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			He’s sworn to protect the very entity she was born to kill...

			Next in line for the Drakon throne, Theo Masters is the most powerful half human, half dragon in the world. Royal power is the last thing he wants, however. He lives as a human and runs the Legion Security Company. But his new client—a mysterious, beautiful human from a small African village—and the unknown danger she faces may forever change the quiet life that he’s chosen.

			Shola N’Gara exists to kill the dark spirit that is attempting to demolish her people. It’s her purpose and her destiny. The gorgeous protector who taunts her with his sexy voice and body is not—especially after he shifts into a magnificent black dragon with turquoise eyes.

			A rise in demon activity and the brutal murders Theo’s agents have been reporting start to add up. Someone is making a play, and it’s big enough to change the course of the world as they know it. Now Shola must choose between her destiny and her heart. And Theo must decide if standing by the woman he’s fallen in love with is worth facing his father in a battle to the death..

			One-click with confidence. This title is part of the Carina Press Romance Promise: all the romance you’re looking for with an HEA/HFN. It’s a promise!

			This book is approximately 77,000 words
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			Chapter One

			The glass doors to the building ten feet away slid open slowly. That feeling, like a breeze lifting fall leaves off the ground, swirled in the pit of his stomach. Theo Masters eased off his bike and held the helmet between his arm and his hip as he continued to stare at that door. He considered removing his sunglasses since the sun had set hours ago, but decided against it.

			Seconds later, three women stepped out. His gaze fell quickly over each one, noting bare feet, long legs and deep green material swaddling their bodies before stopping inches above the knees. Red-and-gold stripes slashed across their forehead and cheeks coupled with long gold spears held tightly in hand announced their warrior status while his wish for a quick pickup and drop-off dwindled.

			The Odò Guard.

			Or, the river guards. They were foot soldiers from the River Tribe that lived in a village located along a portion of the Niger River, which flowed through western Nigeria. Theo had visited the area close to one hundred years ago.

			Three more women exited the building approximately two feet behind the first trio. And then three more, until nine in total were now in a triple-file line in front of him. At some other time, in some other place, he might have been impressed. As it was now, their grand entrance was making his last minute task take much longer than he’d anticipated.

			“You are the guardian we hired?” The middle woman in the first row spoke to him, her voice loud, strong and heavily accented.

			“I’m from the Legion Security Company.” Even his voice sounded tired, deep and raspy, as it did when he woke in the mornings.

			In unison, each woman holding a spear clanked the metal ends to the ground. The tight formation parted with each of the side lines stepping away so that only the woman standing directly in front of Theo, and another woman a few feet behind her, remained in the middle.

			“The ceremony is in two weeks. The accommodations are listed here, as well as the location for the ceremony, where you will deliver her safely. Joku N’Gara and the River Tribe thank you for your services.” Her words sounded rehearsed.

			With a crisp movement, she extended an arm in Theo’s direction. A large white envelope was clutched between her fingers until he slipped it away.

			The woman stepped to the side, standing in line with the other guards, leaving only one woman in the middle.

			But this was no ordinary woman.

			Those leaves that had begun stirring in the pit of his stomach now swirled and twisted up into a funnel. His chest tightened, and his gums itched, as the beast within that had long lay dormant began to stir. Theo’s fingers clenched into fists, the envelope crackling beneath his natural strength.

			She appeared ethereal, her silhouette wavering slightly as with the rhythm of the wind. Her eyes were like ice, clear white but for the irises that were singular black dots, and she bore similar markings as the guards on her face, only hers were all white. Atop her head was a gold-and-diamond-encrusted crown that sparkled against the night backdrop.

			“You will transport me on that?”

			Her voice was like the sun rising, glorious and breathtaking. It was also stabilizing. He caught the slow easing movement beneath his skin. With practiced strength, he pulled the beast back. His body once again still, he fixed his gaze on her. Only now that his vision had cleared, the woman standing in front of him looked different than she had just seconds ago.

			A rainbow of brown hues, the Odò Guard were different complexions, their hair either cut close to the scalp or twisted intricately. On the surface, the woman before him initially appeared different from the others, but now there was no crown and no markings on her face; her skin was the deepest brown and hair a kinky mass circling her narrow face. All things easily noted by sight, but it was the languid stretch of muscles and tendons in his body that made the real point.

			“That is a bike, and yes, it will accommodate two.” The tilt of one perfectly arched brow said she did not like the accommodations. That made two of them, and Magnum was going to feel his wrath first thing tomorrow morning.

			“I have seen a bike before. This is bigger, but not as big as a car, which would have been more comfortable for such a trip.”

			Not at all what she appeared. The thought played in his mind like a song on repeat, and his gaze eased over her once more. High cheekbones, pert chin, reddish-brown eyes and a muted colored dress belted high at her waist—just another client.

			Except there’d never been a client who clawed along his flesh with such urgent fervor before.

			Theo shook himself free of thoughts that had gone deeper than they should have and stepped forward. The Odò Guards took a quick, succinct step to close the space between them and her, but not enough to hinder her progression forward. She came toward him slowly.

			“There was a change of plans,” he snapped, edginess and annoyance now plaguing him. “I promise to get you to your hotel as quickly as possible.”

			Each step she took felt as if she were already beside him, brushing slowly against the scaled skin of his beast. It was eerie, and yet...comforting.

			“If you have luggage, I can send someone back for it.”

			“My things were sent ahead. They should be already at the hotel.”

			Her voice, each word was spoken in a melodic tone, thick with her accent, yet as clear to him as his own dialect.

			“You can wear this. Then we should get going,” he said because this wasn’t normal.

			Or at least the version of normal Theo knew humans accepted. He was three hundred years old and came from the Far Realm. There was no doubt the people of Burgess, Pennsylvania, wouldn’t find that normal at all. Still, there was something odd happening here, and he wasn’t sure he liked whatever it was.

			He closed the small space she’d left between them and resisted the urge to touch her cheeks where he knew those tribal stripes had been before. Clenching his fingers on the helmet, he thrust it toward her and turned away. Tucking the envelope inside his jacket, he moved to his bike and tossed a leg over the seat. His palms burned with the urge to touch, caress, explore, so he grabbed the handles. “Get on.” Shifting from just moments ago, his voice was now deep and stern, his mood decidedly darker even though he couldn’t explain why.

			She hesitated.

			The Odò Guard also hesitated, looking ready to use those spears and whatever other defensive devices he was sure they had against him at any second. He didn’t move. He’d been paid a hefty deposit for this two-week assignment, and when it was over, his company would collect another large payment. It was a simple job—keep an eye on this woman until the day she would be delivered to her wedding. That was it. Even one of his lower level agents could have done this.

			But as Theo watched her arms slowly lifting to settle the helmet over the poof of her hair, he knew that wasn’t true. She was not just a bride. No ordinary bride required a personal escort like the Odò Guard. And no normal bride had a soul identity that looked like hers.

			She stepped closer to the bike, eyeing it suspiciously for a few seconds before letting her fingers tug the material of her dress up. She lifted her leg to cross over the seat.

			Theo started the engine.

			“Hold on.”

			“Just go.” Her reply was curt and she did not put a hand on him.

			With a shrug, he did what he was told, peeling off from the spot at a modest speed before picking up the moment they hit the open road. He had to hurry to get her to the hotel and in the hands of his other agents because the beast inside, the one that had lay dormant for the past two hundred years, had awakened at the sight of her spirit. Theo didn’t know why, nor did he care. All he knew was that this could not happen. Not here and definitely not now.

			
 
			The air was different here.

			Still warm, like at home, but rubbing along her face and bare arms with a sense of newness that almost made Shola smile. Almost.

			Instead she sat with her back board-straight behind this man who was hired to be her bodyguard for the next couple of weeks, as he rode fast through dark streets. In the distance, she could see light, so much light in an array of different colors amidst the near black backdrop. There were tall buildings in that distance. A city. A place she’d never been before. Her home was nestled along the river, in a small village full of Yoruba people who looked and spoke like her. They were the reason she was here. The reason that she lived.

			Shola rested her fingers on her thighs. She sucked in this new and different air, releasing it slowly through partially parted lips. Glancing down at the material of her dress bunched between her legs, her bare knees pointing outward toward the night filled her with a weird yearning. It was an odd position to be in with a stranger, one that caused a rush of warmth to spread throughout her body. That was new as well. So many new things in such a short span of time.

			The dress was ridiculous. She had known that the moment her mother brought it into her bedroom.

			“It is proper attire for where you will be going,” Ejaita told her only child. “There will be other ceremonial preparations you will experience once you arrive in the Western World. Your baba and I will arrive the night before the wedding.”

			Like Shola, her parents had never been anywhere else in the world. They were part of the River Tribe and had no intention of being anything else. She was only one of a couple hundred in their village who had received an education in African and Western studies. So she knew of some things that she would find here in this world and of the basic meaning of this union between her and Warrick Camden. As long as it meant her people would live safely on their land forever, Shola was up for learning more. She was ready to do more.

			“Your baba and I are very proud of you, Shola. We know you will make an excellent wife, and we are very happy for you,” Ejaita continued.

			The tears that welled in her mother’s eyes were a direct contradiction to her words. While her parents had always been proud of her educational achievements and when she became a teacher, Shola knew they were not happy about this arrangement. No one in the village was happy the day that Warrick appeared and made his pronouncement.

			“It is what is meant to be,” she had replied to her mother, because it was the truth.

			She was promised to this marriage before she was born, and now it was time to live up to that agreement. Now, riding through the streets of this new city, she told herself she was closer to the time she had waited for her entire life.

			“We’re almost there,” the bodyguard yelled over his shoulder.

			His very big, squared shoulder. The man was huge, tall, broad and more ominous than any of the warriors she’d seen back home. She had noted that the moment Monife, general of the Odò Guard, had stepped out of the way and Shola had her first glimpse of him. He’d stood in front of a large and imposing bike, which seemed to match the rider as he was over six feet tall and easily two hundred and fifty pounds. Jeans covered muscled thighs, and a fitting T-shirt stretched over a broad and formidable chest like one of the shields designed for the Odò Guard. His skin was a much lighter tone than hers, almost the color of straw, and his hair was dark and curled tightly to his scalp.

			“Thank you.” It seemed like the right thing to say even though he had only used a gruff tone with her since their meeting.

			He was doing her a service for which she should be grateful. She did not know her way around this place called Burgess, nor did she know where the wedding or any of the other ceremonial events would take place. Monife had given this bodyguard the envelope with all that information. She did not mind not knowing the details; all that mattered was what she was sent here to do.

			The bodyguard leaned slightly to the side as he turned the bike around a corner, and they rode down a narrow street. Buildings stood on each side of the street, clubs of some sort. She could tell by the signs above the entrances and the names that these weren’t clubs she would ever frequent. Ballers, Twilight, Siren and Swingtime were lit up like Christmas trees, lines of people outside each door, cars pulling up on the street adding more people to the crowd. The bodyguard drove straight through. Noise was all around, vehicles whizzing by, music blasting from one place to the next. People laughing and talking. And the wind, a low hum like a pulse against all the commotion.

			She focused on the wind.

			How it felt warm against her skin. The way it pounded rhythmically in her ears. Steady, intentional, warning.

			She looked from one side of the street to the other, counting the people on each side, watching the steps they took, the way they appeared to fly by in a blur as the bodyguard drove faster. Demonic laughter came in those moments, amidst the sound of the music and the bike’s engine, a quick eerie chuckle that told her they were coming.

			Demonics with long gangly legs stepped out of the line at the last club the bodyguard passed. They were dressed in jeans, T-shirts and tennis shoes, like everyone else waiting to get into the various buildings. But they were not the same. Their golden skin and orange eyes set them apart. The loud screech they made in the seconds it took them to break into a run and propel themselves through the air until they landed in front of the bodyguard’s bike, an alarming confirmation.

			The bodyguard brought the bike to a quick stop that should have jolted them out of the seat, but neither moved. Six demonics stood in front of the bike, forming a line that would prohibit the bike’s passage. The bodyguard moved his neck to one side until it cracked and repeated the action in the other direction. She drummed her fingers on her thighs. Shifting her eyes from one demonic to the next, and then the next, thoughts of how to protect them rolled quickly through her mind.

			She had been warned of the demonic presence in the world, but had not seen any up close back home. The Western World was very different from her secluded village. She was getting an early glimpse of just how much.

			“Listen to me closely,” the bodyguard said. “I’m going to get off this bike, and when I do, I want you to run into that building to my right.”

			She saw the building less than ten feet away, but she had no plans to run.

			“Do you understand?” His tone was condescending and instantly annoyed her. But now was neither the time nor place for her to address that.

			She did not get a chance to offer a pleasant retort either, because the demonic in the center of the line lifted his hands to show blue rays of light shooting from each finger.

			When the other demonics lifted their hands to send streaks of blue light filtering through the air, the bodyguard cursed. Power pulsed through Shola’s veins as training scenarios played in her mind. This was not her job, not what she had been sent here for, but something needed to be done, or she would never make it to fulfill her destiny.

			With moves that were faster than the light cutting through the air, the bodyguard kicked one demonic until it dropped to the ground. He never looked behind, but reached an arm back to punch the next demonic coming for him. Then he pulled a dagger from the back of his pants and stabbed the first demonic in the center of its chest. It disappeared in a puff of blue smoke. The next one bold enough to approach him from behind caught the dagger in the throat, his body also going poof.

			Although he fought like a highly trained warrior dressed in all black, his body whisking through the night in powerful motions, she didn’t believe he could stop the demonics. Not by simply using hand-to-hand combat. She had to do something. Her mind centered on the earth and all that surrounded it before she slowly lifted her arms to call for the wind. It tickled along the line of her fingers, easing up toward the tip where it stung with urgency to be released. Wiggling her fingers sent the air around them into a frenzy, paper from gutters rose to twirl on the breeze, windows on all the buildings rattled and a soft whistle shot through the night.

			The blustery air threw the remaining demonics off balance while the bodyguard continued to pounce and strike them down as they tried to attack on wobbly legs. With each swing of his dagger, blue smoke swirled into the whistling wind. And when they were all gone, she dropped her arms to her side just as the bodyguard turned to face her.

			“I told you to get inside the building! Did you not understand that?”

			Again with that irritating tone. Either he thought she was an idiot or that she could not decipher English—which was silly because she’d spoken to him before she climbed onto his bike. It didn’t matter and she wasn’t going to reply to his rudeness.

			He didn’t seem to care because he stalked past her to his bike. Kicking the stand that held the bike up, he straddled the seat and started the engine.

			“Get on and hold on tight. We’re getting out of here before more of them show up,” he commanded.

			She acquiesced because he was right, they needed to leave this place. Shola climbed onto the back of the bike again, pushing her dress between her thighs once more. Only this time when she did that, on impulse, she moved her hands back farther until the bunched-up material pressed into her core. She held it there for what seemed like endless moments praying the throbbing that increased in that area each time the bodyguard looked at her would stop.

			It didn’t.

			He pulled off. The bike moved much faster than it had before, like it was flying on the wind. The air burned against her cheeks now, and when he took the first turn this time, she almost slipped right off the seat. Her arms went around his waist, the front of her body slamming against the back of his.

			“Glad you understood that time,” he said when he looked over his shoulder at her again.

			Shola bit back another snappy comment. The only thing she understood was that this was probably a bad idea. She wasn’t totally certain because sexual activity had not been high on the training schedule for her, but the instant tightening of her nipples as she pressed against his strong back was definitely a sign.

			A very bad sign.

		
	
		
			Chapter Two

			Burgess, Pennsylvania, was once a small mining town situated adjacent to a larger area once known as the Smoky City. Now, two hundred years later, Burgess was the equivalent of hell with a rainbow on top, the place where preternatural evil had chosen to nestle itself among humans, and therefore, it was where Theo belonged.

			At its max, his bike wasn’t going fast enough. The dual wheels in the front took the corners much smoother than was probably expected but he wasn’t worried about expectations, not at this moment. He was much more concerned with what had just happened. Why had tracer demonics attacked him?

			Nobody in Burgess knew who or what Theo was. During his time in this place he’d owned a mining business, founded a private school and now ran a specialized security company. He walked, talked and assumed the role of any other human in this realm...if any other human could live for three hundred years.

			Gloved fingers gripped the handles of the bike as his teeth clamped down tightly. There’d been no need for an attack. They’d been riding in a fully occupied district during a common time at night. There was no sign of any preternatural behavior, no soul identities appearing on his radar. And yet, the tracers had appeared in numbers and attacked. Pissed off didn’t accurately convey how he felt about that.

			Seconds after that thought, Theo’s vision blurred. It was quick and sudden, and before he could readjust, the beast’s pupils switched places with the human’s. The streets of Burgess became a colorful maze that Theo navigated on instinct alone. The GPS nor his memory were guiding him at this stage. The beast was in charge now; the human didn’t have a choice. Demonics had a tendency to change the rules whenever they came on the scene.

			Theo didn’t like his plans being changed.

			As a matter of fact, he’d never stood for any alteration to his agenda. Tonight wasn’t going to be any different.

			He turned down a dark street, passing abandoned buildings and all that inhabited them. Unlike the other structures in Burgess, the dwellings on this block had no exterior lighting and the street lights which normally lined the curb in narrow strips as it stretched from one corner to the next, had been disabled. Pitch black engulfed the bike and its riders, but the beast could see just fine.

			Unfortunately, his client wasn’t as at ease.

			Her arms tightened around his waist and she moved closer. His body reacted instantly. With her breasts pressed against his back and her crotch nestled up to his ass, the beast bristled with conflict. On the one hand, it was determined to get to its destination and find the answers at the forefront of its mind. On the other, it had been a very long time since it last gave in to primal urges. The human had much better control over that aspect of their being and apparently much more willpower than the beast.

			He leaned into the next turn, focusing on getting to the doorway before his beast fought to break through and take to the sky. The bike would never be as fast as the stretch of wings floating through the air. A huge part of him craved that feeling almost as deeply as the beast, but he would continue to fight it. He had no other choice.

			
 
			Invisible to the human eye, a golden yellow doorway shimmered in the distance. The bike surged forward, going straight through that colored opening before it snapped closed.

			Once on the other side, he stopped the bike and got off, booted feet hitting the mossy-soft ground. He walked until he stood beside a gnarled thorny tree a good distance away, bringing his wrist up close to his mouth to make the call.

			“At the East 50th veil. Send a vehicle, loaded. And do a deeper search for client number 9729.” He said the words fast and quietly, never doubting his orders would be received and carried out. On all the business and tax forms, he was the owner and lead agent of the Legion Security Company, but, in reality, he was so much more.

			“Where are we?”

			She was closer than she should be. He turned to see her standing no more than three feet away. Everything about him was enhanced, from his vision to the speed with which he moved. Where he came from, his stealth and strength were unrivaled. Yet, he hadn’t heard her approach, nor felt the warning of someone sneaking up on him.

			“You didn’t do what I told you to do. I instructed you to run and take shelter in that club.”

			She didn’t blink but moved her arms until she clasped her fingers together in front of her. She looked demure standing in a dress that seemed to be sewn with gold thread, her chin lifted, gaze focused on him. For a split second, that unnerved him. He was looking at her through human eyes, not exactly sure when the beast’s had receded since he’d been so focused on getting off the streets and making the urgent call. Now she was in her normal form, not the glimpse of her soul identity that he’d seen upon first meeting her—the face that should have been his first clue that things were about to go wrong.

			“I was unaware that I took orders from you.”

			Her voice was calm yet held the barest hint of rebuff that only stoked his ire.

			“I can’t do my job if you’re not inclined to follow simple instructions. The next time I tell you to do something—”

			“I will do what is best,” she interrupted. “Always.”

			His words were meant to be a final declaration; now he bit back the heated rumble that churned in the pit of his stomach.

			“Stand here. The vehicles will arrive momentarily, and then we’ll leave.”

			He walked away from her, going to stand closer to the door, as if by sheer will the trucks would pull up on command. That wasn’t how it worked, but staring at her was making him feel...uncomfortable. And he was never uncomfortable. He’d worked long and hard to maintain a level of contentment and wasn’t totally sure why that was being shaken tonight. What he was certain of was that something was going on, something he wasn’t going to like.

			“Upon this earth there are said to be veils separating the human from other species and worlds that exist on an alternate plane. I studied world mythology during my time at school. Is this that place?”

			The majority of Legion Security’s clients were human. Celebrities, politicians, wealthy humans who needed personal protection for a multitude of reasons. Steele led the home and business security division, while Magnum dealt with the personal side. As for Theo, he handled the preternatural cases because he was the badass of the Legion, or at least that’s what his staff called him. There were some humans who were aware of the preternatural world blending with its own. And then there were the nonbelievers.

			Shola hadn’t seemed afraid or surprised by the tracer demonics so she definitely wasn’t a nonbeliever.

			“There are veils that serve as passageways between the different realms of the universe. We are in the In-between.” Even as he spoke he had a sense that she knew, or at least she should have known. Shola N’Gara was anything but a normal human, the appearance of a soul identity, or a being’s true soul, was proof of that. She didn’t move like any woman he’d ever met. When she walked, her long legs carried her in a graceful fashion, but he’d also seen her quickly climb off his bike and take a fighter’s stance. Of course, he’d turned away from her at that moment because he’d been more concerned with saving her life. Tracer demonics traced high potency power and when they found it, they attacked with a bite to their prey before sucking every drop of power from them and moving on. Humans that inadvertently ended up in a tracer’s path were killed easily by as little as a scratch from the midlevel demonic. If one had come close enough to Shola she would be dead right now.

			“So we’re hiding.” It was a statement, one she seemed fairly certain was true.

			“I have no need to hide. Whatever wants me, I face.”

			“Like you did those demonics.” This came in her still calm and placid tone, which contradicted everything he thought he was sensing about her.

			He turned slowly until he was facing her again. She’d moved from her previous spot. Not too close behind him this time, but definitely not where he’d left her. Unlike in Burgess, the In-between was a bright place. It was warm like a thousand suns beaming concentrated rays into this one locale. The ground was foggy and the warm breeze that passed through was visible in wavy lines. While he could see through to a being’s soul identity, he wasn’t a reader, meaning he couldn’t sense her soul emotions the way an empath or some of the magickals could. But he wanted to. That was shocking because in all the time he’d been on this realm, the last thing he’d wanted to deal with were emotions. Not his or anyone else’s.

			“I suppose you read about them too.” He sensed that all of her knowledge wasn’t coming solely from books, but in the end decided to focus more on the demonics at the moment. It was his job—or rather his penance—to keep the preternatural from interfering with the human world.

			There was a slight lift of one arched brow before she replied, “Reading is fundamental.”

			“So is following the rules,” he snapped.

			She didn’t respond even though he was almost certain she had lots to say.

			At first glimpse she appeared docile, yet the set of her shoulders when she stood, and the gentle almost hypnotic sway of her hips when she walked, screamed of a passion so vibrant it was like a physical assault. Either that or he was just damn horny. The churning he’d felt in his gut moments ago was now spreading, moving through him with a warm pressure etching along his skin. Irritated by the feeling, he turned away from her again.

			He stared at the door they’d traveled through. It was still closed, its impression a steady hologram on this side, instead of the shimmering rays of light displayed on the side of the Human Realm. Also as opposed to on the other side of the door, time stretched on like an eternity here. He looked down to check his communicator, waiting for the notification that the other vehicle had arrived.

			“I need to get to the hotel.”

			Her voice sounded closer, but she hadn’t snuck up on him this time because he’d been listening for any movement she might make. Looking at her wasn’t necessary for a response.

			“You’ll get there. Your husband-to-be won’t leave if you’re late.” The words were spoken with more disdain than he’d intended. But this night wasn’t turning out the way he’d thought it would so he was slowly running out of fucks to give.

			“He won’t be there.”

			He should be here now. What type of guy let his soon-to-be wife travel to a foreign country on her own? Why hadn’t he been the one to meet the Odò Guard? And why did this woman need an additional guard for two weeks? The company’s standard questionnaire did ask why security was needed. It was a basic question designed to offer the best form of protection possible, while keeping his agents safe as well. Any tactical strategy was best served by having all available information. So why was he getting the sense that he wasn’t playing with all the cards this time? Whether that was an omission on Magnum’s part, or on the part of Ms. N’Gara and her husband-to-be, he planned to find out.

			“I’ll get you to the hotel safe and sound. Don’t worry.”

			“I am not worried.” She paused, the shallow whisper of her breathing filling his ears. “I am anxious.”

			The urge to see her, to look into her eyes for a sense of who and what she was gnawed at him until he was about to turn and face her, but his communicator buzzed.

			He kept his gaze straight ahead and reached for the door handle. “Our ride’s here.”

			His fingers appeared to slip right through it, but the powerful locks eased out of place and the door opened and he stepped back.

			“Go. I’ll be right behind you.”

			She hesitated, looking at the door and beyond it to the pitch blackness. When her gaze found his again he could have sworn he saw the darkening of fear in the red swirls of her eyes. Fury bubbled in the pit of his stomach and he yelled, “Go!”

			
 
			Shola was flanked by two men, both as tall and as broad as she’d noted her guardian to be. Neither as alluring, however.

			The two stayed beside her, one putting his hand on her arm, leading her to the big black truck parked only a few feet away from that lighted doorway she’d come through. The back door to the truck opened. One of the men moved to stand at the far end of the truck, while the other ushered her into the back seat. She slid across the cool leather and had just pulled her legs inside when the door slammed shut.

			With concerted effort, she sat back against the seat, inhaling a clean new scent and closed her eyes briefly. Slow, deep breaths would regulate her pulse rate and calm her mind, if not her spirit. That would take more work for which time and space were not readily available.

			What the hell was going on?

			All she’d needed was a ride from one point to another. Was that so difficult? The bossy guard, his motorcycle and the appearance of demonics weren’t things she’d even considered a possibility. And yet, all of them were her current reality.

			“When the normal becomes abnormal, evil is at work.” She whispered the old proverb, imagining her voice was that of her great aunt, who, at one hundred and one, was the oldest member of their tribe.

			But when had Shola’s life ever been normal? From birth she had been surrounded by an invisible cloak of chaos and now was the time for that cloak to be discarded forever. Without thought, she touched the cool metal of the pendant hanging from the multicolored beaded necklace. The coolness immediately soothed her and she drank of its calming power, relaxing further and assuring herself that things would work out according to their plan.

			Seconds later the calm dissipated. The door across from where she sat opened, and he slid on to the seat. There was plenty of space back here so she should not have felt crowded, but she did. The guard was built, his body obviously muscled even through the leather jacket, black shirt and jeans he wore. For the first few seconds she had seen him, she’d thought him ominous and extremely sad. Now, after their trip through the city, she thought him demanding, arrogant and extremely sexy.

			“When the normal becomes abnormal, evil is at work.”

			“What?”

			Her head snapped in his direction and heat fussed her cheeks. Had she said that out loud?

			“Nothing.” She shook her head. It might be better if she just got out of the truck and traveled alone from this point on. Something about the start of this trip, this man and all that had happened wasn’t right.

			“You said something.” His voice held an edge of anger combined with a touch of worry. She could take both away if he allowed it, her herbs and oils were in her suitcase at the hotel, but there was power in her fingers, she’d felt it earlier.

			She looked away from him. “What I said was nothing.”

			He still wore the dark glasses so even when she was staring at him, she could not see his eyes. Not that she wanted to, they did not matter. Neither did the line of his jaw covered by the light beard or the dark hair curled close to his scalp. She should not give a care about how strong his hands looked resting on his thighs, or how muscular those thighs appeared as well. There was an air about this guard, a self-assured and powerful air that he wore well. And when he talked, she wanted him to say so many things to her. Things that were not appropriate, things that even now made her breasts ache and stirred a yearning buried so deep inside her she hadn’t known it existed. Until now.

			“To the hotel.” He gave stern commands, like a leader or a king.

			She should stop thinking so much about him and return her attention to the reason she was here. “Thank you.” The words came quietly. She had wanted to avoid looking at him and was staring out the window, but now she turned to look forward.

			“I was telling the driver where to take us.”

			She felt foolish again, but this time figured silence was the better option.

			The truck began to move and the interior grew darker. She attempted to relax again, clasping her hands in her lap and letting her mind wander. It was best to focus on the plan, to replay it over and over in her mind so she wouldn’t forget any part, but she couldn’t ignore him.

			He dominated the space, not the pure breadth of him, but his simple presence. The scent of his leather jacket filled her nostrils pouring something primitive into her with every breath she took. And she was certain she would never forget the cadence of his breathing because it was like getting a song stuck in her head, even when he wasn’t near she could still hear it. It was the silliest thing she’d ever encountered, to be so taken by someone she didn’t even know.

			“What is your name?”

			More words blurting from her mouth. She really needed to find some control.

			He hesitated as if he were considering whether or not to share this nominal bit of information.

			“Theo.” A simple name said in a simple way.

			“I am Shola.”

			“I know. You’re the bride-to-be.”

			She stilled at the sound of those words. She was a bride-to-be. She was going to marry the man she’d been promised to. The man she must kill.

		
	
		
			Chapter Three

			Hell yeah, he was horny.

			That was the only answer for how badly he wanted to touch her. To run his hands over the smooth curve of her shoulders, the upward slope of her cheek, that hollow at her neck where the pendant rested. He needed a woman, any woman, and first thing tomorrow morning he would be on that task, no doubt. But right now, he had to deal with her.

			“There are three windows in the bedroom. I’ve closed the blinds and pulled the curtains tight. Stay away from them.”

			He stopped in the center of the living room area of the suite and looked around. She wasn’t there. Icy tendrils snaked up the back of his neck and he traced his steps back toward the bedroom. She wasn’t in there because that’s where he’d just come from. He moved past that doorway a short distance to a small bathroom but she wasn’t in there. A thump sounded and he raced back to see her staring down at one suitcase while holding the other in one hand.

			“Where were you?” he asked because he was losing his damn mind. She hadn’t been standing here just a few minutes ago.

			“There was only one bag here. I had two. So I went into the closest and there was the second one.” She pointed to the door along the wall in the opposite direction.

			Cursing was pointless but he definitely needed to get away from her because if his mind stayed intact, his abilities were definitely slipping.

			“I’ll put them in your room.” Picking up the bag from the floor was no problem but grazing his hand across hers as he reached for the one she was holding caused a bolt of awareness to streak through his body. He snatched the bag from her and walked away.

			The touch of her feet covered in flat-soled shoes landing on the carpeted floor was a muffled sound to his ears. She huffed out a breath and the warmth drifted through the air settling somewhere in his chest area. He coughed and set the bags down the second they were in the room. When he turned to leave she was directly in front of him.

			She looked up because she was shorter than his six-feet-five-inch height. He stared down estimating she’d be eye level with his chest if her chin weren’t tilted in defiance, her reddish-brown eyes pinning him with a pointed stare.

			“Why are you here alone? Where’s your family?” His body was betraying him and his mind was playing an on and off again trick, but he was determined to get answer.

			“Because I’m an adult who is about to be...married. My family will be here when it is time for the wedding.”

			Her voice caught on the word “married.” A little hiccup that had the beast inside scrapping against his skin.

			“Then why didn’t your husband meet you tonight?” Because if she were his woman, she wouldn’t be traveling to another country alone, not while there were things like demonics and him out here.

			“I believe there is a custom about men seeing the bride before the wedding. But I am not sure why that matters to you. I am here at the hotel now and I am safe.”

			Both of her neatly arched brows raised and she stood with one hip thrust forward giving just enough attitude to skate the line between sexy and aggressive. Or maybe he just saw the sexy and wanted to toss that into the mix.

			“You’re safe and I’m staying.” He moved around her and walked to the door. “Sleep tight.”

			He was three steps through the doorway when he heard the door shut and the lock click into place behind him.

			Good girl. She needed to lock that door because the way the beast inside him was showing off there was no telling what type of hell could break loose in here tonight.

			
 
			Where was it?

			It should have been here by now.

			Shola had taken every shred of clothing out of the two suitcases. They were now tossed across the bed and floor and wherever else they managed to land. Who cared about the handmade frocks or store-bought slacks and blouses? She needed the box.

			But it wasn’t here.

			Frustration was a foreign emotion and yet she knew for certain that was the cause of the adrenaline pumping through her veins. Plopping down on the bed, she gave in and sighed. She’d completed the shipping forms herself because she hadn’t trusted anyone else to do it. Nor had she trusted the airline to not remove it or tamper with it if she’d included it in her suitcase. This was her task. Her destiny.

			Not that she’d asked for any of it.

			Dropping her head, she let her shoulders slump. This was all happening so fast. One minute she was going about her daily routine of teaching for several hours a day and training more hours at night, and the next this man had appeared in their village graduating her from trainee to appointee and opening the door to events that were preordained before she’d taken her first breath.

			“It is agreed.” Her father had spoken sternly as they stood in the living area of their home nestled deep in the brush.

			Warrick Camden had simply nodded.

			He was tall, dark and handsome. That was supposed to be a good thing, except the tall had him soaring over her five-foot-seven stature, placing him at six feet two or three inches easily. With a dark complexion, bald head and graying goatee, he appeared to be a sophisticated Westerner dressed in a steel-gray suit with matching shoes and tie. He did not appear overly muscular, but there was an undeniable strength to the way he’d walked and now stood amidst her people.

			“Shola will travel to the Western World and live as his wife,” Joku had continued.

			Ejaita looked worried because despite knowing her husband had made an arrangement for Shola’s marriage, she’d still held out hope that somehow Shola would marry for love. But she had remained quiet.

			Shola stood silently as well. She knew her destiny would serve a greater purpose and had been prepared, somewhat. There really was no way to prepare for something like this.

			“You will do just fine,” Warrick said to her when he’d come to stand just inches from where she stood.

			Her gaze had shifted to her mother who stood with hands clasped behind her back and nodded. That reaction was expected and she bowed her head slightly and replied, “You will also.”

			That was her acceptance of a marriage that would never be.

			Now, months after that day, she was another step closer to the wedding ceremony. It would take place two weeks from now here in this city called Burgess.

			She had fourteen days to become a warrior.

			But she needed that box.

			“Shola?”

			He knocked lightly on the bedroom door. She jumped off the bed—either because she hadn’t expected him to return or because she may have liked the sound of her name in his voice. She wasn’t sure which, but she grabbed the clothes from the floor and tossed them back into the suitcase before moving toward the door. Another glance over her shoulder showed the room truly was a mess, so she only cracked the door open. He did not need to think she was a slob.

			“Yes?”

			His glasses were gone and a fluttery feeling filled her stomach as she got her first glimpse of his full face. It was an amazing face with a squared jaw and low-cut beard. He had also removed his jacket so his shoulders now looked even wider, arms bulging with muscle in the fitted black shirt. A pleasant sight overall, if she were looking for such a thing, which she was not.

			“I’ve checked the perimeter and it’s all clear. I’m going to sleep out here on the couch and in the morning my senior agent will take over.”

			Still adjusting to the look of him, she had to swallow again before speaking. “You will not be my guard, Theo?” His name felt odd on her tongue and echoed in her head as if she would need to dedicate it to memory.

			“No. I own the security company so I had to fill in for my other agent tonight. But you’ll be in good hands with Magnum.”

			A few seconds ticked by before she realized she was staring at his mouth. The way his lips moved as he spoke, the light brown hair over his top lip and around his jaw. His face was intriguing. And she was doing way too much, he was just another man.

			“Thank you for your assistance.” That seemed like the right thing to say.

			“Is everything alright?”

			Now he was staring at her. Did he also find her face intriguing? A trickle of pleasure slid down her spine as part of her thought that might be nice.

			“I am fine.”

			That was basically untrue, she had no idea what she was at this moment. Warrior in training, woman in heat, dazed and confused? All she knew for certain was that he was too close, jamming her frequencies and making it too hard to stay focused.

			“You don’t look fine. Are you hungry? Do you need something to drink?”

			“No. Thank you. I really am okay. Despite how I may appear from traveling for so many hours.”

			“I didn’t mean it like that. You don’t look bad at all, just maybe tired. And everybody has to eat so I’ll order something and let you know when it arrives.”

			She could say no, close this door and continue looking for the box she knew wasn’t here. Or she could own up to the fact that she hadn’t eaten since this morning and was likely more edgy about the box not being here because she was actually starving.

			“That will be fine.”

			They stood in uncomfortable silence for a beat, gazes locked on each other, as if they were searching for something but didn’t know what. Well, she knew what she should be searching for and it was not going to be found in this man’s very attractive face.

			“Okay, I’ll come get you when the food arrives.”

			“I will be here.” In this room going crazy until that box is delivered.

			He nodded and she closed the door, pressing her back against it and closing her eyes.

			She was being an idiot.

			Worrying about the box, feeling nervous about the task at hand, and wondering about these odd feelings emerging whenever that man was in the vicinity. How was it that she had been selected for such an important duty when she could barely keep track of her own thoughts and feelings? Silence was her answer as she begrudgingly went about cleaning the room.

			
 
			“Sandwiches and donuts. Not exactly a feast but it was quick and I really don’t know what you like.”

			He really didn’t know what the hell he was doing. He wasn’t domesticated and usually had his dinner delivered to him without having to study a menu beforehand. Rubbing a hand down the back of his head he waited for her to take a seat so they could get this meal-thing over with. Answers to why he’d even offered the food still floated through his mind, none of which making any more sense than this entire night was.

			She looked down at the tray he’d set on the coffee table in front of the couch. “I like both.”

			It wasn’t until she sat on the couch barely two feet away from him that he realized he should have set this grand meal up on the table where she could sit on one side and he could be on the other. Actually, there was really no reason for them to take this meal together. He could grab his sandwich and go out onto the balcony to eat. Fresh air would be good right about now.

			Getting more answers from her would be better.

			He reached for a sandwich and bit into it. When she did the same, he chewed while thinking of how best to ask the things he wanted to know. He didn’t want to seem like he was prying because some of the things he wanted to ask might not have any bearing on his job. He just felt compelled to know more about her for some odd reason.

			Theo hadn’t noticed her grabbing a plate to set her sandwich on, or when she’d picked up a bottle of water. “Where is your wedding being held?”

			The bottle top dropped to the couch and rolled on the floor.

			She leaned forward to pick it up and sat back against the chair, fingers gripping the bottle tight.

			“I am not exactly sure. All of the dates, times and locations to where I need to be are in that envelope Monife gave you.”

			Interesting. What woman didn’t know the details of her own wedding? He took another bite of his sandwich, taking his gaze off her because the way she was fidgeting with that top and bottle said he was making her nervous.

			“Do you normally allow others to make plans for you?”

			She lifted the bottle to her lips and took a deep drag. He meant to stop staring at her but he could see her movements in his peripheral vision and couldn’t help turning his head to watch her drink. And how pitiful was that? Watching a client drink water. Yeah, he was definitely losing it.

			His dick jumped as he watched her lips touch the rim of the bottle and when she swallowed, well, he couldn’t help but think of her swallowing every drop of him instead of that water.

			“I mean, it’s your wedding so don’t you want to have some say in it?” Because talking was better than thinking at this moment.

			Gratitude and disappointment battled inside him when she pulled the bottle from her mouth and set it on the table.

			“I am not worried about such things. People who are more experienced in that area can handle it.”

			She was biting the sandwich again and he decided to do the same, putting the last piece of the half he’d picked up into his mouth and chewing as if he hadn’t eaten in days.

			“Why are you here with me? If you own this security company why do you not have your staff doing jobs like this?”

			So she had questions too. Okay, well, he could do this because again, talking was much better than thinking. He took a napkin from the table, wiped his mouth and then rested his elbows on his knees.

			“Staff called out sick, so instead of keeping a client waiting, I took the assignment.”

			“Regrets?”

			She looked over at him while she chewed. There was something pure and untouched in that look, the way she blinked slowly and watched him with interest. She couldn’t possibly know about all the regrets he harbored, nobody could.

			“I like doing my job. What about you? Do you have a job to go back to after this wedding? Or did you give up everything to come here?”

			He reached for a donut then, picking the powdered one and bringing it to his mouth for a bite.

			“I am from Mobo. You may not have heard of our small river town, but I was a teacher there.”

			“You can teach here too. There are plenty of schools in Burgess.” One of which he owned, but that wasn’t something he needed to disclose at the moment. “I mean if you liked it, there’s no reason why you shouldn’t continue. Just because you’re getting married doesn’t mean you have to give up the life you had before.”

			She didn’t immediately respond and when he finished chewing he glanced in her direction again. Her soul identity eyes were more like ice, clear, and yet warmer than any other eyes he’d ever seen.

			“For this, I would give up everything.”

			Fury churned deep in his gut at the thought that this man who hadn’t cared enough to meet her tonight could mean so much to her. But it was replaced by a slow burn ignited the moment she leaned closer to him. As if he were hypnotized, his gaze followed the hand she lifted, the pad of her thumb she pulled in to touch the tip of her tongue, and that same thumb as it came closer to touch the corner of his mouth.

			Arousal, thick and hot pulsed through him. He could feel it settling in the throb of his dick and the pounding of his heart.

			“You need a napkin. All the powder from the donut is on your face.”

			Humor tinged her words as she wiped that moistened thumb over his face again, this time touching the corner of his lip. His body jerked as the beast immediately pressed forward to meet her touch. She yanked her hand back, dropping it in her lap, eyes snapping from clear to reddish brown as quickly as he could blink.

			He stood before instinct took over and he moved in to push her to her back so he could climb on top of her. That’s what the beast wanted and damn if the man wasn’t struggling with the need as well.

			She did the same, popping up off the couch and looking anywhere but at him.

			“I am going to bed now. Thank you for the food.”

			“You’re welcome.” The words were thick in his throat, or was that desire?

			Tightening and releasing his fingers at his sides seemed the best he could do at restraining himself from reaching out to touch her. She’d felt his skin, now he wanted to feel hers—on her face, along her bare shoulders, everywhere. “Ah, I’ll be out here if you need anything.”

			No response came as he watched her walk back into her room and close the door. Dropping down to the couch Theo closed his eyes and groaned. She was right, he should have given this job to a staff member.

		
	
		
			Chapter Four

			Heat consumed him as flames licked the walls of the mountain around him. Theo stood, naked, tired and enraged.

			Blood pounded through his veins, the sound like a barrage of drums in his head. Fists tight at his sides he took the first steps, bare feet moving over jagged rocks with no qualm.

			“You can’t leave.”

