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Shadow Assassins, Book Six: Desperate to escape the suppression collar that has robbed him of his Mystic abilities, Nazerel kidnaps Morgan, director of the human taskforce helping the Mystic Militia. She sabotages him at every turn, determined to escape before he regains his powers.
 
Locked in a battle of wills, they use every weapon at their disposal as each tries to outwit the other. Heightened emotions unleash a passion neither invited, nor can they control. They are enemies and yet they hunger for each other with an all-consuming need. Don’t miss this exciting conclusion to the Shadow Assassin series.
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Chapter One
 
“Why are they just sitting there?” Flynn muttered as he peeked between the horizontal blinds.
Nazerel moved closer to the front windows of the Team South house and peered out into the hazy light. Dawn had just begun its ascent and much of the scene was still lost in shadow. An SUV and two panel vans were parked in a conspicuous cluster on the street of the quiet residential neighborhood. Increased pressure and successive raids by the Mystic Militia had prompted Sevrin to relocate her base of operations, as well as the two remaining team houses, to less obvious locations outside Las Vegas. Yet Nazerel and his men had not even unpacked and already their enemy was literally at their front door.
Sevrin. Just the female’s name sent frustration coursing through Nazerel. She was the primary reason he and his fellow Shadow Assassins were on Earth. With far-reaching connections and fantastic promises, she’d lured them to a planet most of his men had never heard of before. But her promises had proved false and her connections far less advantageous than she’d led them to believe. Sevrin was self-serving and ruthless. For a time their goals had aligned, so Nazerel went along with her demands. Such was no longer the case. He was tired of being her puppet, even if his obedience was largely feigned. It was time for Nazerel to secure the freedom he’d promised his men, and Sevrin stood in his way.
“Look,” Flynn, a fellow Shadow Assassin, motioned toward the SUV.
Two black-clad figures slipped out of the vehicle and crept toward the house, staying low and deep in the shadows. “They’re headed to the backyard.” Nazerel turned and projected his voice to his men scattered throughout the house. “Hold your positions. They’ll try to keep this fast and quiet. They don’t want to end up on the nightly news—again. Make them come to us.” Turning back to Flynn, he added, “I’m going to check out the lawn creepers.”
“Maybe we should just get the hell out of here. Tell everyone to flash—”
“Shadow Assassins don’t retreat,” Nazerel snapped. Flynn’s brow arched in silent challenge. There had been many occasions when retreat was the only viable option and they both knew it. “We sure as hell don’t give up without a fight. You’ve spent too much time inside Sevrin. She’s made you weak.” Before Flynn could respond to the slur, Nazerel turned around and headed toward the sliding glass door that led to the backyard. One of the others shifted closer to the exit, covering Nazerel without exposing his own position.
Flynn continued his surveillance of the front yard, appearing sullen and restless. Nazerel couldn’t blame his friend for being discontent. Nothing had gone as planned since they left Ontariese. And tonight was no exception.
Sevrin had showed up with Flynn and her bodyguards about an hour ago, waking up the entire house without explanation. She owned the place and was their primary employer, so they weren’t really in a position to object to her predawn visit. Flynn teleported out a short time later then returned with Roxie Latimer in his arms. Nazerel had done everything in his power, including endangering himself, to warn the foolish human that Sevrin was obsessed with her. Roxie’s human lover flashed into sight a moment later, drawn to their location by a Mystic bond. Nazerel’s men fell on the human like a pack of wolves, but Sevrin intervened, refusing to allow their unexpected visitor to be seriously harmed.
Nazerel touched the slender band encircling his neck and a fresh rush of fury surged through his system. That helpless human, unable to teleport on his own—unable to manipulate magic of any kind—had slapped a dreaded suppression collar around Nazerel’s throat before Nazerel had any indication that he was a threat.
Now Nazerel was as powerless as the worthless human.
Sevrin and her entourage departed a short time later with Roxie and her companion in tow. Nazerel still didn’t understand why Sevrin was so fixated on the human, but it was no longer his concern. His warnings had gone unheeded by Roxie and those claiming to protect her, so her fate was beyond his control.
Forcing the distractions from his mind, Nazerel visually swept the backyard. No sign of the creepers. They must not have come this far. He followed their example and stayed to the shadows, moving as stealthily as possible. At the corner of the house he paused and peered into the darkness of the side yard. Here the hazy light was mostly blocked by the house. His nanites seemed sluggish and ineffective as they adjusted his vision. The collar must be interfering with their operation as well as his Mystic abilities.
