel.

      “Yes, they’re the biggest threat to our people.”

      “Why?” asked Isobel. “Who are they?”

      Lucas curled his fists. “A sort of Starborn mafia. They’re Starborn who use their abilities for money and political gain. The more Starborn they have under their control, the more power they accumulate.”

      Tiny Paige stared up at him with big brown eyes. “Why would they want me?”

      Lucas decided to be direct. “Insurance fires with an untraceable cause.”

      Paige shook her head. “I wouldn’t do that.”

      Lucas softened his voice. “You would do it if they found the right inducement.” An image of Danny flashed before his eyes. “You’d be amazed at what you would do if they had your mother, your baby sister, or your grandmother, and were threatening to hurt them. You become their dog. Their animal to do with what they want.” He hated the bitterness that edged his voice. Fifteen years on and the memories still churned his insides.

      “What Lucas is saying,” said Granger, opening his arms wide. “Is that we’re the good guys come to rescue you. We’re taking you back to our headquarters. Keep you safe.”

      “And where is this headquarters?” asked Gabriel, crossing his arms.

      “If we told you, we’d have to kill you.” Granger smiled like an idiot and tapped his nose. “Top secret.”

      Trilby frowned. “You expect us to just blindly follow you?” The hope he’d seen in her eyes earlier when he spoke of Starborn had evaporated.

      Granger’s grin dropped. “Yes, otherwise you’re toast.”

      Lucas sighed. “As much as we’d like to tell you, it’s protocol for us to not reveal the location until we arrive.”

      “We’re supposed to believe your story of two groups fighting over people with special powers? For all I know you’re both ex-patients from Queensgate with a grudge against the hospital. Maybe you were in on it with the other guys.” Her blue eyes flashed. “Maybe you’ve seen my research and you’re using it to trick me…to trick us.”

      Lucas gritted his teeth. “No, we’re deadly serious. It’s true, all of it.”

      “Baby, are you forgetting we saved your asses?” asked Granger, raising his eyebrows. “How do you explain that?”

      Trilby crossed her arms and her chin lifted. “I need proof.”

      Her need for evidence shouldn’t have surprised Lucas. Her patients nodded and demanded the same.

      He sighed. “Granger, give Willow the evidence her scientist mind needs to believe.”

      Granger turned to face Trilby. “Doc, prepare yourself to be amazed.” He thrust his hands toward the ceiling and the room went pitch-black. The emergency exit sign and the bathroom lights simultaneously turning off as the power went dead. After a few moments they were blasted with lights and the sounds of electronic devices; the phone rang, the hairdryer roared to life, the television blared, overhead lights flickered, and the two bedside lamps blinked. The room pulsated with Granger’s power. Outside, the Beaver Motel sign flashed as though advertising their location. He frowned at Granger, who dropped his hands and the room again dived into silent darkness.

      Trilby’s face was priceless. She stared at Granger as though he was a rare specimen that needed further examination. Her patients were more vocal in their response.

      “Holy shit,” said Isobel.

      “No way.” Gabriel’s face broke out in a bewildered grin.

      “Like superheroes,” whispered Jack, pushing his glasses back up the bridge of his nose.

      Even the timid Paige let out a small sound of excitement.

      “Convinced we’re telling the truth?” asked Lucas.

      All five nodded.

      “Good,” said Lucas. “We need to get going. Now that Doctor Tri—Willow is feeling better and you’ve all had a chance to clean up, we need to keep moving.” His mind still played catch up that she was no longer a target—that she’d be coming back with him.

      “It’s Lucas, right?” she asked, her eyes searching his.

      Awareness spread through him, a tidal wave of sensation. He had his shield held firmly in place so he knew it was his body reacting to her inspection. “Yes.”

      “Please give us more time to think about this.”

      Gabriel nodded in agreement. “Yeah, Doctor Trilby’s right, I want to see my family first and tell them I’m okay.”

      “For fuck’s sake, haven't you been listening?” Granger threw his hands in the air. “If you stay here, all your families face a death warrant! Noctem will hunt each of you down. And once they have you, they’ll take anyone close to you.”

      Willow’s chin tilted upward. “We need more time.”

      Granger let out a curse. “You don’t get it. We’ve already told you too much. We gotta get out of here.”

      Lucas held up his hands, trying to short circuit the escalating tension. “I understand it’s a lot to take in. But you must believe us. For your own sakes and your families.”

      “You expect us just to trust you?” asked Willow.

      “Yes,” said Lucas, moving to stand beside her. Her patients parted allowing him to sit on the single bed. He needed her cooperation if they had any hope of getting Paige and Gabriel to come willingly. The bed creaked under his weight and he was acutely aware of how his thigh touched hers. She didn’t pull back, but instead waited for him to speak. But he was done talking. He grasped her right hand and gazed into her blue eyes. Taking a deep breath, Lucas dropped his shield. He knew the moment she connected with his aura. Her blue eyes widened and she leaned forward as though soaking up his metaphysical message of safety and trust. Their connection pulsated and he fought for a steady breath. It was too intimate, too revealing. But he couldn't let go. Didn’t want to let go.
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      Emotion thrummed through Willow—his and hers—the combination sending her into a tailspin of heart-pounding confusion. The logical part of her brain shut down. There was him, and only him, as his emotions poured through her. Swirling around, they threatened to consume her completely. Never before had she felt so safe. Secure. Protected. Never before had she sensed a person’s aura to be so pure of conviction and heart. His expression was unreadable, but his pale green eyes bore into her soul.

      Her emotional self was ensnared. Her breath hitched and then her physical being caught alight. She closed her eyes as heat flooded her. The places where their bodies touched burning like wildfire. He tugged his hand away and instantly the channel between them vanished. Dazed, she tried to marshal her thoughts. She couldn't look into his eyes and instead stared at her hands. God, she hoped she hadn’t projected her arousal onto him. That would be a humiliation beyond imagining. He was trying to communicate trust and she’d responded with desire. Her head wound was obviously worse than she realized. And maybe she had a large dose of white knight syndrome too. She took a steadying breath.

      “Willow?” he said, his deep voice sending shivers through her body. “You can trust us.”

      Unnerved, she glanced at her patients. “It’s up to the others.”

      Isobel kicked at the carpet with her Doc Marten boots. “What just happened between the two of you? Emotional telepathy? What does that even mean?”

      Willow flushed. “I don’t know where to start.”

      “You don’t seem freaked out by all this,” said Isobel, waving her hands around. “You’re not saying everyone’s crazy like most doctors would be.”

      “No, I guess not.” Willow swallowed hard, her throat dry. She hadn’t told a soul of her ability, always fearful of being labeled crazy. Just like the patients standing before her. She’d imagined telling it a thousand times over. She’d imagined telling her long dead mother and asking if she had the same ability. She’d imagined telling her foster parents, her university professor, and even random people on the street. But she’d never been able to come up with the right words, always holding back. She’d longed to tell the one person who she knew without a doubt would believe her; Eve. But they had been separated before her ability had started. Many times Willow had imagined their reunion, confiding in each other, telling Eve and asking her if she shared the same secret. She put her hand in her dress pocket, grasping the old Polaroid of Eve, her fingers clutching it tightly.

      “There’s a reason I’ve been researching paranormal delusions. A personal one...”

      When she didn’t continue, Paige reached out to touch her. “Willow?”

      “I was twelve when I had the first inkling I was different. Different from before, and different from everyone else. Sometimes if I touched someone I felt overwhelmed with emotion. Sometimes anger, other times it was sadness or happiness. My foster parents took me to a therapist who helped me learn to cope. As I got older, I worked out it wasn’t my emotions I was trying to cope with, it was everyone else’s.”

      Isobel put her hands on her hips. “So you can feel other people’s emotions?”

      “Yes.” Willow nodded.

      “All the time?”

      “No, it’s unpredictable.”

      Isobel stared at her hard. “Can you make other people feel your emotions?”

      This was what she feared, more than being labeled crazy—people reacting with horror and fear when they realized she could access their inner feelings and manipulate their emotions. She took a deep breath. “Yes, sometimes I can project my emotions, but it’s erratic…touch helps.”

      Betrayal radiated from Isobel. “All that talk in therapy about us gaining control of our own emotions—trust your feelings, you said. Accept them and yourself, you said! Have you done anything to me? Have you?”

      Gabriel’s telekinesis had been accepted. So had Granger’s light show. The ability to mess around with people’s feelings was a big fucking no-no—even for a bunch of mental patients. Willow looked at the young woman and her haunted expression, and felt a fraud.

      “No, I haven’t, I promise. My ability is hit and miss like Gabriel’s. I try to block it out but it’s hard. I’m sorry.”

      After a few moments, it was Paige who spoke first. “No, don’t be sorry. You can’t help it any more than we can.” She raced a fingertip across her own arm, touching the burnt skin.

      Granger gave a slow clap. “Okay thanks for sharing, Doc. Now we really do need to go.” He caught Lucas’ attention and nodded not too subtly at Jack and Isobel.

      Lucas dipped his head in response. Alarm bells started ringing in her head as he walked toward Jack with lethal grace. She pushed herself up from the bed and stood on wobbly legs. “Lucas?”

      He didn’t answer, didn’t pause. Instead he reached out and touched the teenager’s shoulder. Jack’s face instantly slackened and he stared vacantly ahead, zombie style.

      “No!” cried Willow, panicking.

      Isobel surged forward but was held back by Granger. “Get your hands off me. What the fuck did he do to him?”

      “He’s giving him another chance, that’s what,” said Granger, turning Isobel away from Jack and making her look at him. “Lucas memory wiped him. His memories of Queensgate, of this little escapade, of any of us, are all gone.” His voice softened. “He’ll come to in a few minutes with a headache and have no idea what the fuck he’s doing there.”

      “No! We can’t leave him here.” Isobel struggled to look over her shoulder to see Jack.

      “He can’t come back with us. Our Elders would have him executed. Ordinaries aren’t tolerated in our Sanctuary.” When Isobel didn't stop struggling, Granger shook her hard. “It’s not safe. For him…or you.”

      Isobel’s eyes widened in fear. “No!” She began to fight him in earnest, but Granger easily deflected her blows.

      With a curse, he pulled her up against him so that her back was against his chest, his arms wrapping around her like a prison. Isobel kicked at his shins but he held firm.

      “Stop this!” Willow took a few steps toward them, dizziness making her stumble. “Please, don’t hurt her.”

      Granger swore as he fought to hold Isobel still. Gabriel took the opportunity to surge forward and crash tackled them both to the ground. Isobel scrambled away and Paige began crying as the two men wrestled on the ground. Granger flipped Gabriel over, forcing his face into the fetid motel carpet. The ominous sound of a gun cocking made everyone freeze.

      Willow turned to see Lucas aiming his weapon at the two men of the ground. “Get up, nice and slow.”

      Both picked themselves up and took ragged breaths as they glared at each other.

      Lucas turned away from them to look at Isobel. “Jack is okay. Just like you will be,” he said in a softer voice. “It doesn’t hurt and it will keep you safe. After we’ve left, we’ll ring the hospital and they’ll pick you up.”

      “I don't want to stay here. I want to come with you.”

      “Granger’s right. It isn't safe for ordinaries to come back with us. The Order of Orion protects its secrecy at all costs.”

      “With murder?” cried Willow. “What sort of place can that be?”

      Lucas visibly blanched, but he said nothing. Instead he slowly walked to Isobel, who began cowering in fear.

      She placed her hands up as if to ward off his metaphysical attack. “Wait,” said Isobel, her voice low and hoarse. “What if I was one of you? A Starborn?”

      Granger snorted. “Nice try.”

      “No, listen to me. I can do things. Crazy things that I can’t explain.”

      “Yeah, that’s why you're in the nut house,” said Granger, smirking.

      Anger filled Willow. “Have you no compassion?”

      Granger shook his head, his golden eyes glittering. “No, Doc, I don’t. Long ago I did, but now I know better.”

      Isobel ran her fingers through her blue hair. “Please listen to me. I’m not crazy. I just haven't been able to prove it.”

      Lucas’ expression softened. “Tell us then.”

      “I make people sick, real sick. People I don't like. They end up with terrible diseases.”

      Granger raised his eyebrows. “Yeah, well you don't like me I reckon. How about you give me something?”

      Isobel shook her head. “That’s what I’m telling you. I can’t do it when I want.”

      Willow’s heart began to pound. She was terrified for Isobel. She was obviously unwell and her delusion was playing out with these events. “Isobel,” she said softly. “You’ll be okay here. I’ll make sure they call the police and Queensgate when we leave.”

      Isobel’s face paled. “No, Doctor Trilby, you’ve got to believe me. I’m the same as you guys. Please? You need to trust me.” Isobel rushed over to Willow and took her hand. “Check me, see if I’m telling the truth.”

      Willow held Isobel’s hand and detected the utter conviction Isobel projected. But it didn't mean anything. Of course Isobel would believe her own delusion—that was Psych 101. The statistical odds of four of them having a metaphysical ability was almost zero. “I know you believe it.”

      Isobel jerked away. “Don’t spout that psych bullshit. You’re a fraud and we all know it now.”

      “Izzy!” Paige’s tiny voice rang out across the room. “That’s not fair.”

      “What’s not fair is that I’ve finally found the answer to what’s been tormenting me for years and none of you believe me. Like every fucking doctor I’ve ever seen.”

      “It’s a terrible risk,” said Willow. “We have no idea what we’re walking into.”

      “I’ll be okay.” Isobel’s voice rose. “I am one of you. If you’re going, I’m going.”

      Willow closed her eyes. Part of her wanted to say no and that they should all refuse to go. That was the careful part, the part that wanted to play it safe, for herself and them. The other part of her wanted to throw caution to the wind and see this other world. For a moment, the two parts of her warred, each vying to win. Then she thought of Eve. How she might be there. Of the years spent searching and hoping.

      Staying wasn’t an option.

      When she opened her eyes, all she could see was Isobel’s desperate expression. “Let her come with us,” said Willow, turning to Lucas. “We all must choose our own path. Let Isobel choose her own.”

      Lucas gave a sharp nod. “As you wish. May she not live to regret it.”

      Nor me, thought Willow as Isobel smiled and receive a giant hug from Gabriel.

      Jack stood in the corner, still stationary and vacant looking, a silent sentinel to their crossroads.
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      After a four hour drive through the back roads of Nova Scotia, they arrived at their destination with a crunch of gravel. Looking out the window, Willow saw nothing but darkness. The sun had set hours ago and they hadn't seen another car for the last hour. Isobel and Gabriel talked excitedly as they unbuckled their seat belts and peered out the window.

      Paige, exhausted from the day’s events, still slept on Willow’s lap. “Paige?” Willow gently shook the girl’s shoulder. “We’re here.”

      The young woman slowly stretched and then as if remembering the day’s events, shot up in her seat. Her anxiety was contagious and tension within the van escalated. Their fear permeated Willow’s skin and mind, making it difficult for her to stay calm herself.

      She grabbed Paige’s hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “We’ll be okay.” The statement as much for her as it was for her patients.

      The driver’s door slammed shut and the crunch of heavy footsteps sounded outside before the van’s side door opened. Dressed in black pants and black T-shirt, Lucas should have faded into the night. But to Willow, he was front and center. Muscular but not muscle-bound, Lucas would be appealing to any red-blooded woman. A fact she could confirm from the lust vibe she sensed from Isobel. So it wasn’t only Willow that was affected by this mysterious man. A spurt of unreasonable and irrational jealously stabbed at her. Annoyed with herself, she mentally shook herself.

      Lucas didn’t smile as he studied each of them and asked if everyone was okay. They all nodded and he opened the door wider. “We’re near the most eastern tip of Nova Scotia.”

      He motioned to Granger, who threw him a large duffel bag. Catching it easily, Lucas set it down on the floor of the minivan and pulled out black heavy-duty rain jackets. “I need each of you to put one of these on. Keep the hood drawn down low.” He handed one out to each of them as they climbed out of the van. “We have another long journey ahead of us, this time by sea.”

      It wasn’t raining, but judging by the muddy earth, it rained here more often than not. Fir trees crowded the edge of a wide river, the moon offering a slight reflection on the water. A wooden bridge stretched out across the river and at the end lay a large timber boat shed on stilts.

      “Granger, move the van to the secure area while I get everyone settled on board the Aquarius.” Lucas put on his own jacket and waited for everyone else to do the same. He then strode along the wooden decking with his flashlight piercing the darkness. “Follow me.”

      Silently, they trailed behind him until they came to the end of the bridge and a large set of doors with the words Atlantic Research Limited. Lucas entered a pin into an electronic lock and the doors swung open to reveal steps down to the water and a large vessel. Silently, he motioned for them to walk through and Willow took the lead. Holding onto a rough wooden railing, she slowly descended down the stairs into darkness. Shadows from Lucas’ flashlight danced around them adding to an air of mystery. The others followed her down and the lock clicked behind them. A strong wind made the water choppy below and she could feel the vibrations of the water against the wooden pylons. Finally, a ship—sleek and black, and the size of a fishing trawler—came into focus. Across the bow the name Aquarius was large and bold. A stainless steel gangway joined the timber deck and the ship, and Lucas called out for them to walk across. She hesitated.

      “Willow?” Isobel bumped into her back.

      “I want to know exactly where you’re taking us.” Shielding her eyes, Willow looked back up the stairs into the bright light of Lucas’ flashlight. “After being shot at and forced to hide in a van for hours, I think we have a right to know.”

      He slipped past the others and came down to stand beside her. “I’ve explained as much as I can without breaking protocol.” His voice softened. “It’s for your safety and the safety of thousands of others that we keep the location secret.”

      His sincerity made her want to scream in frustration. “Please?” she asked, forcing her voice to be low and steady rather than shrill.

      In the shadowy darkness he stared at her for a long moment. “Don’t you want to meet others like you? To be who you are…without fear?” he asked. “And if not that, then maybe think of how we might be able to help find your sister.”

      Willow couldn’t stop her sharp intake of breath. “How do you know about my sister?”

      He seemed to consider his next words carefully. “I can’t promise anything, but we have a huge research team. We can usually find anyone we want, Starborn or ordinary. Come with us and you’ll be closer to finding her than doing paltry Internet searches on your own.”

      He let the words hang in the air for a few moments before turning away and walking over the stainless steel gangway that linked the dock and ship. On the other side, he held out his hand and beckoned her to cross. Everyone waited to see what she would do. Taking a deep breath, she squared her shoulders and strode across the gangway. As she reached the other side and placed her hand in his, she knew there was no turning back.

      Two hours later, she was regretting her decision. Unrelenting nausea churned her stomach as the ship tipped and tilted over rough seas. Lucas and Granger had instructed them to try and sleep in the cabin below but it was proving useless—getting tossed around like you were inside a washing machine was hardly conducive to sleep.

      “How much longer?” asked Isobel, clutching her stomach as she lay on her side in one of the bunks. It was close to midnight and even though the cabin was lit by a small lamp, Willow could see Isobel’s face was a nasty shade of olive green.

      “I don’t know. Hopefully we’ll get there soon.” Willow gripped the table in front of her, trying to ignore her own rolling stomach. “Maybe we should talk about something to take our mind off it.”

      For a few moments she and her patients said nothing as each of them were lost to their own thoughts.

      “I still can’t grasp that you believe us,” said Paige, her voice full of wonder. “After so many years of head shrinks medicating me and telling me I was sick.”

      In the bunk below, Gabriel nodded. “Me too. This all feels so unreal.” He leaned against the wall of his bunk bed, his long legs drawn up to his chest. “I keep thinking that maybe this is part of my illness.”

      Isobel dragged herself to a sitting position. “Yeah, on the one hand I want it to be real, but on the other hand I don’t want it to be, you know…because if it’s real, then Mark’s really dead.”

      No one said anything for a long time, the rev of the ship’s engine the only sound as it was pushed to its limit. The image of Mark’s body and his vacant gaze flashed before Willow’s eyes. Raw physical pain tore through her chest. Slowly, she let out her breath. “Let’s honor Mark by taking this chance we’re getting, and grabbing on and not letting go.” The words felt hollow, but she needed the boost as much as they did. Or maybe a distraction, she thought. “Gabriel, tell us more about your ability. The fire extinguisher, was that the first time something like that’s happened?”

      “Sort of. Yesterday was the first time it happened when I wanted it to. All the other times it’s been crazy random.”

      Isobel sat up and pressed for more details. “Tell us what you’ve done.”

      “I’ve moved pens and little things. Once I turned the TV off, which was pretty cool, but I’ve never been able to do it again.” He leaned forward and his tattooed arms were startling in the dark—serpents twisted around his biceps and glowed in the dim light. “What about you, Isobel?”

      Willow silently thanked him for not asking Paige. Her burns and the story of her parents dying in a horrific fire held new meaning after what they had witnessed yesterday. Hospital records listed that the fire department had ruled it accidental—a short circuit in an upstairs light. Now, they knew different.

      Isobel tugged at the laces of her Doc Marten boots. “At first I thought it was a coincidence, that people I didn’t like fell ill with weird illness. But then I started to keep a diary. Terrible rashes. Boils. Gastro. Hair falling out. You name it, it has happened to my worst enemies.”

      “Remind me not to get on your wrong side, Izzy.” Gabriel gave a rueful smile.

      “Yeah, yeah. Watch your back.”

      “It’s quieting down,” said Willow, noticing that they were being thrown around less.

      “Thank God.” Isobel let out a loud yawn.

      After a few moments, Willow stood. On unsteady legs, she walked over to a spare bunk and crawled in. “Let’s try and get some sleep while it’s calmer.”

      Hours later, Willow woke to morning light threading its way through the cabin’s only porthole. She rubbed her eyes and stretched her legs, her feet hitting the end of the bunk. Despite the thump, the others didn't stir. Slipping quietly out of the cabin she made her way up on deck. Waves crashed around the ship as it ploughed through the Atlantic Ocean. Dawn was breaking and holding tightly to the railing, she scanned the horizon, only to see an endless gray ocean stretching for miles in every direction. Drizzling rain began to fall, adding to the miserable outlook. She shivered with cold and trepidation.

      After Lucas’ remark last night about her sister, her sleep had been full of fractured dreams of Eve. This was the closest she had ever been to finding Eve. They were heading to a secret location full of people with metaphysical ability. It was fantastical. Ridiculous. Exhilarating. She prayed that Eve might be there or that someone might know of her—a five foot nine inch redhead was surely memorable. For once Willow was glad of her dramatic appearance. Lucas had been evasive last night but maybe now that they were at sea he might tell her more. Using the ship’s railing to steady herself, she made her way into the ship’s control room. Lucas had his hands on the wheel, obviously comfortable in his role as captain, while Granger stood beside him talking.

      Granger stopped mid-sentence when she entered, his almost too pretty face breaking out in a cocksure smile. “Hey there, Doc, how’s your tummy? You were all looking pretty green last time I checked on you.”

      “I’m fine. The others are still sleeping.” She glanced at Lucas and felt a flash of disappointment when he kept his eyes trained on the horizon.

      She gestured to the horizon. “How much longer is this going to take?”

      “Not long.”

      Studying his side profile, she tried to think of how best to find out more information. “My sister…do you know her? Will she be there?” she blurted out. Damn. Smooth, Willow, smooth.

      Lucas continued to steer the ship through the turbulent seas, as though she hadn’t spoken.

      “Please?” Time for begging.

      “No.”

      “No you don’t know her, or no she’s not there?”

      “Both,” he said, his voice clipped.

      Granger stepped close to Willow. “Is she as cute as you?” he asked, giving her a wink.

      Without thinking, Willow slapped him across the face, his incredulous expression comical.

      “Hey! You bit—”

      “Get down below,” said Lucas. “Let them know we’ll be arriving soon.”

      Granger slunk off, grumbling under his breath.

      Lucas turned toward her with a faint smile. “I’ve wanted to do that for ages. How did it feel?”

      She found herself smiling back. “It felt good. He’s as annoying as hell.”

      “Yes, he is.” His gorgeous green eyes sparkled and she instantly felt flustered.

      With a shaky laugh, she turned to look out the cabin window, and willed herself to get a grip. Together, they stood silently surveying the ocean. The swell was so large that every so often she thought she saw land, only to realize it was the white caps of waves breaking across each other. Water spray splashed through the cabin window, tasting salty on her lips.

      “You’re not going to tell me anything until we get there, are you?” she asked, pulling her heavy rain jacket more tightly around herself.

      “No,” he said, checking the radar in front of him.

      “How about you? Are you off limits?”

      He turned to her in surprise and Willow blushed to the roots of her red hair.

      “I mean, can I ask questions about you?”

      “Maybe,” he murmured as his attention quickly reverted to checking the ship’s coordinates.

      Trying to collect herself, she focused her eyes on the radar rather than the man who seemed to constantly set her off balance. “How long have you been doing this?”

      “Steering a ship?” he asked innocently.

      “You know what I mean. How long have you been taking strangers to a secret location in the middle of the ocean for their supposed good?”

      “Twelve years.”

      “That’s a long time. Do you get paid well?”

      That got his attention and a frown. “I don’t do this for money. It’s my duty.”

      “Why?” Willow wanted to understand him, to know what drove this man who was full of secrets.

      “We can talk about this later.” He ran a hand through his short dark hair.

      “But you guys don’t just ‘rescue’ people. You fight Noctem. You’re assassins, right? So it’s your duty to kill people?”

      Lucas remained tight-lipped as he focused on navigating the ship through rough seas. Rain began to pelt down and the boat began to again tip and heave through the ocean. Nausea returned and when she groaned with the effort not to vomit, Lucas gave her a sideways glance.

      “Maybe you should go back down below,” he said, nodding toward the stairs.

      “I want to see where we’re headed.” Clutching her stomach, she took a deep breath and made her way to a built-in seat at the back of the cabin. With her back against the timber wall, she tried to watch the horizon, but her gaze repeatedly returned to Lucas. His muscular frame never lost balance; his body moving easily with each tilt of the boat.

      The silence in the cabin was broken by the crackle of the radio. “This is Atlantic Research Station. Identify yourself.” The voice sounded hollow, but clearly female.

      Lucas picked up the handset. “This is Oceanic Aquarius. We request permission to dock. Please be advised we have four packages on board.”

      “Please proceed…and welcome home, Lucas.”

      “Home?” asked Willow and received a slight nod as an answer.

      The ship continued to tip and roll and she held on tightly while searching the horizon for sign of land. She saw nothing until a tiny speck on the horizon took the form of an island. As they drew closer, it rose majestically high out of the sea. Imposing mountains with high cliffs and rocky outcrops hinted of a volcanic history. Sheer rock face lined one side, rising a few hundred feet. There were no trees, only the occasional wind-beaten shrub.

      Heavy footsteps clanged on the metal stairs and Granger climbed up into the cabin. “They’re keen to arrive and so am I.”

      “Headquarters is ready for us. Prepare the ship for docking.”

      Granger walked out to the bow of the ship, the wind and rain whipping his black rain jacket around. Grabbing onto the front railing with one hand, he grasped a thick blue rope. Through the teeming rain, she tried to see where they would dock, but there wasn’t any structure to moor against. In fact, she couldn’t see any dwelling on the island. This was taking remote location to a whole new level. Lucas reduced the throttle and then cut the engine. He continued to steer the ship forward and her heart pounded as they headed straight toward the sheer cliff face. The sound of the waves crashing over the rocks was deafening.

      “Wait! We’ll crash!” she shouted over the wind.

      Granger threw the line out. She expected it to fall into the waves, but instead, it stopped mid-air. He ran to the back of the ship and picked up a similar rope and did the same again, this time pulling the rope tight as the loop remained high in thin air. Willow blinked, and blinked again when a petite woman with a long brown ponytail landed in a crouch position on the ship’s front deck. Undeterred by the relentless rain, the woman stood and sauntered over to Granger. They gave each other a high five before heading below deck. In a daze, Willow stared at the ropes hanging in mid-air, trying to get her scattered mind functioning again.

      Lucas moved to stand close beside her. “Welcome to the Starborn Atlantic headquarters.”

      “Starborn Atlantic headquarters?” she repeated like a parrot.

      “Yes.”

      He led her out of the cabin to join her patients on deck. Oblivious to the rain, they were all talking at once. The boat continued to rock with the incoming waves, but their misery of sea sickness had been replaced with nervous excitement. The brunette gave Willow a considered look before walking over to Lucas. In her early thirties like Lucas, she spoke and behaved as though they were on familiar terms. The rain eased and then stopped as Granger pushed the ship’s gangplank so it jutted out over the sea.

      Granger shouted across the crash of the waves on the nearby rocks. “Who’s got the balls to go first?” It was like Granger was making a bad pirate joke—walk the plank into the turbulent seas.

      No one answered as they stared at the ropes hanging in mid-air and the plank sticking out leading to nowhere except the water below. The energy around her shifted to fear. Paige clung to Gabriel’s arm and even Isobel looked scared. Squaring her shoulders, Willow stepped forward.

      “That figures.” Granger bowed and waved her forward. Obviously, he was still smarting over the bitch slap.

      Willow looked down at her scuffed shoes, almost ruined by her adventures of the last twenty-four hours. Without taking her eyes off them, she inched across the plank, one step at a time. When she reached the end, she glanced back to meet Lucas’ eyes briefly. His gaze gave no sign of his thoughts or feelings. Straightening her spine, she took a deep breath and stepped off the plank and landed on a timber dock. In shock, she scanned the now visible structure, her mind trying to wrap around what she was seeing. Some sort of mind trick? The rest of the Queensgate group disembarked and cried out their amazement. Together they were led along the dock to the entrance of what she first thought was a cave. On closer inspection, she realized it was a modern underground building, with the entrance carved into the cliff face. Electric doors opened at their approach, revealing another world. The walls and floors were bright white. The ceiling was bright white. Everything in sight was bright white.

      Corridors led off in various directions. Dozens of people, all dressed in black, stood in front of the many rooms, watching their arrival with interest. She scanned each person’s face hoping for a glimpse of her sister, not caring that Lucas had said Eve wasn’t here. Hope had driven her for years; she wasn’t about to give up now.

      “Look at this place,” said Paige in wonder, her brown eyes taking everything in as they continued down the endless corridors.

      “I wonder if they have a full sport facility.” Gabriel ogled the indoor squash and tennis courts.

      Isobel’s eyes danced with excitement and her blue hair even more vivid with the backdrop of the endless white. “Look at that hydro-garden! Anyone else feeling like Alice down the rabbit hole?”

      Willow noted the security cameras and electronic systems, and said nothing, unable to give herself completely over to the place. Uneasiness held her back, fear for Isobel ever present in the back of her mind, and if she was honest with herself, fear for all of them. There would be no quick escapes from an underground bunker on an island in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. They’d made a choice that put them at the mercy of some ancient society, a society that had its own private military. After what happened to her as a child she wasn’t a fan of the government, but it had its uses, like laws. Checks and balances. Options.

      At last they came to a standstill in front of a segregated area marked Neophytes. An older woman with a French accent greeted them at the door. “Welcome to the Sanctuary. I’m Juliette. You’ll be staying in this section of the facility for the next few days during your auditing period. Women will be housed in the dorm to our right, while…” She looked at Gabriel, “…you’ll be in another room down the corridor.”

      She handed out red clothing to each of them consisting of a simple T-shirt and pants.

      “Wait, are you serious?” Isobel held up the clothing with disdain. “We have to wear these ugly red outfits? Why not black like the rest of you?”

      Granger snorted behind them and Willow turned to see him and Lucas, as well as the tiny brunette from the ship, observing them.

      “Cherie,” said Juliette. “You’re new to our home. And new to your abilities. You’re a potential threat to our safety and probably yourself.” She smiled gently. “The red helps us identify you from our regular population.”

      Isobel held the outfit up against herself. “It’s like a prison jumpsuit.”

      Juliette’s smile slipped. “You’ll be shown to your beds where you’ll find toiletries and other personal items. Food will be sent to your room and you’ll have the chance to rest for the day before having an early night.” She picked up a clipboard from a nearby desk. “Your auditing process will begin tomorrow at 08:30. Please don’t leave your room or attempt to tour the Sanctuary before then.”

      Isobel’s eyes bulged. “What? We’ve been cooped up in a van and then a boat, and now you’re telling us we have to stay in a room all day and all night? Prison, much?”

      “You need your rest, Cherie,” said Juliette.

      Gabriel was escorted by a male guard down the corridor while Juliette gestured the women to follow her in the opposite direction, taking them right past Lucas. Willow’s gaze sought his as they approached him and his comrades. He nodded to Juliette and then his green eyes met Willow’s gaze as she drew close. Almost against her will, her feet slowed. Irrationally, she didn't want to leave him. “Will we see you again?” she said, hesitating.

      The brunette from the dock smiled with her teeth. “Not likely, honey. Lucas prefers to be out on missions than hold the hands of the newly arrived Starborn.”

      Willow’s smile froze in place. She activated her aura to get a better read on this unfriendly woman, but her aura was impenetrable. It didn’t matter. The woman’s attitude said it all. First. Rate. Bitch.

      Lucas’ deep voice cut through the awkward silence. “You’ll be okay. You’re safe here.”

      “My sister?” Willow asked quietly.

      He nodded. “I’ll get the research team to look into it.”

      The brunette frowned and Willow repressed the juvenile urge to flip her the bird.

      Granger nodded his head toward Juliette and the Queensgate women, who were walking down the corridor. “Hurry along, Doc. Off you go like a good girl.”

      Willow’s gaze returned to Lucas but he said nothing, his lips firmly pressed in a tight line. No goodbyes then. She nodded at all three of them and with her head held high, followed the women to their new quarters. She wouldn’t think about him, or his green eyes she told herself. She’d focus on finding out all she could about this place and hopefully find her sister in the process.
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      After watching Juliette escort the Queensgate group to their dorms, Lucas and Granger headed to the Starborn military department. They passed under the familiar crest of The Order, the constellation of Orion, and entered the large open plan room. Inside, officers were discussing current and future operations in various booths. Video screens lined the walls, broadcasting maps and images of people. The murmur of general conversation halted when the two men were sighted. Most officers stood and stared. Lucas wasn’t surprised. It was the first time in recent history a mission hadn’t been completed as ordered; a serious violation of the strict Starborn codes that protected the secrecy and safety of the society. If the Council Elders disagreed with his decision to spare Willow Trilby, there would be serious fall out. Granger responded to the stares with exaggerated waves of hello, playing the cocksure fool, unwilling to act contrite or undermine Lucas in front of their colleagues.

      As annoying as he was, Granger had stepped up with the Queensgate fiasco. While Lucas had carried Willow to safety, Granger had eliminated the security footage and ushered the terrified Starborn patients out to the van. No easy task for a rookie, but he’d proved himself. Now, as they checked in their weapons at the depository, Granger said nothing, content to follow Lucas’ lead.

      A guard from the Elder’s Council appeared. “Sir, you and Granger are required at the Council immediately.”

      Lucas nodded. Keeping his favorite Beretta in his shoulder holster, he secured the last of his weapons in the weapons hold and left for the Council room. Carved into the cliff face, it was one of the few rooms to have a window in the Sanctuary. The six Elders sat in a horseshoe formation facing the ocean; floor to ceiling glass allowing them to watch waves crash against the rocks below. Visitors didn't get the view—he and Granger stood with their backs to the window in the testimony area.

      “Lucas Black. It has come to our attention that you’ve brought your kill order back here to the Sanctuary, our safe haven for over a century. What say you in your defense?” said Wren Farrow, the Council’s leader.

      In her forties, her petite form belied the power she could wield amongst ordinary humans and other Starborn. As a gifted cognitive telepath, she could detect deceit presented to the Council, as well as judge a Starborn’s commitment to their secrecy and safety pledges. It made her a strong leader and a formidable opponent. She’d been voted in four times by the Starborn community, and this was her twelfth year on the Council. Her gaze zeroed in on him and he felt her try to enter his mind. As Mercurian Starborn, they could block each other’s ability, and instinctively he pushed back at her power. Her eyes narrowed when she couldn't penetrate his shield.

      In deference, Lucas bowed his head. “Council, I continue to pledge allegiance to uphold the safety and secrecy of my Starborn sisters and brothers.”

      “Yes, yes. Your recent actions, however, suggest otherwise. Bringing back a kill order. Tell us the reason for your insubordination?”

      She was severely pissed and again tried to access his memories. Although it went against his nature, Lucas lowered his shield.

      “Doctor Willow Trilby is Starborn,” he said. “I couldn’t in all honor proceed with my mission without giving her the chance to prove herself.”

      “And do you have proof?” asked Oliver, an Elder with animal telepathy. Balding and ruddy-cheeked, he was a strong supporter of Wren’s traditionalist approach to running The Order of Orion.

      “Not fully, but I have felt her power.”

      Wren stood and placed her palms on the table. “We can’t have our teams flagrantly ignoring protocol.”

      Lucas’ gaze sought the rest of the Council, his gaze stopping at Isaiah. A Sola Starborn with dark brown skin, he was greatly respected because of his gift of foresight and measured approach to Council issues.

      “I did what I thought was right,” he said, looking directly at Isaiah. The Elder Starborn stared back, saying nothing.

      Oliver turned to face Wren. “We have rules, procedures. Things that keep us united.”

      Thea, one of the younger and less experienced Elders, spoke up, “Madame Wren, I think it would be wrong to make a judgment without hearing more.” Her hazel eyes, framed by chunky black glasses, were alight with interest. Ignoring Wren’s thunderous expression, Thea motioned him to speak. “You must have been convinced about her power to ignore your mission brief. What is her power? What made you think she might be one of us? ”

      Lucas shifted uneasily. “I felt feelings that weren’t my own.” As soon as it came out of his mouth, he wished he could retrieve it. Granger jerked beside him as he tried to hold back laughter. He refused to cower and addressed the whole Council. “Years of experience have taught me to trust my instincts. I believe she is an emotional telepath.”

      Wren’s expression lost some of its stone-faced superiority, and the other Elders murmured excitedly. Wren waited until the Council quietened before speaking. “It has been decades since we have had someone with such a gift. The implications are interesting.”

      He’d known his statement would catch their attention. An emotional telepath had the potential for significant power. Creating false feelings in another could lead to control of their behavior, and although cognitive telepaths could read another’s thoughts and even project their own, this allowed only communication. Without the accompanying emotion, they couldn’t influence another’s behavior. Willow on the other hand, could possibly gain control over others if her gift was fully realized.

      “What else do we know of her?” asked Wren, her voice still severe.

      Lucas addressed the room with a neutral voice. “She’s been obsessed with telepathy and telekinesis. Her PhD examined the rates of suicide in patients with delusional disorder with a belief in supernatural ability. This is why The Order red-flagged her as a threat.” He addressed each of the Elders. “Her ability does not easily reveal itself like others, but I am confident she is Starborn.”

      Wren and the Council conferred for a few minutes before she announced their verdict. “From your testimony today we’re satisfied you chose the path you thought best for our society. It is our decision that she will join the others to undergo auditing tomorrow and proceed through the induction process.” Wren walked around the semicircle of Council Elders until she stopped in front of him and Granger. “If she is unable to demonstrate her ability at the final initiation ritual, you’ll eliminate her as originally decreed.”

      Lucas noticed a look pass between Thea and two other Council Elders, Chen and Ethan, at Wren’s words. The three of them favored a more lenient approach to dealing with ordinaries and lobbied for a ban on kill orders as a first point of call in trying to keep The Order secret. He hoped Willow would pass her audit and not be a test case for Council solidarity. Isaiah had said little today and Lucas worried that the Council was being cleaved in two.

      Bowing to the Council, he tried to show no emotion. “As you wish, Madam Wren, Council Elders.”

      Wren referred to the paper in front of her. “On the matter of the extra patient you have brought back. Isobel Stone. What is her power?”

      “I have no evidence of her ability,” said Lucas, his gut tightening. “She begged to return with us.”

      “Since when do you listen to patients from mental asylums?” Wren frowned. “All of this is most unusual.”

      Granger stepped forward. “Madame Wren, if I could address the Council?”

      Wren nodded.

      “We were under considerable pressure with Noctem getting the jump on us,” said Granger. “Again.”

      Lucas glanced at the rookie in surprise. He was referring to their mission last month when Noctem had beaten them to a teenager identified as Starborn. Maybe Granger wasn’t all brawn—distracting the Council from Isobel with talk of Noctem was a good strategy.

      Oliver addressed his Council colleagues. “The appearance of Noctem for two of our collect orders is cause for concern. We must consider a military approach to dealing with them.”

      Thea shook her head. “That way will lead to a war. One that might cost us hundreds of lives.”

      Oliver rolled his eyes. “Would you have us hold hands with an enemy? You’re too soft. You want to modernize us but our strict ways have helped keep us safe. Noctem should not be underestimated. Their power and reach is growing. ”

      Talk of Noctem set Lucas on edge. Memories surfaced of his time with them and of his brother being brutally tortured. He didn't want to get caught up in political machinations, but he needed to say his piece. “We must stop emerging Starborn from falling into Noctem’s hands. I don't know whether that is through war or better research. I’m no politician, but whatever we do we must do it better.”

      All six Council Elders bowed their heads in agreement. None had been subjected to Noctem’s depravity, but all knew what Lucas had experienced.

      Wren stood and walked to the testimony area and faced him and Granger. “You did well to eliminate Noctem at Queensgate and bring the collect orders back safe and sound. We will give Trilby and Stone a chance to prove themselves. If they do not, then you will eliminate both of them.”
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      Their room wasn’t fancy, but it wasn’t a dump either, and Willow had been around plenty of dumps in her younger years. Juliette had deposited them in an apartment type room with two bedrooms. The color scheme, like the rest of the compound, was white. Crisp straitjacket white. They spent a few minutes exploring their suite, finding few clues about the Starborn headquarters. Willow plopped down on a white leather sofa and tried to lighten the mood. “It would be nice if they had given us a welcome package with activity options.”

      “Maybe the opening hours of the spa treatment,” said Isobel, who joined her on the sofa.

      Paige smiled shyly. “I would love a foot massage.”

      But joking quickly turned to speculation. “How many people do you think live here?” asked Isobel.

      “It’s hard to say, but the corridors seemed endless,” answered Willow.

      “The elevator we passed on the way here had seven levels on the panel,” Paige offered quietly.

      “Seven?” Isobel leaned forward in excitement. “That could mean hundreds.”

      Willow shook her head in wonder. “What could they all be doing?”

      “Who knows, they could have their own Hogwarts Academy going on. What I want to know is what sort of powers these people have.” Isobel looked over at Willow. “So we know Granger is spark boy...and Lucas….he can do some sort of memory wipe thing?”

      Willow nodded.

      And send my body wild with desire.

      The memory of Lucas’ hands on her body sent a shiver down her spine.

      A knock at the door sounded and thankfully interrupted the conversation. A young woman entered with a trolley full of delicious smelling breakfast food. She refused to answer their questions about the Sanctuary, and wished them an enjoyable meal like they were staying at some sort of high-end hotel. Ravenous, they ate until full and then lay prone on the sofa. For the next few hours they speculated on what might happen tomorrow. At first, their time spent chatting in camaraderie was disconcerting to Willow who had always isolated herself on purpose, finding it easier to keep others at arm’s-length because of her ability. But as the day drew to a close, she relaxed and enjoyed connecting with her patients without the boundaries and rules of therapy. The stress of the last few days though had worn them all out and by early evening they fell into their bunks eager for sleep.

      Incessant banging on their door woke them in the morning. Disorientated, the girls swung the door open to find the diminutive brunette from the ship.

      Dark almond-shaped eyes stared at the three Queensgate women, surveying them in detail. “I’m Serena. You need to come with me for your audits.”

      Willow felt like an ungainly giant standing beside her and found herself slouching. Serena’s flawless ivory skin—no freckles for her—was complemented by rich, chocolate brown hair pulled up in a ponytail. As the woman continued to stare at them, Willow sensed Paige and Isobel feeling self-conscious at the woman’s blatant scrutiny and became instantly protective. Willow also felt agitated that she couldn’t read Serena’s aura, and went on the offensive. “Audits?” asked Willow. “When are you people going to tell us where we are and what’s going on?”

      Serena put her hands on her hips and rolled her eyes. “I am telling you what’s happening,” she said as if talking to children. “Each of you will be interviewed by one of my colleagues. You’ll be asked about your life and ability. You must answer all our questions.” She looked pointedly at Willow. “We don’t just let anyone become one of us.”