			Her voice rang like cymbals against the roar of the fire, her words slicing through his skin like a hot blade.

			“You can’t leave this place. It is your home, your legacy.”

			She continued to call to him and his feet continued to move, carrying him to an unknown destination. With every blink of his eyes red rage grew brighter, stronger until it clogged his throat.

			“Your father will not approve. He is the ruler of all and he will command you to return! I will see that it is so!”

			Sharp pain seared his gums and razor-edged teeth broke through. His head fell back, mouth opened wide and a roar that shook the world echoed in the humid air.

			Theo bolted off the couch with such force he almost toppled to the floor. Shaking feverishly, as his fingers clenched the pillows on the back of the couch and beneath him. He struggled to steady himself. Nightmares weren’t his usual forte, but when they came they brought with them all the rage, hopelessness and determination of his past.

			Swinging his legs off the couch, he sat up and took a deep breath, inhaling and exhaling...his head turned toward the balcony and without another thought he was standing. His hand was on the door in seconds, pulling it open. A crisp breeze seeped inside cooling his skin before he stepped out into the night. Burning along the membrane of his nostrils increased and the beast’s eyes took over.

			Someone, or something, was close. The putrid scent of ripped flesh permeated the air, but as he moved to the railing and peered over, there was nothing. No human or preternatural being on the streets surrounding the hotel. Golden beams from lamp posts sliced through the dark of night for a stretch of maybe thirty feet in each direction. But he could see beyond that and there was nothing, except that stench. Maybe this was all a dream. His body was probably still lying on that uncomfortable couch sleeping the night away while all these strange thoughts ran rampant through his mind.

			A whimper cut through his thoughts and he turned back to the balcony door.

			She was awake.

			Her face appeared as if she were standing right in front of him. Not the face the rest of the world saw, but her soul identity. The luminescent eyes against the deep hue of her skin and the soft halo of her hair. He couldn’t get that face out of his mind, even now after the nightmare and whatever had brought him out here. While she’d showered he’d wondered what the rest of her body looked like. Was her rich brown skin glistening beneath the spray of water? How about her full breasts, the ones that had pressed against him during the ride on his bike? And those long, toned legs he’d glimpsed when she’d hopped off the bike, would drops of water trickle down her thighs to rest at her core for him to taste?

			Arousal gripped his body with the violence of a fighter.

			His beast stretched and pressed against him as if to remind him that it was there and feeling the same draw to this woman. But Theo would continue to ignore the beast, the same way he had for hundreds of years.

			Another sound came from the bedroom and he was across the floor in a flash. Instinct wanted him to bust through the door to assure himself that she was in no danger and to be prepared to kick ass if she was. The flesh stench had dimmed in this direction and when he pressed his ear to the door and closed his eyes, the rhythmic sound of her heartbeat reassured him that she was safe. His years of learned restraint and practiced control in this human body, using his human mind, had him gripping the doorframe instead of attempting to enter. But for her heartbeat, all was quiet now.

			But he could feel.

			The heat that had engulfed him while in his dream paled in comparison to the singeing he felt while standing here with a rock-hard dick. This couldn’t be a dream, nothing he’d ever conjured in his mind could make him this hard.

			Lowering his head, Theo closed his eyes again. What the hell was going on?

			Was she naked in that bed? How would it feel to be those sheets moving intimately over her body? How would she feel cradled against him through this infuriatingly long night?

			He could hear her breathing as if he were lying right beside her. Slow and steady breaths as he imagined her face lying against the soft pillows. His fingers uncurled from the doorframe and trailed along the door the way he imagined moving over her skin. He would touch the line of her jaw first, then move down the stretch of her neck. He’d seen her pulse there while she sat in the back of the truck touching the pendant at her neck. He wanted to kiss her right there.

			Her breathing changed momentarily. Had she turned over in the bed? Was she now lying on her back, legs partially spread in invitation? He would gladly accept. He would ease between those long legs and nestle his throbbing erection deep inside her waiting heat.

			The heat.

			Sweat prickled his skin.

			Theo never sweated. The beast was heat.

			It pressed against him again, stretching his skin with the urge to get into that room and claim what belonged to...

			Theo’s eyes opened instantly.

			She was not for him!

			He stared at the closed door, clenching his teeth in disgust. This was not a human he could use to relieve his lustful needs. Over the years Theo had been able to find ones who could serve that purpose and allow him to go on with the life he’d chosen to live without problems.

			This woman wasn’t here for that reason. They weren’t in this hotel room because Theo needed to find release before he exploded. She was a job.

			And she was promised to another.

			Theo turned away from the door. He went back and sat down heavily on the couch then let his head lull back. This time when he closed his eyes, he thought of going for a swim in the cool water of his pool. He thought of taking as many laps as he could until his body collapsed with exhaustion and sleep dragged him down. He thought of going for a run through the cavernous hallways of his property. He thought of drinking the hundreds of cases of gin that had been gifted to him. Or sleeping. Not a normal seven-to eight-hour stretch, but letting his beast have the sleep that could last for another century or so. Closing his eyes and leaving it all behind.

			Anything, he sighed.

			Any thought or deed he could perform to get his mind off Shola and the inexplicable draw he felt toward her, because women were dangerous. His father and his species had learned that lesson the hard way.

			
 
			It was morning, the indigo sky just yielding to the light of day.

			Shola pushed the bothersome sheets off her body and they again rubbed against her sensitive skin like sandpaper. Warmth had originally surrounded her when she lay in the bed after her shower and covered herself. But all too soon that changed and nothing was comfortable whether she lay on top of the sheets or beneath; they scraped her skin until she wanted to scream out in agony. It was a level of discomfort that she had never before experienced. Was it possible it was because she was in the Western World? It was no secret that they did not live like the people of the River Tribe. Maybe their sheets were somehow made of sand or some other awfully discomforting materials.

			Now her temples throbbed as she lay on her back staring up at the ceiling. Confusion clouded her thoughts while impatience nagged her soul. In retrospect two weeks was not a lot of time to complete her task. Not when she had been on this path for twenty-eight years, since her birth. It started with the foods she was fed to the whispers in her ear each night as she drifted to sleep. She knew the training had been for a sole purpose—it was the who, what, when and where she’d remained ignorant of, but no more. Now she knew and still she lay here in this hotel bed like she was waiting for something...or someone.

			Him.

			The guard? Why? He was hired to assist her, to guard her in the way the Odò Guard would have done if she were a descendent of an oba, or from a ruling family in the small secluded village of Mobo.

			Her breasts felt heavy just thinking about him. The throbbing between her legs had been a persistent hum in the hours since she’d first climbed on his bike. Lust was the name of the physical symptoms she was experiencing. Sex was the remedy for the affliction. All of which were a distraction she could not afford to indulge.

			A soft knock sounded at the door and her heartbeat immediately quickened. He was just a few steps away. She pulled the sheet back over her body, tucking it around the sides like she really thought he would come into the room and try to rip it off. A foolish, yet alluring, thought to go along with all the others she conjured about him.

			“Yes?” she answered after clearing her throat.

			“Do you want to order breakfast?”

			His voice was a low rumble that breezed over her skin. Shola closed her eyes as his simple question replayed in her mind. Her body was reacting to the sound of his voice and she didn’t like it, or at least she didn’t think that was something she should like.

			“I am not hungry.”

			“I’ll order coffee and juice. My other agent is on his way.”

			She sat up in the bed. The other agent would take over and Theo would leave. That’s what he told her last night. That would be a good thing, a smart thing.

			“I will be out shortly.”

			He didn’t respond. She wanted him to because then she would hear his voice again. Shaking her head, she thrust her fingers through her hair and chastised herself for going off task again. What did it matter who the guard was? No one would be able to stop what she had come here to do.

			Fifteen minutes later she was showered and dressed in beige pants and a brown T-shirt. She found leather flats in one of her suitcases and went to the mirror to comb her sometimes unruly hair. After fussing over it for longer than was normal she ended with a leather band tied around her head to hold back the curly mass. She walked to the door and paused with her hand on the knob when it occurred to her what she’d been doing. Shola had prepped for many things in her life, but never to see a man.

		
	
		
			Chapter Five

			He was the sky. The stretch that went on into oblivion. The infinite air sifting through his lungs and rippling along his skin. The freedom. The power. The legend.

			“Hello.”

			He’d been looking up to the pale blue sky void of clouds or any things flying among them when his head dropped and Theo turned to see her standing between the glass doors.

			After being so keenly aware of scent and sound last night, how did she continue to sneak up on him? How could he be who he was and she still affect him this way?

			And why did she look the way she did so early in the morning—fresh, pretty, sexy in those baggy pants and fitted shirt?

			She lifted a hand and waved when he stared at her. And then she smiled, a short little smile that gave a quick glimpse at dimples in her cheeks. Had he ever seen dimples on a woman before? If so, he was certain there’d been no immediate jolt to his system at the sight, like there was this time.

			“Hello,” he replied because it was lame to continue gawking at her.

			“Do you know if there will be more bags coming? I am waiting for a delivery.”

			She brought her arms together to clasp her hands in front of her. Small hands with unpolished blunt-tipped nails.

			“We can check with the front desk. And there’s coffee and juice. I didn’t know which you preferred.”

			“Juice is fine.”

			He pointed to a small round table with two chairs, not sure why he’d asked the attendant to bring the tray of beverages out here this time. Probably because he’d been standing out here for the past few hours wondering about that scent from last night, but not wanting to leave Shola in this room alone to go find out what it was.

			She walked from the doorway and he watched her move. Willowy steps on flat brown sandals that covered her feet, long arms swaying at her sides and a slow descent into the chair. He was certain he’d never taken the time to watch a woman walk before. His interludes with them were much more focused than that—in bed, done, maybe in bed a second time.

			“Do you take your job so literally that you plan to watch everything I do?”

			She didn’t look up at him as she spoke, but poured herself a glass of orange juice and then set the pitcher of juice on the table before lifting the glass to her lips to take a sip.

			Hell no he definitely could not afford to watch everything she did. That would be the definition of insanity and the way he figured, he had a couple hundred years more before he reached that goal.

			“Will you be meeting with your husband-to-be today?”

			He didn’t have her schedule in front of him and there were definitely more pressing matters at hand, but that question had popped into his mind.

			“There are many preparations to be made. Appointments I believe are set for dress fittings and other social events that will lead up to the wedding.”

			The answer was given without her looking at him. In fact, she didn’t look at anything in particular as she spoke and her words sounded less than enthusiastic.

			“It sounds very formal. You said your family would be here for the wedding, are they coming soon?” Because for some reason he didn’t like the thought of her being here alone.

			“They will arrive just before the wedding.”

			“And you’re okay with being alone? As I recall weddings normally have lots of people involved in planning and getting the final stages together.”

			Theo had never been mated, or married as the humans preferred. He’d never been to any ceremonies of mating or marriage and didn’t ever intend to be present at one. The forever union of a man and woman was not something he aspired to. For one, he was so much more than just a man.

			“Are you married?”

			Easy answer. “No.”

			She looked up at him then. “But you have a girlfriend?”

			“I have a job to do.”

			“And you must do this job alone. I can understand that.”

			Theo had been with many human women during a part of his lifetime. He didn’t think any of them would have had the same reaction that Shola just had to his response. She took another sip and he found himself staring at her lips on the glass again. She caught him staring and set the glass down slowly, their gazes locked.

			“You are not like the guards and warriors in Mobo,” she said, her voice just a little softer.

			“And you are not like any other client I’ve ever had.”

			True statements on both ends. He wondered what it meant.

			He wouldn’t find out, not at this moment anyway. Sirens were loud even though they were a distance away. They would get louder as they approached and he had a suspicion they would definitely get closer. On instinct he moved to the table where Shola sat. The sun was shining brightly but a gloominess had settled over him and with it came a more powerful aroma—the acrid scent of blood and death.

			“Get inside,” he told Shola. “Now!”

			She hesitated only a second before standing. At the same time the first enforcer cars came from both directions, screeching to a halt in front of the hotel. The scent was getting stronger even inside the room and he moved quickly, placing a hand at the small of Shola’s back to hasten her steps. She stopped and so did he as, like last night, that simple touch seemed bigger and more impactful than even the sirens blaring outside. He didn’t have time to examine it because his communicator buzzed.

			“Stay inside,” he told her and turned back toward the balcony.

			“What’s going on?” he yelled into the communicator the moment he was outside again.

			“They found a body. One floor down from where you are. The room was reserved under the name N’Gara. Magnum’s coming in the back right now to get you and the client out of there.”

			Theo cursed and watched as more all-black enforcer cars with tinted windows and red flashing lights on top pulled up. Men and women dressed in the red-and-black enforcer uniforms jumped out, running into the building.

			“What kind?”

			“Human,” Bleu said. “I have more intel. I don’t think you’re gonna like it.”

			Theo focused his mind. He could hear the buzz of conversations twelve stories down. A woman’s throat had been ripped out. There was blood all over the room—last night’s stench combined with the one filling his senses now. They suspected some type of animal attack but because they were most likely nonbelievers, were baffled as to what exactly and how the body ended up in the building instead of out on the streets.

			“I’ll be there within the hour and I’m bringing her with me.” He disconnected his link to Bleu.

			That eerie feeling he’d had upon meeting Shola was back the moment he was again inside and saw her in the center of the room. She was standing with her arms folded over her chest, shaking her head.

			“Tell me what is happening and when my new guard will arrive.”

			“Change of plans,” he snapped.

			The door to the room opened just as she was set to reply and in walked Magnum with a sour look on his face, hair tied back and fists clinched at his sides.

			“Truck’s in the alley. We gotta move quick!” he yelled.

			“Get her bags,” Theo ordered and crossed the room to where Shola stood.

			“I cannot leave. I must wait for my package. I must—”

			Theo moved in until they were toe-to-toe. She immediately dropped her hands to her sides and tilted her chin so that she could look him in the eye. At any other time he might have thought her actions bold and admirable, but not today.

			“A woman is downstairs with her throat ripped out. You can either go with me or take your chances staying here alone.”

			“Theo!” Magnum yelled.

			He should just pick her up and toss her over his shoulder, or as a gentler option, just pick her up and carry her like a baby. But he did neither. He had no idea why, he just didn’t.

			“Why are we running?” she continued to question him. “We didn’t kill her.”

			No, they hadn’t killed her but Theo could now scent the demonic activity that had taken place right beneath them. Why he hadn’t picked up that scent last night or in time to stop the woman from being killed were questions for another time.

			More importantly, if the room was reserved in Shola’s last name, was she the intended target?

			That last question had rage boiling in his gut.

			“I’ll come back for your package but we’ve gotta move now!”

			The higher pitch of his voice made her jump and he cursed before grabbing her by the wrist and dragging her out of the room. They ran down the hall and slipped through an exit door taking the steps without looking back. He didn’t need to look back, he knew what was there. Enforcers had stepped off the elevator the moment they hit the stairs, and not all of them were human.

			They kept moving until Magnum kicked through the final door and they ran into the alley where the truck was waiting. Theo did lift Shola this time, tossing her on the back seat before climbing in behind her. He slammed the door and seconds later they were moving.

			
 
			Shola had no idea what was happening.

			Someone had been killed in a horrific way but why were they running? They were not the killers. Unless...no, Theo and his friend were guards. They’d been hired to protect her until the wedding.

			“What’s his name?” Theo asked after they’d been riding for a while.

			“Who?”

			“Your husband-to-be. What is his name and why isn’t he here with you?”

			He looked irritated, his eyes even bluer than they were before, if that were even possible. He’d been staring out the window since the truck had begun moving. She presumed his friend was riding in front with the driver, but a black glass shield blocked any view of what was in front of them. And the only thing she could make out through the tinted side windows were lights. Even during the day Burgess was a colorful city.

			“Shola. Tell me why you’re really here.”

			Those words were spoken with deathly calm and for the first time since embarking on this journey to this world, she felt a spark of discontentment.

			“I am here to be married. And I would think that I should be asking you about people being murdered in the hotel you and your company decided I should stay at. What kind of place is Burgess? Do things like this happen all the time?”

			She kept her hands in her lap and decided it was best not to look at Theo again. Even angry he was a very attractive man and she’d resolved before she’d come out of her room a while ago that she would not look at him in that way again. After all, she was betrothed to another.

			“I asked you for his name.”

			It seemed neither of them were good at simply answering questions.

			“Warrick Camden. Do not ask me where he lives or what he does for a living because those things I do not know.”

			“But you’re marrying him?”

			Shola hesitated.

			Do not say too much. Do not say too little. Be there but do not be seen.

			The instruction came in the soft but strong voice that Shola knew well.

			“My people are different than yours.” She looked out the window. “Where are you taking me? I have appointments.”

			He didn’t reply. It was rude, but just as well, because she needed to think. The moment they arrived at their destination she would get to her suitcase. There was a phone with already programmed numbers inside. She could call to have someone pick her up. This guard detail was not working and she needed to be at every one of her appointments in order to do what she’d come here to do.

			A while later she noticed he was moving. Still not talking, but moving. His fingers were on the buttons of his shirt, undoing each one slowly. Why was he doing that? She should look away, but she couldn’t. He sat forward on the seat and removed the shirt. His arms were thick and roped with veins. The white sleeveless tank he wore beneath molded to his chest, outlining thick pectorals and flat abs.

			She sucked in a breath and prayed he hadn’t heard it. Rubbing her flattened palms up and down her thighs reminded her that she shouldn’t be watching him do whatever he intended to do. But her eyes weren’t listening. They were tuned in and focused and loving every inch of the honey-toned skin of his arms that was now showing.

			“It will get chilly where we’re going. Put this on,” he told her.

			Shola looked down at her arms, left bare from the short-sleeved shirt she wore.

			“I will be fine.”

			“I know,” he said and thrust the shirt toward her. “Put this on.”

			She was going to argue against it again, but just like he said she would, she became chilly. A really frosty air filled the interior of the truck and she actually shivered. Shola pushed her arms into the shirt that was way too big for her. She was immediately warm and instantly aroused as the shirt smelled just like him. A mixture of something earthy and something unknown, which when combined, created a heady scent that had her sinking back into the seat and pulling the shirt close around her.

			“When we arrive you’re going to be taken to a room. You are to stay inside that room and wait for me.”

			She heard him talking but she was busy letting her body acclimate itself to the feel of his shirt wrapped around her. It was an intense experience that had her pressing her thighs tightly together and crossing her arms over her chest so that if/when her nipples hardened, nobody would see it. She had no idea why her body was betraying her, but it was doing so in a magnificent way and all the man had done was give her his shirt.

			When his finger touched her chin, turning her head so that she was now staring into those piercing blue eyes, Shola sucked in another breath. At this rate she might very well hyperventilate soon.

			“Don’t leave the room. Don’t speak to anyone but me. Do you understand?”

			“I do not even know where you are taking me, how could I go anywhere?” In her mind the question had more punch, but as he was only inches away from her face and his finger was now moving slowly over her skin, it was barely a whisper.

			His gaze dropped to her lips as she spoke and then slowly lifted back to her eyes. “I don’t want you to go anywhere,” he said and then cleared his throat. “That’s why I’m telling you to stay in the room.”

			His scent was everywhere now, filling the back interior of the truck and overtaking every bit of air she inhaled. His broad body was leaning into hers and his long finger was surprisingly gentle against her skin.

			“I will,” she replied because they were the only coherent words she could come up with.

			
 
			The Office was what Theo and his higher-level agents called the private location where they met. But it was no ordinary office. Four miles off a country road located an hour and a half outside of the city, there was a pathway wide enough to allow one lane of traffic in and out. The path curved through trees in the heavily forested field. At the end of the path was an incline that led to an area cleared of trees and other debris. Eight black trucks, identical in make and model, were parked in that clearing. A few feet ahead at the top of a set of marble steps was a man.

			He wore crisp dark colored jeans, a black turtleneck and wine dress shoes that matched his sports coat. Black sunglasses shielded his eyes from the sun that was now blazing bright and he waited for them to come inside. His name was Bleu and he was a watcher. His job was to watch and that’s what he did, all the time.

			Theo stepped out of the truck when it stopped. He reached for Shola’s hand and when she accepted, he helped her out of the truck. He kept her hand in his as they walked over the cobblestoned path to where Bleu stood. “The east wing is ready,” he told Theo as he looked down on them.

			“I want her in the west. And I want everyone in the main conference room in ten minutes.”

			Bleu didn’t like his plans being changed. He actually hated it more than Theo did, but he would never say a word against Theo.

			“I’ll take care of it,” Bleu replied.

			“Shola N’Gara, this is Bleu. He knows everything there is to know about Legion Security. He’ll see you to your room and make sure that your bags are brought to you.” Theo stepped closer to her and resisted the urge to touch the soft skin of her face once more.

			“Remember what I told you.” His voice was lower this time, and she gave him a quick nod before turning to walk away with Bleu.

			He watched them walk toward the front doors of the Office. A sharp breeze blew, cold air hitting the back of his neck and arms. It was colder here than any other area in Burgess because the dragons that lived here produced enough heat to keep their human bodies and possibly an entire city warm, so the cooler temperature was more comfortable for them. Only the residents of the Office knew that. Theo hoped Shola wouldn’t ask. He also hoped she didn’t already know.

			“We need to talk.”

			Magnum’s deep raspy voice sounded from behind him. Theo nodded and walked in the opposite direction of Bleu, then stood at another set of tempered glass doors and waited until the body temperature scan was complete. The doors opened and he walked inside with Magnum right behind him.

			They moved through narrow hallways with black-tiled floors and dark gray cement walls. Deeper and deeper into the mountain they went, bypassing turnoffs that would take them into other areas of the fortress Theo had constructed. When they came to a set of sixteen-feet-high oak doors, Theo put the palm of his hand on the handle and the locks disengaged. He walked in and recessed lighting on the beamed ceiling illuminated the space.

			Going directly to the table in the center of the main conference room, he took a seat at the head of a mammoth slab of live edge black walnut wood table, glossed to perfection with a state-of-the-art conferencing system at the center and twenty high-back chocolate brown leather chairs around it. Magnum, whom he’d known for the last hundred years, took the seat to his right.

			Magnum rested thick arms on the table. He wore a long sleeve beige shirt that was snug to his form and tucked neatly into light blue jeans. On his feet were the stylish work boots he preferred. A leather band held the locks that stretched to his waist, back from his face. He cleared his throat and then reached up to remove the Aviator glasses he wore to shield his eyes.

			“I was asked to take this case. It was a favor to those my father served long ago. They are still in the Yorubaland region in hiding, but keeping a close eye on the humans there.”

			He let Magnum’s words sink in. “We are just a security company. Nothing more,” he reminded him.

			Magnum met Theo’s gaze. “I know what we are here in this place. They know who I am because they are Drakon too.”

			Theo hadn’t heard that word in a very long time.

			“Why?” he asked.

			“They didn’t know. The sense of danger came after a storm. The request that she be protected came to me in a dream.”

			Magnum was a dream watcher. In addition to being majestic dragons with unmatched strength and fury by nature, the Drakon also had specific magickal powers. As a dream watcher, Magnum possessed the ability to tap into the dreams of others. On the Far Realm, he would have been tasked with watching the dreams of those in an assigned area and reporting anything out of the ordinary or treasonous to the emperor. In the Human Realm, they still had their powers, but by Theo’s decree, they didn’t use them. Not unless absolutely necessary.

			“Whose dream were you in?”

			Magnum shook his head. “I don’t know. I didn’t know when the dream came, nor did I know after what it would mean. It was simply a voice that warned she might be in danger. I was going to ignore it, but then I received the messages in my inbox from Joku N’Gara. He asked that I guard his daughter until she was safely wed.”

			“Why does she need a guard, and why isn’t he here with her if he felt she wasn’t safe?” These were the same questions he’d been asking himself since first meeting Shola.

			“I don’t know.”

			“Is it possible somebody would try to harm her to keep her from marrying Warrick Camden?” It was the first time he’d said those words since the thought began rolling around in his mind. He hadn’t liked the thought and he didn’t like the sound of the words any better.

			“Anything is possible.” Magnum’s response wasn’t what he wanted to hear.

			“Take Steele and find out everything that happened at that hotel this morning. Forget all of us meeting here. I want to check some things out first. And tell Aiken I want to see him as soon as his stomach ailment is better. We’re not prone to human ailments, so I’d like to know what’s going on with him.” He was referring to the guard who was supposed to pick Shola up as he stood and began walking.

			Magnum followed.

			“It’s a woman,” Magnum said.

			“What?”

			“Steele already read him the riot act about stringing along these humans then having to take the time to clean their minds when they won’t leave him alone.”

			They were at the door when Theo turned to him.

			“Getting into the human mind is messy and using that magick is leaving a bread crumb. Which is precisely why I don’t want us using our powers. Just because there’re other preternatural beings living on this realm, it doesn’t mean our kind should be here.”

			Magnum nodded. “Yeah, I know. Getting Aiken to stop being guided by his dick is another story entirely.”

			Theo frowned. Aiken was a slick one. “I’ll deal with him after we get through this case.”

			“Do you want me to find another hotel for her?”

			There wasn’t a second of doubt or hesitation. “No. She’ll stay here with me.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Six

			“My name is Bleu. I’ll see to it that you have everything you need during your stay here.”

			“Where is here?” Shola asked the slimly built man.

			He looked older, like her father. His full beard was snowy white, but his head was bald. There was a dusky beige hue to his skin, sort of like, the color of sandpaper and his eyes were russet brown. She’d noticed them as soon as he removed his sunglasses. Everyone who worked for this company wore sunglasses, even in the evening when there was no sun to be protected from.

			“We call it the Office.”

			“Is it the company headquarters?”

			“Something like that,” he replied.

			He moved while he talked. Going to a wall in the dimly lit room and touching a control panel which pulled heavy navy-blue drapes away from windows that were at least eight feet tall and the width of the entire room. He pushed another button and there was a clicking sound before dark brown blinds lifted slowly and stopped at the midway point. The view was breathtaking. Hills of bright green grass stretched to meet a thick row of trees on one side and the blue-gray wall of mountain that stretched so high, she had to get closer to the window and lean in to see to the top, was on the other.

			When she had stepped out of the truck, she’d been in awe of the majestic beauty of the landscape. It was so different from what she’d seen of Burgess so far. Almost as if this place was separate, but still a part of the city. It was weird and so was the quick change in temperature. Theo’s shirt was still keeping her warm but the tip of her nose was cold.

			“Would all companies have bedrooms like this?”

			It was like a small apartment. She couldn’t imagine why anyone needed a king-size bed with steel head posts that almost touched the ceiling, but liked the warm beige and brown colors of the comforter and rugs.

			“The Office is not like any other company,” Bleu continued. “The bathroom is through that door. You use these controls for the lights and curtains. There’s also a button on here that will ring directly to me. It’s the blue one.”

			He paused and the quiet had her turning to face him. A small smile ghosted his face as he stood next to a control panel on the wall close to the bed. There was another panel by the window.

			“Oh, I get it. Your name is Bleu, so the button to call you is the color blue.” A smile cracked her lips just before she admitted that she liked him.

			He winked at her.

			“Now. I’ll get your bags and bring them back. You relax yourself. I’m sure Theo will be back to speak with you soon.”

			“Why?”

			“Why what?” Her question stopped him on his way to the door and he turned back to look at her.

			“Why am I here? Why is Theo watching me at all?” She sighed because there were so many questions and not enough answers. “Look, I know this might be the way that you do business here, but I have things to take care of as well. I need to get my phone from my bag and then there is a schedule.”

			Bleu nodded. “I’ve downloaded copies of the schedule to the communicators. Theo and the other agents working on your case are aware of each place you need to be. Everything will be taken care of, Ms. Shola. All you have to do is relax.”

			He didn’t wait for her to respond, which was just as well, she didn’t know what else to say or what else she could do. She needed the nine stones before she could move forward. Or did she?

			Shola wasn’t certain what she needed at this moment. Yesterday at this time she’d been focused on her goal and ready to get started. Now, she had ridden on a motorcycle, faced a group of demonics, dreamed of a sexy guard with blue eyes and been one floor up from a room where a woman was brutally murdered. The thought made her swoon momentarily.

			She shook her head and reminded herself what was at stake—the continued freedom of her people. Their fate was in her hands. She held those hands out in front of her and saw them shake slightly. Her balance was off. It was understandable considering everything. But she needed to find her center once more; if she were not spiritually centered her mission was already a failure.

			When her bags were delivered fifteen minutes later, she pulled out the things she needed to get her mind and soul in order. She would set up her altar and call on Oya, the Orisha goddess of the Niger River. All that she required was kept in a leather satchel tied with cord made of nine colorful strips of yarn. With another slow look around she decided that near the window was the best place. Now all she needed was...there in the corner, a small round table which she carried to the spot in front of the window.

			Shola pulled out her purple handkerchief first, unfolding it slowly and placing it on top of the table, being careful to keep each corner flat and to smooth any wrinkles. Her red sweep away candle was next, with the intricate bead design she created herself pressed into the side. Lighting this candle was a request for Oya to sweep away unnecessary obstacles and problems. After setting the candle on top of the handkerchief she reached into the bag for the small bottle of Pennyroyal oil to anoint the candle by placing drops on top of and around the spot where the candle stood. She went to another bag and found the small flask she kept filled with wine and returned to the altar to set it beside the candle. Removing her necklace, she laid it on the other side of the candle and smoothed her hand over the pendant. Then she struck a match and lit the candle.

			On her knees with her head bowed she whispered the words that would travel on the wind, the request that would be heard and hopefully granted.

			“I give honor to Oya, the Mother of Nine. May the winds of the earth and the winds of heaven bring me blessings and long life.”

			She said the words again, quieter this time as she let all that had occurred in the last day and night slip from her mind. Her shoulders slumped with the weight she’d been carrying and she repeated the words again. Until all she could hear was the whisper on the wind, the words being spoken to her by the great and mighty Oya. It began in the tips of her fingers, always. And steadily, slowly her well was filled. The more she spoke, the more peace and harmony was poured into her. Answers to what was required, to how best to proceed, filtered in until finally she felt full and complete. Inhaling deeply, her nostrils flared and air threatened to overflow her lungs.

			Peace came in the stillness of her body. Power rested calmly against her skin. And then the goddess was gone.

			
 
			“Shola, this is Ziva. She’ll be traveling to your appointment with us.” Theo spoke in the even, authoritative tone he was used to while in his official capacity as the lead agent.

			Hours after he’d arrived, he’d showered, changed clothes and sent Bleu to get Shola. Now that she was standing in the reception area of the Office, he felt it was time to get on with this assignment. She’d also changed clothes, something he thought was odd, but shouldn’t have noticed. What she’d been wearing before had been just fine.

			The pants she wore now were dark brown and fit tightly against her long legs. Her blouse was some type of red-and-beige print and hung looser on her than the previous T-shirt.

			“Hi. It’s nice to meet you,” Ziva said as she stepped into the space that separated him from Shola. “I’ll be riding in the front with Reece, he’s one of our best drivers.”

			“Hi,” Shola said, her gaze going from Ziva and back to Theo with a modicum of worry.

			“This appointment is a dress fitting. Ziva’s coming along so that we’ll be able to provide protection even while you’re in the dressing rooms.” He hoped giving the explanation would get rid of the worried look in her eyes.

			“I do not believe that will be necessary,” Shola stated.

			She looked uncomfortable and she watched each of them warily. Theo couldn’t blame her. For as many questions as he had about this situation, he had to figure she, coming from another country and being alone with strangers, was having a hard time dealing with this as well.

			“When you return, dinner will be waiting,” Bleu said to Theo.

			“You have bedrooms and dinner at your office?” she asked.

			Ziva laughed. “Honey, you have no idea the things that go on in this place.”

			With that pronouncement left dangling in the air, Ziva turned and walked out of the room.

			“Do not fret, Ms. N’Gara, you’re in good hands.” Bleu stepped to her and touched a hand to Shola’s shoulder.

			“If she is the new agent, why are you still going with me?” she asked Theo.

			Bleu looked at Theo as if he too wanted the answer to that question. He and Bleu had been through a lot together. They’d traveled the realms together in search of a new home when Theo had determined that the Far Realm was no longer the place for him. Bleu knew all of his secrets, and Theo knew his. That’s why their partnership worked so well. It was why Bleu had always been more than just a watcher to Theo; he was the closest thing to family Theo had now.

			“I’ve taken over the case,” Theo said with finality. “Let’s go or you’ll be late.”

			Outside, he slipped on his sunglasses and walked down the many steps leading to the courtyard. His truck, the largest of their fleet of eight with its bulletproof exterior and other magnifications including a cloaking device, was parked in front. Ziva leaned against the passenger side door laughing at something Reece had said. Reece Mulvane, who was built like a battering ram and wore his long curly black hair pulled up in a shaggy tail was always down for fun.

			“Let’s go!” he commanded and opened the door to the back seat of the truck when Reece was too slow getting there. He didn’t spare his annoyance as he glared at the now sobered agent.

			“Yes, sir,” Reece replied and hurried around to the driver’s side door.

			Shola eased into the back seat and Theo followed, closing the door behind them.

			They weren’t seated for five minutes before she asked, “How many of you work or live at the Office?”

			“You’re very curious about my company.”

			“Your company has been employed by my family and now I am staying at the Office. So yes, I am curious about the setup and the continued plan for my protection.”

			It was valid. If he were in her position, he’d want to know all he could too.

			“I built the Office as a place away from all that goes on in the city. There are eight of us who live and work here,” he admitted.

			It was more than he’d ever told anyone about the mountain refuge he’d created and it was not a total lie.

			“So you live inside of a mountain.” Her voice was filled with disbelief and just a hint of awe. “Is that the usual type of housing available here in Burgess?”

			“It’s not, but at the time I was looking the land surrounding the mountain came at a bargain price so I snapped it up. I wanted to be comfortable.” He’d left out the part where he purchased the property in the early 1800s when he’d opened his first business, a mining company. Still, it was another admission he wasn’t sure why he was making. It didn’t matter what she thought of where he lived or why he lived there. She was just a client.

			“Where do you live? I mean, in the village of Mobo, what type of house do you have?” Bleu had left a digital file on Theo’s communicator. Once he’d showered and changed clothes, Theo had transferred the file to his desk platform and read every word before leaving his room.

			She’d been staring out the window, like she did each time they were in the truck even though he was certain she couldn’t see anything more than lights through the specially tinted glass. All the windows to their trucks and at the Office were tinted with a special gem coal mixture that came from the Far Realm. Only Drakon could see through the glass clearly.

			Now, she turned to look at him with a touch of sadness in her eyes. “I live in a small house with my parents. We do not require much space as long as we are close to the river.”

			“Because you like to swim?”

			“Because it is our life force,” she replied. “And yes, I love to swim.”

			Seconds later the truck came to a stop. Ziva tapped on the outside of Theo’s window and he opened the door. He extended a hand to Shola and this time, instead of that electrifying jolt he’d felt on more than one occasion when they’d touched, there was a sluggish-like movement of the beast within, as if it were getting comfortable with the feel of her.

			“I want a pair of sunglasses,” Shola said the moment she was outside the truck.

			Theo and Ziva sent questioning gazes her way.

			“What? All of you have them, so I am thinking there is something wrong with your sun here. If that is the case, I should have them too.”

			Ziva smiled. “I like her,” she said and nodded toward the front door of the dress shop.

			They were on a street cluttered with buildings of different heights. Even during the day, lights flashed from each one, either through the windows or on the outside as a sort of marker to their location. The dress shop had strips of white laced around its perimeter. Over the door were green lights in some sort of floral pattern. When Theo didn’t immediately follow Ziva, she turned back to look at him.

			“Isla did a full security scan from the Tower. Once we’re inside, Reece and I will do another walk around,” she told him.

			Theo continued over the sidewalk while Reece held the door open for them. Ziva went in first, Shola after her and Theo was next. But the pull of all his senses going on full alert stopped him. They weren’t alone out here and the beast wasn’t comfortable with the new arrival.

			“I feel it too,” Reece told him. “I’ll check it out and report back pronto.”

			Theo nodded. It wasn’t just a feeling anymore; the unwelcome presence appeared in streams of metallic sludge slithering along the street like serpents.

			
 
			“Two gowns were commissioned. One for the ritual ceremony and another for the midnight reception.”

			“Who has a reception at midnight?” Ziva asked.

			Shola thought it was odd as well, but she was more entranced by the woman standing in the corner of the dressing room twirling one of two long sticks with spikes on the edge and connected by a silver chain. It was a weird thing for someone to have in a dress shop, and she figured the surly attendant was thinking the same.

			“We received lots of input on the ritual ceremony gown. Someone from your family, I presume, as I cannot pronounce your names,” the attendant said.

			The nonchalant tone used to mask the insult to her heritage had Shola going instantly still. This woman, who was an inch or so shorter than her with long silky black hair pulled over one shoulder and bottle glass–green eyes, definitely should not work with people with her attitude. She turned away from Shola to unzip a white bag.

			“En-gah-rah,” Ziva said slowly. “How hard is that to figure out?”

			The attendant spared Ziva a brief look, then quickly turned away.

			“I figured this was an ethnic wedding. I love the color of this material and I’m basically cool with wearing colors instead of the traditional all white. But I would never wear a headpiece like this. It’s so bulky and looks heavy,” the attendant continued.

			“It is called a gele, and they are worn on many different occasions in my country,” Shola said in as level a tone as she could muster. “Perhaps a book could teach you the pronunciation of names as well as about a culture different from your own.”

			Now, she was the recipient of the attendant’s quick dismissive look. As the woman continued taking the dress out of the bag, Shola looked over to see Ziva’s approving smile.

			“Try this on and I’ll be right back,” the attendant said as she handed Shola the gown and left abruptly.

			“Guess we ruffled her feathers.” Ziva stepped out of the corner and tossed one of the sticks over her shoulder so that the chain rested there and held them in place. “But hey, no worries. I’ll get you into this dress in no time.”

			No time was about seven minutes as there were lots of buttons and snaps and then the gele had to be adjusted correctly.

			“Are weddings where you’re from a big deal?” Ziva asked.

			“Yes,” Shola replied. She had been to many in her village but had not given much thought to when it would be her turn.

			Still, she could not ignore how perfect this gown was for such an occasion. The bodice was strapless, and fitted perfectly with thousands of sparkling silver beads stitched all the way around. From her waist, the material flared out like a fan, more silver and diamond-like beadwork created a cascade of vines and leaves that melted into an ombré design with the deepest blue like an ocean at the bottom. Her mother had selected this color, she knew because her mother knew of Shola’s affinity for water.

			“You make a beautiful bride,” Ziva said as she attempted to straighten the long train of the dress. “Wait, let’s go out here. There are walls of mirrors and you’ll be able to get the full effect.”

			She didn’t need the dress to have any type of effect. It was beautiful, and if the situation were different, she would probably feel giddy with excitement or something like that. But that was not the case, and so the anxiousness building in her like a turbulent wave was what she felt instead. Grabbing the front of the dress, she eased out of the dressing room with Ziva holding the back. They walked around a corner until they were at the back of the store standing in front of a wall full of mirrors.

			“Step up here,” Ziva told her.

			There were so many versions of herself reflected in the glass, the gorgeous blues in the gown shimmering in every direction she turned. Stepping onto a circular platform, she could not stop staring at herself in the perfectly fitting gown while Ziva continued to fuss with the material. For a moment she closed her eyes and tried to convince herself this was real and that Ziva was a close friend helping her get ready for the biggest day of her life. Her heart bursting with love, she would walk down the aisle to a man who loved her in return. In those stolen seconds, there was happiness and promise filling her, a tender smile dancing on her lips. She put a hand to her stomach when a mysterious flutter began and jumped the moment she heard his voice.

			“Why are you marrying him?”

			His voice was deep and so close to her ear she opened her eyes and almost toppled off the platform, but he caught her. One strong arm wrapped around her waist before he easily pulled her close beside him. Now the reflection was of her and Theo touching and holding her to his side as if he were the groom and she were his bride.

			Before they left the Office, he had changed into blue slacks and a lighter blue shirt, which was no looser on his muscled frame than the white tank he had worn beneath the shirt he’d given her earlier.

			“I have to,” was her eventual, mostly truthful, response.

			“Do you love him?”

			“That is...well, it is...” She stopped because the fluttering in her stomach had turned into an all-out cyclone whirling around and threatening to throw her totally off balance. “That is not your concern.”

			He stared at her a few moments more with blue eyes a softer hue now but still potent enough to feel as if it were searing right through her, seeing things she never wanted revealed. It was the strangest thing, but she welcomed the connection in a way she’d never accepted anything before and for just one second she thought this was the perfect wedding picture. They complemented each other in such an ordinary way, her darker complexion, to his light one, his taller built body to her shorter slim one. His mysterious air to her secretive one. The latter had gloom settling over her like a heavy cloud. They were not perfect and this was not a dream.

			“I am finished here,” she said when he still had not spoken.

			She took a step to the side and then looked for Ziva so she would not fall face-first off the platform, but the woman was not there.

			“I’ll help you down,” Theo said and before she could protest, he was wrapping his other arm around her waist and lifting her down off the platform. But before her feet could touch the ground he held her there, his gaze once again capturing hers.

			“You’re not what you appear,” he said as if the words somehow amazed him. “None of this is and I’m going to find out why.”

			“Let me go.” They were the only words that came in the hazy fog filling her mind.

			She was normally so clear and focused, had been that way all her life. But this...him...his hands on her...the feelings it awakened, sensations it sent rippling through her body, were all too much. She wiggled free of his embrace, stepping back to catch herself as her feet finally touched the floor.

			“I will hurry with the next fittings and we can be on our way. I would like to stop by the hotel to see if my box has been delivered.” Stay focused, think of the task ahead and nothing else. Keeping those words forefront in her mind was imperative.

			She did not wait for his response, but hurried back to the dressing room, falling back against the door when it was closed.

			“He is not meant for you.”

			For a second she didn’t move, thinking these words were in her mind as well.

			But then the voice—that was not hers—continued, “The one you are here to marry is not the one meant for you.”

			For the second time today, she turned quickly to see Ziva standing in that corner, this time holding those sticks with a grip so tight her knuckles were turning white.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seven

			There were impossibly high ceilings in this place and walls that were in some places jagged pieces of light and darker gray rock. In other places, like here in what looked like a massive den or study, they were cool and smooth as Shola dragged her fingers across it. She could not sleep in this strange place, the second in as many nights. Thoughts and questions had been running through her mind at breakneck speed until she felt woozy with indecision. There had been no other choice but for her to get up from the bed and get some air. Only she had yet to find a door that would take her outside and she’d been walking for at least twenty minutes.