There was nothing he could do to rectify the limitation, so he ignored it. Crouching low to the ground, he studied the area. Fences were not allowed in this neighborhood; a fact Nazerel had greeted with fierce objections. But Sevrin insisted there would be no need for security, that the Mystic Militia thought they had left Nevada for good. Yet here they were. A strike team waited in vehicles on the street and these two black-clothed figures kneeling in the grass. Even their heads were covered, making them blend with the shadows. They spoke in urgent whispers as they franticly worked to assemble some sort a device.
About the size of a female’s purse, they placed the device in the rock bed bordering the grass then activated a three-dimensional control panel. Was it a bomb? The technology seemed too sophisticated to have originated on Earth. Nazerel dismissed the possibilities. The Mystic Militia were unrelenting, not bloodthirsty.
He shifted his weight and something beneath his foot snapped.
The invaders jerked their heads in his direction. The smaller one motioned toward him and issued a command, setting the larger one in motion. The smaller one was in charge? How odd.
Nazerel needed to warn his men that a device was in play then make damn sure these two didn’t turn it on. Instinctively, he reached for the common telepathic link all Shadow Assassins shared, but no sooner had he located the connection within his mind than he hit an impenetrable block. Shit! He’d almost forgotten about the collar.
For a split second he considered retreat. He was powerless, even somewhat weakened. But the creepers might activate the device before he could dispatch someone else. His opponent reached him in the next instant, making the debate irrelevant. The creeper gripped a pulse pistol firmly in one hand and a glimmer of hope penetrated Nazerel’s pessimism. Most Mystics didn’t bother with conventional weapons. Could this be one of Lor’s human underlings?
The soldier moved closer, squinting into the darkness in an attempt to separate Nazerel’s shape from the shadows. A Mystic would have increased the intensity of his vision or illuminated the area with an energy pulse. This was no Mystic.
Nazerel charged the soldier, batting the weapon out of his hand before the man could counter the blow. After the briefest pause to recover from the unexpected advance, the soldier punched Nazerel several times in quick succession. Nazerel blocked one blow, but the second and third landed with resounding force. His ears rang and pain pulsed through his head. Simple physical contact had never hurt this much before. His nanites again. Damn the collar!
The soldier took advantage of his distraction and swept Nazerel’s legs out from under him with a perfectly executed spin kick. Nazerel landed hard on his back and the soldier followed him down, straddling his legs as he ruthlessly punched Nazerel’s ribs and belly.
Anger flared within Nazerel and he felt a surge of strength tighten his muscles. He used the intensity without letting the emotion cloud his thinking. He bucked and twisted, easily dislodging the soldier. Before the man could right his awkward position, Nazerel swung his arm, catching the side of his opponent’s head with his forearm. The soldier groaned, wobbled, then fell sideways into the grass.
Nazerel scrambled to his feet. The smaller one was still there, working with even more urgency. “Now!” Fear made the soldier’s voice oddly high. “Move in now!”
The second command was clearer, less frantic—and far more feminine.
Rather than attacking with his full strength, Nazerel pounced on the woman. She went over sideways, but he quickly wrestled her to her back and pinned her arms to the grass on either side of her head. She jerked against his restraining hands, bucking and twisting like a wild animal. Huge, luminous eyes stared up at him in murderous outrage, but the rest of her face was obscured by the knit cap also covering her head.
Time paused and everything went silent as he stared into those shimmering eyes. As if in a trance, he shifted her wrists into one hand and pulled the cap off her head. Her hair had been pulled away from her face and bound at the nape of her neck. His nanites amplified the meager light, revealing features so perfect, so delicate they seemed unreal. Could a human woman be this beautif—
The toe of a boot kicked the back of his head as the woman beneath him lurched violently. Pain and humiliation jerked him out of his stupor and sent another rush of strength through his system. He moved farther back on her thighs, preventing her from repeating the agile maneuver.
“Disable that thing!” He jerked his head toward the device that was vibrating and sparking. Streamers of energy crept across the walls of the house like flickering spiders weaving a luminous web. The phenomenon was even more apparent across the angles of the roof. Was it some sort of shield? Or a containment field.
Shouts and pulses erupted inside the house. There was only one window on this side, but Nazerel could hear stomping feet and the unmistakable thuds and crashes of a violent struggle.
“Turn it off!” He yanked her to a sitting position, still straddling her legs. She didn’t respond with either word or deed, so he reached for the device himself. His fingers encountered a transparent field that sent fire up his arm. Jerking his hand back, he glared at his captive.
“What is that thing?”
No response.
Fisting the front of her jacket, he dragged her to her feet. She grabbed his wrist with both hands and tugged against his hold. He spotted a large rock in the landscaping and picked it up. She stomped on his instep and he instinctively turned toward her, rock still in hand. Her hands flew upward, covering her face and he just shook his head. If he bashed in her head, any hope he had of turning off the device went with her. Not that he would actually kill a female, but she didn’t know that.