      Willow wanted to scratch the woman’s eyes out, but took a deep breath and followed the other girls to quickly change.

      In their bright red beacons of newness, they followed Serena through the white corridors. Two female guards trailed behind the group, making Willow feel nervous.

      Isobel called out to Serena’s back. “Can’t you at least give us a bit of a tour? Why is everything white? It’s hideous.”

      Serena kept walking, but answered over her shoulder, “For ambient light. We live mostly underground, so we need as much reflective light as possible.”

      “Are we allowed up onto the island?” asked Paige in a timid voice.

      “In time, if you pass your auditing and initiation.” Serena nodded to another female Starborn dressed in black as she passed them in the corridor.

      “Why live underground?” asked Willow.

      “Buildings can be seen by routine satellite survey.” Although Serena’s tone was terse, she at least seemed willing to share information.

      Soon they came to a set of elevator doors at the end of a corridor and Serena entered a pin code. The doors slid open and after they all piled in—even the guards, Serena pressed three on the seven-level panel. The doors slid shut and Willow barely felt the hydraulics as the elevator silently traveled further down into the compound. More white greeted them when the doors opened. Again, they strode through a conglomerate of white corridors—only stopping when they came to a door marked Auditing.

      Serena ushered them through and introduced them to a young woman who was waiting with a clipboard. “This is Kiara. She’ll be handling your audits.”

      Kiara smiled warmly and shook each of their hands. When she clasped Willow’s hand, Willow was surprised she could easily detect the young woman’s emotions, which were a mix of enthusiasm and nervousness, belying her calm and efficient facade. Serena’s emotional footprint was still impenetrable and Willow wondered if the difference had something to do with Serena’s ability being something related to blocking.

      Gabriel arrived with the swaggering Granger and before they could talk with him, Kiara read aloud from her clipboard. “Willow you’re in audit room one, Isobel in room two, Paige in room three, and Gabriel you’ll be in four.”

      “Wait! We’re being separated?” Paige’s face paled. “Gabriel just got here. Let us talk to him first, please.”

      Gabriel moved close to her and Willow sensed a sudden burst of fierce protectiveness from him, and then Isobel.

      “Can’t we go together?” asked Willow, hoping to diffuse the tension but suspecting it would be futile. They were about to undergo the third degree, maybe even be interrogated from the look of audit room one across the hall. It had the look of a cop TV show interview room with only two chairs and a table, she thought grimly. Stark white, it also had a mirror along one side of the room, which she was willing to bet was a two-way.

      Kiara’s smile lost some of its warmth and she glanced at the guards who stood behind them. “I’m sorry. Our protocol is to always separate individuals.”

      Paige took quick shallow breaths and her body shrank into her tiny frame. Despite Gabriel’s arm around her, she began to shake, her body succumbing to a full blown panic attack. Kiara’s smile disappeared and a frown took its place.

      Where was the comrade in arms compassion? Surely most new arrivals were freaked out by the cloak and dagger secrecy, especially after the invisible dock sideshow.

      “Come on, surely you can bend the rules, just this once?” asked Willow as she reached out to comfort Paige. “Let one of us stay with her.”

      Kiara shook her head. “No, that’s not part of our protocol.”

      “Well, stuff your protocol. There’s no need to frighten us.” Willow raised her voice. “I want to see who’s in charge.”

      Kiara’s perfectly shaped brows dipped in annoyance. “I’m in charge.” She referred to her clipboard once again and rattled off their names and allocated rooms. Reluctantly the Queensgate group separated. After Paige walked to room three with her head held high, despite her wobbling legs, Kiara motioned to Granger. “Granger, please escort Willow Trilby to room one.”

      “It would be my pleasure, Kiara,” he said, giving her an easy smile.

      A faint blush warmed Kiara’s cheeks and Willow thought that Granger’s boyish good looks were surely the basis of his charm rather than his personality.

      “Come on, Doc,” he said as he grabbed her arm and led her across the hall. “Time to spill all your secrets.”

      Secrets.

      Suddenly, Willow lost her attitude about their procedures and protocols. As she was led into the cold bare room she thought of Eve.

      Had her sister ever been through this process? Had she been frightened or brave? She wondered if Eve had told these Starborn people what a twelve year old Willow had done, how she’d torn her family apart. In her pocket she’d smuggled her treasured picture of Eve, and knowing it was close gave her courage. Wresting her arm from Granger, she walked into audit room one determined to find out answers.
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      A monitor, set up on the table in front of Lucas, displayed all visual, auditory and extrasensory material occurring in audit room one. Willow flashed up on the small screen, showing her take the seat that faced the two-way mirror. He stepped up to the glass and allowed himself a moment to appreciate her beauty. She was a striking vision in scarlet, with her regulation red outfit and her dark red hair flowing loose around her shoulders. She stared into the mirror and he had the sudden feeling she knew he watched her. He swallowed hard. On the boat, her blue eyes had been dark like the stormy seas they’d traveled through, now, in the stark white room, they were a pretty sky blue.

      “Wow,” said Ned, The Order of Orion’s lead technician. He sat in front of the recording equipment and as he stared at Willow, his fingers slowed at the keyboard. “She’s smart and a knockout.”

      “Just make sure everything is online and working.”

      The door to the observation room opened and Granger slipped in quietly. “Hey, I thought I’d watch Doc’s audit.”

      Lucas wished he had a legitimate reason to say no to Granger, but given they often observed the audits of their capture orders together, he couldn't stop him. “You sure you don’t want to watch one of the patients?”

      Granger gave him a smile that reeked of mischief. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      “Ned, send in Kiara.” Lucas moved to stand behind Ned and waited for the technician to instruct Kiara to commence the audit via audio link.

      Kiara entered the audit room and took the seat opposite Willow, sitting slightly to the left to allow them a clear view of Willow. The contrast between Willow and Kiara couldn't be more different. Average in height with shoulder length, mousy brown hair, Kiara was a pale sparrow compared to the vibrant Willow.

      “Welcome to the Sanctuary. Part of the orientation process is to conduct an audit or what you might call an interview.”

      “Orientation? You make it sound like a country club.” Willow raised her eyebrows. “But I’m starting to get the impression that this place is far from it and that it’s maybe more like a compound.”

      Lucas worked hard to keep a smile off his face.

      Kiara glanced down at her standardized audit questionnaire, rattled by Willow’s sass. She was relatively new to the auditing team, but he’d heard she showed remarkable promise despite her young age. “Unfortunately this is standard protocol for all new arrivals,” she continued.

      “So I’m told...it’s not exactly welcoming to people who are frightened out of their minds.”

      “Willow, I’d like to start. Could you please confirm your full name?”

      “Willow Rose Trilby.”

      “You’re twenty-six, is that correct?”

      Willow nodded.

      Kiara referred to her clipboard. “You were born on the twentieth of June?”

      Willow’s response was unintelligible.

      “Ned did you get that?” barked Lucas.

      “No, I couldn’t pick it up.”

      Kiara frowned. “Willow please speak at an audible level at all times.”

      “Yes. I was born on the twentieth of June.”

      “Could you please tell me the location and exact time of your birth?”

      Willow shifted in her chair. “Why?”

      “Please answer the question.”

      “British Columbia.”

      Kiara frowned. “But what about the exact location and time?”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?” asked Willow, defensively.

      “Everything. It’s very important, Willow.”

      She was quiet for a few moments before she replied in a soft voice, “I don’t know. My mom moved around a lot…I don’t know who my biological father is.” She leaned forward, her elbows on the table. “Please tell me why you want to know these things?”

      Lucas gave Ned the go ahead for Kiara to respond to Willow’s question. Kiara nodded as she received the instruction via her ear piece.

      Kiara gave a slight smile. “I’ve been authorized to answer your questions as long as you continue to cooperate.”

      “Yes, yes, I’ll cooperate.” Willow’s eyes were alight with interest. “Tell me, is my birth significant to my ability?”

      “Yes, it can be. We here are called Starborn because all of us possess extrasensory ability due to a rare planetary alignment at our birth.”

      “Stars? As in astrology?”

      “Sort of. Hindu Vedic astrology proclaims that people born when the planet Ketu is aligned with the moon will possess metaphysical ability. They’re not too far off, but it’s not so simple. In reality, there are a set of precise factors that need to co-occur for someone to develop significant telekinetic ability.”

      “If someone was born on the same day and at the same time as someone who had an ability, would they have it too?” Willow’s voice was edged with excitement.

      “Maybe. But even if they were born at the same hospital at the exact important astral time, the other one might not develop it. What is significant is the pregnancy, and whether the fetus suffered any trauma before birth. We know this, combined with the astral alignment, triggers later development of metaphysical ability.”

      Willow’s whole demeanor changed, her face paled and her eyes widened. “What about twins?” she asked in a desperate voice. “If one twin has telepathic ability, will the other have it too?”

      Lucas sucked in his breath. None of his research had revealed an identical twin. The only information he’d discovered had been of a sister who had been placed in foster care and separated from Willow when she had been twelve years of age. He couldn’t believe the Starborn research department had failed to discover they had been twins.

      Kiara regarded Willow with interest. “In theory, yes. We have only ever had one set of Starborn twins in our four-hundred-year history. And yes, they both were Starborn.”

      Willow sat motionless for a few moments before she looked toward the mirror with desperate hope in her eyes, convincing Lucas she knew he watched her. Her silent communication to him made for uncomfortable feelings. He wanted to believe she was only a recruit like the many others he’d brought from Queensgate, but his reaction to her said otherwise.

      “Willow, are you a twin?” Kiara leaned forward. “Is that what you’re saying to me?”

      “Yes. Yes, that’s what I’m telling you. Please, has anyone ever come here who looked like me? Exactly like me?”

      An identical twin? Lucas felt as though he’d been punched in the gut.

      Kiara’s eyes bulged before she took a shaky breath. “I’m sure someone will be able to check our database.” She smoothed her brown hair. “But I need to follow protocol and continue with the audit.”

      “Please...if she’s Starborn then you must have some record of her. Please, can you check?” Willow fumbled for something in her pant pocket. With shaking fingers she withdrew a well-worn Polaroid. He couldn’t see the image from his position, but he assumed it was a picture of her sister. Willow placed it on the table and slowly pushed it toward Kiara.

      Kiara didn’t look down. “Willow, I’m not able to stop our protocol yet. Can you please tell me when you first noticed your ability?”

      “Fuck your protocol!” Willow stood and paced around the small room. “Lucas Black promised me you would help. I’m not telling you a damn thing until someone finds out the answers to my questions.”

      Lucas grabbed the microphone headset off Ned. “Kiara, this is Lucas. Tell her someone will find out for her, but if she wants answers, she needs to cooperate and answer our questions first.”

      After Kiara relayed his message, Willow came to stand in front of the mirror. “Fine! Fire away.”

      “Can you please tell us about the first time you suspected you were different? When your ability first appeared?”

      “I was twelve years old. I was in a new foster home and I started having what my foster mother called emotional fits.”

      “What would you call it?”

      “I became overwhelmed with emotion; sadness, anger, excitement. But these weren’t normal child reactions to childhood excitements and disappointments. An emotion would wash over me that was irrelevant to what I was doing or experiencing at the time. For example, I would be eating my favorite dinner and suddenly become inconsolable with sadness.”

      Willow turned away from Kiara and her voice became hoarse. “I’m sure I was exactly what my foster mother hoped she wouldn’t get. A basket case. It’s always a gamble for the foster parents and which child they’re allocated. But she tried her best. She took me to a counselor who helped me cope externally. I could better hide the roller coaster going on inside. As I got older I realized the emotional fits were worse when I touched someone, and it wasn’t my emotions I was coping with…it was everyone else’s.”

      Lucas listened as she went on to answer questions about specific times, places and people involved in situations where her telepathy had been activated. She swore she had told no one about her ability and he found himself believing her. She grew restless under Kiara’s questioning, twisting her hair and then drumming her fingers on the stainless steel table. As the interview drew to a close, Lucas spoke into the microphone, “Kiara, ask her about directing her emotions onto others. I want some examples.”

      Granger moved to stand close to Lucas. “You worried she’s been making you a love zombie?”

      Lucas reacted before he could think logically. He grabbed Granger by the shirt and pulled him up close. “I’ve had enough of your shit. Both our careers depend on her, not to mention her life. What the hell’s wrong with you?” He shoved Granger away and took a few deep breaths.

      Granger made a deliberate show of straightening his shirt. Ned didn’t make a peep, but watched them with interest. Lucas inwardly groaned. His altercation with Granger over a woman would be the talk of the Sanctuary by sundown.

      Kiara’s voice came through the audio. “Willow, you’ve described how you’re able to receive another person’s emotions. We would like to know, can project your emotions onto others?”

      “Please, I want to find my sister. Can’t we talk about this later? You’ve got to help me find out if she’s been here.”

      Kiara ignored Willow’s plea and persisted. “Willow, are you able to transmit or project your emotions onto others?”

      Suddenly a scream ripped through the audio. Primal and tortured, the sound lifted the hair off the back of Lucas’ neck. Just as quickly, it stopped. Kiara’s face was white as she took deep breaths, one hand touching her throat as she struggled to calm herself.

      Willow sat in the aluminum chair, her face calm but determined. Slowly, she turned to look at the mirror. “Now, will you check your records?”
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      Willow was escorted back to her quarters by a female guard. As she waited for Isobel and Paige to return, her mind raced with the implications of Kiara’s revelation of how Starborn people developed their abilities. Adrenalin and excitement pumped through her as she paced around the room. Eve! She’d been right to focus on researching metaphysical power in the hope of finding her. Still not knowing her whereabouts though was a kick in the guts. Frustration gnawed at her. Made her feel desperate for action. She took a deep breath and walked to the door. Opening it quietly, she took a quick peek down the corridor.

      A young female officer stood guarding the door.

      Damn.

      “Hey,” said Willow.

      “Can I help you with anything?” The officer’s hands rested on her hips just above a wicked looking gun.

      “Er, I’m feeling a bit hungry. Can I order a pizza?”

      The officer frowned at Willow. “Ma’am, you need to wait inside. There should be food in the fridge for you.”

      Ma’am? Willow closed the door and decided to lie down on her bed for a while to collect her thoughts. Plumping up two pillows, she leaned back with her hands linked under her head. She needed a plan. One that didn’t involve pissing off other Starborn. Messing with Kiara this morning had come from the heart and not her head. Nothing would be gained from alienating the people who could help her find Eve.

      She wondered what Lucas had thought of her display. Even though she hadn’t been able to detect his emotional footprint, she was convinced he’d been watching her from behind the mirror. Kiara’s reaction to her emotional manipulation had been a revelation. Never before had Willow been able to transmit such strong emotion, and to start and stop it with such precision. She’d braved it out in the audit room, but inside she’d been having a minor freak out. Ever since she’d left Queensgate, her ability had become stronger, more controllable.

      A knock sounded at the bedroom door and Paige called out softly, “Doctor Tril—, I mean Willow, can I come in?”

      “Yes of course. Come on in Paige.”

      Paige bit her bottom lip as she opened the door wider as if unsure whether to go in. Willow patted the edge of the bed and smiled, hoping to make her feel welcome. After a brief hesitation, Paige crawled onto the bed and leaned up against the wall. She drew her legs up to her chest in her favored position and let out a heavy sigh.

      “How was your audit?” asked Willow, using a soft voice.

      “Okay. They asked lots of questions. Has anyone seen me do it? Have I told anyone? That sort of stuff. What about you?”

      “Same thing.” Willow didn’t disclose her childish behavior in the audit.

      Paige tugged at her sleeves, trying to pull them down over her disfigured skin. “They wanted to know every last detail about the fire at the hospital. Who was there and what they saw.” She looked at Willow. “I told them about how my parents died…”

      Willow reached out and put a hand on Paige’s shoulder. Neither said anything for a few moments, both content just to be present for each other. After a while, Willow leaned back and tried to lighten the mood. “When do you think we’re going to see some of their powers? After the invisible dock sideshow, I keep expecting to see someone levitate off the ground or make it rain over our heads.”

      Paige offered a tiny giggle. Willow was encouraged to come up with more outrageous ideas, and soon the stress of the past few days fell away for a few precious minutes.

      Isobel peeked in around the bedroom door. “Hey,” she said.

      Anxious to know how her audit went, Willow sat forward. “Don’t just stand there, come in and tell us how it went?”

      Rather than joining them on the bed, Isobel chose to sit cross-legged on the floor. “I was audited by someone with an ability like mine and they believed me.” Her dark eyes shone with excitement. “It’s like a weight has been lifted off my shoulders. Finally, someone doesn't think I’m a freak.”

      “Thank God,” said Willow, her shoulders slumping in relief. “And for the record, we never thought you were a freak.” She smiled at Isobel and they shared a moment that gave Willow hope that Isobel would one day trust her again.

      Paige shyly nodded at Isobel. “It feels strange, right? That you can talk about it and not be scared of some shrink putting you on drugs or threatening you with electroshock therapy.” Her eyes darted at Willow. “Sorry.”

      “No apologies needed, Paige,” said Willow, reaching out to squeeze her hands. “We’re all in this together now. As equals.”

      The three women shared smiles, but deep down Willow still felt uneasy. She thought of the audit, the protocols, the security, the red uniforms, and the endless white corridors. Fearful of alarming her fragile friends, she didn’t say that this place might not be the haven they all sought. If Eve wasn’t here and they couldn’t tell her where she was, then she wouldn’t stay a moment longer. Not even for a man with green eyes and strong arms who made her wish for something more.
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      Lucas stood in Council Chambers for the second time in as many days. Word had reached the Elders of Willow’s audit and they demanded he report in person. Wren’s eyes glittered as she discussed Willow’s audit. “Her raw ability is unparalleled in its strength.” She pressed for more information. “What is her history? How much trauma has she been exposed to? My fellow Elders, think of what she may offer to The Order of Orion! What her powers might be like after her ascension.”

      She walked over to the window where waves crashed silently against the glass. She and the others were removed from the real sea, just like they were removed from real life. He’d always found their politicking frustrating, but now their machinations grated against his conscience.

      Oliver spoke, “By all accounts, she’s been a little difficult?”

      Lucas gave a slight nod. “She’s spirited.”

      “And a twin?” asked Thea.

      “Yes. This is why she’s been researching the paranormal all these years. She’s been trying to find her twin, hoping that they were the same.”

      “It seems the good doctor is clever as well as powerful,” said Wren, turning away from the window and the waves that crashed against it. “Do we have any record of the twin?”

      “The research team has found nothing.”

      “Nothing?” Wren’s voice rose with irritation. “No other emotional telepaths in the other sanctuaries?”

      “Her sister ran away from foster care after only a few months. Twelve and on the streets...” Lucas’ gut tightened. The sisters had been the same age as Danny when he’d been taken. Memories again swam before his eyes, but he clenched his fists, bringing himself back to the moment. “The research team believe her sister to be dead.”

      “Well, we’re lucky to have one with such power.”

      Lucas shifted uncomfortably. “She’s desperate to find her twin. I fear she won’t want to stay when she realizes we cannot help.”

      “Then don’t tell her. We want her cooperation for as long as possible.”

      Thea interjected, “No, we must tell her. If she is as powerful as we believe, we want her to accept our ways, to join us. Become one of us.”

      “We don’t pander to neophytes,” said Wren. “She will learn our ways soon enough.”

      “What if she doesn’t?” Lucas asked.

      Wren shrugged. “Then we’ll do what’s necessary.”

      “Even as powerful as she is?”

      “Especially as powerful as she is.” Wren turned to address the Council. “She’s passed our first test. Lucas should help her through the next phase.” Wren slowly walked around the chamber until she came to stand in front of Lucas. Her gray eyes pierced into his. “She’s spent time with you, knows you, and maybe even trusts you,” said Wren, her voice cajoling. “I want you to be her mentor for the induction and her ascension. Help bring her into line. Teach her our ways, help her understand and accept them.”

      He stiffened. “I have missions to complete.”

      “Reassigned as of immediately. Granger can do the next mission on his own—”

      “He’s not ready by a long shot. He’s still got a lot to learn.”

      “Madame Wren,” interrupted Thea. “Perhaps we are better served by having Lucas back out into the field where he feels more comfortable. He has little experience in mentorship.”

      Thea was trying to curry his favor, but right now he didn’t care.

      Wren smiled without any warmth reaching her eyes. “My position as leader of the Council gives me the right for final judgment. I believe the potential of Willow Trilby’s power warrants a mentor who will be best suited to support her. Someone that she can bond with. Someone who can bond with her.”

      Lucas fought to keep his expression neutral. When he’d lowered his Mercurian shield at his last Council visit, had she picked up on his attraction to Willow? He was furious with himself.

      “Thank you, Lucas. That will be all.” Wren turned her back on him and returned to her Council seat.

      And just like that his carefully contained world turned upside down. For more than a decade he’d single-mindedly focused on finding Starborn before they could be found and tortured by rogue groups who were intent on using and abusing newly-triggered Starborn. Finding Starborn first and bringing them to the Sanctuary was a much needed balm to his soul. The induction process was something he’d always avoided. It was a horrific but necessary step to joining The Order of Orion. To support someone like Doctor Willow Trilby was beyond imagination. To be her mentor, to support her through the traumatic induction process to activate her full ascension, would involve too many moments for intimacy, too many moments for opening old wounds. Whenever he was near her—even when he had his shield firmly in place—he felt out of control. She stirred things inside him that he thought long dead. Emotions. Feelings. Things he’d pushed away for years.

      The corridors of the compound were empty as he made his way to the military headquarters. It was time for the evening meal and most people would be in their rooms or at the grand communal dinner hall. Only a few people remained in the military room and unfortunately one of them was Granger. He sat with his feet up on a table with his hands behind his head. His wide grin informed Lucas that he had already received his first solo mission order.

      “Where are you headed?” asked Lucas.

      “New York. We’ve got intel, an eighteen-year-old male is boasting on social media he can create electricity through his fingertips. I’m to go and do recon. See if he is a fellow Jupita Starborn. If there is any truth to it, I’ve got orders to clean up the mess and bring him back.”

      “Make sure to check for any other avenues where he may have told others. Emails, forums.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’ll do a full tech sweep before proceeding. Don’t worry, Dad, I’ll do you proud.” He leaned forward. “But hey, I hear you’ve got babysitting detail with Doc. Heard her little drama with Kiara got the Council’s notice.” Granger stood and said with glee, “Good luck trying to train that hell cat. I hope I’m back for her initiation rite.”

      God knows how Granger had known before him, but he had a way with Sanctuary gossip, thanks to his many female admirers. Lucas chose to ignore him and spent the next few hours completing the tedious paperwork required for their last mission. It did little to take his mind off a redhead who protected the vulnerable without a thought to her own safety. He thought of how brave she’d been in the face of Noctem, and his own gun. That same courage should help her through the traumatic induction process. But the question was; did he have enough courage to open up to her and help her through the process?

      The next morning Lucas waited in the Sanctuary’s library for the neophyte Starborn to appear for their orientation session. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined the walls, and lamps gave a softer glow than the harsh fluorescents that lit most of the Sanctuary. The softness was meant to offer comfort and familiarity to the confused and disorientated Starborn brought back to the Sanctuary. A number of mentors stood waiting silently at the back of the room. Expecting to see Serena walk in, Lucas was surprised when Granger strode into the library, his face a priceless picture of tragic disappointment.

      He nodded at the young rookie. “Granger.”

      “Lucas.”

      “I thought you were headed to New York.”

      “I should be,” he said, kicking his toe into the carpet. “But for some reason I got pulled off and put on this babysitting detail.” Granger leaned up against the back wall of the library with his arms crossed. “The Council for some reason think now is the right time for me to do my required mentorship rotation. Said that fire girl, Paige, needs a familiar face.”

      Lucas frowned. Granger’s electrokinesis came under the same house as Paige’s pyrokinesis, Jupita, but it didn’t make sense. Wren had listened to him about Granger not being ready to lead a mission, but why not assign him to another military team? Why rotate him in on the regulation one mentorship now? And why with a neophyte so obviously fragile and in need of guidance?

      Granger grumbled some more. “Just when I was going to get my first big break. Go figure.”

      Even though Granger wasn’t ready to lead a collect mission, Lucas understood his disappointment. “Better luck next time.”

      “Yeah, whatever.”

      And with that statement, the little sympathy he had for Granger evaporated. A momentary lapse in judgment obviously. Lucas compressed his lips and looked at the three other mentors. The military arm of The Order tended to keep to themselves, so he didn’t know them well. If he was honest with himself, even if they had been in the same department, he probably wouldn’t have known them well. He eschewed the close-knit groups many of the Starborn formed, particularly those according to which house they belonged to in The Order of Orion.

      Without warning he felt a subtle push at the edge of his consciousness, a cerebral nudge that could only come from someone belonging to Mercuria. He turned around to see Serena lead the neophyte Starborn into the library. Using his Mercurian power he shoved back at Serena, blocking her attempts to connect to his mind. She didn’t look at him, instead directing the neophytes to sit at the group of tables in the center of the room. Usually there were two or three neophytes; today there were five. A new arrival, a young male from Arizona called Tyler, took his seat next to the Queensgate group. Lucas’ gaze quickly sought Willow.

      Their eyes connected, and without his permission, his heart accelerated. She stared at him for a few long moments and then offered a shy smile. His heart, still defiant, kicked it up a notch and he shifted on the spot, like a goddamn awkward teenager. He gave her a nod and looked pointedly at Serena. Out of the corner of his eye he noted that a new bandage had been applied to Willow’s temple. She appeared well rested and judging by how she now leaned forward, seemed eager to hear more about Starborn and The Order.

      He felt a pang of guilt for not revealing that the research team had found nothing on her sister, but he squashed it immediately. Just because he knew the pain of losing family didn’t mean he needed to care about her finding her sister. Many Starborn came from terrible backgrounds—the trauma was part of who they were. He would inform her that they were still searching for her twin and that would be the end of it. Serena walked around the table, surveying the neophytes. Despite her petite frame, years of intense daily workouts at the Sanctuary gym had made her nearly as strong as any man. The power that she conveyed in a room was more from her telepathic skills. She was probing others in the room, her mind snaking out among the neophytes and the other mentors.

      Serena addressed the group. “Today you’ll be given a history lesson. You’ll learn our six houses of ability and have a chance to ask questions.” Serena gestured to the mentors lined against the library walls. “A mentor from the house of your ability will be assigned to you. Their job will be to support you through the next two weeks of induction. At the end of the fortnight you’ll undertake The Order’s initiation rite which will help you ascend to your full ability.”

      The neophytes sat quiet and wide-eyed as they listened to Serena. Lucas typically avoided contact with neophytes once he’d deposited them within the safe confines of the Sanctuary. Newly arrived Starborn with their endless questions, many of which were often ridiculous in the extreme, drove him crazy. Are we immortal? Does Wolverine live here?

      Serena surveyed the neophytes with a smile. “You’re here because you have something special, a gift, a metaphysical ability. Call it what you will, but here at the Sanctuary, you’re not alone.” She walked around the room. “As Starborn, we all have something unique to offer. Sometimes the ability is minor and inconvenient, other times it’s a power that can cause colossal harm.”

      Serena came to stand close to Lucas and again tried to invade his thoughts. An image of them naked from years ago flashed in his mind. He shoved her out. Hard.

      Showing no sign of their cerebral clash, she continued uninterrupted with her spiel for the neophytes. “We accept all abilities here, but with acceptance comes responsibility. Over the centuries our kind has been hunted. Religious zealots have wanted us dead or sometimes held us up as miracles for their own agenda. Mercenaries have wanted to use us for their own greed. Governments have wanted us for political gain.” Her voice was low and serious, and judging by the neophyte expressions, they were clearly entranced by her story. “In 1597 in Scotland, the first Order of Orion formed. Its primary purpose was to find those with metaphysical powers and join together in secret to protect each other from persecution and exploitation. Since then, more sanctuaries have been established. In addition to the original European Sanctuary, there are three others in Asia, Australia, and here in North America. We continue to hold firm to the original dictum—freedom and protection from all who would wish us harm.”

      Isobel glared at Granger with daggers in her eyes. “How is this freedom? We were brought here with little explanation, locked in a room, separated from everyone!”

      “Yeah, shouldn’t y’all be warm and fuzzy to us?” chimed in Tyler.

      Their distrust reminded Lucas of his own induction at seventeen years of age. Full of anger and suspicion, he’d been a pain in the ass to induct and had defied the instructors every step of the way. Challenging Wren, his mentor, at every opportunity. Watching the neophytes now, he wanted to tell Willow and the others they’d be fine, but he didn’t do false promises.

      “We are being warm and fuzzy my dear. You five are lucky. Your audits indicate that you’re not delusional as your medical system has unfairly treated you.” Serena glanced at Lucas. “Your friend, Jack, however, should be thankful he was wiped and not brought to the island, this is no place for the mentally challenged.”

      A collective hiss sounded from the neophytes. Granger guffawed at her comment, but Lucas felt an affinity with this band of misfits.

      “What would have happened if he had come with us?” asked Willow.

      The other neophytes nodded, also wanting to know the answer. Lucas had warned them at the motel of the consequences, but obviously they wanted to hear it from someone else.

      Serena shrugged her shoulders. “He would have been eliminated.”

      “You mean killed?” Willow’s voice rang out across the room.

      Serena gestured to Lucas. “You want to take this question?”

      “Yes, that’s what Serena means,” said Lucas, more harshly than he intended.

      “That’s barbaric!” Willow’s blue eyes flashed as their gaze locked. The charge of electricity ever present between them intensified. Tingles coursed through his body as he became hyperaware of her. He didn’t deny her claim, and silence stretched across the room.

      When Serena cannonballed through his mind, he knew she was alerted to the tension between him and Willow. Unable to breach his defensive blocking, she walked over to him and stood beside him with an easy familiarity, and possessiveness. Judging by Granger’s grin, and the pointed looks of the other mentors, it would be across the Sanctuary within a day. Serena’s games had been only one of many reasons their affair had crashed and burned so quickly.

      Thankfully, Gabriel interrupted the escalating tension. “What if one of us did not want to come?”

      Tyler leaned back on his chair. “Y’all, that’s what happened to me. I got bundled into a van, got knocked out and ended up in this joint.”

      Serena lay her palms on the table. “We can’t risk exposure to the wider world. Globalization and the rise of instant communication have made anonymity increasingly difficult.” She offered a strained smile to Tyler. “In the past, we approached newly activated Starborn and gave them time to think about joining The Order, but we can no longer risk them discussing it with friends or posting it on social media.” Her tone deepened with derision. “Discovery risks the lives of their family members and friends.”

      She fixated on Paige. “If someone had your mother, your father or your boyfriend, and threatened their life and tortured them, would you burn down a police station? A kindergarten?”

      Paige’s face drained of all color.

      Serena gestured to Tyler. “Would you create a cyclone so a construction company had endless work so they wouldn’t kill your grandmother?” With her hands on her hips she addressed the neophytes with urgency. “There are horrific things we can do if we’re forced. There are horrific things others can do if they want our power.”

      Serena’s gaze rested on him as she continued. “Some of us here wished to God they had been taken into The Order before others had found them and their family.”

      He stiffened. Serena was hitting below the belt and she knew it. Adrenalin pumped through his body as memories flooded his mind. Memories he’d worked so hard to bury. Feelings that had somehow resurfaced with the arrival of Willow Trilby and now threatened to rage out of control with just a nudge from Serena. Tension rippled through his body and he took a few deep breaths. He waited for everyone to turn and stare at him, but the neophytes were fixated on Serena and her dire warnings. Desperate for escape, he waited a few minutes and then slipped quietly out of the library. His destination—the boxing ring in the Sanctuary’s gym. An hour later, he sat on the locker room bench, his body wet with perspiration and his mind clear again. Only then could he return to the induction class. Two weeks of Serena’s antics and the close proximity of the hypnotic Willow Trilby were surely going to send him crazy.
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      Willow listened to Serena continue her sermon on the evils of man and the need for The Order of Orion to maintain its secrecy. Sure, she was captivated by the idea of a secret society, who wouldn’t be? And after so many years of hiding her emotional telepathy, hearing the journeys of others was intoxicating. But their ideas were archaic, terrifying even. The other neophytes showed no hesitation, their eyes dancing with excitement as they sat on the edge of their seats and soaked up the Starborn stories. A man who could levitate. A woman who could manipulate the weather. A teenager who could astral travel. If she could just shake the feeling of being recruited into a cult, then she too could fully enjoy the whole new world being shared PowerPoint presentation style. She couldn't let her suspicions stop her from using every resource at her disposal to find Eve. If that meant subjugating herself to a Vampire Academy type training program, then she was all in. Embracing this world would hopefully be the ticket to finding Eve.

      Once again, she glanced over at the back wall to the space where Lucas had been standing earlier. Relief had surged through her when she’d entered the induction room and seen him standing there. His arms had been folded across his broad chest, but his beautiful eyes had softened when they’d looked into hers. And now with him gone again, she felt the loss with startling sharpness. The other mentors, including the good looking Granger, still stood at the back of the room, observing.

      “Look sharp, everyone,” Serena called out as she noticed a few neophytes slumping in their chairs. “It’s time for some fun.” She moved to stand near a tall, freestanding lamp. “There are six houses of Starborn ability and you’re about to get real live demos.” Her smile appeared genuine as she surveyed the group. “I shall start with the first, and which I of course think is the best!”

      Willow braced herself for something to fly through the air, her survival instincts in overdrive. She noticed the others also looking around, suspicious of what would happen next.

      And then it happened. Serena, who stood in front of them smiling, disappeared. As in, click and she was gone. Into. Thin. Air.

      Gabriel let out a whoop of excitement and they all glanced around expecting her to pop up behind them or on the ceiling. Which of course would be Spider-Manesque, but nothing would surprise her at this point.

      “Serena?” Gabriel called out. “Where are you?”

      “I’m here,” she replied, the sound of her voice near the bookshelves. “Come find me.”

      Gabriel got up and moved toward where her voice had come from. Willow smiled as he groped around like a zombie searching for prey.

      Serena’s disembodied voice called out again, but this time from near the neophyte table. “Gabriel, you’re getting warmer.” He waved his hands around until they bounced off something. And then she appeared. In the exact spot where she was standing before. Her expression smug, she bowed. “What do you think my ability is?”

      “To be invisible?” called out the new guy, Tyler.

      Serena shook her head.

      Willow thought of the dock when they had arrived on the island and voiced her idea. “Mental manipulation. You projected an image of the blank space into our minds.”

      Serena clapped her hands slowly. “Bravo, Doctor Trilby. You and I are going to become buddies. Along with Lucas. The three of us belong to Mercuria, the house of telepathy. Starborn belong to this house if they have cognitive telepathy, emotional telepathy, or memory telepathy,” she paused, “Willow, you have emotional telepathy, yes?”

      All eyes turned to Willow. There was no suspicion or wariness; they all looked toward her with acceptance and a healthy dose of interest.

      “I’ve never known the right name for it, but yes, that is what I can do.”

      Serena’s eyes narrowed. “Come on up and you’ll be our first guinea pig.”

      Like hell, thought Willow, her radar for getting played on high alert. But her ex-patients—no, her friends, for this was who they were now—all smiled encouragingly. Rather than disappoint, Willow stepped up in front of the group.

      Serena motioned her to come closer. “The induction process over the next two weeks will involve learning about your own ability, but also sharing your learning process with others. Willow, how confident are you in identifying someone’s emotion?”

      Willow thought for a moment. “Maybe sixty percent.”

      Serena raised her eyebrows. “So you’re cautious in your estimate. Would you bet on yourself in a situation where your ability might be needed?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Yes or no, Doctor Trilby?”

      “Yes,” said Willow, feeling maneuvered into a corner.

      “Well, let’s do a little experiment.” Serena gestured to the rear of the library. “Granger! Come up here and play.”

      Granger slowly unfolded his arms and pushed himself off the wall. With easy grace, he walked to stand beside Serena.

      Serena turned to the neophytes. “This little experiment is for Willow only. Don’t try and intervene.”

      The room fell silent. Serena reached into a nearby bookcase and pulled out a collection of envelopes from a small box. “Granger, you’ll be our judge. I have an emotion written down in each envelope. I’ll choose one and concentrate on that emotion. Willow, you’ll tell us the emotion.” She selected an envelope and put the rest back on the table. After opening it and reading the note, she sealed it back up again and gave it to Granger.

      A few feet away a wall clock ticked loudly, or perhaps that was just in Willow’s mind. Normally, she spent most of her time trying to clamp down on the emotions that swirled in and out of her consciousness. It was exhausting, but it was a habit that helped her cope with daily life. Now, she was forced to let those defenses down. She slowed her breathing, and like a flower unfurling its petals, opened herself up to the emotions charging throughout the room.

      Serena gave a great blank face. But it didn’t matter. Fists of anger curled through the air toward Willow.

      “Anger,” she called out in a clear, steady voice.

      “Correct.” Granger put the envelope back onto the table, while Serena selected another.

      This time, emptiness seared through Willow’s body and made her feel hollow. It was all too familiar a feeling for Willow.

      “Lonely.”

      They went through the process a further four times. Each time Willow was correct.

      “Well done, Doc.” Granger clapped his hands along with others.

      “You’re good at identifying an emotion from a specific source. Quite impressive, in fact.” Serena’s words sounded sincere, but Willow had learned to be cautious.

      She tried to detect Serena’s aura only now to be greeted by a strong wall that blocked her entry.

      Serena spoke to her and Willow tried to refocus. “What about projection of your emotion?” When Willow didn’t answer, Serena persisted. “Come now, Doctor Trilby. Tell us what you have done with it?”

      Willow sighed. “Please no more Doctor Trilby. Call me Willow.”

      Serena smiled tightly. “Very well…Willow. Tell us what you’ve been able to do. Remember this is about teaching the rest of us as well.”

      Willow tried to explain herself as best she could. “As a teenager my foster parents took me to a lot of therapy. I learned meditation and accepted my out of control emotions as part of who I was. I stopped fighting my feelings and allowed them to drift in and out of my consciousness. Over time I was able to calm myself.”

      Willow thought back to her days as a university student. She took a deep breath and continued. “When I started my psych training and learned how to help others to relax, I noticed that if I touched someone they seemed to calm more quickly. More than from a simple touch of comfort.”

      A sense of shame washed over Willow as she remembered experiments she had carried out on others as soon as she had suspected what she could do. Not to her patients, but to the everyday person on the street; the cashier at the supermarket, sparking an angry outburst after the simple brushing of fingers when money was exchanged; the librarian who checked out a book for Willow, bursting into tears; and the countless other people she had tested herself on, sometimes working, sometimes not.

      “Well let’s see what you can do,” Serena said with enthusiasm.

      “It’s not a consistent skill. It comes and goes,” replied Willow cautiously.

      “Willow, Willow…don’t be shy. From what I heard you weren’t shy yesterday with our Starborn sister, Kiara.”

      Instantly, Willow sensed a blowtorch of dislike directed toward her from the sweetly smiling Serena. She knew then she was about to be on the receiving end of payback. Willow stood straighter and looked down at the diminutive Serena and gave her a sweet smile of her own. A quick glance at Granger and his smirk confirmed her suspicion she was about to be taught a lesson. The lights suddenly dimmed, giving the room a theatrical air.

      “What would you like me to do?”

      “Make Granger bark like a dog.”

      Granger’s smirk slid from his face. The rest of the group murmured their surprise.

      Willow shook her head. “As much as I’d like to, I can only make others feel a certain way, not make them do things.”

      “Well, what if you made him feel sad. Could you make him cry?”

      “Maybe,” she said at the same time as Granger yelped, “What?”

      Serena walked around the table casually. “This afternoon you’re all booked in for a two hour workout session in the gym. What if I said if Willow can make Granger cry, you can have the afternoon off to explore some of the Sanctuary.”

      “Are you serious?” Willow frowned as the others cheered her on.

      “You heard me. If you can make Granger cry then it's happy days for you all this afternoon, and if not, you’ll all give me two hours of crunches.”

      Willow looked at Granger. No matter how annoying he was, no one deserved to be messed around with emotionally. “Are you okay with this?”

      “Baby, give it your best shot.”

      Right then. Time to saddle up that pony and give them the show they wanted.

      With his hands on his hips, Granger stood with his legs wide apart. A few feet separated them, and Willow fought the urge to laugh nervously as she imagined an O.K. Corral scene. He winked at her and she was reminded of how pretty boy cute he was. Too bad he was such a flake. A worried flake in fact. She could sense his anxiety amongst a flurry of bravado he wore like armor.

      Why couldn’t the emotion have been something else? Something fun, like arousing him or making him laugh? Depression was a downer she tried to avoid as were the memories she would need to tap into to get the job done. To transmit an emotion, she had to feel it intensely herself. And crying was her least favorite thing to do.

      Concentrate, Willow, concentrate. Granger’s handsome face, and the world, faded away. Focusing inward, she noticed and tracked sensations as they flit through her own body. She cast a dark shadow over herself and Granger, weaving the space between them with an imaginary black thread. Heaviness descended upon her and she allowed herself to accept its black comfort. Any hope she felt disappeared and emptiness surrounded them. She watched Granger, looking for signs he sensed her. His jaw was clenched, but he remained tight-lipped and stood still.

      “Come on, Willow,” urged Serena. “If you want to be part of us you must hone your skill, no matter who you go up against. Try harder!”

      Willow closed her eyes and cast her mind back. Opening the Pandora’s box of her childhood, she let painful memories flow through her mind. One in particular rose to greet her with an intensity that was as if she was twelve years old again. Her breathing increased and she tried not to let the memory grip her with the desperation it sought. Shame and guilt enveloped her and it was these emotions that were soul crushing and regretful. Fourteen years of regret.

      She opened her eyes to peek at Granger. The aura between them was charged. No longer standing straight, he bent over with his hands resting on his legs. His eyes were closed and his mouth compressed as he fought the feelings she pushed onto him. More shame washed over her. Shame at her ability and shame that she secretly delighted in giving Granger some public humiliation. The emotional connection between them intensified and Granger’s defense began to crumble. Disappointment and hopelessness swirled between them. He closed his eyes to ward off the emotions but it didn’t help. A single tear rolled down his cheek.

      She didn’t feel triumphant. No one clapped or cheered.

      Serena simply nodded, confirming it was over. Willow let out a long held breath and brushed her own tears aside with a quick swipe of the back of her hand. She imagined herself standing on the top of the highest mountain peak, her hands held up wide, casting the emotions off into the wind. Forcing her breathing to slow, the connection between her and Granger dissipated.

      He looked a little worse for wear, but was gracious in defeat and gave her a salute. “Well done, Doc. You kicked my butt.”

      He walked to the back of the room and stood beside Lucas.

      Lucas. She hadn’t noticed him return. Had he seen her display? If he had, what did he think? As quickly as she thought it, she shoved the shallow thought aside and told herself to get a grip.

      “Thank you, Willow,” said Serena. “Impressive, especially for a neophyte Starborn. But we’re not finished yet. That was only a practice run for the grand finale of today.” She walked around the room, her long brown ponytail swishing, her dark eyes roaming across the neophytes. “Some of you have arrived here at the Sanctuary with less ability, others may have more, it doesn’t matter. What matters is working hard to refine it. You must become its master, rather than let it master you.”

      Willow hated that Serena’s words made sense. Hated that she agreed with this diminutive drill sergeant. At her next words, Willow hated her more. “Paige, it’s your turn. Come up and sit here,” said Serena.

      Paige’s eyes widened with anxiety. She turned to Willow seeking guidance. Dread filled Willow’s belly. She gave Paige a tight smile and then watched Paige get up and walk to the table and chair at the front of the room. Serena opened the metal box that lay on the table and pulled out a black rope. When she took Paige’s hands and placed them behind the chair, Willow cried out. The other neophytes echoed her calls for Serena to stop.

      Serena ignored them and secured Paige’s hands to the chair. “Thank you, Paige. I’m glad to see you’re willing to participate in the induction process.” Serena motioned Willow to join them at the table. “Willow come sit facing Paige.” When Willow hesitated, Serena sneered, “So brave before, so willing to show off. Surely you want to learn our ways? Perhaps it might bring you closer to finding your sister.”

      Despite the mocking tone, Willow’s heart leapt at Serena’s words. She stared into Serena’s dark eyes. “What do you know about my sister? Have they found her? Do you know where she is?”