			The impromptu self-led tour wasn’t so bad; she had never been inside of a mountain before. And she doubted this place looked like any other mountain in this world. She stepped down into the room, her slipper-clad feet moving from the smooth cement surface that ran through all the hallways to the sinking sensation of plush carpet. From somewhere in the room, a soft white illumination similar to natural moonlight filled the space. There was warmth here, like she hadn’t felt in the other hallways and much smaller spaces she’d seen of this place so far. That feeling guided her toward one of several light gray couches, where she took a seat and sighed with the comfort that immediately engulfed her.

			“That’s how I feel sometimes when I come in here and sit down. It’s one of my calming places.”

			She startled, a hand going to her chest as her eyes widened and she looked to the couch at her left where he was sprawled.

			“You should announce yourself and not frighten people.”

			“You entered the room I was in, stands to reason you should’ve been the one announcing yourself. More importantly, what’re you doing out of bed?”

			“Not sleepy, just like you I suppose.”

			Why did he look so effortlessly hot lying with one leg on and one leg off the couch?

			“Got a lot on my mind; what’s your excuse?”

			She shrugged. “Got a lot on my mind.”

			“You should have a calming place. I find they help in centering your thoughts.”

			It was true. Her altar was one place to find her center; the water was the other. “When at my home, I swim. The water is my calm.”

			He was silent for moments after her admission.

			“Tracer demonics,” he said finally.

			“What?”

			“That’s one of the things on my mind. Now you tell me one of the things on yours?”

			He sounded as if he were having a general conversation with anyone in the world. Not sitting in his den with her—the one selected to save a tribe of people from colonization. And as if that were not strange enough, she felt like she wanted to answer him, although she knew she should not. No one could know she was born to kill.

			“What are tracer demonics?”

			For a few seconds he only stared at her, wondering why she had dodged his question most likely. But her mission was a secret, not even her parents knew what she had really been sent here to do.

			“I thought you might have read about them too, you know, during your studies.”

			She didn’t respond because she’d forgotten that she’d already mentioned reading about demonics and other things.

			He shrugged at her silence and continued. “They’re the ones who attacked us last night. They hunt for power, storing it like food to energize themselves. And they tracked us. Got any thoughts on why they’d do that?”

			The tips of her fingers tingled, as if to give him the answer he searched for. She kicked off her slippers, pulled her legs up on the couch and stuffed her hands between them. He couldn’t see her power, no one could, until she used it, but this position offered another layer of protection.

			“I am not from this place, so I have no knowledge of why things happen here. Why do you think they attacked?”

			He sat up now, his legs gaped open, eyes watching her too closely. Like he expected to see the words she refused to say.

			“I think they sensed a power source, and they tried to claim it. I think there’s someone after you, which is why I keep asking you about your husband-to-be, who’s still MIA.”

			“He is not missing in action.”

			“Oh, so you know where he is? Well, then how about first thing tomorrow morning we pay him a visit? Because if I think you’re in danger, he sure as hell should know about it.”

			There was an edge to his words now and it matched the fierce look in his eyes. They almost glowed to neon brightness, which could not be right. Theo was a security guard; he had no other powers. Maybe she was tired and did need to sleep. She certainly didn’t need to sit here and be hounded with questions she could not answer. Yet, she didn’t move.

			“Ziva mentioned a dinner or party or something on the schedule for tomorrow night. He will be there, and you can tell him what you want at that time. But he will not agree with you.” Just as she didn’t. There was no reason for her to be in danger here because no one knew why she was here. Or did they?

			He stood then as if he were impatient and needed to move or...or...she didn’t know what he would do. When she was impatient or felt any anxiety, she swam for hours and hours just letting the cool water rinse all the worry and stress away. She wondered if there were a place here to do that.

			“What do you think?”

			She watched him pace back and forth after asking his question, before eventually stopping to stand directly in front of her. He appeared larger than life in the white-silver glow of the room, wearing only baggy shorts and a sleeveless shirt that clung to his body. The muscles in his arms bulged and strength poured from him in waves.

			“I think there are things about this place that I do not have information about. These demonics you referenced, they do not only attack women from out of town. And the trouble at the hotel had nothing to do with me, because I was in the room with you. Yes, they were strange happenings, but you cannot reasonably connect them to me.”

			Or perhaps he could and she just didn’t want to see it, because her focus had to remain on one goal only. If there were danger, the goddess would protect her until this was done.

			“But there’s something about you.”

			His tone was questioning, almost perplexed, and matched her exact thoughts about him. It was really time for her to go to bed now. She rushed to stand, but he did not move, and so their bodies collided and he gripped her arms to keep her still.

			
 
			The beast was growing used to the feel of her and thumbing its nose at Theo for continuing to fight the recognition. He couldn’t tell it to go to hell; by keeping it locked away, he’d already banished his other half to a form of purgatory. But he could push the disruptive bastard to the side even if he couldn’t take his hands off the woman slicing divisiveness between them.

			“I’ll walk you to your room.” That was the smart thing to do, and it would give him more time with her, to ask more questions of course.

			“Fine, but you’ll have to let me go first.”

			He would have to let her go. Those words rolled around in his head, sparking a memory from far away, one he’d much rather forget. They hadn’t wanted him to go, she’d said so, and he’d felt his father’s rage but Theo had made up his mind; there’d been nothing left for him in the Far Realm.

			He dropped his hands from Shola’s bare arms and took a step back. When she’d slipped her feet into her slippers, he walked toward one of the doorways to this room, the one facing the back of the house.

			“Where are we going?”

			“This way will get us to the west wing faster.”

			“This place is like a maze,” she said, falling in step beside him.

			“I guess it could be to those who aren’t familiar with it.”

			“Do you even let people become familiar with it? I mean, do you invite people here to socialize?”

			The question wasn’t as odd as it should have been to him. Humans socialized. They worked and built connections and formed families, lives, etcetera. All things that he’d decided his human half would never need.

			“No. The Towers is the building I own in downtown Burgess. That’s where I host all business meetings.”

			“So why is that building called the Towers and this one called the Office? Seems backward to me.”

			They were nearing the stairwell, passing through a narrow walkway where the cool stone walls glistened with moisture. He stopped and she stared up at him. There was no way he was telling her that naming his home the Office was an attempt to throw off anyone or any being that may suspect who and what he really was on this realm.

			“I thought it was clever,” was his reply and he hoped it would satisfy her curiosity.

			She shrugged.

			“I don’t get you, Shola. Why you’re here, why you’re marrying a man you obviously know nothing about, how this is all going to turn out for you. I don’t get any of that.”

			“You are not supposed to.” The words were spoken softly just before her tongue skated over her lower lip.

			His gaze followed the action before he forced himself to look into her eyes once more. She was engaged to another man. Above all the other issues that came with her, that was the biggest. Poaching was not a trait he indulged in.

			“Tell me what I’m supposed to do, Shola. I’m a little confused here. You, this job, nothing is as it seems.”

			He was pleasantly startled when she lifted a hand to touch the side of his face. “You are not as you seem. Your eyes—”

			Shit! Theo blinked and turned his face away from her touch. He stepped back, only to slam into the wall behind him.

			“I’ll take you to your room.” The words rushed out of him and he started up the steps. She was dangerous for more reasons than tracer demonics or some man that probably didn’t deserve her.

			They didn’t speak again until he was turning the knob and pushing her door open.

			“I would offer to tuck you in but—”

			“I can do it myself.”

			She took a step into the room and Theo grabbed her arm.

			“What else can you do, Shola?”

			Theo knew she was different. He’d even been entertaining thoughts that she was magickal, but his questions were taking him in circles. He needed her to tell him.

			She lowered her head and stared down at his hand on her. “Not this,” she said and shook her head. “My purpose is bigger than this.”

			He watched as she eased out of his grip and stepped farther into the room before closing the door. Theo lifted a hand, touching his palm to the door where he could not only hear her heartbeat, but now felt it vibrating through the wood.

			She had a purpose for being here.

			And she acknowledged “this,” whatever it was brewing between them.

			Answers, finally. It was a start.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eight

			On her second morning in Burgess, Shola was determined to move forward. First step in doing that was a call to the hotel to inquire about her delivery, which ended with a long, rushed explanation about things being in an upheaval there because of the murder. Of course, how could she have forgotten something so heinous? Taking a moment to offer adura for the transcendence of the woman’s life was a necessity. And only after the prayer did she realize how unbalanced she still felt here in the Western World.

			She left her room, determined to concentrate more on her beliefs and destiny today. All the rest was a major distraction that she could not afford. Dressed in a long red skirt and top that hung slightly off her shoulders, she walked through hallways that were familiar to her now, thanks to the impromptu tour she had taken last night. The one that had ended with Theo and his many questions.

			After a looping turn through one of the longer hallways, there was a larger area with glossy floors stretching left to right and a winding staircase going down in front of her. A glass barrier protected from the twenty-foot drop should she get too close to the edge of the floor, which she had almost done during her continued fascination with this place. She took the stairs slowly, picking up the scent of food as she came to the bottom.

			Following that scent and the rumble that immediately began in her stomach, she rounded a corner to yet another huge high-ceilinged room with two long tables and chairs in its center. Massive portraits of landscapes hung on smooth walls in measured intervals. Mountains, crisp blue skies, rolling hills of grass and wings. A jolt of surprise and what might have been awareness stopped her in front of a picture of huge black wings.

			“Majestic.”

			She turned at the voice to see Ziva across the room with a plate in hand, moving along the marble countertop filled with pots and trays of food.

			“Yes. It is.” She stared at the woman a moment longer than she probably should have, intrigued either by her skintight green pants and matching green halter top or the spiked hairstyle she wore—she hadn’t figured out which one yet.

			Then there was their conversation in the dress shop yesterday, the one where Ziva shared her unsolicited opinion that Shola’s wedding was not meant to be. She hadn’t questioned Ziva’s comments because she didn’t want to engage in the conversation. Nobody was supposed to know her true reason for being here. Not even her parents knew. They thought the marriage itself would protect the Yoruba people of Mobo from being invaded by and eventually overruled by outsiders. Only Shola and the great Orisha Oya knew differently.

			“Powerful too,” Ziva continued.

			Shola turned away from the portrait and walked to one of the tables. Presuming it was self-serve, she picked up a glass and moved to the other end of the counter where Ziva was pouring orange juice.

			“If you stare at the portrait long enough, you can feel the power emanating from it. Only a mighty one could fly with wings like that.” Ziva sounded like a tour guide.

			The woman’s plate was heavy with food. Muffins, two types of bacon, sausage, eggs, waffles, and she just added a healthy scoop of what was probably strawberry jam. When she looked up to see Shola staring at her, she only shrugged. “An empty well is of no use to anyone,” she said.

			Shola lifted her glass to her lips and sipped. “True,” she admitted after swallowing. Minutes later she was seated at the table, a much smaller plate than Ziva’s in front of her.

			They ate in silence for a few moments before she asked, “What do you do here besides work security?”

			“When I’m finished with breakfast, I’ll head downtown to the Tower. I have some dreaded paperwork that I’ve been putting off, and if I don’t get to it soon, Theo will blow his cork.”

			“Is he a mean boss?” There was a definite intensity about the man. His physique combined with that chilling look she had seen him with when they’d climbed out of the truck at the dress shop yesterday were both intimidating. It wouldn’t be surprising if his staff feared him for those reasons, even though she hadn’t sensed fear from either Ziva or Reece yesterday.

			“He’s fair and he’s focused,” Ziva told her. “He demands one hundred percent of all his agents.”

			“He also demands honesty.”

			This deep brisk voice was new to Shola, and she looked up to her left to see another man entering the room. He was also tall, his arms bulging with muscles and tattoos. He wore black jeans and a fitted black T-shirt, black boots and a scowl on an otherwise attractive face. His skin matched the light brown color of the biscuits on the counter and the distinct contrast of his long black locks and thick beard added an intense edge to his appearance. His eyes were a tawny brown color with what looked like sparks of orange.

			None of them wore their sunglasses inside the Office. Theo, Ziva and Reece had kept them on while at the dress shop, but inside this place they were always off. With that thought, Shola immediately looked back at Ziva. Her eyes were hazel with green flecks.

			“Theo doesn’t like when people aren’t up-front with him about everything. Especially clients,” the man spoke as he glared at Shola.

			“Don’t mind Steele, he’s always grumpy,” Ziva told her. “Especially when he’s hungry.”

			The guy, Steele, looked away from her to frown at Ziva. Then he walked over to the counter and began fixing his plate, as if Ziva’s words were right on point. Before Shola could ask more questions, another man came in.

			“And here’s Steele’s big brother, Magnum. They’re both prickly and deadly, depending on which time of day you catch them.”

			After Ziva’s sort of introduction, Shola found herself staring at yet another pretty large guy. She was beginning to think that being tall was a prerequisite to working for the Legion Security Company. This was the person who had come to the hotel yesterday morning. The one who was supposed to take over as her guard, before Theo changed his mind. Magnum’s skin tone was much darker than his brother’s, but his locked hair was the same, only a little longer as it scraped his waist. And his eyes were different. They were a wine color with bits of red that absolutely made her think of him as deadly. Both brothers were extremely well built, their jeans belted around tapered waists, upper bodies swollen with muscles.

			“You’re from Mobo,” Magnum said after fixing his plate and sitting across from her.

			“Yes,” she replied.

			“But the Odò Guard didn’t stay with you here. Why is that?”

			“How do you know of the Odò?” she asked. From what she’d learned, the Western World did not care enough about her lands or her people to know much about them. Hence the reason she was sent to be their savior because the River Tribe didn’t wait for anyone else to fight their battles for them.

			“We come from that region,” Steele chimed in. He was sitting one chair away from his brother. “It’s not normal that the daughter of an Odò guard and a captain from the royal army would be allowed to travel alone.”

			There was the faintest hint of an African accent in Magnum’s voice and a curious look in his gaze.

			“I am not of the royal family.” Shola didn’t like how much these two seemed to know about her. Their joint questioning made her defensive.

			“But you’re of the River Tribe and a woman. It’s definitely strange that you’re allowed to travel alone,” Steele said.

			Ziva huffed. “Because women certainly cannot do anything on their own.”

			“That’s why we were hired,” Magnum intervened. “It’s uncommon, however, for the River Tribe to trust their own with others.”

			He was correct. Shola had thought this as well, but when she asked about it, her parents disregarded her concerns.

			“It’s also uncommon for a wedding to take place anywhere else but in the village,” Steele added.

			They were a tag team, a very lethal and scrumptious-looking team, but she was not phased.

			“When was the last time you were in Yorubaland?” Defiance was clear in her tone. They were not the only ones with questions.

			Ziva snickered.

			And then a hush fell over the room as Theo walked in.

			
 
			Everything was different this morning. Theo had known it the moment he’d rolled out of bed after a sleepless night. Not only was the beast brushing closer to the surface than it ever had, but the man was also on edge. Both could be blamed on the woman sitting at the table amidst those who served as the closest thing to family he had on this realm.

			“And now we are complete,” Ziva announced when he walked in.

			Ziva sat back in her chair and stared at him as he came farther into the room. Magnum and Steele sat up straighter, their attention immediately shifting from the conversation they’d been having to waiting on whatever Theo said or instructed them to do. These three, plus Bleu, were key parts of his team. They were the ones he trusted because they were among the only ones left who trusted him.

			Water was his drink of preference this morning as Shola’s scent—the heady musk of her body that had stuck with him since they’d stood so close last night—filtered through his nostrils and filled him as completely as any food or drink could. Usually, the man needed sustenance, but this morning the desire to see this woman again was much stronger. The very present huffing of the beast said it hungered for her and nothing else.

			When he was seated at the table, Theo looked to Magnum and Steele. “I’ve already sent Aiken back to the hotel to follow up on something we may have missed. We’ll proceed with business as usual and head downtown until tonight’s event.”

			“Who’s on for tonight?” Steele asked. “The Owing Center isn’t in the best location.

			Theo nodded. He was aware of that because he’d reviewed the paperwork the Odò guard handed him more than a dozen times. That, along with every bit of digital information Bleu had provided on the N’Gara family in Mobo. He knew more about Shola than she’d been willing to tell him, and yet, he was certain he was still missing the biggest part of this puzzle. Nowhere in any of those files was there mention of her or her family being magickal. But he knew—every instinct he possessed knew.

			“Everybody’s on the move tonight. We’ll run through the layout when we get to the Tower,” he stated.

			“Do you want us to assemble an ah...another team?” Magnum asked.

			Theo nodded. Another team would be his human agents. “Yes. They’ll stick to the perimeter.”

			He would never willingly send his human employees into a location known for its demonic inhabitants. In his opinion, humans weren’t equipped to go against preternaturals and with that thought, he’d finally decided his hunch that she was magickal was closer to being right than wrong.

			“I’ll let Reece know we’ll need more drivers,” Ziva added.

			She didn’t like waiting for Theo to give her assignments. Initiative was always forefront on Ziva’s mind because the thought of possibly being left out wasn’t an option.

			“You do not need to talk about me and tonight’s dinner as if I am not here. If you are making plans for tonight, I should know what they are,” Shola said.

			Theo, gripped his glass tighter as he brought it up to his lips. His gaze moved slowly until it landed on her and settled there. As he swallowed, the cool liquid slid down, barely dousing the fire simmering in the pit of his stomach. This morning her hair was a wild curly mass around her face, her lips coated with gloss, cheeks and forehead highlighted with tribal markings as icy eyes peered directly at him. She was wearing normal clothes, he was sure, but what he saw her in was a sheer white gown, her pert breasts hugged by the material, arms bare but for nine beaded bracelets on her left wrist. The pendant that rested at the hollow of her throat sparkled almost as brightly as her eyes, as if sending its own message for him to see.

			“You will stay here with Bleu until it’s time to leave,” he finally managed to say.

			He was used to seeing things others did not see. It was part of the magick his beast possessed, so a part of him that could never be totally shaken. But the beast was growing impatient. It wanted. Needed. And the man denied.

			“I would like to go back to the hotel.”

			“Aiken will inquire about your remaining belongings. You’re staying here.”

			“I am a client. Not a prisoner.”

			And she was right. Theo set his glass down, acutely aware of the other eyes on him as they all wondered what he would do or say. This wasn’t a normal situation for any of them. For starters, there had never been anyone else at the Office but them, the only Drakon he knew of in this area. They hadn’t asked the question but he knew it was plaguing their minds—they would want to know why her. Magnum had a sense that she was different, his dreams had told him so. Unlike his older brother, who was a dream watcher, Steele was a dream reaper. His dreams visited those who were selected to die. Steele hadn’t mentioned knowing Shola in any way, a reassuring thought for Theo. But Ziva was the clairvoyant, so Theo wondered how long it would be before one of her sporadic visions showed her something he wasn’t ready for her to know.

			As it stood right now, he was the only one who knew that while Shola was not a prisoner, neither was she only a client.

			“You are under my protection, and as long as that is so, you’ll do as instructed. There’s an indoor pool on the property, just past the gym. Bleu can show you where it is.”

			Their gazes held for endless moments as she undoubtedly struggled to digest him remembering water was her calm. He wasn’t certain why he’d retained that fact about her either. As for the beast, it fed off her gaze, using it to scrape its scaly skin against the man’s, warning just how close it was to making an appearance. Theo stood.

			Shola lifted her chin defiantly and stood as well.

			“I will not be detained here against my will,” she told him.

			“No,” he replied with a shake of his head. “You will remain throughout the day with access to the pool and fitness facilities, television, food, all the modern comforts. Tonight you will attend your engagement party. Your husband-to-be will be there, and if he requests, you can stay with him until the ceremony. That’s how this is going to play out, Shola, and it’s not up for negotiation.”

			
 
			The Owing Center was an electric blue sphere-shaped building located at the intersection separating two very distinct districts in Burgess—the arts district and the financial district. Places that were also known in the preternatural world as the shifters’ playground and the vampires’ stomping ground.

			It was a little after nine in the evening when the three black trucks turned into the building’s back parking lot. Reece climbed out of the first vehicle and Aiken exited the last one. Theo watched from the rear passenger side window of the second truck, as the two met up near the first vehicle and scanned the area. Aiken French, the one the others called the GQ Drakon, was dressed in a black suit, shirt, tie and shoes. His hair was cropped low and precise, his slim build concealing the brute strength he possessed along with his telekinetic abilities.

			They were scanning the area for demonic activity. From inside the truck, Theo was too. One hand lay flat on his thigh while he’d propped an elbow on the door handle and ran the fingers of that hand over his chin. The man was acutely aware of every sound and movement in the vicinity while the beast had sat up on the offensive as well. There were no questionable scents, none related to demonics, only the sweet heady fragrance coming from the woman sitting a couple feet across from him.

			“Why did you ask me if I loved him?”

			The question came just as he was insisting his beast focus on things outside of this vehicle only.

			Up to this point she hadn’t said a word in the hour they’d been in the truck. Her hands remained folded and resting in her lap.

			“Isn’t that why people get married?”

			“If you believed that, then why ask me? Would it not be obvious that I did?”

			What was obvious was that she didn’t act like a woman in love. Not that he knew what that looked like either. The one commitment he’d paid attention to had ended in betrayal and death. Those two things he knew all too well.

			“Why didn’t you answer me?” he asked.

			Her silence drew his gaze back to her.

			“It would be good if we could create our own destiny,” she said quietly.

			He shook his head at the odd statement. “I don’t believe in destiny. Live the life you want.”

			“I do not think it is always that simple. Some things are bigger than you and your wants.”

			His father had said something similar the night Theo announced he was leaving. “Not if it means you sacrifice a part of yourself in the process.” He meant those words because he’d refused to live a life filled with death and destruction, no matter what clan he’d been born into.

			“What if the sacrifice is all you know?” She stared at him with a gaze so poignant he felt a heaviness in his chest.

			He didn’t think before reaching out to run the backs of his fingers over the warm smoothness of her cheek. She stiffened, but she didn’t move away.

			“Clear!” Reece shouted and knocked on the hood of Theo’s truck.

			He and Shola remained still, but he heard the others moving outside. Bleu stepped out of the driver’s seat and Ziva exited from the passenger side, both heading toward the back of the truck. In seconds they would open the doors to let him and Shola out. They couldn’t see him touching her, not in this way. But he couldn’t ignore the tug in his gut that had prompted him to put his hands on her, or the allure of her quiet acquiescence to the touch.

			When he did pull his hand away, he continued watching her as she sucked in a breath before grabbing the small purse she’d set on the seat beside them. When Bleu opened her door, she accepted his hand and stepped out. Theo opened his door before Ziva could grab the handle and stepped out to adjust his suit jacket. He took note of the position of his men, the cars parked on the street and the building all while walking around the truck where Bleu was waiting with Shola.

			“Reece and Aiken can get the team situated out here. You and Ziva go in with us,” Theo told Bleu.

			Bleu nodded. He wore a gray suit, black Italian leather shoes and a long black coat. A black fedora completed the outfit. Between Bleu and Aiken, Theo wasn’t sure which Drakon spent the most money on clothes. Ziva wore a short orange dress that hugged her body, five-inch heels and long dangling earrings that gave her the appearance of a movie star, but Theo knew she could also stop a man’s heart with a deadly swipe of her tail. Theo looked around and realized none of them looked like the dragons that breathed just beneath their human skin.

			Bleu walked to the right of Theo, and Ziva was on Shola’s left as they entered the building. Two tall women dressed in white suits—pants and jackets buttoned with no shirt beneath—stood in the entryway. They immediately looked at Shola and stepped forward.

			“Ms. N’Gara, we have been waiting for you. Follow us this way.”

			After speaking the first woman turned and began walking while the second one reached out to grab Shola’s hand. Theo immediately moved to push the woman’s arm away.

			Both women stopped.

			“She must come with us. We will get her ready for this evening.”

			“She is ready,” Theo said.

			“She is not dressed properly. We have to prepare her for tonight’s events,” the woman stated.

			Theo stared at them. Their skin appeared dry even covered with makeup, their hair was cut very low, and silver bars pierced their earlobes. He didn’t like it, the eerie feeling easing over his skin, not the way the women looked.

			“I’ll go with her,” Ziva said.

			“We can take her,” the second woman insisted and again reached for Shola.

			This time Ziva stepped close so that her face was only inches from the woman’s. “Either I go with her, or she doesn’t go at all.”

			A quiet, yet volatile, stare down lasted a few seconds until the first woman nodded and began walking once more. The second one fell into step right behind her. Ziva and Theo exchanged questioning looks.

			Shola sighed. “Here we go.”

			Theo was certain that was despair he heard in her voice, but before he could think on it too deeply, Bleu touched his arm, and Ziva and Shola followed the woman.

			“This place is full of newborns,” Bleu told him as he stared past the entryway, into the open space filled with people.

			There was a black runner going down the center of the floor and the people stayed on either side of it. Men and women, at least two hundred of them.

			“The itinerary called this an engagement party,” Theo said as he stepped into the room. “But there are no tables and chairs for sitting and eating and no music for dancing.”

			From beside him, still scanning the place, Bleu added, “Everyone is dressed in white. They’re only talking to each other, none of them have even looked this way.”

			They were completely inside now, the air just a bit chillier here in the banquet hall. Theo stepped onto the black runner to test Bleu’s theory—nobody stirred.

			“Newborns wouldn’t give off a stench, and I wouldn’t be able to see them because they haven’t yet taken their full vampire form,” he said as they continued to walk, both of them taking slow, measured steps.

			“But they’ll fight to the death if given the signal by their creator.” Bleu’s voice was a low cadence with the barest hint of a British accent. “We could be in the midst of a trap.”

			Alarm settled like a weight over Theo, and he stopped in the center of the room, turning in a complete circle, looking all around. “A trap for who?” he asked Bleu but didn’t wait for the older man’s response.

		
	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Shola stood alone in a room with red velvet walls and gold crown molding. The doorframes were gold, as were the doorknobs and light fixtures. A sectional couch sat in one corner, a darker crimson color than that of the walls, with at least half a dozen pillows covered in different gold-and-red designs. Across the room was a round glass table, the legs of which were gold-painted iron that matched the legs of the four high-back and red cushioned chairs surrounding it. The crystal decanter sitting in the center of the table was filled with what she presumed was red wine, a stemmed glass on each side. The room had no windows and only one door to come in and get out. In short, it was gaudy and creepy as hell.

			The women who looked like evil twins were gone and had instructed Ziva to wait outside the door, which Shola was certain they had locked. Ziva had checked the room first and, after noting the single door, agreed to stand guard on the outside until it was time for Shola to make her entrance. That time could not come soon enough because she was becoming claustrophobic. It wasn’t because the room was small, because even though it wasn’t as large as her room at the Office, it was bigger than her bedroom at home in Mobo.

			There were two reasons why Shola was ready to leave the enclosed space. The first was that the box Bleu had covertly slipped to her when she climbed out of the truck was heavy in her small purse. Aiken must have picked up the delivery when he was at the hotel earlier today and brought it back to the Office. Bleu, who seemed to be a supervisor over everyone and everything—except for Theo—in the mountain dwelling, had been tasked with giving it to her. Shola’s heart had been thumping wildly since the moment that box touched her hands. Wrapped in brown paper and about the size of a watch box, there was weight to it because of what was inside and a strong energy buzz because of what she knew she would do with them. The knowledge that she now held the nine blessed river rocks that would help her complete her task made her heart race. Adrenaline pumped through her veins with such ferocity her arms and legs shook with the force.

			The second reason she was ready to leave was the clenching at her throat that left her struggling for her next breath. It had started just a few moments ago, creeping up from the pit of her stomach and grabbing her as if an actual hand was there wrapping long cold fingers around her slender neck and squeezing. She coughed.

			And then there was a touch at her shoulder.

			“Be well, my darling. I am here now.”

			If she lived to be one hundred, Shola would never forget that voice. It was the voice that had unveiled her fate. Raspy and low as he leaned in and whispered against her ear, “It is such a pleasure to see you again, Shola. I’ve looked forward to the moment that we would be alone.”

			His face pressed sickly against her ear as he inhaled deeply, smelling her hair or maybe just her. His other hand came to rest on her other shoulder and she was encased by a chilling power.

			“Hello, Warrick.” Her voice came in gasps. “I am looking forward to tonight.”

			“I’m looking forward to our future together,” he replied.

			His breath was a lukewarm brush against her skin that, instead of comforting, or even arousing, made her stomach churn, and she swallowed the urge to gag. With her fingers squeezing her purse tightly, she turned slowly so they were now facing each other.

			Warrick Camden was an alluring man. His angular face was very attractive with a root beer complexion, neatly shaved black with a heavy dose of gray goatee, and soulless brown eyes.

			“The future.” She paused as she stared back at him. “Can be so hard to predict.”

			Warrick didn’t even blink, but the ends of his mouth lifted in a slow smile. There was no joy in that smile, no laughter in his gaze, both reasons to make her job easier. He was a threat to her people, and that was all that mattered to her.

			“Yet ours has been so carefully planned.” He cupped her cheek with his hand.

			He was correct. This union between her world and his had been planned long before her birth. While her father thought he was simply repaying a debt, and thus keeping any retribution from settling over their people, Shola knew more. The kidnapping of her culture would follow the moment she said “I do” to Warrick. As a result of some insane feud that ended with a curse upon the Mobo village, the people of the River Tribe would fall under Warrick’s rule when he married one of their own. Shola had been chosen to marry him and taught how to kill him.

			Her fingers moved over the snap of her purse and she dug her hand inside. Something skittered along her skin, like a heavy brush of a warm wet cloth. It was the power of the Orisha. She had only felt it this strong one other time before.

			“I’m coming to you now to let you know that I’ll not be with you tonight. Something has come up, and it requires my immediate attention. But a wondrous night has been planned for your enjoyment.”

			She heard his words but gave no cares to what he was saying.

			“I do not need wonder,” she quipped.

			She had been watching him as he spoke. Nothing he said or did gave away any ill will toward her or her people, yet she’d been taught that he was the leader of their demise. And she didn’t doubt her teacher. She was holding her purse in front of her, one hand slipping inside to rip away the paper that covered the box.

			“I know exactly what you need, my sweet. And I will give it to you.”

			His voice was so smooth, his words so caressing. Any other woman, at any other time, would easily fall for him. Especially when he lifted another hand to frame her face and leaned in closer.

			“My desire for you is strong,” he whispered. “I hadn’t thought it would be this way. But it’s a happy surprise. Together, Shola, you and I will be invincible.”

			The hell they would. She tore the paper off the box at the exact moment his lips touched hers. The sound was muted by her surprised gasp when his cool lips met her startled ones. He pressed his body into hers, and she instinctively moved her hands with the purse up in the hope that he would not feel the box inside. It pressed into her ribs, while the unmistakable feel of his arousal moved against the lower part of her stomach.

			He smelled like too much musk cologne, a potent scent that filled her head with cloudiness and made her so lightheaded she leaned into him for support.

			Then he began speaking in a language she didn’t understand. By the rhythmic cadence, she knew it was a chant. His tongue pressed against her closed lips and the scent grew stronger. She shivered as the feeling of growing power fought to overrule whatever else was happening while she ran her blunt-tipped nails over the wooden box. Feeling as if she might faint at any moment, she parted her lips to suck in a breath and his tongue eagerly slipped inside.

			With hasty fingers she flipped the lid off the box as the words she was required to say began to form in her mind. The death spell had not been taught to her. She’d only been told that when the time was right she would know what to say and what to do. The river stones would combine sufficient power to bring the final blow.

			Wings. Prey. Divine ordination. Destiny fulfilled.

			The words bobbed around in the fog of her mind without making any sense, so they couldn’t be right. She remained still, not accepting or denying Warrick’s kiss. The rigid length of his dick was still pressed persistently against her, and she tried not to cringe while moving her fingers over the smooth surface of the rocks, waiting for more words.

			Prey. Hunter. Ruler. Wings. Fire.

			No, that didn’t sound correct either.

			She pulled out of his grasp, still clenching her purse as she stared at him. With the break in their physical connection the fog in her mind receded.

			“You are not my husband yet.” She choked out the words.

			Warrick grinned. “But I will be soon.” He extended an arm and checked the big gold watch at his wrist. “I must leave you now. But don’t fret. No harm will come to you before our wedding. I’ll see to that.”

			“I have guards.” She wasn’t sure why she told him that, but noted the flicker of humor in his eyes at her words.

			“Yes, I know. I’ll take care of that as well.”

			In the next seconds, she grabbed all of the rocks in the palm of her hand, letting the purse fall to the floor, and welcomed the persistent buzz of power simmering beneath the surface of her skin. Her heart was pounding, eyes wide, mind waiting with expectancy. Give me the words. Great Orisha Oya, please give me the words.

			A thumping knock sounded at the door.

			Warrick’s smile vanished.

			“I will come for you. Be ready,” he told her. “Be ready, my sweet.”

			The knocking continued and she closed her eyes, hoping the words would come if she could just center her mind and focus on the power. The balance. Her destiny.

			Wings.

			Thump. Thump. Thump!

			Fire. Together.

			The door crashed open, bringing with it a ferocious wave of hot air. Her eyes snapped open to see Warrick was gone. Where the hell was he? She turned around so fast she almost fell, but instead found herself being pulled into Theo’s embrace, intense blue eyes glittering as he stared down at her.

			
 
			She sat in the back seat of the truck, glaring out the window, hands balled into fists at her side. Her purse was open on the seat between them, and Theo could see a box was inside.

			“Is that the box you needed?” he asked, even though he knew the answer. Bleu had rushed into the room behind him while Theo tended to her and when Bleu picked up her purse, the box along with a bunch of rocks slipped from her hand. Bleu had given silent acknowledgement to Theo’s questioning stare.

			She sighed heavily in response to his question and he thought back to the events that had just transpired.

			When Aiken and Reece had entered the building, Theo and Bleu gave them a quick rundown of the situation. That was all the time he’d been willing to wait before taking off to find Shola. By the time he’d followed her scent to the room, Ziva was already banging on the door, and the moment he appeared, she’d fallen to her hands and knees, roaring with the intensity of a vision. Ignoring Ziva because he knew she would be fine once the vision passed, Theo opened the door with his mind and ran inside. Shola had been standing there, eyes closed, body swaying as if she were in some way possessed.

			In that moment, fear, thick and consuming, had streaked through him like a vicious storm. Now, sitting in the back of this truck, he hadn’t totally recovered from that but was working purely on instinct to press forward.

			“You’re gonna have to tell me what’s going on, Shola. I can’t protect you if I don’t know everything.” That wasn’t entirely true. He was going to protect her if it meant putting his own life on the line to do it.

			Bleu had advised Theo to take it slow with her. She’d appeared frail in that room, when he’d finally touched her and she wouldn’t speak. Magnum, Steele, Aiken and Reece had contained the newborns in the main hall, but didn’t kill them. A delicate truce existed within the preternatural world on this realm, and if they weren’t bothering anyone or anything, they were to be left alone. While Theo had no idea why the newborns were there as guests for Shola’s engagement party, they’d done nothing threatening to him, his team or, from what he could tell, Shola. Ziva had sworn she’d been locked in that room alone.

			“I do not need a guard,” Shola said evenly. “I am not sure why my parents hired one, but it is unnecessary. I can handle this.”

			When he wanted to yell and point out exactly how untrue that was, he concentrated on keeping his breathing steady instead.

			“Whatever this is, you’re not handling it well. The woman who died at the hotel was booked in a room under your name. There were vampires at your engagement party that I’m certain you didn’t know were invited. And your husband-to-be is a no-show.”

			He left out the part where Ziva’s vision captured blood and fury filling the room that Shola had been locked in. A tall dark figure, black smoke, and a burst of fire had also been part of the cryptic vision. Ziva didn’t normally have incomplete visions.

			“It is none of your concern. I can do this!” she insisted, her tone filled with frustration.

			“Do what?” he pressed, because right now her emotions didn’t trump the danger that seemed to be following her. “What were you sent here to do?”

			He wasn’t surprised she didn’t respond, but he was pissed off.

			“I’m not going to keep asking, Shola. But I will find out and when I do—”

			She turned quickly in the seat, icy eyes capturing him. “When you do, you will do nothing, because there is nothing you can do! You are not a part of this, and therefore, are not equipped to handle whatever may come. You are just a security guard, and I no longer need your services.”

			As if that were the equivalent of a slap in the face, Theo felt it with a significant sting. Never in all his life had he been spoken to in such a disdainful way, and he didn’t like it. His lips had already begun to peel back from teeth growing sharper against his will.

			The truck swerved at that moment. It turned and tires screeched along the asphalt. Shola slid across the seat, banging into him just as a big explosion came from outside. The truck was in midair when Theo threw his body over hers. They bounced and tumbled before finally coming to a stop.

			They lay on the ceiling of the truck as it had landed on its roof. In the pit of his chest, a growl rumbled as sharp teeth pressed into his lips. He kept his arms tight around her, holding his breath for long moments, waiting to hear the sound.

			Dudum, dudum, dudum.

			Her heart was still beating. He looked down, only to find her eyes flashing from the icy coolness of her soul identity to the fiery reddish brown that was displayed to everyone else.

			He cursed, long and loud.

		
	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Foregoing the mind trick this time, Theo kicked the door off its hinges and pulled Shola out of the truck. Bleu and Ziva were already out.

			“It was the newborns!” Reece yelled from across the road where he and Aiken were also climbing out of their vehicle.

			“The burst of fire,” Ziva said, coming to stand beside Theo. “It was a missile. They came out of the shadows and shot fuckin’ missiles at us!”

			“The other team’s going after them!” Aiken yelled.

			“Go!” Theo yelled back. “Go! Now!”

			Twenty-five humans comprised the other team who worked for the company. They were no match against the strength of newborn vampires who had apparently been told to attack them.

			Theo took a step forward, and Bleu appeared in front of him.

			“It’s her they want,” Bleu said quietly. “You have to get her to safety.”

			Theo’s eyes flipped, fury rising along with the dragon, who was ready and rearing to go. He wanted to watch each one of those newborns as their bodies burned and the ash seeped into the ground, but Bleu was right.

			His eyes snapped back and he glared at Shola. She was staring at the small bursts of fire now burning along the road. She appeared to be in shock, and in that moment he knew what Bleu said was right, because the beast was ready to kill for her, the woman who wouldn’t be honest with him.

			“I want them dead,” he said through clenched teeth. “Every last one of them burned to the fucking ground!”

			Bleu nodded and waved Theo to the truck Aiken and Reece had been riding in. It was still upright. The other trucks would be turned over by Bleu or Ziva. If Shola watched them do that, she’d want to know how. She knew about preternatural beings, but she didn’t know he and his employees were among them, and he planned to keep it that way.

			He grabbed Shola’s hand and pulled her along behind him as he jogged to the other truck. Once inside, he pulled the seat belt around her and snapped the lock in place, then started the truck’s engine with a push of a button and mentally clicked on every other security measure this vehicle possessed. They weren’t going to be hit by any other missiles, nor were they going to be turned over. The last device he’d engaged was the cloaking mechanism that Isla, the youngest Drakon of their crew, had developed using her own blood and the power of mimicry she possessed.

			If he could take to the sky, they would have gotten to the mountain sooner. He let that thought float in and out of his mind as he gunned the gas and soared over the open road.

			By the time he arrived at the Office, he was even angrier than before. He jumped out of the truck, ran to the other side, yanked open the passenger door, and reached for Shola. With her hand in his, they headed for the doors in silence, but once inside, she yanked her hand out of his grasp.

			“That is enough,” she said in a voice that was much calmer than Theo thought either of them actually were. “I do not know what is happening here, or what this is anymore.” She was shaking her head and backing away. “People are being killed.”

			“Yes!” he yelled. “And that’s precisely why I need you to tell me what the hell you’re doing here. What’s in that box you wanted so desperately? A bunch of rocks? And who the hell is your husband-to-be? Why did he have a house full of...of...” He couldn’t say it because putting it into words would make the possibility of what could have happened to her real and more serious than he’d thought.

			While he was pretty certain Shola was magickal, he had no idea on which side of magick she fell. What if she knew about the newborns? What if this entire wedding was a sham?

			“Who are you?”

			Three simple words, asked in her calm voice, pierced him deep in his soul because his identity—the one he’d being running from for three hundred years—was exactly what kept him from settling this situation once and for all.

			He shook his head. “I’m the one hired to guard you.”

			“And I am the one telling you I do not need a guard. I can handle this on my own.”

			“You need something!” he yelled. “Because all of this didn’t start happening until you appeared. And until you can tell me why that is, you’re not going anywhere, Shola. So just make yourself comfortable.”

			Theo walked away because he could feel the split in his skin as the beast pressed forward. He couldn’t shift in this part of the Office, and he definitely couldn’t shift in front of her. Scaring her beyond what he was certain the events of tonight already had and bringing the beast into a structure it was too damn big to fit inside were not options.

			He left her standing there and didn’t dare look back. The dragon’s eyes had flipped once more so that he knew what she would see when she stared back at him. He broke into a run when he felt he wasn’t getting away from her fast enough and a glimpse of his hand showed the first emergence of black scales.

			
 
			Warrick slammed the steel doors of the basement in the townhouse he owned on the outskirts of the financial district. With his rage boiling, he sent boxes of ingredients stored for the manufacturing of hella—a combination of strong herbs spiked with hallucinogens that was the recreational drug of choice these days—soaring across the space. They slammed into steel-lined walls and fell to the floor. He opened his mouth, teeth elongated, and threw back his head as a vicious growl ripped from his throat.

			“I thought I solicited the help of a mighty force of evil, not that of a petulant child.”

			Warrick whirled around, the long flaps of his coat circling his legs with the motion. Metallic sludge oozed beneath the door, moving slowly, meeting in a spot where it grew taller and wider until it was the watery silhouette of a being.

			“You were certain you could do this, and now you’ve done nothing but fail.” The voice had a hollow, yet authoritative ring to it.

			“This is not over! We still have time before the veils close,” Warrick railed. He yanked his coat off and tossed it on a green marble-top table. Pulling the tie loose from his neck allowed him to work on steadying his breathing. “You’re certain that the wedding has to take place at a special time?”

			“Positive.” The ominous tone of that one word being spoken ricocheted off the walls.

			Warrick went to the back of the room and sank down into the high-backed velvet chair pushed against the wall. He propped an elbow on the arm of the chair and ran his fingers over his goatee. “I could have taken her tonight. I had her in my arms and I could have easily made her mine. Then my part would be done and my elevation to the Royal Blood would be complete,” he said, frustration sifting through his chilly body.

			“This power that you seek cannot be rushed. Every piece must be carefully moved into place. You know this, and you agreed.”

			The glossy bastard was twisting his words. “I agreed to do this so that I could move into my rightful place.”

			Warrick was the unconfirmed son of two lords within the Burgess Royal Blood, the group of vampire lords assigned to rule over a certain territory. His father had been born of a lord who served in the Royal Capitol—the global council of vampires. And his mother had been in love with his father but promised to another lord. She’d kept that promise and mated the lord, but slept with his father regularly, until becoming pregnant with him. With such a scandalous entry into the world, the Royal Blood denied Warrick any holdings or place of stature in Burgess, but allowed him to be called lord by whomever was bold enough to do so, knowing the Court’s ruling on his existence.

			Partnering with this one who hailed from the Spirit Realm and called himself Hoan was not ideal, but would bring Warrick what he wanted. In exchange for helping Hoan acquire the power he needed in this realm, the lords who looked down on Warrick would be sentenced to the bowels of the earth in the Spirit Realm while Warrick rose to his blood right position in Burgess and across the sea. Marrying Shola would give him access to the Mobo family mausoleums, under which rested the tombs of a legion of ancient vampires. Those of which he would raise to dominate and take control of the small village. The fact that she would also make a scrumptious little wife whose blood had smelled as sweet and seductive as her body appeared was a perk he could not resist.

			“You agreed because you are greedy and power hungry and angry at all who despise you for being born,” Hoan rasped. “You are impatient and making a mess. All problems that will lead to failure. I am here to intervene.”

			“I don’t need any intervention.”

			“I need her alive. You have put her life in danger twice.”

			Warrick shook his head. He hadn’t been the one to put her life in danger, but he knew who had, and he would deal with that accordingly. But in his years on this earth, he’d never allowed anyone, not even those who thought they were above him with their royal and untainted blood, to speak to him as if he were an inept idiot.

			“This will play out exactly the way I told you it would. You’re in my territory now.”

			“But you are not in control.” The icy voice never changed its tone.

			“You bet your shimmering ass I am!” Warrick countered. “There’s nothing you can do in this realm. If there was, you wouldn’t need my help. So for the next week and a half, you’re gonna hang back and let me do my part.”

			For endless moments, the sludge wavered in that space. The part that resembled a hooded head remained still while the rest of the body swayed from side to side. On the floor, the metallic liquid mixed with frosty white smoke, a sulfuric stench filling the air.

			“You do not want to take this lightly,” Hoan stated.

			A wintry breeze filled the room as the silhouette traveled across the floor so that it was now at Warrick’s knees. Warrick looked down and then slowly stood.

			“You do not want to make me angry,” Hoan warned.

			In the next seconds, the room filled with icicles as sharp as pitchforks, extending from the ceiling until one was pointing directly to Warrick’s heart. It was meant to intimidate, or quite possibly kill him, but Warrick was a lord vampire, regardless of what the Court said. He was more powerful than the low-level vampires in any realm, and even the knights who had money and position in the human world, but were still second class in the Court’s eyes. He’d done things over time to assure his power was a step above all others as if in preparation for this moment.

			Now, he inhaled deeply, taking in huge gulps of the chilled air, and then with a slow motion, pursed his lips and breathed it back out. Only this time, it came out as a moist mist of watered-down blood. The mist sprinkled on the sharpened icicle, melting it and casting an undeniable heat over the surrounding chill. With that cleansing, Hoan vanished, and Warrick once again sat in his chair. He leaned back against the cushions and closed his eyes.

			He would have Shola N’Gara as his wife, and together, they would rule not only Burgess, but the entire Royal Blood of the Human Realm. Who or whatever got in their way would die. It was as simple as that.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			“I overheard her on the phone yesterday inquiring about a box and so I searched for it,” Bleu said when they were all gathered in the main conference room.

			It was just after dawn and Theo had barely been able to rest through the night. He’d refrained from calling the meeting as long as possible.

			“You used your remote viewing power to track a box of rocks for her?” Theo felt odd asking the question. Not just because they were talking about a box of rocks, but because he’d used his power to open the doors with his mind and had been fighting like hell to keep his beast at bay. All since Shola’s arrival.

			“You didn’t hear her on the call. It sounded important,” Bleu insisted.

			“They were rocks!” Theo countered and then clenched his teeth in an effort to get a hold on his rising temper.

			“River rocks,” Magnum spoke up. “The River Tribe all but worship the Niger River. Anything that comes out of it is sworn to have some type of mythical power straight from Oya, guardian of the river.”

			Shola loved the water so this made a little more sense, but it still didn’t stop the rage from pulsing through his blood. “What would she do with the rocks?” he asked.

			Magnum shook his head.

			Not the response Theo wanted, so he looked to Ziva. “And you’re certain she was in the room alone?”

			Ziva nodded. “I’m certain I checked every inch of that room, and that I never left from in front of that door. The only door,” she said. “But I definitely heard voices, a male’s and Shola’s. That’s when I tried to get in, but the door seemed to be bolted shut.”

			“And then you had the vision?” Theo didn’t want to think on the male voice that Ziva heard just yet. He wanted the complete story before letting his mind wander over all the possibilities.

			“The second in as many days. Blood, some sort of liquid metal and the burst of fire.”

			“When was the first?” Bleu asked her.

			“The day before, at the dress shop. When you were with her at the mirror, I wanted to get the second head piece for her to try. I was in the dressing room when it hit me. Shola in a wedding gown marrying someone.”

			Theo nodded. “That’s her purpose for being here.”

			“No,” Ziva insisted. “She was different. Her eyes were different, and there was joy. I could sense joy. There’s no joy in her right now.”

			“What does that mean?” Steele asked.

			“It means she doesn’t want to marry this guy,” Aiken added. “I got that same impression from her last night when we arrived at the Owing Center.”

			“This is a load of crap.” Steele shook his head as he complained. “You two are all in your feelings on any given day. What’s happening here has more to do with dishonesty, secrecy and demonic activity than some grand love-and-happiness-for-all bullshit.”

			While Theo was totally on board with what Steele was saying, he did acknowledge that it was too damn early in the morning for the guy to be such a grouch.

			“Okay, fine,” Theo said with a pointed look at Steele. A look that also conveyed the “keep your trap shut if you’re not gonna say anything nice” vibe. “I know she’s not telling the truth. Nothing in the things Bleu dug up tells me any more than what we already knew. But there’s no denying something’s after her.”

			“What do we know about this husband-to-be?” Bleu asked.

			Theo shook his head. “Not enough.” He’d searched every digital corner he could find for the name Warrick Camden and had come up empty. The next search needed to be on the demonic level.

			“I’ll do it,” Steele announced.

			Theo met his orange-tinged gaze.

			“You want somebody to go under and find out who and or what this dude might be into. I’ll do it.” Steele didn’t look away from Theo until Theo gave a slight nod.

			Theo had known the Eze brothers for almost a hundred years now. They’d come to him as outcasts from their clan, misfits in the way of life being lived in their homeland. And Theo had given them sanctuary. He’d given what had taken him a while to build. They knew each other now, all of them, as well as any person or dragon could know another.

			“I’ll go with him to watch his back,” Magnum stated and earned an immediate frown from his younger brother.

			“She won’t abandon her mission,” Ziva told Theo. “Whatever it is, it’s important to her.”

			“Important enough to sacrifice her life.” The words stung Theo’s throat and he was glad his hands had been resting on his thighs beneath the table, because he clenched his fingers so tightly at the thought, his claws extended and pressed painfully into his palm. Shola N’Gara would not die in Burgess because of some job she came to do; that was a promise. He was pretty sure that declaration had more to do with the impeccable record of the Legion Security Company than any feelings the man and beast might be harboring.

			Ziva surprised and irritated him by replying, “Yes. I believe she will.”

			Theo stood abruptly. “You don’t know everything!” he snapped and seconds later took a deep breath, releasing it slowly as he realized all eyes were on him.

			“The newborns were taken care of last night. I trust the minds of our human staff members were properly cleaned before they were sent home,” he said.

			Bleu was the only one brave enough to nod. He’d already admitted to using his power, so it made sense that he’d take the full brunt of the breach. Theo nodded his approval. “It’s Sunday. Ziva, you can check on them before they come to work tomorrow morning. Steele, I want a full report the moment you return. Bleu and Aiken, I want this place sealed up tighter than tight. Nothing in or out unless it’s one of us.”

			Curt nods followed all around, except for Ziva, who gave him a smirk that said she knew something he didn’t. Theo didn’t have time for Ziva’s mind games. Whatever she thought she knew about him or this situation, from her visions, he didn’t want to know.

			
 
			It was always quiet here. Tranquil and serene. A place where Theo went to come down from the thoughts and memories of his past. He was never going to be the whole of what he was before. That life was forever behind him and for good damn reason. It had to be. Coming to the Human Realm and keeping forces that were beyond a human’s control, or even belief, at bay was his job. It was the job he’d assumed when he left the Far Realm and all the horrific things he’d done there.

			So he understood being dedicated to a job. He could totally relate to someone finding their purpose in life and going for it with gusto. What he didn’t understand or couldn’t even pretend to rationalize was evil. He stepped out of the cave and into the waning daylight, wondering if that was why Shola was here.

			The minute his booted feet touched the moss-covered rock of the surface just outside his cave, he felt it—he wasn’t alone. In this private portion of the structure he’d designed, the place where none of the other Drakon who lived here would dare come, he felt the undeniable presence of another slip beside him like a warm breeze.

			He stepped with intent over the rocks and then jumped down about four feet to a pure grass surface. Standing for a moment, he looked around, nostrils flaring as he scented the air, picking up a familiar aroma of flowers and earth. To his right was more grass for another forty feet. A thick copse of mature trees stretched toward the sky with branches full of leaves that dipped and leaned until they created a canopy that in some areas prevented the sun from shining through. To the left, grass carpeted the earth for at least a quarter mile before easing into a slope that eventually led to the river. From here, he could hear the trickle of water.

			That’s where she was.

			He didn’t rush, but took steady steps in that direction, while the earthy fresh scent that had tickled his nostrils seconds ago grew more intense, until it filled every crevice of his soul. The undeniable urge to get closer to the scent pushed him forward until he came upon a spot where the grassy hills broke apart and the arms of the river stretched through the land. In the distance, trees formed an aisle, ushering the water down the rocky path until it would eventually empty into the larger body of water known as the Susquehanna. And like an angelic frame set amidst a picturesque landscape, she stood between two of those trees, arms folded over her chest as she stared down at the water.

			When he came closer, he realized she knew he was there. She didn’t speak, and for what seemed like endless moments, neither did he.

			Long lashes fanned against her smooth skin when she closed her eyes. He was looking at the face she showed to the world, no rhyme or reason as to why he could sometimes see her soul identity and other times did not. It didn’t matter; in whichever form, he liked looking at her, much more than he knew he should.

			“How did you sleep last night?” he asked when their silence had stretched on for far too long.

			“Fine. Tell me who the woman was that was killed at the hotel.”

			So they weren’t going to do small talk. He was cool with that.

			“Her name was Grace, and she worked at a club downtown called Twilight.”

			“Why was she in a room booked under my name?”

			“I don’t know. Do you?”

			She leaned forward to gaze at him intently. In that moment, she held every part of him hostage, every sense that he possessed was trained on her, whatever she needed or wanted, he would give.

			One brow arched and her lips quirked. “If I knew I would not have asked you.”

			Touché.

			“As I told you before, I believe someone is after you.” He’d wondered all night how he should play things with her after all that had happened in the last few days. On one hand, he’d considered locking her in one of the rooms he’d had built on the lowest level of the Office. There’d only been one other occasion when he’d used those rooms, when a feline shifter had needed refuge.

			On the other hand, he wanted to believe that she had no idea what was going on, that she was really focused on whatever she thought her job here was, and that she would stop at nothing to complete it. Unless, he stopped her first.

			“Nobody knows me here,” she replied and eased back into her position against the tree.

			“But somebody knew you were coming. We were attacked on our way to the hotel.” The thought still pissed him off and solicited an angry thrust from the beast. “There were two rooms reserved under the name N’Gara at the hotel. Grace Brinkley was killed in one of them.”

			Again, he hesitated, giving her the chance to add to the story, to come clean with him, if there was something else she knew. She didn’t, and fury bubbled deep in his gut once more.

			“I do not understand. Nobody in the Western World knows me except Warrick. Nobody knew I was coming here except Warrick and you. I mean your company. I know my father hired you, but did he say why?”

			He stared out to the water another moment before answering, debating whether or not what he was going to say was going to matter. “Your father contacted Magnum and asked only that you be guarded until the wedding.”

			“Because he is Yoruba,” she said. “Like us.”

			He nodded. Magnum and Steele had never told him they were from Africa, nor had he asked. There weren’t many Drakon on the Human Realm, and the ones who were, stuck with their clans. They didn’t reveal themselves to the humans, and most didn’t give a damn about the preternatural occurrences on this realm. The Drakon were born to rule and to take care of their own. Nothing else.

			“That box Bleu gave you. Why was it so important?”

			“It is mine,” she snapped. “I shipped it so that I would have it here.”

			“It was filled with rocks.”

			She did not respond.

			“Magnum said they may have been river rocks blessed with some type of power.”

			“Magnum should mind his business,” she said and pushed away from the tree.

			She walked until she was standing just a few inches away from the river’s edge.

			Theo followed, stopping right beside her. He was so close that he could smell the sweet scent of the shampoo she’d used in her hair.

			“You’re my business now,” he said quietly. “If someone is after you, they’re going to have to go through me, and I promise you I’m not easily beaten.”

			She turned, tilting her head to look up at him. He liked when she did that because it showed her tenacity and unwavering strength, or undeniable stupidity considering who and what she was actually facing. But she had no idea. In that very moment, he believed that she had no clue what he actually was, and if he could believe that, then would it be so farfetched to say she had no clue as to what was actually going on around her?

			“I am not afraid of you.”

			And she wasn’t. Theo had known that since the night she’d climbed onto the back of his bike, and then again when she’d climbed off his bike prepared to fight the tracer demonics. Shola N’Gara wasn’t afraid of anything. He admired that about her, but also wondered how her fearless spirit played into everything that was happening.

			“I’m not a threat to you,” he replied. “You can trust me, Shola. Whatever it is that’s going on, you can tell me, and I’ll do everything in my power to help you.”

			“I do not need your help,” she stated evenly. “I have trained for this all my life. I know what needs to be done and I can... I will do what I came here to do.”

			He nodded because he’d once come here with the same determination. But whatever her purpose was for being here now, his purpose for the last three hundred years had been to protect the humans from preternatural forces, and he planned to continue doing just that. Even if it meant going against her. “And you don’t think it’s easier to just tell me what that is?”

			She opened her mouth to respond but he touched a finger to her lips, silencing her. Soft. That’s the word that came to mind as his gaze dropped to his finger and he watched as it moved slowly along the outline of her mouth and then to the seam that separated her lips. She continued to stare up at him, not moving, not speaking, just blinking slowly and waiting.

			What did she want him to do next? Tell her he would let her run wild in his city, bringing forth all the demonics in the vicinity to perform some mysterious task? Drop her off to her husband-to-be and walk away as if he’d never met her? Remove his finger from her lips and put his mouth to hers instead?

			The last hit him with a jolt and a forceful push from the beast within that had him dropping his finger away. Her tongue inched out, quickly swiped over the spots where his finger had been, and Theo lowered his head. He leaned into her, determined to follow the trail of her tongue, to lick her softly and then... Her tongue disappeared, but her lips parted farther, her lids growing heavy over her eyes. He was going to kiss her. He didn’t have any other choice. He didn’t want any other choice. His lips were a whisper away from hers as she leaned into him, tilting her head, preparing to accept what he was so ready to give when his wrist buzzed.

			They both looked to the communicator glowing a bright red and buzzing.

			The beast wanted to open its mouth to release a vicious roar, which would no doubt convey its irritation. The man simply closed his eyes and took a step back. The interruption was probably saving him from breaking one of his staunch rules about poaching on what didn’t belong to him. He looked at Shola who gave him one long glance before turning away and moving closer to the water.

			“Go,” he spoke into the communicator, turning around so Shola wouldn’t hear what was being said.

			“A request for an appointment tomorrow morning came through the hotline,” Bleu relayed. “It’s from Warrick Camden.”

			He sucked in a breath and rolled his head on his shoulders. “I want to meet today, at the Tower. Set it up. I’m on my way back.”

			“Will do.”

			The communication ended, and he stood still. Magnum and Steele had gone underground to find out whatever they could about Warrick Camden. As the search for demonics went, underground wasn’t actually a place, but more like a variety of clubs, restaurants and other businesses that were known to host the preternatural. There, they would ask questions and return with any information there was in these circles about Camden.

			But instead of the two Drakon reporting back with their findings, Camden had just contacted him about meeting. What were the odds of that happening?

			“How did you get here, Shola?” he asked without turning around.

			“I asked Aiken to take me to a place where I could walk and think. He told me how to get to this location. I like it,” she said. “It reminds me a little of Mobo.”

			His special place reminded her of her home. He didn’t know how to react to that. What he knew was that at least here, in the spot that brought him solace on so many occasions, she’d be safe. For now, that was all that mattered.

			“Stay as long as you like,” he told her. “Bleu and Aiken are both here if you need anything. I’ll return later.”

			
 
			Theo walked away before Shola could respond. She hadn’t anticipated him joining her. The moment Aiken told her of this place, she’d known she had to come. Going back to the tree where she’d been standing before Theo appeared, she grabbed the backpack she had dropped on the ground. Securing it to her back, she walked to the edge of the river and closed her eyes.

			It was time. Do or die.

			Stay as long as you like.

			His voice sounded in her head, over her conscience that had been repeating the new game plan on loop since she arrived at the river.

			She inhaled deeply and was instantly filled with the powerful rustic scent of masculinity that was all Theo. She would know it anywhere and was certain she would never forget it. Nor would she forget just how close she’d come to kissing him. His blue eyes had been warm as he looked down at her, strength oozing from every pore of his body that was perfect in the black slacks and fitted burgundy long-sleeve shirt. In the waning sunlight, his light brown hair was the impeccable highlight to his honey-hued skin tone. It had taken every bit of her will to keep from touching him, rubbing her hand over his thick biceps and wrapping her arms around his neck. The kiss would have been explosive. She knew it and was certain Theo had been thinking the same.

			But it hadn’t happened. And that was a good thing.

			This, what she was about to do, would have only been more complicated if that kiss had come to fruition. She did not need complications; she needed to get this job done now. And to somehow not fall for the handsome blue-eyed guard who was beginning to ask too many questions.

			With that thought, she walked into the river, letting the cool water seep through to her very bones, feeling her fingers tingle and her mind open like a flower in bloom. When the water grew deeper and the current picked up, she dove forward and began to swim.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Theo’s office was on the sixty-first floor of Masters Tower. It was the only office on that floor, with a receptionist area and conference rooms on the other side of the building. The Legion Security Company employed thirty-two human agents and support staff. Their smaller offices were located on floors fifty-eight through sixty. The floors above Theo were Isla’s domain, filled with all the digital monitoring and technological equipment she needed to run every aspect of Theo’s business effectively.

			Isla Camoy rarely stayed in the loft assigned to her at the Office. Instead she used one of the smaller offices on the sixty-third floor as a place to rest whenever she wasn’t working. At five feet six inches tall, Isla was the smallest of Theo’s Drakon team. Her skin was the color of milk chocolate, her eyes chestnut brown and hair like sheets of black hanging straight past her shoulders.

			“Evening meetings downtown aren’t usually your thing,” she quipped when she walked into Theo’s office at a little past six. “And it’s the weekend.”

			Theo had been sitting in the black leather desk chair facing the window, which offered an unfettered view of downtown Burgess. At the sound of her voice, he turned the chair around slowly, stopping just as she reached his desk. His office had a sleek, contemporary decor, but in contrast to the city lights, there wasn’t a lot of color in this space. There were no pictures on the walls, no trinkets on the built-in cases, and only three extra black suits hung in the closet across from his private bathroom. His desktop was glass with an embedded keyboard, giving him access to everything from the building’s temperature control to the security features on each floor and cameras in every area except the bathrooms. There were sophisticated heat monitors and demonic sensors installed in the bathrooms so that sight wasn’t necessarily needed to know if any insidious activity was going on.

			Isla wore a white jumpsuit and held a clipboard in her arm, as the communicator on her wrist twinkled in multiple colors.

			“This is a special meeting and it was imperative that it take place as soon as possible,” he told her.

			“And whatever this Warrick Camden is, his entourage is setting off every security mechanism we have in place.”

			She looked down at her clipboard and pressed buttons not visible to anyone but her. Dual screens of information appeared in the air inches above Theo’s desk. Red hot spots blinked throughout the building’s blueprint.

			“His people are spreading out, checking the perimeter.” Exactly what he’d expected they’d do. “We would do the same.”

			“Because we’re security. We’re actually protecting people from human crimes and preternatural behavior. What’s this guy’s story?” she asked, lifting a thick, but perfectly arched brow.

			“Last I checked when I arrived, Magnum and Steele were uploading a report. It should be coming through the communicators shortly.” He kept his eyes on the screens and his mind focused on the meeting about to take place. Beneath the skin of his back the beast’s scales rubbed and waited to poke through. That wasn’t going to happen, not if he could help it, but just in case, the Drakon warrior was ready. He kept his eyes on the screens noting the hot spots continued moving, all registering the same low-level heat signature.

			“This has something to do with Magnum’s case, doesn’t it? The bride from Yorubaland?”

			“What do you know about her?” Because she didn’t spend as much time at the Office as the others, and her work never pulled her into the field, Isla tended to stay on the outskirts of their cases.

			Her head tilted slightly, and she watched him for a few seconds before responding. “She traveled with a pretty intense guard force. Their weapons were a security concern at the airports, but they were eventually granted passage. Style of dress and the armored limousines they drove into town were another eye-opener. The human military was immediately alerted, as were local enforcers. All of my preliminary scans registered them as some type of royalty in their land. The names matched everything Magnum had in the file, so I didn’t do any further checks. Not until Bleu put in his request.”

			The bones in his legs ached as the beast grew restless, so he stood, moving to the window again and slipping a hand into his front pants pocket as he stared out at the city. At this height, it appeared he was closer to the skyline, that open abyss calling to the other part of him like a beacon. If he closed his eyes, he could see the majestic body of the beast floating through the air in all its glory. There was a time when that would have been the norm to him. The skyline would routinely be filled with beasts of his kind in day and night, without judgment or consequence. That had been in a different place, under a different regime. It would never happen here amidst the colorful skyscrapers, humans who were led by their fear, and preternatural beings who had found a refuge from any real laws for their kind.

			“There’s a Drakon among them,” Isla said. “Bleu and I weren’t totally sure at first, especially since the records from the airport stated they’d all returned the day after you picked up the client. But one remained.”

			A muscle in his jaw twitched.

			“Where is it now?”

			“We don’t know. You’re the only one who can see soul identities. The only reason we’re certain it’s a Drakon is because the box Bleu was able to find and direct Aiken to had an imprint.”

			A Drakon’s imprint was as good as its birth certificate or DNA test in the human world and came in more than just a print on a surface, but was also a scent that lingered only for another Drakon to capture. It would provide vital information on the dragon, such as its clan link, color and size. It would not give the simplest detail such as its name and more importantly its locale.

			A loud beeping prevented him from asking his next question. He turned to see all the hot spots had gone still and a new one had appeared just a short distance from the door to his office. They were in position.

			“Do you want me to stay?” Isla asked after watching the screen.

			“No. Go back to your office and watch the others. I’ll take care of him.”

			She nodded and left through a secret door masked as a panel in the brown painted wall while he continued to stare out the window. When he heard the low knock on his door, he turned slowly and buttoned his suit jacket. After straightening his tie, he smoothed his beard and took measured steps back to his chair. He waited another few seconds before saying, “Come in.”

			The door opened and the air shifted. He saw the shoes first, black, leather, expensive. The cuffs of black pants rested over glossy footwear, and pants led upward to an expertly tailored jacket, a crisp white shirt and bloodred tie. He was almost as tall as Theo and had a mostly gray goatee and shiny bald head. Stepping inside, he closed the door with a quiet click and continued to walk, stopping only three feet away from Theo’s desk.

			New defenses slipped into place, as beneath his clothes scales rippled against his skin. Warrick Camden was a vampire.

			Warrick’s sharp sparkling white incisors weren’t visible at the moment only because his lips were closed, but the undead had a sickly scent to their soul identity and a dim red haze outlining their human body. In addition to the folklore in books and old movies, this species was known for their deceivingly cool demeanor as well as their frigid body temperature, deadly desires and apparently expensive tailored suits.

			“Theo Masters,” he said in a raspy voice laced heavily with an accent Theo couldn’t place.

			“Warrick Camden.” Theo directed him to one of the guest chairs with a nod before taking his seat.

			“You have something that belongs to me.” Camden made the simple statement while taking his seat.

			Nobody was in the mood for chitchat today. Theo’s communicator vibrated on his arm and he glanced down to read the highlighted passages from Magnum. He looked back to Camden, more than ready to oblige a candid conversation.

			“My client has hired us to facilitate her security needs until a wedding takes place. Are you the lucky bridegroom?”

			Camden smiled. “I am. And I’m here to assure you that no security is required. You may deliver her to my home and consider your job done. Or I can pick her up at the hotel.”

			He would assume she was at a hotel. Why would she be staying anywhere else? Shola didn’t know anyone in Burgess, which meant no one here would bat an eye if something happened to her. “That’s not what my contract says,” he replied.

			“I’ll pay whatever fee was promised.”

			“This isn’t about money.”

			“Nonsense, all business is about money,” Camden stated. “Until it’s not.”

			The last few words were said with an eerie calm. The kind of tone that was designed to send a chill of fear down a person’s back. If that person wasn’t a Drakon.

			“Listen, Masters, you have a nice little setup here. I’ve done some research and your company is quite reputable. I would hate for that to change, especially during such a time of unrest in the city.”

			“If by unrest you mean recent murders and an extortion operation the enforcers are investigating, then I can assure you that those are not clients I wish to take on.”

			“You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself involved in. Shola N’Gara is promised to me. We’re to be married at the end of next week. Nothing is going to stop that from happening.” Camden dropped the cordial act.

			Theo detested everything about this guy, from his sickly stench to the way he’d just said Shola’s name. His control dangled by a thread as he watched the cocky sonofabitch sitting comfortably across from him. The vampire had no idea his ass could be ashes in a matter of seconds.

			“I’m not in the business of interrupting weddings. You and my client are engaged to be married, that’s cool. Your love has managed to last the distance of oceans and now you’re finally destined to be together. I’m good with that too. What I’m not going to do is shirk my duty. I made a commitment, and I intend to see it through. Now, was there something else you wanted to see me about?”

			Camden rose from the seat. The bastard didn’t just stand, but elevated away from the chair as if he planned to float right over the desk to get in his face. Oh how Theo wished that would happen; every part of the beast was ready to strike, all he had to do was let it be.

			In the next moment Camden rested his knuckles on the edge of Theo’s desk and leaned in closer. He glared down at Theo, gold eyes sparkling in warning. Theo did not move or blink; he simply waited.

			“I want her brought to me, tonight. Do you understand? Here’s the address. If she’s not there by dawn, consider yourself warned.” Camden spoke the words in an even tone and flashed those signature canines as the cherry on top of his thinly veiled threat.

			Theo kept his gaze on Camden. He flattened his hand on his desk and then quickly flipped it over. A fireball emerged in his palm, flames reaching up until they almost licked the lapel of Camden’s jacket.

			“I’m not one you want to threaten, Mr. Camden.”

			Camden jerked back, almost stumbling over the guest chairs behind him in his haste to put distance between himself and the flames. Obviously he didn’t like fire. Every part of Theo’s body felt the heat and welcomed it. He kept his eyes on Camden as he slowly stood and walked around the desk, bringing his fistful of flames with him. As he stepped forward, Camden backed away until he was against the door.

			“You don’t scare me,” Camden spat. “You have power, and so do I. Are we really going to see who’s the strongest? You might not like the outcome.”

			Theo smiled. It was a slow and evil smile even though he couldn’t see it himself. But he knew it well, had mastered it in his first hundred years on this earth. He closed his hand, and the fire disappeared, but he didn’t cease his approach, not until he was nose-to-nose with the vampire.

			“You want her, bring your power and try to take her. I. Dare. You.”

			Camden bared his full mouth of vampire teeth and hissed a response before vanishing into the air. Theo spoke into the communicator, “Isla, capture every one of those bastards that’s still in this building. Now!”

			He stalked back to his desk and was just about to transfer the full file that Magnum had sent to his desk platform when he caught a whiff of a new scent. His head shot up, the beast’s eyes quickly blinking over the human’s. His nostrils flared and the sample of heat he’d just shown Camden reignited like an inferno inside of him.

			“No,” Theo whispered and ran toward the door.

			
 
			Shola had come out of the water feeling rejuvenated. She had no idea how long she’d swum, or how far. A bright light had dropped along the surface of the water like a guide, and instinctively she’d known that was where she needed to be.

			Last night it had seemed everything was in place. Bleu had given her the river rocks unexpectedly, and once she’d entered the building those twins had insisted she wait in that room alone, and then Warrick had appeared. This was the moment she had been waiting for, but she’d been wrong. The words to end his life hadn’t come, and the rocks had done nothing to assist.

			The answer explaining some, but not all, of her failure came in the early morning hours. Those rocks were fake. They weren’t the ones given to her at the Niger River two nights before she left to come to the Western World. They were not blessed by Oya to perform the task she was born to do. What she was certain of was that she’d packed the blessed rocks into the box herself. Had Bleu purposely given her the wrong ones?

			As she stepped onto land hours later, she still felt the buzzing energy in her fingertips, and pulled the backpack off. She would have to find somewhere to change clothes. There was another pair of leggings, T-shirt and shoes in a plastic bag stuffed into the backpack. But as she walked barefoot over the asphalt, she noticed her clothes were bone dry and that the energy that had spread from her fingertips was now radiating from her body in wavy tendrils.

			Wind. Fire.

			The words echoed in her mind as she stood in an open space that stretched the entire block. The space was packed with old dirt and a chainlink fence with a sign that read Condemned, but there was nothing here to be condemned. Across the street was a very tall building with the words Masters Tower in fiery orange lights. The building was constructed of what looked like the same type of glass at the Office. This one was definitely larger than the Office, and she was certain some type of energy emanated from those windows as well.

			She had no idea why the light had guided her to Theo’s building especially since she’d just escaped from one of his fortresses. No way was she about to walk into another one. But seconds later, the answer came out the front door.

			A white limousine was waiting at the curb when Warrick walked angrily through the glass doors. He headed toward the limo and she reached into her bag, grabbed the condensed spear that had once belonged to her mother, and stepped into the street. Her fingers vibrated around the spear as she waited to extend it to its full lethal length. Now was the time. Words were moving in her mind, but as a backup, she now had a weapon. She would not let him get away again. She was in the center of the street about to yell Warrick’s name because the lights on the car had turned on as if it were going to pull off, when it happened.

			They came out of the darkness and were immediately surrounding her, men and women with marble-like gold eyes moving as if they were in some type of trance. She looked around and counted thirty. Her finger found the button that engaged the spear and pointed tips extended four feet from each end. Something caught her eye, another flash of light. Or had someone waved at her? She looked over the shoulder of one of the beings coming at her and saw Warrick.

			Chills slid down her spine as she tightened her fingers on the handle of the spear and took a step forward. He grinned, a wicked-as-hell-looking smile punctuated by the bright white, sharp incisors pressing into his bottom lip.

			“Shit!” She hadn’t been expecting that he wasn’t human, but whatever, he still had to die so her people could live in peace.

			She took another step and was about to break into a run to catch him when his raspy voice stopped her.

			“Now! Take her alive!” he yelled to the zombie-like people chanting.

			Shola cursed and started to run toward the car anyway, but a man moved in on her. She raised her spear and aimed for the heart. When he opened his mouth and showed teeth similar to Warrick’s, she threw the spear. It soared through the air with a bright white light, hitting her target and then splitting the vampire’s body in two parts. She ran full speed, jumping so high off the ground that she went straight over the next two vampires’ heads, landing on her feet where she picked up her spear and aimed again. Two women came at her, one from each side. She extended the spear to smack one in the back of her head while reaching out to grab the other by her neck before slinging her across the ground.

			Power surged through her, and Shola acted on all the training that had been burned into her brain since she was ten years old and had her first meeting with the mighty Oya.

			She’d just severed the head of another vampire when there was a loud howl. It seemed to sound throughout the entire city, bringing an instant chill to the air. That chill was immediately followed by a blast of heat and wind that knocked her back and off her feet.

			“No!” one of the vampires yelled, stopping where it stood to look up and then back to his remaining brothers and sisters.

			The heat came down like a black curtain, whisking through the night and blocking out the other vampires that had been coming from every direction. An arch of fire followed, shooting up into the sky and then falling like raindrops to singe every vampire in the street.

			Loud screeches echoed through the night when the fire struck each vampire, and a foul stench filled the air, burning her nostrils. The ground beneath her grew intensely hot, and she jumped up, keeping her spear in hand and wondering if it was powerful enough to slice whatever this thing was in half too.

			“Why is this happening?” she grumbled between puffed breaths, speaking to no one in particular, since from what she could tell she was the only living being left on this street at the moment. Still, the question burned in her mind and a part of her wished Oya would hear her and provide an answer before it was too late.

			Whatever this thing was, it moved—at least half of it did—and she wasn’t going to wait around for it to turn and scorch her to death. Shola ran toward the beast, spear in hand, lips parted, an animalistic growl coming from somewhere deep inside her. She was just about to release the spear and watch it fly into the back of the beast when it turned. Just the head, but that was enough to stop her dead in her tracks. The spear fell from her hands and her mouth gaped open as one huge sapphire-blue eye blinked. The beast moved, and when Shola thought the massive wing would have knocked her down, it lifted over her head. Its feet thumped along the ground, causing everything around her to shake, including the very tall buildings.

			She still didn’t move, and now two fiercely blue eyes were glaring at her. Shola should have backed away. She should have picked up her spear and jabbed it into the wing or maybe aimed it at one of those entrancing eyes, but she did neither. Instead, she stood perfectly still, except for the power vibrating throughout her body while her mind struggled to make sense of what she was seeing.

			“What do you want?” Yes, it was a ridiculous question and probably not ideal conversation for one to ask a—what the hell was it? But she was giving in to the tendrils of fear slithering through her, so she couldn’t be expected to think straight.

			It only blinked in response.

			In the distance she heard sirens as she breathed in the intensely hot air. It moved, this mammoth beast with wings that stretched the length of a city block, stood still. She gasped at its thick scaled skin and the breadth of its chest while craning her neck to see those gem-colored eyes when it stood to its full height. It was standing in that condemned space across from Theo’s building and staring down at her as if it wanted to say something. But that was foolish, beasts...no, dragons did not speak.

			It did, however, hold her gaze as if it were trying to tell her something. More sirens sounded like they were getting close, and more heat filled the air. She backed away then, thinking it was what she should have done before. Why the hell was she standing up close and personal with a fire-breathing dragon?

			The head lowered, creating a whooshing sound that drowned everything else and Shola screamed before backing against the glass-and-cement front of Theo’s building. Its head was just a few feet away from hers and it was still looking...blinking as if she should know...she should recognize...

			In the next second it took off, lifting from the ground with the grace of a bird and stretching those long wings into the sky as it glided up so far she could no longer see it. But she’d felt it. The heat that simmered to a bearable warmth it had left behind like a blanket over her heart. The heart that was no longer pounding in her chest, whether from fear or the burst of her own power. No, now there was a steady rhythm, an easy flow of her blood in her veins and she was no longer afraid because there was nothing to be afraid of, was there?

			Until a hand clamped down on her elbow and attempted to pull her inside the building.

			“Come on!” the woman yelled but Shola instinctively tried to pull away.

			“Do you hear those sirens? You’re the only one out here standing near a bunch of singed bodies. So guess who’s going to wear the handcuffs and take a ride to the jailhouse?”

			Shola looked back to the street where there were still burning bodies along with trails of black smoke filtering up to the sky. Had she noticed those bodies there before? No, maybe because she was too busy staring at the giant black dragon with those beautiful—and familiar—eyes.

			Assuming this woman must be with Theo’s company, Shola bent down and grabbed her spear before running into the building behind her. The woman kept them running until they burst through a door and went down two flights of stairs. There was a black truck waiting on the other side of the next door, and the back passenger door was immediately pushed open. Shola retracted her spear and climbed inside. When the door closed and she sat back against the seat willing her mind to stop racing with all that had just happened, another jolt came when this time she did stare into familiar eyes. Bleu sat close to the opposite door, giving her a look of pure anger and disappointment.

		
	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			“You shouldn’t have left the property,” Bleu said while they sat in the truck.

			They were not driving at a high rate of speed. In fact, there seemed to be no rush at this point, and Shola figured it was their way of blending in as the truck turned easily onto the street and out into regular traffic. A speeding truck would likely draw the attention of the enforcer vehicles, which had whizzed past going back toward the building.

			“I am not a prisoner,” she said even though after seeing vampires and a dragon, she was thinking that maybe he had a good point.

			“We’re being paid to protect you. That would be a lot easier if you would cooperate,” Bleu insisted.

			He was the oldest of the staff, at least she thought so because of his graying beard and the way he moved with such a dignified air.

			“This is not how this was supposed to play out,” she admitted. “And I do not owe anyone any explanations.”

			“You do when you may have cost someone their life.”

			Her head snapped in his direction. “Me? Vampires attacked me! They were going to kidnap and or kill me. I had a right to defend myself. And the dragon killed them! Have you ever even seen a vampire or a dragon for that matter? A damn big and fiery dragon?”

			Bleu turned to her with a look that probably matched the anger he was feeling. “If you had stayed on the property, this wouldn’t have happened. Now there’s been exposure that we have to try and contain. You were selfish and reckless.”

			“You are not my father, so you do not get to chastise me for doing my job,” she replied even though his words had infused just enough guilt in her that she turned away from him to stare out the window.

			They didn’t speak again during the ride, but she shivered as they pulled up in front of the Office and she suddenly turned to look at Bleu once more.

			“It did not surprise you,” she said quietly trying to digest the weight of what she just realized. “I told you there were vampires and dragons out there tonight and you did not even blink. Did you know they were going to be there?”

			Bleu didn’t respond, he simply stepped out of the truck and came around to the passenger side where she’d already opened the door and jumped down.

			“I know my way,” she snapped and headed toward the front door. She grabbed the handle and tried to pull, but it was locked.

			With a sigh she tossed what she knew was an annoyed look over her shoulder, and Bleu came up slowly. She watched as he leaned in so that a blue light from the security box scanned his eyes. She heard locks disengage and frowned when he opened the door and let her in. “You do not want me to get out, and you do not want me to get in. Cute.” Her tone was drab and insolent, she knew, and didn’t care. She was pissed off.

			“We’re back,” she heard Bleu say but he was not talking to her.

			They all wore devices on their wrists and used them to communicate with each other. If she were inclined to feeling any type of way about this company and the people who worked for it, she would admit that it was because she was an outsider. But, she was used to that feeling so it was easily pushed aside.

			“So am I supposed to wait here for Mr. Masters to come and give me his speech about running off?”

			Bleu walked past her and down the short set of stairs to the main hallway that branched off into different rooms on the first floor.

			“You can do whatever you wish, Ms. N’Gara. I doubt you’ll be heading out again so soon,” he replied before disappearing through a door.

			He had no idea what she would do next, because he didn’t know her, none of them did. Perhaps she would leave for good this time. That was the plan last time. If things had gone as she’d meant for them to go, she would be at the nearest airport by now, heading back to Mobo to tell her parents and her people that they were safe. Now, she not only sounded insolent, but she could also toss naive into the mix. She believed she could do what Oya said she was meant to do, and she’d tried, but failed.

			The irritation she felt now as she walked to her room was not because of shock at seeing vampires and a dragon—she knew there was more to this world than the humans who walked the earth. She was a prime example. But perhaps if she thought about those things, it would take her mind off failing yet again.

			She entered her room, wondering what her next steps would be. Exhaustion had her shoulders sagging while the sight of the bed had her body overruling her mind. A shower, clean clothes and sleep was what she needed at the moment; she could think about the rest afterward. That sounded like the perfect plan, and she was headed to the bathroom to proceed when she saw the note on the bed.

			Meet me at the river.

			It wasn’t signed, but it didn’t need to be. She knew it was from Theo. He hadn’t met her at the door when she returned because he wanted her to come to him. Well, she was damn tired of running after men tonight. She dropped the note on the bed, walked into the bathroom and began taking off her clothes. If Theo was waiting at the river for her, then he could just wait a little longer.

			She stepped into the shower stall immediately after turning on the water and lowered her head beneath the spray. It felt good. Not only cleansing in a natural sense, but spiritually. Water washed away all inequities, doubts and fears. She stood there with her eyes closed feeling as if tonight’s events were also being washed down the drain. She would have another chance, and she swore she would not fail again.

			“If you wish to move mountains tomorrow, you must start by lifting stones today.” She spoke the words of the old native proverb again, tilting her face to the water so that it ran over her eyes, nose and mouth.

			The words were whispered on repeat until she felt completely cleansed and was ready for the next step, but the moment she opened her eyes, she saw him. He was standing at the river on the other side of that tree, just as he had been hours ago, looking so sexy and yet so unreachable. Even if Shola were available for this man, he was not available to her. She could see it in the way he tried so hard to keep his distance from her and could hear it in the way he spoke to her ever so carefully. So why had he tried to kiss her?

			She had no idea. What she did know was how idiotic she’d felt waiting for that kiss to happen and how disappointed she was when it hadn’t. Her lips still tingled with anticipation. She grabbed the cloth and soap and washed her body, trying not to acknowledge how every swipe of the wet cloth over her skin reminded her of how much she wanted Theo to touch her.

			Who was she kidding? She slammed her hand over the nozzle, stopping the water, and stepped out of the shower to grab her towel. She was going down to the river, right now.