      Serena shrugged. “Maybe.”

      She reached out to Serena’s emotional footprint and found only a blank space. Frustrated, Willow glanced toward Lucas, but his face was impassive, and like Serena’s, his aura was closed. Damn it. She was sick of them using her sister as a carrot to manipulate her compliance. Hated that it worked so easily on her. But it was Paige’s reaction that pushed Willow to comply with Serena’s classroom game—wave after wave of fear floated from Paige. Reluctantly, Willow sat in the empty chair and offered up her wrists to Serena.

      “Before was child’s play,” said Serena, fastening Willow’s wrists behind the chair. “Starborn school yard games. Now we’re going to play hard ball.” Serena moved to stand beside a smirking Granger. Lucas leaned against the back wall, his arms crossed and his face grim.

      Gabriel looked worriedly at Paige, who was sitting wide-eyed and pale. “What are you going to do to them?”

      “I’m giving you all a lesson in problem-solving.” Serena regarded the neophyte Starborn with a stern expression. “Don’t interfere. If you do, I’ll be forced to punish Willow and Paige. You’ll bring greater harm upon them.”

      Paige’s fear intensified and swirled around them. Willow pulled at her wrists in frustration. She took a deep breath. No way in hell was she losing it in front of Paige. She gave her a playful wink, but her good intentions lasted all of two minutes upon seeing what Serena had planned.
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      The fire was only tiny. Orange flames flickered as small wisps of smoke rose into the air a few feet away. It started independent of any obvious cause; the carpet spontaneously catching alight.

      Paige’s face turned ashen. She looked at Willow, shaking her head in denial. “Willow, help, it’s not me. I’m not doing it.”

      As the fire spread to a small round table near them, the flames grew higher. Willow tugged at her wrists again, but couldn’t free herself. The fire intensified and the flames leapt higher as it crawled across the floor.

      Paige began to cry, a pitiful whimpering that churned Willow’s stomach. Smoke, now thick and gray, rose in the air, filling the room with an acrid smell. Paige screamed and chaos erupted.

      Both Gabriel and Tyler yelled at Serena and then at the other mentors, who said and did nothing.

      Isobel stood and shouted, “Stop this, you fucking assholes!”

      “No,” said Serena. “The solution is there with Paige and Willow.”

      Willow tried to concentrate. Tried to think of what to do, but her mind refused to cooperate. Paige was hysterical and her emotions overwhelmed Willow.

      “Come on, Willow,” called Serena from the back of the room. “Do something! Show us what you’re made of.”

      Willow pushed back at Paige’s aura and tried to help her. Breathing slowly in and out, she imagined herself curled up in her bed hugging her duvet. She blocked out the shouts, Paige’s cries, and the taste of smoke in her mouth. Focused instead on the feelings of comfort and safety, and projected them onto Paige.

      Paige responded to the false calm Willow provided for only a few moments before her fear escalated again. The fire took hold on the side of the room closest to them. Bookshelves caught fire, and each individual book flashed brightly as it was consumed by flames. Willow’s own fear took hold as the heat from the fire almost seared her skin. What she thought would be an exercise in humility seemed more sinister. In desperation, Willow tried to project her fear onto Serena, but an impenetrable wall met her emotional missile.

      “Paige! Stop being the victim,” urged Serena. “You can stop this fire.”

      Paige could only whimper in response. Paige’s fear was so great that Willow sensed her retreating into her own private world.

      Anger erupted in Willow and she let out a primal scream full of frustration and fear. She briefly closed her eyes and when she next opened them, it was to a different scene. Gone was the fire, the smoke, the burnt table and bookshelves—the room was as it was earlier.

      Although Willow expected Serena to look spiteful, her face showed only serious determination. “Okay neophytes, what could Willow and Paige have done differently in that scenario?” Her voice was calm as though nothing had happened.

      As if Paige hadn’t been traumatized beyond imagination.

      The rest of the neophytes were pale, but Tyler was the first to recover. “Free themselves?”

      “Yes, Tyler, that would have been a good start,” said Serena, her voice heavy with sarcasm. “But Willow and Paige’s abilities don’t fall under the house of Marsa, which represents telekinesis.”

      “Lani! Please demonstrate the house of Marsa.”

      One of the female observers moved forward and the rope on Willow’s wrists fell away.

      Willow rubbed her wrists and slowly stood. “You people are sick,” she said, staring at Serena. “Did you enjoy your fun?”

      Serena narrowed her eyes. “It’s not fun if someone you love dies and you could have saved them. It’s not fun if you’re tortured and made to do things against your will when you could have freed yourself.” Her face flushed with emotion. “In the real world, there are those who hunt us, who want to use and abuse us. We must be able to use our abilities defensively in sometimes terrifying situations. Over the next year, you’ll undergo mind and body training each day until you live and breathe your ability.”

      “There must be some other way,” challenged Willow, unwilling to let it go.

      “Other ways have been tried, with terrible consequences. As much as you may not want to, you will need to trust us.” Serena walked around the room looking at the neophytes. “The Order of Orion does not believe in using our abilities for personal gain. We accept our gift comes at a great cost. To survive we must hide, but it doesn’t mean we don’t develop our skills. You must hone them so you can control your ability and destiny, not the other way around.”

      Serena returned to stand beside Willow and Paige. “You both have the power within you to have stopped the fire. Willow, you chose to focus your energy on Paige, which was admirable, but you had other options.” Serena spoke to the rest of the group. “Can anyone suggest what Willow could have done?”

      “She could have made you frightened so you would stop the exercise,” said Gabriel.

      Frustration pulled at Willow. “I tried…”

      Serena nodded. “It wouldn’t have worked. Willow and I are both of the Mercuria house. It is incredibly difficult to use our powers on each other if we’ve ascended to our full ability. I can easily block Willow’s ability.”

      Willow digested this information and it had a galling taste. To be defenseless against the likes of Serena gave her chills. But this explained the wall around Lucas. The only time she’d been able to detect his emotional tenor was when he’d offered her his hand in the motel. He must have lowered his defenses intentionally.

      “Ascension is what you must achieve to protect yourselves and others,” continued Serena. “It is where you become one with your ability. But let us learn from today. What stopped you all from helping them?”

      Isobel cried out, “You told us you would punish them if we interfered.”

      “Yes, but Willow could have made you help her, made you feel a sense of injustice. She could have attacked Granger, made him angry or frightened. Any of those emotions may have led to a different outcome.”

      A small voice interrupted Serena’s sermon. “What about me? What could I have done?”

      “Ah, Paige, our frightened little bird. Willow’s efforts would be imprecise, but you on the other hand have the absolute power within you. Your abilities belong to the same house as Granger, the house of Jupita, the ability to manipulate the environment around you. As someone with pyrokinesis, you can start fires but you can also put them out.”

      Willow defended Paige. “But it wasn’t a real fire. It was you.”

      “Once I had sensed Paige’s ability activate I would have terminated the exercise,” said Serena. “As neophytes, you’re sitting ducks to those who wish you harm. Work hard and we can make you less vulnerable. Commit to this journey we’re offering and you’ll be rewarded with power and confidence. And most of all safety.”

      She walked around the room and appealed to each of them in earnest. “Today was a taste of what is to come over the next two weeks. We’re here to help you become confident in your abilities and to not be a victim of them. Think of your time in an insane asylum, think of times when you were rejected by others as freaks. Think of how your life could have been different had you been helped to nurture your ability.”

      Serena said nothing more and the room fell silent. Willow thought back to a time when her ability had failed her, failed her in circumstances most dire. She’d been nineteen and an eager university undergraduate, thrilled by the adventure of study, delighted by the irrelevance of people’s backgrounds if one chose to avoid the campus cliques. Her height and dramatic coloring had made high school hell and she’d been content to soak up the anonymity of a large campus. She was slow to make friends, quiet in the lectures, cautious in the smaller tutorials. And then she was paired with Mia for a team project. Mia. Petite and pretty Mia. Bubbly and fun, and so very open. She had taken Willow under her wing, wanting to show Willow the fun side of university life. Her enthusiasm had been infectious and Willow had allowed herself to be taken to campus parties, movie nights and pub crawls.

      It was exciting for all of two weeks, before it happened.

      A shudder passed through Willow's body as she thought back to the campus toga party.

      Mia had pleaded and begged for Willow to attend the party of the year—threatened she wouldn’t go if Willow refused to go. Mia’s emotional footprint was always so clear and Willow reluctantly gave in, not wanting to disappoint her new found friend. The night of the party, Mia wore a pink mini skirt with a white cashmere sweater, soft and gentle like her. Her long blond hair hung straight down her back. Drunken teens, male and female, swarmed around them as soon as they arrived at the party. Everyone eager to speak with Mia, eager to be touched by the beautiful aura she so freely shared with everyone.

      The party soon burst the confines of the designated area on campus, spilling out onto the perfectly manicured lawn. In the crush, Willow was separated from Mia and forced to make small talk with increasingly drunk classmates. At nineteen, she was still learning about her ability. Touch revealed emotions to her more consistently and only occasionally did she sense the emotional footprint of others from a distance.

      As the hour grew late, Willow felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise as a tidal wave of fear crashed over her.

      Fear from Mia.

      Her emotional aura was unmistakable. Willow instantly started running through the rooms and corridors of the old building, searching the campus grounds. When Mia’s fear turned to pain and horror, Willow cried out in terror. Yelling and then screaming for her soft. gentle friend, drunken students stared at Willow in her desperate state.

      And then Willow found her.

      Three boys, for that was really what they were, not men, just boys. Fresh faced, but old enough for a vileness Willow would never forget. Two held Mia down, while the third lay upon her, his pants down around his ankles, his buttocks pumping up and down. Willow reacted with a wildness that surprised them. She ripped the monster off Mia, and then hit and kicked him as she was consumed by adrenalin and rage.

      But soon it was Willow who was overpowered. The three of them pinned her down and she was helpless within moments. Mia took off like a frightened rabbit. Willow tried to project emotions onto the boys—fear and then repulsion, hoping to stop them. But they seemed immune. She hadn’t felt so powerless since she had been separated from her sister, Eve, at twelve years of age. She was saved from their retribution by the return of Mia with an army of drunken reinforcements. A fight ensued and then police arrived to break up the violence and the toga party.

      For months, Willow felt guilty she hadn’t found Mia earlier. And angry too, that her gift was erratic and useless when she really needed it. Willow became gripped with what if scenarios and closed herself off from others. Her burgeoning friendship with Mia slowly petered out, both keen to not be reminded of what had happened. Willow continued with her studies on autopilot until finding a pamphlet advertising self-defense classes on campus. She joined immediately and after six months of intense training had clawed back her self-esteem and confidence.

      “Willow,” Serena’s sharp voice slowly penetrated Willow’s memory-fogged mind. “Willow. Am I boring you?”

      “No.”

      “Shall I continue?”

      “Yes.”

      Serena folded her arms. “As I was saying, this is not summer camp. Over the next two weeks, you’ll feel pain, emotionally and physically, this is what will make your abilities stronger. We’ll discuss the other houses and you’ll begin your training in preparation for your initiation rite. Each of you will be assigned a mentor to assist you through this time honored process.”

      Serena began to pair them up with the observing mentors. “For the house of Marsa, Gabriel you have Lani and Tyler you’re with Holly. Isobel your house is Pluta, for sickness and healing so you have Juliette. Paige you belong to Jupita and have Granger. And Willow…last but not least…you have Lucas.”

      Willow didn’t know whether to rejoice or run when her gaze connected with Lucas. The next words that came out of Serena’s mouth told her to run.

      “For the next fourteen days you’ll live and breathe the Sanctuary with your mentor. Everywhere your mentor goes, you’ll follow. Everything your mentor tells you, you’ll listen. Everything your mentor teaches you, you’ll learn. All of you will return to your quarters, except Willow.” Serena paused, before continuing with a derisive tone. “Willow, your stunt with Kiara has earned you special attention. For the next fourteen days, you’ll share Lucas’ quarters. Step out of line and he’ll know.”

      Willow’s mind whirled at Serena’s announcement. Sharing quarters with someone she found intoxicatingly attractive spelled trouble. She was here to find her sister, not for some ridiculous infatuation. They were dismissed and they separated into their pairings. Lucas strode to Willow, every inch the handsome, brooding hero. His emerald green eyes scanned her face; looking for what, she wasn’t sure. As she stood, she smiled tentatively and waited for him to say something.

      “Follow me.”

      With her heart pounding and her mind racing, she followed his tall, muscular frame, trying not to look at his perfectly shaped backside, and failing dismally.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            15

          

          

      

    

    







            Lucas

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucas strode along the corridors at a fast pace. Willow matched him stride for stride.

      “So I’m under Starborn house arrest or something,” she challenged.

      When he didn't reply, she persisted. “You’ll be my own personal guard? Watching me twenty-four seven? Making sure I don’t step out of line?’

      “Something like that,” he murmured. God help him, he was going to go crazy. Even her words were conjuring up the wrong kind of images. Lurid images that he had no business thinking. He took a ragged breath and tried to look relaxed as other Starborn greeted him as they walked through the Sanctuary.

      “And what about Serena? Does she pull that sort of crap on new Starborn at each induction?”

      Willow sounded like she wanted to pick a fight with him and he couldn’t blame her—the induction process wasn’t designed to be fun.

      When he didn’t answer, she poked his shoulder. “How can traumatizing Paige make us want to stay here? The rules and regulations of Queensgate are nothing compared to that sham this morning. My patients have horrific backgrounds, how can you people in good conscience condone traumatizing people?”

      He kept his eyes forward. “It’s only going to get harder.”

      “Harder?” Her voice rose to almost a squeak.

      “Weak powers are a liability.”

      “A liability? What are you saying?” She quickened her pace and stepped in front of him; blocking his path. “Wait, after everything that’s happened, you owe me. I want to know.” Her eyes pleaded with him for answers. “Please? Not for myself, but my patients. I helped bring them here.”

      “The next two weeks will involve intensive education, physical and emotional training. It’s all in preparation for the initiation rite, a centuries old tradition of The Order. It is an intentionally traumatic ritual to force Starborn to ascend to their full potential.”

      Willow’s jaw dropped. “You’re going to torture us to help us become stronger? Are you fucking kidding? That’s sanctioned abuse…” Her voice trailed off in disbelief and she turned away in disgust.

      It had been a long time since Lucas had felt so defensive, but with Willow he found himself wanting her to understand. Not because he was supposed to get her into line, but because he wanted her to appreciate The Order’s ways. As if compelled, he reached out, grasped her shoulders and gazed deep into her blue eyes. “Think of the guilt and remorse that must consume Paige day after day for the death of her parents. At the moment her ability is unpredictable and dangerous. Something for her to fear.” Her skin was warm to touch and their eyes locked with an intensity that unbalanced him. Desire curled within his belly. “Think of how things could be different for her, if she could control her ability.”

      At her continued look of doubt, Lucas turned off his defensive shield and allowed her access to his emotional footprint. So much for having control of the situation, he thought wryly. He rarely lowered his shield and now this was the second time he’d done it for her in a matter of days. He wanted her to understand The Order, and maybe him better.

      Slowly, he slid his hands down her shoulders until he captured her hands in his. “What about you? Wouldn’t you like to be able to shut off the emotions of others?”

      She didn’t pull her hands away like he’d expected she would. Instead, she let him hold them and he became conscious of their softness and warmth. His heart pounded. Fleetingly he wondered if it was her telepathy, but he tossed the thought aside. She was a knockout, and that alone warranted the primitive reaction coursing through his body. Her expression was guarded, as though she didn’t know what to expect. Hell, he didn’t either. Although one thing he knew for sure was he wanted to kiss her. Not a chaste peck. Something substantial. He wanted to pull her close and feel her breasts up against his chest as he kissed her hard and fast.

      Hell, he needed to be projecting trust and protection, not lust. Reigning in his arousal, he said softly, “Let me help you. Let the others help your friends. Be open to us. Don’t fight Serena or the others during your induction.”

      Her expression softened slightly. “I get that you’re following your duty. That you believe in The Order. And I get that you guys want to help new Starborn be stronger and more in control, but as an outsider the process doesn’t seem to be the best way to treat vulnerable people.”

      “Hundreds of years have told us what works,” he said firmly. But the words felt a little hollow and he found himself thinking of Thea and the other Elders who called for kinder, softer initiations. “Just give us a chance.” He squeezed her hand, feeling completely out of his depth. He was used to tracking targets. Collecting neophytes and depositing them into other people’s safe hands. His hands were used to killing. Not this. This was foreign.

      His job was black and white. Logical.

      And what he was feeling with this woman was illogical. And it was more dangerous than a room full of Noctem.

      She continued to hold his hands. Continued to beseech him with her expression. “I took a chance coming here. Allowing my patients here. I’ve taken a hell of a lot of chances. Now it’s your turn. Tell me what you know of Eve. Have you found her?”

      Her switch in conversation to Eve almost befuddled him. He let her hands drop, breaking their physical and metaphysical connection. “We’re working on it. We have our best people trying to find her.”

      His surroundings returned into focus and other Starborn stared at them standing in the corridor. Taking a shaky breath, he turned and strode away, hoping that she would follow. After a few moments he felt her presence trailing behind him.

      Two weeks. In close quarters. In his quarters. How would he survive with his mind intact?
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      As Willow strode after Lucas through the never ending white corridors of the Sanctuary, chaos reigned in her internal world. She wanted to box his ears at his earnest devotion to his duty and this secret society. What was troubling though was how her traitorous body had rejoiced when he’d dropped his shield and she had been hit by a flame of arousal. Even more worrying had been her response to his heat—she’d wanted him in equal measure.

      She forced herself to think of Eve. To think of the reason for coming to this faraway place. It wasn’t this enigmatic man who had just offered her a tiny crack into his hard exterior. It was her sister. But still her mind fixated on him. When he’d dropped his shield, there had been arousal, yes, but also a myriad of other emotions. On the surface there was confusion and slight doubt. She guessed that despite his protestations he wasn’t as committed to the hard line of The Order as he made out. But it was his deeper emotions that made her feel almost guilty for sensing. Heartache. Pure gut-wrenching heartache buried so deep that it likely guided him like instinct. Almost compulsively, she reached out again and tried to detect his emotional tenor, but frustratingly, a fortress now surrounded his aura.

      As he showed her through the Sanctuary, he was back to his usual reserved self. They passed others, who called out to Lucas, saying hello and asking after him. His response was usually gruff, but none were deterred; she could only surmise it was his usual demeanor. With stiff formality he answered her questions about the Sanctuary, but refused to discuss anything personal, only sharing he’d arrived at the Sanctuary as a seventeen-year-old. Walking through the endless corridors, they passed a large dining hall and then a busy gymnasium full of black clothed individuals working out on treadmills and other equipment. He then showed her the recreation hall, where the walls were lined with video feeds of peaceful locations like waterfalls and soft green meadows.

      He quickly ushered her past what appeared to be the military headquarters before they arrived at the Research Center. Five people, each in front of a computer, glanced up at their arrival. They nodded at Lucas and then returned to their keyboards. Lucas explained they were investigating Internet leads of emerging Starborn. With interest, she watched them trawl through the seemingly endless data.

      “How many are real?” she asked.

      A fleeting look of compassion flashed across his face. “More than you think. I saw your research wall filled with Internet stories and newspaper clippings. You’ve got a head for research.”

      She stared at him in shock. “Wait, you saw my wall? You were in my house?” she asked with a squeak.

      He squirmed under her gaze. “Yeah,” he said. “It was part of our mission.”

      For once he didn't look completely in control. It gave her a heady feeling of feminine power. Slowly, she put her hands on her hips. “So, how did I go? Did I get any right?”

      His green eyes quickly connected with hers and she had to remind herself to breathe.

      He nodded. “Yes, some of the people are real Starborn.”

      “Really? What about the levitating yogi from India?”

      “Afraid not. Totally fake.” He offered a reserved smile, but to Willow it was one thousand watts straight to her heart.

      Feeling slightly giddy she smiled back. “No! How about the woman who could make it rain anytime, anywhere?”

      His eyes sparkled. “Starborn.”

      “Really, is she here?”

      “No, Tara is based in Scotland in the European Sanctuary.”

      As they smiled at each other, guilt filled Willow. Instead of flirting with her handsome hero, she should be thinking of Eve. But whenever he was near, she was sidetracked by his emerald eyes, his rock-hard body and his deep voice. Her reservations about The Order of Orion and their practices did nothing to dampen the attraction. She was in danger of falling for him. Hard.

      “What about my sister?” she asked, destroying their easy banter. His dark brows furrowed and his body tensed. She felt annoyed for ruining the moment and then even more annoyed for caring. Eve needed to be her priority.

      “You’ve been told we’re looking into it,” he said in an even tone.

      “Please, have they found anything?” She reached out to his aura, hoping to detect something that would tell her what he knew, but his shield was impenetrable.

      For a few heart-stopping seconds, his green eyes, now intensely dark, penetrated into hers, and then he sighed. “They have found nothing yet, but I’m sure they will.”

      “Nothing? How can they have found nothing? Don’t they keep track of weird things going on? Maybe there have been reports of a redhead woman associated with telepathic thingies?”

      He cocked one eyebrow. “Telepathic thingies?”

      Willow blushed but she pressed on, “Maybe they’ve missed something. If I could spend time with the researchers, I might be able to help.”

      His expression softened. “You need to focus on the here and now, Willow. Put all your attention toward the induction process.”

      “Fuck the induction process!”

      “Is that your fall back line for anything you don’t like?” His voice, usually an even deep timbre, was edged with irritation.

      “No! Yes! I don’t know,” she grumbled, feeling completely out of her comfort zone. For years she’d worked hard to keep her emotions in check and now, here in this strange place with this enigmatic man, she was losing precious control.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll find her,” he said softly. “Come, let me show you the other areas of the Sanctuary.”

      She reluctantly let herself be moved on. Looking back over her shoulder at the research office, she made a mental note of its location in the elaborate rabbit warren. If they weren’t going to tell her anything, then she’d take things into her own hands.

      They returned to the communal dining hall and soon she was enjoying chicken chow mien with other Starborn. She sat to the left of Lucas who ate in silence. He’d chosen for them to sit away from most of the other diners and Willow wasn’t sure if it was his normal practice or if it related to her. It was strange knowing that everyone present had some supernatural ability, but went about their daily lives in normality. There were no floating salt and pepper shakers or telepathic conversations, well not that she could tell anyway. It was all, well, mundane. Even though everyone was dressed in black outfits, they were of different ages, looks and cultural backgrounds. Willow cast out her emotional net and searched through the crowd. Although a mixture of emotions swirled around, there were Starborn whose emotional footprint she couldn’t penetrate, and she assumed they must be from the house of Mercuria.

      She turned to face Lucas. “Serena said our abilities can be activated from twelve years of age. Do you ever ‘collect’ children at this age? Are there any here?”

      “Sometimes,” he said, continuing to eat his dinner.

      “Do you take them from their families?”

      He slowly put his fork down, but didn’t turn to look at her. “Yes.”

      “But that’s horrible,” she said, looking at his profile and trying to decipher his feelings and thoughts.

      “Yes and no. Here they are accepted and celebrated for who they are. This is powerful for many who are frightened by what is happening to their bodies.”

      “Do they ever see their families again?” she asked, thinking of how painful it had been to be separated from Eve. How painful it still was, fourteen years later.

      “It depends.”

      “On what?”

      Still, he didn't look at her. Instead his gaze focused on the plate in front of him. “If they are willing to accept the code of The Order of Orion.”

      Willow shook her head. “It’s barbaric. You must see that.”

      “It would be more barbaric if we eliminated their families. Or left them to be found and tormented by Noctem.” Finally, he turned to look at her. His direct gaze making her feel self-conscious. “Think, Willow. If you and your sister had been recruited together and brought here at that age, had been offered acceptance and support, would you have called it barbaric at the time?”

      Willow thought about the isolation and terror she had experienced, and the life Eve had been subjected to according to the sporadic hospital records Willow had accessed over the years. “Yes, yes it would have been better,” she admitted.

      His eyes softened. “Children are in a different section of the Sanctuary and are well cared for.”

      She felt an uncomfortable tug at her heart at his compassionate look and tried to focus on something, anything, other than Lucas Black. But when their knees accidentally touched under the table, her mind and body leapt at the contact, creating internal havoc.

      He suddenly stood, as though he too needed to stop whatever was happening between them. “Tomorrow we start your training. You have two weeks before the initiation ceremony. Mornings will be physical training and afternoons will be telepathic exercises. Let’s go get your gear.”

      She nodded and tried to think of her plan to double back to the research lab tonight, rather than the more immediate threat of throwing herself wildly in his arms when it came time for them to retire to bed.

      To their own beds…to sleep…she reminded herself.
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      Willow was quiet as he escorted her back to her room to get her belongings. He didn’t want to interrupt their uneasy truce and remained silent. Some newly arrived Starborn were terrified and slow to adjust. Others were enthralled with the secrecy of the Sanctuary and were eager to prove themselves.

      Willow was neither. He thought of her continued challenges and persistent questions, of her unwillingness to play the expected game, of her concern for her patients, and her obsessive search for her lost sister. She was like no other neophyte he’d ever encountered. Even more alarming, she was like no other women he’d encountered, and that scared him silly. While he waited outside her dorm as she grabbed her meager belongings, he tried to stop the thoughts that had been torturing him all day. But it was useless, he could think of nothing else except Willow sharing his quarters. Willow undressing in his quarters. Willow showering in his quarters. His body responded to his wild thoughts and he shifted uncomfortably. He was acting like an infatuated teen and he needed to focus on getting her through the induction. And after her initiation rite, he could return to normal duties and never have to see her again.

      Willow appeared at the doorway with a duffel bag and a tentative smile.

      “Ready?” he asked, a little too gruffly.

      “Sure. Lead on,” she said quietly.

      Neither spoke on the way to his section of the Sanctuary. Since completing his own initiation rite, he’d lived in the same studio apartment. It was minimal in appearance, but when Willow entered his quarters, it felt downright bleak compared to the vibrancy that pulsated around her.

      “Make yourself comfortable,” he said.

      With her bag still slung over her shoulder, she walked around and looked at his belongings. Stopping in the kitchen, she inspected one of the few photos he had—an old photo of his family taken in happier times. It was stuck to the fridge with a tacky boxing kangaroo magnet, which Serena had brought back for him on one of their joint missions. Thankfully, she didn’t ask about his family in the photograph, but instead continued her exploration. When she hesitated at his double bed in the far corner of the room, the awkwardness factor kicked up a notch.

      “The futon folds out,” he said in a rush and pointed to the white sofa.

      She threw down her bag next to the sofa bed, and with exaggerated delight she flopped on to the sofa. Stretching out her arms across the back of it, her breasts strained against her tank top. He swallowed hard. The room shrank in size. How the hell was he going to make it through two weeks?

      Would you like a drink?” he said, opening the fridge.

      “Sure.”

      “A beer?”

      “That would be great,” she said, coming to stand in the kitchen.

      He handed her a cold bottle of beer and she followed him to the white dining table. As they sat down together, he didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing. Grateful for the beer, he took a long drink and then nursed it in his hands.

      “Have you lived in these quarters for long?” she asked, scanning the sparse room.

      “Thirteen years.”

      She spluttered beer. “Thirteen years? But it’s so empty.”

      “I’m on the road a lot.” It sounded like a lame excuse, but he’d never wanted to put down roots, never wanted to form connections that could one day be ripped away.

      “It’s so clinical. So…white.”

      “A bit different from your place, isn’t it?” He had no idea why he said that, it just slipped out.

      She looked at him sideways. “You do know it’s creepy that you spied on me?”

      It was his turn to choke on his drink.

      “What did you learn about me?” she asked. To his surprise, her tone was more teasing than accusatory.

      He took another long swig of beer before answering. “You like ridiculously large, fluffy slippers.”

      She laughed out loud and his heart beat faster. She leaned back in the chair, her blue eyes dancing with humor. This playful side of Willow was disconcerting, as was his response to it. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d shared a joke. He wished he could detect what she was thinking or feeling. Although he belonged to Mercuria, he couldn’t read emotions like Willow or thoughts like Wren. His skill was limited to reading and wiping memories, and sometimes planting new ones if the mission called for it. The temptation to scan her memories of him was overpowering. In the motel, when he’d examined her wound, the desire to see how she perceived him had been almost compulsive. To see if her gaze was repeatedly drawn to him, like his was to her.

      He berated himself for such fanciful thoughts and focused instead on her in the now. In his apartment. A groan almost escaped his tension-ridden body.

      “What else?” she asked.

      He didn’t answer her straight away. Should he say you’re a loner too? But he wanted to keep things light. Answers to that question might lead the conversation in a direction more intimate than he wanted. Instead, he guided the conversation toward the Sanctuary and its daily operations. However, Willow wasn’t satisfied with keeping the topic neutral.

      “Have you always lived alone?” she asked.

      “For the most part.”

      “Do people stay in the Sanctuary all their lives?” Her sky blue eyes were earnest as she waited for his answer.

      “Sometimes,” he said, looking down at his beer.

      “Do you plan to live here all your life?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      She leaned forward, and he tried not to look at her cleavage as she spoke. “But you obviously like it, you’ve stayed for thirteen years?”

      “It suits me.”

      “Can people come and go if they wish?”

      “Yes, once a neophyte has stayed for their orientation year they can choose to live here or in the community.”

      She frowned as she processed his answer. “We must stay here for a full year?”

      “Yes, The Order believes a Starborn member must become comfortable with their ability before returning back to the ordinary world, so they are able to control and hide their power.”

      “So if we’re out in the ordinary world we must always hide our true selves?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. It’s too dangerous otherwise.”

      “How can Starborn marry then?”

      He drew in a slow breath. Did she have someone she wished to marry? There’d been no evidence of a current relationship, but then they had missed she was Starborn, so anything was possible.

      “It can be difficult for a Starborn to marry,” he said carefully. “Hiding an ability from family can be hard, but hiding it from a partner for the rest of your life is a burden many chose to avoid.”

      Willow bit her lip as she processed his answer. “Starborn tend not to marry?”

      “If Starborn marry, it is often to another Starborn.”

      “Oh, that makes sense, I guess.”

      He steered the conversation back to safer topics and it soon grew late. Despite his best efforts, his mind kept turning to the sleeping arrangements. Any hot-blooded male would surely be doing the same, he told himself.

      “Let’s turn in for bed,” he said.

      When her face flushed bright pink, he babbled like a school boy. “We’ve got early morning training. You need your rest.”

      “Can I grab a shower first, if that’s okay?” she asked.

      All he could do was nod.

      After she closed the door to the bathroom, he removed his jeans and T-shirt. Usually he slept naked, but tonight he would keep his boxers on. Another change to his routine thanks to the Council. He turned out the light and lay in bed listening to the shower. She was under his protection as a mentor, but his body craved her presence. And his mind, his mind imagined her getting undressed, stepping naked into the steaming shower. He sat up and punched his pillow into a more comfortable shape before rolling onto his side to face away from the bathroom and all the temptations it offered.

      Like most rooms at the Sanctuary, there were no windows, but he stared at the dull glow from the emergency light. He tried to distract his body by thinking of boring things at work. He cursed the Council again. When the shower turned off, his imagination ran wild. He thought of her tall, lithe body wet from the shower, of her long legs as she dried them with a towel. Her full breasts as she patted them dry. Her nipples hardening as they cooled in the night air. He groaned silently and turned over to lie on his back.

      The bathroom door opened and he heard her soft footsteps as she padded toward the futon. The sound of the sheets being turned back and the bed depressing as she hopped in was one of the sexiest sounds he’d heard in a long time. Maybe that was it. He’d kept himself too far removed from everyday life at the Sanctuary, always accepting missions that took him far away. Far away from his fellow Starborn, far away from possible connections and relationships.

      Maybe it was time for another one night stand out in the ordinary world. Someone to ease the loneliness that occasionally crept up on him. Someone to distract him from the danger of a gorgeous redhead who would rather argue than listen.

      Hours later he lay in bed still wide awake. The sexual ache he fought made sleep impossible. Willow was a walking, talking, and it seemed even a sleeping fire alarm. For the thousandth time he cursed the Council for their manipulations, but he knew he would be tossing and turning for different reasons if she’d been assigned to another male mentor. With him or with another, he guessed the problem would be the same—his safe, orderly life was in jeopardy.

      Willow had been restless herself when she had first gotten into bed, but for the last hour all had been quiet. Again he asked himself, how the hell was he going to do this for two weeks?

      At the sound of rustling sheets, his desire kicked into overdrive. He strained to listen. When he heard her footsteps, his body reacted. Listening eagerly, he tried to relax and keep his breathing even.

      She walked over to his cupboard. Not to his bed.

      The heavy fog of arousal vanished immediately.

      She was rummaging through his clothes. Her shadow was barely visible, but he could see her dressing in his clothing. Faced away from him, he swallowed when she pulled off her red neophyte shirt and saw her naked back. Quickly she pulled on one of his black T-shirts and then a pair of his black sweat pants.

      She was taking off.

      The little fool, where did she expect to go?

      The island was hundreds of miles from the coast of Canada. Any boats were under tight security. It would be impossible for her to get away without being hurt or killed. He almost called out and then thought the better of it. He remained quiet and waited to see her next move. She walked past him, quietly brazen. The apartment door opening and clicking shut a moment later.
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      Willow’s heart thumped wildly as she peered down the corridor. The harsh fluorescents were now off and tracks of LED lights lined the floor. She followed them cautiously, hoping everyone else was asleep. It had been easy to stay awake, thanks to lying only a few feet away from Lucas. The glimpse into his private life tonight had appealed to her in more ways than she cared to think about.

      Footsteps sounded up ahead and she quickly turned and took another direction. She found an alcove and waited, listening for the direction the rhythmic tapping was headed. When the sound faded, she continued on. Her breathing was alarmingly loud as she made her way past room after room. She prayed she would remember the direction to the research lab, prayed she would find information about Eve.

      The last few days had been surreal, and this was saying something, after years of sensing and sometimes affecting other people’s emotions. She smiled inwardly when she thought of how her own ability seemed to be one of the less impressive abilities at the Sanctuary. Then she thought of Serena’s invisible dock and fire parlor tricks and her spiteful smile. It was unsettling to be around someone who could manipulate another’s mind so easily. Paige’s terror today had been real, even if the fire hadn’t. For someone to have such control over another was frightening. She hoped the coming days of training would help her build her defenses against other Mercurian Starborn. No way did she want someone like Serena messing with her sense of reality.

      And she had to admit that she also wouldn’t mind being on a more equal footing with Lucas. Not that she’d ever felt threatened by him. But she hated to think she might be defenseless to any memory manipulation he might attempt. She wanted to trust his promise that her ability and that of the other neophytes would grow stronger with the induction training. She thought of Paige and prayed he was right. Fear and self-disgust was something Willow had worked hard to overcome, and she hoped Paige could do the same.

      Willow slowed and glanced over her shoulder. She thought she’d heard footsteps again, but listening, she could only hear the faint hum from an air-conditioning unit. Ahead lay the communal dining room, and if she remembered correctly, a little further the research lab. Please let there be some clue to Eve’s whereabouts. So what if Lucas said the research team had searched and had found nothing so far, she had to try for herself. Lucas had said the lab used cutting-edge technology to search through the Internet and identify Starborn related events. Surely it would be better than her repeated Google searches and hospital record snooping.

      A crack of light ahead indicated the lights were still on in the research lab. As she neared its entrance, Willow kept close to the corridor wall. The room was silent, but she couldn’t take any chances accidentally walking in on someone. Stopping outside the doorway, she focused all her energy on searching for any nearby emotional auras.

      When she detected nothing, she took a quick peek around the doorway and into the window. Empty. The lights were on, but the chairs in front of the monitors were all empty. A large computer screen dominated one wall. Earlier in the day, it had flashed up images of people and various locations. Now, all the monitors were black and quiet, switched off for the evening. She crept in and slid into a seat in front of one of the many desktop computers.

      She hit a button on the keyboard. Password? Although she wasn’t a hacker, her years spent in the Internet ether had taught her people used ridiculously easy passwords. She silently prayed here was the same as she commenced a dictionary attack to try and crack their system.

      A few minutes later she felt a presence behind her. Her fingers stilled over the keyboard.

      Slowly she turned around. Lucas stood with his arms folded across his chest, his face grim and thunder in his eyes. His emotional footprint was shielded, but she didn’t need to sense it to know he was seriously pissed.

      “You shouldn’t be in here,” he ground out. “If you’re found out of quarters at night, there are serious penalties.”

      She rose to stand chest to chest with Lucas, wanting to brave it out. “I. Don’t. Care.” With her chest heaving from the adrenalin of being caught, she tried to look nonchalant.

      “You should care,” he said softly. “The punishment can be severe.”

      She regretted her decision to stand so close to him. Inhaling his masculine scent, her body pulsed with sudden desire. He unfolded his arms and her eyes were drawn to his tanned biceps as they flexed. The concern in his voice tugged at her heart. Suddenly she wanted to know about things that weren’t about her sister or Council punishments. But about what was happening between them. Here and now. As his green eyes stared into her own, she shivered with anticipation and she tried to slow her racing heart.

      “Willow, I—” He was interrupted by the sound of footsteps coming along the corridor.

      She had only a brief moment to wonder who it could be before he reached out and pulled her up against his body.

      He whispered into her ear, “Trust me,” before he leaned down and kissed her hard on the lips.

      Breathless and surprised, Willow allowed him to plunder her mouth and take what he wanted. Because it was what she wanted, what she desperately needed. As the kiss deepened, her hands climbed up and she clung to his broad shoulders. In the back of her mind, she knew this was a show for whoever was walking toward the lab. But she didn’t care. She allowed herself to enjoy the hard feel of his body pressed against hers. His hands left a trail of fire as they ran down the length of her back before sliding over her bottom and then moving upward again. His kiss was hard and demanding, and she moaned as her body greedily pressed up against his.

      Reality, which had been so delightfully paused for a minute, came crashing back at the sound of a throat clearing. He gave her a gentle squeeze of warning before stepping back. The loss of his lips and his hot embrace left her spinning. She was sure her face was a brilliant shade of beetroot as she tried to compose herself.

      Serena leaned casually against the door jam. “Well, well. What have we here?”

      “What does it look like?” said Lucas, his tone light and playful.

      Willow almost did a double take, but kept herself still. He was trying to cover for her, and she wasn’t about to throw it in his face.

      “It looks like a bit of fun,” said Serena, smiling. “Just like what we used to do, remember Lucas?”

      Lucas tensed beside her.

      Serena continued to eye them both. “Yes, a momentary bit of fun.”

      “She couldn’t sleep after your little fire exhibit, so we were reviewing some of the history of Mercuria.”

      Even to Willow it sounded like a lame excuse and Serena didn’t accept it kindly. “Oh, is that right? Nothing you couldn’t look at in your room on your tablet?”

      “It was my fault,” Willow said in a rush. “I begged Lucas to take me for a walk.”

      Serena nodded as though she was thankful for Willow’s explanation, but her next words showed contempt. “My dear, Lucas is not in trouble. I have no doubt he’s been running around after you since you were on The Order’s hit list.”

      “Hit list?” Willow repeated back, desperately hoping she’d misunderstood the Starborn.

      Serena’s dark eyes glittered. “He hasn’t told you?”

      Betrayal sliced through Willow, sharper than any hurt she’d experienced in a long time. Slowly, she turned to face Lucas, who was glowering at Serena. “Lucas? What does she mean?”

      He turned away from Serena, and when his eyes met hers and she saw the truth, the pain intensified. She pressed him further, wanting to hear him say it out aloud. “You were supposed to kill me?”

      He gave a curt nod. “Your research made you dangerous.”

      “Dangerous?” she asked, her voice scathing. “My statistical analysis made me dangerous?”

      “You were getting close to the truth. Close to finding us. It could have placed thousands of Starborn and their families at risk of terrible harm.”

      Willow wrapped her arms around herself. “Would you have killed me if I wasn’t Starborn?” She couldn’t wrap her head around it, couldn’t process it with the connection that had been building between them.

      His shuttered expression softened. “I…I don’t know.”

      Serena gave a startled noise, and a look of hurt flashed across her face for a few seconds before her eyes narrowed and her lips tightened. “Lucas, don’t let her play you for the fool.” Her voice dripped with venom. “I should report both of you. The Council is already unhappy with you, Lucas, for bringing her and Isobel Stone back.”

      Willow stepped toward Serena. “No, please don’t.” Even with her feelings raw, she couldn't allow Lucas to take the blame. “I hate enclosed places. I needed the distraction of a walk around.”

      Serena gave a short laugh. “If you’re in fact claustrophobic, then I look forward to seeing how you cope in a cube during your initiation rite.” Serena then looked at Lucas, her gaze intense. “Ensure she follows our rules or I’ll report her. Don’t get played as the fool.”

      She turned away from them and then stopped abruptly with one hand on the door. Spinning on her heel, she looked back at Willow. “Be sure you keep hold of your memories. They can be a lot of fun to reminisce with on a cold and lonely night.” And before Willow could process what she meant, she was hit with a mental image that was so realistic she gasped aloud.

      Lucas and Serena.

      Naked in bed together.

      Her moaning in ecstasy as he buried himself into her.

      Willow blinked, trying to clear the image. “Get out of my head, you bitch,” she hissed.

      And then the image changed. This time Willow was in the image, and Serena was kissing her and Willow was moaning in pleasure at the feel of her soft lips. Both naked, Serena had Willow pinned to the bed as they kissed and explored each other. Lucas stood beside the bed observing them, his eyes heavy-lidded with desire.

      Willow shook her head, feeling like it was real, but knowing it wasn’t. She felt aroused and violated at the same time. And then it was over and she was looking at the back of Serena who walked out the door whistling a tune.

      “Fuck,” cried Willow, rubbing her eyes as she tried to get back to the present moment.

      “What happened?” he growled.

      “Your girlfriend didn’t like walking in on you groping me, that’s what.”

      “What?” he exclaimed. “I was saving your ass.”

      He turned away for a moment and next his voice was back to his usual deep tenor. “You have no idea what could have happened if she had found you on your own snooping around.”

      She sighed. “I just want to find Eve. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”

      His eyes searched hers. “Willow, I don’t think you understand. The Order does not tolerate rule violations. We’re dictated by centuries-old tradition and those who don’t comply are seen as a threat. They’ll eliminate you.”

      Adrenalin fired through her system. “Kill me? Like you were going to at the beginning?”

      “I don’t make the rules. I’m just trying to help other Starborn. Protect them and their families from the likes of Noctem.”

      If only he didn’t sound so sincere, she shook her head, not wanting to hear anymore. “Listen to yourself. How is this place any better than the Noctem you’ve told me about? How is this place better than being free out in the ordinary world?”

      He compressed his lips, his expression grim. They stared at each other for a few moments, both of them worked up, both of their breathing ragged.

      “These rules are for the common good of all Starborn,” he said through gritted teeth. “History has taught us to be stringent.”

      “History has taught us freaking zealots use their kind of crazy to justify anything,” she countered. “Surely you must get tired of all these restrictions?”

      “And don’t you get tired of fighting everything?”

      When she didn’t answer, his expression turned serious. “Willow, please give The Order a chance.” He reached out and touched her shoulder, and even after all that had been said, she couldn’t bring herself to pull away. “There are reasons for our ways. Don’t fight the Council,” he said, his green eyes glowing with emotion.

      He was frightened for her. Concerned. Her heart raced and it wasn’t just from anger. She tried not to remember the glorious feel of his mouth against hers. The incredible sensation of being held tight up against his hard body. The feel of his arousal pushing up against her.

      He let his hand drop and stepped back. “We must go. Don’t come here again. There will always be guards and I might not be here to distract them.”

      Or me, thought Willow, looking down at the computers and feeling a pang of guilt that she’d so easily forgotten Eve and why she had come to the lab.

      They headed back to his quarters in uneasy silence. Although she was flustered, he appeared calm and in control. He didn’t ask again about Serena’s mind invasion and she wondered if he suspected what it had been. She wished she’d sensed the emotional charge between him and Serena, and then inwardly cursed herself for caring. Finding Eve should be her first priority, not worrying about Starborn love lives. And certainly not caring about an assassin who blindly followed orders. She should be running for her life, rather than following him back to his quarters with her body pulsing with anticipation.

      When they entered the apartment, she headed straight to the futon. Kicking off her boots, she hopped in and curled up on her side and stared at the wall. Unexpected emotion welled up inside her. Suddenly, she wanted to cry. For Eve and for herself. Clinging to an extra pillow, she took a few calming breaths. She tried to ignore the sound of his footsteps as he padded out of the bathroom barefoot. A switch clicked and the apartment went dark. She felt the embarrassing need to sniffle and quickly rubbed her face to dash away her tears and wipe her nose. She heard Lucas slip into his bed and wondered whether he was naked, and then castigated herself for being so shallow. She was obviously still suffering from the rescuing hero scenario. Research showed that if you met someone during a dangerous situation that you were more likely to fall in love because of elevated dopamine levels. Yes, that was it. She just needed more time to process tonight’s information and then surely she’d be over this escalating crush.

      Then an image of him with Serena popped into her head. She turned over trying to get comfortable and banish the image of his naked form. The visuals only intensified. His strong, muscular legs. His tight, hard ass. His bronzed back marred by horrific scars. Her chest tightened as she thought of the scars that had covered almost every inch of his skin, from his shoulders to his lower back. Cigarette burns, long lacerations and indeterminate injuries long ago healed. Serena could be mind-fucking her, but she didn’t think so. She couldn’t stop thinking about it. Couldn’t sleep. The pain he must have suffered. The agony.

      “Lucas?” she whispered into the darkness.

      “Yes?” His deep voice lacked any sleepiness and she knew he too must have been lying awake thinking.

      Of what, she wasn’t sure. But it was satisfying to know he couldn’t sleep either.

      “Serena showed me an image of you…without your clothes…” she trailed off, uncertain what to say.

      “And?” he said dryly.

      She was glad the dark hid the heat burning her cheeks. “Your back,” she pushed on. “There were scars...terrible scars.”

      Silence stretched through the room.

      “Are they real?”

      “Yes.”

      “They were from before The Order?”

      “Yes,” he said with a rawness to his voice that made her heart ache.

      “Tell me about it,” she whispered.

      “It was long ago. Another life.”

      “Please? Help me understand why you’ve chosen this life? Why you follow these orders? Why you choose to stay here?”

      All of a sudden, knowing his history seemed more important than finding answers about her future.
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      Lucas knew what Willow was asking of him. She wanted him to drop his shield—not his Mercurian one, but the impenetrable one he’d erected around his inner self. The one that kept him safe from making connections, from making a future. The one that had been crumbling ever since he’d met her. From the beginning he’d known she’d falsely believed him to be a knight in shining armor. Had known that she’d find out one day that it wasn't true. His chest tightened. He would never forget the look of betrayal she’d given him when Serena had divulged the kill order. He’d felt sick, which was ludicrous. It was part of his job. His duty. His life. But Willow Trilby turned everything upside.

      And now here she was offering an olive branch—trying to understand him, trying to give him a chance to explain.

      “Lucas?”

      He could shut her down, tell her to go to sleep. Or he could do something he’d long been avoiding—talk about his past.

      He took a deep breath, and in the dark, his story tumbled out.

      “When I was fifteen my family had a terrible car accident. My father was killed, and my younger brother, Danny, was injured badly…I didn’t get a scratch. Afterward my mother struggled to look after Danny and a teenager that went off the rails. I was a handful, acting out as teenagers do, but memories of the accident tormented me.”

      “That’s terrible…I’m so sorry.”

      Her compassion made it hard to continue. Even in the safety of the room’s darkness, he felt exposed, but he pushed on. “Flashbacks attacked my mind. I couldn’t escape from them no matter how much I tried. At first, I thought it was a reaction to the trauma. I’d been given a bunch of hospital handouts and had read about it.”

      “Post-traumatic stress disorder?” Willow wondered aloud.

      He allowed himself a small smile. “It might have been, Doctor Trilby, if it had been my memories I was recalling.” At the remembered pain, his smiled disappeared. “I had one recurring image—my father hitting the windscreen. It was from behind his seat, Danny’s view. It couldn’t have been my own, because I was driving. I had gotten my license the day before...” He broke off, trying to get his bearings, wanting to stop the fucking train of emotion taking him to a place he didn’t want to go.

      “No...” He heard her sit up and he hoped to God she stayed there. He couldn’t deal with the pity in her voice, let alone the possibility of her comforting touch.

      When she stayed on the futon, he continued his story. “For weeks and then months, I was plagued by other people’s memories. It was disorientating and I withdrew from family and any friends I had. I avoided people, hoping not to be assaulted by their memories. My mother was worried, but I couldn’t burden her with more worry…she struggled so much without my father.” He ran his hand along the cotton sheet of his bed, feeling the coarseness and trying to anchor himself to the now, rather than be pulled back into his past.

      “It must have been awful. So confusing.”

      He couldn’t reply. Couldn’t speak. Blood pounded in his ears. Why the hell was he telling her all this? Out of guilt? To gain her trust so she’d conform to The Order’s rules? Deep down though, he knew there was more. He wanted to unburden himself, needed the release of sharing with another.

      “Lucas?” she said softly. “Are you okay?”

      He concentrated on keeping his voice steady. “One day I woke up in my classroom to find my teacher and my classmates disorientated and frightened. I had passed out from the onslaught of their memories and had inadvertently wiped them. Wiped every memory they had ever had. Wiped who they had been, who they were…”

      “You didn’t do it on purpose. It was out of your control.” Her logic was faultless, but still, after more than a decade, it ate at his insides.

      He stared into the dark and remembered his classmates, his friends, his teacher—all innocent victims of his power.

      “What happened then?” she prompted.

      More innocent victims because of me.

      “It was a media circus. Medical staff poked and prodded me, trying to work out why I had been immune. They found nothing, and I told them nothing. But it didn’t matter.” He hated that his voice sounded bitter, that it was still so hard to talk about even after all these years.

      When he didn’t continue, Willow whispered, “It’s okay, take your time.”

      “A newspaper article signed my family’s death warrant.” He took a ragged breath. “Noctem saw the article and knew I was a Starborn coming into my powers. They hunted my family down and we were taken from our home at gunpoint. Danny was only twelve.” He gripped the sheet, fisted it, and tried to steady himself. Blood pounded in his ears. He blinked rapidly, thankful for the darkness.

      “Oh, Lucas…”

      He sensed her trying to reach out metaphysically. It was unpracticed and blunt in her attempt, but incredibly sweet. For a moment, he was tempted to let down his shield to accept her warmth, but he focused instead on getting the story out, wanting her to know it, wanting her to know him.

      “They wanted me to do things. Wipe the memories of others after crimes, retaliation memory wipes to rival gang leaders, mass wipes to bring on chaos and confusion so they could carry out illegal activities. At first I resisted…”

      “Is that how you got your scars on your back?”

      “I would have gladly taken more if it had kept my family from harm. But after their torture of me yielded little, they tortured them. My mother and my baby brother. Did things no one should do to another person. Knives, fire, water—they used anything that could inflict harm. All to control me. I soon stepped in line and did things I’m not proud of. Wiped people’s minds. Wiped their past. Wiped their identities. Wiped their futures.” His stomach curdled with the memories—the commuter train he’d eventually been pressured to derail, the one hundred and twenty people he’d killed as a result.

      “Anyone would have done the same,” she said gently.

      He wanted to stop talking. Stop remembering. But it flowed unchecked, like blood pouring from a slashed vein. “It was all for nothing. Even when I assimilated into Noctem, they continued to torture my little brother, rape my mother.”

      Her soft gasp echoed across the darkened room, but he continued, unable to stop. “You see, it was to traumatize me and make my power grow exponentially. And once my ability plateaued, they executed my family to further traumatize me and increase my power.”

      “Oh, Lucas, I can’t imagine what it must have been like for you.” The kindness in her voice nearly killed him and he took a steadying breath. “I ran away a few times, but they always found me. And then I gave up on running. It wasn’t until The Order found me separated from Noctem that I was given a chance. They recruited me. Freed me from those bastards.”

      The murderers of his mother and brother were long dead. Killed by him and other Starborn in the military team. The Order did not actively seek war with Noctem or other rogue groups, but they took opportunities when they arose. He’d taken his revenge when they had encountered the group during a collection order. Afterward, he hadn’t felt satisfied, only hollow. Empty. Now these old feelings were raw again. “There are much worse things out there than The Order of Orion, Willow. You must make yourself strong. Take the opportunity The Order is giving you. Grasp it with both hands so you never need to look back with regret.”

      He took a shuddering breath and waited for her response. Silence stretched.

      He looked to the futon and saw her silhouette—she sat up in the bed with her arms wrapped around herself. He pushed away an image of her holding him in those arms, of him seeking comfort. Fuck. He was losing his mind.

      Finally she spoke. “Then help me. Teach me how to become the strongest Mercurian I can. I don’t want to be powerless at the hands of other Starborn, like Noctem or like Serena.”

      He released a slow breath before answering. “Trust me, Serena’s games are child’s play.” Embarrassed at the wildness of his emotions and anxious that she might be able to sense them despite his shield, he shut the conversation down. “Enough of hearing my sob story. Let’s get some sleep. You have training in the morning.”

      Hours later, he woke up like a bear with a sore head. Sleep had been next to nonexistent and when he had slept, he’d been plagued with dreams of his family. After he made coffee, he walked over to a still sleeping Willow and tossed a neophyte gym outfit on to the futon. Against his better judgment he didn’t wake her straight away. She looked peaceful, without a care, as she snuggled a damn pillow. Sometime in the night she had undressed and now wore only her singlet and underwear. She had kicked off the covers and he tried not to look at her delightfully bare legs.

      He growled for her to wake up. When she didn’t wake up, he called out more loudly, “Willow.”

      She stirred and pushed a mess of long red hair off her face as she opened her eyes.

      He motioned to the gym outfit. “You’ve got five minutes before we head to the gym.”

      She stretched out her hands and yawned as she sat up. He turned quickly away from her and her pert breasts. When she walked into the kitchen a few minutes later, she slowed to appreciate the smell of the strong coffee. He nodded to the mug on the dining table.

      She sat and took a sip. “Thank you for telling me about your past last night” she said, with a tentative smile.

      He didn’t return her warmth, his mind warning him against the connection building between them. He’d never spoken of his past to anyone, and he needed to refocus or he would become ensnared in something he’d been trying to avoid for years. Watching her eat didn’t help. As she licked her lips appreciatively from breakfast, the touch and taste of her lips from last night’s kiss slammed into his mind.

      So much for refocusing.

      “Drink up. We need to get to the gym for physical training,” he said harshly.

      The fleeting look of hurt in her eyes told him it was for the best. Within a few minutes they were at the Sanctuary gym where the other neophytes and mentors waited. The neophytes underwent an hour long fitness assessment, and he wasn’t surprised when Willow nearly performed as well as the one time basketball star Gabriel. She was rotated onto the treadmill first, and he began to jog by her side. After thirty minutes, she showed little sign of exertion. Gym gear for the Starborn female recruits consisted of a red singlet top and Lycra shorts. She had pulled a face when she came out wearing them, but hadn’t complained. He had no complaints either, taking a sidelong glance at her as she powered along the treadmill. Sweat glistened on her skin, and she wore a look of absolute concentration.

      He scanned the room to see how the other neophytes fared. Gabriel was enjoying himself as he lifted weights under Lani’s supervision. The same couldn’t be said for Paige, who struggled with sit-ups despite Granger trying his best to encourage her. Isobel’s mentor, Juliette, instructed her in defensive martial arts, while Tyler tried a form of Starborn yoga. Each day this week the neophytes would spend a significant amount of time in the gym, rotating through each station. A deep connection between mind, body and spirit was necessary to achieve ascendancy, but it also helped Starborn to control their abilities. The Order expected peak physical condition from all its members including sleeper Starborn who chose to live in the outside world and hide their abilities.

      Willow neared the one hour mark and he ended their run for a break. They said little as they rehydrated and caught their breath. The next rotation for Willow was self-defense. He was unwilling to admit that he was eager to start. She was experienced in self-defense and there would likely be a lot of physical contact. He was going to need a hell of a lot of self-control to take Willow through the basic maneuvers like he would any neophyte. Within a few minutes he was again reminded that she wasn’t like any neophyte he’d encountered. They both heaved with exertion as she matched him, move for move, block for block, and strike for strike. She was quick and light on her feet, despite her height.

      “You’re good,” he admitted.

      “Surprised?”

      She took her best shot at his jaw. He sidestepped easily and she grumbled with frustration.

      He shook his head. “No, you’ve facilitated self-defense classes at the University of British Columbia for women and men.”

      “Ah, more intel from your stalking exploits.”

      He didn’t answer, but focused on blocking another strike of hers—it brushed his cheek by the barest of margins and he nodded at her look of determination.

      “Get him, Doc,” urged Granger, who had stopped what he was doing to watch them spar. “He needs a come down.”

      “Ignore him,” Lucas growled.

      On her next attack he turned sideways, grabbing her arm. She stumbled and he grabbed her from behind to pull her up against him. She struggled, but he held her in a firm grip.

      “Come on, Doc, you can get out of it. Don’t let him win,” said Granger.

      But Lucas wasn’t listening to Granger, his whole concentration centered on her delectable bottom squirming up against him as she tried to get out of his hold. The rest of the world fell away until Willow dropped her weight downward and elbowed him in the ribcage. He let go with a grunt. She rotated out of his hold and attacked him with her right knee. Clapping sounded from behind them and he motioned her to stop.

      “Good work,” he said, trying to catch his breath. “Now, let’s look at what to do if an attacker has you pinned down on the ground. Like any ordinary, Starborn are most vulnerable when sleeping, so you need to be skilled in how to get out of this position.” He gestured for her to lie on her back on the blue gym mat. Jesus Christ. How was he going to keep his mind out of the gutter? Control his body when she was so near? He questioned his motives and judgment for all of a few seconds before continuing. “I’m going to pin you down as though I’ve attacked you in your bedroom.”

      She looked up at him, the red gym T-shirt pulling tightly across her breasts and he knew he needed a bucket of ice poured over his head if he was going to be able to do this professionally. He’d helped out with defensive training in the Sanctuary for years, and never before had he been so distracted.

      Moving to his knees, he straddled her across the hips. Granger shouted out catcalls and suddenly he and Willow were the center of attention. Lucas frowned at Granger, but he’d started the maneuver—stopping now would only make it worse. Her eyes flashed brightly as she gazed up at him. Reluctantly, he put his hands gently around her throat, her skin warm and delicate. He swallowed hard. “Okay, go.”

      At first she tried to strike his throat, but he was easily able to move away and miss those hits. Gripping his wrists she then tried to pull him off her, but he easily resisted her efforts. Willow stopped struggling and panted from the exertion of trying to free herself. Suddenly, a smile curved across her face and then she moved against his groin. Lust shot through him. She moved her hips again, this time more suggestively. Biology took over and his mind went blank. She grabbed his right wrist and elbow, and then hooked her legs around his right leg. One minute he was on top, the next she had rolled him over and was smiling triumphantly. As she stared down at him, her blue eyes sparkled with delight.

      He didn’t want to take the moment from her, but he reminded himself it was his job to teach her how to be safe. He grabbed her shoulders and flipped her over his body. Pressing down against her chest, he pinned her to the mat, their faces mere inches apart. She cried out in frustration and struggled against him. After a few minutes of wriggling that would tempt a saint, she slumped back against the mat.

      Her energy spent, but her mood was far from docile. “Get. Off. Me.”

      He stood and held his hand down to her as a peace offering. Begrudgingly, she placed her hand in his and allowed herself to be pulled to her feet. Granger clapped with a knowing look and Lucas had the ever present urge to punch him. Instead, Lucas turned to Willow. “Use what you have, but don’t rely on it.”
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      “I don’t know if I can do this every day. Two hours of exercise…ugh,” said Paige. The mentors had left them to eat lunch in the dining hall, warning them that they had only fifteen minutes before the next round of training.

      “That’s why everyone looks so fit. They’re all goddamn gym bunnies,” grumbled Isobel.

      Gabriel smiled. “You guys will be okay.”

      Isobel rolled her eyes. “Yeah easy for you to say. We’re not all former basketball stars.” She was quiet for a moment before adding, “But as much as I hate exercise, I’m looking less forward to this afternoon.” Her brows creased in a worried frown as she nervously twisted her blue hair. “I haven’t been able to show them my ability yet. What if I can’t do it again?”

      The others gave her words of comfort and encouragement, but Willow remained silent. Although making others sick would be a terrible gift to have, Willow hoped Isobel could soon prove herself to be Starborn. For all their brothers in arms crap, The Order of Orion lunatics were decidedly medieval in their rules of ordinaries not knowing about their existence.

      “What do you think we’re doing this afternoon?” asked Tyler. “More magic tricks?”

      They all laughed nervously and began speculating. Privately, Willow wondered if she and Lucas would test emotions on each other and fervently hoped not. After last night there was intensity between them, a connection that wound her tight. It wasn’t just from their passionate kiss in the lab, although that had certainly been replaying in her mind. It was him sharing his past, stripping himself bare. Although he refused to acknowledge last night’s conversation, her heart ached for him. But she was also wary—she’d lurched from one disaster to another in romantic relationships. As a psychologist she knew she had plenty of emotional baggage; an alcoholic mother, absentee father, an abusive stepfather, and the welfare system. It all contributed to the fortress she kept around her heart. Childhood guilt about Eve was a self-imposed barrier too. Until she found her sister and put things right, she couldn’t think of opening up, couldn’t think of her own happiness.

      Not that happiness was the main feeling she experienced around Lucas. It was raw lust. Overpowering, leg-shaking lust. An enigma with dark, brooding looks, he was exactly what she didn’t need. Too bad her body disagreed every time he touched her. Never before had she felt such a temptation to give herself over to physical desire. She didn’t need to add emotional footsie to the list of things to worry about.

      Isobel nodded toward the entrance of the dining hall. “Look out, here come our mentors.”

      They were separated into their houses of ability for the afternoon training session. Willow and Lucas met with another group of Starborn in a room even more richly decorated than the library. Thick beige carpet lined the floor, and rich fabrics of red, orange and brown decorated the room. It was a shock to the senses after the Sanctuary’s endless white. A woman and man sitting on two comfortable sofas rose to greet them with warm smiles.

      “Willow, this is Jamie and Niesha,” said Lucas. “They’ve volunteered to help with your training. Jamie belongs to the Marsa house, while Niesha is with Luna. They can’t block your emotional telepathy because their abilities are on different metaphysical planes.”

      “This is going to be fun. We’ve never had an emotional telepath here before,” said Niesha, her brown eyes shining. Young and pretty, her black hair was braided in elaborate cornrows. “Usually we help out with mental telepaths and do games of mind reading. But they can’t make us feel and do things.”

      Jamie, who looked like a skater, even wearing the regulation black uniform, chimed in excitedly, “Yeah, we heard all about Kiara’s freak-out in your audit and Granger’s cry baby performance. Sounds cool.” Like Niesha, he seemed happy and confident, giving Willow some measure of comfort and hope for her Queensgate friends.

      The next few hours were spent in uncomfortable intimacy as Lucas relentlessly put Willow through her paces. With Niesha and Jamie’s permission, he searched through their memories associated with powerful emotions. He replayed the memories in their minds as though they were experiencing it in the present. A screen was used to separate Willow from them so she couldn’t use their body language to help detect their emotions. Positive emotions were easy, but as Niesha and Jamie began to experience more destructive ones, Willow instinctively shut down.

      After she failed a few times to connect to their auras, Lucas knelt beside her and rested his hand above her heart. “You must trust in yourself. When you probe another’s aura you must give yourself over, allow yourself to be open. It is the curse of being Mercuria Starborn—activating our ability requires sacrifice on our behalf.”

      Her heart beat wildly at his touch and his words. After that, she tried harder, and did better.

      But when she detected raw terror in Niesha, Willow stopped. “This is crazy! Why are you doing this?” she called out.

      Niesha was silent for a few moments and Willow sensed her aura slowly change from fear to calm. The screen was thrust aside and Niesha gave a broad smile. “We must help each other. It’s the only way we can live as Starborn. If we didn’t help each other, we’d be alone and lost.” Niesha glanced at Lucas who wrote notes on a clipboard. “Lucas showed us that when Jamie and I were just kids.”

      Willow stilled. “You knew Lucas when you were a child?”

      “Yeah, I arrived here when I was thirteen. Lucas always helps out in the teen wing of the Sanctuary when he’s not out on missions. He taught me self-defense. Jamie too.” She dropped her voice to an excited whisper. “He hasn’t mentored a neophyte for years. It’s exciting.”

      “I’m pretty sure he’s being made to do it,” said Willow wryly.

      “But I’ve never seen him so...animated...and so intense,” said Niesha, giving her a conspiratorial wink.

      Willow glanced at Lucas. He gave no indication that he was listening; his expression impassive as he finished taking notes of their experiments.

      Heat spread across her cheeks.

      Niesha gave a knowing smile before embracing Willow in a hug. “That was fun, Willow. See you tomorrow.” Jamie and Niesha waved goodbye and left her alone with Lucas.

      “They seem like lovely kids,” she said awkwardly.

      He didn’t look up. “Yes.”

      “And happy.”

      “Yes.”

      He was back to his less chatty self now they no longer had an audience, and she wondered if it had to do with last night. A few times today she had tried to sneak a look at his aura, but his shield was always held tightly in place.

      “When do you and I go at it?” she asked, and then wanted to kick herself at his surprised look.

      An image of their mind-blowing kiss popped into her brain. “Er, I mean when do I test out my emotions on you? Today was pretty easy. Don’t you want to push me so I can do this ascension thing?”

      His beautiful green eyes narrowed. “All in good time. This week we work with Starborn from the other houses to build your skill and consistency.”

      “But I want to be able to block other Mercurians.” Frustration dug at her. “I don’t want them messing with my mind.”

      His expression softened slightly. “Next week we’ll train with Mercurians. You may want to run before you can walk, but it is best to do as previous generations have done before us.”

      “Did you follow your mentor so meekly?” she asked, putting her hands on her hips.

      “No.”

      She resisted pulling a face as they left the training room.

      The next few days of the induction process were emotionally and physically grueling. To motivate herself she thought of Eve, thought of the end goal of finding her. Lucas telling her that the research team had still found nothing didn’t stop her hoping. Didn’t stop her dreaming. Didn’t stop her trying. Each day she pushed herself to learn more, to grow stronger. And each night she collapsed into bed exhausted and fell asleep within minutes.

      At first she had little energy to worry about the ongoing tension humming between her and Lucas. But as the days passed, she tried to peek at his aura when he was preoccupied or busy, hoping to get a clue about his feelings. She got nothing. He was supportive and encouraging of her training efforts, but always kept himself closed and distant. So instead she focused on adapting to the strict training regime. Free to use her ability, encouraged even, to test its limits, she experienced a sense of freedom and acceptance she had never felt before. Niesha and Jamie encouraged and applauded her efforts as she continued to use them as test subjects. When they finished their last exercise and it was time for them to return to their usual duties, Willow was genuinely sad to say goodbye.

      The other neophytes made progress of varying degrees. All were coached in mindfulness breathing to reduce their fear of their ability, and instead embrace it. Willow enjoyed hearing their triumphs and failures each evening in the dining hall. Gabriel learned to consistently move inanimate things at will, and one night at dinner had delighted in moving the salt and pepper shakers to everyone’s amusement. Willow had thought it hilarious and surreal. Even other Starborn had smiled indulgently at their table. Tyler, a Jupita Starborn, had been able to manipulate wind with amazing results. But perhaps the most satisfying was Paige. She had battled her fear and was now able to start tiny flames at will, though she was still yet to extinguish them. Isobel was finally able to demonstrate her ability but her mood deteriorated rather than improved as training progressed. Her mentor had taught her to kill a moth mid-flight, but she had been unable to heal it and make it fly again and this tormented the blue-haired goth. Willow had tried to offer her as much support as she could at the end of each day, but Isobel withdrew as she battled with her own feelings about her ability.

      On the seventh day of induction, Willow felt nervous. Lucas had brought her to the opulent training room to begin her training with Mercurians. Now, as she waited on a plush sofa she tried to appear relaxed and confident. Her smile slipped when Serena walked through the door. A man in his mid-twenties with scruffy brown hair followed closely behind.

      Lucas, who had been standing to the side, stepped forward and greeted them with handshakes.

      “Lucas, you know Tristan,” said Serena.

      Lucas acknowledged the younger male. “Tristan. This is Willow.”

      When she shook Tristan’s offered hand, she was met with a feeling of warmth and openness and realized with a start his emotional aura wasn’t blocked from her.

      His kind eyes twinkled when she showed her surprise. “Pleased to meet you, Willow.”

      Serena gestured to the young man. “Tristan has recently finished his one year internship with The Order. He’s chosen to stay in the Sanctuary for the time being and help where needed.”

      Serena was matter of fact in her manner and Willow couldn’t detect any hostility from her about the lab incident. Still, Willow couldn’t help but be on guard. Serena motioned for her and Tristan to sit on one sofa, while she sat on the other and waited for Lucas to join her. Willow smiled broadly at Tristan all the while looking out of the corner of her eye to watch Lucas take a seat next to Serena. She told herself to pay attention to what Tristan was saying, but instead her entire attention focused on Serena shuffling a little across the sofa to sit next to Lucas, thigh to thigh. And then Willow was paying attention to how Lucas wasn’t shuffling away. A curl of jealously formed in the pit of her stomach and her smile grew broader. She nodded to Tristan agreeing to something she had no idea about.

      Serena interrupted her scattered thoughts. “Willow, each day for the next seven days you’ll practice using your ability, but also your shield. Your shield will help give you privacy around other Mercurian Starborn as well as protect you from those who would wish you harm.”

      “So you won’t be able to mindfuck me again, you mean?” said Willow, ignoring Tristan’s guffaws.

      “Ah, so spirited! And yes. A strong defensive shield will protect you from the incursions of other Mercurians.”

      Willow heard her words, but she couldn’t see Serena or the room. Instead she stood alone in a vast desert of dark yellow sand. Wind howled and whipped around her, blowing the sand sharply into her face. Willow covered her nose and mouth with one hand while she used the other to protect her eyes. Her heart beat frantically as the air thickened with the approach of a sandstorm. “No!” she mouthed to the howling wind and coughed as she inhaled the tiny granules. She shook her head, knowing it wasn’t real, but compelled to respond to the imagined threat.

      Suddenly the storm dissipated and Serena and the others appeared back in the room. Willow’s throat felt dry and she accepted the water Serena offered her. She drank it thirstily and tried to regain her mental composure. She looked at Serena directly in the eyes. “Fuck you.”

      “Willow,” Lucas admonished. “Serena’s only trying to demonstrate to you the power of Mercurian abilities.”

      “Yeah, well, someone should change the orientation manual. I’m pretty sure she could be showing me something more pleasant than what she’s been giving me.”

      And then Willow was pulled under again into another vision of Serena’s. This time she stood facing a bed, and in that bed lay a large naked male partially covered by white cotton sheets. No! Again Willow tried to call out but it made no difference. She could see his short dark hair, his tanned broad shoulders. He moved and the sheet slid down to expose the length of his back. Seeing the scars again, after knowing why they were inflicted made them somehow worse, if that was possible. He moved again, this time to roll over. Lucas lifted his arm and covered his eyes as though he was trying to block out something from his dreams. His muscles bunched and then smoothed out again and Willow couldn’t help but take her fill of his hard-bodied physique.

      At the periphery of her mind, she knew Serena was messing with her, but she was powerless to stop her body from becoming aroused at his nakedness in body but also in spirit; his true self exposed during sleep was mesmerizing.

      “How was that Willow? Any better?” Willow saw Serena’s amused expression as the real world came into focus.

      “Yes, thank you, Serena. Much better,” ground out Willow, unwilling to go another round.

      The rest of the afternoon was more rewarding. Serena taught her about the different Mercurian abilities and their corresponding psychic grid patterns. She had shown Willow how to better sense telepathic wavetones and how to detect cracks in the shields Mercurian Starborn put up to protect their thoughts and emotions.

      Tristan and Serena allowed her to breach their defenses. First with wide open access and then with tiny cracks that required her to furrow down. Tristan’s emotions were all positive—she experienced his joy, his contentment, and even his excitement.

      All Serena’s emotions focused on lust. Lust toward one man. Her fierce desire radiated hot and pulsing toward Lucas. He sat, seemingly unaware of the byplay occurring between the two women, and focused only on Willow—coaching her on how to penetrate their shields. When the Mercurians put up their shields at full capacity, Willow had some luck with breaching Tristan, but Serena was in another league. Serena manipulated and challenged her relentlessly throughout the session, and Willow felt like a puppet with little control.

      Later, sitting with a beer cradled in her hands, Willow sat with Lucas in the living room of his quarters. Rather than crashing into bed like she had done the previous few days, she’d felt strangely energized and had been reluctant to turn in straight away. Lucas had suggested a drink and she readily agreed.

      During the training session, Willow had noticed Serena’s gaze snaking toward Lucas at every spare moment. Although it annoyed her, she understood Serena’s attraction to Lucas. Everything about him screamed hot masculine sexuality. Now back in his quarters, she stole a quick glance at him sitting across the dining table. Her breath caught as she took in his broad shoulders accentuated by his regulation black T-shirt.

      Irrationally, she hated the thought that Serena may have run her hands across his body, may have touched his scars…touched his heart.

      “When did you and Serena date?” she asked, using her best casual voice.

      He jumped in his seat. “What?”

      “You and Serena?” Willow looked over at him under her lashes, embarrassed to have asked the question, but needing to know the answer.

      “When I was her mentor.”

      “She’s the only neophyte you’ve ever mentored?”

      “Yes. We were in our mid-twenties. She came into her ability late and I had been with the military team for a number of years.” When Willow didn’t say anything, he added in a soft voice. “It was expected.”

      “What do you mean expected?” Annoyingly, her voice sounded too much like she cared.

      He hesitated, rubbing his eyes, and then leaning back against the kitchen chair. His voice was gruff as he explained, “Expected. Arranged. The Council prefers Starborn to remain in sanctuaries and find mates within The Order. There are only a few of us. Perhaps eight thousand in the world. The induction and initiation process provides heightened emotions, which some see as an optimal scenario for creating strong bonds between Starborn of the same house.”

      His green eyes were intense as he looked across the table at her. “It’s why I’ve avoided mentoring. I’ve no time for Council manipulations into people’s personal lives.”

      “Oh, okay then.”

      The air was suddenly heavy with tension. When he held her gaze, her heart pounded.

      “I’ll choose my own mate.” The huskiness in his voice sent shivers down her spine.

      He looked away and Willow was released from his sensual spell. She rushed off to bed and spent the next few hours, and then days, telling herself that she too had no time for Council manipulations or Starborn mating. That he was simply her ticket to increasing her power and finding her sister. Deep down though, she knew she was fooling herself.
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      On the thirteenth day of their induction, Willow and the others were given a choice. The first real choice they’d been given since their arrival.

      They were seated in the library and Serena spoke of the Starborn initiation ritual. “For over five hundred years, initiation into The Order of Orion was completed the same way. However, recently some Elders have campaigned for a softer, kinder rite of passage.”

      Willow didn’t need to breach Serena’s shield to know she didn’t favor the new way. Serena’s face showed pure contempt as she walked around the neophyte group. “As a neophyte, you’re in the infancy of your ability. Despite your training over the past two weeks, you remain weak and inconsistent. This is as it should be. The stars have given us a gift but it’s one that must be nurtured, cultivated. Every seven years, energy bursts occur from the direction of the Orion Nebula. If a fetus in that area also experiences trauma at the same time, this causes the predisposition of metaphysical ability. Trauma also triggered the onset of your Starborn ability.” Serena paused at the head of the table and spoke in a low, serious voice. “And trauma will make it stronger. The initiation rite can bring you more power than you can imagine.”

      “Trauma will make us stronger?” Gabriel stared at Serena in disbelief. “You’re going to torture us?”

      “What the fuck?” Isobel’s hands curled into fists. “What are you going to do to us?”

      Serena held up her hands. “Hear me out.”

      Willow tried to catch Lucas’ attention. He stood a little separated from the other mentors at the back of the room and stared straight ahead, not catching her glance, or perhaps refusing it. Granger, on the other hand, smiled and gave her a wink when their eyes met.

      “We won’t torture you,” said Serena. “But the initiation rite will be traumatic to your bodies and your minds. It will push you to ascend to your highest ability. It is what all of us here in the Sanctuary have done.”

      “Just tell us what’s involved,” Willow said, frustrated with the buildup Serena was providing.

      Serena’s eyes narrowed. “Each of you will be placed in a room we call the cube. Your cube will be sized according to your height, high enough only for you to stand. You’ll not be given food or water. Your body will eventually go into a state of shock, which will allow you to access your true metaphysical self.”

      The room fell dead quiet.

      After a few moments, Gabriel leaned forward. “How long? How long do we have to go without food and water?”

      “It will be your choice. The ancient way is three days of fasting.” Serena glanced at the mentors. “The new way is two.”

      “Two days without water or food is supposed to be the easy way?” asked Isobel.

      Serena snarled. “Yes! But since its introduction a few years ago, it has rarely brought the power three days can bring to a Starborn.”

      Willow thought of the books and articles she had read about spiritual fasting as a way for shamans to reach a transcendent self. Various other religions also used fasting as a means of purification. Even Christianity. To put oneself through this cube sounded barbaric, but even more frightening to Willow was that she wasn’t ruling it out. She wanted to be strong enough to find Eve. And not to be at the mercy of other Starborn like Serena. She thought of the frustration of feeling abnormal in the ordinary world and she knew she didn’t want to be abnormal in the Starborn world either.

      “I’ll do the traditional way,” she said, looking over at Lucas. He crossed his arms casually, but Willow could see his jaw was clenched tight. He wasn’t immune to the process then.

      “Willow, no!” cried Paige.

      At the same time, Gabriel spoke, “Me too, I want to follow the ancient tradition.”

      All the neophytes stared at each other and began talking at once.

      Serena smiled. “Make your decision quickly. You have only a few minutes before you leave for level seven and your cube.”

      The room erupted into chaotic chatter as the neophytes cried out in fear and surprise. Emotion charged the room threatening to overwhelm Willow. She tried to pull up her shield but the feelings swirling around the room were too powerful.

      “Please, give us more time,” she asked. To give them only a few minutes to decide on the degree of suffering to endure was beyond cruel.

      “It is our way,” said Serena, her expression calm. “Too much time to think about it leads to a prolonged stress reaction which can lower your strength for the cube.”

      “Are you serious?” shouted Isobel as she jumped to her feet, her bright blue hair swishing angrily against her red neophyte singlet. “You can’t expect us to make this decision so quickly.”

      Serena answered, her voice heavy with mockery, “Your fearless doctor did. And this is despite her fear of small, enclosed spaces.”

      Paige raised her tiny voice. “Willow, what do you think I should do? Three days sounds too long. I don’t think I can be brave like you.” Her wide brown eyes implored Willow to help.

      One of the basic rules of therapy was to only support a patient in making decisions, never tell them what to do, even if they asked for your opinion. As she gazed into Paige’s frightened eyes and felt the sheer terror projected from her tiny form, Willow found herself breaking that cardinal rule. “It’s okay, Paige. You don’t have to do the three days.” She reached over and grabbed Paige’s hand across the table. “You don’t need to do three days if you don’t want to. You don’t need to do what I’m doing.”

      Paige reluctantly nodded, her grip on Willow’s hand tightening.

      Serena asked the others for their decision. “Isobel? Tyler?”

      Isobel chose the three days, while Tyler decided on two.

      “Very well, you’ve made your choices. A celestial ceremony will be held after the initiation rituals have all been completed. If the stars shine upon you as hoped, you’ll ascend fully to your ability and will become one of us. At this ceremony you’ll be required to demonstrate your ability in front of our Starborn brothers and sisters and then a celebration will be held in your honor.”

      Serena gestured to the mentors who were watching them. “Your mentors will escort you to your cubes. They will be permitted one visit during your fast to help support your attempts at ascension.”

      So, there were no guarantees. She wondered what would happen if someone’s ability didn’t ascend. Serena and the mentors led them through the corridors until they reached the elevator. Crowding in, they silently traveled down to the lowest level in the Sanctuary. Fear swirled within the small space and filled every pore of her body—the neophytes were terrified. She couldn’t block their emotions, couldn’t shield herself. The elevator doors slid open and white greeted them like old friends. Gabriel was the first to be escorted away down the corridor.

      “Gabriel!” cried Paige as she tried to follow.

      “No, not yet.” Gabriel tried to break free from his mentor.

      He was quickly overpowered and they lost sight of him as he was forced into an open doorway. The rest of neophytes rushed forward but were held back by Serena and the other mentors.

      Willow held onto a trembling Paige. “This is ridiculous. Can’t we have a few minutes to say goodbye?”

      “No,” said Serena. “It’s time.” She motioned to the mentors. “Take them to their cubes.”

      Willow’s heart pounded with the fear—the fear of the other neophytes mixing with her own. The group reluctantly separated and Willow followed Lucas to her cube—her would-be prison for three long days. She entered the tiny room and emptiness closed around Willow. There were no windows and no furniture. Just an empty white space.

      Her head grazed the ceiling and when she stretched out her arms she nearly touched both walls. Pure terror pounded through Willow’s system. Despite its small size, it was like stepping into a never ending void. Lucas stood at the door, blocking her only exit. She wanted to call out that there must be some mistake, to ask him not to leave, or to take her away—anything but spend three days in this tiny room. But instead, she tried to be strong.

      “See you later,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion.

      His green eyes stared into hers for what seemed like an eternity before he slowly lifted his hand and gently cupped her cheek. “I’ll be waiting for you.” He rubbed his thumb against her skin and she leaned into it.

      And then he was gone. The door clicked shut and panic welled up again. Pacing around the tiny room, she ran her palm over the walls. Cold and smooth to touch, she guessed she should be glad there were no fingernail scratches marking the surface because it felt a lot like a coffin. A square shaped white coffin. She searched the room for cameras, finding nothing to indicate a video or security system. There weren’t any mirrors like in the audit room, only blank white walls. After what she imagined to be an hour, she sat in a corner opposite the door, letting her body lean back against the cold wall. Silence pressed in against her and she tried to slow her breathing to calm herself, with only marginal results. It was not like she’d expected it to be easy, but now faced with the reality of three days in this type of isolation, she worried it was beyond what she could bear. Worried it was beyond what the others could tolerate in their cubes. Especially for Isobel, who had spent a significant amount of time in the much hated isolation room at Queensgate for disruptive and aggressive behavior. Willow had been surprised when Isobel chose the traditional initiation over the modern one. The lure of developing greater power of one’s ability had driven Willow to her choice and she guessed it was the same for Isobel, as well as Gabriel.

      Over the next few hours she thought of her new friends and her time spent at Queensgate. She’d only been there for a short time but it had been a wonderful job, the perfect mix of clinical therapy and research. Now she imagined her career was over. Would she be able to return to a professional job after all this? After the death of Mark at the hospital and the staff that had been killed? What did the authorities think had happened to her and the others? Her heart contracted painfully and she looped her arms around her knees to hug herself. The bright red of her pants suddenly reminding her of Mark’s blood. What little grip she had on her control evaporated.

      Jumping up she banged on the door. “Lucas? How is everyone going? Serena? Granger? Someone tell me how everyone is doing, please.”

      And so began her intermittent assault on the door. Every hour or so, she would stand and go over to the door, call out and then hammer on the door. Her fists and throat soon hurt. She knew it was a useless exercise, but fear drove her, not logic. Finally, she slumped against the corner again, the heavy silence was broken only by her labored breathing.

      Hours later, when her stomach growled with hunger, she guessed it was dinner time. Another body signal was also plaguing her. The need to pee. It had been building for the last hour, and now the pain in her bladder was unbearable. Surely they couldn’t expect her to relieve herself in the cube? She hung her head in pure mortification as she thought of how she was going to manage. Debasement hadn’t been discussed when Serena had explained their initiation.

      She stood and again banged on the door. Thumped it hard with the flat of her palms, over and over again. “Hey,” she shouted, her voice dry and hoarse. “Hey, you Starborn fuckers, I need to pee! Let me out of here.”

      Immediately a click sounded near her feet. A panel near the base of the door had opened. She swore again as a bedpan was thrust near her feet. Quickly she dropped to the floor to try and look out the mailbox size opening, but the panel slammed shut with a snap. Running her fingers over it, she tried to open it but it refused to budge. She turned to look at the silver bedpan that sat a few inches from her nose. The urge to pee soon overtook her embarrassment. Degradation filled her as she looked at the yellow liquid in the shiny bowl and smelt its pungent odor. She banged on the mailbox opening, simultaneously wanting to get rid of it, but not wanting another to witness her embarrassment. The panel slid open and she slid the bedpan back through, too mortified to yell or say anything. Hoping to God it wasn’t Lucas. She groaned aloud at the humiliation. She tried to reassure herself that other Starborn must have gone through the same process, but rather than give her comfort, she railed at The Order’s ridiculous codes and practices. Even though the harsh fluorescents didn’t change in the light they offered, eventually her body told her it was time for sleep. The hard floor made for an uncomfortable bed, and she tossed and turned before drifting off. Her dreams were full of memories of Queensgate, the Sanctuary and the gentle touch Lucas had offered to her cheek.
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      For the last twenty-four hours Lucas had been in hell. Hearing Willow’s animalistic cries had disturbed him much more than he’d expected. He was considering doing things he shouldn’t. Like calling out to her and reassuring her everything would be okay. Like accessing her memories, plunging in without her consent, and implanting memories in her mind to help her cope as though she was a simple ordinary to be manipulated. He leaned against the corridor wall and rested his forehead. He’d sent the guard away with Willow’s bedpan and told him not to return. He would be the one to guard her.

      “Well, well, what have we here?” He stiffened at Serena’s smooth, silky voice and slowly turned around.

      Serena was the last person he wanted around, especially with how he was feeling. “Go play your games with someone else.”

      “And what would be the fun in that?” When he didn’t answer, she added, “How’s she doing?”

      He clenched his fists, trying to sound neutral. “As expected.”

      Serena stepped in close and tapped his chest. “Did you wait around my door when I was in the cube?” She used a playful tone, but it was edged with seriousness.

      “No.” He hadn’t and that was part of the trouble, part of the reason he felt so off-kilter. Willow affected him like no other.

      Serena nodded a few times, her lips pressed tightly together. “I thought as much. Thanks for your honesty, Lucas. It’s always been one of your charms.” She gave a self-deprecating smile and walked off down the corridor. Her petite frame so different from Willow’s tall, athletic build.

      Serena had been a mess when she was brought to the Sanctuary. A strung out junkie, who on arrival had needed two weeks in detox at the Sanctuary medical center. He’d only been twenty-three. The same age as her, but he’d been with The Order for six years. The Council had assigned him to mentor Serena as a test of his suitability and perhaps a love match. He’d failed miserably at both. To most, Serena had appeared tough and full of bravado during the induction process, but she’d reminded him of himself when he’d arrived as an angry and traumatized teen. Her hidden vulnerability had drawn him in and after her initiation, they’d become lovers for a short time. Their affair, hot and intense at first, quickly fractured by tensions that grew between them—her insistence he keep his shield down with her at all times, her rise in power in The Order’s ranks, and his reluctance to follow in her footsteps, preferring a nondescript military role. She had been angry and hurt when he’d ended it. The break up had been awkward and he could have handled it with more finesse, but he’d been young. Eight years had passed, but she still occasionally liked to tease him about his nonexistent love life. The arrival of Willow though, seemed to have antagonized her.

      He knew how she felt. The arrival of Willow into his world had left him feeling antagonized, aroused, disorientated.

      And now he stood here, unable to leave, unwilling to be more than a few feet from her side.
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      Willow woke with a dry throat. She blinked against the harsh light and stretched her aching muscles. Had she made it through the first twenty-four hour mark? They certainly hadn’t been her finest hours. If her body was to survive, if her mind was to survive, and maybe even her soul, she needed to approach the next seventy-two hours differently. More rationally. She was a psychologist for God’s sake. Surely getting shoved in an isolation chamber, and starved until she reached some sort of nirvana, was the time her professional skills should come in handy.

      She took a deep breath and focused.

      Firstly, her body. She needed to start some sort of stretching regimen to prevent the cramps that would inevitably come if she remained immobile.