			Fifteen minutes later, wearing the first sundress she’d seen in her bag and with her hair pulled into a high puff, but still dripping from the shower, she stepped into the clearing and stared at Theo’s bare back.

			Correction, the finely chiseled muscles of Theo’s back. In the misty light from the moon, he looked like a god. In her mind that sounded melodramatic, but her eyes and body totally agreed. He wore dark sweatpants that hung low on his hips and nothing else. His skin appeared bronzed and his ass...she looked away. And after staring at a tree for endless moments jumped when he said, “Join me.”

			She walked to the water’s edge and stood about a foot away from him. Her mind had insisted she move in the opposite direction, but her body was clearly in the driver’s seat tonight.

			“Your fiancé is a vampire,” he said.

			She inhaled slowly and linked her hands behind her back.

			Theo continued, “He’s actually a lord. Do you know what that is?”

			“No,” she replied, her voice much quieter than she wanted it to be.

			“He’s of royal blood. Top of the hierarchy in the vampire world. Unfortunately, those in charge won’t officially give him the title because his mother cheated on her husband with someone else, but he’s rightfully a lord vampire. He owns a club where he funnels money for crime bosses and also holds the title as the biggest manufacturer and distributor of hella, the top drug in the Human Realm.”

			All of this information was new to her, but she didn’t respond.

			“I’d say you’ve got crappy taste in men, but I’ve been told you didn’t select him personally.”

			“I did not.”

			If this was the chastisement speech, Shola was certain she wasn’t reacting well. So far all she felt was the overwhelming urge to touch him anywhere. Behind her back, she squeezed her fingers together.

			“You knew about demonics, and you don’t seem shocked at the existence of vampires. Is that because you are magickal yourself? Or were you sent here to take down one who’s also responsible for siphoning resources from your country?”

			“My destiny has nothing to do with his criminal enterprise.” At least she hoped it didn’t. As far as she knew, the identity of the man she was supposed to marry had not become known until he appeared in her village.

			He remained silent, and she weighed her options. Her plan to kill Warrick was not working, and now Theo knew more than she did about her target. Wondering why the goddess had not shared who and what Warrick was with her before now was futile.

			“I will not apologize for leaving.” He was staring straight ahead and so was she, when her gaze didn’t veer to the side to steal another glimpse at his awesome pectoral muscles. “Or for not telling you why I was here. It was not part of the plan. None of this was. I had no idea that the guard my father hired would bring me to his home and forbid me to leave without his permission or a chaperone.”

			“Because from day one, demonics have been after you. After your power and most likely whatever the real reason you are here,” he countered.

			“I get it.” She could admit that now. “But to be fair, you have no idea what I am up against. No idea what is at stake if I fail.”

			“I have no idea?” he asked, his tone incredulous and loud. So loud that she turned to look at him and found him staring directly at her with very blue eyes.

			“Come with me,” he said. It sounded like a request, but the way he grabbed her wrist and practically pulled her along as he began briskly walking gave a different impression.

			She stumbled once over a log, and then again when they came to a narrow pathway that would take them across the river into what looked like the wall of the mountain. He turned to her then and scooped her up into his arms, carrying her like a baby across that path. It occurred to her that she could argue that she was perfectly capable of walking—after all she had swum for miles in that river—but his actions ended with her hands on him. Her arms went around his neck, palms resting on the back of his shoulders, and one side of her body was flush with his. The warmth that had begun spreading was comforting as well as arousing.

			But her attention was eventually drawn to where he was going after they cleared the pathway. He moved with intent, his long strides easily taking the grass-covered ground. They were headed directly to the mountain. One of the things that had intrigued her most about the Office was how it had been built into the mountain itself. Like the builders just carved out a huge chunk of rock and stuck a mansion-size dwelling into it.

			This part of the chunk of rock was different from the front. There were no windows and no doors. No sign of civilization at all. Yet, Theo was walking them straight ahead.

			“Where are we going?”

			He didn’t answer for a few steps, and then after she noticed the muscle twitching in his jaw, he replied, “To the place I believe we’ve been headed since you climbed onto my bike.”

			Theo walked them right up to the mountain, and without him stopping to do anything special, the rock cracked and a thick chunk of it pushed away from the mountain before sliding to the side. He stepped through that opening, and she looked back to see the rock easing back into place behind them.

			When she stared forward again it was to total darkness, yet Theo kept walking. She really wanted to ask where they were going again, but refrained, mainly because wherever it was they were going, she was not afraid. In fact, that comfort she had begun to feel being pressed against his very warm chest had spread like wildfire until she almost thought wherever they were going was somehow where she belonged.

			In the next seconds, he eased her down until the soft soles of her flats touched the ground. It was cold here and she shivered. Not just chilly, but cold as in an arctic blast and it smelled like fresh rain.

			“Theo,” she whispered because even though she could not see, she sensed that he’d left her.

			The silence that answered her call was proof she was now alone.

			But she heard a sound, like the wind but louder, and the cold air grew frigid. She turned in the direction she thought the noise was coming from and saw a blue glow along stone walls that glittered in the light. Walking in that direction, she stopped a few steps later when shock gripped her throat and her mouth gaped open.

			Its feet were huge with deadly sharp black claws and legs taller than her. The body was full of jet black scales with the faintest hint of blue on the pointed ends. Down its back were triple-pronged spikes that moved when it did, and a long barbed tail swung behind it. She was in awe, a small gasp escaping when she stepped back, but she did not take her eyes off it—off him.

			Shola tilted her head as those gorgeous eyes stared down at her. Sapphire-blue eyes that she knew she’d seen before—only when she’d seen them, they were a softer hue.

			“Theo,” she whispered his name again, and this time didn’t wait for him to answer. “You are a...dragon.”

			Her hands moved over his skin slowly, tentatively, still unsure if he were real, and yet, somewhere deep down inside, she knew that he was.

			
 
			The beast remained still, watching her with curiosity and awe just as it had on the street. It had been the first time it had seen her through its own eyes, and the sight had been shocking and intriguing. At first it had wanted her—the woman, the body, the feel of experiencing her body. Now that it was seeing her and feeling her hands on it, the hunger was growing.

			Theo understood the hunger. He liked sex, and he hadn’t enjoyed it in a long while. But he was smart enough to know that this right here wasn’t just about sex.

			“I believe in many things. I had to,” she said while touching the parts of its chest that she could reach. “This... I have never even imagined this.”

			He was the unimaginable. Theo had known this would be true to those in the Human Realm. It was part of the reason he’d decided he would never shift here. The other part was shame, but he wasn’t going to encourage that feeling now.

			Not when her hands felt so good on him. She’d lifted both palms to rub along his chest, and the beast almost purred. Except dragons didn’t purr. They didn’t roll over when their bellies were being rubbed, and they didn’t love their owners like other pets. They ruled, they flew through the skies, and they killed. An impressive, yet short résumé.

			They also didn’t feel. Not like this. Not that Theo had ever recalled. The sensation could only be described as amazing. He peered down to see her small hands on him, her body close to his, eyes staring at him not in disgust, but in adoration. Or at the very least acceptance.

			“You are beautiful,” she whispered as if she knew exactly what he was thinking. “Majestic. That is what Ziva called that picture in the dining hall. You are the one in that picture? Those are your wings?”

			In this form, he could only blink in response because he was certain she would not understand the Drakon language. She filled his mind, her smaller form and clear eyes, the deep hue of her soft skin. He moved a wing as if to touch her, almost forgetting that the beast was in charge now. She jumped back, fingers wavering at her side. Sparks of white light fell from the tips of her fingers, seeping into the hard clay ground.

			“You are touchy in this form too, I see.” Her tone was flippant, her brows lifting as she tilted her head and stared at him. The beast preferred the markings on her face and the bush of hair surrounding it. Again it moved its wing, because it wanted to touch her. She hesitated a second, looking at the wing and then up to his eyes. He blinked at her, trying his best to relay what the beast wanted through this simple action. She didn’t blink in return, but took a slow step toward him. He remained still, wing extended in her direction. She stepped closer and closer until she could reach out a hand and touch the smooth, yet deadly, tip of his wing.

			His breath came out as a huff when it felt like a sigh of relief. The long sheer dress her soul identity wore blew in the breeze created by its action, but she didn’t step away. To the contrary, she moved closer leaning her weight against the wing. The beast enfolded her then, slowly and carefully, pulling her up to its chest and holding her there. Its eyes closed as it breathed in and out, feeling her, smelling her.

			“Beautiful,” she said again.

			The wispy sound of her voice and the feel of her back against the beast was too much for Theo to handle in this form. He stepped back from her and shifted quickly. She spun around just in time to see his naked human form as he was coming out of the kneeling position he always returned in.

			She continued to stare, giving his human ego a terrific boost when her gaze dropped to his blatant arousal. Despite her obvious approval, he groaned and turned away.

			“I am a Drakon,” he said after he’d pulled on his previously discarded sweatpants. “I come from the Far Realm where dragons fly free and rule the realm. But not here, there are no dragons in the skies here. I work here as a security expert and a protector of humans from preternatural forces known and unknown. But tonight—” He paused and stopped a foot away from her. “Tonight, you escaped a place I thought was impenetrable and inescapable and you walked into a battle with vampires. I have no doubt you would have killed them all without my interference. But I could not stay away.”

			“Wait,” she said and shook her head. “You are a dragon. A living breathing dragon, yet you live like a human, taking money to work cases, like you need a human’s money or permission to just be?”

			That wasn’t quite the reaction Theo was expecting. Truth be told, he didn’t know what to expect. All he’d known after seeing her out there tonight was that it was time for the truth, at least part of it anyway.

			“It’s my job,” he told her. “And it’s my secret.”

			“But why? In case you didn’t notice, there are vampires running clubs and demonics walking on crowded streets.”

			“It’s better that way. Now, it’s your turn. Who are you?”

			She hesitated. He’d known she would, but he was banking on her having a sense of fairness as well. Shola was not evil. No matter how many times he’d told himself to consider that possibility, he was certain it wasn’t true. He could see evil. He saw it all the time, in its true form and in the form it tried to hide from the world. He could sense it and smell it, and none of that was Shola.

			It had occurred to him that he was convinced of this fact when for the last two hundred years he’d prided himself on having zero trust in any woman. Sex with them was easy. It was physical and nothing more. Trust was another story entirely. One his father had learned the hard way.

			She tilted her chin up and squared her shoulders before meeting his gaze. “I am Shola N’Gara of the River Tribe. I come from Mobo and was selected to marry Warrick Camden.”

			“Selected by whom?”

			When she didn’t answer right away, he stepped closer to her. In this space, he seemed so much taller than her, wider, more dominant. He almost stepped back at the thought. His intent was not to intimidate her; it never had been. He just didn’t know how to stay away from her, not when she was engaged, and not now after he’d decided to kill her fiancé.

			“You may not believe me,” she said.

			“Why would I not believe you?”

			“Because nobody ever did. When I was younger and I went to school, I told my friends, or those I thought were my friends, what I had seen and been told, and they laughed at me. They said I was making up stories.”

			She didn’t look away from him as she spoke, because she was fearless. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t vulnerable. Her shoulders had dropped only slightly, and he reached out to place his hands on them. “Tell me the story.”

			She stared up at him and something in her gaze eased into his chest and squeezed. He remained steady, deciding to examine that feeling later. For now, he needed to know who she was even though he’d already decided to help her.

			“I am the daughter of Oya,” she announced in a voice that had immediately grown stronger.

			“Before I was born, my father thought my mother was dying. He took her to the river and baptized her in the cool water, praying and hoping that Oya would hear his cries. But the great Orisha was not the only one to hear his prayers. A Dark One—that is what he was called—appeared and offered his help. In exchange, he wanted my father’s first born.”

			She looked away and then began again. “My mother had been injured during her years with the Ono Guard. She was told she would never have a child.”

			“So your father thought it was a safe bargain,” he finished for her, hating the direction he thought this was going.

			Her gaze returned to his, shock clear in her eyes.

			“Yes,” she replied. “He made the agreement and the Dark One went away. My father carried my mother back to our house. Oya heard, and she intervened.”

			“By giving your mother a child?” It didn’t sound right on the surface but a part of Theo knew it to be true.

			“It was said that the Dark One needed human souls to gain power, but he could not just possess those souls; they had to come to him willingly, or in my case, be given to him. But instead of just using me to gain a minimal amount of power, the Dark One had a bigger plan. By marrying me to a soul he already owned, he would gain unfettered access to Mobo and the River Tribe, access that was only granted to members born into the tribe and linked to us by blood. With that connection the Dark One, through the union he orchestrated, could use my people and our resources to build a dark army or worse, he could kill the people of the River Tribe and use our land to settle his own demonic force. My father did not know all of this. He was desperate and thought the payment to the Dark One would never come into existence. Oya knew.

			“She gave me to Joku and Ejaita N’Gara to stop the Dark One when the time came. But I was always hers. I will always be a part of her.”

			Theo let his hands slide down from her shoulders until he could lace her fingers with his own. “You are not just magickal; you are a demigoddess.”

			She blinked but didn’t hesitate. “I am Shola N’Gara of the River Tribe and I came here to save my people.”

		
	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Theo wasn’t sure if it was the combined lethal and proud tone of her voice, or the way that loose-fitting dress brushed the higher portion of her thighs, but he was tired of talking, tired of resisting.

			This time when he touched her, he cupped her face in his hands and tilted her head up so it would be easier to kiss her. And so he could stare directly into her eyes when he asked his next question.

			“Are you here to kill Warrick Camden?”

			“Yes, I—”

			Her next words were cut off as he slammed his mouth down over hers, his tongue immediately pressing into her mouth in search of hers. She grabbed hold of his biceps and pressed her body against his. With a hunger that had the beast growling inside, he took the kiss deeper. She tilted her head and he stroked his tongue over hers before sucking it into his mouth. The blunt tip of her nails pressed into his skin, and he pulled back only slightly, letting her nip his bottom lip and then suck it the same way he’d just sucked her tongue.

			He moved his hands up from her face to her hair, pushing through the tightly coiled strands until the tie holding it up snapped off. Then his fingers were deep in the plush mass, loving the feel of its luxuriant texture against his skin. He liked it better free and surrounding her face the way her soul identity wore it.

			She moved her hands up to his shoulders and then to loop around his neck, pulling him in closer. This was it right here. Just having her in his arms this way, feeling her, touching her, inhaling everything about her. This was everything.

			When she planted her palms on the back of his head, he groaned. He let his hands fall from her hair to move down her back until he could palm the delectable globes of her ass. Pressing her into him almost took his breath away, and he pulled his mouth from hers to scrape his teeth along the line of her jaw. She arched into his embrace, and he continued to kiss down her neck until his tongue was sliding lavishly over her collarbone.

			“Fuck!” he groaned and lifted her into his arms.

			She wrapped her legs around his waist, clasping them at his back.

			“I need to be inside of you, now!” His words were coarse, but he couldn’t take them back. And he couldn’t stop.

			She hadn’t said a word, just moaned when he licked farther down her chest until he’d used his face to nudge the loose material of her dress to the side. When he brushed his lips against the bare skin of her breast, his knees almost buckled.

			“Dammit. Really, Shola? No bra?” He couldn’t speak another word because he was already closing his mouth over the puckered nipple.

			She held on to his neck but arched so that she was practically feeding him her breast, and Theo was taking, he was sucking and he was enjoying. He loved the feel of her taut nipple rubbing over his tongue and was certain he could suck her breasts all day and night. He turned quickly, walking them back to the other chamber where there were blankets, pillows and other amenities for when he spent the night.

			Once there, he lowered her gingerly to the pile of fleece blankets. Her dress was twisted, displaying much more of her thighs and a hint of her shaved mound.

			“Did you know I dreamed of you?” he asked as he pushed his sweatpants down his legs for the second time tonight.

			She shook her head, her eyes falling from his face to his rigid dick that jumped as if on command from her perusal.

			“I dreamed of you touching yourself.” Because then she was off limits to him and all he could do was fantasize. “I dreamed of your fingers moving over your tight clit and then sinking deep inside. Was it hot, Shola? Are you hot for me right now?”

			Her response was a breathy whisper. “Yes.”

			He loved the way she said that word. If she never said another word to him for the rest of their lives, this one would be enough.

			“Show me.”

			Theo wasn’t certain she would. The passion he’d felt in her kiss and the grip she’d had on him were new. He hadn’t seen that in either her or her soul identity. But it was there like he’d unwrapped a box and received the best gift ever. She sat up on the blankets and lifted the dress at its hem. With a movement so slow it was torture, she pulled it up and over her head. No bra and no panties—this had to be the heavenly plane. They must have left the realms behind and elevated to the most glorious place in the universe.

			She lay back against a pile of fluffed pillows and planted her feet down on the blankets. When she let her knees fall to the sides, baring the plump folds of her center, his hand instinctively went to his dick, fingers wrapping around his length and jerking.

			“You have no idea what beauty is, unless you’re referring to yourself,” he declared.

			His mouth watered at the sight, his tongue tracing his lower lip. The beast pressed eagerly against him, wanting, needing more right this moment. But Theo didn’t want to move. He wanted to watch her a little longer and to feel every nuanced effect of what she could do to herself, even if he believed her ultimate pleasure would come from him.

			“Touch it. Please, baby, touch it for me.”

			She tilted her head back and closed her eyes, her hand moving between her legs, second finger going to her clit and rubbing in small gentle circles.

			He gritted his teeth, stroking his length in a motion that matched her rhythm, circling his wrist when he came to the tip and breathing with the intense waves of pleasure soaring through his body as a result. He didn’t know how long he watched her, had no idea how intense this would be when she was so close to him and actually knew that everything she was doing was turning him on. Her folds glistened with her arousal, the sweet scent drifting up to him, intoxicating him.

			He went to his knees on the blankets, unable to resist any longer and replaced her finger with his own, moving at a slightly faster pace that had her immediately bucking her hips in response. Her eyes opened at that moment, and she held his gaze while he moved his finger down farther to plunge deep into her moist cove. She gasped and circled her hips with his motions.

			“You are much more than you seem,” he whispered. “So tight and hot. So much more.”

			When he watched her thighs tremble he hurriedly pulled his finger from her. “Not yet. I want you to come while I’m deep inside of you.”

			“Hurry,” she panted.

			He obliged, moving between her legs, using his hands to push her thighs open wider. He paused after positioning the tip of his dick at her entrance. This was the moment where, if he hadn’t already done so, a human woman would ask him to suit up with a condom. Drakon were immune to human diseases. All preternatural beings were.

			“Now,” Shola whispered. “It is okay to take me now.”

			That was all the permission he needed.

			
 
			It was like her first time.

			The first time with Theo. The first time with a man who was also a dragon. The first time with someone who knew who she really was.

			He entered her with one thrust, pushing past the tightness of her core and all the shields she had erected around herself. He filled her so quickly and completely Shola could only gasp. And then he began to move. His pumps were fast and fevered just like their kiss had been. He clasped her ankles, turning his head to kiss each one before spreading her legs into a wide V and stroking in and out of her like a master.

			The soft material of the blankets rubbed against her now sensitive skin. Her breasts bobbed, nipples ached, and she watched him as if seeing him for the very first time. The feel of his thick length moving in and out of her, stretching and pleasing her was intense.

			“Theo,” she whispered to assure herself this was not a dream. Because in the dreams she’d had of him since they first met, he’d never spoken to her. Everything about him during those times had been all part of her imagination.

			“I know,” he replied, his eyes half closed when he stared down at her. “It feels so—”

			“Real,” she finished. “This is real.”

			She lifted her hands to cup her breasts, fingers going to her nipples to pinch while he continued to pump inside of her. Pleasure seeped through her veins, traveling through her body at rocket speed, until her words became pants and moans, her gaze foggy with desire. She was so wet for him and so needy. Shola was used to bringing her own pleasure, the extent of which she’d never been able to find with any other lover. She was used to having that control.

			With that thought, she quickly eased her legs out of his grasp and attempted to sit up. Theo glanced at her momentarily perplexed, but a smile soon ghosted his lips.

			“Whatever you want, Shola. All you need to do is ask,” he told her.

			“On your back,” she whispered.

			He eased out of her, his eyes glowing with desire. He lay back slowly on the blankets, as if she were a photographer capturing him in a seductive pose. And damn was his pose seductive. His long golden body sculpted with muscles that oozed strength even when he was fully dressed. Naked, he was simply splendid, from his bony feet up to his calves and thick toned thighs, to the chiseled abs and chest, the bulky biceps and gloriously handsome face. His dick was long and thick, and before she moved to wrap her fingers around it, she came to her knees, dipped her head and swiped her tongue over the bulbous tip.

			He groaned and moved a hand to sift through her hair once more. Shola sighed with a feeling unlike anything she’d ever experienced before. Something about the way his fingers felt easing over her scalp made her legs shake and her insides melt. She opened her mouth wider and lowered her head down over every delicious inch of his dick. His breath came in a deep huff, much like the sound his dragon had made when she touched it earlier.

			That big powerful dragon with the piercing eyes was this man. The thought made her center throb, desire oozing down to coat the inside of her thighs. She moved her mouth up and down his shaft, dragging her tongue along the veined underside. He gripped her to his dick while tracing the fingers of his other hand down her side, over the curve of her hip and between the crease of her bottom. She was so wet his finger slipped easily over her skin until two digits pressed into her and began pumping. Dizzy with pleasure, Shola enjoyed the earthy, musky taste of him mixed with the friction of his fingers stretching and pumping inside of her. She cupped his sac, rolling the tight bag between her fingers while her mouth continued to work over him. His huffs became guttural moans, her name falling from his lips in a litany that emboldened her.

			Pulling her mouth and hand from him produced a quick plopping sound. She eased her body away from his hands and flipped a leg over his waist to straddle him. His hands immediately went to her hips, his gaze locking on hers. Shola planted her hands on his chest. She leaned all the way down to touch her swollen lips to his. He took the kiss she offered, sucking her tongue into his mouth with the same fervor that she’d used to suck his dick. She could drown in him, just kissing him, and just knowing she could have this powerful and protective man, she could fall so quickly and completely.

			Instead she tore her mouth away from his, easing back to lower her aching center over his length. She sighed when she sat atop him, taking him in inch by lovely inch. When he was deeply embedded in her, so deep she felt like they were somehow one, Shola began to move. Riding him until they were both screaming and panting, caught in the powerful vortex of desire, being swept away until their release came simultaneously, rendering them both speechless until their bodies finally stilled.

		
	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Theo watched her sleep. He knew that was a mistake, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away. The soft gray fleece blanket was tangled around her body from her breasts down to cover one complete leg. He hardened instantly at the sight, but beyond the physical impact she had on him was something more. Something he couldn’t brush aside any longer.

			It had been a couple hours since they’d reached that heart-stopping climax, and all that time he’d spent propped on one elbow staring down at her. He hadn’t wanted to ease her off him when she’d fallen asleep on his chest, but he’d wanted her to be comfortable. So he had eventually adjusted their bodies, settling her beneath the blanket to prevent her from catching a chill.

			The truth had already settled over him—she was a demigoddess. From the very start, Theo had known she was different, but he would never have imagined how that difference would affect him.

			Romance, emotions, entanglements of any kind were not in his nature. They were not what Drakon did well. His father had proven that fact by loving and trusting his mother so deeply it had cost him his clan. No matter how long ago that had occurred, Theo’s chest still burned with what he viewed as his father’s betrayal to their kind and his own decree that he would never put himself in a position to trust and/or care for a woman, whether she be a dragon or any other species.

			Yet, here he was, protecting this woman with much more than just the reputation of his company. It had been more than that right from the start.

			“I am not sure we should have done this,” she whispered.

			He didn’t startle; he’d noticed her eyes were fluttering until they opened completely. “I’m certain we should have,” he responded immediately even though he’d spent the last couple of hours debating that very statement.

			She turned her head until she could stare directly at him. “I am not what you think. Once my destiny is fulfilled, I do not know where things will stand.”

			“They will stand where you want them to. Your destiny is what you make it.”

			She shook her head. “It is preordained.”

			He’d heard that before. So many times in his life that he’d been elated when he could finally tune it out.

			“You can be what you want, Shola. Do what you please.”

			“I was born to save our people. That is the only reason my mother was allowed to carry me, because Oya knew this time would come. She knew that the Dark One would use my father’s debt as a way to regain the power that had been stripped from him when he was banished from walking in this world as anything other than a spirit.”

			It was his turn to shake his head. He extended a finger and touched it to her lips. “Shhhh. Not right now. We’ll figure everything out, but not at this moment.”

			She tried to sit up, and he moved closer, touching his forehead to hers before closing his eyes.

			“I don’t understand this either. I don’t know why we came to be here, together, at this moment, but we are. I can’t tell you what will happen next, but I can promise you it will be whatever we decide. You and me. We decide, Shola.”

			He could tell she wanted to argue; it was in her nature. What she’d undoubtedly been taught. She wholeheartedly believed she was in this world for one purpose. He’d learned a long time ago—after more bloodshed, death and destruction than he cared to admit—that wasn’t true.

			She lifted a hand to touch his face, her fingers trembling slightly while she ran them along his beard and up to his cheekbones.

			“Look at me.”

			It was a quiet command, one he had no qualms about following. He kept his forehead pressed to hers and opened his eyes.

			“I knew when I first looked into the eyes of that dragon that there was something familiar. Your eyes now are much lighter, but the tiny flecks of silver in them transfer over when you shift.”

			“The same happens with you,” he admitted. “Each Drakon has their own magick. Mine is to see soul identities, or the true soul of a being. I saw you, the real you, that first night. And even though your eyes change, your dimples and smile are the same.”

			Her brow wrinkled. “I do not understand. I am the real me.”

			“Not yet,” he told her. “I don’t think you’ve tapped into the real you yet. But you’re gorgeous in either form. It’s not your eyes that first reached out to me, though, it was your spirit.”

			She still looked confused, and Theo knew that was because of what she’d been taught, what had been forced into her mind as a certainty. He hated that they shared that awful conception during their upbringing and desperately wanted to free her from that mental anguish. But he knew that wasn’t going to change after one night.

			“I want you again.” He’d been wanting her for hours.

			A soft smile touched her lips. “I guess there is no going back, huh.”

			He shook his head. “Not as far as I’m concerned.”

			“Well then,” she said and pushed the blanket completely off her body. “I guess there’s just one thing to do.”

			He glanced down at her naked body and groaned. “No, there are so many things I want to do to you. So many wonderfully delicious things.”

			But showing was better than telling, and he started with a kiss. A long, slow kiss with tongues, teeth and lips performing an erotic dance. She was right, there was no going back, especially not after he’d had a taste of her mouth. He could drown in her kisses, in the tentative way in which she tilted her head and slowly let the kiss go deeper, the soft little whimper she released when he sucked her tongue deeper into his mouth. He cupped her face with his hands and he leaned over her, then his fingers inched back until they were buried in her hair.

			Tearing his mouth away from her lips, he kissed down to her jaw, his teeth nipping lightly over her skin there before going down to the slim line of her neck. She arched into him, and an animalistic growl escaped his lips.

			“This.” The one word tumbled from his lips as he inhaled the sweet scent of their combined arousal. “I never dreamed it would be like this.”

			“Me either,” she whispered and pressed her hands to the back of his head, guiding him down until his face was between her breasts.

			Perfectly palm-size breasts with dark brown nipples, hard and beckoning him.

			He touched one gingerly, rubbing his palm over the taut bud until she arched her back and moaned. Covering the other with his mouth, he licked his tongue over the hardened tip before sucking it deep into his mouth.

			“Yes.” She spoke the word in a slow, sexy whisper, and his dick pulsed in response.

			Inside, the beast roared loud and long. It was a claiming sound, an owning of everything it sought, and it pushed the man.

			Kneeling between her legs now, he moved from one breast to the other, showering the opposite nipple with the same gorging attention until she arched up from the bed, pressing his head farther like she was feeding him. She had no idea how true that actually was.

			“More,” she whispered. “I need more.”

			He tore his mouth from her and groaned. “Whatever you need. Every damn thing you need.” It was a declaration, an admission, a commitment.

			He kept his hands on her breasts, twirling the nipples between his fingers as he dragged his tongue down her torso.

			“You taste so sweet,” he whispered over her skin. “I bet every part of you tastes sweet.”

			She panted, her body rising and falling with quick breaths.

			“Do you know how much I want you? How fuckin’ hard it’s been to keep my hands off you?”

			“Tell me,” she whimpered, her blunt-tipped nails scraping the back of his head. “Tell me why this makes sense.”

			How could he explain they were so beyond that point now? “I want to taste all your sweetness. I want to drown in it. Think of it every second and find it in my dreams. Just you, Shola. Just you.”

			That may have been the most honest thing Theo had ever said in his entire life. It was what he wanted without any questions, any explanation or recriminations.

			“Is that fair? Is it right that I want all of that too?”

			He was rubbing his face over her stomach, turning slightly so that his tongue could slip into the dip of her navel.

			“Whatever you want, Shola. What you want is what you can have.”

			“I want you.” A simple, yet consuming statement that man and beast quickly latched on to.

			“I want you deep inside of me again. And again.”

			“Yeah,” he whispered. “Hell, yeah.”

			But Theo didn’t rise above her and thrust his pulsing length inside of her. Instead, he moved lower until his breath whispered over the tight bud of her clit. The sweet little pebble that beckoned to him. He licked it, loving the tautness moving over his tongue. She bucked beneath him, and he licked again.

			“More,” she whimpered. “Please, more.”

			He flattened his tongue on the nub, pressing into her until she cried out, and then he sucked it into his mouth. He eased a finger inside of her while licking and suckling her clit and her plump buttery soft folds. She pumped into his mouth, and he gorged on the sweetness he’d craved for longer than he was ready to admit. Drowning. He’d said it before, and the word would forever remain stuck in his mind—he was drowning in her, falling so fast and quick and there was no hope of coming out of this the way he’d once been.

			When her body trembled with need, and his dick jutted hard and long from his body with eagerness, he pulled his mouth away from her, rising over her to stare down at her wanting and waiting. Wrapping his fingers around his dick, he felt the tip covered in pre-cum as he stared down at her glossy wet center. The primal growl that ripped free from his chest to his throat echoed throughout the mountain.

			Behind his closed lids, he saw his beast flying through the sky in one eye and her soul identity smiling back at him in the other. Opening his eyes quickly, Theo pulled his hand away and thrust deep inside of her. The growl came again, and this time mingled with her moans and whispers of his name.

			He moved in and out of her quickly, pounding into her while she lifted her hips to meet his every stroke. The urgency was speared by something unfamiliar to him, a quest, a deep-seated hunger that was finally, uncontrollably breaking free. He was there and then he wasn’t. The pleasure of her honey-coated walls gripping him tightly, sucking him in deeper, combined with the sound of her voice, calling to him, welcoming him, was too much. It lifted him, carrying him to unchartered territory, but he continued to pump, to dive in, knowing full well what the outcome would be.

			“Hot little warrior,” he whispered. “That’s exactly what you are. My hot little warrior.”

			She slipped a hand between her legs so that she was rubbing her clit while he thrust into her, and he couldn’t tear his gaze away from that erotically delicious sight. His dick was harder than ever before, pushing deeper inside of her until she bucked beneath him, screaming with her release. But even as she shattered around him, he couldn’t stop thrusting into her. Her fingers tensed, still pressed to her clit, and he clenched his teeth, biting down on another growl that threatened to tear him apart. He watched his length sink into her body, going so deep it looked like they were conjoined, then pulling out, covered with her release. And in seconds that growl ripped free, his release tearing from him with a forceful jerk of his body and a final surrender of his soul.

		
	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			It was morning. She couldn’t see the sunlight or smell the fresh morning dew on the air, but Shola knew that morning had come. It awakened her with a start and trepidation burned deep in her stomach.

			She eased away from the comfort of the blankets and the warmth of lying so close to Theo. Once she stood and gathered the dress and shoes she’d worn last night, she glanced back at him. The man who had become her lover and the dragon who would be her protector.

			Last night had been fun, a memory she would carry with her for however long her life continued. But today was a new day, and her destiny still awaited.

			There was a bathroom a few feet away from this chamber and around another wall. She found it and dropped her dress and shoes to the floor before climbing into the open shower. Pewter fixtures extended from the jagged stone walls. She turned one handle and waited for warm water to spray from the nozzle above. Turning her back to the water, she tilted her head and closed her eyes as the water drenched her face and hair. She had just lifted her hands to her hair so she could make sure water seeped through its thickness when heat so intense it felt like her body were actually on fire rose from her toes to the tip of her nose. Hands at her waist soothed the ache in her skin that had begun to form and her eyes snapped open. “What are you doing?”

			“Taking a shower.” He dropped a kiss on her shoulder. “With you.”

			She opened her mouth to say something else along the lines of a protest but he reached around her, grabbing one of two bottles from the shelf and poured the pale blue liquid into the palm of his hands.

			“For years, I’ve used only two types of soap.”

			Shola wanted to say something, but she wanted whatever she said to make sense, and right now she wasn’t sure that would be the case. Having sex with him was one thing, but this, it was intimate on a level she hadn’t anticipated, nor did she understand.

			“One is a normal man’s soap that Bleu routinely puts on the shopping list and is eventually delivered to the Towers before being driven out here.”

			There were loofah sponges attached to sticks hanging from a notch in the wall, but he ran water into his soap-filled palm and then rubbed his hands together, building a strong lather.

			“But this one,” he said, bringing his soapy hands past her face before touching them to her shoulders. “It reminds me of you. I haven’t used it much, and I bought it on impulse months ago, but when I first came here last night I thought of it and of you.”

			She could not help but inhale the scent—fresh rain, or a waterfall, clean and pure. She liked it and the feel of his hands smoothing the scented lather over her skin. He massaged each shoulder, letting his hands glide up to her neck, then down until he gripped her breasts.

			“I am not used to this,” she admitted when his fingers moved down farther to spread more soap over her torso.

			He caught her gaze and held it for what seemed like forever, but in reality was just a few seconds.

			“Neither am I,” he told her finally. “It’s just soap; that’s what I said last night when I came in search of the scent. It’s how I knew you were at the Towers last night. One minute I was seething with anger, and the next I was smelling you.”

			It sounded odd, and if it were under any other circumstance she may have taken offense, but when he reached for the bottle and poured more soap into his hands, she found herself enticed.

			“I do not...cannot—” The right words would not come.

			“It’s a shower,” he said as if he knew exactly what she had failed to say. “And afterward, we’ll return to the Office and go about our day. You’re unsure, and so am I. But I don’t want to deal with any of that right now. I only want to be here in this moment.”

			He talked while his hands slipped farther down her torso to glide right past her navel and slip between her legs. She almost stumbled at the instant jab of desire and slapped her palms on his bare chest to remain steady. His muscles bunched and tensed beneath her hands and he continued to move his hands between her legs, dragging soap along her lips and inner thighs. She kept her hands on him while he moved methodically soaping every part of her body.

			When he pushed her beneath the spray, she sighed when the water pulsed over her skin.

			“Feel better?” he whispered against her ear.

			“Yes.” It was the truth and when she felt his fingers in her hair next, she shook her head. “You cannot. I need—”

			“Shampoo with conditioner,” he finished for her. “I have some. Though it’s not for women, it’ll still do the trick.”

			She knew he had the shampoo because she’d seen it when she came into the bathroom after the last time they had sex. And he was right, it was not her normal product, but after all the things that had happened last night, she wanted to feel the water all over this morning, needed to replenish herself from head to toe.

			“I can do it.”

			He pushed away her hands the moment she raised them to her head. “I know you can, but I want to. I want to help relax you.”

			Oh he had done that very well several times throughout the night. That was her body speaking; her mind and spirit were still thoroughly confused and out of sync.

			He didn’t wait for her to respond but took the bottle of shampoo from another shelf and poured some into his hand. If her mind and spirit were not on board with him washing her hair a few moments ago, they were singing a different tune the minute his fingers began scraping along her scalp. Not too fast and not too slow, he raked her scalp, blending that action with soaping all of her hair.

			“How many times have you done this before?” To other women? That echoed in her mind, but she figured he knew what she was asking.

			“Never.”

			When she didn’t respond, he turned her to face him and she fought to keep her gaze on his face and not lowered to his chest or abs or other places.

			“I’m not in the habit of lying to women, or anyone else for that matter. If you ask me a question and I answer it, you can take it as the truth.”

			“I believe you.” But she didn’t know how to react to the knowledge that she was the first to be in this position with him.

			“Good, now let me finish before I mess this up.”

			Shola smiled because there was nothing he could do to mess up this moment for her—the moment she first yearned for something more from her life than what was her destiny.

			
 
			Warrick stepped out of the shower and grabbed a thick burgundy towel. He wrapped it around the lower half of his body and walked into his bedroom.

			Enes was sitting in the chair across from his bed. She was one of his favorites with her short-cropped platinum blond hair and hazel-and-yellow-tinted eyes against a copper-toned complexion. That’s why he’d elevated her to general manager at Twilight, the most popular club in Burgess.

			“We didn’t have a meeting scheduled,” he said after walking past her and going straight into his closet.

			On the left were suits, arranged in order by color, jackets on the top bar, pants on the bottom. Straight to the back of the closet were shirts, again arranged by color. Ties had two specially made racks, and shoes took up one full wall.

			Seven minutes after going in, Warrick came out with an outfit for the night and dropped the towel to the floor. She watched him, like always, admitting that she probably knew his body better than he knew it himself, an intriguing thought, if she were his type.

			“They want the money now. We have it. We should—”

			His cutting glare stopped her next words. She swallowed, the sound loud in the otherwise quiet room. He stepped into his boxer briefs and sat on the edge of the bed to pull on his socks. The pants came next, and then he stood, grabbed the shirt and pushed his arms into the sleeves.

			“You’ve been distracted,” she continued. “It’s understandable with the wed...ah, ceremony coming up. But business goes on. Enforcers have been all over the place, so attendance at the club’s been down.”

			“Increased enforcer presence can be laid at your feet.” As a rule he didn’t believe yelling was always necessary to get his point across—no matter how irritated he might be with someone.

			“You told me to take care of her.”

			“Taking care of her meant changing her so that she’d become one of us and thus keep our secret. It didn’t mean killing her and leaving her body in the hotel room still dressed in her uniform from the club.”

			The entire hotel incident still bothered him days later. Enes had been told to take care of Grace, a server from the club, who had showed up at the hotel room where he’d been scheduled to meet someone else. The mistaken identity hadn’t been caught until it was too late—after he’d fucked and bit her. He’d called Enes to handle the situation, and Enes had killed the girl. Hoan thought it was messy and irresponsible. Warrick agreed but didn’t give a damn what that demonic thought. He was more concerned with the fact that his orders hadn’t been followed and had been contemplating how to deal with the situation.

			“You initiated the exposure.” Defiance and disdain were clear in her tone.

			His fingers froze over the first cufflink on his shirt. “Excuse me?”

			Enes leaned forward, resting her elbows on her thighs and looked up at him, eyes glittering gold.

			“You showed Grace who you were. She came to deliver the food you’d requested. And you knew she wanted to be with you. You’d known that for months and yet you’d never told her that wasn’t a possibility. What happened that you ended up revealing yourself to her?”

			He wasn’t used to being questioned, especially not by his children, so he grit his teeth and let his next words marinate while finishing with the first cufflink and moving on to the next.

			“You shouldn’t have killed her,” he continued in a slow, but nonetheless deadly tone. “And don’t think I’ve forgotten that you need to be punished for that deed.”

			She popped up out of the chair like something had burned her, crossing over until she was standing directly in front of him.

			“Punish me for doing what we started? I’m the only one with my head still in this game. If you could keep your dick out of every human that breathes in your direction, we wouldn’t be in this predicament!”

			Her eyes were full vampire, teeth bared, hands fisted at her sides. He could smell the arousal that coated her folds. Moving faster than even she could, he cupped her mound through the thin pants she wore, and her thighs trembled.

			“You work for me,” he said through clenched teeth. “Who I fuck is none of your concern.”

			Desire flickered in her eyes but she didn’t flinch. “Until you need me to kill for you.”

			Warrick raged on the inside. He could have thrown her out the window at that moment, snapped her neck or ripped her throat out the way she’d done Grace. But he didn’t because Enes was his child, just like any other that he turned, so there was always going to be a bond between them. Which was one of the reasons Warrick had cut back on whom he decided to drink from, in Burgess at least. There were a few in his higher command that he assigned the task of recruiting now. Enes was one of them. Yet, she still wanted more.

			In that regard, Warrick had nothing to give her, and she was too valuable to him to be killed.

			“Don’t forget you are here because of me. Ever!” He stared at her intentionally hard so that not only were his eyes more golden than hers, but actual sparks of blood appeared in his irises. It was a sign of supreme power, one meant to send a vampire to its knees in front of its superior.

			But Enes wasn’t like other vampires. While she did look away from him, she didn’t move. Warrick believed it was because she liked his hands on her, no matter the form. With that in mind, he pulled away from her and she stumbled back onto the bed. He grabbed his belt and finished dressing.

			“I’m through being diplomatic,” he began after he’d stepped into his shoes and bent over to tie them. “Now that we have the attention of the enforcers, let’s make them earn their pay.”

			“We must make our payments first,” she insisted.

			“Fuck them! I’m through paying those pompous human cocksuckers for the privilege to do business in this city. When I have the power to rule this realm, they’ll be paying me!”

			And that time was coming sooner, rather than later. The convergence was near, and there was only one thing standing in the way of his success. Theo Masters, that dragon bastard, had what belonged to Warrick. She was the key, and he planned to get her back. Even if he had to kill a dragon or two in the process.

			
 
			Theo was on his last set of push-ups, his arms and legs burning with the intense two-and-a-half-hour workout he’d put himself through, but the physical exertion was exactly what he needed after the night and morning he’d had. It was late, almost twenty-four hours exactly from the moment he’d done the unthinkable.

			He went down, pushed up, went down, pushed up, driving himself to a point where it almost seemed like a punishment. That would make sense considering he’d done exactly what he’d told the others not to do since the moment they arrived in Burgess.

			Do not use their power. Do not use any of the magick that was bestowed onto them upon birth. Function like a human in every way, even when dealing with the preternatural, unless there was absolutely no other option. And then, at that point, use extreme caution. Exposure was the enemy, more so for them than any other type of being. Even though there were some in the Human Realm who knew of the preternatural element that lived alongside them, the majority were still in the dark, whether by choice or simply via ignorance. Two worlds were allowed to exist as one on this realm, and for the most part, none were the wiser. This was the only realm where that was the case. This was the only realm that hadn’t witnessed the wrath of a Drakon.