      Next, her mind. She needed to keep it occupied.

      And lastly, her soul. She had no idea. A little voice in her head whispered Lucas, but she shoved it away.

      She would start with her physical condition. Coward, the little voice whispered.

      Her usual defense class warm up; stretches, sit-ups, push-ups, and squats were all doable in here. In her mind, she mapped out a possible routine. But as she thought of filling the hours, the minutes and the seconds, she had an overwhelming urge to cry. The next forty-eight hours stretched like infinity. She allowed herself to feel the fear rather than reject it. Slowly, she took a few deep breaths and forced herself to stand. Fearful of pushing her body too far without food or water, she spent the next hour putting her body through gentle stretches and other light exercises. Afterward she lay down and rested, and looking up into the harsh fluorescents, concentrated on staying in the moment.

      Time slowed down to one heartbeat at a time.

      She searched her mind for something to concentrate on. Something logical.

      “Delusional disorder. A psychotic disorder involving non-bizarre delusions of thinking, such as being poisoned, stalked, being loved or deceived,” she said out loud. Her voice sounding unnatural in the cube. “Symptoms must occur for more than a month and not be due to drugs, another disorder, or medical illness. Erotomanic type. Jealous type. Persecutory type. Somatic type. Mixed type. Unspecified type.”

      Willow continued to list through the criteria of various psychological disorders according to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders. It had taken so many years to learn and now it was strangely comforting to recite in a logical and precise manner. She skipped over claustrophobia and panic attacks. No need to freak herself out completely.

      By the time Willow thought it was her second evening in the cube, she was dizzy from hunger and thirst. She lay on the ground on her side, and tapped the floor absently with her fingers. It hurt to swallow, and despite her attempts not to think about eating, she obsessed about memories of food. Her brain fixated on her favorite Thai curry. Memories of its taste and the heat of the spices made her salivate, but it only provided a brief relief. Much later, she dozed in and out of sleep. Memories of her childhood, of people she had known, of her patients, flitted through her consciousness.

      Memories of Lucas. Lucas carrying her from the hospital. Lucas’ hard body and strong arms. Lucas kissing her in the research lab. Lucas baring his soul as he shared his past. When she next woke, her brain refused to recite her diagnostic criteria, the details just out of her reach in her fog-affected mind. She dragged herself to stand and only managed a few gentle stretches before collapsing to the floor. The silence was oppressive and the walls closed in around her. Threatened to suffocate her. She struggled to hold onto her precious control.

      Songs. She could sing songs. Or at least hum them. She methodically went through her favorite playlist, singing or humming, and felt marginally better. Her favorite song was by David Bowie. In a quiet voice and then louder she sang ‘Ground Control to Major Tom’. The irony of the lyrics threatened to push her into hysteria. She sang them over and over again and wondered if she had finally lost her sanity.

      On what she hoped was the second day, her body was weak, her arms and legs heavy and uncooperative. She lay on her side, the hard floor biting into her bones. Her eyes followed a speck of dust that tumbled and spun as her breath caught it. A minuscule bit of nothingness, just like her. Fragments of memories circled in her mind; starting school, her favorite pair of jeans, the boy who’d bullied her at school, graduating university. And then her mind locked onto her first push bike; a beat-up, old, pink one from a family down the street. How she had loved ‘pinkie’, not caring about the rust and peeling paint. Pinkie had been her means of escape from the rage of her stepfather and the endless heartache of a junkie mother. As much as she tried to resist, her mind fixated on the image of herself arriving home from school to find pinkie smashed beyond repair, the pedals bent, and the tires crushed. Stan, her stepfather, had reversed over it with his truck—supposedly an accident, but she’d been certain she had left it in the garage as usual. Stan ridiculed her tears, and the crushing sadness of a childhood loss was overtaken by rage. She went at him like she was driven by the devil, her arms and legs flaying as she tried to hit and kick him. The pent-up misery of her little life overflowing unchecked.

      She smiled weakly as she remembered his surprise as the ‘good twin’ had unleashed her fury on him. But the victory had been brief. He’d beaten her black and blue. Lying in the cube with her emotional control in tatters, the memories left her feeling brutally exposed. Slowly, she sat up, the effort so painful it distracted her from the rawness of her emotional wounds. She wrapped her arms around her legs and rocked herself, gently at first, but then more strongly. The rhythm giving her only brief comfort before she fell back against the wall, exhausted and defenseless. The last of her emotional walls crashed down and she cried. Cried at the helplessness that tormented her now and the helplessness she’d experienced as a child. Despite her loud sobs, no tears fell. She knew she was dehydrated, but it also felt like her body was so drained of emotion that she had no tears to give. Could she take another twenty-four hours without food or water?

      Her thoughts, scattered and full of disturbing images, kept returning to her childhood. As though caught on an endless loop, she replayed her last day with Eve. They had been twelve years old and were braiding each other’s hair when a knock sounded at the door. Their stepfather was at work and their mother was in an alcoholic stupor in front of the television as per her typical afternoon routine. Willow rushed to the door hoping to get there before her mother attempted to answer it. It wasn’t their neighbor to complain about the state of their yard or one of the many debt collectors. This time it was a woman who identified herself as a social worker, and with her stood two police officers. Fear thundered inside Willow as she looked at them standing in her doorway. A tiny spark of hope was there too. She knew instinctively they were there because of what she had said yesterday at school. About what was happening to her sister. The late night visits by their stepfather to Eve’s room, the interrupted showers and the revolting affection. At twelve years of age, she knew enough to realize he was doing things he shouldn’t. Terrible things. Once she had pleaded with her mother to make him stop, but she had viciously slapped Willow for lying. Her mother’s beatings were only minor, like butterfly wings compared to Stan’s beatings. But it was Eve who had borne the brunt of his rage, of his violation.

      The officers had interviewed Willow and Eve separately in the kitchen. Willow still remembered her embarrassment as the case worker had glanced around their shabby home. Her mother had yelled obscenities as she and Eve were taken away in a police car. They had waited for hours at the police station, huddled together in a waiting area before they were then separated and interviewed in different rooms. In a child’s mind the interview had taken forever, but Willow guessed now it had only been an hour. An hour to spill all the dirty family secrets. An hour of abject shame. She remembered how she had also tried to defend her mother’s actions—she was ill, needed help. Willow moaned as she replayed what happened next.

      A commotion sounded from the waiting area in the station. When there were shouts and then screams, her interviewer got up to investigate, leaving the door slightly ajar.

      Willow crept to the door and spied out into the open area.

      Eve was surrounded by social workers and police, and yelled as only a child could, high-pitched and angry. The grown-ups yelled back at her. And yelled at each other.

      Angry tears streamed down Eve’s face as she resisted a police officer trying to calm her by yelling at her. As though she sensed Willow watching, Eve quietened and turned to look at her.

      The adults surrounding Eve immediately stopped talking.

      With desperate eyes, Eve mouthed to her “They’re going to separate us.” Misery etched her face.

      Willow noticed a few police officers visibly stagger. Their expressions distraught and wretched looking, just like her twin. As though, Eve’s emotions were infecting those who surrounded her.

      One female officer, a pretty woman in her late twenties with her hair neatly set in a bun, slowly reached down to the holster of her gun. She flicked off the cover and grasped the handle of her weapon for a few moments. Willow still remembered the police officer’s face, her look of misery and fear. When others in the room saw her draw her weapon, they shouted for her to stop. A male officer yelled at her to holster her weapon, while another officer started crying.

      All the while Eve stood in the middle. A little girl lost in a crowd of angry and emotional adults.

      The sound of the gun made Willow jump.

      As did the vision of the female officer’s blood as it spilled from the self-inflicted gunshot wound. Chaos unfolded. During the panic, a gray-haired male police officer noticed Willow standing in the doorway, her eyes transfixed on the terrible scene before her. He tried to comfort her but his touch caused Willow to recoil in horror; the emotional charge from him overwhelming her little body. He led her back into the interview room and told her to wait.

      A sterile room like this fucking cube.

      Willow screamed. Angry and then quiet sobs spilled from her as she lay on the cube’s cold floor. She thought back to her twelve-year-old self, and the fear and pain she had experienced. Eve’s wild emotion had spiraled from overhearing in the police station that no foster homes were available to take two children that night. Willow now understood that had been the traumatic trigger for their ability, with devastating consequences for the female police officer. After the shooting, the two girls had clung to each other again for hours in a tiny room waiting for child services. Crying in fear from the trauma of the last few hours and the unknown that awaited them. She remembered how they had to be forcibly separated when it came time to leave the police station. The adults had promised it would only be for one night—that tomorrow they would be found a home together.

      She never saw Eve again.
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      Lucas stood in front of Willow’s cube, wanting to break down the door and carry her back to their apartment King Kong style. His protective instincts had been in overdrive since he’d heard her muffled shouts and bangs on the door. He had to see her, had to touch her. The wait for the one permitted visit was over. Another second with her locked alone in the cube would surely kill him. Mentally, he prepared himself for how he might find her. He swiped the bio-lock and the door slid open.

      She lay curled in a corner. He ducked to enter the room and remained stooped as he scrambled to her. Thankfully, because of her height, the cube wasn’t as small as some of the other female ones, but it was still a tight squeeze for two adults. He felt sick to his stomach as he crouched down beside her. She had called the process barbaric and as he looked at her pale weakened state, he couldn’t agree more. He desperately wanted to gather her up in his arms, but he knew he might scare her senseless.

      He reached out to gently touch her arm. “Willow?” When she didn’t stir, he called out her name again. “Willow?” he said more loudly, gathering her into his arms.

      She groaned softly. Her eyelids flickered but she didn’t open her eyes.

      “Willow?” he urged.

      “Leave me alone,” she said, her voice cracking.

      “Willow. It’s me, Lucas. We only have a short time.”

      “Lucas?”

      His heart raced wildly at the hope in her voice.

      “Yes, it’s me. Can you open your eyes?” He gently brushed her hair back from her face.

      Her eyes blinked rapidly and she slowly rubbed her hands over her face.

      “Let me help you sit up. Here, take my hand.” Her hand was cold as he helped her sit up against the wall.

      “Hey,” she said softly. Sounding more like herself.

      “Hey, yourself,” he replied, almost smiling. He didn’t want to examine the surge of relief he felt as she became more alert.

      “Is it over?”

      “No. You have just under twenty-four hours to go.”

      “Oh God.” Willow closed her eyes and leaned back against the wall. “How are the others? Are they doing okay?”

      “Tyler and Paige have finished their time. They’re okay. They’re heading back to their quarters.”

      “What about Gabriel and Isobel?”

      “They’re doing fine. Just like you.”

      “I don’t feel fine. My throat hurts so much.” She leaned forward a little. “Is there any way you can give me some water? Please, Lucas. Just a little bit?”

      Steeling himself, he shook his head. “As much as I want to, I can’t.” He moved to sit beside her, his back against the wall, their arms and thighs touching.

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      That hurt. But as her mentor he had to help her last until tomorrow. He knew she wouldn’t want to give up. “I’m here to help you achieve your ascendancy.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She closed her eyes, her body slackening and then slumping toward the floor.

      “Willow!” He scrambled around until he was on his knees facing her. Carefully, he helped her to sit up again. When he called out to her again, she refused to open her eyes. He knew her body lured her into unconscious and that she would welcome the oblivion it could provide. “Willow, don’t give in. You can do this.” His chest hurt, the pain in his heart increasing every moment he spent with her in this condition. “Willow.” He shook her shoulders as gently as he could.

      She didn’t respond, not even to whimper.

      In desperation, he grasped both of her hands in his. He took a deep breath and let his emotional shield drop. Her eyes snapped open. He watched as she processed the emotions swirling within him. He didn’t like feeling exposed, but she held onto him like she was lost at sea and he was her life raft.

      “You care for me,” she said, her blue eyes searching his.

      The accusation hung in the air for a moment before he replied. “Yes.”

      “Then help me get out of here.” She squeezed his hands, her expression desperate.

      He took a shaky breath. “Willow, you were given a choice before you started this and you wanted to do it. You were eager to do it.”

      “Yes, yes. I want to be stronger, more powerful. But not like this.”

      He rubbed his thumb across her palm. “You need to open yourself up to the ascendancy. Give yourself over to the void of darkness just beyond your reach.”

      “You just woke me up,” she said with indignation.

      “I don’t mean physically. You must allow yourself to shed the emotional defenses you have carried with you for all your adult years.” She looked at him helplessly as he placed his hands around her shoulders. “Willow, you can do this, I know you can.”

      “No.” She closed her eyes again and slowly shook her head back and forth. “I can’t, it’s too hard.”

      When she slipped again toward unconsciousness, he called out in a firm tone, “Willow, feel me.” Projecting pure confidence, he hoped it would encircle her and hold her up with hope. Instead, a wave of helplessness crashed over him. His shield came up instinctively and she whimpered at the loss of contact.

      She was giving up and it rocked him to the core. “Willow!” He shook her shoulders.

      “Leave me alone, I just want to sleep,” she said, her voice slurring.

      “Think of Eve,” he said, hoping to get her attention. “You’re doing this for her.”

      Her face scrunched up. “I have been thinking of Eve. It’s all I’ve been thinking about. Round and round in my head.” Her bottom lip trembled. “I’m never going to find her.”

      “Yes you will. Don’t give up hope.” He cradled her cheek with his hand, his thumb stroking her pale skin.

      Blue eyes flashed open and she jerked away. “You said you’d help me.”

      The bitter edge to her voice was like a punch in the guts. “I am helping you,” he said softly.

      “No, all you care about is your precious Order. Your precious rules.”

      He knew it was the effects of the cube making her talk this way, but it still hurt. A few weeks ago, even a few days ago, her accusation would have been true and he wouldn’t have cared. But now, he found himself wanting to prove her wrong. “That’s not true, Willow. Once you’ve completed your initiation, I’ll do everything I can to help you find Eve.”

      Willow stared at him for a long moment and then closed her eyes. “It doesn’t matter, she’s probably dead.” Tears welled at the corner of her eyes and trickled down her cheeks. “Just go. Leave me here.”

      Panic filled him, unfamiliar and alarming. “Please, Willow, don’t give up, you need to ascend to your full ability to pass the ritual.” He didn’t want to think about the consequences of her not passing, of how the factions with the Council warred with each other on what to do with failed neophytes.

      “I don’t care.” She leaned her head against the wall.

      He shook her shoulder, trying to get her to open her eyes. When they opened, gone was their usual fiery light and in its place only misery. He swore under his breath, and his brain scrambled for a way to reach her. An image of Danny flashed in his mind. He hated talking about him. He’d already told her more than he’d told anyone else. He swore again.

      “There isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t think of my baby brother,” he said, his voice so soft he could almost pretend he didn't say it. But Willow’s expression changed, her eyes focusing on him, her expression more alert. He let out a shaky breath. “Some days it’s all I think about.”

      She reached out and grabbed his hands. Her look of compassion, her offer of comfort, even when she was at her worst, stole the air from his lungs.

      He cleared his throat of emotion. “Noctem took my brother away from me. I will never see him again. Never have the chance to talk to him, touch him.” He squeezed her hands. “You have that chance with Eve. Don’t throw it away.”

      Willow’s face crumbled. “She’s dead, Lucas. I would have found her by now.”

      “You don’t really believe that.”

      “It’s what Serena told me.” Willow pulled her hands away and wrapped her arms around herself.

      “What?” he asked sharply. “What did she say?”

      “She said that the research team thought that she was probably dead.” Willow began to rock back and forth. “I didn’t believe her when she told me, but now I do…now I do…” Willow’s voice trailed into choked sobs.

      Anger filled him, threatening to rip apart his control. How dare Serena mess with Willow before her initiation? Pain filled him too. Pain for Willow and how the years of searching for Eve must have taken such courage and strength. He leaned forward. “There’s still a chance she’s alive.”

      Willow shook her head in denial.

      He thought of Danny and what he would do if there was a chance that he was still alive. He’d do anything. Absolutely anything. “Willow, there is something we can do. Something now that could help us know if she is alive.” His heart pounded in his chest. “But you’d need to ascend to do it.”

      Slowly, she turned to face him. For a long moment, he warred with himself, but the tiny spark of hope in her eyes pushed him to cross the line of no return. “Remember when we talked about the rare Mercurian ability of astral projection during training?”

      She nodded.

      “Some telepaths can communicate with others a great distance away. I want you to try and connect with Eve. She’s your twin and your raw power is phenomenal. If you can ascend, I think you could find her, maybe even communicate. It’s a long shot, but I want you to try.”

      She frowned. “I’ve already tried to sense the others, but I can’t pick up anything.”

      “The cube is insulating your powers,” he said grimly. “I’ll switch off your cube’s insulation field for a few hours to give you a chance. Okay?”

      Hope shone in her eyes as she leaned forward to clasp his hands. Then her wan smile dropped. “That’s against the rules isn’t it? You’d get in trouble.”

      “You let me worry about that.” He didn’t need to tell her it was a grave crime. All he needed was for her to try to ascend and make it through her initial ritual.

      She licked her dry, cracked lips and gave him a tentative smile. “Thank you” she said roughly.

      His heart thundered when her blue eyes roamed his face. Tempted to lower his shield again, he held strong and instead spoke to her softly. “I must go. You can do this. You will do this.” He stood and ducked his head so he didn’t hit the low ceiling. “Imagine your sister here with you. Call out to the stars to find her. Remember, be open to the darkness.”

      The door slid open and ended their time together. The emptiness of the cube had nothing on the emptiness in his heart as he left her alone to suffer another twenty-four hours.

      He looked up to see Granger stride toward him. “You’re fucking crazy,” Granger hissed. “I can’t believe I did that for you. You’re gonna get us in the cube for fuck knows how long.”

      “No one will find out. Have you switched the audio back on?”

      “Yeah, and just in the nick of fucking time because Serena just went into the observation room. What the hell did you need to talk about with Doc that had to be off record?”

      “How’s Paige?”

      “Awe, come on! Black, you’re a cagey bastard.”

      “I appreciate what you did, but we don’t need to have a deep and meaningful about it.” Lucas didn't want to think, let alone talk about why he’d just done what he did. He’d gone in there just wanting privacy from Council ears, and had come out promising insanity. It was official, Willow Trilby was making him lose his mind.

      Granger rolled his eyes. “Geez, you take the fun out of everything. What now?”

      Lucas ignored his question and asked after Granger’s neophyte again. “What of Paige?”

      The blond rookie stuffed his hands in his pockets. “She’s doing pretty good, if you really want to know. I think she’s gonna go okay at the Celestial Chamber.” Granger’s commitment to the frightened girl over the past two weeks had surprised Lucas. Normally arrogant and annoying, Granger had been patient and encouraging in the face of her fears and failures during the training process.

      “I’m glad,” said Lucas. “And I do appreciate the risk you’ve just taken.”

      And he was grateful to the young rookie. Lucas had been able to switch the insulator field off in Willow’s cube and put on a temporary fake indicator light in the observation room, but he’d needed someone to switch the audio off briefly. Granger’s electrokinesis had been ideal.

      Relying on Granger, Jesus. His world really had turned upside down.
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      Lucas walked out the door, leaving her alone to face the stark emptiness of the cube. She couldn’t have followed him, even if she had tried. Her body was weighted to the floor, but her mind, her mind raced with possibilities. Then came the crashing doubt. She had tried to open up for the ascendency of her powers, but had felt nothing. She had even let herself go back to a time she had spent more than a decade trying to forget. Maybe she didn’t have the ability like they hoped. Maybe she had nothing left to give. Or maybe she hadn’t truly let go. She moved to lie down on her back, the concrete floor cold and hard against her body. Gazing up at the white ceiling, she crossed her arms over her chest and rested her hands at the base of her throat. The emotional charge from Lucas remained within her body and she used it to collect herself. She closed her eyes and slowed her breathing.

      Breathe in for a count of four.

      Hold for a count of four.

      Breathe out for a count of four.

      She continued until she finally disconnected from the sterility of the room. When she lost sensation of her body, she knew it was only her emotional walls stopping her from reaching the low alpha level of brainwave activity she desperately sought. She threw years of control aside. Let herself go into free fall. Imagined her hands slipping on a rope as she fell backward into a dark pit of nothingness. It was terrifying and strangely exhilarating. The final melding of her mind with the all-consuming darkness made her body vibrate with tension and anticipation. The cube’s confines fell away and she had a sudden sense of a wide open space. She lifted her arms up in subjugation.

      Here I am. Take me.

      Energy pulsed through her body. Her mind searched back through her childhood.

      She focused on the image of her sister’s face when she had last seen her.

      Eve?

      Each time a thought crept in that made her doubt the process, she shoved it away, opening herself to all that she could be or become.

      Eve?

      She tried to imagine what Eve might look like now. Did she have long hair like Willow? Or cropped short? Maybe she’d colored it. Although Willow’s hair had naturally darkened over the years, they had spent many a day together as little girls bemoaning their carrot colored hair. Her blue eyes wouldn’t have changed though, and with fierce determination she mediated on her sister’s eyes that would be the same as her own. For more than an hour she maintained an alpha state of awareness. Her mind reached into the universe and sought her sister’s aura. It was like she was flying through the air, ducking and weaving across the winds of time, searching for her sister, and knowing perhaps she searched for herself. She touched auras of sadness, joy, boredom, jealousy—every emotion imaginable was discovered as she searched across oceans and countries.

      Exhaustion pulled at her mind and body and tempted her to give up, but she held on—the hope of a child spurring her on.

      And then it happened.

      Her astral self nudged another aura that was familiar in every way, a mirror image.

      Eve!

      As other auras crowded in, Willow took a shuddering breath and held on to her twin. It felt like hundreds of people clawed at her, tore at her clothes, grabbed her hands, and pulled her into a typhoon of emotion. Her body arched with the effort to stay connected to Eve. A humming sensation flooded her body. And then she saw her sister’s face surrounded by a kaleidoscope of confusing images. Willow’s heart raced with excitement. She focused on the familiar lines and contours of her sister’s face. Savored the image of her twin’s eyes.

      Desperate for more, Willow delved into her sister’s aura. And retracted with horror. Eve was wracked with despair and filled with hate. She pulled back slightly to see more of her, to understand her twin’s emotional state. Her short blond hair was surprising, but more shocking was her sister’s body. Dressed in a tight black singlet and jeans, her upper body was covered in tattoos. One arm was covered with a swirling pattern which wound its way across her shoulders and climbed up her neck. Eve sat on a plain bed deep in concentration. She leaned forward with her elbows resting on her knees. Willow tried to pull herself back a little further to see more of the room. Her heart lurched when she saw the room had only one small window, high up, with thick black bars.

      A jail cell. No!

      Willow desperately reached out to her, but didn’t have the energy to hold on. She cried out as Eve’s image receded. It was like she was looking through a camera and pulled back for a wider angle. Eve’s location became clearer—she wasn’t in a prison, but a highly secure house. With an almighty metaphysical jump, Willow was again by her sister’s side.

      “Eve?” she screamed.

      Her twin turned as though she heard her name called.

      “Eve, It’s me, Willow. Please…can you hear me? See me?”

      Eve suddenly moved around, twisting her body this way and that as though looking for the sound of Willow’s voice.

      “I’m here,” Willow cried out, her body wracked with tension and fatigue. “Eve, I’m here with you. Open up your aura if you know how?”

      Eve nodded.

      Willow began to cry, her relief pouring out in strangled sobs. Eve’s image became blurry and Willow felt her again slip away. She tried to return but swam against a current of other auras.

      “Willow?” called out a feminine voice. With a slam, Willow felt herself metaphysically held by her sister in a suffocating bear hug.

      Their auras danced together in perfect symmetry.

      “Is it really you?” asked Eve.

      Through their auras, Willow showered her sister with love and happiness. “Yes, yes it’s me! Are you okay? I’ve been looking for you for so many years. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay, Willow, we’ve found each other now. I can’t believe it.”

      Before Willow could respond, she was hit by another wave of fatigue that lessened their connection.

      Her sister’s voice, and then her face, disappeared.

      Suddenly, Willow found herself back in the physical reality of the cube. The loss of Eve was devastating. She let her head fall to the side, her energy completely spent. Her mind was a cacophony of joy at seeing her sister and despair at the misery she had detected. Her body ached and her stomach cramped. She turned to her side and dry retched as though she purged years of grief and regret.
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      Lucas paced outside Willow’s cube, his boots the only sound in the corridors of level seven. He’d become increasingly agitated over the last twenty-four hours. Countless times he’d walked up to Willow’s door wanting to open it and gather her into his arms. Each time he’d torn himself away. Ever since he’d met Willow, the primitive urge to protect and care for her had ruled his heart and his head. He’d just gone against The Order, broken his vows, not to mention pulling a rookie into this crazy mess. They could be punished by the Council with execution. To interfere with a neophyte’s initiation rite, encourage her to astral travel and communicate outside The Order of Orion, was a big fucking no-no. Jesus Christ, what had he been thinking? Her and only her. Wanting to help her. Wanting her to accept The Order. To accept him.

      He should be focusing on getting back out in the field, not desperately wondering how she would feel toward him after the initiation. If she was unable to reach her sister, would she still think it was worth the suffering? Would she blame him? Would she wish he’d advised her to choose the two day modern way instead?

      Footsteps sounded down the corridor and he turned to see Serena and the other mentors walk toward him. Granger trailed behind.

      “Lucas,” Serena acknowledged.

      He nodded to her and the others as they strode toward Gabriel’s cube without stopping. Her entourage followed, except for Granger, who stopped in front of Lucas.

      “She’d better be worth it,” said Granger.

      Lucas pointed down the hall. “Go watch Gabriel’s release.”

      Lucas thought Granger would argue. Instead, he shook his head slightly, as if confused by Lucas and at himself for aiding and abetting. Join the freaking club. After a few moments of silence, Granger nodded and sauntered down the hall to the join the others. He released a ragged breath. His body was wired with tension. Not from the momentary fear Serena had discovered his deception. Not from thinking Granger might expose him. But from being seconds away from seeing Willow, touching Willow. He picked up the bottle of water placed near the entrance to Willow’s cube. Shifted it back and forth in his hands. Finally, the door slid open.

      She lay prone on the floor, curled in a tiny ball in the furthest corner of the room. He strode in and gathered her into his arms. Holding her up, he pressed the water bottle to her lips. Cracked and dry they moved automatically to take in the water. Her eyes remained closed as she drank thirstily. Worried she would make herself sick, he held the container away for a few moments to slow her drinking.

      Gently, he brushed back her hair off her pale face. “Willow, you’ve made it. The first part of your initiation is over. You have an hour to have a meal and clean up before the Celestial Ceremony begins.” Her normally bright blue eyes were dull. Instinctively, he tightened his arms around her and looked deep into her eyes.

      “I can leave the cube?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      Her smile was brilliant before she closed her eyes again. She let her face snuggle up against his chest. Could she hear his heart thumping out of control? She ran her fingers along his bicep and he stifled a groan.

      Her words tickled his chest through his shirt. “I found her. Lucas, I found her.” He strained to hear her next words. “She’s alive. Eve is alive. I can’t believe I’ve found her.”

      He shouldn’t be surprised her power had grown so great she was able to astral travel, but it still shocked him. “I’m happy for you, Willow. The strength it must have taken to do it…” His voice trailed off as he became mindful of the audio communications. “Let’s talk about it when we get back to our quarters.”

      He stroked her hair and allowed them another minute of the physical comfort of each other’s touch and embrace. Sighing, he set her back a little and then helped her to stand. They walked out into the corridor and left one horror to soon go to another. She would only have an hour before the Celestial Ceremony began. Weak, she clung to his shoulders as he helped her back to his quarters. A new neophyte outfit was laid out on the futon—a red dress to symbolize the formal occasion. She picked it up with a frown, but disappeared with it into the bathroom. As she showered, he prepared a small meal consisting of mainly fruit and steamed vegetables.

      “Hey,” she said softly, standing in the entry way to the kitchen. Damp curls framed her pale face but she appeared stronger, more alert. He tried not to look at how the red dress accentuated her curves.

      Pulling out a chair, Lucas motioned for her to sit. “I’m sorry it’s not more. Your body can’t cope with anything else yet.”

      He sat and watched her eat, not ravenously, but slowly; appreciating each mouthful. Color returned to her face and he felt the tension run slowly out of his body. They had another few minutes before they needed to leave for the Celestial Chamber.

      “Tell me about Eve,” he prompted.

      Willow’s expression shifted to wonder, to almost childish delight. Leaning forward, she spoke in a rush. “She doesn’t look like me. Her face is the same, but she has short, spiky blond hair. And tattoos. She looks alternative, kind of punk.”

      “Were you able to speak with her?”

      “It was incredible. We spoke and she hugged me. It felt so real.” Her eyes danced with excitement. “I can’t wait to try again. We must…I mean, I must find her.”

      His heart did unfamiliar thumps at her use of the word we. But they needed to be cautious. “Willow, you can’t share this with anyone. Not until we explore your ability more. Not until after the ceremony.”

      He was surprised when her expression turned serious. Solemn blue eyes started into his. “I know you took a huge risk for me, Lucas.”

      “It was nothing.” It was a ridiculous lie, but he wasn’t about to admit to her or himself the gravity of the situation.

      “No. I know this was big. You went against the rules to help me.”

      He shifted in his seat, unsure of what to say. Finally, he spoke, “If there was a chance my brother Danny was still alive, I would do anything to find him.”

      She reached out and touched his hand. “Thank you. After the hard time I’ve given you...for you to do this for me…means a lot.” Her fingers brushed along his skin and his breath caught.

      With an unsteady voice he said, “We need to go to the Celestial Chamber. After your ceremony, we can talk about how to find your sister.”

      As they descended to level five in the elevator, they stood close, their arms just touching. Neither stepped away to break the contact. He knew that their new intimacy was something more than just mentor and neophyte, something important.

      The doors slid open to reveal the darkened amphitheater and reality crashed in around them. Willow jerked in shock. Hundreds of Starborn sat in rows surrounding a dimly lit center stage. Candles peppered the darkness, giving the chamber an air of menace and mystery. In the front row, the Council’s six Elders sat with their ornate silver chest plates hung across their necks distinguishing them from the other Starborn. Claps and shouts reverberated through the chamber as the crowd watched the first round of the initiation ceremony come to an end. Gabriel and Tyler left the stage with their mentors. They looked physically well and the crowd’s cheers spoke of success, but he felt uneasy when only Gabriel received the official Starborn black cloak to cover his red neophyte clothing. Tyler remained dressed as he was, the red outfit now a symbol of shame that he hadn’t passed his final rite of passage.

      Lucas swore under his breath and was thankful Willow did not see the guards escort Tyler out of the chamber using a different exit. He’d chosen the easier initiation path—and likely would become fodder for Wren’s campaign to overturn the recent modernizations. He hoped Tyler would be spared any harm. Hoped that perhaps he would be given a chance to spend more time in the cube. A terrible prospect, but better than death. Willow hesitated as they drew closer to the deafening crowd.

      “You can do this, Willow. I know you can. It’s almost over.” His words of encouragement were as much for him as they were for her. The ceremonial ritual was a traumatic experience for any Starborn. He wished to God he could take her place.

      Near the stage, Granger hugged Paige and gave her a pep talk, while Isobel stood next to Juliette and stared stonily ahead. Willow quickened her pace and when she reached the stage the three women hugged each other tightly. Their formal red dresses were striking in a chamber of black. Wren stood and a hush fell across the Celestial Chamber. Lucas clenched his jaw as he saw people smile with expectation and excitement. Memories of his neophyte ceremony rushed in. Feeling alone and exposed. Expected to perform some incredible feat after days of isolation and pain. It was barbaric, like most ancient traditions. But now as Willow faced her ritual, it was horrific, nauseating even.

      “Brothers and sisters.” Wren held her hands up high. “We now have three more potential Starborn to welcome to The Order. They have completed their time in the cube, one in the new way and two others who bravely chose our most ancient tradition. Let us see if the traditional way once again brings us better results.”

      Willow grabbed his arm. “What does she mean? Lucas, what is she saying? Tyler didn’t pass?”

      A wave of panic invaded his body. He struggled to block her emotion—her ability had increased exponentially since her time in the cube. “Focus on your ceremony,” he urged. “Breathe slowly and deeply.”

      Wren continued her address to the chamber. “Our next three neophytes represent the houses of Jupita, Pluta and Mercuria. The Jupita neophyte will start and extinguish a fire, the Pluta neophyte will sicken and heal an animal, and lastly, our Mercurian neophyte will project an emotion of my choice.” She motioned for the three neophyte women to step forward.

      He gave Willow’s hand a squeeze before standing back to watch the ritual unfold. Serena appeared from the edge of the crowd and stood beside him. “Lucas.”

      “Serena. Tyler didn’t pass?”

      She leaned in close. “No. He wasn’t able to blow out the candles as required.”

      “What?”

      “It was most unusual.” Her voice was filled with suspicion.

      “What are you saying?” He tore his gaze away from Willow’s figure to look at Serena. Behind her usual tough exterior was a look of concern.

      “I’m saying it’s unusual that someone who easily demonstrated their ability during induction was unable to perform what should have been within his grasp.”

      Lucas glanced over at the Council leader. “Perhaps Wren is right, that the traditional ways shouldn’t be overlooked in favor of the new ways.”

      Serena shook her head. “He should have been able to do what was asked, irrespective of his time in the cube.”

      The hard edge in her voice made him frown. “No one will judge you any less as the lead training officer, Serena.”

      “I couldn’t give a fuck what people think of my training.” Serena’s eyes followed Paige as she was led to center stage by a guard. “Something’s not right, Lucas.”

      The hairs on the back of his neck prickled but he shook off his unease.

      Wren smiled at the crowd. “Friends, the initiation rite has been part of our society for over five hundred years. It is a time for us to rejoice in our abilities and recognize the greater world at large. We’re but a tiny speck in the universe. Come, let us support our newfound friends in their journey to us.”

      Wren repeated The Order’s ancient words as Paige was escorted by a Council guard to the center of the stage. Her long red ceremonial dress billowed around her as she was directed to sit on a soft square rug. Lucas heard the crowd clap and cheer, but it faded into the background when he saw Willow. She stood tall, her eyes alert as she watched the guard give Paige a bowl of Kava juice. Lucas remembered the foul taste from his own initiation. Paige swallowed it down slowly. She gagged a few times but finished. In response, the crowd stamped their feet in the rhythmic tradition of generations past. Within minutes the potent mix affected Paige; her frightened and tense posture relaxed, and her eyes slightly unfocused.

      With great pomp and ceremony, Wren walked to stand in front of Paige. “You’re from the house of Jupita, your skill—fire. Paige, let us see your gift from the stars of Orion.”

      Council guards appeared laden with timber. They stacked the firewood in a circle around Paige. Lucas heard Willow’s shocked gasp, and it mirrored his own internal one. Usually the fire test was situated well away from the neophyte, not encircling them. The bowels of history were littered with the many burnings of witches at the stake. Lucas knew the origin of this test came from a pyrokinetic Starborn, Caitir, in sixteenth century Scotland. She’d been ordered to be burnt to death as punishment for crop failures, but had shocked villages and authorities by extinguishing the flames and freeing herself from the wooden stake. Escaping the angry mob, she’d fled to a tiny village in the Scottish Highlands. The story of her power spread across towns and countries, and inspired more horrific burnings as a test for those suspected of supernatural powers.

      He had never seen or heard of it practiced as a neophyte ceremonial ritual. As was tradition, the neophytes had been only given broad parameters of their tests prior to the ceremony.

      Serena tensed beside him. “I should have been told that this would be part of the ceremony.”

      “You didn’t know?”

      “No!” She shook her head vehemently.

      All around him, the crowd watched with fascination. Some pointed with excitement, while others looked concerned. Paige sat as still as a statue, her eyes fixed forward. She was a timid girl and he’d hardly heard a peep out of her since her arrival on the island. He knew Granger had at first found it difficult to engage her in the training process, but for all his cocksure arrogance, he’d persisted with an unexpected kindness that had won her over. Lucas wasn’t sure if Granger’s compassion was in the hope of currying favor with the Council, or because he himself had only gone through the traumatic process a few years ago. The crowd began to stamp their feet in collective encouragement and the noise was deafening in the confines of level five. A few Starborn cheered Paige on, but when the minutes ticked by without smoke or fire appearing, the murmuring began.

      Usually away on missions, Lucas had only been to a few ceremonies in his time at the Sanctuary. He was familiar with the history though, and until recently, failure at the initiation ceremony was uncommon. Last year a neophyte had failed. And then today, Tyler. Now it seemed the same would happen for Paige. Granger watched on, his hands clasped to the back of his head, a look of worry across his handsome features. Suddenly a tiny flame appeared amongst the timber and as the crowd saw it they began to stomp again. The entire amphitheater shook as the Starborn community embraced Paige and her attempt at their ancient ritual.

      Granger looked over at him, his expression even more concerned than before.

      “Something’s not right, I’m telling you, Lucas,” hissed Serena.

      Granger strode over to them. “Paige didn’t start that fire,” he said, his voice taut with tension. “I didn’t feel her ability activate. It’s coming from another Jupita up in the crowd.”

      They scanned the crowd but couldn’t see or sense anything suspicious.

      “Are you sure?” asked Lucas.

      The rookie clenched his fists as though readying for a fist fight. “Yes, goddamn it.”

      The timber surrounding Paige caught alight quickly, the tiny flames rapidly becoming larger as it spread through the timber. The orange and yellow tones bright against the dim light that filled the rest of the Celestial Chamber. Paige retreated within herself, trying to tuck her dress in around her and then holding her arms to make herself small. Her silence was more disturbing than if she screamed. The rhythmic stomping of the crowd stopped and a collective cry echoed throughout the chamber as the flames rose higher, blocking out her huddled figure. Usually if a Starborn was unable to complete their test, the ritual was halted and they were automatically failed. Lucas looked toward the Council, wanting to know their reaction. Some were visibly concerned, while others wore no expression at all. Lucas looked at Wren and his blood ran cold. She stared into the flames and made no sign that she planned to halt the ritual.

      Granger must have come to the same conclusion. He looked at Lucas, his jaw clenched, his eyes bright with anger. “Fuck the ceremony, I’m getting Paige out of there.” He took off toward the stage and the flames that showed no sign of extinguishing.
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      Willow could feel Paige’s terror. It was overwhelming, suffocating, horrifying. It was as though she herself was threatened by the flames. The intensity of emotion washing over her was like nothing she’d ever experienced. Paige’s terror struck Willow in the depths of her heart, but the emotions of the Starborn in the chamber also flowed through her. Through her chest, her stomach, her mind—every part of her. She desperately tried to erect her Mercurian shield, but she couldn’t block the emotions that engulfed her.

      “Someone help her,” Willow screamed, pushing up against the guards that held her and the other neophytes back from reaching center stage.

      “Neophytes must not interfere with the initiation of another Starborn,” said one the guards as he deflected wild swings from Isobel.

      Isobel cried out in frustration. “Fuck your rules! Why aren’t you doing anything?”

      “Let us go,” said Gabriel, who was being restrained in a headlock.

      Willow looked around the chamber in desperation. Her gaze fell on Granger and Lucas as they ran toward the stage, with Serena close behind them. “Thank God,” she cried. “Isobel, they are letting them through.”

      They ran toward the pyre with their arms raised across their faces to shield themselves from the heat and smoke. They kicked at the timber, trying to push it away from Paige, but the heat forced them back. No, no, no. This can’t be happening. Her eyes locked on Wren. The gray-haired woman showed no visible reaction to what was happening. Willow tried to breach the Elder’s wall but it was fortified beyond Willow’s fledgling ability, even after the trauma of the cube. But the woman’s lack of reaction spoke volumes. Spoke of something more than a simple Starborn ritual. Willow couldn’t breathe. Please God, no. Starborn in the crowd also began to shout for the ritual to be halted.

      “Stop this,” she screamed at the Council. Two Elders in particular looked horrified at the proceedings. “Help her,” she yelled. They weren’t Mercurian and she tried to project emotions onto them but the emotions of those around her interfered, pummeling her mind and body. She whimpered with the effort to stand.

      Panic and horror radiate from Granger as he screamed at Paige. “Focus, Paige! Focus on the fire. Imagine it gone. Imagine the flames as embers.”

      Lucas and Serena used their jackets to beat at the flames and she heard Lucas order the guards to find fire extinguishers.

      “Paige?” screamed Granger. “Goddamn you! Fight it! Please, Paige, please. Concentrate!”

      The flames were high, the crackle of the fire ominous. Smoke billowed, filling the chamber with an acrid smell.

      Wren’s voice boomed across the chamber. “Pyrokinetics, use your ability to halt this ritual.”

      The flames immediately vanished, but it was too late. Paige screamed. Wild, animalistic screams of terror and pain. Willow echoed those screams. Screamed with the pain that consumed Paige. Staggering, Willow fell to her knees. She closed her eyes against the horrific image in front of her, but it didn’t stop the pain. Agony wracked Willow’s body. She was oblivious to everything except Paige’s suffering. Until heartbreakingly, Paige’s aura vanished.

      “No,” Willow screamed, collapsing to the ground in her own agony at the loss of her friend. And then she felt Lucas, physically as he lifted her to stand, and emotionally as he opened his aura to her. Concern and strength radiated toward her.

      “Willow,” he murmured as she clung to him.

      A hush fell over the crowd as Granger was finally able to reach the center of the stage. Smoldering firewood surrounded the pitiful form of Paige. She lay unmoving, her back and shoulders horribly burnt. He reached down and gently touched Paige. Willow held her breath. After a long moment, he looked up at Lucas and shook his head.

      All around Willow, Starborn cried out in shock. She moaned in new anguish. A cold shiver ran through her body, and her heart. Her heart shattered into a million pieces. Each of those shards tore through her body filling her with agony. Lucas wrapped his arms around her and she leaned into him.

      Wren lifted up her hands to silence the chamber. “Starborn, this is a terrible tragedy. But I fear it is the start of something that we must guard against. We have had two neophytes fail their tests this evening. Two! Both who chose the easier initiation process. The process that some of our Elders want instead of our ancient tradition.” She turned and pointed to Paige’s body. “This is what can happen if we turn our backs on the old ways. This is the outcome of allowing neophytes to choose an easier initiation.” Her voice was bitter. “If she had chosen our time honored tradition, she would’ve put that fire out. She’d still be alive.”

      Fresh agony tore through Willow.

      A young female Elder stepped forward. Her expression livid. “Starborn, I disagree with Madame Wren. This wasn’t the result of our new ways.”

      Others in the crowd voice their agreement.

      Wren’s lips compressed and she nodded. “Elder Thea is in shock…as we all are,” she addressed the crowd. “I can assure the Council and you all that we’ll find out why this has happened. But for now, let us continue with the ceremony.”

      Lucas tightened his arms around Willow protectively.

      Wren’s gaze brushed over them, her eyes narrowing at their embrace before settling on Isobel. “Come, Isobel. You belong to our rare house of Pluta. Let us see your power.”

      Isobel stared at Wren. “Fuck you,” she bit out in a ragged voice.

      Wren’s eyes glittered with rage. “You’ll do as I command.”

      When Isobel shook her head, Wren motioned to a nearby guard. Immediately, he lifted his hand and pointed at Isobel, who flew backward onto the floor. Isobel screamed out in rage as her body began to move across the floor. She fought wildly as she was telekinetically dragged to Wren’s feet.

      Wren stared down at Isobel. “Our ways have helped us survive for hundreds of years. No matter what has happened today, you will do as I command...as our code dictates.” Wren pointed at Paige’s body. “There is your test.”

      “What?” Isobel whispered in confusion.

      The Council began to argue among themselves. Lucas’ fingers dug into Willow’s skin, almost painfully. His shield was up but she could feel the tension radiate through his body.

      Isobel’s face was as white as a sheet. “I thought I was supposed to heal an animal,” she said, her voice trembling.

      “With the traditional initiation, and the trauma you’ve just witnessed, I hope you can do much more.”

      “You want me to heal her?” said Isobel, who was on her knees, too distraught to stand.

      The gray-haired Council leader gave a slow smile. “She’s dead, my dear. I want you to resurrect her.”

      “I can’t! You know I can’t. You’re fucking with me!”

      “You can and you will. Don’t you want your friend to live?”

      “Of course I do, but I’ve only ever healed a tiny cut,” cried Isobel.

      “That was before. Your ability will have increased, my dear.”

      Willow felt Isobel’s doubt and rage swirl within her.

      And her fear. Fear of failing her test and fear of failing her friend.
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      A tsunami of shock tore through the chamber. In living history, never before had a Starborn been able to demonstrate such power. Rows and rows of his Starborn brothers and sisters all stared at the stage with sick fascination. Dread rippled through every fiber of his being. He held onto Willow not wanting to let her go, fearful of what plans Wren might have for her. Isobel’s mentor, Juliette, walked over to Isobel and crouched beside her. Lucas couldn’t hear what was said, but after a few moments she helped Isobel to stand and walk toward the center of the stage.

      Granger still stood beside Paige’s charred body, his face pale and his expression tortured. He looked up as Juliette kicked the blackened wood out of the way for Isobel to reach her friend. Isobel covered her mouth and her fractured cry carried across the chamber. Paige’s body hadn’t been fully consumed by fire, and Lucas hoped she’d succumbed to asphyxiation rather than dying from her burns.

      Stomping again sounded throughout the chamber, the crowd returning to the tradition either through habit or the hope of spectacle. He looked to the Council to see Thea arguing with Wren but their words were drowned out by the noise of the crowd. Isobel crouched down and rested her hands on Paige’s arm. Closing her eyes, Isobel remained still for a few minutes.

      “Please, please, please.” Willow murmur to herself over and over again and he held her tightly, trying to give her strength and comfort.

      As the minutes ticked by, Wren’s smug expression slipped. The Council again began to argue among themselves, with a clear division obvious between old and new factions. Willow would soon be asked to complete her test and he feared that she too would become a pawn in Council politics.

      Isobel dropped to her knees and rolled Paige onto her back. Her face had escaped the flames and she looked strangely peaceful in death. Isobel rested her hands now on Paige’s chest, just over her heart. She spoke quietly and at first he couldn’t quite catch her words and then he understood. She begged her friend. Pleaded.

      “Paige, Paige, please,” she cried.

      Lucas’ chest tightened. The cries reminding him of himself when he’d cradled his little brother’s body.

      “Paige,” screamed Isobel. Tears streamed down her face. “Wake up, goddamn you!”

      “She’ll do it, I know she will,” Willow whispered.

      A collective gasp tore through the crowd and the rhythmic stomping stopped.

      Paige’s body changed in appearance.

      First at the tips of her toes; red and blistered skin returned to its original pale color. Like an incoming tide, the changes worked their way upward, toward Paige’s heart. Next her arms and shoulders.

      Her red dress remained blackened and frayed as the flesh below it changed. Lucas had never seen anything like it.

      He readied himself. But nothing happened. Not a damn thing.

      Willow continued to offer whispered words of encouragement, but after fifteen minutes, those words became softer and more infrequent, until she was silent.
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      Willow stood immobilized with shock. She blinked rapidly as if to erase the image of Paige lying dead on the stage. But it didn’t help—her tiny form didn’t disappear. It wasn’t a dream, or a nightmare, but a horrific reality. Isobel angrily rejected the black robe a Council member tried to bestow upon her shoulders—her efforts in repairing Paige’s burnt flesh had won the fucking Council’s approval.

      From a great distance, as though she was in a fog, Willow heard Wren call out her name.

      Lucas pushed her behind him. “No, Wren, she’s not doing it,” he called out across the chamber.

      “Come, come, Lucas. It’s her turn.”

      “I won’t let you use her as some political pawn.” His deep voice was steady and firm.

      Wren’s expression tightened. “Careful, Lucas. You were always my favorite neophyte…but challenging a Council member…accusing them of a grave crime without evidence is punishable by death.”

      “I know the law.”

      Willow’s despair was overtaken by sudden fear. Not for herself, but for Lucas. Taking a deep breath, she pushed past him, determined to protect him.

      His arm snaked out and pulled her close. “No, Willow,” he said, his voice no longer even.

      The worry in his green eyes was humbling. For so many years there’d been no one to care for her. No one to cheer when she’d won a hard-earned scholarship, no one to miss when she’d moved on her own to Queensgate. Now, here stood a man willing to throw his life away for her.

      Choking back emotion, she pleaded with him. “Let me do this. I won’t let you become a target because of me.”

      “I don’t care.” He shook his head, his brows tightly drawn. A tic in the muscle of his jaw throbbed.

      “It matters to me,” she said softly.

      She turned her back on him and squared her shoulders. Despite wanting to appear strong, tears slid down her cheeks. Her mind and body cried out in protest as she put one foot in front of the other.

      Closer to Wren.

      Closer to Isobel and to Paige’s body.

      Misery overwhelmed her. She didn’t know if it was her own or Isobel’s—only that her heart felt as though it had been ripped from her chest. Guilt overwhelmed her too. But she knew this emotion was her own. She’d been the one to urge Paige to take the two day induction. Paige had trusted her and Willow had selfishly made a decision for her—the wrong one and now she was dead. Hysteria clawed at her and she forced herself to take a deep breath.

      Wren motioned for her to come forward. “Doctor Willow Trilby, we have all heard of your exploits in the training sessions. This should be easy for you after your decision to proceed with the traditional initiation rite.” Wren’s behavior was as gracious as it was vile.

      Willow stared down at Paige’s face, angelic and peaceful, which showed no hint of the horrifying pain she’d experienced. No hint of the terror Willow had felt with frightening intensity. As more tears spilled down Willow’s cheeks, coils of anger grew in the pit of her stomach. Emotion whirled within her body until she nearly collapsed. She almost didn’t hear Wren’s command. And then it registered. Willow’s anger morphed into a twisting vicious typhoon of rage.

      She repeated Wren’s instruction with incredulity. “Make Isobel laugh?” said Willow. “Make Isobel laugh?” she shouted at Wren.

      Willow turned to the crowd watching. “Is that what you all want?”

      No one answered. The crowd was deathly silent. Many shook their heads. Thea from the Elder’s Council called for the immediate termination of the ritual but Willow was beyond listening.

      “Is that what you want?” she screamed again and again.

      Her body begun to thrum with internal energy, the vibrations making it difficult for her to concentrate. Distraught and angry, she raised a shaky hand to her face. The internal vibrations increased in tenor and she was almost brought to her knees with the emotion swirling inside her. Its tentacles left her body and moved out toward the crowd.

      A shout from up the back of the crowd broke the silence. It was echoed by another. And another. Willow felt the power of her emotion take hold within the crowd. Starborn argued and yelled at each other. She released her pent-up anger and grief upon them. Rage engulfed the arena, a frenzy of fistfights spreading throughout the chamber.

      Only Mercurian Starborn were able to withstand her onslaught. The rest responded as though they were her puppets. Groups of Starborn attacked Mercurian Starborn—their shields protected them for her emotional attack, but not from the angry mob. Some were forced to the ground and were kicked and beaten, while others desperately tried to block the blows. One man had a woman in a headlock, her turning red as she fought wildly to be released. A male Council member turned on Wren. They wrestled on the ground until Wren screamed when her arm was twisted behind her back. Willow felt movement beside her and turned to see Isobel run past and launch herself at Wren. In wild rage, she scratched her fingernails down the side of Wren’s face drawing blood.

      “Willow, stop this,” called Lucas from somewhere behind her. “You must stop.”

      She turned to see Lucas trying to stop Granger from hurting an older Starborn. Granger resisted like a man possessed, but Lucas pushed him to the ground, his arms flexing with the intense strength required to keep an enraged six foot man immobile.

      Their eyes connected. “Another death won’t bring her back,” said Lucas, his eyes were full of sympathy.

      And as quick as her anger had grown, it ruptured. The wild intensity of her feelings drained away to leave her exhausted. Starborn stopped mid-fight, and the shouts and angry cries died down to murmurs of apology and confusion.

      “How dare you?” Wren howled with rage. The first to fully recover, Wren stormed over to Willow and struck her across the face.

      Willow barely felt it, her body so numb. It seemed to enrage Wren all the more.

      Lucas was by her side within seconds. “Wren, don’t.” His voice was full of unspoken threat.

      Another cold wave of fear crashed over her. Fear for Lucas and what this fucking insane cult might do to him.

      Wren stared at him and then slowly her gaze resettled on Willow. “Would you like to be executed as per our original kill order?” she asked, her voice low and cruel.

      Lucas stepped in close to Wren, his fists clenched, his expression full of cold fury. “You wouldn’t dare. Think of her power. Think of what she could mean for The Order.”

      Wren didn’t flinch or show any sign that an angry six foot male intimidated her. “I am thinking of her power, Lucas. Of the kind of damage she could do if she attacks our community.”

      Lucas moved back slightly. “This is not who we are…this is not The Order of Orion.”

      Before Wren could answer, Thea and another Elder strode over. Both were still flushed from the effects of her attack, but she knew her telepathy wasn’t responsible for the anger in their eyes.

      “You won’t get away with this,” said Thea, her black cloak swirling around as she stared at Wren. “You’ve gone too far.”

      “Thea, Chen,” said Wren with derision. “You’re fools not to see what’s happened today. The only two neophytes who chose your cowardly initiation failed. You’ll lead The Order to its destruction. We’ll become helpless victims again. Hunted and used.”

      Rage again filled Willow at hearing Wren’s words. Blood pounded in her ears and still worked up from the emotions of the crowd, her anger again spilled over. “You’re sick, all of you! You should be ashamed of yourselves. This is no sanctuary,” she cried.

      Thea and Chen suddenly reacted to her anger with rage of their own. As they advanced toward Wren, Lucas tried to block their attack. “Willow, stop!”

      “Take her to the cube. Now!” shouted Wren, motioning to a Mercurian guard.

      Willow struggled against him as he tried to grab her arms and escort her away.

      A collective gasp went through the crowd, and at first she thought they were surprised by Wren’s command. Which made no fucking sense, given she had just made everyone lose their minds for five minutes. Her guard suddenly focused on something to his right. A hush fell across the chamber. Every single Starborn stared opened mouthed in the same direction the guard looked. His grasp on her slackened and she stumbled to the ground.

      On her hands and knees she turned slowly to look to her right.

      Paige.

      Her body lay still and unmoving as before. Willow frowned. What had they seen?

      She scanned Paige’s body, searching for any sign of life. Finally, Willow cast her emotional net outward, and when she sensed a faint, but familiar aura, she cried out.

      She crawled toward Paige, the tears in her eyes blurring her vision. “Paige?” she called out, and then more loudly. “Paige?”

      She reached her friend at the same time as Isobel and Gabriel, all three desperate for their friend to live. Willow grabbed Paige’s unmarked hand. Soft, pure, and innocent. Through her fingertips she sensed Paige’s aura reach out and touch hers lightly. And when Paige’s chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm, she sobbed in relief. Wiping her tears away with the back of her hand, she urged Paige to open her eyes.

      Wren shouted commands but the words didn’t register.

      It wasn’t until she felt hands grab her and lift her to stand, that she realized she was to be taken away…away from Paige.

      “No!” She fought against the two large men physically, and then telepathically. But she couldn’t escape, nor could she frighten them with her power. As Mercurians they were immune to her attempts. “Please let me stay with her. I want to be with her when she wakes. Please.”
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      Lucas forced himself to remain beside Wren as Willow was dragged away. Her look of betrayal at his inaction cut deep, but Council games needed to be played. “She is still adjusting to The Order. Give her time and she will be an asset to our community.”

      Wren watched as the rest of the Council surrounded Paige and the doctors who attended her. “No one can deny that Willow Trilby’s power is phenomenal. She could protect our community if she chose to do so. We haven’t seen the likes of her power for decades.” She turned to look at him, her dark eyes darker in the dimly lit chamber. She smiled without warmth. “Her choice to do the traditional initiation rite pleased me, as does the power she can now wield. But what does not please me is her defiance of me and The Order. As the leader of our community, I cannot ignore it.”

      Wren let her gaze flow over the crowd leaving the Celestial Chamber. As they filed past, many Starborn craned their necks to see Paige and then looked at Wren with suspicion.

      Wren returned her gaze to Lucas, her pale gray eyes hard. “She needs to be made an example.”

      “She is young.”

      “You were younger.”

      “I had nothing to fight for. She does. She’s protective of her patients.”

      “You had nothing to live for Lucas. Until we found you and gave you a reason to live and fight, for The Order, not against it,” she admonished.

      “And I’m grateful. I’ve given my life to The Order of Orion.”

      Wren gestured to the group of medical Starborn who surrounded Paige’s body. “But you question my methods this night?”

      He felt her try to invade his consciousness, but with sheer strength of will, held her at arm’s-length. He kept his voice neutral and chose his words carefully. “I do not question. I only wonder. For so long the Council has operated as one without dissent. What has changed?”

      For a moment, Wren lost her look of absolute conviction and worry replaced it. “Isaiah has foreseen an end to The Order of Orion and our five hundred years of tradition. He believes a threat looms and we must prepare. Some of the Council believe him and call for a reinforcement in our defenses, others are more cavalier.”

      “The military knows nothing of this threat.”

      “A consensus cannot be achieved. Those who believe freedom of choice should come before tradition are reluctant to let go of their recent progressive achievements. They wrongly believe their new ways will modernize us. They want us to integrate more with ordinaries…take the soft path…that way lays death!” She pointed to Paige’s body. “If allowed to continue, they will destroy all we have worked for since The Order was created.”

      Lucas had never seen Wren so agitated.

      The rest of the Council showed a clear division. Two groups stood apart watching the medical team continue to work on Paige. Isaiah and Oliver looked on with little emotion. In contrast, the other group, consisting of Thea, Chen and Ethan, watched the medics on the stage with shocked expressions. Lucas wanted to challenge Wren, wanted to criticize the use of innocents for her own political purpose, but he held his tongue. His own hypocrisy making him feel ill. For years he’d used arguments like Wren’s to justify his missions—for the greater good, for our community, for our future.

      But this wasn’t what he’d promised Willow when he’d brought her here. This wasn’t her future, his future, their future.

      He was saved from speaking by the arrival of a Starborn medical officer, who nodded to Wren and shot Lucas only a cursory glance. “Madame Elder. The neophyte lives. Her heartbeat is stable, she breathes a normal rhythm, but she remains unconscious. With your permission, we will take her to the infirmary for observation and more tests.”

      Wren nodded and the officer walked away to supervise Paige’s transfer. Isobel followed the gurney as it was wheeled down the corridor, her blue hair disappearing among the departing crowd.

      “Isobel’s feat lends weight to our argument to continue with traditional methods. Having a Starborn within our Sanctuary that can regenerate such damage is a defense weapon we’ve never had before. Think, Lucas, of the possibilities. Think of your loved ones who could have been resurrected had Isobel been there to find them.”

      Lucas refused to do such a thing. The past was behind him. He ignored the searing pain of Wren’s words, and thought instead of his future. “What is to become of Willow Trilby?”

      “That took you quite some time to ask. Your restraint is admirable.” Wren’s eyes narrowed. “She will do another forty-eight hours in a cube...with food and water. But she will spend the first twenty-four hours in isolation. No communication between her and other Starborn. She may only have the company of her thoughts. I’ve already communicated my wishes to her guard.”

      “She’s already weak. As her mentor, let me be the one to be punished.”

      “Don’t make me regret my lenience,” she said frowning. “You may visit her after the first day, this is more than enough. I give you this for old times’ sake.”

      Lucas held his tongue.

      Wren turned away. “You may go.”

      It took him only a few minutes to reach the infirmary where he found Isobel, Gabriel and Granger at Paige’s bedside. Granger had nothing to say for once, and stood by the bed, staring at the unmoving Paige.

      “James.” Lucas greeted the male doctor who checked Paige’s vitals. Knifed while on duty in an emergency ward in his late twenties, James’ latent ability had been triggered by the trauma of the incident. Now in his mid-forties he was the main doctor at the Sanctuary. A Marsa Starborn with telekinesis, his treatment of patients was purely medical.

      “Lucas.” James didn’t look up as he checked Paige’s pupils with a penlight. “She’s responsive to stimuli.”

      Isobel began to cry, loud angry sobs.

      “Will she wake up?” Gabriel asked the doctor.

      “I don’t know at this stage. All I know from her examination is her vital signs are good. We won’t know about her cognitive function until we run further tests.” James looked around at all of them. “There’s no precedent for this. She was clinically dead for some time. You must prepare yourselves for the worst.”

      “No,” cried Isobel. “She’ll wake up, I know it.” She reached out and grasped Paige’s hand. “Where’s my mentor? Where’s Juliette? Maybe she can help?”

      James nodded. “She’s on her way, but her power has never helped with anything like this.” He rested his hand on the crying Isobel.

      Lucas felt like an interloper and motioned Granger to step out of the hospital room.

      “This is some kind of fucked up shit,” said Granger as they made their way back to the military headquarters. “I knew it would be tough on her, but what Wren did…it was messed up.”

      The corridors were empty and Lucas suspected most Starborn had returned to their quarters.

      “She believes she is doing the best for The Order.”

      Granger stared at him like he had two heads. “You’re not defending her, for fuck’s sake?”

      “No. Her methods have crossed the line. But we must prepare ourselves. There’s serious dissent among the Council and there’s more to come.”

      “Go against Wren?” Granger was incredulous. “She’ll know if we go against her.”

      Lucas sighed. “I’m not suggesting a military coup. I’m just saying we need to be on guard. Protect ourselves and those we can from any political fallout of the Council brawling.”

      He didn’t mention Isaiah’s prophecy. While he didn’t rule out the prediction, Lucas wasn’t ready to run about yelling the sky was falling either. He’d kept himself safe for the last decade, not by holding hands and singing ‘Kumbaya’ with other Starborn in The Order, but by keeping out of Council politics. By being a loner. By not making connections.

      Now though, things were different. He was different.

      He and Granger spent much of the evening in the military quarters. Granger accepted his invitation to spar in the boxing ring, and a few rounds later Lucas felt bruised and worn out. Despite his physical exhaustion, he couldn’t conceive of sleeping, not while Willow was subjected to another night in a cube. He worked through to the early hours reviewing recent mission activity. A number of teams were out in the field either observing potential Starborn or ordinaries deemed a threat to The Order of Orion. He tried not to obsessively watch the clock as the time drew closer for the end of Willow’s twenty-four isolation ban. And he tried not to think about what might have happened at Queensgate if he hadn’t sensed that Willow was Starborn. Would he have completed the kill order? Murdered her in cold blood because she was a threat?

      For hours he thought of every mission he’d completed. Thought of his blind support for The Order. Thought of how the murder of his mother and Danny had falsely made him think protecting Starborn and their families justified keeping The Order secret by any means necessary.

      Later, when he approached Willow’s cube, Serena eyed him warily. He wasn’t surprised she was on guard duty. As a powerful Mercurian, Serena would be better able to defend any attempt by Willow to use her abilities.

      She didn’t step aside.

      “Serena.”

      “Lucas.”

      “I’ve come to speak with my neophyte.”

      “Right on time, I see,” she said without checking her watch. “Where’s your white horse?”

      He took a deep breath. “I’m doing as Wren instructed.”

      “Do you think she was right yesterday? That modernizing The Order will lead to our demise?”

      He was momentarily taken aback by the sudden shift in conversation. “I don’t know. That’s why I’m a soldier and not a politician.”

      Her brown eyes pleaded with him. “Come on, Lucas. If I’d had a choice when I went through initiation, what would you have advised me? Still the traditional?”

      He glanced to the cube and then back at her. “I would have let you make your own decision.”

      She stepped forward until they were almost touching, sadness reflected in her dark eyes. “And I would have probably taken the easy way…and not been half the Starborn I am today. And that’s what sucks. Wren is probably right. I can’t help but feel like a monster for thinking it when the little bird lies in the hospital half dead.”

      Christ, thought Lucas as Serena waited for some kind of response. He wasn’t the one people came to for advice.

      “I think we all have a lot to think about.” It felt lame but it was the best response he had.

      She nodded to the cube. “She’s been calling out for you. Crying for you in fact.”

      And then the old Serena was back to kick him in the balls. He chose silence as his best defense and after a minute, Serena stepped aside and swiped the bio-lock to open the cube. The door slid open and his eyes connected with Willow’s. Her face was pale, her eyes red. She scrambled to stand as he walked in. The door slid shut behind him and immediately they were cocooned from the world. And without thought he instantly took her into his arms, embracing her tightly as though he would never let her go.

      “How is she? How is Paige?” Despite holding his shield firmly in place, her anxiety radiated through him like electricity.

      “She lives. She’s responsive to stimuli but hasn’t woken yet,” he said carefully. “Have you eaten? Had water?” he asked, noticing a food tray that lay uneaten in a corner.

      “No,” she said crossly. “What do the doctors say? Who’s with her?”

      “The doctors know nothing else. This is a first time event for our Sanctuary. She’s not alone. Isobel and Gabriel are with her.”

      He steered her to sit down. It was cramped but they sat cross-legged across from each other, an uncomfortable position for Lucas but the best that could be achieved if he wanted to see her face clearly. He didn’t question why he wanted that. Just like he didn’t question why he kept holding her hands, despite her emotional charge running rampant through his body.

      “They’ve been granted full ascendancy by the Council, as have you,” he said. “You’re an official Starborn of The Order of Orion.”

      “Fuck the Council,” she said, wrenching her hands away from his. “And fuck you!” She covered her face with her hands as if to block out all that had happened.

      He felt sick in the stomach. “Do you want me to leave?”

      “Yes.”

      That tiny one word response hurt. More than he expected, more than he should have allowed. He slowly stood.

      “No,” she cried out, the sound muffled through her hands.

      Lucas stilled, unsure of what to do, wanting only to respect her wishes. Willow dropped her hands from her face and looked at him. His chest tightened, but his head, his head told him to leave, to run. Run straight to the next mission and away from the feelings this woman evoked. Not from her emotional telepathy, but because of who she was, and who she made him want to become. He slowly slid down to sit opposite her again.

      Her face was pale and tortured. “If only I’d told her to do the three days, she’d be okay,” said Willow.

      “We don’t know that,” he reassured her. “It was her final decision.”

      “What if she doesn’t wake up? What if she stays like that forever?”

      He had nothing to say to ease her worry, so he stayed silent, hoping his presence was of some comfort.

      Her blue eyes glistened with unshed tears. “Why didn’t you come sooner? Why did you leave me here?" A single tear slipped down her cheek.

      Lucas fought to hold himself in check. “If I could have, I would have been here the moment you entered. If I could, I would stay here with you for every second you must endure it.”

      He leaned forward to cup her cheek. With his right hand, he gently wiped her tear away with his thumb. Her skin was silky soft and his heart began to hammer in his chest. Ever so slowly, she turned her face into his hand and pressed a soft, gentle kiss to his palm. Breathless, he luxuriated in the sensation of her mouth against his skin. Desire fired through his body, but as much as it pained him, he slowly withdrew his hand from her lips. Knowing she needed comfort, he tenderly stroked her hair. Within seconds she launched herself onto his lap and began to cry, loud god-awful sobs. Stripped bare, Willow cried out her fears and the tension of the past few hours, days, and weeks.

      Holding her, he tried to focus on offering her only the comfort of human touch. But as she wiggled on his lap and tried to get comfortable, his thoughts became less than saintly. He closed his eyes and tried to recite The Orion honor code, all one thousand words. When she reached up and clung tightly to his shoulders, he took a few shaky breaths. Slowly her cries quietened and he waited for her to let go. But instead of pulling back, she tentatively ran her hands across his shoulders. Her fingertips tracing his muscles and collarbone, and so great was his craving for more of her touch, he groaned softly. The soft nudge of her aura against his shield startled him. Her Mercurian ability edged around him trying to gain access to what he was feeling. Slowly he let his shield down and opened the channel between their auras, welcoming her into his private inner world. The tendrils of her emotion snaked around him and merged with his own aura. He sensed her fear and her hope. And then, the emotional energy inside the cube shifted.
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      Willow wasn’t sure who lit the spark first, but an aura of compulsive need swirled between them. Her heart raced as she felt his desire surge through her own body, and instead of pushing it away, she returned it. His sharp intake of breath deafening in the cube, told her he felt it too. Neither moved physically. Both wanting to explore each other through other sensations. Liquid desire coursed through her body. She clung to his chest, fearful he would push her away. Her mouth was so close to his skin that she wondered what he would do if she pressed her lips to his chest, to the base of his throat, to the curve of his tanned neck. Would he groan out loud, again? Lust swirled through the tiny cube. A sensual thread of need wove between them, binding their hearts and minds, and imploring their bodies to become one.

      “Willow?” His deep voice was sandpaper rough.

      Slowly, she raised her head to look into his emerald green eyes. Bright with desire, they searched her face for some clue as to what she wanted. For a few heart stopping moments they simply stared at each other.

      “Please…” She whispered.

      He answered by leaning down to slowly press his lips against hers. Cautious, as though to give her a chance to pull back, he moved his mouth over hers in a gentle kiss. But she didn’t want tenderness from him. She wanted to be swept away, to feel nothing but raw, violent desire. Reaching up, she put her hands around his neck and kissed him back with a desperate wildness. He moaned in response and female pride blossomed as his kiss deepened. Reveling in the searing heat flaring between them, she demanded more. His mouth moved against hers, exploring and tasting her lips. A bolt of exquisite pleasure pulsed between her legs. When he slipped his hands under her singlet and explored her naked back, it was her turn to moan. His lips left her mouth and she protested until she felt him trace hot kisses across her collarbone and then her neck. Molten fire burned through her body, the pleasure so intense she could only focus on his touch—his lips kissing the curve of her neck, his hands roaming across her fevered skin.

      She felt desperate to touch him. To set him aflame like he did to her. “My turn,” she murmured, not caring if anyone was watching them.

      She pulled hungrily at his black T-shirt, desperate to touch his skin. Understanding her need, he leaned back. She lifted the front of his shirt and ran her hands across his hard chest, delighting in the feel of his heat. Leaning in, she kissed his chest, using her lips and tongue to explore the contours of his muscles. When he moaned softly, she smiled against his skin. Taking a nipple between her teeth, she ground herself against him. Tentatively at first, and then with more pressure. His hands gripped her backside and she rocked against him while placing kisses at the base of his throat, his neck, his hard jaw. Their mouths met again for another earth shattering kiss. Lucas’ aura was still wide open and the emotions he was projecting toward her shattered her control.

      The cube’s confines were swept away, and there was only the two of them and the soul screaming attraction that had been there from the beginning. She clung to his hard body and kissed him with every ounce of passion she could offer. She thrust her tongue in the same rhythm as she ground herself against his lap, delighting in the friction of their clothes, and desperate for more. Hungrily, they explored each other and she closed her eyes as the intense pleasure threatened to send her over the edge. For a few precious moments she felt free. Free from her past, free from the reality of the past few days.

      A desperate cry tore from her lips as she tried to keep the memories at bay. But they rushed forward and memories of Paige and her suffering battered her mind and her heart. Lucas pulled back and his aura shifted quickly from arousal to hesitation. No! She tried to forget the past and concentrate only on the moment. Cradling his jaw, she kissed him, teased his lips with small hot kisses, not wanting him to stop. He gently pushed at her shoulders, trying to put a distance between them.

      “Willow? I can feel your pain.” He took a few shuddering breaths. “I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      “It’s a very good idea.” She turned to kiss his left wrist and felt victorious when he closed his eyes in pleasure. He took a few more deep breaths and then his Mercurian wall resurrected with a swiftness that jarred her body and soul. “Please, I want this,” she whispered. “I need it.”

      “Not now, you’re confused. You don’t know what you want right now.”

      “That’s why right now is the perfect time.”

      Gently, Lucas lifted her off his lap and set her down beside him.

      She took a few shuddering breaths. “Just go. Leave me.”

      “Willow, I—”

      “No, Lucas, it’s okay. You’re right. I don’t know what I want right now.”

      The cube closed in around her as he stood slowly.

      “I’ll come back as soon as I can.” He leaned down and gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze before leaving. Her gentleman assassin, she thought as the door slid shut.
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      Sex. It was all Lucas could think about. Sex with Willow, specifically. Exploring and tasting her body and her mind. In the cube, in his quarters, and in his shower. The images pounded his brain. The research lab kiss had been incredible, but it paled in comparison to yesterday’s erotic encounter. The feel of her body, the connection with her aura had branded him.

      Now, he stood in front of Willow’s cube and tried to banish the scorching images. He took a deep breath to steady himself. The Mercurian guard who stood by the door stared straight ahead waiting for Lucas to give the signal to open the door. He was a strong cognitive telepath, so Lucas made sure his own shield was tightly in place. No one needed to know of the salacious fantasy that had kept him company last night and now with her so close, couldn’t be pushed away. Storming into the cube to take Willow into his arms. Kissing her hard. Pushing her up against the wall and exploring her body with his mouth and hands. Removing her clothes in exquisite slow deliberation, all the while paying homage to her spectacular body. Kissing her breasts. Pressing his arousal up against her. Slowly entering her tight, wet folds and thrusting deeply. Over and over again.

      “Sir? Sir? Are you ready?”

      “Open the damn door,” he growled at the guard.

      The door slid open and she was there. Beautiful and strong, and looking more composed than he felt. Their eyes locked for one long moment before he entered the cube. He positioned himself as far from her as he possibly could in the cramped space. With his body a mass of pent-up arousal and emotion, he concentrated on keeping his shield tightly in place. Unlike her last stint in the cube, she looked well and her face was slightly flushed.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, wishing he had something more eloquent to say.

      “Yes. Is there any news about Paige? Has she woken?”

      Of course she would want to know about Paige, he thought, irritated at himself. Here he was thinking about their kiss and the way her body had felt grinding up against him, while she was thinking about the welfare of her friend.

      “There’s been no change.”

      Her bright expression faltered, and then she was in his arms. Lucas wasn’t sure who initiated the contact—he didn’t care. But after a few moments, he stepped back. “Let’s leave this place. Your punishment is over. I’ll take you to Paige.”

      Neither spoke as they made their way through the Sanctuary. Plenty of Starborn stopped and stared when they saw Willow. None were unfriendly, but neither did anyone call out to him as they passed by. The infirmary was on level two and her silence in the elevator made him uneasy. He found himself wanting to know what she was thinking. Usually she said what was on her mind, but now he was left to his own inadequate male mind reading ability.

      When they entered Paige’s hospital room, Willow was greeted with hugs and cries from Isobel and Gabriel. Lucas stood to the side and let them fuss over her.

      “Has she moved? Said anything?” asked Willow in a low voice.

      “Nothing,” said Isobel, who put her arm around Willow. Lucas was surprised at her warmth given her surly attitude throughout training.

      A knock at the door sounded and Lucas turned to see a Council guard. “Sir, you and Doctor Trilby are wanted at the Elder’s Council immediately.”

      He nodded and moved to stand beside Willow. He looked down at Paige’s pale face, so young and fragile. “Willow, we need to go.”

      Isobel glared at him. “Surely she can stay for a few more minutes?”

      Willow held up her hand as if to ward off an argument. “It’s okay,” she said softly. She leaned down and kissed Paige gently on the cheek. “I’ll see you soon,” she whispered.

      After they said their goodbyes, Lucas and Willow strode through the Sanctuary with the guard following at a discreet distance.

      “Where’s Tyler?” Her voice was tentative, as though she was scared of the answer.

      “He didn’t pass. He has asylum here at the Sanctuary for as long as he wishes.”

      Willow didn’t protest or comment, but remained silent as they made their way to the Council. This quiet Willow worried him far more than the angry tigress he was used to.

      “Willow, no matter what the Elders say, don’t challenge them. There is a power struggle in the Council.” He spoke quietly so the guard couldn’t hear. “We must not play into their hands.” He tensed when he realized he’d said, we rather than you.

      “What do they want with me?”

      “To share their outrage at your manipulation of three quarters of the entire Sanctuary,” he said wryly. “And to bring you under control.”

      “They can go f—”

      “Yes, I know your opinion of the Council,” he interrupted. “But the smart move is to not show your hand.”

      “You want me to bow and scrape,” she accused.

      Lucas stopped mid-stride. Turning to the guard he motioned him to give them a few moments of privacy. The guard looked as though he would challenge him, but reluctantly he allowed Lucas to pull Willow into a quiet hallway. His voice came out rough as he held her arms and faced her. “You’re incredibly powerful now. And power is a threat to anyone with something to lose. The Council won’t allow you to ignore them and their rules.”

      She nodded even though her eyes flashed with defiance. They rejoined the guard and within a few minutes arrived at the entrance to the Council Chambers. Willow’s tension radiated outward and snaked its way into his own system.

      He slowed, and whispered next to her ear, “Willow, you need to focus. I can feel your emotional aura. Pull it back into your own sphere.”

      She frowned, but he sensed her emotions quickly swirl and then vanish. The guard announced their arrival and Lucas led Willow inside. All six Elders turned to watch them enter.

      “Willow Trilby. Please step closer,” said Isaiah. The dark-skinned Sola Starborn sat to Wren’s left, his graying dreadlocks contrasting with his ebony skin. Lucas hoped Isaiah would offer reason and logic to the Council’s judgment.

      Willow stepped forward and lifted her chin in defiance. Lucas braced himself for possible mayhem.

      Wren rose from her seat. “How was your cube, my dear?”

      “Perfectly satisfactory, thank you,” replied Willow. “In fact, the company the cube offered was far superior to anything I’ve experienced since arriving on this island.”

      “Is that a fact?” Wren smiled, choosing to join in the game, much to Lucas’ chagrin. “You must be referring to the visit by your champion.”

      Fuck. He’d felt Wren invade his mind as soon they had entered the room but thought he’d pushed her out before she had extracted anything from his mind. He stood motionless under Wren’s smiling scrutiny and reeled in his emotions. To his surprise, Willow also remained silent.

      “Doctor Trilby, you show great promise,” said Wren. “We’re astounded by your level of ability. But we’re also concerned. Concerned you care only for those close to you, and not for the good of the Starborn community. Your selfish choices will harm those who are more vulnerable.”

      Willow jerked back as though she had been physically struck and he knew it hit a raw nerve.

      Wren sat back down in her seat. “Despite your actions today, these past few days, we wish to give you a chance to become one of us. You’ve been granted approval to join The Order of Orion. You’ll have one year on probation before you may rejoin the ordinary community as a sleeper or perhaps choose to stay on at the Sanctuary if you find something or someone to keep you here.” She glanced down at some paperwork in front of her. “You’re dismissed.”

      As he and Willow turned to leave, Wren called out one final comment. “You’re now free to choose your own quarters. I’m sure Isobel would welcome sharing a dorm or perhaps even poor Paige, should she wake.”

      White, hot anger from Willow flashed through his body. She took a deep breath and put her hands on her hips as she faced Wren.

      “Thank you, Madame Wren. But I’ve been very happy with my stay up until recently. I choose to continue to reside with Lucas.”

      Lucas froze mid-movement. So great was the shock of her words. And then his blood pounded. It raced through his body and headed straight to one particular piece of his anatomy. Images of his body entwined in Willow’s naked body flashed before his eyes. He struggled to look neutral in front of the Council. He was pretty sure he was being used as fodder in a cat fight and Willow wasn’t serious. But his body didn’t seem to care.
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      Willow’s heart raced as she followed Lucas to his quarters. She had wanted to shock Wren, but instead she had surprised herself and Lucas. And now they were seconds away from his quarters and she was fantasizing about his hard, muscular body and his soft, gentle kisses. She’d had a day to think about their kiss in the cube. A day to relive each passionate moment and a day to imagine what might have happened if Lucas hadn’t stopped their embrace. She glanced under her lashes to look at his profile as they walked side by side. His face was a careful mask of neutrality. His chiseled jaw, usually clean shaven, was darkened with heavy stubble. It made him even sexier, if that was possible.

      They halted outside his door. “You don’t have to stick with what you said to Wren, you know…” He said in a husky voice. “You can stay anywhere in the Sanctuary. You’re no longer a neophyte. You’re Starborn now.”

      Her heart plummeted. “If you’d rather I stay somewhere else?”

      “No. I just want to make sure you don’t feel pressured.”

      She brightened. “What’s there to worry about? It’s just a place to sleep and eat, right?”

      “Of course,” he said formally.

      His quarters were as she remembered—sparse and functional. Familiar. Comforting.

      He walked into the kitchen and called out in a casual voice, “I can fix you something to eat while you have a shower and change, if you like?”

      She called out her thanks as she walked into the bathroom. Stripping off the red neophyte dress she flung it to the ground, glad she’d never have to wear it ever again. Desperate to wash away the past few days of isolation and confusion, she stepped into the shower. Hot water sprayed across her tired body, soothing the aches of her joints and muscles from the cramped conditions of the cube. However, her mind wasn’t so easily settled. Images of Paige’s burnt body at the Celestial Chamber and of her lying in the hospital bed intruded into her mind. As she turned the shower off, she took a few deep breaths and tried to focus on the here and now.

      Enveloping herself in one of Lucas’ towels, she stood and looked at herself in the foggy mirror. Stared hard at her own image. Tried to make sense of the roller coaster of her life over the past few days. Hundreds of Starborn had been affected by her power, but she didn’t feel powerful. She felt confused, and torn. Hatred for this society should be her primary emotion, but instead she couldn’t ignore that its sick practices had helped her find Eve. And she couldn’t ignore her gentleman assassin who had taken grave risks for her—who continued to take risks for her. Taking another shaky breath she reached for her clothes and realized she had none but her discarded red ones. No way was she was wearing red. Ever again.

      She tiptoed out of the bathroom and opened the cupboard next to Lucas’ bed. Rows and rows of his black clothes sat there in orderly fashion, and in a tiny pile next to them, her old neophyte clothes and underwear. She quickly slipped on her underwear and then one of his plain black T-shirts. With guilty pleasure, she luxuriated in the feel of his clothes against her skin and remembered the pleasure of his touch in the cube. Her telepathy had made her love life a train wreck of false starts and disasters. She’d never been able to fully relax and trust in a connection, or any pleasure. Always wondering if she was influencing her partner by creating false emotions and arousal. But with Lucas yesterday, those anxieties had fallen away. Another world had opened to her. She’d clearly sensed his emotions as separate from hers, and had been able to discern his intense desire for her—and it had been exhilarating. Whether it was a result of her achieving ascendency or his Mercurian ability, she wasn’t sure. All she knew with certainty was that when he’d pulled back from their intimacy, it had been an emotional blow as much as it had been physical. She had been left wanting and aching in her heart as much as her body.

      Guilt suddenly swamped her. It wasn’t fair that Paige lay in a hospital bed, while Willow’s life now tilted toward possibility. A cube had brought Paige misery, while for Willow it had brought her closer to her sister, her powers and to Lucas. She had so much to live for, while Paige had nothing. She stilled at that thought, turning it over and over in her mind. Adrenalin pounded through her body and she reached out to steady herself against the cupboard. On wobbly legs, Willow walked to the doorway of the kitchen to see Lucas at the stove in an almost comical domestic scene.

      “I need to go and see Paige. Right now,” she said.

      He turned around at her voice and his eyes darkened as his gaze ran over her bare legs.

      His look gave her butterflies but she needed to see Paige. Right now. “Lucas, please?” she asked.

      “You need to rest.” His voice sounded reasonable as though soothing a distraught child. He wiped his hands with a dishcloth.

      “No, you don’t understand. She needs me. Now.”

      Suddenly she gave herself a mental slap to the forehead. She didn’t need his permission. She raced back to the clothes cupboard and rifled again through his clothes to find something that would fit. Something not red. She pulled on a pair of his gym shorts. “Jackpot.”

      Lucas came to stand beside her as she put on socks and then her boots. “If you really need to go now,” he said quietly. “I’ll come with you.”

      Relief flooded her. “Thank you.”

      She almost ran down the corridor as they made their way back to the infirmary. Most Starborn were in their quarters for the evening and the quiet corridors reminded her of Queensgate at night. Trembling with expectation, she quickly entered Paige’s room. Around her bedside, monitors beeped steady rhythms. Pale and tiny, Paige was childlike in her unconscious state. Willow cast out her aura to Paige and was met with no discernible emotion—only a gray murkiness.

      “Paige?” Willow took her friend’s hand and gently rubbed her cold skin. Lucas moved to stand behind her and she took comfort in his presence. “Paige, it’s Willow,” she said softly. “Please, come back to us.”

      Willow focused on her own breathing. Each breath she savored, allowing the air to slowly enter and then leave her body. She listened to the sounds surrounding them. The steady beeps of the monitors. The hum of the air-conditioning unit. The faint sound of Paige’s breathing. Matching her breathing to Paige’s, she focused on the sensation of her fingertips touching Paige’s skin. When an image of Eve came to her mind’s eye, she meditated on the exhilaration she had felt when she had made contact. Allowed that exhilaration and sense of hope to build and spread throughout her body until it left her fingertips and entered Paige. Like a waterfall, a rush of emotion poured into Paige. Instinctively, Willow wanted to draw back but fought against it. She thought of the man standing behind her. His steadfast support. His gentle, sweet kiss. The risks he’d taken for her.

      “Touch me,” she whispered to Lucas as she continued to look down at Paige.

      His hands immediately settled on her shoulders. She soaked in his warmth and encouragement. Used his touch to spur her on. Willow had always been a fighter, and she tried to share that will with Paige. The will to fight. The will to live.

      She watched Paige, desperate for some sign she responded to Willow’s emotional outpouring. Paige’s hand was still cold, her face still slack of expression.

      Nothing.

      Willow pushed and shoved her emotional aura against Paige.

      Fight, Paige, fight!

      The movement was so slight, Willow almost missed it. The barest stirring against her hand.

      “Paige!” She sensed a shift in Paige’s emotional aura at the same time as she physically felt Paige grasp her hand. “Lucas, it’s Paige. I can feel her!”

      With her other hand she stroked Paige’s hair and whispered, “Paige, it’s okay. I’m here. You’re okay.”

      Willow heard Lucas leave the room but kept her focus on Paige, channeling hope and the will to live to her friend. She was focused on lifting up Paige’s aura with every ounce of strength she had.

      “Paige, can you hear me? Can you open your eyes?”

      “Willow?” Paige murmured. Her eyes flickered open briefly before closing again.

      Willow’s throat tightened with emotion. “Yes, I’m here, Paige. I’m here.”

      She rested her head next to Paige’s frail figure for a moment, and then sat down on the chair beside the bed. She still held Paige’s hand, fearful of what might happen if she was to let go. As though he’d known what she had wanted and needed, Lucas returned within minutes with Gabriel and a tearful Isobel. They were followed in by the doctor. Emotion charged the small room as each of them processed Paige’s return. Gabriel helped Paige to sit up and Isobel held up a glass of water to Paige’s lips. The doctor tried to move between Willow and Paige and she pushed him back, scared he would break her hold on Paige’s hand. Fearful of what might happen.

      “Willow, it’s okay. She’ll be okay,” said Lucas, but it sounded as if he spoke a long distance away.

      The room spun and she realized she was crying. Her body shook uncontrollably as she desperately held onto Paige and her aura. Gently, Lucas pried her fingers open to release her.

      Willow found it difficult to walk back to his apartment. With his arm about her waist, she found herself leaning more and more against him, until they arrived at his door and her legs buckled.

      He caught her against his chest and after kicking the door open, lifted her up into his arms. Resting her cheek against him, she closed her eyes. Inhaling his familiar scent she instantly felt more centered. Safe. Protected. Gently, he lay her down on the futon, removed her boots and then pulled the sheet up over her.

      When he moved away she cried out in protest. “Stay with me. Please?” She reached out to grab his hand and pulled him down to her.

      Almost lost to sleep, she sighed softly when the futon depressed with his weight. And when his arms wrapped around her and his body pressed up against hers, she sighed again. A sigh of deep contentment—a feeling that was so unnatural to her, but felt so right in his embrace. Exhausted, she fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.
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      Lucas woke to a delightful tangle of legs and soft breasts pressed up against him. Willow clung to his chest, her long, red hair brushing against his shoulders and neck. He inhaled her scent and his already hard cock strained forward. When he shifted slightly, her hand on his waist tightened and then slowly moved upward, trailing fire across his skin. His breathing quickened and his heart pounded. Pounded so loud he could hear nothing else. Her fingers traced a path over his chest and then stopped to rest above his heart. Surely she felt it racing? Warm, soft lips replaced her fingertips and he groaned at the exquisite sensation. Her legs shifted so one slipped in-between his and her mouth continued its exploration, licking and tasting his skin.