			Humans didn’t understand what they feared. In fact, they hated it to the point of feeling their only option was to destroy any and everything that was not like them. He’d seen this over and over again throughout the centuries he’d been on this realm. They even did this to their own species. That which did not look or act like a certain race within their fold, couldn’t possibly be considered the same. It was a ridiculous and destructive notion, especially considering how many different races and species they knew absolutely nothing about.

			It was a pity the way humans judged and were judged, and yet, the preternatural had their own hierarchies and rules that had carried them from one war to the next as well. Still, it had never been Theo’s intention to shift while on this realm and to blatantly appear where any human could see him in his true form.

			But Shola’s life was in danger. So there’d been no other choice.

			Down and then up, down and then up. He’d stopped counting the push-ups after he’d cleared one-fifty and that was at least fifteen minutes ago. Down and then up. Down and then...black twist front leather loafers stepped into view. Theo continued for three more push-ups before easing back to rest on his knees and then coming to a stand.

			Bleu wore herringbone tweed slacks and a gray, yellow and white button front shirt in a design that Theo was certain would make him dizzy if he continued to stare. He looked away and walked across the mat floor of the gym. This room was larger than the two levels of the building downtown where humans paid a membership fee to work out, and had much better equipment.

			He took a seat on the weight bench. Bleu followed him and now stood with his arms crossed over his chest, staring down at him.

			“Speak your mind,” he said to the watcher.

			Bleu waited a beat. “What were you thinking?”

			This was the first time since last night that he’d seen Bleu. It had been an overcast evening, which worked out well for Theo because after his beast had seen Isla pulling Shola to safety, it had taken off, disappearing into the heavy clouds, and made its way back to the Office. There he’d returned to his human form and immediately went to his private cave. He’d already known that Bleu was on his way downtown because he’d sent the distress call through his communicator just before he’d shifted from the rooftop of the Tower. Bleu messaged Theo the moment he had Shola safely in the truck, and Theo saw that message when he arrived in the cave.

			Today, Theo and Shola had been together until early afternoon. From that time, he’d remained in his bedroom until he’d finally needed to do something more than wear a hole in his carpet by pacing. So he’d come here. And now, the first confrontation was at hand.

			“She was going to die,” he replied honestly. “I knew what Camden was. He left the building in a hurry, and immediately after, I sensed her presence.”

			He’d more than just sensed that she was near. Her scent had floated up to him the moment she’d taken a breath and stood across the street from his building. He’d felt her presence sliding alongside man and beast in what he could only describe as the weirdest and most welcome sensation he’d ever experienced. After hundreds of years of living with a beast within the man, suddenly there was another in their space.

			“We didn’t know she’d left the premises,” Bleu continued.

			“Obviously. She swam the river. There are no security mechanisms monitoring under water.”

			Bleu nodded. “We should look into that.”

			“We should.”

			“You may have been seen.”

			“I know.”

			Bleu watched him with eyes that saw and knew more than even Theo did at times. All those years ago, when Theo had decided it was time for him to leave the Far Realm, Bleu had been right by his side. Theo had insisted he needed to go alone, that there was no sense in Bleu incurring the emperor’s wrath too, but Bleu had simply asked, “Who’s gonna watch your back if I stay here?” Theo hadn’t needed anyone to watch his back, but he’d known that determined look in Bleu’s eyes all too well.

			“What now?”

			Theo shrugged and shook his head. He’d been thinking about that since the moment he’d left Shola at her room. She wasn’t going to leave again. After last night—especially their time in the cave—she was just as confused as he was about what was going on.

			“You have to come up with something,” Bleu insisted. “We need to act now to protect all that we’ve built, all that we are. If Camden knows—”

			“He does,” Theo interrupted. Warrick Camden had no doubt who and what Theo was at this moment and to be honest, Theo didn’t really care. He should have burned that sonofabitch to the ground when he’d stood in his office daring to make demands and threats.

			Theo stood and walked a few steps before stopping. He tilted his head back and closed his eyes.

			“I don’t know what happens next,” he confided. “This has never happened before, and I’m not sure how to proceed.”

			“You’re never unsure,” Bleu said from behind him. “Since you were a child, you always knew what to do and how to do it. You were born to be a—”

			“No!” He spun around so fast to face Bleu, the other Drakon’s eyes widened in shock. “I belong on this realm and in this place. I never counted on something like this happening, but it has and... I just have to take some time to figure it out, that’s all.”

			That was all. It had to be.

			Bleu continued to watch him. His arms had fallen to his sides, the diamonds on the gold ring he wore on his last finger twinkling.

			“You never counted on someone like her,” Bleu said quietly.

			Theo took a deep breath and sighed. “No. I didn’t.”

			And that was only part of the problem. Not only had he never anticipated a demigoddess would come into his life and present a situation that required him to go back on a promise he’d made to himself and to others around him, but he’d never thought there would be a woman he cared enough for that making that decision would have come so quickly and so definitively.

			There hadn’t been a second’s hesitation. The moment he sensed her, he’d left his office, running with all the speed his kind possessed up to the roof, where he’d shifted without a care. And he’d done so again last night when she was in his cave, his personal space and eventually in his bed.

			No, this wasn’t a situation Theo had anticipated. But it was one he knew he had to deal with, one way or another.

		
	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			It had happened two nights ago. And not again since then. Shola thought it was safe to say that sleeping with Theo was a one-time event, and she was fine with that. Actually, she was better than fine. Not having Theo around gave her the space and clarity to think more about what had gone wrong and how she could still fix the mess she’d made.

			That was pretty much what she’d told her mother when she was on the phone with her earlier.

			“It will be over soon,” she had said to Ejaita.

			“That is not what I asked. I want to know how you like it there.”

			She had held the small phone in her hand, glancing up at the ceiling and praying for forgiveness; lying to her mother was not something she did often. There were things she couldn’t tell her, but that wasn’t the same as blatantly lying to her.

			“I am adjusting.” That was not a lie at all. She was adjusting to the fact that Warrick was a vampire, and Theo was a dragon who made her feel more passion than she could have ever imagined.

			“You will be a wonderful wife,” Ejaita had insisted. “You are kind, loyal and beautiful. A man is counted lucky to have you at his side.”

			“I have never thought of being a wife.” The words had slipped from her lips, but the comfort of her mother’s tone had set off a bout of homesickness Shola had never experienced. “Of all the thoughts of my future, being a partner to someone was never a consideration.”

			And that was still true, or at least it should be, because there was never going to be a marriage. Her purpose in this life was not to be a partner or even a friend, it was to be a savior.

			“You learn how to cut down trees by cutting them down,” Ejaita had continued, her voice a familiar whisper that reminded Shola of nights she would awaken from a bad dream and her mother would come running into her room. Always with an old proverb or story that would make Shola laugh and sometimes a glass of warm cider to soothe her soul and chase away the darkness, Ejaita had been the best mother a girl could have wanted. And Shola was proud to have been given to this strong and compassionate woman.

			“I will do what I came to do,” Shola had said at the end of the conversation.

			Ejaita thought her daughter had come to be married. All the time that Shola had spent training with Oya, her parents had thought she was studying, swimming at the river or, with a spurt of pride, training to become part of the guard. After the backlash from telling those she thought were her friends, it was Oya’s advice not to tell her parents. They would know all when it was time, is what the goddess had told her. Shola knew that no nuptials were ever going to take place.

			None of them could imagine the weight Shola had carried on her shoulders most of her life. So they couldn’t possibly understand the battle she’d fought these last couple of days with her failure. But today was a different day. She wasn’t going to sit in this room thinking about what she’d done wrong another second. After dressing, she paused at the mirror, staring at herself for seconds that stretched on in silence.

			Knowing her destiny and walking the path to fulfill it had been two totally different things. She hadn’t thought it would change her, but the person staring back at her through the mirror with sheer determination and a refusal to wallow in what was done, was not the same person who’d boarded that plane a week ago. With a nod to herself and a tiny smile, Shola decided that was just fine.

			
 
			She’d been running for a while, going down to the clearing that would lead to the river and then turning to circle back toward the western end of the mountain. Shola inhaled the fresh air and enjoyed the overcast day. It was warm, but not uncomfortably so, and when she’d become a little winded, she’d stopped on a brilliantly green patch of grass and began stretching.

			With her legs spread apart, she leaned forward, touching her palms to the soft blades of grass and holding that position for a few seconds. She came up and leaned to one side and then the other. Repeating the set, she went down again, waited while wiggling her fingers over the grass and then came up. But instead of leaning to the side this time, she gasped when she met Theo’s intent gaze.

			He stood a couple feet from her, his legs spread slightly, hands pushed into the front pockets of gray sweatpants. She immediately thought back to two nights ago, when he wore black sweatpants and nothing else. Today he had on tennis shoes and a matching gray T-shirt. But his eyes were the same—that elusive blue that she now knew could turn a brilliant sapphire hue.

			“Hi,” she said because the silence seemed as loud as the pounding of her heart.

			“Hi,” he replied. “I’ve been looking for you.”

			“Today?” It wasn’t her intention to sound sarcastic. “I mean, I have been here, on the property.” She hadn’t run away again is what she wanted to say, but decided she’d actually said enough.

			“So have I,” he replied.

			She wondered if he were implying that she should have sought him out in the past couple of days. The thought had crossed her mind a time or two but being alone worked out better. It had given her time to reconcile things with herself and to find her balance once again. Besides, he was the one being paid to guard her, not the other way around.

			“Why were you looking for me?”

			“I thought we should talk. And before you say why or about what, let’s walk. You need to keep stretching your muscles after such a long run.”

			He knew how long she’d been running?

			Shola nodded and let him lead the way. She fell into step beside him, moving toward the eastern side of the mountain and not down to the river. It seemed they were both avoiding that location for the time being.

			They walked a couple minutes before he spoke again. “Do you work out regularly back home?”

			She nodded. “I have been training twice a day since I was eleven years old. It began in the early morning before I went to school and in the evening just before dinner. Once I was older and finished with my studies, my regimen and schedule changed.”

			Why did it seem so easy to answer this question with him? Perhaps because it was the first time she could actually talk about it freely. Whenever someone in Mobo had asked why she was always down by the river or in the fitness facility in town, she’d attributed it to spiritual and physical wellness, not being trained for a mission to kill.

			“You trained to condition your body for what? Battle?”

			“I trained my body to host my power. If I do not possess the physical strength to harness enough power to do what I have been called for, that would be disastrous.”

			“How did you plan to kill him?”

			She couldn’t answer that, because she really didn’t know. There was no doubt she had power, and she knew how to use it. She could harness it, control and deflect. Her mind, body and soul were one with her mission. But it had always been explained to her that when the time came, she would know what needed to be said and done to complete the task. So far, that hadn’t been the case.

			“Were the rocks required to help?”

			“I thought so, but now I have no idea.” She could admit that now, after taking the time to examine everything that happened.

			“But you’re determined to get him anyway.”

			“I cannot ignore my destiny any more than you could ignore yours.”

			He shook his head as they continued to walk, a gentle breeze blowing around them.

			“How could so much be put on one person’s shoulders? Magnum said you have warriors in Mobo. Why weren’t they dispatched? Why is this your job?”

			There was an urgency in his tone, an edge that revealed his irritation with the situation. She couldn’t blame him; this wasn’t a normal situation, nor were they normal people for that matter.

			“I told you why. And there is no changing what is. But I can handle it. I just need to figure out what the next step is.”

			He stopped and turned, taking her by the shoulders. “That’s just it. I don’t want you to have to handle this. I don’t want you to ever know what it feels like to take a life, whether it be preternatural or human. That’s something you carry with you every day you’re allowed to continue breathing.” He gave her shoulders a little shake before sighing heavily.

			“I want to just drive up to Camden’s apartment and kill him, ending this for everyone.”

			His eyes flickered while he talked, going from man to dragon and back to man in the course of him blinking. In addition to the eye change there was a shift in the air when he was speaking, a definite rise in humidity, as if his dragon was reacting to Theo’s anger.

			“He has people or family or whatever you call those things that were on the street coming after me. If you kill him, they will think it a sign of war.”

			He shook his head. “A war they’ll never win.”

			“Perhaps not, but consider how many might die or be hurt in this city during the battle. No, as I said, this is my destiny. Nobody here knows me, so they will not look for me when I am gone and it will all be over.”

			Dropping his hands from her shoulders, he lowered his head to stare down at the ground.

			“I know you.” His words were so quiet she almost didn’t hear him.

			But then he raised his head, dragon eyes staring into hers. “I will look for you when you’re gone.”

			Her chest tightened, warmth spreading through her body at record speed. She didn’t know what to say, or how she was supposed to feel. Finding him was not part of her destiny.

			Seconds later, when she still hadn’t found the words to say, he moved to her side and started walking once more. She fell into step beside him because that was easier than confronting her emotions.

			“How about you? Do you train to help control the dragon inside of you? How does that work anyway, being more than one person or being?”

			He kept staring ahead, his silhouette as imposing and attractive as a full frontal view.

			“No training required. I was born this way and therefore grew up knowing how to be what I am.”

			“Your parents had to teach you something. And how did you learn to be a businessman? Did you go to college?”

			“I’m three hundred years old,” he said. “But in all that time I’ve managed to skip college.”

			Shola stopped walking. “You are how old?”

			He was a step or two ahead of her, but he stopped and glanced back, an amused look on his face. “Three hundred.”

			She blinked and struggled to digest that number. “I’m only twenty-eight.”

			“Why do you say it like that’s an issue?”

			“Because I am thinking I might be a little too young for you.”

			He chuckled. “You’re a demigoddess, and I’m a dragon shifter. I think we’ve successfully bucked the conventional rules already.”

			He had a point.

			While they walked this time, his hand found hers, fingers twining together in a way she recalled seeing in movies. The tightness that had filled her chest before bloomed until there was a fullness in the area of her heart, a feeling she was still afraid to analyze, but too smart to ignore.

			“What are we doing?” she asked after they’d walked awhile longer.

			“I don’t know,” he replied.

			But he didn’t release her hand as they continued to walk.

			
 
			“This isn’t good,” Bleu said as he smoothed down the hair of his beard. “In fact, it’s worse than anything we could’ve imagined.”

			The Drakon were assembled in the main conference room, sitting around the table staring at a wall where a complete picture of the universe was on a clear screen. The background was dark and littered with stars, seven orbs and thirteen moons taking their rightful places. Bleu was the only one standing, using a pointer while he continued to explain.

			“These are the four realms,” he said, pointing at each orb on the screen. “The Far, Human, Spirit and Fae Realms. And these are the veils that separate each realm.”

			Wavy yellow ribbons spiraled around each orb, filling the space between them like a sort of glue. The remaining three orbs were outside the ribbons and, to their knowledge, were uninhabited.

			“Is this a history lesson?” Reece asked.

			Ziva shook her head and Aiken chuckled.

			Theo looked over to where Shola sat to his right. She was quiet, but staring at the screen as if she were, in fact, in school. He wanted to touch her again.

			“They appear brighter than usual,” Steele said.

			Bleu nodded. “Yes. Glad you recognized that. Centuries ago, the Watchers of the Far Realm took note of this change. It occurs every five hundred years and lasts for one hundred nights.”

			“And what does this have to do with our present issue?” Steele asked. “We’ve had some exposure that we probably need to clean up. Enforcers are watching the Tower and lighting up our phones with requests to interview Theo and all of his agents with reference to what happened two nights ago. We have other clients that we need to be working with, but we’ve been stuck here, twiddling our thumbs.”

			“The exposure was contained,” Theo answered. “There are no reports on the local or national news, which leads me to believe the only ones who saw me were the vampires who were there, and who are now all dead.”

			“All except one,” Reece added.

			Shola shifted in her seat. Theo wanted to reach out to her, but he refrained. After their first night and morning together, they had returned to their separate rooms, and stayed apart for two days, unsure of how to proceed with what was very new to them both. This morning he’d decided—or rather the very surly beast inside him had decided—that was foolish. There was no way to un-ring that bell. He’d touched and tasted her, he couldn’t even fathom not being able to do so again.

			So he’d sought her out and had convinced himself that the first priority was to learn more about her and what he needed to do to assist her, but they’d ended up simply walking and holding hands. Something Theo had never done before, but had enjoyed immensely.

			“Warrick is my responsibility,” she said. “I will deal with him.”

			“We will deal with him,” Theo corrected. He didn’t miss the rise of Ziva’s brow at that proclamation.

			Bleu cleared his throat loudly. “If you would all let me finish, I believe this is connected somehow.”

			Silence ensued, and Bleu nodded before continuing.

			“As we know, the veils through which passage to the other realms is made possible, are not open to all, at all times. There are intervals of closure as well as secret locations to which passage can be granted. This is to keep the balance of good and evil as even as possible on each realm. Except the Spirit Realm, of course, since the majority of convicted demonics are sentenced to suffer there deep within the bowels of the earth.”

			“Where they belong,” Reece added.

			Theo gave him a warning look and Reece shrugged.

			Bleu continued, “These realms appear brighter for one hundred nights. This signals the time in which all the realms are open to travel about on a search for more power. And when they are open—”

			“Evil has free rein to move about and to gather more power,” Magnum stated. “Sonofabitch! Someone’s making a play for the convergence.”

			Steele shook his head. “Warrick Camden.”

			“He’s not powerful enough,” Theo added. He’d been thinking about this since Bleu had come to him in the gym yesterday morning. “Warrick is not even accepted within the Royal Blood of his species. There’s no way he has enough backing to bring all four realms together under his rule.”

			“Unless he’s not working alone,” Steele said and looked at Shola.

			Shola looked to Theo and he nodded for her to speak. They’d talked about this the morning they were in the cave two days ago. He knew she was still leery about telling his team everything regarding her appearance here, but he’d assured her that they could be trusted.

			Despite her concerns, she spoke calmly and succinctly. “I was sent here to kill Warrick. He is threatening to take over my village. My people would be enslaved to him the moment I marry him.”

			Throughout the room, there were a few gasps, some leery looks and a nonbeliever.

			“Geez, then why the hell did your family send you to seal such a deal?” Ziva asked.

			“They had no choice. A deal was made,” Shola replied.

			“A deal with the devil,” Steele said with a shake of his head. “Why was there no counter curse? The Yoruba look to their deities, their witch doctors and—”

			“I am the counter curse,” she announced firmly. “I have been trained in the way to take Warrick down. My one purpose in life was to kill him. That is all.”

			In Theo’s opinion, that was too much. How had her father or this great Orisha goddess thought to wrap this weighty chain around her delicate neck and force her to carry it for all her life? Why had their one plan rested solely on her? He hadn’t liked it from the moment she told him about it and hearing her tell his team only reinforced his commitment to taking this burden away from her.

			“We get Camden, and then we get whoever he’s working with,” Bleu stated. “Before the veils go back to normal. If enough power is gathered the realms can be converged, and whoever wields the power to do that will rule.”

			Silence fell throughout the room.

			“Well, that’s an easy enough task,” Reece said with another shrug. “Let’s kill Camden, find his partner, and roast his ass too.”

			“That was very eloquently put,” Ziva quipped.

			Reece shook his head. “I’m not the eloquent one. That’s Bleu and Aiken. I’m the one that gets the job done.”

			“After he finishes talking about getting the job done,” Magnum said with a shake of his head.

			Theo looked among these dragons. Ones who had come to him for refuge and instead had brought him a sense of purpose to add to the declarations he’d already made for his life. He cared about them, and so had insisted they keep their identity a secret. Now, he wasn’t so sure that was going to be the smartest move.

			“We’re going out,” Theo announced. “Camden won’t sit still and wait for our next move. Our contact at the enforcer headquarters has already reported that there’s been a rise in robberies. Someone’s hitting the clubs and cleaning them out of their money and drugs. Crime bosses are not happy and are preparing their retaliation. In short, there’s about to be a war in Burgess if we don’t get a handle on this quickly.”

			“So we suit up?” Steele asked.

			Theo knew what he was asking and why he was asking in that way. His cover as a dragon had been revealed to Shola. But she had no idea that everyone in this room were also dragons.

			“On the low,” he replied. “We keep everything we do on the low for the time being. Is that clear?”

			Steele nodded first and the others followed.

			Theo wouldn’t require them to hold back on their powers anymore, but that didn’t mean they were free to walk into a club, open their mouth and singe somebody just for the hell of it. That wasn’t how Legion Security operated. It wasn’t how these Drakon were going to operate, at least not under his command.

			The meeting was over, and everyone stood to leave. Shola had stood also but she didn’t leave. When they were alone, she looked at Theo.

			“I am going with you,” she told him. “And before you get all into your guard routine, I think that ship has sailed. I am either going with you to carry out my destiny, or I will do it on my own.”

			She was calling a truce. Offering to work together instead of apart. It was a noble gesture, one that made her even more desirable to him than the sexy blouse and skirt she’d changed into after her run and their long walk. But Theo had already decided she would remain by his side. That was the only way he knew she would always be protected.

			“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” he said and again, took her hand in his.

		
	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			An hour after the meeting Shola answered a knock at her bedroom door.

			“That’s what you’re wearing?” Ziva asked.

			She walked right past Shola and stopped behind her. When Shola turned, it was to see Ziva staring her up and down.

			“What?”

			“Yeah. I thought so. But no, it’s not going to work. Look, no worries. I got this.” Ziva looked up at her and smiled. “Come on.”

			Shola closed the door and followed Ziva farther into the room. She watched the woman drop a black garment bag on the bed and slip a duffel bag from her shoulder.

			“Okay, so we’re going to Twilight. That’s the club your ex—he is your ex now, right? I mean, since you’re going to kill him, I would presume the right thing to call him is your ex.” Ziva moved while she talked, pulling down the zipper on the garment bag and taking clothes out.

			“I guess you could call him that.” Shola had no clue what was going on, but it seemed comfortable. Like something she should maybe be used to, but definitely was not.

			Ziva nodded and long silver earrings dangled at her ears.

			“So, when Theo says ‘on the low,’ that means we try to be as inconspicuous as possible. We walk into the club like regular patrons and mingle,” Ziva continued.

			She walked to Shola holding hangers with outfits on them in both hands. One held pants with silver glitter or sparkles or something that Shola definitely didn’t like. A blouse was also on that hanger, turquoise with cutout shoulders and full sleeves. She liked the color. On the other hanger were jeans with holes in them and a white sweater that Shola was certain would show more than a little midriff.

			“Hmmm, color or casual?” Ziva said, holding one and then the other outfit up to Shola’s body.

			“I’m already dressed,” Shola stated and knew immediately she’d said the wrong thing.

			Ziva’s forehead wrinkled, her lips twisting. “Um...no,” she said with a definite nod. “You’re not.”

			Shola looked down at the loose-fitting beige linen pants she wore and the matching top. Her flat brown leather shoes were smart and cute with the gold buckle at the top. Overall she’d selected an outfit that looked nice and would accommodate any type of fighting should the need arise.

			“When a woman walks into a club, or any place for that matter, she should make a statement,” Ziva said. “Right now you’re screaming ‘boring,’ ‘no fun,’ ‘don’t talk to me because I won’t care what you’re saying.’”

			Shola looked down at her clothes again. “That is not what I thought it said.”

			Ziva touched her shoulder. “It’s fine. You don’t strike me as the type to pay attention to fashion. But never fear, I’m here to help. So I think color is the key.” She tossed the jeans and sweater on the bed.

			Shola waited a second before shaking her head. “No. I’ll change, but not into this,” she said, pointing at the sparkly pants.

			She moved past Ziva and removed the jeans from the hanger. Then she turned back to Ziva and slipped the turquoise blouse off the other hanger.

			“This will work,” she said and smiled at Ziva before disappearing into the bathroom.

			“You know, I can take you shopping,” Ziva yelled through the bathroom door. “There’s not much else to do here in Burgess. I mean, if you’re planning on staying after we finish. You need some color in your wardrobe and to stop wearing all those baggy clothes. But your hair is always on point; not everyone can pull off the natural look well. I like the short, sassy and quick styles myself.”

			Shola was amused by Ziva’s conversation. There was minimal talk about the fact that they were heading out to kill someone and most probably anyone who got in the way of them doing that. In addition, she was talking like they were friends. Girlfriends, which was something Shola had never experienced before. The kids in school had never forgotten her fanciful tale of Oya giving her special gifts, so by the time they were older, Shola had become accustomed to being alone.

			“Ready,” Shola said when she stepped out of the bathroom.

			The clothes fit perfectly. Where she originally thought the torn jeans were confusing and her feet kept slipping through the open slots as she tried to put them on, they looked really good when she stood in front of the mirror and stared at herself. Ziva came up behind her.

			“This shirt is so cute. It looks better on you though. Jewel tones are definitely your color. But let’s take this out of your hair.” Ziva pulled the band that was holding Shola’s hair back from her face before Shola could stop her.

			“I thought you said my hair was always on point.”

			Ziva tossed the band on the dresser. “I meant it’s always moisturized and neat. But you could use a little variety in your styles.”

			Shola watched while Ziva’s hands moved over her hair. She basically plucked it out with her fingers, fluffing in some places and patting down in others. She moved away and dug into the duffel bag on the bed and came back seconds later with a silver barrette that she used to push the hair back over Shola’s left ear and hold it in place.

			“Cute,” Ziva said. “And sexy.”

			“I’ll settle for successful,” Shola replied and then turned to Ziva. “But thanks for your help. You did not have to do this, but I appreciate it anyway.”

			Ziva waved a hand at Shola. “Nonsense. You know how long I’ve waited for another woman to be in this house on a daily basis? Feels like forever,” she quipped. “Although I gotta admit I hadn’t thought it would be Theo bringing a woman home.”

			Shola paused. Ziva had been putting the other outfit back into the garment bag while she talked. But there was something in her tone, something about the way she said Theo’s name that made Shola think...oh no.

			“Are you, or were you, Theo’s girlfriend?”

			Shola was aware the words sounded awkward and considered clarifying or possibly apologizing for being so blunt and maybe a bit nosey. But she didn’t, because in the end, she really wanted an answer.

			Ziva zipped the bag and turned slowly to face Shola.

			“It was a long, long time ago,” she replied. “And I probably thought it was more than he did. So no worries there. He’s as free as a bird.”

			Or a dragon. Shola didn’t say that because she wondered how freely the subject of what he was could be discussed in this house. It seemed like not much.

			“But you still care for him? You still work with him?” she asked because she knew there was some emotion there, even if it were only on Ziva’s part.

			“We’re good together,” Ziva said, and then immediately followed with, “at work. We, all of us here, are a very good team. We’re doing important work by helping people. I’m not going to mess that up by harboring feelings that will never be reciprocated.”

			Her words made sense. They were courageous and smart. And Shola decided to believe them. Ziva had been nothing but nice to her since she arrived, so Shola wasn’t going to repay her by doubting what she said.

			“Are you his girlfriend now?” Ziva asked.

			She should have known that was coming.

			“No,” she answered honestly. “I do not believe I am. I am here to do a job.”

			Ziva smiled and headed for the door. “Yeah, you’ve told us that a time or two.”

			
 
			Enes rested her elbows on the bar top and leaned forward.

			The club was packed tonight. Every table and booth were full. The back room was reserved and overflow eating had been requested and accommodated. An up-and-coming rapper was on the stage spittin’ rhymes while a group of about forty people crowded around the stage. Across the room, more customers crowded on the dance floor. Servers came back and forth to the bar at twice the intervals they normally did, filling drink and food orders. In the area they called the storeroom, business was also boomin’ because the majority of their guests loved a puff of hella with their hip-hop and hot wings.

			“Are they coming tonight?”

			She didn’t have to look over her shoulder to see that Prinze had come up behind her. She’d felt the warmth of his presence seconds before he spoke.

			“That’s what they said,” she replied.

			“And so you’re just gonna watch the front door all night?”

			With a weary sigh she turned, pressing her back against the bar and folding her arms over her chest.

			“No. I’m also going to keep Warrick from getting us both killed. You know, like I’ve been doing for the last few days.”

			Prinze had a thick build. He used to wear locks but had recently chopped them off to sport a cropped wavy style instead. His eyes were obsidian, style of dress casual, but he could wear a suit as well as any lord on the court. Prinze was no lord, and neither was Enes. But they ran this club and made sure the money kept flowing for Warrick as if doing the job well could earn them the title.

			“You haven’t been working alone,” Prinze replied. “Now we need for tonight to go down without a hitch. Because any slipup and we’ll be on two hit lists. And I don’t know about you but I consider one far less dangerous than the other.”

			He was right. If this plan to pay the other club owners—who were also big-time crime bosses—and negotiate a new, more profitable deal with them didn’t work, Warrick would kill him and Enes for calling the meeting and working on Warrick’s behalf without his knowledge. So failure was not an option.

			She turned around again and resumed staring at the door.

			“Let me know when they get here,” Prinze said.

			Enes nodded. She wasn’t in the mood to talk.

			Before Prinze walked away, he cupped a hand to her ass. Enes rolled her eyes. She wasn’t in the mood for his not-so-subtle hints that he wanted to get laid either. She watched three more people come out of the storeroom with smiles on their faces, while three more were allowed through the door to make their purchases. Moving her gaze to another corner of the club, she caught a glimpse of a couple, the woman with her back plastered to the wall, her legs wrapped around her guy’s waist while he drove hard and fast into her. Enes shook her head. Sex, drugs and music were what most of their customers came for, and they made a ton of money obliging them. Personally, she didn’t care much for two out of the three, but this rapper’s flow was smooth and his beat was bumpin’. She was nodding her head as he went into his second verse. Maybe she should take a run on the dance floor. It had been a while since she’d relaxed enough to enjoy their entertainment.

			They walked into the club before she could decide—the dragon, the bride-to-be and the woman who had once visited Enes’s dreams.

			
 
			“We should split up,” Ziva said when they walked into Twilight.

			“No, we shouldn’t,” Theo replied. “There are too many people in here. Too many possibilities that something could go wrong and too many casualties if it does.”

			“Warrick’s not here,” Shola stated.

			“But there are definitely vampires in the building,” Theo announced. “Aiken and Reece are staking out Camden’s townhouse, and Bleu’s paying a visit to the Royal Blood. Magnum and Steele are running down the club owners who had their places hit in the last few days. In order to figure out what Warrick’s next move is, we need to know exactly what’s being taken.”

			“Well, I don’t know about the two of you, but I’m ready to have some fun,” Ziva said before walking ahead of them.

			Theo looked over at Shola. “You okay with this?”

			He’d wanted to go to her room to talk to her privately before they’d left the Office, but Bleu had stopped him with more information on the vampires in Burgess. They hadn’t dealt with them much over the years, the species doing their business just like Theo figured he was doing his. It had been pure luck that their paths hadn’t crossed until now.

			“I am fine,” she replied.

			Theo smiled. Even though they were here on business and he needed to pay close attention to their surroundings in order to keep them all safe, he couldn’t help it. “Yes, you sure are,” he told her and lifted her hand to his lips to kiss. “You look really good in that outfit.”

			She blessed him with a smile.

			“We should get to work,” she replied, but squeezed his hand before he could release hers. “Thank you.”

			Theo didn’t want her gratitude. What he wanted—a fact that came to him via a powerful thud in his chest—was for her to look at him the way she was right now...every day.

			“Welcome to Twilight.”

			Theo dropped Shola’s hand and looked up at the sound of another woman’s voice.

			“You need a table or a booth? We’re pretty crowded tonight, so there might be a wait. Or there are some floor spots but you’ll lose your drink if you walk out there with it.”

			The woman standing in front of them was maybe five feet six inches tall, her hair was cropped short, her yellow gold eyes assessing and judging. She was a vampire, and considering she’d left her spot at the bar and walked all the way to the door to greet them personally told Theo she knew he was a dragon. That meant she knew Warrick.

			“Where’s Camden?” he asked her.

			“Did you have an appointment?”

			Even if he did, Theo knew she wasn’t going to let him see Camden.

			“Better than that,” Shola said, stepping between them. “I am his fiancée.”

			The beast pushed angrily against his skin, and Theo clenched his teeth at her words. Camden was never marrying her. Not as long as Theo lived. He was about to say something, make some clarification or whatever he could think of to get the vampire’s attention back on him, but he didn’t have to. The vampire knew who Shola was too. This one wasn’t trying hard at all to guard her thoughts or feelings. And normally, Theo couldn’t see either of those things, but this vampire was pretty transparent.

			“He’s not here,” she said with a less than appreciative look at Shola. “Maybe his fiancée should know where he is.”

			“Or perhaps his sidekick should,” Ziva suggested from where she now stood behind the vampire. She’d walked away from them and probably circled back when she realized they weren’t right behind her. Now she was blocking her path, should she decide to leave.

			The vampire turned slowly, and Theo watched with intrigue as Ziva’s expression changed.

			“Enes?” Ziva asked.

			“Ziva,” the vampire replied.

			They stood for a few quiet seconds while the bass thumped so loud Theo felt like the blood in his veins was pulsating to the rhythm. When another vampire bumped into Shola, pushing her up against Theo, he knew it was time to move this little meeting along.

			“Listen, we just want to talk to Camden. If he’s not available, maybe the four of us can have a private conversation, and you can deliver our message.”

			Enes didn’t return her attention to Theo, but Ziva did look up at him, nodding to let him know she’d heard him.

			“That sounds like a good idea,” Ziva said.

			“I’m busy,” Enes told them and attempted to push past Ziva.

			The vampire knocked against Ziva’s shoulder so hard that Ziva stumbled backward.

			Shola immediately stepped forward, but Theo beat her to the punch. He grabbed Enes by the arm and spun her around to face him. Upon turning, Enes bared her teeth and hissed at Theo. In return, he flashed his dragon eyes and let them heat until he knew she could see the inferno of flames in his irises.

			“Make the time,” he told her.

			She yanked out of his grasp and put her supersharp teeth away. “Follow me,” she grumbled and walked away.

			“You know her?” Shola asked Ziva as they fell in step behind Enes.

			“Yeah, something like that,” Ziva replied. “Long story, long time ago. Let’s stay focused.”

			Shola glanced over her shoulder, exchanging a look with Theo. He couldn’t focus on Ziva right now. He was too busy looking around while they made their way through the crowd. There were easily more vampires here than any other species. But Theo also spotted a few feline shifters, a witch and humans. Too many humans to risk any type of exposure here. Unless they were believers, which they could very well be, considering they were in this particular club at this time of night.

			They’d passed the thickest throng of people and came around the side of the bar where a brawny guy caught Enes’s glance.

			“Can I help you guys?” he asked when he came over to the edge of the bar.

			Theo looked at the new vampire directly, again with his dragon eyes, and snapped, “No.”

			Enes led them into the kitchen and through another door to what appeared to be their storage area, with boxes and supplies stacked on shelves.

			“What do you want?” she asked when they were all inside and the door closed behind them.

			“We need to see Camden,” Theo replied. “And if he’s really not here tonight, I want to set up a meeting with him. I’ll name the time and place. All he has to do is show up.”

			Enes rolled her eyes. “And be slaughtered by your kind. No dice, dragonboy.”

			“We were scheduled to have dinner tomorrow at someplace called the Royal Blood,” Shola said.

			Theo had no idea she was going to bring up the schedule that had been planned for her. His assumption was that they all knew the remaining items on that schedule were now null and void. However, they had discussed briefly who and what the Royal Blood was earlier, but he remained quiet and watched Enes for any reaction.

			“He’s taking you to the Royal Blood? Why?”

			Shola squared her shoulders and tilted her chin. “Because I am his fiancée.”

			Theo’s fists clenched this time. He wanted to put one through a wall or destroy that word from everyone’s vocabulary forever.

			“Why does she need an entourage? What is she, some type of shifter?”

			“She’s human,” Ziva told Enes.

			Theo watched Enes’s head turn quickly in Ziva’s direction. Even if he hadn’t overheard Shola questioning Ziva about Enes, he would have known that something had happened between the two.

			After a few moments, Enes returned her attention to Shola and frowned. “I’m not his personal assistant but I’ll—”

			Whatever she’d been ready to say was cut off by the sound of gunfire. Rapid, nonstop gunfire.

			“Shit!” Theo yelled and immediately grabbed Shola’s hand.

			He looked around the space only to curse again when Enes announced, “There’s no other door back here. We gotta go through the kitchen and out front!”

			“To where they are shooting?” Shola asked.

			Ziva pushed past them and headed for the door. “Let’s go! We’re sitting ducks back here.”

			They rushed through the door to where the people who had been working in the kitchen when they came through a few minutes ago were now either huddled in a corner, covering their heads under the work tables, or dead on the floor. Ziva kicked her way through the kitchen door with Theo close behind her, and Shola’s hand in his. Four men with guns stood at the front entrance producing a spray of bullets as they aimed recklessly throughout the space.

			Ziva looked back at Theo. “Casualties,” she yelled and Theo knew what she meant.

			She was asking for permission. Theo answered by dropping Shola’s hand and pushing Ziva out of the way. Fire aimed straight at the ceiling would trigger the sprinkler system. Hopefully the water would cause a distraction, giving him enough time to run up on the gunmen without being shot. Not that bullets alone could kill him, but they would piss the beast off. He tilted his head back and began to open his mouth but before the spray of fire could escape he felt a cool blast from behind. Droplets of water fell on his face and arms just when he turned slowly to see Shola, her arms raised straight out in front of her, that white light he’d seen spark out of her fingers before, aimed like a laser toward the ceiling. Arcs of water spewed from each of her fingers, creating a waterfall throughout the entire front end of the club. It drenched the gunmen, who, instead of abandoning their shoot-a-thon, aimed their guns directly at Shola.

			Theo moved then. Faster than he ever had before, he was across the room in the blink of an eye using his powerful body like a bowling ball and barreling into the first gunman who in turn, knocked down the next one and the next one, until they all fell like dominoes. Ziva ran in that same direction, crushing wrists with her high-heeled boots and snatching guns. Theo had stood and grabbed the last two guns when he looked around to see Enes and the brawny bartender ducking out a side door.

			He lifted his wrist and spoke into his communicator. “Send enforcers and medical providers to Twilight! We’ll meet you back at the Office.”

			Water was streaming down his face. His clothes were wet. And the place they’d walked into, that not twenty minutes ago was booming with a party vibe, was now noisy with chaos while anyone who hadn’t been shot hurried out the door. It smelled of blood, gunpowder and violence. The water stopped and Theo saw Shola walking over to them. Her hands were at her sides, sparks dripping from her fingers.

			“I think this was payback,” Ziva said, coming up to stand beside him with a gun in each hand.

			Theo didn’t answer. He dropped the two guns he’d been holding, knowing the guys he’d taken them from weren’t going to try and reclaim them anytime soon because he’d cleaned their minds quickly while they lay on the floor. The cleaning would leave them asleep for at least fifteen more minutes. After that, they would be groggy and most likely hungry. Hunger could be an all-consuming thought, so it worked well just in case a stray memory tried to break free of the magick. Theo covered the few steps that were left between him and Shola and wrapped her in his arms. She shivered against him.

			“Help is on the way. We’re leaving,” he said simply and walked out the door they’d come in.

			Behind him, he heard Ziva kicking one of the guys again and then laughing as she too walked out.

		
	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			They’d parked down the street and around a corner and walked quickly toward the truck after leaving the club.

			“Before you ask, she wasn’t a vampire when I knew her. She was human and naive and confused. I have no idea when Camden got his fangs into her,” Ziva said just before she turned the corner.

			Theo held Shola’s hand tightly as they turned behind her. He was just about to thank Ziva for yet another cryptic comment and demand more information, when they all stopped a few feet short of the truck because it was surrounded in cloudy smoke and thick metallic sludge puddled near the tires.

			“I could kill each of you right here and now,” a raspy voice spoke from deeper inside the dark alley. “But I only want what’s mine.”

			Theo moved until he was in front of Ziva and Shola. A look over his shoulder told Ziva that no matter what happened she was to protect Shola first.

			“Show your face, Camden!” he shouted into the darkness.

			“Give me what’s mine!”

			“I do not belong to you,” Shola answered. “I never have, and I never will!”

			Hundreds of bats came flying at them from the back of the alley. The sound of wings flapping and the cool air from the action breezing over them.

			“You will not renege on this deal!” Camden continued. “Only death and destruction will come if you do!”

			This time Theo didn’t hesitate; he opened his mouth and sent long blasts of fire through the alley, singeing the bats midflight. A foul stench filled the space as Camden yelled out. Theo ran into the darkness, following the golden eyes he could now see about twenty feet away standing behind a dumpster. It was a likely spot since the vampire was complete garbage, but when he came close, Camden laughed and shifted into a giant bat before taking to the night sky. Theo shifted right behind him—the dragon a much larger beast than the bat—the breadth of his wings and body crashing into the surrounding buildings before he could clear the space and soar through the air on Camden’s tail.

			
 
			“Let’s go!” Ziva yelled and headed for the truck.

			Shola shook her head. She wasn’t leaving this spot without helping Theo. “He’ll never catch him,” she said and yanked her arm out of Ziva’s grasp.

			Ziva circled around to the driver’s side of the truck and opened the door.

			“You have no idea what Theo can do in that form. He’s—never mind, just get in!”

			But Shola was not convinced. She tilted her head back and looked up to the sky. Of course she saw nothing. Not the human-size bat that had just appeared or the massive dragon that had taken off after it. “Warrick is smaller. He will be able to hide better among the buildings. Theo cannot even get close.”

			“Get in!”

			Shola ran to the truck at that point, but before climbing in she lifted a hand, moving it in a circle. The air around them picked up to a strong breeze that whipped faster and faster. It was her hope that the quickened breeze would slow the bat down, while Theo’s larger, more powerful dragon would have no problem acclimating and even possibly excelling in the changed atmosphere.

			She was just about to climb into the truck when something wrapped around her ankle. It was tight, holding her to the spot where she stood. She looked down to see the metallic sludge lifting from the ground to twine around her ankle and up her leg.

			Cursing, she held on to the door and yanked her other leg into the truck. She rolled on to her side and was trying like hell to pull the trapped leg up with her, but it was holding her too tight.

			“What the hell is that?” Ziva yelled.

			“I have no clue, but in a minute, it will cut off my circulation!”

			“Oh no it won’t! Hold on!”