      He gathered her long hair back off her face, wanting to see her expression. “Willow?”

      She tilted her head and looked up at him briefly before offering another sensual kiss against his skin.

      Closing his eyes, his head fell back as intense pleasure shot through him. He tried to slow his breathing. Tried to slow his hammering heart. “Willow? Are you sure?”

      “Yes. I want to finish what we started in the cube.” Her husky voice sent shivers straight to his throbbing cock.

      And when her teeth grazed his shoulder, he forgot about being a gentleman. About taking things slow. Forgot that starting something with a Mercurian Starborn was trouble. That he’d sworn off emotional attachments.

      His mind could only process one thing.

      Willow.

      Having sex with Willow.

      Right now.

      He grabbed her shoulders and pushed her backward onto the bed. His eyes connected with hers as he captured her wrists and moved them above her head. Her blue eyes danced with excitement and he smiled as he leaned down to kiss her. Ever so slowly, he touched his lips to her, kissing her with a tenderness he’d long ago locked away. Their lips explored each other in slow, sensual deliberation. Without breaking their kiss, and still holding her wrists with one hand, he used his other hand to discover her body. He traced his fingertips down her inner arm to the curve of her breast. Through the fabric of her T-shirt, her nipple hardened, and he bucked against her in response. Moaning, she thrust her hips up to him. Primal desire surged through his veins, and he gave himself over to it. He let go of her wrists and ran his hands wildly over her body, unable to reach his fill and desperate for more.

      Grasping the edges of her T-shirt he pulled it over her head to reveal her pink tipped breasts. He captured a tight nipple in his mouth and rejoiced when she cried out in pleasure. With his tongue and lips he paid homage to her beauty, her fire. She clung to him, urging him on, and when her hands ran across his shoulders, stroking and kneading his skin he thought he might die from the pleasure of it. Her hands drifted down his back and then stopped abruptly. His scars. Dammit.

      “Don’t stop,” he urged, not wanting the moment broken by questions and awful truths. He kissed her throat, teasing her, distracting her from his scarred skin.

      She didn’t ask anything of him, but her touch gentled, softened. Became infinitely sweet. And exquisitely sexy.

      Closing his eyes, he rested his face against hers and took a few steadying breaths. She thrust her hips against him, destroying the little control he had. Even through his boxers the sensation was sublime. He ground himself against her and she moaned at the contact, wrapping her legs around his waist. Their lips met for an earth shattering kiss. Her tongue stroked his and couldn’t slow down, couldn’t pace himself. Instead, he kissed her harder, pushing her back into the bed. Cradling her face, he kissed her jaw and then trailed his lips down her throat and beyond, feasting on her skin. She tasted of life, of hope.

      When he reached her breasts he took a nipple in his mouth, catching it between his teeth, delighting in her mewling cries of pleasure. He traced his tongue down her stomach, kissing and licking her smooth skin until he reached the barrier of her black underwear. Gently he stroked her through the thin fabric before kissing her inner thighs, her stomach and then breasts again. Her hands gripped his shoulders, her nails digging into his skin, giving him more pleasure. He rose back over her to plant another hungry kiss on her mouth. As his tongue explored her mouth, his fingers explored between her thighs. She bucked against his hand, urging him on and when his fingers slipped beneath her underwear, she let out an exquisite moan. Her body was ready for him and it drove him wild with need. Lightly, he caressed her folds and then slipped his finger inside, the sensation threatening to wipe his mind of all rational thought. He delved into her silky center, thrusting his fingers slowly and then more urgently. His heart hammered. His blood pounded. Urged him to thrust his aching cock into her core.

      “Lucas? Please…” Her desperate cry set him further afire.

      With his lips against her ear he whispered, “I want you, Willow. I want to bury myself in you.”

      “I want it too,” she moaned. “Now.” She tugged at his boxers, pulling them down and then throwing them onto the floor.

      Hungrily, he kissed her with all the pent-up desire that had ravaged his body over the past few days. Kissed her with the only thought of becoming one. He caressed each and every luscious curve. Memorized her glorious figure as though he would never touch her again, as though this was his last feast before death. Her body trembled as he slowly pushed her underwear down over her hips. Trembled as his fingers brushed against her skin as he parted her thighs. She reached out and grasped his cock, slowly pumping her tightened fist up and down his length. Pleasure flooded every inch of his body, making him light-headed. She guided him into her velvety softness, and when she thrust her hips up to meet him, he moaned at the feeling of sliding in deep. Slowly, he withdrew and then plunged back in with a powerful thrust.

      Her hands roamed his body, stroking his chest before reaching around to grip his shoulders. He thrust into her, again and again. Plunged into her vibrant beauty. Tried to reach the stars that were in his periphery. Tried to touch the ecstasy only she could provide. She rose up to meet each stroke, taking him in fully before he withdrew to slide in, again and again. The tightness of her sex was incredible and he thrust faster and harder. Hungrily he kissed her breasts, and when he licked and then bit her nipple, she quivered. Knowing she was close, he increased the tempo of their rhythm and thrust into her wildly until she cried out in pleasure. Her shudders of release pushed him over the edge and he moaned as his own climax tore through him. He let his head fall into the curve of Willow’s shoulder and kissed her skin softy, reverently. They held each other as their bodies slowed. Mindful of not crushing her, he lifted himself off her, but she protested, and with a smile pulled him back down. For the first time in many years, he fell asleep thinking of someone alive and vibrant, and thinking of a future that was filled with hope rather than horror.

      In the morning, Willow woke him with a glorious smile and delightful after sex hair. “Good morning,” she said.

      His heart responded with a ridiculous flip-flop. “Good morning.”

      “I’m hungry.”

      “Of course you are.” He smiled at her lightheartedness. “Eggs? Pancakes?”

      Her blue eyes sparkled. “I’ll take everything on your menu.”

      So consumed by the moment, he was confused by a knocking sound that echoed throughout the apartment. And then it clicked. Someone was at the door. He pressed his face into the curve of Willow’s neck and ignored it. Her intoxicating scent further inducing him to stay put and ignore the now incessant banging.

      Willow pushed herself up off his chest. “Shouldn’t we answer that?”

      When it turned to loud thumps, he had a good idea who might be trying to reach him. Swearing under his breath, he quickly pulled on some sweatpants. Before he opened the door, he checked that Willow was decent. Clutching the white sheet to her chest, she gave him a shy smile.

      He opened the door a crack and came eye to eye with Granger. “What do you want?”

      “What took you so long to answer the door?” asked Granger, smiling and trying to look past Lucas.

      “What do you want, Granger?”

      “It’s Paige. She’s awake and wants to see Willow. She’s here, right?”

      “Yes, I’m here, Granger,” Willow called out, coming up behind Lucas, dressed in his black robe.

      “Ah, here’s the amazing Doc,” said Granger, opening his arms wide at Willow.

      Shyly she embraced him and white, hot jealously surged through Lucas. He wanted to beat his chest like a mountain gorilla and growl at Granger to retreat, but he forced himself to stay calm. Granger smiled down at Willow and then over at Lucas, a genuine smile, not one of his egomaniac ones.

      “She’s awake?” asked Willow with eagerness. “Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine. A fucking miracle, that’s what it is.” His gaze ran over their state of undress and gave them a wink. “Hurry up and get dressed so we can go.”

      Their walk to the infirmary was hampered by countless interruptions. Starborn were enthralled by Paige’s resurrection. A group of Starborn milled around the entrance to Paige’s hospital room and they parted excitedly when they saw Lucas approach with Willow and Granger. Willow was peppered with questions from the surrounding Starborn, all wanting to know about her part in the revival of Paige. She was gracious in their interest and spoke of Isobel as the real savior of Paige. Talk turned to the Council and the discussion quickly became heated. Wren had achieved her goal of demonstrating the weakness of modern limitations but she’d stirred up anti-Council sentiment, especially in the younger Starborn. Wren had been elected four times on to the Council, each for a three year period, and Lucas doubted she would be re-elected ever again. He’d sworn his whole life to protect Starborn from abuse like he and his family had suffered. To witness the use of a neophyte in such a vile way for political gain was sickening—no matter Wren’s motivation, no matter what The Order was prophesied to face in the future.

      He couldn’t stay quiet. “The Order must stay strong. We must be able to protect each other and our families who remain out in the ordinary world,” he said. “But Wren has crossed the line...this isn’t how we should be governed. This isn’t how we should treat our own.”

      The chatter died off. They stared; shocked he’d spoken against the Council. He rarely commented on political matters and had eschewed frequent calls for him to stand for election. Willow’s grateful expression made him realize how much he wanted her approval. Wanted her to know he didn’t support Wren and her sadism. The events of the last few days had challenged everything Lucas held dear; The Order, the Council, and the rules he’d followed all his adult life.

      No one said anything for a long moment until Granger piped up. “Yeah, maybe Wren’s going through menopause or something.”

      Laughter broke the undercurrent of tension and Lucas forced himself to smile along with everyone else. He took Willow’s hand in his, not caring what the others might make of it. “Please excuse us while we visit Paige.”

      He led Willow through the group into Paige’s quiet hospital room and was thankful for the peace after the three-ring circus outside in the corridor.

      Paige sat up in bed and eagerly pushed the tray of food in front of her away. “Willow, you’re here,” she said, waving Willow to come in.

      The nurse who sat at Paige’s bedside stood. “I’ll leave you three to have a chat.” She motioned for Willow to take her seat. “No excitement though. Keep the visit short.” She nodded to Lucas before leaving the room with Paige’s tray of food.

      Willow quickly sat and took Paige’s hands in her own. “Thank God you’re okay. I’m so sorry. What they did to you was terrible. I should never have brought us here. We should have gone back to Queensgate.”

      Lucas strove to hide his reaction to Willow’s words. Told himself she spoke of her regret at The Order and not for him and not for what they’d shared this morning.

      Paige shook her head at Willow. “No, don’t be. I’m not.” She smiled broadly and raised her index finger. A small orange flame appeared on her fingertip, flashing brilliantly for a moment before vanishing. A vase of flowers on the bedside table burst into flames, but before the smoke could trigger the fire alarm, the flames extinguished. Paige laughed in delight. Gone was the frightened girl he’d known since Queensgate. The excitement a Starborn feels at mastering their ability after years of unpredictability was always a contagious high and he returned her giddy smile.

      Willow wasn’t smiling, her brows instead drawn in a frown. “That’s amazing, but they had no right to do what they did to you.” Her voice wavered. “It was beyond barbaric…it was evil.”

      “It was horrible, yes,” said Paige, her smile slipping. “Terrifying, but let’s not talk about it. I want to move forward.”

      Lucas wanted to help her. Felt compelled to take away her pain. “Paige,” he said, using a soft voice. “I can make you forget it...and other things too that you might not wish to remember.”

      Paige slowly shook her head. “No. I’ve been given a second chance. I don’t want to forget who and what I was. I feel reborn. I don’t need to be afraid of myself any longer.” She smiled at them, her gray eyes shining with confidence. When Willow remained silent, Paige tugged at her hand. “Be happy for me, I feel amazing. And I have you and Isobel to thank.”

      Before Willow could respond, the door to the room swung open. The entire Council of Elders entered and positioned themselves around Paige’s bedside.

      He prepared himself for trouble—Willow was too raw from the initiation to talk with the Elders. He bowed. “Council Elders, Willow and I shall take our leave.” He took Willow’s hand and groaned inwardly when he felt her rage pulse through his fingertips.

      Wren signaled for them to stop. “No. I think all of us would like the opportunity to talk with the three of you. We’re missing only Isobel, a shame but there will be plenty of…meetings to discuss what has happened.”

      Lucas glanced at the other Council members crammed in the tiny room. The modern faction looked cautious as if they too, expected trouble. Thea gave him an imperceptible nod.

      Wren stepped close to Paige with a faint smile on her lips. “You, my dear, and your friends, will go down in the Starborn history books.” She reached out to touch Paige’s untainted skin. “Remarkable,” she said softly. “Truly remarkable.”

      Willow’s hand tightened around his. Her aura surged with anger and revenge. Fuck. All hell was about to break loose.
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      Willow was light-headed with rage. She stared at Wren pawing over Paige like a concerned relative. “Get your hand off her. You don’t deserve to be in this room, let alone touch her.” Lucas tugged at her hand, but she wrenched herself away. Her whole focus was on Wren and when the gray-haired crone didn’t look up and meet her gaze, Willow felt her anger spiral out of control. “You people claim to have the best interests of all Starborn. But you’re monsters,” she cried. “Nothing but abusive parents to defenseless innocent children. You’re sick and evil.”

      That got Wren’s attention. Slowly, she turned around, her pale gray eyes boring into Willow’s. She heard Wren’s words in her mind. And you know a lot about abusive parents, don’t you, Willow?

      Pain tore through her heart.

      And that pain intensified when Paige said softly, “I’m not a child and I’m no innocent. I killed my parents. Burnt them alive. If anyone is a monster in this room, then it’s me.”

      “No.” Willow shook her head frantically. “That’s not true, Paige. It was an accident.”

      “I should have chosen the traditional initiation.” Paige looked at her with sad eyes. “You don’t understand, Willow. You’ve never been frightened of your ability—”

      “That’s not fair! How can you not hate these people?”

      “Because I finally feel in control of my own destiny. Finally feel strong.”

      “But what they did…what she did.” Willow stared at Wren.

      Frustratingly Wren did not fight back like Willow wanted. Instead she spoke calmly to everyone in the room. “I did not plan for Paige to be hurt.”

      “Liar!” Anger pulsed through Willow’s bloodstream.

      “Willow,” implored Oliver, an Elder who clearly supported Wren. “What happened at the initiation ritual was a tragic accident, but we cannot ignore that it shows the weaker path some of our Council want to take us down.”

      Thea stepped forward, her expression hostile. “You and Wren were wrong not to consult with us about Paige’s ritual. Council permission should have been sought first.”

      No longer calm, Wren’s face turned a vivid shade of red as she stared at Thea. “I am the Council speaker. I make the final decisions.”

      Thea didn’t back down. “We make decisions together. Decisions for our community as a whole, not for just some.”

      “I am making decisions for the whole of our community! Our members must know your modernization of The Order will weaken us. You will leave us exposed to harm!”

      “Nothing could be worse that what you’ve done,” said Willow hoarsely, staring at Wren.

      “Really? I wonder what Lucas’ mother and brother would say if they were alive?”

      Willow glanced at Lucas. His face turned ashen and his green eyes filled with pain. The muscles in his jaw contracted and his lips compressed in a thin line.

      Willow reacted instinctively. “What’s that got to do with anything?” She tried to breach Wren’s shield but it was ironclad.

      “Everything, you little fool,” said Wren, losing her patience. “Who do you think Lucas would have preferred to find his family first? Us or Noctem?” Her eyes narrowed. “Think of your patients. What if Lucas and Granger hadn’t got you out of Queensgate? Think of what might have happened had they not been there to protect you from Noctem?”

      “What I think is that you keep talking about Noctem as this evil enemy who torture innocents for their own gain. What you did to Paige was no different.”

      Before Wren could argue, Oliver stepped forward. “Willow, what happened at the initiation was a tragic accident. You must believe that. Thankfully Paige has recovered. We can all work together to be a strong community. To better protect our own from the likes of Noctem.”

      “I don’t understand you all!” Willow looked wildly around at the Elders. “If Noctem is so feared why do you not fight them instead of letting them hurt innocents in the community? Instead of hurting your own?”

      Oliver’s round face reddened. “We’ve remained protected and hidden from ordinary society for hundreds of years. A war with Noctem would lead to our discovery.”

      “Maybe that’s what needs to happen,” said Willow.

      “You talk of things you know nothing about.” Wren waved her hands dismissively.

      Thea interjected, “She talks about things that some of us support.”

      “I talk about what I have seen,” said Willow, sick of their political infighting. She stared at each Elder, knowing they were yoked by centuries of tradition. Even Thea, who supposedly wanted to modernize The Order, had done nothing to stop Paige’s ritual. “Paige might be able to forgive you and your precious Order, but I can’t. The only reason I came here was to find my sister. She’s not here. I’ve done my fucking bloody ritual. And now I’m leaving.”

      She didn’t dare look at Lucas. Didn’t want to see the hurt in his eyes or any evidence that she might be trampling on the one bit of her life that finally had meaning.

      “You think you can leave?” Wren sneered. “That we’ll let you go before your one year orientation?”

      Willow clenched her fists so tightly that her fingernails cut into her palms. “You won’t keep me here. I won’t stay. I don’t care about your precious Order or your precious secrecy. All I care about is finding Eve.” The tentacles of her power stretched out across the room, seeking entry into those unable to shield themselves from her.

      Lucas grabbed her arms. “Willow, stop! Please…pull back.”

      From behind him, she heard Wren’s voice turn livid. “Lucas, I warned you what would happen if you couldn’t bring her under control. Her defiance can’t be tolerated!”

      Thea held up her arms for peace. “Wren, let us be calm. She’s still adjusting to her power since the initiation.”

      Another Elder chimed in, “Let us leave and give her time with her friend.”

      “No! No more excuses. She needs to be brought under control before she damages The Order,” said Wren, her voice hard. “Lucas will perform a memory wipe on our good doctor. Wipe every memory she has of her sister. Replace her reason for being here. Make her a devout believer.”

      Lucas slowly turned around and faced Wren. “I will not.”

      “You will do as ordered.”

      In a fog of confusion, Willow heard Wren’s threat and Lucas’ defiance. Other Elders cried out their objections. Fear thundered through Willow at the thought of her memories of Eve being taken. Stolen. She staggered, almost fainting. Held onto Lucas to keep herself upright. Leaned her forehead against his back.

      “No,” said Lucas, his voice was deep and sure, and rumbled through her body.

      “You are infatuated,” Wren sneered. “You put her before the good of the Starborn community.”

      “Willow is part of our community.” He turned to bring Willow to stand by his side, his arm snaking around her protectively. “She’s one of us.”

      “Wren,” cautioned Thea. “You’re taking this too far. Let’s talk of this later in Council Chambers.”

      “No! Our strict rules have kept us from anarchy, kept us safe. I cannot let insubordination take hold within these walls. I won’t lead The Order to its destruction.” Wren moved to stand within inches of Lucas. She looked up at him with a single-mindedness that verged on insanity. “You have a choice. You can erase Willow’s sister from her memory or you can be executed.”

      Bedlam broke out in the tiny room. Council members shouted their disgust at Wren’s threat and argued among themselves. Willow struggled to breath. She clung to Lucas, terrified for him and terrified for herself.

      Lucas was undaunted, his stance unwavering, his expression formidable. “Do with me what you will.”

      “No!” cried Willow. “You won’t hurt him.”

      “You underestimate me, my dear. I must rule for the sake of Starborn everywhere. Offer up your memory to us. I’ll bring in a Mercurian memory specialist from the Asian Sanctuary. Willingly join us, let us use your power to bring greater power and peace for The Order of Orion and I’ll spare him.” Wren smiled with her mouth but not her eyes. “Someone needs to be erased—your sister or your new lover. Who do you choose?”

      “That’s no choice,” said Willow, bringing her hands to her face. The room started spinning, her world imploding as the reality of the situation sunk in.

      “You can have him here and now, or you can cling to some deluded fantasy of finding your twin.”

      Willow took a shaky breath and lowered her hands. She stared into Wren’s eyes, unwilling to crumple like this deluded woman wanted. “Fuck you,” she bit out.

      “I think we might wipe that attitude too,” said Wren with narrowed eyes. “I don’t want to lose your phenomenal power. But if you won’t volunteer and Lucas won’t do it...then perhaps it’s best for The Order if you were both removed.”

      Thea held up her hands and again called for calm. “This is no time for quick decisions. And no place. Let us rejoin in Council Chambers for further discussion.”

      Thankfully, a few other members nodded their heads in agreement.

      Wren’s countenance became haughty. “Thea, you’re new to the Council. Insubordination by Starborn members cannot be tolerated. Peace among us relies on unwavering support of Council decisions. Dissent among us will lead to a fractured and weak Order.”

      Thea’s brown eyes flashed with disapproval. “Perhaps you should have considered this before you and your cronies hijacked the initiation ceremony. You are the one that causes dissent! We don’t make singular decisions without discussion.”

      An older councilman, with dark brown skin, appealed to Wren. “Councilwoman Thea is right. We must discuss this as a Council. We must hold true to our dictum. I propose a twenty-four hour amnesty before the Council makes a final decision on Willow Trilby and Lucas Black.”

      Wren looked around at the Council and their careful expressions of neutrality. “Very well. Twenty-four hours for you to decide who and what gets wiped.” She waved her hand casually to the guards. “Take them to the cubes.”

      “No,” shouted Lucas. He resisted the guard who tried to restrain him and then the guard stopped mid-struggle. His young face slackened and he stood immobilized.

      “Lucas,” roared Wren. “Wipe another guard and she’s dead. Do you hear me?”

      Lucas growled in frustration but when the next guard appeared, he offered his wrists. They were marched down the corridor and when they were taken in different directions, he struggled against his guard.

      Looking at her, he called out desperately. “Willow? Willow! Do not sacrifice your sister for me.”

      Willow’s vision blurred and her legs buckled as she was dragged away.
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      Lucas slammed his fist against the cube door. He hadn’t felt so powerless since he was a teen. Willow was somewhere down the hall entombed again in a fucking cube. He should’ve known this was coming, that Wren wouldn’t tolerate the threat of Willow’s defiance and her rising power. Pressing his forehead against the cold, white wall, he took a few deep breaths. Slowly, he turned and slid down to sit with his hands clasped behind his head. He couldn’t erase Willow’s memory of her twin.

      It would obliterate Willow’s very essence. And in turn, obliterate all of him.

      The Orders’ politics had long frustrated him, but the torture of Paige made him realize The Order was just as culpable as the criminal Starborn groups they denounced. Willow had known it as soon as she entered the Sanctuary—had fought against it while he’d spouted The Order’s hypocrisy. He’d been a fucking fool, but he wouldn’t be Wren’s puppet, no matter what The Order had done for him. No matter what The Order might do to him now.

      Over the next few hours, he cataloged the last few days and weeks in his mind. Thought of the first time he saw Willow and how she’d protected Paige from Noctem, how she’d wrapped her arms so trustingly around his shoulders when he’d realized she was Starborn. He thought of their time together at the Sanctuary, their sparring matches—verbal and physical. How he’d told her things he’d never spoken about with another. How she’d accepted his past. He remembered his fear for her during her initiation and how it had nearly incapacitated him. His overwhelming relief when she’d survived. And he thought of this morning. The joining of their bodies had forged a connection he’d never thought possible. Never allowed himself to hope for.

      The cube’s door slid opened and broke his reverie with a jolt.

      Serena. Her petite figure stood in the doorway. Her brown eyes had none of her usual confidence. “Lucas?”

      “Serena,” he said, without standing up.

      “This is insane. Wren goes too far.”

      “I won’t wipe Willow.”

      “You care about her deeply.”

      He couldn’t deny it. Didn’t want to. “Yes,” he said.

      Serena nodded as though confirming something to herself. As though realizing something significant. He’d thought she had moved on from their brief relationship years ago but the arrival of Willow had obviously stirred up past hurts.

      “Serena,” he said softly. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be what you wanted.”

      Her brown eyes darkened as she stared at him for a long moment. “I asked too much. I was young and foolish.”

      “We both were.” His chest tightened for her and their younger selves.

      “Yes, and you’re still foolish. And so is she.”

      “What do you mean?” he asked sharply.

      “She’s agreed to have her memories wiped to save your sorry ass.”

      Lucas jumped to his feet. “No!”

      “Yes, the lovesick fool. You’re both falling into Wren’s hands. Doing exactly what she wishes.”

      “What are you saying?”

      She put her hands on her hips and rolled her eyes. “Clearly I’m saying you’re both idiots.”

      “You’ve come to tell me I’m an idiot?” he asked, feeling exasperated.

      “Yes. And to help you escape.”

      “What?” He quickly glanced at where the audio link microphone was hidden.

      “Don’t worry, Granger is running electrical interference.”

      “Granger’s in on this?”

      “Yes, it seems you have a few friends despite your best efforts.”

      “Serena,” he said, looking down into her brown eyes. “I’m not leaving without Willow.”

      “Yes, yes, that goes without saying.”

      Lucas reached out and grabbed Serena’s hand. It was tiny like her, but she was far from delicate. “Why are you doing this?”

      “Wren can’t be trusted. Thea and her faction almost have the Council convinced to overturn Wren’s ruling. But I fear she will harm you even if you’re cleared and released. Wren set out to harm Paige, Granger and I know it but we can’t prove it. No matter our differences now, we cared for each other at one time. I can’t stand back and watch her harm you.”

      “Christ. The risks for you and Granger!”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll blame you and her.” She smiled darkly. “You are two of the most powerful Starborn.”

      “Wren will know you lie.”

      “Wipe us. Use your power to wipe our memories of helping you.”

      Surprise made Lucas silent for a few moments. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. Come on, the corridor is clear. Let’s go release your lover.” She spoke with no malice, and he was struck with new respect for this petite powerhouse.

      “Thank you.” It was inadequate, but he said it anyway.

      “It’s early afternoon. You’re both scheduled to appear before the Council tomorrow at 08:00 hours. If all goes well, you’ll have seventeen hours to get far away. Take Dolphin One and head to Halifax harbor. She’s a small vessel but she’ll get you there safe and sound.”

      Dolphin One was used for fishing and maintenance off the island’s coastline, and moored on the southern tip, it would be ideal for him and Willow to leave undetected. It would give them a good chance of a quick passage to the mainland. Lucas felt a momentary pang of remorse for leaving The Order, leaving the life he’d known for more than fifteen years. Quickly, it was replaced with adrenalin. “Take me to her.”
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      Willow thought of Eve. Thought of when they had dressed up, teased their hair and put their mother’s make-up on so they could dance around their bedroom pretending to be rock stars. Eve had sung into a hairbrush, and Willow into a ruler. They had danced and gyrated their hearts out. It was one of her favorite memories of the two of them. And now she savored it. Remembered their joy. Remembered the smell of their mother’s cheap perfume. Their laughter. It was a memory that had kept her company on many lonely nights and had driven her to search for Eve. Day after day, month after month and year after year. Could she sacrifice Lucas for Eve? Sacrifice her future for her past?

      Her answer was an astonishing no. When Wren had made her threat, Willow’s heart had cried out for Lucas, had made her realize the depth of her feelings. It was though the ground had shifted beneath her, and now she faced a different emotional landscape. One where she was completely disoriented but also completely sure. When had Lucas become more important than finding her sister?

      It had crept up on her—their connection, their passion. Now he was part of her as much as her twin, and perhaps more.

      She prepared herself mentally to let go of her twin. Thought of Eve dancing with the hairbrush singing off-key with the knowledge that this was the last time she would remember her sister’s smiling face. Soon she wouldn’t even know she was a twin—wouldn’t know another being walked the earth with the same blood, the same eyes. Pain crushed her heart.

      The cube door swung open startling Willow. And so did the sight of Lucas standing in the doorway. He was flanked by a serious looking Serena and a smiling Granger. She scrambled to stand and was instantly in Lucas’ arms. They held each other for a moment and she delighted in his strong embrace and familiar scent.

      “Save it for later, you two,” said Granger.

      Serena stood in the doorway and spoke in a low and urgent voice. “We need to go.”

      “What do you mean? Is the wipe happening now?” Adrenalin surged through Willow.

      Lucas shook his head. “No, it’s never happening, not if I can help it.”

      Bemused, Willow looked at the trio. Serena motioned for her and Lucas to leave the cube. “You’re getting a leave pass. Now hurry up and let’s go.”

      Lucas took her hand and they followed Serena and Granger down the hall. They were making an escape? And Granger and Serena were helping them? As they walked through the corridors she expected the Council to jump out and stop them like the proverbial bogeyman. But for the first few minutes they saw no one until they rounded the next corner. Willow’s heart lodged in her mouth. A group of five Starborn were talking near the elevator. Serena held up her hand, and she and Granger moved to stand closer together, shielding Willow and Lucas.

      Granger leaned into Serena. “Time to work your magic, baby. None of them are Mercurian.”

      Lucas tugged Willow’s hand and they slowed. She felt a subtle but persistent pressure against her consciousness. “I can feel Serena doing something, but I can’t tell what,” she whispered.

      “She’s cloaking us in her telepathy,” said Lucas, his mouth close against her ear.

      All four of them clung against the wall and slipped quietly past the Starborn group. Granger pushed the elevator button and the doors slid open, the sound reverberating loudly through the corridor. The Starborn group stopped talking and looked at the elevator. Willow’s heart pounded. They frowned briefly but when they saw nothing out of the ordinary they continued their conversation. The elevator took them up to level one and when the doors opened, another corridor greeted Willow. This time though, there was a promise of an exit, of escape, rather than endless white.

      Serena led them to the entrance of the mechanics depot. “You guys are on your own now.”

      “Serena, I—” Lucas started.

      “We’ve said all that needs to be said,” she interrupted. “Just don’t get caught.”

      Granger stepped forward. “I’m running electrical interference on the security communications but you’d better get the fuck out of here now.” He handed Lucas a back pack. “You’ve got guns and a non-traceable communications unit in there. Now hurry up, I’m ready for our wipe. Just do it.”

      The blond giant stood still but Willow could sense fear and agitation flow through his body.

      Serena’s Mercurian wall lowered and Willow sensed the bittersweet sadness of her aura.

      “I’m sorry,” said Lucas.

      Instantly Granger and Serena froze. Their faces slackened of all expression.

      Lucas stared at them and when he didn’t move, Willow took his hand. “Lucas? We need to go.”

      “I can’t believe they did this for us,” he said, staring at their blank faces.

      Willow was shocked and humbled too that they risked their lives for her and Lucas’ escape. Even more shocking, terrifying even, was what Lucas was giving up for her. She looked at his handsome face as he stared at his comrades. Guilt pushed at her—threatened to knock her off her feet.

      But she wasn’t about to ignore their chance at escape. “We need to go now, otherwise it will be all for nothing.”

      She pulled at his hand and he said goodbye to Serena and Granger one last time before she opened the door to the depot. They slipped in quietly to find vehicles of all shapes and sizes. Music filtered throughout the room and they scanned for signs of Starborn. Willow jumped when two Starborn poked their heads out from under a quad bike. They called out a greeting to Lucas but stopped mid-sentence, their faces slackening and their eyes glazing over.

      “Willow, over there,” said Lucas, pointing to a group of dirt bikes.

      They chose a black bike with yellow mudguards and a double seat. Although it felt ridiculous to worry about safety at a time like this, she grabbed two helmets off a shelf and handed one to Lucas. She hadn’t seen the sky for three weeks, but judging by the heavy jacket Lucas handed her, it would be bitterly cold outside. They wheeled the bike out through a wide hallway and into a large vehicle-sized elevator. The doors shut silently and Willow felt the subtle pull as it rose upward to the surface of the island. The doors opened out to a long dark tunnel filled with rocky shadows. Light at the end heralded their escape.

      Lucas flicked on the start switch, swung his leg over the bike and pushed down hard on the kick starter. The engine revved in response, its high pitched squeal much louder than her road bike, but it still sounded beautiful to her ears.

      Over the engine noise Lucas called out, “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      He flicked down the visor of his helmet and revved the engine. With her heart thumping, she slid her leg over the bike and moved her body forward. He turned around briefly to check if she was ready and when she nodded, they took off down the tunnel. Darkness melted away and she blinked at the bright natural light. A rocky barren landscape flashed past as they followed a dirt track upward and then across. With her arms around Lucas she held on tight as the bike dipped and weaved. Adrenalin pumped through her body. And fear. She looked back at the exit nestled in a rocky overhang. Readied herself for Starborn to emerge chasing after them, but only dust and bits of gravel kicked up at the back of the bike, leaving a cloudy trail behind them.

      Taking a deep breath, she turned and rested her head against Lucas’ back. Tried not to think of her friends she left behind. She sunk into the curve of his body. Grateful for his warmth. Grateful they were together. The track rose steeply again and Lucas leaned forward. The bike’s engine revved high. She held on as the bike clawed its way uphill and at the top they were rewarded with a spectacular view of the whole island. Its harsh beauty was breathtaking. Much of the landscape was exposed rock with only the occasional tuff of pale grass. The coastline was a myriad of steep cliffs that fell away to rugged coves and bays below.

      She looked out across the sea and caught her breath. Dark ominous clouds bore down upon the island. As far as the eye could see, the Atlantic Ocean was filled with violent white-capped waves. A sudden gust of wind hit the bike. She gripped onto Lucas as he fought to keep it steady. Dust and other debris lifted up around them and danced about in the wind as they sped along the ridge. The energy of the building storm pervaded her skin and more adrenalin surged through her body. In the distance lay a timber hut. As they drew closer she saw steps leading down to a small cove where there was a small cottage, and tied to the jetty was a boat. Freedom. Lucas steered the bike into the hut and killed the engine. They dismounted and removed their helmets. Cold wind tore through the open shelter and without the shrill sound of the dirt bike, the rattling sound of the hut was hostile and ill-boding.

      “A squall’s coming through,” said Lucas, his words whipped away by the wind.

      Rumbles of thunder sounded overhead and vibrated through her body. She walked to the top of the steep stairs and looked down at the cove below. Two trees near the shoreline shuddered with the force of the wind and bent horizontally as they fought to not be uprooted.

      Twins. Like her and Eve.

      Mates. Like her and Lucas.

      A gust of wind raced up the cliff face and rammed her body, pushing her off balance.

      She felt Lucas reach a strong arm around her and pull her back from the edge. Breathing hard, she leaned back against him. They remained like that for a few moments—him holding her tight. She savored the feel of his warm breath against her neck as cold air swirled around them.

      “Careful,” he said, his lips against her ear. “I’m not going to lose you now.”

      She breathed in his masculine scent and closed her eyes to the storm that was building across the ocean, and the one within her. The crashing of the waves against the shoreline competed with her madly beating heart. She couldn’t believe he was throwing away his life for her, rejecting The Order. Rejecting everything he’d fought for over the last decade. The shriek of a sea hawk startled them and they pulled apart to look up into the darkened sky. For a moment Willow thought the bird’s cries might be an omen or warning of their connection, but she realized the hawk’s frantic cries were a warning of another kind.

      The storm was upon them. Dark ominous clouds, in a palette of gray and green, had reached the shoreline. The hawk’s wings flapped helplessly against the wind, almost motionless as it shrieked again. Challenging the wind, the hawk moved to the left and then right but couldn’t move forward. Was it looking for its mate? Its family? Is that why it challenged the wind so persistently, searching for others like itself? She and Lucas were rejecting an entire community of Starborn. Would their love be enough? Would her love be enough for him? She swore upon the approaching storm that she would make sure it was. The hawk gave in and let itself be taken up and then around to fly in the other direction, this time with the wind at its back. It glided up and down before drifting out of sight. A large crash of thunder tore through the sky. Lightning stabbed the turbulent ocean.

      “We need to go now!” Lucas’ words were almost lost over the wind that howled along the cliff’s edge. “Hold on tight to the railing.”

      Large droplets of rain hit the timber decking. One splashed on her face and its coldness made her gasp as they slowly descended the timber stairs. The hawk was long gone, but seagulls and terns now called out to each other in warning of the impending storm. By the time they reached the bottom of the stairs, the intermittent splattering of raindrops became a chorus that pelted down around them. They ran toward the tiny cottage and scrambled to open the back door. Quickly, they rushed in and slammed the door on the howling wind and rain.

      Both panted with exertion but Lucas was the first to recover. “As much as I want us to leave this island, we’re not going anywhere in this. The boat would overturn within minutes of hitting the open ocean.”

      “How long have we got before they realize we’re missing?” She tried to catch her breath as she looked around the darkened cottage which was filled with numerous boxes and shelving units. A single bed was pushed up against one wall and a fireplace lay empty with the gray ashes of a previous fire.

      “It’s 16:00 hours now, so maybe ten to twelve hours.” He leaned back against the door.

      “How long do these storms usually take to blow over?”

      “It’s coming through from the Arctic, so a few hours.”

      As if on cue, the cottage’s two small windows rattled violently with the wind. She shivered. “So we still have a chance?”

      “Yes.” He reached out and pulled her against him and she shivered for a whole different reason. His green eyes were dark and stormy like the sky above. “We will get away, but for now…we wait.” His voice was deep and husky, sending her breathless.

      Her mind raced with the benefits of being trapped in a cottage with her gentleman assassin. Her lover. Her future.

      Wet from the storm, he was every woman’s fantasy. His dark hair was jet black with the dampness of the rain. Reaching up she touched it tentatively, running her fingertips lightly through its softness and delighting in the sensual shiver that ran through his body. Feminine power surged through her, making her daring. Slowly she unzipped his heavy jacket and slipped her hands inside. Pushing it off his shoulders, it fell to the floor with a sodden thud. His black T-shirt was wet as well, and boldly she ran her eyes and then her hands over his muscular chest. Even through the wet material his skin was blistering hot. When she tugged at his shirt and then pulled it over his head, he growled his appreciation. The insanity of the past few hours disappeared and she could only think of Lucas. Leaning forward, she used her mouth to caress his bare chest. At first, she kissed him softly but then her desire made her wilder. Licking and nipping at his skin, he tasted of sea and sex. She pushed him lightly back against the door and then stood back to slowly undress.

      Her own heavy jacket fell to the floor. “I was worried I’d never see you again,” she said huskily, lifting her shirt up over her head.

      His sharp intake of breath made her smile. His eyes were bright like emeralds as they roamed her face and down over her black bra. Her breasts swelled at the intense heat in his eyes. Anticipation roared through her body. If they were stuck here and at risk of capture, then she’d make their time count. She kicked off her boots, and then slowly unzipped her regulation black cargo pants.

      When Lucas reached to touch her, she used the palm of her hand to push him back against the door. “No, let me.”

      “Whatever my lady commands.” He smiled, his eyes crinkling in the corners.

      He looked younger and lighter than she’d ever seen him. Her heart skipped a beat. He was gorgeous. Perfect, even.

      She slid the cargoes off her hips and then kicked them toward her discarded boots. The room lit up with a flash of lightning and she caught her lip between her teeth at the look of raw desire etched across his face. She felt exquisitely exposed and sensual anticipation made her demanding.

      “Take it all off,” she ordered.

      Her heart beat double time at his answering smile.

      His eyes never leaving hers, he undressed; his clothes and the attached weapons falling to the floor. Her gaze drifted downward and his obvious arousal inflamed her passion more. Lightning flashed again and the little cottage shook as the wind and rain battered the tin roof. To Willow though, it was nothing compared to the way her body quivered and shook with need. Her breasts rose and fell in anticipation of his touch. They stared at each other for a long moment. Even in the darkened cottage, his body was magnificent. Stepping forward she reached out to run her palms across his chest. His heart beat wildly and she delighted in his response to her touch. He closed his eyes as she slowly slid her hands across his chest and traced the contours of his muscles. A low growl left his lips when her hands traced a path downward to his throbbing erection. She explored the silky hardness with her fingertips and then more firmly with her hand. His answering moan and harsh breathing sending her own body into overdrive. He leaned in and tasted her lips with a deliberate slowness that made her light-headed. His large hands claiming her body as they roamed over her shoulders and down her back. The feel of his mouth against her throat and collarbone made her whimper.

      “My turn,” he said, slipping his hand under a bra strap and tugging it playfully.

      Closing her eyes, she gave herself over to his caresses. She felt tiny kisses follow her bra strap as he pulled it down off her shoulder.

      “So beautiful...” He breathed across her skin as he slid the other strap off her shoulder.

      And then her breasts were free and she shivered to her core when his hot, wet mouth explored her soft curves and then her aching nipples. She moaned with pleasure and frustration at wanting more. As if he knew what she wanted and needed, he lifted her up against his body and turned to push her back against the door. Leaning in, he kissed her hard. Ground his mouth and his body into hers until she was panting and desperate for their bodies to join completely.

      Feverishly she clung to him. They kissed while the storm raged outside. The wind and rain wild, like the frantic beating of her heart.

      His arousal pressed against her underwear and she thrust her hips against him. Sensation flooded her and she felt breathless as desire overtook her ability to think. She couldn’t grasp a cohesive thought other than the word more. She wanted more, more, more. His hands slid down over the curve of her bottom and he lifted her up against him. She moaned at the exquisite contact. Delighted in the feel of her nipples against his bare chest. Slowly, he let her slide back down and the friction between their bodies made her moan again. His hands slid to the edge of her underwear and then with a delicious tug he pulled them down and off.

      When Lucas pushed her up against the door, her heart pounded at the sensual intent in his green eyes. Clear and piercing they stared deep into hers. She moistened her lips and watched his gaze follow the tip of her tongue. The wooden door was hard against her naked back and when Lucas nudged her legs apart, her breath hitched. He knelt down and rained kisses upon her body, making her skin tighten with urgent need. He kissed her abdomen. Kissed her mound. Parted her folds and kissed and sucked her clit. Her body tingled and she twisted and turned under his scorching mouth and thrusting tongue. His sensual onslaught intoxicating.

      “Please, Lucas...I can’t bear it.” She barely registered her own cry, knowing only she needed more.

      He stood and kissed her on the mouth hard and fast. Gripping her bottom, he slowly slid himself into her. She moaned against his mouth. Wrapping her legs tightly around him, she took him in deep. Slowly, he withdrew and then thrust into her again, but this time with more power. She tore her mouth away from his and kissed his throat. Kissed his straining shoulder muscles as he thrust into her again. She lifted herself up to meet the next thrust, urging him to go faster. To go harder. And he responded to her body’s plea. He let go of his control and pounded into her with primal urgency. His breath hot against her neck as he slid himself into her slick heat again and again. The sound of her naked backside rammed against the door making her desperate for more. She cried out as the climax tore through her body and wave after wave of white heat crashed over her. Lucas moaned as he felt her tighten around him, and he thrust into her wildly one more time until he too cried out in release. After a few moments of trying to catch his breath, he leaned forward to kiss her gently on the lips.

      It was a sweet kiss, perhaps the sweetest she had ever tasted.

      He then lifted her in his arms and carried her to the bed. When he threw her softly down, she laughed and then allowed him to pull the coarse cotton sheets up over her.

      “It’s cold in here,” he said, kissing her on the tip of her nose.

      Her heart skipped a beat. “I’m still feeling pretty hot,” she teased.

      Gently, he brushed her hair back from her face. “Still, I’m going to start a fire, we might be in here for another hour or two.”

      He walked across the room in all his naked glory. She took a deep breath. He was the most tender and wild lover she’d ever had. The only one she’d ever loved. It had been liberating not to worry about her emotions affecting him. Not having to worry about sensing his. Both had kept their shields up, content to seek white-hot physical release. Lucas searched through the darkened cottage until he found a kerosene lamp and a box of matches.

      “This place is off the grid,” he said apologetically, lighting the wick and placing the lamp on the fireplace mantle.

      Using timber from a woodpile neatly arranged against the wall, he methodically built a fire. The flickering light from the lamp played across the contours of his back, making his scars vivid. Her chest constricted until she felt physical pain. So great were her feelings for this man. After the fire caught alight, he lay out their wet clothes and then walked over to the sodden backpack dropped near the door.

      He pulled out The Order’s communication tablet and the screen bathed his profile in light blue. “No alert has been issued. We’re safe for the moment.”

      Relief swept through her. “What about the squall, how much longer?”

      Lucas swiped his palm over the screen a few times and then frowned. “Another hour and the worst will be gone. It’ll still be rough going but we can’t chance waiting any longer.”

      He walked over to her and she reached out to pull him down toward her. He put the tablet down on the floor and climbed into the tiny bed, both laughing as they tried to find a comfortable position without falling out. Eventually they settled with Lucas holding her from behind, his arms around her and her backside pressed up against him. She deliberately squirmed and giggled at his growl.

      “As much as your delightful bottom is tempting,” he said. “I think you should rest before our voyage.”

      “Spoil sport,” she teased. “But okay.” She gave another little wiggle for good measure before closing her eyes.

      And despite being on the run from the lobotomy-loving Council, she felt safe and secure in Lucas’ arms and fell asleep within minutes.
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      Lucas cradled a sleeping Willow in his arms and stared into the glowing fire. Wondered where they could go once they reached the mainland. Thought of their future. Hoped for things he’d long resisted—a wife, a child. Precious things that could be taken away, that could have the power to destroy him. Being with Willow broke every rule he’d ever made to keep him safe from the pain of loving someone—he’d never wanted to love another again and risk seeing them suffer like his family, but there was no turning back.

      She was his. To protect. To keep safe. To love.

      The shrill sound of the Sanctuary emergency alarm rang out at the same time as his Mercurian shield was attacked telepathically. He struggled against a wave of dizziness as he tried to rise.

      “Lucas? What’s that noise?” asked Willow, her voice groggy. “What’s happening?”

      His heart pounded. “It’s The Order’s communication device.”

      “Have they discovered we’re gone?” Her voice full of worry.

      He reached out and touched her shoulder. “No, it’s the alarm for the Sanctuary being under attack.”

      “What?” Willow sat up, holding a hand to her head. “Ugh, I don’t feel right...”

      “It’s telepathic.” Lucas forced himself to stand and pulled on his gear.

      “Someone’s attacking the Sanctuary? Has that ever happened before?”

      “No.”

      Never. Never here. Never at the other three sanctuaries. For years The Order had prepared for a potential attack. He should know—he’d written the emergency protocol. Had facilitated the emergency drills here each year. He searched through the Sanctuary’s schematics on the tablet. Red icons flashed for all levels. It was in lockdown—the highest level of security alert. The Sanctuary had been breached. And by other Starborn.

      “Lucas? What do we do?” she asked, hurriedly dressing.

      He stared at the flashing emergency icons. His heart pounded as the cottage closed in around him. “We go to the mainland as planned. This could be a trap,” he warned.

      “Lucas?” Willow walked over and stilled his trembling hands. “We should go back...”

      “No,” he said hoarsely. “We don’t know what’s happening.”

      “It doesn’t feel like a false alarm…”

      “No.” The telepathic push he’d sensed earlier had lessened but it was still in his periphery.

      Someone with enormous power was on the island.

      Dread filled him. “It could be a trap,” he warned her again.

      The light of the kerosene lamp cast shadows across her face, but he saw her lift her chin. “That’s a risk I’m willing to take for my patients…for Serena and Granger…for the other Starborn. Think of the children. I can’t put myself before them.”

      His heart ached at her selflessness. And her courage. Cupping her face in his hands, he leaned in and kissed her gently. Tried to show how much he cared.

      The rain had eased but the ride back to the Sanctuary was perilous in the dark. Now at early evening, the winter sun had long disappeared. Even with the bike’s headlight on high beam, visibility was poor. He concentrated on guiding the bike along the slippery track. Willow clung to him and even their shared body heat couldn’t stave off the freezing temperature. The headlight finally illuminated the concealed entry to the Sanctuary. As they rode through the tunnel, Mercurian power battered his shield. Under its influence, Willow’s grip on him loosened.

      He quickly parked and helped Willow off the bike. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, but I feel so tired,” she said, unsteady on her feet.

      “Come and sit.” He guided her to sit on a boulder near the elevator. “Concentrate on your shield, Willow. Imagine an impenetrable wall around you.”

      He pulled out his Beretta and disengaged the safety. He grabbed another handgun out of the backpack and pressed it into her hands. “Have you ever fired a gun?”

      Her eyes were wide as she shook her head. “No,” she said and tried to give it back. “I don’t want it.”

      His gut tightened. “I want you to be able to protect yourself.”

      “Remember I was the one who made an arena full of Starborn lose their minds?” she challenged.

      “I don’t doubt your ability, Willow. Just the actions of others.” He leaned in and kissed her softly on the lips. “Please take it.”

      “Okay,” she said.

      “Thank you,” he replied and walked over to press the elevator button.

      The elevator door slid open. Emergency lighting flickered. Cautiously, he stepped into the elevator, with Willow following behind him with her gun pointed downward. The ride to level four was quick and when the doors opened, their ears were assaulted by the screech of the alarm. Red lights flashed down the empty corridor. Telepathic power hit them with immense force, telling him that they were getting closer to the source. Carefully, he checked both directions before motioning Willow to follow him out of the elevator. Where the hell was everyone? It was only early evening. The effect of the telepathic assault made their progress sluggish as they moved down the corridor.

      When they turned right at the next corner, Lucas stopped dead.

      Willow gasped.

      A dozen Starborn lay lifeless on the floor.

      He scanned the area for potential threats and when he saw none, motioned Willow forward. The first body he encountered, a young woman, showed no obvious injuries.

      “Lucas, this one’s alive. He’s breathing!” Willow crouched over an older Starborn.

      He looked back down at the young woman and relief surged through him when he saw her chest rise and fall as well. Scanning the rest of the bodies, he saw that they too showed signs of life. “They’re all unconscious but alive,” he said. “We need to leave them and keep moving.”

      They walked cautiously down the corridor. Turned left and found more bodies, all unconscious. They discovered more and more. Corridors full of bodies awash with the red haze of flashing lights. He struggled to comprehend the full horror before them. Protocol required Starborn to return to their rooms at the sound of the alarm, but the bodies around him suggested they had all dropped to the floor with no chance to hide or take cover.

      The push against their Mercurian shields intensified until Willow dropped to her knees. “Lucas?” she cried out confused.

      He knelt and put his arm around her trembling body. “You’re okay, Willow. Take some deep breaths with me.”

      “No…it’s not me. I’m okay. It’s her. It’s Eve.” Her blue eyes were wide with emotion. “I thought I was mistaken when I first felt her….but I’m sure of it now.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “She’s here. I can feel her. Eve is here in the Sanctuary.”

      His mind reeled. Horror filled him. The Sanctuary was under attack because of him and his little pep talk to Willow about astral travel. They had led their enemy here.

      “Where is she? Which direction?” he asked hoarsely.

      “I don’t know. I don’t understand. Why is she doing this?” Her expression was horrified as she gestured to the unconscious Starborn surrounding them.

      He couldn’t voice his fears. Couldn’t destroy her dreams. “Let’s just find her. Close your eyes and concentrate.”

      Although shaken, she took a deep breath and focused. “Toward our right, I think.”

      “Lead me toward her if you can.” He raised his weapon and followed alongside Willow as they moved through the corridors passing more unconscious Starborn.

      Footsteps sounded up ahead and he motioned Willow to stop. She held her gun close to her chest and he prayed she wouldn’t need to use it. From around the corner came a familiar petite figure. Serena.

      “Lucas?” Her gun was drawn and her eyes alert as she scanned the surrounding area. “How the hell did you two get out of your cubes?”

      “You,” he said, focusing on her cerebellum as he returned her memories.

      Serena’s eyes widened slightly, but she didn’t break her defensive posture as she continued to check the area for threats. “I’m glad you came back.”

      “Have you seen anyone else conscious?”

      “No, you?”

      “No.”

      Lucas turned to Willow. “Can you still sense her? Lead us to her?”

      “Her? Who are you talking about?” asked Serena.

      “I’ll explain later,” said Lucas. “Cover us from behind.”

      Serena looked like she wanted to argue but instead followed him and Willow down the corridor with her weapon drawn.

      “We need to go up two levels,” said Willow.

      Lucas led them into the elevator and pressed level two. No one said anything as they traveled upward. The elevator doors slid open to reveal another body.

      This time someone they knew well.

      Granger.

      Serena rushed to check his vitals. “He’s breathing.”

      Lucas exhaled the breath he’d been holding. Willow stared down at Granger, her face white with shock. He ached for her. Knew she must be worried for Paige and all her Queensgate friends. That she must be horrified her sister was somehow involved.

      “Willow?” He gently grasped her jaw and turned her to look at him instead of Granger’s body. “We need to find her and stop this.”

      Willow’s pain filled eyes gazed into his. “Please, don’t hurt her.”

      “I’ll do what I can.”

      Slowly, Willow raised her hand and pointed toward the east wing.

      His eyes connected with Serena’s. She nodded in understanding and raised her gun. As they made their way toward the east wing they checked each room they passed. More lifeless Starborn littered the area—some slumped over desks, others on the floor—all stopped in their tracks. The telepathic pressure against his shield increased until it was almost unbearable. Perspiration lined Willow’s pale face. Serena’s gait was sluggish. Someone was talking up ahead. Just around the next corner. He held his finger up to his lips and motioned Willow and Serena to listen. Taking a deep breath, he darted a quick look around the corner before leaning back up against the wall.

      Noctem.

      Rage thundered through his body. And guilt. Noctem were here. In the fucking research lab. Stealing God knows what information.

      Eve had used her twin like a giant X marking the fucking spot.

      He closed his eyes for a moment, realizing the enormity of the situation. But now wasn’t the time for regrets. Now was the time for immediate fucking action.

      “It’s Noctem. They’ve got two guards in front of the research lab.”

      “Jesus, Lucas,” said Serena. “If they’re in the lab you know what that means. Noctem’s after our records. Our families and sleeper Starborn all over the world will be exposed.” Her small body tensed. “We need to get in there now.” She raised her gun and prepared to move forward.

      Willow paled. “No! Eve’s in there.”

      Lucas reached out to Willow. Grabbed her hands. Looked into her frightened blue eyes. Urged her to understand. “We need to stop them before The Order is compromised.”

      “Please, Lucas,” begged Willow. “Don’t hurt her. We don’t know if she’s doing this on purpose. Please give her a chance.”

      Willow’s agony was his own. Desperately, he wanted to protect Willow from hurt. But this was more than them. Before, with Wren, it had been his sacrifice to make. Now, with Noctem here, there were thousands to consider. Thousands to protect. Men, women, children. Defenseless. Like his mother. His baby brother, Danny. And this time he had a chance to protect them.

      “Lucas,” said Serena. “We need to go in now.” Serena advanced on the lab and he quickly moved to cover Serena from behind.

      He tried not to think of how Willow must be feeling as she trailed behind them. With each step he felt weaker from the emotional attack on his aura. Serena looked back at him and their eyes connected for a few moments. Gone was their past; they were simply soldiers readying themselves for attack. They were almost upon the two Noctem outside the research lab. He smiled when he realized they weren’t Mercurian. Slashing his power toward them he wiped their memories with quick precision. They were left as empty husks and were easily overpowered by him and Serena. He heard Willow gasp as he broke the neck of one of the Noctem soldiers. Serena quickly eliminated the other.

      He rushed to Willow and roughly pulled her down beside the door. “Stay out here and don’t make a sound,” he hissed. “Please, Willow, I won’t be able to protect you if things go south.” At her look of desperation, he shook her slightly until she nodded her agreement.

      He heard a familiar voice from inside the lab.

      Wren. Her voice was full of ire. “You’ll never get away with this. The full power of all four sanctuaries will come down upon—” she said, breaking off with a tortured cry.

      Lucas crept over to Serena. “We need to be careful not to get Wren in the crossfire.”

      Serena raised her eyebrows. “After what she was going to do to you?”

      “She’s still our leader.”

      “Right. I’ll try to cloak us so we get in without them seeing us. Ready?”

      He nodded and then looked at Willow. He mouthed, “Stay here,” hoping she would listen. Serena raised her hand and used her fingers to count out one, two, three. She began to move and he followed close. Quietly and quickly they stepped into the doorway with their weapons raised, ready to fire.

      They came face to face with Wren who had a gun pressed to her temple by a burly tattooed male. He was flanked by two others who had their weapons drawn; a man with a scarred face and a woman who he knew instantly as Eve. Apart from the short, bleached blond hair, she superficially looked like Willow with the same tall frame and the same brilliant blue eyes. Her expression though, was hard and cruel and nothing like Willow. He quickly scanned the room and saw two other Noctem men at the back of the room working on lab computers.

      “You’re telepathic cloak is ineffectual against my power,” sneered Eve.

      The man standing beside Eve stepped forward. Hideously disfigured, his face was etched in scars. He smiled, almost politely. “Don’t do anything unwise, unless you want your leader to get a bullet in the head.”

      Wren’s expression was full of fury. Kill him, Lucas. Now. Stop them. She wiped the blood from the corner of her mouth in irritation.

      The scarred man wasn’t Mercurian and Lucas attacked him metaphysically, slashing and hacking at his memory store. But he couldn’t penetrate the man’s consciousness. Eve’s Mercurian shield protected him and the other Noctem tighter than any bank vault. Her power was unlike any he’d ever encountered. Lucas faltered as Eve’s power washed over him and he fought to remain standing. The disfigured man’s smile broadened, pulling at his scars and making his face appear more sinister.

      He glanced back and forth from Lucas to Serena. “You’re weak. Where is the Mercurian who led us here?”

      Lucas said nothing and held the man’s gaze.

      Kill him, Lucas. Stop them. Wren’s gray eyes bore into his.

      Eve put her hands on her hips. “She’s around the corner, Reybourne. I can feel her.”

      “She’ll make a fine addition to our team. With the two of you, Noctem will be unstoppable.”

      Fury built within Lucas. Fury at Noctem and their past crimes. Fury at what they were planning to do and fury at himself for helping them to discover a place so well protected.

      And fear swirled within him too. Fear for what this animal had planned for Willow and the thousands of Starborn on their register.
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      Willow bolted into the lab. “Eve? Eve!” She tried to push past Lucas but he held her back with one arm while keeping his gun pointed at Noctem. Desperately, she looked around the room trying to understand what was happening.

      Wren struggled against a huge male, uncaring that a gun was pointed at her temple. At the back of the room, two men frantically typed on the lab’s keyboards. But Willow cared about only one person. Eve. Her eyes locked with her twin. Cold empty eyes stared back. A sudden surge of Eve’s power spread through the room, wave after wave of exhaustion flowing unchecked.

      “Eve, it’s me, Willow!” She held up her arms in peace, scared of what might happen. “Lucas, Serena, don’t shoot!”

      Eve ignored her cries and slammed more power into The Order’s Mercurians. They fought Eve’s power but their shields started to crumble. All around her, metaphysical power swirled. The cracks in Lucas’ shield widened and his hold on her loosened.

      “Eve, you don’t need to do this,” she implored. “Why don’t we all put our guns away and just talk.”

      A man standing beside Eve, his face riddled with scars, gave a twisted laugh. “She’s different from you. A real treat.”

      Eve said nothing but her power intensified—the tentacles of her aura reaching out and strangling Serena and Lucas with emotion. Both staggered under her attack. Lucas’ arm around Willow dropped and he struggled to hold his gun steady.

      “No!” Willow stood, aghast at her sister’s power and treachery. She wasn’t defenseless in prison somewhere, but a willing member of the group that was intent on doing something terrible. A group that had tortured and killed Lucas’ family. It was agonizing that Eve had used Willow to gain access to the Sanctuary and its secrets. That she seemed unmoved by seeing Willow for the first time in fourteen years.

      “Eve, please?” she pleaded. “Every day I’ve wondered where you’ve been, wondered how you are.”

      Eve’s cold stare delivered another blow to Willow’s heart.

      The disfigured man gave an amused smile. “Touching, I must say. Eve, she’s going to be a lot of fun to have around.”

      Willow looked beyond his scarred face to see an aura so black that it was pure evil. Empty of all light, it made her skin crawl.

      Eve’s top lip curled. “Fuck off, Reybourne.” But still her sister protected him; encasing him in her Mercurian shield.

      “Now, now, don’t get all premenstrual,” he said. “Let’s finish our mission. Incapacitate them, incapacitate them all.”

      Wren started struggling. “Kill them,” she screamed out aloud. “Don’t worry about me. Kill them. Now!”

      Willow felt a pulse of emotion radiate from Eve and fought to shield herself. Serena staggered from Eve’s attack and her gun fell from her hands as she slumped to the ground.

      “Willow, leave now. Get out of the way,” hissed Lucas. Eve’s telepathy battered his consciousness and his arms shook as he tried to hold aim at Reybourne. He tried to pull the trigger but his finger refused to cooperate, moving only a tiny fraction.

      “Don’t worry, Lucas, we won’t hurt her,” said Reybourne.

      Lucas jerked at hearing his name.

      Reybourne’s dark eyes glittered. “Oh yes, we know who you are, Lucas Black. You don’t think Noctem forgets a previous member? You and your lady love are coming back with us to headquarters. Caine wants you both. Your abilities will give us enormous power.”

      Lucas’ body trembled. “I’d rather die than serve Noctem again,” Lucas ground out.

      “Yes, I expected as much, but would you rather she die too?”

      “Get out of here, Willow.” Lucas’ voice was frantic. “I can’t move. If you can, just go!” Tiny beads of sweat formed across his brow as he battled Eve’s phenomenal power.

      With her heart in her mouth, she shook her head. “I’m not leaving you.”

      Wren’s expression became wild. “Shoot him, Lucas! Focus! Fight her!”

      Reybourne turned to Wren. “You really are annoying.” He raised his weapon and fired.

      Wren fell backward onto the ground. Lucas and Serena cried out in shock.

      Willow’s face felt hot and wet, and in a daze she touched her cheek. Touched something sticky—Wren’s blood. She stared at it and then at the pool of blood spreading out around Wren’s head. Nausea filled her throat. She swallowed hard, trying to stop herself from being sick. No matter what Wren had done, she didn’t deserve a cold-blooded execution. Taking a shaky breath she looked up at Reybourne to see his gun aimed directly at her. “Just like old times, hey Lucas?” taunted Reybourne.

      Wild protective instinct reared up inside Willow—not for her, but for Lucas and how this man was playing on Lucas’ past. Think. Don’t react. Think. As much as she’d wanted to be with Eve again, there was no way in hell she was letting them take her and Lucas back to Noctem headquarters. This was her fault and she was fixing it.

      She avoided looking at Wren’s lifeless body and instead focused on Eve. “Don’t do this, Eve. Whatever reason you’re doing this for, it isn’t worth it.”

      Eve returned Willow’s gaze with disdain. “You know nothing about me.”

      “I want to know. I want to know everything about you,” said Willow softly. “But not like this.”

      Her sister’s power softened. Lucas took the opportunity to pull the trigger on his gun.

      The sound of its discharge tore through the room.

      Reybourne held up his hand. Incredibly, the bullet slowed midair and then fell to the ground inches from his body.

      “Eve,” Reybourne said calmly. “You promised Caine that you wouldn’t be affected by seeing your dear sister.”

      “I feel nothing. Caine doesn’t need to worry.”

      “No, you’re quite wrong.” He clucked his tongue. “My orders from Caine were quite clear. Bring them back to headquarters unless there was a risk that his favorite little emotional telepath might stray from her orders.”

      “There’s no risk.” Eve’s voice was hard.

      “No. I think blood is thicker after all.”

      Her expression remained cold. “I’m still true to Caine and Noctem.”

      “You won’t be if she returns with us. Prove your loyalty. Kill her. And make him do it.”

      Eve showed no emotion at his order, but instantly Willow felt the murderous rage Eve projected onto Lucas, making him hate Willow. Making him despise her and want to kill her. Lucas cried out as his hands trembled and then moved. Ever so slowly he pointed his gun toward Willow. His face turned white and his body shook as he fought Eve telepathically. Willow closed her eyes and concentrated on building emotion within herself. She stoked her emotional fire and then expelled it outward. It burst from her like a roaring fireball toward Eve.

      The two women, sisters, twins did battle, each trying to block the effect of the other’s power.

      “You’ll never beat me,” cried Eve. “How much pain have you known? How much suffering? It wouldn’t be close to what I’ve experienced. To what I still suffer.” Her voice was hoarse with torment. Her face was pale, her features etched in emotional pain.

      A face identical to Willow’s.

      A face Willow had thought of every day since she was twelve.

      Their eyes connected across the lab and suddenly Willow lost her will to fight.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Lucas’ gun take aim at her again and his panicked look. “No! Fight it, Willow!”

      Desperately, Willow again summoned emotion within her.

      Not for battle but for acceptance and love.

      She concentrated on the love she had for Eve—the love that had sustained her all these years. She concentrated on the few cherished memories of their childhood. Projected those feelings onto Eve, not aggressively, but with gentleness, breaching her shield with love.

      Eve’s expression changed. For a moment, she looked lost, and then her power fragmented.

      Willow turned to Lucas. “Extract the memories I’m thinking of and show them to Eve. Now!”

      As he activated his power, the change in Eve was instantaneous. She went white with shock as the memories invaded her mind, and it was her turn to buckle at the knees. She cried out, her hand clutching at her throat. Serena moaned and moved on the ground as if trying to free herself from Eve’s telepathic haze. Lucas staggered to Willow’s side.

      Reybourne looked less sure of himself. “Eve, fight her, you stupid bitch! You know how Caine will punish you if this mission fails.”

      When Eve remained motionless, Reybourne pointed his gun at Willow. Eve screamed.

      Lucas shouted as he threw himself in front of Willow.

      The sound of the bullet piercing his body was soul destroying. He fell to the ground, bright red blood spilling from a wound in his chest. Frozen, she stared down at him, his green eyes wide open with shock. Reybourne, Eve and the rest of the room faded into the background. She didn’t care she might be shot too. Didn’t care about the thousands of Starborn who Noctem threatened. Her only thought was for Lucas as she fell to her knees.

      “Willow?” His eyes were dull and darted around as though he couldn’t see her.

      “I’m here,” she said. She pressed her hand against his wound, trying to be brave as warm blood surged around her fingers.

      His Mercurian shield was gone and his aura began to disintegrate.

      “Lucas? Stay with me, hold on.”

      In the background she sensed Eve’s power lessen and then heard Reybourne yelling in a panic. “Eve, pull yourself together. Don’t let the other Starborn wake up!”

      Willow glanced at Serena, who moved now as though she was breaking free from Eve’s telepathic grip.

      “Eve,” yelled Reybourne. “You can take her back. I’ll let you take your sister back. Just do your fucking job.”

      Willow shook her head in denial. There was no way she was leaving Lucas. And there was no fucking way she was letting her sister leave with this monster. Frantically, she sought Eve who was still on her knees, her expression haunted. Willow motioned to her to close her eyes and after a brief hesitation Eve complied. Willow channeled pure love to her sister. Metaphysically opened her arms to Eve and grasped her tightly. Their astral connection was immediate. They stood in an open field of soft green grass looking at each other in twelve-year-old bodies. A bright summer’s sun warmed their skin.

      “Eve, don’t listen to him. Help me, please. Lucas is dying—he needs medical attention now.”

      “You don’t know what will happen if I defy him. What I’ll give up.”

      “Please, Eve, please! I’ve missed you so much. No one could care about you more.” said Willow. “As a child, I stood at the door of my foster home waiting for you. As a teen I looked for you wherever I went. As an adult I’ve searched for you on the Internet, through hospital records, doing anything, even breaking the law to try and find you.”

      Willow reached out and grabbed her sister’s hands.

      Eve’s expression was full of pain. “Your life has been tame compared to mine, Willow. You don’t know what you’re asking of me—”

      “We’ll help you no matter what it takes. Please, help us. Hurry.”

      Eve nodded and suddenly they were back in the research lab.

      The emotional attack that held the Sanctuary hostage instantly stopped.

      To Willow’s left, Serena moved with leopard grace as she grabbed her gun off the floor and opened fire on the Noctem group. Reybourne quickly turned to take aim at Serena and without hesitation Willow reached for the gun Lucas had given her. She aimed it at Reybourne and pulled the trigger.

      The gun kicked back hard in her hand, and Willow cried out, both from the recoil and the terror at shooting someone. Her bullet went wild, hitting a computer monitor. She told herself not to think about it, to focus only on eliminating the enemy, the one who’d hurt Lucas, the one who threatened the lives of thousands. She fired the gun a second time. When it went wide again, she realized Reybourne was manipulating her bullets. There was movement near the door and she rejoiced when Granger charge through the door firing his weapon.

      Both sides took cover behind desks. Shots rang out thick and fast.

      Willow pulled Lucas into her arms. His breathing was shallow and his skin clammy. Over the sound of the gunfight, she heard Eve call out to her. Reluctantly, Willow looked up from Lucas’ pale face to see Eve pointing at Willow’s chest. She frowned in confusion. Then Eve pointed to her own chest and then Reybourne. Willow nodded her understanding. She focused on amassing all of her internal energy. Rage and fear escalated within her until it overflowed out of her body and joined Eve’s own torrent of emotion. Their auras intertwined. Connected. And then surged forward toward Reybourne. His eyes bulged and he screamed in terror. Clawing at his own face, he fell to the ground. Adrenalin pumped through his system, overwhelming his organs. He writhed on the ground and Willow didn’t hold back. Eve showed no mercy either. Both had their own reasons for wanting him dead. And when he lay unmoving, his aura gone, Willow still didn’t stop.

      “Willow, Willow?” Granger crouched in front of her and shook her shoulders gently. “He’s dead. They’re all dead.”

      With a start she thought he was talking about Eve, but looked over to see Serena push Eve to the ground and cuff her hands behind her back. Even though Eve yelled obscenities, she didn’t resist. In a daze, Willow looked around to see all of the Noctem men dead on the ground.

      “Willow?” Granger urged.

      Her gaze refocused on him. Blood dripped down his face and he brushed it away, leaving a bright red smear across his right cheekbone.

      “How is he? How’s Lucas.”

      She looked down at Lucas and her heart stopped beating.

      He was deathly pale.

      Please, Lucas, don’t leave me. Stay with me.

      Starborn swarmed the room. Swarmed around the computers trying to determine how much information had been uploaded. Swarmed around her and Lucas who lay half across her lap.

      She recognized Paige’s doctor as he inspected Lucas’ wound. “It’s a through and through,” he said. “But he’s lost a lot of blood.”

      “Granger?” Willow said hoarsely. “Where’s Isobel? Find her!”

      “Roger that, Doc. I’ll meet you at the infirmary.” Granger’s expression didn’t match his easy tone.

      The doctor placed a hand on her shoulder. “We need to take him now, Willow. Let us have him.”

      She allowed them to put him on the stretcher and followed them as they raced through the Sanctuary toward the infirmary and away from Eve. She couldn’t think of her now. Lucas was her priority. Her life. Her future.
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      The medical team frantically worked on Lucas; first cutting away his shirt and then trying to stem the blood.

      “Doctor, we’ve lost his pulse,” said a nurse at the same time as Willow felt his aura vanish.

      In horror, Willow watched the medical team frantically try to revive him. Taking a ragged breath, she tried to concentrate on Lucas—willing him to live. To open his beautiful green eyes again.

      Granger and Isobel skidded into the exam room, puffing from the exertion of running. When Isobel tried to push past the medical team, the nurses held her back.

      “Stand back, we need to operate immediately,” yelled the doctor.

      Willow clutched the doctor’s sleeve. “Let her touch him, please!”

      The doctor looked at Isobel and then moved slightly aside. “Just stay out of our way.”

      “Isobel, help him...please.” Willow stepped back to give her more room.

      As Isobel lay her hand on Lucas’ leg, Willow closed her eyes and blocked out the sounds of the hospital room.

      She centered her whole being on Lucas. On his heart. Willing it to beat. Willing him to fight.

      Don’t leave me. Please, don’t leave me. I’m trying to be brave, but I can’t live without you. I need you. I love you.

      His aura surged, grabbing onto hers with desperation, and then their auras entwined and fused together.

      She heard the gasps of the medical team and opened her eyes to look at Lucas. His skin was smooth with no evidence of torn flesh. And when she saw the steady rise and fall of his chest, she uttered a strangled sob. With shaky hands, she reached out and ran her fingers across his skin; rejoicing in its renewed warmth. She detected his steady heartbeat beneath her fingertips and savored the future it promised.

      “Thank you,” she whispered to Isobel, not looking up.

      Her eyes refused to leave the contours of his face, fearful of missing the moment he regained consciousness. She reached out to touch his face gently. Delighted in the feel of his stubble. “Lucas?” Her voice sounded strange, as if it belonged to someone else. “Lucas, it’s me, Willow.”

      His black lashes flickered. Suddenly she was staring into his beautiful pale green eyes and her heart soared.

      “Hey,” he said softly.

      “Hey, yourself,” she said, trying to be brave.

      The doctor inspected Lucas’ unmarked chest. “You might not have a wound anymore, but I think you should take it easy. Let him rest, Willow, come back a little later.”

      The medical team, Isobel and Granger all stepped back to give them a few moments to say goodbye.

      Her heart pounded as they stared into each other’s eyes. His shield was down and his feelings for her were raw and exposed. Trembling, she leaned down and kissed him softly on the lips at the same time as she embraced him metaphysically. Their mutual love enveloped each other in perfect symmetry.

      After a few moments, Willow stood back and took an unsteady breath. “You took a bullet for me. That’s pretty intense after only two nights of passion.”

      This time he managed a smile. “Yeah well, it was a pretty hot two nights.”

      A throat cleared behind her.

      “I’ll see you soon.” She kissed Lucas once more before following the others out into the corridor.

      As soon as she left the hospital room, the enormity of what had happened hit her full force. She looked down at the blood on her clothes, on her hands. Thought about Wren and the dead Noctem. Thought about Eve. Her heart, so full of love for Lucas, still felt empty, still craved what only a sister could provide.

      She glanced up and saw Granger walking away down the corridor. She called out to his back “Where is she?”

      He stopped and turned to look at her. “Your evil twin is in a cube where she belongs.”

      Relief surged through her at hearing Eve was still alive. “Without her, Noctem would have left the Sanctuary and killed God knows how many Starborn.”

      His usual easy smile was gone. Instead he looked tired, and older. “Yeah, well without her, all our families and Starborn sleepers would be safe.” He ran a hand through his blond hair. “You do realize what she and Noctem have done, don’t you? They’ve uploaded our registry to Noctem headquarters. It was heavily encrypted but if they crack it, thousands of innocents will be exposed.” His voice wavered. “I have four sisters.”

      Willow felt sick to her stomach. “Maybe Eve can help us…she helped today. She turned on them. Rejected Noctem. She’ll help us.”

      She ignored the fact that yesterday it was she and Lucas who had turned their back on The Order. Things were different now. There would be no running. No escaping. Only trying to make things right.

      He shook his head. “That’s not what she was offering a few minutes ago when I heard her screaming obscenities from her cube.”

      She clutched his arm. “Please, Granger, talk to the Council. Tell them she’ll help.”

      “Willow, with Wren dead the Council is scrambling like crazy. Serena told me about Lucas wiping our memories of helping you guys get away. I’m glad you came back. I’ll keep your secret, but I’ve got no sway with the Council.”

      “But surely you can put in a good word for her? Or maybe Serena might do it?”

      “Willow, the traditionalists like Oliver and Isaiah are gonna have a field day with what’s happened. They’re gonna go positively medieval on this.”

      “Please?”

      He sighed. “I’ll do what I can.”
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      Lucas held a naked Willow in his arms as though he might never touch her again. He kissed her forehead and stroked her long red hair. She nestled in close to his chest and he savored the feel of her body against his. Her heart against his. Their lovemaking tonight had been tender. They had told each other with words and then with their bodies, how grateful they were for a second chance at life and with each other.

      He tried to focus on that moment. Tried to not think about the Starborn and their families exposed to Noctem’s threat and power.

      “What will happen to them?” said Willow, her thoughts pulled in the same direction.

      “I don’t know. If Noctem breaks the registry encryption, Starborn families will be targeted. We can warn sleeper Starborn, but our families will be more difficult to protect.” Lucas steeled himself against the memories of his own past. “We’ll stop them. The power of all four sanctuaries will prevail. Eve will make things right.”

      “But why must Eve go back to Noctem? Why can’t she stay here?”

      “It’s the only way I can see how to fix this. We’re lucky that Serena has taken Wren’s place on the Council. I’ll convince her to speak up for Eve,” he said, gently stroking her hair. “There’s a risk that the Council could order her execution, but I think they will be willing to consider my plan. We’ll have a chance to make things right, she’ll have a chance to make things right.”

      “Noctem will kill her if they find out what she’s done.” Her voice wavered.

      “She’ll go back as the sole survivor. They have the registry. There’ll be no reason not to trust her.”

      Willow rested her head against his chest. “You don’t know that.”

      His heart ached for her. She was terrified for Eve and wanted only to keep her close after so many years of searching. He sympathized, understood what it felt like to have something so precious snatched away.

      “If she goes back to Noctem and finds out who has the information, who will be targeted, and feeds that back to us, she can help thousands, find redemption. Think of all those families out there. Granger’s, Serena’s, Isobel’s. All of them have loved ones.”

      Her fingertips traced a path across his chest. “All of them, except you.”

      “Yes, except me.” Lucas reached out and touched her face gently. “But I have someone now. Someone who I would do anything for.”

      They looked at each other for a long moment.

      His heart pounded at his declaration; the closest he’d ever spoken to words of love.

      Her blue eyes darkened and she took his hand from her cheek and kissed his palm. He closed his eyes at the exquisite sensation. His skin caught fire as she trailed tiny, sweet kisses up his arm, across his collarbone, before stopping at his throat. She shifted to straddle him across the waist and reached up to tenderly kiss him on the lips.

      Wanting to be with her in every way, he dropped his Mercurian shield. Willow responded immediately, lowering her own shield. Their auras touched each other playfully at first then their metaphysical arousal ignited their bodies in an exquisite intensity.

      Willow pulled back from their kiss. “Lucas, my body…my soul craves you.”

      His heart soared with lightness and wonder. And love. “As does mine, Willow. As does mine. I pledge my life, my love, forever more.”
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      “Let me out! I need to get back. Let me the fuck out,” screamed Eve.

      She had been in this fucking cube thing for hours. Leaning back against the wall, she let herself slide down until she sat on the cold floor.

      It figured. She’d gone from one cage to another.

      She had looked for security surveillance when she had first been shoved in here, but hadn’t found any sign of monitoring or communication. She had also tried to reach out metaphysically, but her power couldn’t breach the confines of the cube.

      Instead, she was left alone with her emotions.

      She had well and truly fucked herself. Killing Reybourne had been something she had wanted to do forever. But not like this, not when Noctem still owed her.

      The only thing in her favor was that if she could find a way back, Noctem wouldn’t know of her turning traitor.

      Willow had messed up her head, big time. Seeing her, unblemished and pure and nothing like Eve, had been painful. Her twin was as pretty in real life as she had been in their astral meeting. Her hair long and still their original dark red color—it had been years since Eve had worn hers that way. She had no scars—her skin smooth and untainted. Childishly, when Eve had first seen her she had wanted to run her fingernails across her twin’s face and scratch that perfection away. Years of pent-up resentment and anger toward her twin had threatened to spill over.

      But she had been weak willed and fallen for Willow’s pretty words and desperate pleas. And now she needed to find a way to get out of this fucking cube and get back to Noctem before Caine found out.

      Hours later, the cube doors slid open to reveal Willow and a blond Adonis standing protectively beside her. Tall and muscular, he was a perfect playgirl pinup.

      Her sister and her band of handsome protectors. She felt a spurt of intense jealousy at her sister’s life.

      “Eve, it’s so good to see you,” said her sister in a soft voice.

      Educated. Kind.

      Nothing like me.

      “What’s going to happen to me?” Eve said, uninterested in small talk. As she slowly rose to stand, she ignored Willow’s aura of hurt.

      The blond stepped in close. “I’m Granger. The Elders have sent us to speak with you.”

      She stared into his amber-colored eyes. “Too fucking scared to visit me themselves?”

      “Where has our registry gone? Who has it?” he asked. His expression was neutral, but he wasn’t a Mercurian.

      She could read him. He was worried but she also sensed his desire for her. It thrummed through the tiny cube. She felt herself responding and became angry. Fucking men. Eve gave his aura a gentle nudge and then a sledgehammer swipe. He reared back in surprise.

      “Don’t,” cried Willow. Her sister’s blue eyes pleaded with her. The only thing they shared that was still identical.

      Eve shifted uncomfortably. “It’s for the heavy weights in Noctem.”

      Granger’s nostrils flared. “Why?”

      “Why? Why do you think? Power. They want more Starborn under their control, more Starborn to do their bidding.”

      “Why did you help us? Turn on them?” asked Willow.

      Eve didn’t reply.

      Her sister persisted. “You wanted him dead as much as I did. Why?”

      Eve refused to answer. Refused to look at her twin.

      “I heard you call out that you want to go back. That you need to go back. Why?”

      She leaned back against the cold wall and crossed her arms. “None of your fucking business.”
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      Eve pounded her fists against the door. “Let me out, you motherfuckers!”

      It had been hours since her sister and the pretty boy blond guard had visited. Since then there had been zero contact from her jailers and she was wound tight. After her capture she’d expected an immediate interrogation or at the very least some sort of intimidation, but there had been nothing. Nothing except endless white. Maybe that was their angle; capitulation through the fucking color white. Equal in height and width, her cell was a cube of white walls, white ceiling and white floor. Her head nearly touched the fucking ceiling. No windows. No furniture. No mirrors. Only a white door she’d been shoved through and then locked behind her.

      “Hey you Order of Orion fuckers, let me out!”

      They were probably monitoring her in the cube so yelling was unnecessary, but it made her feel a hell of a lot better. It gave her a chance to let off some steam, so she yelled some more and cursed her identical twin sister. If it hadn’t of been for Willow, she’d be on her way back to Noctem right now to get her final paycheck and then freedom.

      Instead, she’d traded one jail for another.

      Willow’s blue eyes and her pleading voice, both so much like her own, had tugged at heartstrings she’d thought were destroyed years ago. And like an idiot she’d backflipped on her plan, fucking herself in the process. Of course, the chance to kill her long tormenting companion had been an added temptation. That bastard, Reybourne, had gotten what he deserved when he lost his bowel function and heartbeat thanks to her and Willow uniting their Starborn power against him. They’d become a tandem tornado of will and revenge. However, the triumph of payback had evaporated almost immediately when she’d realized his death had left her the sole survivor of the Noctem team attacking a fortress full of a thousand Starborn.

      Now, she ran her fingers through her cropped, bleached hair, dug her fingernails into her scalp, and tried to think. She needed to get back to Noctem headquarters. They would have received the upload of The Order’s registry of Starborn operatives and families. They’d know she had successfully led the team to the hiding place of The Order of Orion—a fucking underground bunker on an island off the coast of Canada. But with all her comrades dead, they’d be waiting for a status report.

      Guilt stabbed at her when she thought of how The Order and its members were now exposed to her boss’ cruelty. The Order had fought to stay secret from normal society for hundreds of years. They’d also vowed never to use their powers for harm. Unlike Caine, who ruled Noctem and its rogue band of Starborn with zero scruples.

      But she couldn’t worry about that now. What’s done was done.

      Time was ticking. The longer it took for her to check-in, the greater the chance Noctem would think her dead, or worse, compromised, or even a traitor.

      “Let me the fuck OUT,” she screamed again.
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      Granger heard Eve’s curses through the walls and the audio link. As part of the detail assigned to guard her cube, he’d listened to her derogatory comments about The Order for what felt like hours. Her potty mouth matched her rough appearance of tattoos and black leather. She was a wilder, coarser version of Doctor Willow Trilby, and a sexier version too. She had one of the hottest bodies he’d ever encountered—lean and strong with sensational curves. He tried to block out her shouting and his lurid thoughts.

      The Elders had paid him great trust and respect by choosing him to guard her, especially now while the Sanctuary was in chaos. The surprise attack by Noctem was the first strike against The Order in living history. Eve’s emotional telepathy had rendered almost all the Starborn population in the Sanctuary unconscious and vulnerable to the Noctem incursion. No one had ever seen that kind of power, not even in her twin. Now, the only thing keeping the Sanctuary and all its inhabitants safe was the fact she was being held in a cube with a metaphysical field that suppressed her ability.

      “I hope they fry her,” said Kristen, a butch Mercurian woman on guard duty with him. “All of those Starborn out in the community…Noctem has all their files now. It’s awful. They’re sitting ducks now ’cause of that bitch.”

      “Yeah, she’s gonna pay.” He checked the holster of his handgun for the hundredth time. He wanted to be ready for anything. It rankled his pride that Eve had dropped him like Sleeping Beauty when she had breached the Sanctuary defenses and infiltrated their compound. He, like every other non-Mercurian, had fallen unconscious from her emotional telepathy.

      “You don’t seem to be affected by her ability out here.” Kristen inspected him with squinted eyes. “The cube’s shield seems to be working.”

      He didn’t care that part of the reason he was on guard detail was to act as sentinel for Eve’s telepathic power. If he fell unconscious the rest of the Sanctuary would go on red alert. A canary in a coal mine. But he’d rather that than be away from the action. Here, he could keep tabs on what was happening. Lucas was being tight-lipped as usual and gossip had yet to filter down from the Council.

      He looked both ways down the corridor before turning to Kristen. “Have you heard what the Elders are planning?”

      And by heard, he meant telepathically. Kristen was a strong Mercurian cognitive telepath.

      “Yeah, there’s something big going on. Big enough for the Council to be holed up in crisis talks.”

      “Serena’s acting as the new interim Council Mercurian?” When their former leader, Wren, died at the hands of Noctem, Mercurian Starborn needed an immediate representative on the six-seat Council. The Order prided itself on having all six houses of Starborn represented to govern their community.

      Kirsten nodded. “Yeah and she’s pushing for some radical action.”

      “Like what?”

      “No one out of Council is privy to the details…yet.” A thumping sound started again on the door behind them. “That bitch won’t quit.” Kristen banged on the door with her fist.

      “She’s asking for water.” He could make out Eve’s demanding shouts, decorated with curses.

      Kristen drew her gun from the holster on her hip. She nodded at him and then at the cube door. “Let’s play. Give her some water and see what she does.”

      “Are you freaking serious? We were told not to communicate with her.”

      “Granger, don’t be a total pussy.”

      He said nothing and leaned against the wall.

      Kristen still held her gun with both hands, her legs wide apart. Usually he could charm the pants off any woman he wanted, but Kristen’s penchant for hot women made her competition rather than fair game.

      “Come on,” she urged. “You pass her the water. Let’s see what happens. If she drops you, I’ve got your back.” The expression in her voice wasn’t snide, but Granger was pretty sure she was egging him on and hoping he’d fail.

      No big surprise. Since coming into his powers at the late age of twenty-four, it had placed a target on his back from the day he’d arrived at the Sanctuary. “Sure, why not?” he found himself saying.

      Smiling a big fat grin, she swiped her palm over the bio-lock and stood to the side. The pneumatic doors slid open and he readied himself.

      Dressed in skinny black jeans and a tight black singlet, Eve stood facing him with her hands on her hips. Her lips curled in a sharp smile. “Well hello pretty boy, good to see you again.” Her voice was silky smooth and surprisingly full of confidence for someone who was facing torture or death.

      He returned the smile. “Hey darling, how’re you liking your new quarters? Comfy?”

      She nodded at the water bottle in his hands. “You coming in with that water?”

      Granger tightened his hold on the plastic container. The cube’s size would make it a tight fit. He thought of Lucas and Willow and how his commander had softened like Brie cheese around her. And Lucas was Mercurian. He shuddered to think what Willow’s twin, could do to a Jupita Starborn like him. Jupita could manipulate the environment through weather, fire, electricity or earth. But Mercurians fucked with the mind.

      He glanced at Kristen and her snide smile, and stepped forward. When he didn’t feel any immediate change, he handed Eve the water. She looked at him directly and gave him a one thousand watt smile. His gut tightened. She was any man’s wet dream—with long legs that went on forever.

      She took a long drink and then wiped her mouth before slowly screwing the cap back on the bottle. As though she had all the time in the world, she placed the water bottle on the ground. Moving with lithe grace, she then leaned a sculpted shoulder against the wall. He couldn’t help but stare at the Japanese tattoos that ran down the right side of her neck and upper body. The work on her arm was pure artistry, but what captured his attention was how the design trailed down the right side of her chest and disappeared under her singlet. When he noticed the outline of her nipples, he forced himself to look up.

      “Like what you see?” Her crystal blue eyes ran over his features and he felt himself being well and truly eye-fucked in return.

      “You’re Noctem scum,” he said, more to remind himself than to insult her. His desire for her both scared and excited him. He’d teased Lucas that Willow had made him a love zombie with her metaphysical ability, and here he was exposing himself to her twin’s same power. Eve smiled again and suddenly he felt a surge of arousal thunder through his body.

      He stepped back out of the cube, almost stumbling in his haste.

      Kristen hit the button and the door slid shut. “Sly bitch,” she said under her breath. “Well, you didn’t drop, so that’s good. Did you feel anything from her?”

      “Nothing.” He moved to guard the door.

      Kristen glanced at his crotch. “Yeah right,” she said with a smirk.
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