			Ziva slammed her foot down on the gas and the truck lurched forward before its tires screeched over asphalt. With half her ass on the seat, one leg inside the truck, and her fingers clenching tightly to the door, Shola was pulled in two directions like a horrible tug-of-war game. Ziva kept driving, and the sludge held its grip, until Ziva hit the corner.

			“Fuck!” Ziva yelled when Shola swung out of the truck, holding tight to the door, her legs flying into the air when the sludge finally released her.

			But Ziva continued to drive fast while Shola’s fingers kept their grip on the door that continued swinging away from the truck. It was when Ziva made a left turn that the door swung toward the truck and Shola was able to fall onto the seat, pulling her legs up tight beneath her. The door slammed and Shola’s head fell against Ziva’s arm.

			“I can’t drive with your head bobbing against me, Shola,” Ziva quipped.

			Shola adjusted herself in the seat and was about to give Ziva a snide remark, but she caught a glimpse in the rearview mirror and bit back a scream. That metallic sludge that had been wrapped around her leg had cumulated until it formed the silhouette of a person over ten feet tall and wearing a hood. It extended its arms revealing skeletal hands from beneath the sleeves of the robe and opened its mouth to release a horrific screech that had the windows of the truck exploding around them.

			“Shit!” Ziva screamed. “What the hell was that?”

			Shola couldn’t speak. Her throat burned, and her eyes remained fixated on the mirror even though the sludge man had dissipated after his angry cry. Her fingers began to shake, the rush of energy she usually felt at the expulsion of power not present. In its place was a weight so heavy that she couldn’t even lift her shaking fingers from her thighs where they’d been resting. Her shoulders trembled and recalled the feeling of her leg being pulled down, taken and restrained against her will. That sludge man wanted her.

			Warrick wanted her.

			And Shola just wanted to be free.

			In a startling second of clarity she realized she wanted to be free of this destiny, of the mandate to kill, of this entire existence that had more to do with someone else’s past mistake than her present happiness. It was unfair and unjust.

			It was her fate.

			
 
			“We circled back just in time to see two vamps coming out of a side door at the club. Man and woman attempted to run to their car, but amazingly that vehicle was burned to a crisp right before their eyes,” Steele said with a haunting smile.

			“Did you burn their bloodsucking asses too?” Reece asked.

			“No,” Magnum answered. “I had some questions for them.”

			“But they weren’t in the mood to answer. Instead, they thought it might be nice to snack on us, so the woman made a dive at Magnum and went straight for his jugular. He tossed her so far down the alley she slid into a dumpster before being covered by some shiny metal liquid,” Steele said.

			Magnum agreed with his brother’s account of what had gone down and added to it. “The guy thought he had a better chance at hand-to-hand combat with Steele, but that didn’t work to his advantage. He was bleeding and cradling a chest full of broken ribs by the time he managed to squeak out the name Hoan. That’s who he said Warrick was working with. A demonic named Hoan.”

			“Why didn’t you bring him back here? We could have held him for ransom, or at the very least, beat more answers out of him,” Aiken said.

			“That weird ass glossy crap got him too. It was thick and wrapped around dude’s body like a chain, pulling him straight down into a sewer like garbage,” Magnum announced.

			“What the hell? Now we’re fighting glossy metallic crap?” Reece asked.

			“No,” Theo said, pushing himself away from the doorjamb where he’d been leaning while listening to them talk.

			They’d all joined in the conference room once they returned, in pairs since that was the way they’d gone out together. There was only one pair missing, or at least one part of the pair. Ziva and Shola had been together, but Shola wasn’t here. Ziva was sitting in a chair staring off into space while the others talked. Bleu had gone out alone, and he hadn’t returned yet, but Theo had been in touch with him through the communicator. He was safe and had information on the Royal Blood and Camden’s quest to be recognized.

			Theo had gathered his own information tonight. Dark and dangerous information that wasn’t going to bode well for any of them, especially him.

			“That metallic sludge and that eerie smoke that accompanies it is the demonic Hoan. He was banished to the Spirit Realm a thousand years ago,” Theo told them.

			“Then how did he get back, and why now?” Reece asked.

			“The Convergence,” Steele said. “He’s the one who wants the power to rule the realms. He’s older and undoubtedly much stronger than Camden.”

			“Right,” Theo stated. “Hoan can converge the realms, he just needs enough evil support on each one to combine the power and turn it to his rule. And if he’s working with Camden he probably didn’t kill the two vamps you saw in the alley, just got them out of the way so you wouldn’t kill them.”

			Aiken nodded. “So how and when do we kick his ass?”

			Theo rubbed his chin and looked around the room once more. “Where’s Shola?” he asked Ziva, who still hadn’t spoken.

			“In her room,” Ziva replied quietly and sat up straighter in her chair.

			Theo nodded as she looked at him with expectancy in her gaze. She thought he was going to ask for more information on how she knew the vampire woman, and most assuredly what had happened in that alley after he left, because that had been the moment he’d felt Hoan’s presence the most. But he wasn’t going to ask her any of that. Not right now, anyway.

			“The vampires can’t fly long distances,” he said when he was standing next to his seat at the head of the table. “They have actual bats that carry a poisonous bite, but only lords have the ability to shift into bat form and fly. About a hundred or so miles was the best he could do before floundering. Just before the wind mysteriously picked up, Camden started dipping in the air and his wings hadn’t been strong enough to bring him back up. But I lost him in a tuft of thick clouds.” They’d suddenly littered the sky, sticking together like glue and blocking Theo’s movement.

			“We need to get to Camden and fast, before he’s able to do whatever Hoan has asked of him,” Magnum said.

			“Right.” Theo nodded. “He’s a pawn in Hoan’s demented game and probably doesn’t even know it.” And while Camden was definitely in his top five of people he didn’t mind seeing dead, Theo wanted it at his hand, not Hoan’s possession.

			“Well, if the vamp’s turning into a bat and flying around town now, that’s not going to be as simple as we thought,” Aiken added.

			Theo’s gaze immediately went to Ziva.

			“It’s your turn,” he said to her. “Tell me how you know Camden’s flunky and then tell me how you plan to get her to cooperate with setting him up.”

			Ziva tossed him a heated glance, her eyes taking on the green hue of her dragon.

			“I told you that was a long time ago,” Ziva countered.

			Theo stood back from the table. He folded his arms over his chest and stared at her. “Which means there’s more to tell.”

			Ziva opened her mouth to say something, and Theo narrowed his gaze at her. She hesitated for a moment, a mixture of fury and sadness on her face.

			“I had sex with her. A couple of times,” she said. “Is that what you wanted to know?”

			This was Ziva’s defense mode—snappy comments, simmering anger and irritableness. It all hid what was actually going on with her. Things Theo really didn’t want to know about except to the extent that it involved this current situation.

			“What? How’d I miss that?” Aiken asked.

			Ziva shot him a death glare too. “Because you know it’s best to bark up your own horny tree and to not go poking your nose near mine.”

			“Right, because my tree is definitely different from yours,” Aiken added with a wiggle of his brow.

			“You’re disgusting and ignorant,” she snapped.

			“That’s partially true,” Theo added and tossed his own irritated look toward Aiken.

			“Look, I liked her, and she liked me. We hooked up a couple of times. Like I told you before, she was human then. I don’t know when Warrick turned her or if he’s even the one who did it,” Ziva explained.

			“You slept with that hot ass vampire that tried to suck me dry?” Magnum asked.

			“It was a long time ago, and she wasn’t sure what she wanted out of life. I wasn’t inclined to sit around waiting for her to figure it out,” Ziva said.

			“And now she’s a vampire.” Theo brought the conversation back to the important part. “And she works closely with Camden.”

			“Apparently not close enough to tell us where he was tonight. I mean, before we bumped into him in the alley on our way out,” Ziva said.

			“What? You came face-to-face with him again?” Magnum asked. “Did you kick his sorry ass into giving us any information?”

			“No,” Theo said through clenched teeth. “We didn’t get that far, and I ended up being face-to-face with his bat, like I said before.”

			“We could have fought them though,” Ziva added. “I mean, how many times are we gonna run away when we’re supposed to be the good guys?”

			“We run away so that we can live to fight another day. This is not the Far Realm, everything is not about losing your life for the greater good. We’re going to think smarter than that.” Theo believed those words wholeheartedly. At least he had up to this point. Now, he wasn’t so sure they were going to continue working, but he wasn’t ready to tell them that.

			“You want to set a trap for Camden to walk into? And then what? What are we going to ask him that we haven’t already figured out at this stage?” Steele asked.

			“I want to know how Hoan contacted him and why him specifically. Shola hadn’t been born when she was promised to Camden. But Camden’s not a member of the Royal Blood, so how was he even on Hoan’s radar as a candidate for this marriage in the first place?”

			“Enes won’t talk to me,” Ziva said. “You saw how she acted at the club tonight.”

			Theo looked at her, hoping she could see past the flurry of emotions going through her at the moment to the fact that he was only trying to get to the bottom of this situation. He wasn’t prying into her business or attempting to tell her how to live her life. Outside of this company, Ziva was on her own. What she did and who she did it with was not his concern. Unless she ended up hurt, and then, he wouldn’t hesitate to defend or avenge her if necessary.

			“I saw what looked like two people with a world of emotion flowing between them. I think she’s more open to talking or any other type of persuasion if it comes from you,” he told her.

			Ziva stood. She planted her palms on the table and leaned in while staring at Theo.

			“Are you telling me to use sex to get the advantage over her?”

			“No,” he replied with a shake of his head. “We’re above that. I expect you to be above that. But your connection with her will get you through her door. How you work extracting information from her is up to you. I’d like a report by tomorrow night.”

			“Really, Theo? Because you want a report I’m supposed to backtrack into my past and drudge up a situation I had a hard time releasing in the first place. Yeah, that’s about right,” she continued with a nod of her head. “Theo is the emotionless one of all of us. He’s the one who accepts and assigns the cases and refrains from having any type of personal life or emotional connections. Because that’s what he’s good at. His simmering anger from two hundred years ago fuels his every action. But little ol’ me, I’m just a mess with showing my emotions and expecting things from others. So I guess that makes me expendable.”

			“Stop,” he said slowly, yet forcefully. “That’s not what I meant, and this outburst isn’t necessary.”

			“Oh you bet your ass it’s necessary! Just like you sleeping with the little vampire hunter is necessary. But when she’s gone back to her precious village, you’ll be standing right where I am with a memory of something you didn’t have the guts to make into a real thing!”

			Ziva stormed out of the conference room before Theo could respond. The others looked at him, waiting for him to explain the part about him sleeping with Shola, he assumed. But Theo didn’t speak a word on any of that.

			“We need to talk about our contingency plan,” he continued and took his seat. “Because if this doesn’t go the way we want it to, we may be facing something much more ominous than we thought.”

			And the choice Theo was certain he’d already made, might need to be addressed, again.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			When Theo stepped into her room, Shola immediately felt her balance returning. When had that happened? It was the same feeling she obtained after praying on her altar. The same, but different. Before he’d come to her door, she’d been filled with anxiety and energy. She wanted to go back out and tackle that mysterious sludge that had attacked her, to get back on the streets and hunt for Warrick because an impatience had begun to fill her spirit. Things needed to end. All of these dangling loose ends needed to be gone.

			And then what?

			As he’d walked past her and she closed the door behind him, Shola’s heart stopped racing. Her thoughts still circled around the pending matters, but her mind had cleared enough to see that something about Theo was different from when she’d seen him earlier.

			The dark blue jeans and black shirt he wore were different from earlier at the club. He would have changed when his dragon returned to the Office this evening. There’d been no time for her to be in awe of the magnificent beast tonight; too much was going on. So much that it still ran races in her mind. And all of that took a second seat to the flip-flop of her stomach the moment he turned back to stare at her.

			There was the difference. This balance was new and intriguing, while before she’d left the altar steady and focused.

			“I needed to see you after everything that happened, but you weren’t in the conference room when I came down,” he said.

			“I am not part of your team,” she replied.

			He shook his head. “Don’t do that.”

			“Do what?”

			He was staring at her with a slight frown. “Back down. Earlier you told me that you were either coming with us to the club or you were going in alone. I took you with us. That made you part of the team.”

			Shola nodded. “And what about after the job is done?”

			She hadn’t realized that was a concern until the question slipped from her lips.

			“I can’t think about after until this is done and you’re safe. Camden is still out there, as well as the one he’s partnered with. I believe it’s the Dark One that your father made the deal with.”

			Shola thought about what he’d just said. “Yes,” she replied. “I did not connect the two. Oya’s stories of him said he used to be able to walk the realms in his true dark form, but that for centuries he was only able to appear as smoke and liquid.”

			“You saw him?” Concern and a touch of anger were evident in his voice.

			“When we tried to drive away, the liquid or sludge that had been on the ground wrapped around my legs. Ziva got us away from it but when I looked through the rearview mirror, it was a man. Or at least the form of a man in a hooded robe.”

			It seemed to click into place at that moment. If that was the Dark One, it made sense that he would want her, if he knew that she was sent to stop his plan. Shola thought about how that knowledge made her feel. Confused. Angry. Anxious all over again.

			She walked across the room to where she’d set a picture of her parents on the dresser, right next to the nine-loop bracelet she sometimes wore and her seven-day candle. Lifting the frame, she ran her fingers over the face of Joku and Ejaita, the two who’d raised and loved her. Neither of them knew of her connection to Oya or the dark task her birth had bestowed upon her. Yet, a piece of Shola was certain they would be proud. She was standing for what she believed and doing what she knew was necessary for her people. With that thought, she touched the pendant on her necklace, reaching out to Oya.

			“My father just wanted my mother to live. That is why he made the bargain with the Dark One. He made a mistake,” she said quietly. “But how many people live their whole lives and avoid doing that?”

			“I don’t know,” Theo replied. “My life is not like yours or theirs. My world is totally different.”

			With those words, Shola turned to face him. She dropped her hand from her necklace and looked at Theo, the man. A light brown beard covered his strong jaw, and his shirt hung on muscled shoulders, pants wrapped around toned thighs. To the human eye, he was one of the sexiest men she’d ever seen, but as one who was more than human, magickal as he liked to call her, Theo was a born leader. He possessed a levelheadedness and calm demeanor combined with his ability to listen as well as dole out assignments with a tone that brokered no argument, and did not ruffle any feathers while doing so, that were attributes of someone in charge. He was more than a guard, and she had a feeling, much more than any other dragon on the Far Realm.

			Tonight, however, he was troubled.

			“I can help,” she said.

			“You are helping,” he told her before dragging his hands down his face. “Now that we know about Hoan, it’ll be easier to figure out how to approach this. Getting to Camden is still a priority, and Ziva’s going to help with that. Bleu also found out some things about why Camden isn’t accepted in the Royal Blood, so we might be able to get some help from them in getting rid of him. But you’re a piece of this, Shola. A very big piece.”

			He was standing near the leather couch that was situated ten feet from the end of her bed. The couch and two high-back chairs were situated across from a flat-screen TV embedded in the wall. There was a plush navy-blue-and-cranberry-colored rug in the center of that floor and a table at each end of the couch.

			“I meant that I can help you right now.” She walked away from the dresser, stopping when she was in front of him.

			He touched a finger to her chin and then up to her cheeks. “I’ve never seen a woman with sexy dimples before,” he told her. “I think about yours all the time.”

			Shola reached up to take his hand. She kissed the back of it and smiled up at him. “Come with me.” In her mind, the words “my love” echoed at the end of her sentence.

			Theo followed her around to the front of the couch while she pushed those words out of focus.

			“Have a seat.”

			He sat and Shola moved to her altar where she poured from her bottle of oil. She whispered a quick prayer and rubbed the oil lightly in the palm of her hand. Going back to the sitting area, she stood behind the couch and placed her oiled hands on Theo’s neck.

			He sighed heavily the moment her skin touched his.

			“Close your eyes,” she told him.

			“Why? Do you have a big surprise for me?” he joked.

			Shola smiled. It was odd how much she could still manage to smile considering their situation. But there was light here, in this moment. There was joy that had spread from the flopping of her stomach seconds after his entrance, to right this moment.

			“I want to give you solace,” she whispered in a low, rhythmic tone. “Solace and blessings for one who carries so much.”

			“I’m just a man.”

			“No, Theo Masters, you could never be just a man.” Shola continued moving her hands over his neck, massaging the sacred oil deep into his skin. When her hands moved beneath the collar of his shirt to massage his shoulders there was a low moan from him and a soft smile on her lips.

			“Ibùkùn. Ibùkùn. Ibùkùn.”

			He grabbed each of her hands. “What are you saying?”

			His tone was alarmed, but his grip on her hands gentle. So much on him, a weight much heavier than she thought she’d ever carried. It saddened her and opened her heart to him further.

			“Blessings,” she said. “I’m praying for blessings upon you, Theo.”

			“For what?”

			“For everything. Whatever you need to go through and conquer. Whatever you feel or do not wish to feel. Blessings for it all.”

			She didn’t expect him to pull her hands up to his lips and kiss each one of her fingers. Nor did she anticipate the shock of warmth that soared through her when he did. In the days that she’d been at the Office, Shola had grown accustomed to the cooler temperatures. So much so that she stopped wearing socks to bed at night. When she was in the cave where she had at first been very cold, the moment Theo’s dragon appeared she had warmed and her body had held that temperature even after leaving the cave.

			He tugged on her arms until she pulled out of his hold and came around to the front of the sofa. She was about to sit down when he grabbed her by the hips and directed her so that she was sitting across his lap instead.

			“You’re going to be fine too,” he said with one hand around her back and the other gripping her fingers. “After all this is done, you’re going to be just fine.”

			“Just fine as what?” She had been thinking about that on and off for the past couple of days. It was probably why she asked him about what would happen afterward, because she really didn’t know. “I have only prepared to do this one thing.”

			“You talked about your studies. Was that college?”

			“Yes. I went to a university and studied history so that I could teach it to the next generations. But I am not qualified to do anything else.”

			“When I left the Far Realm two hundred years ago, I was not qualified to do anything but be a Drakon. On the Far Realm we didn’t have paying jobs. We were born into a special skillset, one that usually matched that of others in our clan. None of that mattered here in the Human Realm.”

			“And yet you are so successful now. How did you do it?”

			“You can be who and what you want to be. You can choose. Always,” he insisted.

			His words made sense on a very basic level. But up against the backdrop of being the creation of an Orisha goddess, it didn’t seem like enough.

			“I like you,” she said tentatively. He was rubbing a thumb over the backs of her fingers, and she looked down at their joined hands. “I know I was not supposed to, I mean not this much. But I guess I chose to.”

			The admission had her smiling and feeling nervous at the same time. It was weird because she had always been so sure of herself, even once she arrived in the Western World. But in this moment, she felt this was all new—being with a man and developing feelings for him was unfamiliar and a bit scary.

			“I didn’t anticipate liking you,” he admitted. “I kept telling myself that you were just a job.”

			“Probably your worst job ever.” She couldn’t help but chuckle.

			He moved his hand from her back to rub along the nape of her neck. “No,” he replied in a somber tone. “You are the best thing to happen since I came to the Human Realm.”

			“Oh.” That may not have been the right reaction, but she was unsure of what else to say.

			That was quite okay, because it seemed as if Theo was finished talking. He leaned in close and dropped a soft kiss on her lips. When he pulled away and simply stared at her, Shola took the next step. She leaned into him, giving him a quick kiss, and then following that with another kiss, her tongue stroking his softly. He accepted her kiss, joining in with her slow and purposeful movements. There was heat here, always, with them. But it was not a ravaging heat, just the simmering flames that his touch and her moans stoked fervently.

			His fingers were in her hair, scraping along her scalp as the kiss deepened, and he held her head to his. She reached up to touch his cheek, enjoying the feel of his beard against the skin of her palm. He moved his other hand, the one that had been twined with hers, to slide up her arm. Shola shivered against the intimate touch.

			She flattened her other hand on his chest, loving the rise and fall and the steady thumping of his heartbeat. She wanted to feel more of him and all of him at once. So she continued the kiss, pulling back only slightly to take a breath. He nipped her bottom lip when she did. She sucked his tongue into her mouth and the kiss resumed once more.

			Shola yanked at his shirt until it was free from the band of his jeans. One more time their lips parted while she pulled the shirt up and over his head. He hurriedly did the same with the turquoise blouse she still wore.

			“Cute,” he whispered as he looked down at the beige lace bra she wore. “But I like it much better when you’re free.”

			With those words, he yanked the bra from her body, tossing it somewhere. Shola had no idea where because once it was gone, Theo was ducking his head to take one breast into his mouth. She arched in his grasp rubbing her hand down the back of his head as he sucked one and then the other breast as if they were the most decadent dessert. Because this was how it worked with them, the flame stayed on a low burn and once they stoked it, grew into volcanic proportions, Shola pulled away from him. She eased off his lap and stood, pushing the jeans and panties down her hips and legs and stepped out of them.

			She was going to bend down and unsnap his pants, but Theo pulled her to him. His kissed her torso, dragged his tongue down to dip into her navel and then slipped a finger between the bare lips of her mound. He pressed that finger deep, and Shola gasped, her hands going to his shoulders to hold on because her knees had immediately gone weak. When he pulled that finger out of her, she watched transfixed as he brought it to his mouth and licked it clean of her essence.

			“I will never get enough of you,” he said in a hoarse whisper.

			The sight and the pure uninhibited pleasure that covered his face drove her mad.

			“You can have all of me,” he promised before her fingers attacked the snap and zipper of his jeans. When she’d finally gotten them and the shoes off, she wasted no time straddling him.

			He held her hips, but she didn’t want him to lower her down gently. When she was over the head of his dick, she slammed down, taking him in completely all at once. He groaned and she sighed when he gripped her ass cheeks. Lowering his forehead to her chest, he whispered her name repeatedly. Shola came up on her knees and began to ride him. It was hotter than before, but she felt no sweat, only pleasure, building and cresting like a wave. This was wonderful—it was balance and contentment, pleasure and perfection. It was everything she hadn’t known she was missing in her previous sexual encounters and the slow build to a fear of never having this again.

			She slowed down her movements with that thought, thinking if that were the case, she better relish the moment. Theo had a different idea. He pulled out of her and shifted positions until she was kneeling on the couch, her breasts pressed into the back of the furniture while he entered her from behind. She held on to the couch as he pounded into her, and screaming his name when her release seized her body. Seconds later, between guttural groans, his release followed hers and he slammed into her body even harder.

			“I don’t know what this is,” he said when he leaned over her and rested his forehead on her back.

			She’d turned so that her cheek lay against the cool leather of the couch. “Neither do I.”

			“But I don’t want it to stop,” he continued. “I don’t ever want it to stop.”

			“No,” she admitted. “Goddess forgive me, I do not want it to stop either.”

			
 
			The next day Theo sat behind his desk in his office at the Tower. Shola stood to his right, wearing a pale green jumpsuit, her hair in thick twists, hands clasped in front of her. Magnum and Steele, who were both dressed in dark jeans and black T-shirts, stood a couple feet away from his desk, one on either side. Aiken and Reece were standing outside the office door, while Bleu stood on the inside. Ziva had gone upstairs to monitor the security screens with Isla.

			Today’s meeting was unprecedented. The Drakon and the Royal Blood, who would have ever guessed the two would come together for any reason, and especially on the Human Realm? Dragons, vampires and shifters were the power structure among preternatural beings. And as such, they tended to give each other a wide berth, or else there’d be an all-out preternatural war. In a few minutes, Hikeen Montoy, chief lord of the Royal Blood would walk through the door of his office and they would discuss how to rid each other of Warrick Camden.

			“Approaching,” Aiken spoke through the communicator.

			Bleu moved closer to the door, ready for whoever walked through with the chief lord. Theo closed out of the screen he’d been looking at that marked the progress of the guests coming to meet him. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Shola lift a hand to rub the pendant at her neck. He reached out to grab her free hand, rubbing his thumb over the backs of her fingers.

			He didn’t speak, just looked at her, and he could see in her eyes that she understood the reassurance his touch was meant to convey.

			“I know,” she whispered. “It’s almost over.”

			There was a knock at the door and Theo reluctantly released her hand. He nodded at Bleu, who then stepped in front of the door and opened it. A man dressed in a white tuxedo with a red bowtie walked in first. He looked around the room and turned back to nod at the doorway. The next person to enter, Theo was certain, was Hikeen Montoy. The chief lord wore a crisp slim-fit gray suit with a red shirt and tie, a floor-length gray leather coat hung over his shoulders. His silver hair was combed back from his face, thick white beard and gray mustache neatly trimmed. Behind him, two more dressed in white tuxedos entered the office. Before Bleu closed the door, Aiken came inside and both dragons stood guard.

			The first vampire guard had just come face-to-face with a steely-eyed Magnum. The guard wanted to stand beside the chair that Hikeen had just sat in, but Magnum wasn’t allowing too many of them that close to Theo. One of the other vampire guards took Hikeen’s coat, and Hikeen waved his hand to the three of them, signaling them to stand behind him. This placed the vampires between each of the dragons in the room.

			Theo spoke first. “Thank you for agreeing to this meeting.”

			Hikeen rubbed a hand over his mustache and beard.

			“We have a mutual problem,” Hikeen said. “He has left his townhouse. I sent men there last night after speaking with your associate. Nobody has been there since we arrived and some things are packed.”

			“He’s about to move,” Theo stated. “We can handle this one of two ways. We find him and kill him. Or we find him and turn him over to you for your laws to deal with him. One option is definitely more diplomatic than the other. But I’ve got to be perfectly honest with you. I’m leaning toward option number one.”

			“As I told your associate, he is not part of the Royal Blood. I don’t care who his parents are, he’s unethical and indiscriminate. We have rules against involvement with humans, and Warrick takes them too far. He believes we cast him aside because of his birth situation, but it’s more because of his actions that we do not let him into the fold.” Hikeen crossed one leg over the other and clasped his fingers around his knee. “With that said, he is a vampire and I can’t in good conscience give you, a Drakon, permission to slaughter one of our own.”

			Theo figured as much. No matter how much he’d refused to follow his father’s orders back on the Far Realm, Torrance hadn’t given any of the Drakon permission to kill his only son.

			“I won’t stop hunting him,” Theo stated honestly. “He’s endangering more than just the humans on this realm.”

			“Yes, your associate mentioned a village over the seas. I’m not sure why he wants a place such as that. We already have a Royal Blood in that region,” Hikeen said.

			Shola spoke up. “He wants to rule my people. I do not know what he will have them become, but we cannot sit back and wait to become enslaved by his will.”

			Hikeen’s attention shifted to her. He looked appreciatively from the top of Shola’s head, down to her midthigh area, which was all he could see considering she stood behind Theo’s desk.

			“The River Tribe will not become his next conquest,” Theo said and cleared his throat loudly when Hikeen continued to stare at Shola.

			“She’s not from here. Those that are different can be an acquired taste, but I could be persuaded,” Hikeen said, his cool gray eyes widening as he continued to stare.

			Theo stood abruptly. Using his finger, he aimed a blast of fire so that it arched beautifully and landed on the floor just inches from Hikeen’s foot.

			Hikeen didn’t move but his guards immediately stepped to Theo’s Drakon. None of the other dragons moved because there was no need. The vampires were simply no match for them.

			“Don’t test me. This is a very delicate and temporary truce. Don’t get toasted in here because you wanna speak with your dick,” Theo warned.

			He felt Shola’s hand on his shoulder. She didn’t speak, but the steadiness in her touch had his beast relaxing, even if only slightly.

			“Ah yes, I know who she is.” Hikeen spoke as if he hadn’t almost had his toes burned to a crisp. “The beautiful African goddess. The one you were paid to protect. Warrick’s bride-to-be.”

			Theo didn’t like any word that had been said, mainly because Hikeen had spoken them. How did he know who and what Shola was if he had nothing to do with Camden?

			Instead of sitting back in his chair, the beast sought Shola, so Theo remained standing, reaching an arm around her waist to pull her closer to him. It was a bold move for the man, one that announced to everyone in this room that Shola was his. While Theo had a feeling his team had already come to that conclusion, the Royal Blood were not privy to such news. At least they hadn’t been before now.

			“Do you know why Warrick wants you, bellissimo?” Hikeen asked.

			Shola didn’t answer and the only reason Theo didn’t end the meeting immediately was because he was now certain Hikeen knew much more than he’d shared with him or Bleu.

			“It’s not your tiny little village. It’s the power that it will bring him. Power to rule the vampires throughout the realms. That’s what Hoan promised him.” Hikeen smiled and slid a hand back from his knee to slowly adjust his tie.

			“If you’re not going to work with us,” Theo interjected, “then I will assume you are working against us. And I will act accordingly.”

			Hikeen raised his brows, but still didn’t look at Theo. He continued to stare at Shola. Theo’s arm tightened around her waist. His gaze moved around the room until he met each one of his team, silently telling them all to be alert. One move, one tilt of his head, hell, one more out of the way word, and the vampires were going to need a new chief lord in Burgess.

			“The Royal Blood works only in accordance with the wishes of the Royal Capitol. That’s how we knew what Warrick was doing. It’s how we know more about this ironic situation than it appears you do.”

			Again, he was speaking directly to Shola.

			“I know that I will never marry him,” she said defiantly. “There will never be a union that will grant him the power over the River Tribe. So he will have to come up with another plan to rule all vampires.”

			Hikeen laughed, a silky sound that filled the room.

			“There was always another plan, bellissimo. Do you think I would have ever let someone like Warrick get the upper hand over me? He’s always been power hungry, doing whatever he could to gain more, to be more than he was meant to be. It didn’t matter if he married you or you killed him, he was never in line to rule all the vampires. Ever!”

			The last word was the first time Hikeen raised his voice.

			“This meeting is over,” Theo announced. He looked over to Magnum and waited until he came to stand on the other side of Shola. “Mark this as the first and last time you walk in and out of this building alive,” Theo told the vampire.

			Hikeen waved a hand and one of his guards brought his coat. He stood slowly, still smiling at Shola.

			“He can’t protect you forever,” Hikeen said to her. “If you come with me now, I can keep you safe from their kind.”

			Theo’s communicator vibrated and before he could react every other dragon’s communicator went off too. When he looked down at his wrist it was flashing red.

			“Staying with him, you will surely die as Hoan does not like humans or even goddesses. The demonic isn’t big on women at all. Theo can tell you more about that. Don’t you remember, Theo? Hoan was the one who killed your mother.”

			His jaw clenched and Shola’s gaze instantly went to his.

			The red flashing continued on the communicator, but there was no message, nothing beyond their symbol for heat.

			“Bleu, show Hikeen and his creatures out,” Theo said and reached for Shola’s hand.

			She didn’t take it.

			Hikeen chuckled. “That’s right, he didn’t tell you that. I’m not surprised. He doesn’t like to talk about his past much, do you, Theo? In all these years you’ve been in Burgess, I’ve never heard a peep about you and your Drakon or the fact that you all defected from the Far Realm. I guess that might not be the real truth. Hoan ran you all away, didn’t he? Oh no, Torrance the great Drakon emperor did that when he fell under Hoan’s spell just like your mother.”

			Now, Hikeen’s gold eyes turned to Theo, holding his gaze while Theo struggled to hold on to his beast.

			“You can’t protect her from Hoan since Hoan is actually the ruler of the Drakon, isn’t that right, Theo? It’s no wonder you want to find Warrick. By planning to betray Hoan, Warrick was ultimately betraying you and all the dragons. And you simply cannot have that.”

			Shola gasped. “What is he saying, Theo?”

			“This meeting is over!” Theo roared.

			Bleu and Aiken moved in, ready to physically empty the office. But Hikeen held up an arm, long narrow fingers, with a gold ring on each, wiggling in the air.

			“I don’t want any trouble,” Hikeen said. “Just restoring the balance of good and evil in Burgess.” His head snapped to Shola. “He’s not who you think he is, bellissimo. Warrick is an evil vampire, but Theo and his crew are dragon mercenaries. They’ve been here on this realm for two hundred years doing Hoan’s bidding. Killing preternaturals and strengthening Hoan’s hold on this realm. When the convergence comes, it will be the Drakons who helped put Hoan in power. Not Warrick, and certainly not the vampires!”

			Theo was already lifting his hand, knowing that by killing Hikeen he’d be setting off a chain of events that he couldn’t take back, but when the fire soared from his palms, the chief lord disappeared into the air and the bat flew straight toward the window, breaking through the Drakonproof glass and soaring into the night.

			The other vampires immediately turned with teeth bared, ready to pounce. Theo reached for Shola, pushing her behind him while the other Drakon dispatched the vampires without much trouble.

			“Was he telling the truth?”

			Theo didn’t immediately turn at her question. His communicator was buzzing again. He looked down to see a message now. “BREACH!” blinked on and off the screen, white letters against the red background.

			“We can talk about this later! Right now we have to figure out what else the vampires have been cooking up all this time,” Theo told her.

			“You said whatever I asked you that I could expect your answer was the truth. Tell me why you are here, Theo. Why are you on the Human Realm and not on the Far Realm with the rest of the Drakon?”

			There was no rage in her voice, no anger to join the space already full of tension. Just the lingering sound of disappointment and confusion as Theo turned to her slowly. Behind him the stench of burning vampires permeated the air. There was shouting through the communicator, but Theo kept his eyes trained on Shola. A cool wind coming through the broken window ruffled the material of her clothes, sending her scent like a spiral through the air. He inhaled deeply, fighting the pain spreading slowly through his chest.

			“I told you who and what I was, Shola. I didn’t lie to you.”

			She was shaking her head. “Did you tell me everything, the way you demanded I tell you? Did Hoan kill your mother? Are the Drakon working for Hoan?”

			Theo didn’t know what to say. While he hadn’t lied to Shola, he certainly hadn’t shared everything about his past with her. And even though some of the things Hikeen said were true, they all weren’t, and the fact that the bastard vampire made her think differently sent his beast into a rage.

			“Let’s go back to the Office,” he said through clenched teeth. “We can talk about it there. Whatever you chose to believe at this moment, you know that I would never hurt you.”

			He stepped closer and reached out to touch her.

			She didn’t back away from his approach, but from the guarded look in her eyes, he knew that touching her wasn’t what she wanted, so he let his arms fall to his side.

			“We have to go now, Shola. I’ll answer every question you ask, just not right now. I’ll get someone to take you back to the Office while I deal with this. But we need to move!” His words were more urgent and forceful than he intended, but there were so many emotions warring for his attention right now, he wasn’t sure what to do or say. All he knew for certain was that the vampires were going to pay for the mayhem they’d caused. But first, he needed to make sure she was safe.

			Shola looked around the room as if for the first time realizing they weren’t alone. She nodded her agreement. “You’re right. Now is not the time. I need to get some fresh air.”

			She moved around the desk and he didn’t try to stop her.

			His communicator was buzzing on his arm, and his heart was breaking as he watched Shola moving slowly to the door. For the first time in Theo’s life, he wasn’t sure of his next step, and he cared far more about what this woman thought of him than he’d ever cared about anything else.

			“Theo!” Bleu yelled from the other side of the room, snatching his attention momentarily. “Isla says the security cameras are going crazy but every floor that’s accessible has been checked and there’s nothing on them.”

			Shola had just walked out the door when Theo snapped into action. He lifted his arm to speak into his communicator. “Get downstairs and make sure Shola gets back to the Office safely,” he directed Reece.

			“On it!” Reece replied.

			Theo glanced back at Bleu who’d moved over to Theo’s desk and pulled up the security screen. He closed the space between them and focused his attention on the screen, now alight with red, as if something invisible were moving through the building.

			“Spread out and do a manual check,” he ordered and used his communicator to type a message to Reece telling him to contact him the moment he and Shola made it back to the Office.

			This wasn’t how Theo had figured the meeting would turn out.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			“I told you I would make it up to you, my lord,” Monife Seyi, general of the Odò Guard, whispered in Warrick’s ear an hour later.

			She leaned over him as he sat in the chair positioned in the basement of his townhouse. Across the room, lying on the floor with her legs and hands bound, gag stuffed into her mouth, was Shola N’Gara, the wannabe warrior who planned to interrupt the rightful ruler from taking his throne.

			Warrick propped his ankle on his knee and glared at the still form lying on the floor. She was going to be his wife. But that arrogant dragon had thought he could take her away from him. He stroked his goatee and smiled. His plan was to marry her, travel back to her village and change the rules there. Before he could command all vampires, he needed a colony that were loyal to only him. In addition to the legendary vampires he planned to raise from their graves beneath the small town using Shola’s power combined with his own, he would personally change every citizen of the River Tribe and then he would take the strongest with him to conquer the lords in every territory until they all answered to him. It was an ambitious job, but he could handle it. He was born to rule.

			And Hoan had known that. It’s why the demonic had sought him out when he’d been ready to make his play for the convergence. After Warrick had told Hoan of his plan, the demonic had thought it a perfect fit. While Warrick built his vampire army, Hoan would merge the realms and rule them all as one. Any pushback that might occur would be solely Warrick’s responsibility to handle. But Warrick didn’t plan to work for Hoan forever. Eventually his army would grow stronger, and the next time an opportunity for a convergence came around, Warrick would be the one taking complete control.

			Reciting the full plan in his mind had his chest thumping with excitement.

			“She smells.” He frowned after a deep inhale. “Like the dragons.”

			“It will wear off. It is a true scent that only stays with the one it belongs to,” Monife said.

			Warrick shrugged. She would know about such things since she was a Drakon too. It’d been a terrific stroke of luck how they met a year ago—before he’d even met his bride-to-be—while he was taking a trip to Mobo. She was away from her village, shopping in a nearby city, and they’d instantly hit it off. What that meant in Warrick’s world was that she’d been immediately comfortable with him, not showing any fear or repulsion. He got the latter sometimes when dealing with other preternatural beings. Why the vampire always received such a bad reputation, he had no clue. There were so many worse beings to be approached by, some breeds of shape-shifters could be disgusting; wolves and foxes came immediately to mind. And then there were the witches with their cagey spells or the fae; damn but he hated the fae.

			“I don’t think it’s a good idea to keep her tied up until the ceremony. And what did you do to her? Not drugs, I hope. I want her to remain pure.”

			Monife chuckled. “Please. Shola N’Gara hasn’t been pure for a very long time, and if she’s been staying in some secret place with Theo Masters, she may be more tainted than ever. Which is why we’ll keep her resting until we’re ready for her.”

			“Resting?”

			“Don’t worry, my lord. I have this under control.”

			She was still standing behind him and Warrick reached around, pulling her until she fell into his lap. Her ass was so plump and landed directly over his crotch. Arousal began quickly as he stared into her almond-toned eyes.

			“I’m still angry that you stood me up. A human died because of your action.” Even annoyed, he was still inexplicably drawn to this one and ran his fingers over the intricately designed cornrows that stretched down her back.

			She scooted over to him, receiving what Warrick thought was her desired reaction when his hard length rubbed along the soft cheeks of her ass, barely covered by brown leggings she wore.

			“I told you I had a good reason.”

			He nodded. “Yes, you did. What was that reason? I’ll be the one to say if it was good or not.”

			Instead of telling him, Monife reached down into the fitted red vest she wore and pulled out a purple satchel. The satchel had gold cords holding it closed and a gold symbol on its front—a symbol Warrick had seen before, around Shola’s neck.

			“A bag?” he asked.

			She shook the bag and something rattled inside. Warrick still didn’t understand.

			Monife took his hand and turned it palm up. She opened the bag and poured nine rocks into his palm.

			Warrick stared down at the shiny stones. “You want me to believe that rocks were the reason you stood me up? If so, I gotta tell you—”

			She covered his mouth with a hot-as-hell kiss and when she finally pulled away—while he was panting for more—she whispered, “These are the blessed river rocks Shola needed to kill you. So yeah, you can start figuring out how to thank me now.”

			
 
			Theo knew something was wrong the moment he jumped out of the truck and ran up the front stairs to the Office.

			Things had become totally chaotic at the Tower after Hikeen had pulled his vanishing act. Not only did they have three dead vampires that needed to be disposed of, but their entire security system had started going haywire.

			“Heat sensors were flashing on every floor, at every exit door,” Ziva told him when he’d left his office to go upstairs to the suite filled with wall-to-wall monitoring systems.

			Isla ran around the room touching screens and cursing as whatever she was trying to do was not working.

			“How could there be that many people in the building at one time? It’s after ten in the evening.” Even as he’d asked the question, Theo considered what might really be going on.

			“That’s just it, we knew immediately that they couldn’t be people because the heat signatures were exactly the same. No two people, human or preternatural, should have the exact same body temperature at the exact same moment. And they were moving too fast, almost as if they were flying,” Ziva said. “We couldn’t figure it out, but we didn’t want to immediately interrupt the meeting.”

			“Then the heat sensors all stopped at once, and every screen in this room went red.” Isla dragged her fingers through her straight black hair until long strands were sticking up in places they shouldn’t.

			“What happened?” he asked her.

			She closed her eyes and sighed heavily. “We were hacked.”

			“How the hell did this multi-million-dollar system that you personally designed get hacked?”

			“Don’t yell at her,” Ziva said. “It’s not her fault. No matter how good something is, it’s inevitable that something better will come along. Whoever this was did something better.”

			Theo wasn’t in the mood to take it that lightly. “Why tonight? Are there any of our client files missing?”

			“No,” Isla replied. She moved to another screen, punched a few lighted buttons, and then dragged her hand over the screen as if she were wiping everything away. Every screen in the room turned black.

			“Nothing was stolen or tampered with. Once it was over, the system returned to completely normal as if nothing at all had happened.” Isla folded her arms over her chest and huffed. “It was a distraction. A very clever diversion to keep us from seeing something else.”

			“Seeing what?” Theo asked.

			“Maybe Hikeen didn’t want you to see his exit. We were recording the meeting, and he dropped some pretty big bombs.” Ziva clapped her mouth shut when Theo turned his gaze on her. “I mean, nothing surprising to us, but definitely some revealing things to Shola.”

			“He doesn’t give a damn about Shola,” Theo said, but he wasn’t totally sure. Everything Hikeen had revealed had come totally out of the air. Never in a million years would Theo have expected the vampire to know all that stuff, let alone let it spill out in a formal meeting, especially since...they were talking about what to do with a mutual enemy. Unless Warrick wasn’t Hikeen’s enemy at all.

			“I’m going back to the Office. Do a second sweep to make sure nothing has been touched, and then I want this building locked down tight. And you, Isla, come back to the Office with Ziva. No questions and no complaints,” he said in a louder, sterner tone than he’d ever used with either of the women.

			But something had changed tonight, something that Theo hated to admit but could no longer deny. Their secret was definitely out. By this time tomorrow, every preternatural in Burgess, and most likely a good portion of the Human Realm, would know who he and every member of his team were. They would know that Theo Masters, only son of Torrance the Drakon emperor, was in Burgess with a team of dragons.

			He cloaked his truck and drove like the wind to get back to the Office, to find Shola and explain everything to her. But the minute he turned onto the road leading to the mountain, he felt it, a deep cold emptiness that spread the closer he came to the house.

			Now he was walking through the door, he knew. His chest tightened, and he shivered. Theo was a Drakon; their normal body temperature ranged between hot and hellaciously hot. Drakon did not shiver. They didn’t get cold, chill, or anything of the kind. Yet, as he stood in this lobby, he felt like everything was freezing, from his toes up to the top of his head.

			Reece appeared first, with Magnum, Bleu hot on his heels. The way they filed into the reception area, all looking at him warily with their dragon eyes—Reece’s cocoa-brown eyes were alight with fierce gold specks that would highlight his brown body when he was fully shifted; Magnum’s cognac-brown eyes took on more of the red hue which appeared like molten lava in his dragon’s bronze body; and Bleu’s russet-brown eyes appeared as if they were boiling, wavy tendrils of his beast’s heat moving through his eyes to offset the prestigious silver tone of his body.

			His fingers clenched and unclenched at his side while fire swirled in the pit of his stomach. Words wouldn’t come, and he swallowed at the bile bubbling in his throat. The eyes of his beast met those of his team.

			“Where is she?” he finally managed to ask.

			Reece boldly stepped closer to him, but not too close. The black dragon was not known for its kindness.

			“When I arrived at the lobby, I saw her heading for the front door. I called to her, but by then the building alarms were blaring, so she may not have heard me. That’s when I ran toward her. She went through the doors. I went through the doors, and then I continued to go through the doors. It was as if there were some eerie time loop that kept me going there for endless moments until something heavy began to clog my lungs. It rose from my feet and snaked around every part of my body until I was able to erect my skin shield and break through the glass. By the time I stumbled to the sidewalk, there was a white truck speeding down the block. I found this.” Reece recited the story in a clear and concise voice, all while knowing the black dragon could lash out at any moment. He extended his hand to offer Theo the necklace with the silver pendant.

			Theo took the necklace from Reece, running his fingers over the silver disc engraved with black stars around the edge, a lightning bolt down its center, and two arrows crisscrossing the bolt. Shola never took this necklace off. He’d seen her rubbing it just before Hikeen came into the office tonight and on other occasions. It gave her some type of encouragement. He inhaled deeply, closing his fist around the pendant. Tonight, it would work for him.

			He looked back at Reece. He should have shifted. The moment Reece was out of the time loop, he should have let the brown dragon have its life and took to the sky, swooping down over that white truck until it came to a stop. He could have rescued Shola then.

			But Reece hadn’t shifted because of Theo’s rule against using the Drakon power.

			“I came out minutes later, and Reece was trying to figure out what to do. I hadn’t seen this in my dreams. We raced down the block and managed to catch up with the truck two blocks away. Reece threw himself at the truck to stop it from moving, but it was covered in some type of shield,” Magnum said.

			“It felt like a blocking haze,” Reece added.

			Blocking haze was used by the Drakon when subduing a being on the Far Realm. It locked the being in a colorless shell laced with Drakon magick so that it was impenetrable until the time that the initiating Drakon relinquished it.

			“As Isla was rebooting the system, she found the hacker’s signature embedded deeply in the code she’d written. It was a high-level demonic, a mist that had infiltrated through the vents and seeped into every aspect of the building—”

			Theo interrupted, “Not a mist, smoke. Cloudy smoke. The same smoke that rolled off that metallic sludge.”

			He could see it so easily as it had wafted around the bottom half of their truck last night. Shola had said the sludge wrapped around her legs too, trying to pull her out of the truck before taking the form of a hooded man. The hooded man who had entered Torrance’s private chambers more than two hundred years ago, with Theo’s betraying mother at his side. His mother, who had come to him in a swirl of fire the night he decided to leave the Far Realm forever.

			“I was able to track her,” Bleu said, his voice quiet, yet laced with a lethal hiss. “They’re on the move.”

			Theo gave a nod that caused pain to shoot through his entire body in milliseconds. Bleu didn’t have to tell him where they were going with Shola. He knew Hoan’s endgame. “I’m going to get her,” he said evenly, the deep brogue of his dragon seeping through.

			“But you know what that means,” Bleu reminded him. “You left the Far Realm because of your father’s alliance with Hoan. Going back there to kill Hoan will put you in direct betrayal of the Drakon emperor. He will challenge you, and you will win, Theo. You will win because Hoan has been siphoning Torrance’s power for hundreds of years now. The Emperor is no doubt weak and will be easily taken. His death will call for your ascension to the throne.”

			Theo heard the words. He felt the sting of each one pelting his body like shards of glass as they broke through the barrier he’d erected around himself so long ago. He never wanted to be emperor, especially not after his mother’s betrayal and his father’s misguided trust.

			Aliceanna, the name he hadn’t allowed himself to think, let alone speak, in hundreds of years, had brought the demonic spirit into Mt. Cedius, the home of the emperor and his Noble Drakons. Through Torrance’s love and trust of Aliceanna he gave Hoan audience, and the demonic used that time to possess the Drakon emperor. Torrance’s stern but just rule over the Far Realm began to shift to a heavy-handed domination. The Noble Drakons—those of pure breed and from leadership clans—were directed to kill any resisters of the new laws on sight and to burn down any property they owned. In addition to the chaos that slowly began to break out on the Far Realm, Torrance used the force of his legion of Drakon to overrule the Spirit Realm, releasing more of the demonics that had been jailed there. That was when Theo left. When the killing and forceful domination had begun to take its toll on him, and he knew there was no getting through to his father. When Theo left the Far Realm, Aliceanna was ill, probably dying, and the demonic spirit, also known as the Dark One and more nefariously known as Hoan, was the actual ruler of the realm.

			“I’m going to get her,” he stated again.

			Magnum stepped in front of him. “I’m going with you.”

			“I will follow,” Reece added, lowering his head as a show of dedication.

			Theo wanted to look away from the Drakon’s action because he had never wanted to rule. He’d never wanted to be in a position to be manipulated the way his father had been. But none of that mattered now. Nothing mattered but Shola.

			“You will not be alone,” Bleu said. “Not as long as we breathe.”

			Bleu caught Magnum’s gaze and nodded in his direction.

			“Get the truck,” Bleu told Reece.

		
	

			Chapter Twenty-Two

			The Far Realm
Mt. Cedius, Home of the Drakon Emperor

			Every part of Shola’s body ached. She was lying on a hard cool surface that didn’t help the aches and pains shooting throughout her body as she tried to stretch her legs. Her eyes would not open immediately; she’d been trying for what seemed like forever to drag herself out of the fog that held her down. When her legs were finally straight, she attempted to move her arms, but it felt like the action would break her bones. Pain ricocheted through her limbs and she wanted to scream but didn’t.

			Snatches of memory popped into her mind, and she saw the white truck jump the curb and stop just in front of her as she left the Tower. The next memory was of someone coming up behind her and a sharp sting in her neck. Her arms were yanked behind her back and heavy material was wrapped around her hands before she was lifted off the ground. That stick in her neck must have paralyzed her because she didn’t recall putting up any type of fight. Instead her body had remained still while her mind listened.

			The first voice she recalled hearing was the one that had caused great pain to radiate throughout her chest.

			“When she gave me the box and the forms she’d completed to ship, I knew right away what it was,” Monife had said.

			Monife, the general of the second most prestigious group of warriors in the River Tribe. The woman who had grown up alongside Shola and had even shared meals at Shola’s house. Ejaita had welcomed Monife with open arms as the young woman was following in Ejaita’s footsteps by becoming one of the youngest leaders on the all-woman law enforcement team. Shola wouldn’t go so far as to say that she and Monife were like sisters because there had always been something unseen that separated them. Now, Shola knew what that was.

			“How did you know?”

			That was Warrick, his deep hissing-like voice was new to Shola, but she would never forget it.

			“I knew what she was from the start. My family didn’t live in the village with the other tribe members; we had a small house in the deeper, uncharted areas of the forest. Since they had escaped from the Far Realm, my parents were taught to harness their solitude. Or, in other words, hide. I didn’t like hiding, so I ventured down to the river almost every night to swim and frolic as other members of the tribe did. I was there the night Shola met her maker,” Monife told him.

			“Ahhhh,” he replied. “And because of your dragon powers, you could see all that happened that night, whereas any other tribe member may not have seen everything.”

			“Correct. I saw the great Orisha Oya come to ten-year-old Shola. I heard the story that was told to her.”

			“And you waited,” he’d said.

			“Yes. I waited until I was able to stand up and do something for our tribe as well. Just because I am also Drakon does not make me any less Yoruba.”

			Monife was Yoruba, born and raised in their village. As far as Shola knew, there had never been any knowledge of Drakons living among them in Mobo. It seemed she was learning more and more by coming to the Western World. Only, Shola was not certain that was where she was at this moment.

			The air smelled different, fresher, crisper. It wasn’t hot, nor was it cold. More like a spring day with a mild temperature, which worked because she didn’t feel like she was still wearing the slacks and blouse she had worn to the meeting at Theo’s office. That brought forth another memory.

			Hoan ruled the Drakon. Theo was a Drakon. Theo had been working for Hoan, and because he somehow knew that Warrick planned to betray Hoan, Theo needed to kill Warrick. This is what Hikeen wanted her to believe, and as painful as it was to consider, everything the vampire said could be true. Theo had been skeptical of Warrick from the start. Shola recalled the way he referred to Warrick as her husband-to-be in the beginning, his tone always laced with contempt. And how about the day he asked her if she loved Warrick? Was that because he knew he was going to kill him?

			As true as it could be, none of that sat well with her spirit. The entire scenario was in direct conflict with the man who’d built a home for his closest friends, even though he wanted to believe they were only staff. And it didn’t match the man who’d warned her about taking a life and who had done everything in his power to protect her even when he’d had no idea who or what she was. Her temples throbbed, and Shola whimpered. She wanted her eyes to open so she could see where she was, but they wouldn’t cooperate. And her mind would not stop going.

			How could she have lost sight of her reason for being sent to Burgess? Her destiny. Her purpose. Her life.

			Because it had felt way too good to finally have someone look at her and really see her. Even when he learned who she was, to still look at her as if he believed in every word she’d spoken. And his touch, not only had it felt like the first time for her, but it had also empowered and emboldened her in a way that none of the training she’d endured could. Theo had opened a door within her that she never realized was locked tight, and she’d given permission for him to walk through that door and settle in. He made her believe she could expect more from her life than this one task. The time she’d spent with him made her want more, and now she feared it was too late for everything.

			“She is awake. It’s time to go.”

			That was Warrick.

			The moment his voice registered in her mind, she was lifted from where she lay. He carried her as if she were a baby, a thought that was too disgusting for her to digest, because her eyes flew open and she whispered, “Put. Me. Down.”

			He threw back his head and laughed.

			“My wife-to-be has awakened.”

			“I am never marrying you!” she announced and prayed her limbs would cooperate as she struggled to get out of his grasp.

			His hold on her tightened. “Calm down. Your dragon friends aren’t here to help you, and you’re a long way from home, so whatever powers that goddess may have given you likely won’t work on this realm.”

			Shola immediately looked down at her hands. They were unbound and whatever they had used to cover them when she was on the Human Realm was now gone. She looked around and saw that he was right. They were in some type of cave with black jagged rock walls and a piercing green light in the distance ahead. From what she could see of him, Warrick wore all brown, his eyes were bright gold, lips clenched, bald head shinning.

			“You are going to regret this,” she told him.

			He laughed again. “If you don’t calm down, you’ll be the one with regrets.”

			She tried again and was elated to find she could now lift her arms enough so that they fell against his chest. They still felt like lead weights, but she was determined. She took that moment to focus all her strength on the single action and pressed as hard as she could into him. He stumbled, but his arms stayed tight around her.

			“Let’s just get this over with,” he said and turned down a corridor that brought them closer to that green light.

			About twenty feet away from the direction in which they were headed there was a winding rock staircase leading up to the brightest part of the light. The steps went up at least fifty feet, and she groaned at the thought of ever having to walk all the way up there. But that definitely wasn’t where they were going, she knew, because in that moment she saw that glossy metallic sludge easing over the floor in front of them. She wiggled and slammed her arms into Warrick’s chest again, but to no avail. When he didn’t bother to laugh or taunt her this time, she figured it was a waste of energy. She needed more power than she possessed on her own. Were her other powers really stalled, in wherever this place was?

			“She’s here. The ceremony can begin now.” Warrick spoke, but at this point, there was still no one there.

			He came to a stop, and just as Shola was about to attempt pushing away from him again, he let her down so that her wobbly legs barely held her up when her bare feet touched the cool ground. She stumbled, but tried to hurry and put distance between them. Her arms were cold and she looked down to see that she was wearing the oddest outfit, a sheer white shorts jumper. Her feet and legs were bare, her mouth parched.

			“Welcome,” an eerie voice echoed throughout the cave.

			The sludge once again swirled upward until the hooded man appeared five feet or so in front of them.

			“I do not need a welcome because I will not be staying here,” she snapped.

			Seconds after the words were out, she thought about her position, where she was, how she was dressed, who was around her, and decided she needed to regroup. Taunting this particular duo might not be the smartest action. Instead, she needed to find her balance, search the air for her connection and pray that these things would bring her power.

			“You will do as I say,” Hoan stated. “Your creator is very powerful. She has given you great energy. I was grateful for the tip on your true identity.”

			She didn’t respond but tried desperately to focus on the great energy he’d just mentioned.

			Her legs were feeling stronger, but her arms were still heavy, and it made her shoulders weary with each attempted motion. She could wiggle her fingers, but there was no feeling at the tips, no power waiting to be utilized.

			“We’re ready for the ceremony,” Warrick stated evenly.

			“Are we in a rush, Lord Camden?”

			It grew colder with Hoan’s question. A gust of frigid air swept over her legs. If Warrick noticed, he didn’t show it. Instead, he stood with his back straight, legs parted and hands folded in front of him.

			“Ready to get this agreement taken care of,” Warrick said.

			Hoan nodded, and Shola found herself wondering what the spirit would look like if the hood were suddenly taken away.

			“The agreement, yes,” Hoan said. “You were going to marry Shola as a result of the deal I made with her father years ago. The deal would begin to bring that part of the Human Realm under my control.”

			“It would be under my control,” Warrick added. “Burgess and the town of Mobo would be mine.”

			“But that was never going to be enough for you, young lord. Was it?” Hoan asked.

			Something was happening. Shola could feel it stirring in the pit of her stomach. It was a slow churning that was different from anything she’d experienced before.

			“We had a deal,” Warrick argued.

			“That you were going to break,” Hoan replied with a lethal edge to his raspy voice.

			Warrick remained silent.

			The cold air continued but Shola didn’t shiver, she just noticed it was damn near arctic in this place at this moment, but it didn’t bother her at all.

			Hoan lifted one long arm. “Come to me,” he commanded.

			Shola looked in the direction his arm was pointed and felt a rage so strong she wanted to growl the way she recalled hearing Theo’s dragon that night in the alley.

			Monife walked out from behind a rock wall. She no longer wore the uniform of the Odò Guard but was dressed in skintight brown leggings and an equally tight red vest. Her toned arms were bare, showing off her honey-brown complexion. Her cornrows hung down past her ass as she held her head regally, shoulders back, small smile on her lips.

			“He would attempt to deny the plan you told me about,” Hoan said once Monife stopped a couple feet from where he stood.

			She looked directly at Warrick. “He lies. He was going to make a play for the convergence. Using the vampire army he planned to build in Mobo, he was going to expand his power throughout the African region and use the combined forces to take down the Royal Capitol.”

			“Bitch!” Warrick yelled at Monife.

			Hoan nodded. Monife snapped her fingers and a spear appeared in her hand. Before Warrick could shift, she’d aimed and threw the spear. It pierced his chest with an explosion of blood. Warrick fell to the ground.

			Monife walked over to where Warrick’s body lay. She put a foot on his shoulder and yanked the spear out of his chest. Then she turned to Shola.

			“Is she next?” she asked Hoan.

			Shola felt no fear. She felt no power either, but there was definitely no fear as she stared into the black eyes of the woman she thought she knew.

			“No, my dear. She is going to bring the greatest power to me. With her, I will get so much more than I originally planned. Bring her.” Hoan dissipated into that clawing sludge, and Monife stepped to her.

			“You will not live through the end,” Shola said when they stood toe-to-toe.

			Monife tilted her head and stared at her. “Who do you think is more powerful, a demigoddess who despite all her training still doesn’t know how to properly wield her powers, or a Drakon who has been trained for war all her life?”

			Shola was certain she was supposed to feel intimidated by Monife’s stance and her claims of power. But the Drakon’s eyes didn’t shift the way Theo’s did when he was letting his dragon take control. Monife’s eyes remained as black and cloudy as Hoan’s smoke.

			
	

The Legion in the Far Realm

			Mt. Cedius was a mountain on top of a mountain. It sat high and looked low over the realm that spread out around it. Massive chunks of land floated around Mt. Cedius and served as the homes of the Noble Drakons. Those homes created a fort around the mountain.

			Below, in the valley, the realm stretched out for acres and acres; some areas were thundering waterfalls and lush green grass, while others were a jungle of soaring trees that dripped crystalline raindrops on its magenta-hued water surface. There were cavernous areas cloaked in thick fog and other locations drenched in a perpetual winter complete with snowcapped mountains and a glorious ice mansion.

			Theo and his team came through the zigzagging tunnel of silver and white light, stepping out of the In-between and onto land made of rock and laced with thatches of moss.

			“Home sweet home,” Reece quipped.

			“Not a chance this will ever be my home again,” Ziva added.

			Theo didn’t speak, but after looking around to see where they’d come through on the realm, he walked to the west.

			“She’s at the mountain,” Bleu said, falling in behind Theo.

			“I know where she is,” he replied.

			He didn’t possess the same knowing power that Bleu did, but he still knew. The beast recalled what being close to her felt like and therefore could successfully track the feeling it sought above all others. After a few steps, he broke into a run, and in seconds was a blur of light moving over the valley floor. He felt the others following. They’d already decided they wouldn’t shift until necessary because he wasn’t sure what type of situation they were walking into. They wouldn’t have brought Shola here if there wasn’t a plan for either someone to die, or someone to take over the throne.

			He hated that it would boil down to that, but had decided the moment he knew she was gone that whatever it took to save her, he would do.

			They came to the base of Mt. Cedius and Theo stood looking at the magnificent structure. This was where he’d spent his childhood. It was where he learned to be a Drakon. It was also where he’d watched his father bend to the will of evil with his mother looking on in triumph.

			“I’m going directly to the throne room. Bleu, you and Magnum are with me. Steele, you take the others and split up around the other entrances. I don’t know what’s going on in there. All I know is that I’m leaving with Shola alive,” he said.

			“We’re leaving with all of us alive,” Bleu countered.

			Theo nodded. He could get behind that plan too.

			Scaling the two mountainsides was like getting on a bike again.

			They entered through a side entrance that opened into the kitchen. The Drakon who worked here weren’t allowed to speak to anyone other than their immediate supervisors. They were Baron Drakons, meaning they weren’t born from a leadership clan and their blood was possibly mixed with another type of being. Theo had no doubt they recognized him immediately when he, Bleu and Magnum walked through the kitchen. They came out in a dark hallway that split off like spider’s legs going in many different directions. Theo chose the path, and they all moved with stealth through the structure.

			When he came to forty-foot-tall wood doors, he opened the doors with his mind, sending them flying until they crashed against the walls with an echoing bang. There was just about seven feet of polished wood floor before the planked pathway that wound its way up an additional twenty-foot stretch to the stairs leading to Torrance’s throne. Theo walked the path, keeping his gaze focused on the man sitting in the throne chair. When he came to the stairs, he climbed them and then walked the remaining steps until he was standing in front of his father.

			Emperor Torrance Masters had been a seven-foot-tall, broad-shouldered beast of a man. His coal-black beard had reached to the center of his chest, while the hair on top of his head was always kept to a short crop. His Drakon eyes had been a navy blue that almost blended seamlessly with his black dragon body. On the man with caramel-toned skin, that had seemed abnormally dark.

			This was the way Torrance used to look.

			Today his massive body had grown gaunt, his cheeks hollowed, beard grizzled and gray eyes cloudy and still. The fury Theo was already nursing bubbled and boiled in his gut.

			“Theo?” Even his father’s voice was different.

			And if Theo hadn’t been staring directly at him, watching his lips move, he would have never guessed this was his father speaking.

			“Where is she?” Theo replied. “Bring her here now.”

			“Now, is that any way to talk to your father? Especially after being gone for so long.”

			Theo didn’t need to see the demonic to know Hoan was there. He’d felt the chill of his presence the moment he’d approached the mountain, but didn’t give a damn. He was, however, shocked to see the Odò guard he’d met the night Shola arrived in Burgess. She walked closer slowly, proudly and with a smugness that had his beast roaring. He didn’t even try to silence the sound as it ripped from his chest. When she stopped just a few feet from him and turned to open her mouth and spit a purposely small ball of fire in his direction, his fists clenched.

			“Disrespectful wretch!” Magnum yelled and stepped directly in her face.

			“Come. Come. Children. We have more pressing matters at hand,” Hoan said with a chuckle.

			The demonic had not taken form, simply eased along the floor, his voice echoing throughout the cavernous space.

			“Torrance, bring your son to you and embrace him,” Hoan instructed.

			There was a familial bond here, a union that had been made hundreds of years ago and nourished through love, respect and loyalty. Theo felt the immediate tug against his beast, and the dragon that had sired it. He balled his fists and planted his feet in the space, refusing to give in to any of the past emotions.

			“Theo.”

			The wispy voice spoke again. This was the shell that the man he’d once loved now lived in. Hoan had sucked every bit of that man out and now controlled this body. Theo wanted to rip the demonic’s head off, but he wouldn’t, not before he saw Shola.

			“Bring Shola to me. I won’t ask nicely again,” he said. “This could be over as soon as I see her.”

			“Is that emotion I sense?” Hoan laughed. “Definitely Torrance’s son. You know your father was in love with your mother before I convinced Aliceanna to assist me in my quest.”

			Another part of his twisted past that Theo wanted to forget. He’d spent many years hating his mother for falling prey to Hoan’s words, and as a result, condemning their family and the legacy that had been built.

			“She’s gonna die,” Monife said. “And I’ll be the one to kill her.”

			There wasn’t a second’s hesitation, he opened his mouth and in a flash all his rage, hurt and despair was aimed in an arc of fire that struck her straight on, dead center in her heart, sending her dragon into a sphere of flames that burst with such force it shook the walls.

			“Bring Shola to me now!” he yelled when the former Odò guard’s body rained from the air in black ashes.

			Shola stepped from behind Torrance’s chair, Hoan’s spindly metallic hand around her neck. The demonic was at least five feet taller than Shola. She looked like a doll in his grip. But she was no doll. She was Theo’s heart.

			He knew for certain now, the moment their gazes met, that he would not breathe if she died. He would end with her.

			“Alice...loved...you,” Torrance croaked.

			Theo’s head jerked in his father’s direction. “What did you say?”

			Torrance blinked, and for an instant, Theo saw his father’s old eyes. The tiny sparks of white against the navy blue that always reminded him of an evening sky.

			“She loved us both,” Torrance continued. “Never stopped. Not even when he took...her.”

			Theo shook his head, every emotion he’d felt all those years ago still raw and painful. “She left us for him. I won’t do that.” He turned back to Shola. “I won’t leave you the way she left us. I’m here for you. Always.” It was his pledge to her, to them, to their future. “Always.”

			When Shola didn’t speak, Theo wondered if it was because she didn’t believe him. He’d had every intention of explaining the whole story to her when he returned to the Office, but she hadn’t been there. And now his priority was to get that demonic’s hands off her.

			“Do not...blame her. Do not...hate me,” Torrance continued. “Love.”

			It was torture. Hearing his father speak this way, as if these words were coming with his last breath was affecting a part of Theo he thought he’d closed off long ago.

			“Oh, you’re making me sick,” Hoan said and sent coils of sludge to curl around Torrance’s ankles and move up his legs.

			Torrance’s eyes bulged, his hands shaking where they rested on the arms of the chair. Theo moved fast, leaping up to the platform where the chair sat and pulling at the demonic coils. Although they seemed like glistening liquid, they were powerful and resisted all his strength. The beast strained against his skin for release.

			“Let him die,” Hoan hissed. “Or let your dragon loose and fight him ’til the end. Either way, his time is up. There’s nothing left in him for me or you!”

			Theo continued to pull at the coils as they moved farther up Torrance’s legs using every bit of the strength that had come to him through the Emperor’s blood.

			“Let...go,” Torrance whispered, his voice going faint. “Let go... Theo.”

			“Come!” Hoan yelled.

			The thumping was loud, and the walls shook. Theo knew what was coming, but he didn’t stop trying to free his father from the demonic’s grip. Behind him, the sound of wings in the air and the screech of fire being aimed echoed. Theo didn’t turn, he focused only on Torrance.

			“Help me,” he begged his father in the same way he’d pleaded with him hundreds of years ago to resist the possession.

			Surely their combined power could stop Hoan.

			Torrance shocked Theo by lifting a hand. Theo was about to roar with excitement, but his father’s hand came clapping down on his shoulder. “Let...me...go,” Torrance said. “It is your time, son.” His voice had suddenly become very clear and just a little deeper, almost resembling his former self. Torrance locked gazes with Theo. “It is your time.”

			Theo watched with horror as the final light in Torrance’s eyes blew out. His chest tightened until he thought it would explode, and the only way to relieve that pressure was to shift. In seconds, the black dragon’s wings spread wide, fire already spewing from its mouth. It turned immediately in search of Hoan but came to an abrupt stop.

			
 
			A lion sleeps in the heart...

			The sound of the old proverb faded in Shola’s mind as she watched Theo cry out in anguish over his father.

			She’d been standing there like an invalid, not speaking, and most importantly, not acting. But she needed to find her balance, to calm every part of her soul to reach for the power. It had taken its sweet time, but she felt the first tingles in her feet. It slid up her legs, similar to the way Hoan’s slimy sludge had done.

			She still didn’t have the blessed river stones; that fact was like a barrier in her mind, but she knew she needed to push past it. She could change the plan, Theo told her that. She could decide.

			Shola closed her eyes and focused on the tingling steadily moving up her calves to her thighs. Hoan’s hand shook so that he applied more pressure to her neck. He didn’t really want her dead. Alive, he thought he could usurp her power the same way he’d done Torrance and Monife. That was also what he planned to do with Theo, why he’d killed Torrance in front of him. He wanted Theo to shift into his dragon and ascend to the throne as Emperor of the Far Realm. It would start Hoan’s plan to go for the convergence over again, but he was certain that with her and Theo’s power, he could gain enough control sooner. The demonic was so cocky he had explained all of this to Shola while they waited for Theo to arrive.

			She was the bait, and Theo had come just as Hoan knew he would.

			Just as a part of her knew he would.

			Wind. Fire. Feel the burn.

			The words popped into her mind as the tingling spread to her hips and up her torso. She kept her eyes closed, holding those words in her memory because they didn’t seem as distant as the last time she’d tried to recall what needed to be said. She’d been trained to count on the blessed rocks to help her banish Hoan, but she didn’t have them at this moment, when it counted most. Something deep inside told her there was another way.

			Wind. Fire. Feel the love.

			That was different. Dammit she was forgetting the words. Her fingers started to tingle just as noise and flashes of heat pricked her consciousness. There was fighting around her, screeching and thumping.

			Wind. Fire. Feel the love, flowing like a river.

			Her body trembled as the words played again in her mind. Her fingers began to move, the tingle seeping into each digit, like water filling a glass.

			Wind. Fire. Feel the love, flowing like a river.

			Without ever opening her eyes Shola lifted her arms into the air, she circled them over her head and felt the immediate warmth of the stirring wind. It whisked over her body, floating through the thin material of the clothes she wore and swarming throughout the mountain.

			“Wind. Fire. Feel the love, flowing like a river.” She spoke the words this time and moved her fingers.

			Her eyes opened just as piercing beams of light flew from each finger. The power was stronger than she’d ever felt before and filled her until her body trembled with its force. That’s when she let her arms fall, aiming her fingers directly at Hoan.

			“Wind. Fire. Feel the love, flowing like a river.” She said the words louder, and the light burned the tips of her fingers it was so strong and so bright.

			The beams pierced tiny holes in the demonic’s body. Holes that as long as she kept her fingers trained on him grew larger until the body melted and smoke filled its place. Water shot from her fingers then, cascading down like a waterfall over Shola and...all the magnificent dragons she now saw standing inside the mountain.

		
	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			The Office

			Theo relaxed against the lip of the soaker tub in his bathroom at the Office. At least nine hours had passed between the time they’d traveled once again through the veil and made it back to the Human Realm. It was almost three in the morning, and everyone had gone straight to their rooms as soon as they arrived. It’d been a tough day at the office, so to speak.

			He’d lost his father tonight. The father he hadn’t seen in two hundred years. Odd that the time away hadn’t lessened the grief of watching him die. While the question of his pain was still fresh, the pride that swelled inside him when he’d watched Shola banish Hoan still shined bright. Just like she had.

			Her body had been engulfed in light as her feet had lifted from the ground and raw power streamed from her fingers. It was as if that power had been created for the specific purpose of defeating this demonic. Of course that’s what she’d told him about how she came to be, but he’d been convinced she was more than that. When it was over, she’d landed gracefully on her feet, dropping her hands to her sides. The look on her face was calm, even while eight dragons stared at her in awe.

			She hadn’t said a word to him, but instead had walked right up to the golden yellow dragon and said, “You’re even prettier in this form, Ziva.”

			Theo had no idea how she’d known which dragon was Ziva, but she’d picked correctly, and Ziva had immediately shifted back to human form. She pulled Shola in for a hug that should have appeared, at the very least, odd, since Ziva was naked and the wisp of material that was supposed to be an outfit on Shola was soaked and sticking to her skin. The other dragons, all males, thought the sight was quite enjoyable and showed their appreciation with mighty huffs from their noses.

			“In your dreams,” Ziva quipped and looped her arm through Shola’s.

			Together they’d walked out of the throne room and Theo didn’t see them again until each member of his team had found clothing and two of the Nobles had come up to Theo as they stood just outside the emperor’s personal rooms.

			“We are happy to see you, Theo...or ah, Emperor,” the Drakon named Byou said.

			At one time in his life, the emperor’s throne had been all Theo thought he had. It had taken some very hard choices, daring steps and tragedy to show him another life—one where he could orchestrate his happiness. But then she came along and showed him that love and loyalty could still exist, and it could once again be strong and impenetrable.

			That was his priority now, what he needed to dedicate all his efforts and attention to before anything else. Leaving Byou, the highest ranking Noble Drakon, in charge of the realm, and swearing that he would be in touch, Theo led his group of renegade dragons out of the Far Realm.

			Now he sank deeper into the tub with his arms stretched along the lip and closed his eyes. So much had happened, yet he still knew so very little. Not about vampires and dragons and what would happen next in that regard—war was imminent. The thought wasn’t a happy one, but a realistic one. He would definitely have to get with Bleu to figure out how they planned to monitor things on the Human Realm moving forward.

			“I hope I’m not interrupting.”

			Theo didn’t move, and he didn’t open his eyes. “When we first met, I wondered why I never heard you sneaking up behind me. Usually I can hear someone approaching. But not with you,” he said.

			“I have more bracelets. I can wear them at all times so the jingle-jangle will announce my arrival.” Her tone was light and he was glad. They’d been through a lot of heaviness lately.

			“I don’t hear you approach, because I feel you.” He opened his eyes.

			Turning his head slightly, he watched her standing in the doorway wearing a long red dress. Her feet were bare and her hair loose, lips were tilted in a small smile, but her dimples were still prominent.

			“I feel each breath you take as if it were my own. I feel full and at ease.”

			“Balanced.” She interrupted him. “I know because I feel the same way. I always had to work harder to maintain my balance. Oya said it would come, that I would grow into the feeling with ease.” Shola shrugged. “I did not believe her.”

			He sat up in the tub and hot water sloshed around. “I should have told you everything,” he said, repeating the words that had been rolling around in his mind since she’d looked at him with so much hurt in her eyes at the Tower.

			“I can say the same.” She gave a nervous chuckle and shook her head. “We are such a mess.”

			“I don’t know, I think we kind of made a great team today.”

			She stopped smiling.

			“So great we both ran to our rooms to take a soak in the tub. Yours is obviously taking a little longer than mine.” With a slight nod of her head she motioned to the water now dripping on the floor and then to the water inside the tub.

			He followed her gaze, but he really didn’t need to. His dick had gone hard the moment he felt her enter his bedroom.

			“Maybe I was waiting for company,” he said.

			She tilted her head. “But I’ve already taken a bath.”

			“Not with me.”

			She touched a finger to her chin and twisted her lips while looking around. “Hmmm, I think you might be right about that.”

			“Join me,” he said and held his breath for every second that she hesitated.

			While there’d been so many things on his mind since returning from the Far Realm, the most pressing had been if Shola were going to be in his life. There was no question he wanted her to, but he would never think of forcing her. She’d spent her entire life believing she had to do something. He wanted everything she did from this point on to be what she wanted to do.

			She stepped into the bathroom, touching the material of her dress at her thighs and pulling until it began to ease up her legs.

			“Do you take baths with everyone on your team?”

			He shook his head and kept his eyes locked on the movement of that dress.

			“Only the ones who are goddesses,” he replied before clearing his throat.

			Now he sat up even straighter as the dress passed her hips and eased up her torso. He was about to jump out of the tub at the sight of her long legs and shaved mound.

			“Oh, well I guess that makes sense.”

			Pulling the dress up past her torso and over her head, she finally dropped it to the floor and his dick jumped as he stared at her hard dark nipples before lifting his gaze to her face.

			“You’re taking an awful long time to get over here,” he told her. “Is torture the form of punishment you decided to inflict?”

			She gave him a full smile and continued walking until she stood right next to the tub.

			“You are the smartest dragon I know, Theo Masters.”

			Theo could have said a lot more. He could have apologized to her and sworn his undying love and affection at that very moment. But he didn’t. Instead, he reached out and grabbed her, pulling her into the tub and growling as her body met his in the hot water. Totally ignoring that most of that water had sloshed right over the edge and splashed on the floor.

			She was laughing until he kissed her, then she was kissing him back. His arms went around her waist as she straddled him. He held her close as his dick found her entrance and she eased down over him. More water hit the floor as she began to ride him hard and fast. When she arched her back, her hands firmly gripping his shoulders, he leaned in to take a nipple into his mouth. He sucked and caught that tip between his teeth until she moaned and drove herself down onto his dick with even faster thrusts. He moved to the other breast and her reaction was the same. And just when he knew she was about to come, he lifted her off him.

			She was about to protest when he stood her up and then followed, rubbing his palm over the perfectly round globes of her ass. They were slick with water and he licked his lips at the delectable sight. Touching the small of her back, he leaned her over so that her palms rested on the back of the tub where he’d just been resting his head.

			“Damn.” A string of more intense curses followed as he looked at that perfect ass, rubbing his palm over it once more, before slipping his fingers between her crease.

			He went down with his fingers, spreading her and pushing his face between her legs.

			“Come for me,” he whispered over her wet flesh. “Just for me, my warrior goddess. Only for me.”

			The second he put his mouth to her, she bucked and screamed his name. He never wanted to hear his name at this pitch by another woman again. She was fearless and tasted sweeter than the morning rain. A more beautiful woman he could never have imagined for himself. Hell yes, he wanted her to stay a thousand forevers and then some.

			He continued licking and sucking, loving the taste of her on his tongue and the silky smooth feel of her skin rubbing along his face. Her next words were in another language, but Theo was pretty sure of everything she said because as soon as she finished speaking, her release dripped into his mouth and his beast roared with pleasure.

			
 
			“I love you.”

			He’d whispered the words so softly the next morning as they lay in his bed that Shola almost didn’t hear them.

			She was certain she would have missed them if she were asleep, but slumber had failed to find her for quite some time. Her mind was still churning with all the events of the past two weeks. In the beginning, she was Shola N’Gara of the River Tribe, savior to her people. Now, in the end, she was Shola N’Gara, demigoddess who was afraid she might have fallen in love with the only unattainable dragon in the Human Realm.

			But now, she was lying in the bed with him snuggled tight to her back, his strong arms wrapped around her, his lips at her ear.

			“And I’m sorry. I didn’t tell you why I left the Far Realm because I’d locked that part of me away for so long I didn’t know how to talk about it. My mother’s betrayal made it hard for me to accept emotional connections, until you,” he said.

			She wondered if he knew she was awake and then decided he was about to find out.

			“But you have built emotional connections. Bleu and everyone in this house are more to you than just your team. They are your family, Theo. They love and respect you, and you love them back.”

			He didn’t respond.

			“I propose we make a promise to always tell each other the truth about what we’re feeling. Good, bad or indifferent.”

			Again, he didn’t respond, so Shola turned to him. “Is that asking too much?”

			“Not at all,” he said and leaned in to rub his nose against hers. “Not at all.”

			She kissed him and smiled. “Well in that case, I love you too.”

			
 
			Five hours and another bath later, Shola sat on the seat to the right of Theo in the main conference room.

			“I haven’t been able to get in touch with Enes. Twilight is closed indefinitely,” Ziva said.

			“Nothing from the Royal Blood either. Not even a whisper about Warrick or what went down at the Tower,” Bleu added.

			Magnum shook his head. “The calm before the storm.”

			Theo nodded. “Probably. But for now we’ll proceed with business as usual. We have some client accounts that we need to catch up on and a new member on our team we need to train.”

			A spurt of pride and then nervousness bloomed as Shola greeted every set of eyes that stared back at her. The decision to stay with Theo was easy; this was where she belonged. Mobo would always be her home, and she was elated to know that her people would now be safe, but she realized that she liked using her power and was excited to start using it to help others. Her destiny was here with this man and his dragons.

			“You’re staying?” Ziva asked. “Well hot damn! Another woman in this house. Can you talk to him about more leisure activities? Maybe a New Year’s Eve party or something like that.”

			Shola smiled. She really liked Ziva. “We will see what we can do to spruce things up around here.”

			“Welcome to the Legion Security Company,” Reece said and grinned down at Shola.

			“Is that all we are?” Steele asked. “I mean, is that what we’ll remain after everything that just happened?”

			Steele sounded a bit irritated, which was not unusual, but she looked at Theo, waiting to see how he was going to handle the question. Their conversation about this particular aspect of their lives had been abbreviated as they needed to get to this meeting, so she wondered, just like the others at the table, what he would say.

			“We’ll remain the Legion Security Company,” he said evenly. “We’ll work in the Human Realm just as we always have. If or when we need to deal with the vampires again, we will. As Drakon.”

			Reece did a fist pump in the air, and Aiken elbowed him in the ribs.

			“Minimizing exposure is no longer our top priority. If what I think is going to happen as a result of these last couple of weeks happens, we’re the best protection the humans and preternatural beings will have. Hiding in our cave or working within limiting parameters isn’t going to help anyone. The vampires aren’t happy with us right now. We’ve interrupted a very lucrative plan, and they lost one of their own, although they’d practically disowned him. They’re going to come for us, and we’ll be ready for them when they do.”

			“And the rest?” Bleu asked.

			He was talking about the Far Realm, asking the question that she hadn’t asked of him yet. When he reached out a hand to twine his fingers with hers, she smiled with the warmth that always spread through her at his touch.

			“For the moment Byou will do what needs to be done to reestablish the Drakon rule on the Far Realm. The rest will be what it was meant to be,” he said and lifted her hand up to his lips to kiss.

			Shola’s heart swelled with love and respect for this man. He had a choice to make and he’d made the best one for himself, for now. She admired his strength and resolve and knew that whatever he chose to do in his life, and whatever she chose to do in hers, she would always love him.

			“Does that mean we are going to get a wedding? Because I have come all this way, and I would like to see my daughter get married.”

			Shola’s head shot up to see her mother and father entering the conference room. Isla followed behind them.

			“These two showed up at the Tower this morning looking for their daughter,” Isla said when the other Drakons stared at her in question.

			Ziva had told Shola that no one except the Drakon had ever been at the Office. Now her parents were coming toward her, grabbing her into a tight hug the moment she got up out of her chair.

			“I cannot believe you are here,” she said when they broke the hug. “I have so much to tell you. So much to explain.”

			“Nonsense,” Ejaita snapped and kissed her daughter on the cheek for the second time. “This lovely lady told us everything on the ride here. She said it was time it was all out in the open. Secrets are evil, I believe were her exact words.”

			Isla nodded proudly from where she stood in a corner of the room. She was the shy Drakon. Theo and the others thought she was just into her work and didn’t socialize well, but Shola could see how shy and unsure of herself the woman was when around other people.

			“I...um, I wasn’t supposed to. I mean, I didn’t know how to and then I was going to wait but—” Shola started and stopped and then sighed with how simple she must have sounded.

			“Stop it,” Joku said when he draped an arm over her shoulder and hugged her again. “I made a mistake and the mighty Oya fixed it. I will forever be grateful and make many offerings to her until the day I leave this earth.”

			“As will I,” Ejaita added. “I always knew it was a miracle that I conceived a child, and you were such a special one, spending all that time at the river. I’d wondered if you’d ever seen the great Orisha who ruled the river. And you had, because she was a part of you.”

			Shola didn’t know what to say. How had this turned out to be her life when it was so far from anything she’d ever imagined?

			“And this one,” Ejaita said while stepping away from Shola. “He is the one.”

			“The one?” Joku asked as he too went to stand in front of Theo.

			Shola hadn’t realized that Theo had stood, but now he faced her father.

			“He who loves the vase, loves what is inside,” Ejaita said. “It is clear, Joku. No matter what you say or see. He is the one for our Shola. I knew this trip would end in love. I just knew it.”
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