He bent to one knee and slammed the rock against the device. The shielding gleamed at the point of impact and his arm vibrated so forcefully that his hand went numb. The rock slipped from his tingling fingers and his captive chuckled. He shook his arm and glared at her.
“So it’s self-shielding,” he muttered.
With the female fighting him every step of the way, he retrieved the rock and moved to the window. He threw the rock at the window and it bounced off. He pounded on the window with the rock, but each impact only vibrated more painfully through his arm and shoulder.
The rock slipped from his hand again and the woman jerked out of his grasp. He abandoned his attempts to break in and ran after the woman. She didn’t make it far. Even without the assistance of his nanites, his legs were more powerful than hers. He wrapped his arms around her hips and tackled her to the grass.
She quickly rolled to her back, writhing in obvious desperation as he situated himself astride her. He captured her wrists, once again pinning them to the grass on either side of her head. “You’re a wild one.” If he couldn’t disable the machine or break through the energy field, she would have to turn it off.
Which meant he had to control her.
Carefully shifting both her wrists into one hand, he scooted back onto her upper thighs. She continued her silent mutiny as he felt along her belt for the delightful metal restraints human enforcers sometimes carried. Instead he found long, ridged plastic strips that served the same purpose. Her eyes widened when she spotted the strips in his hand and her struggles returned even more violently.
 
Morgan tried to kick or bring her leg up between Nazerel’s thighs, but his knees squeezed hard, halting the ascent of her shin before it reached its destination. She jerked against his hands and twisted, desperately trying to dislodge his grip. Damn, the man was strong.
“Stop it,” he snapped. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will.”
She believed him. At least the part about him being willing to hurt her. Moonlight cast eerie shadows across his angular features and blue rings erupted within the darkness of his gaze. According to Odintar, one of the Mystic Militia, that meant a Rodyte hybrid was pissed off or extremely turned on. Either possibility meant disaster for her.
He flipped her over and drew her arms behind her back. She wiggled and bucked, but he hardly seemed to notice. Within seconds her hands were firmly secured at the small of her back with one of her own zip ties. Why was he bothering to restrain her? Wouldn’t it be easier to teleport… She turned her head sharply, twisting her torso as she looked back at him. He scrubbed his face with one hand and she saw that his neck was now encircled by a metal band.
Hot damn, they did it. Roxie and Elias collared the most dangerous male on planet Earth. Excitement surged through Morgan, renewing her purpose and curving her lips into a subtle smile.
“You find something amusing about being bound and helpless?” His voice growled with annoyance.
Continuing in silence was wiser, but Morgan was suddenly feeling much more secure. “I was just admiring your jewelry.”
In an instant his hand gripped her throat, squeezing just hard enough to illustrate his restrained strength. “Don’t fool yourself, female. I don’t need Mystic abilities to control you.”
The ease with which he’d done so thus far proved it was no idle boast. Even collared, his strength far exceeded hers. But he’d said he could “control” not kill her, which should give her time to escape. She calmly met his gaze, silently waiting for his next move.
“Tell me how to power down the device.” He sounded composed and lethal now.
She said nothing, nor did she move. He was an alpha hunter. There was no thrill in the chase once the prey stopped running.
Using his grip on her throat to steady rather than hurt, he turned her over and pushed her down into the grass. Her bound arms arched her back and he effortlessly immobilized her legs. She spotted Dekker still slumped in the grass where Nazerel had left him. Was Dekker unconscious or dead? Her chest tightened at the possibility, but she couldn’t allow compassion to distract her right now. Nazerel was too unpredictable.
He slowly unzipped her jacket and ran his hands over her torso with far more thoroughness than necessary. She stared up at the sky, trying to ignore the tension gathering in her belly. Surely he wouldn’t rape her while the battle raged inside. Everyone claimed Shadow Assassins found rape detestable.
His warm fingers traced the outer curve of her breasts and her breath shuddered out. His touch was gentle, strangely curious as if he’d never touch a woman before. The possibility muddled her thinking and made her squirm. Her nipples tingled and she closed her eyes. This had to be fear and adrenaline or the early morning wind. She did not find his touch arousing.
He slipped his hand under her tank top and her eyes flew open. One corner of his mouth quirked as he ran his fingertips between her breasts, first one side and then the other. His expression challenged her to object or admit she was enjoying his overly careful search.
“Are you trying to find weapons or determine my bra size?” Rather than cutting, her voice sounded breathless and uncertain.
His gaze locked with hers and his thumb brushed over her nipple. “Which would you prefer?”
When she just glared at him, he moved on, going through each compartment on her utility belt. He stashed the things he deemed useful into the pockets of his black cargo pants and tossed the rest aside. He tucked her pulse pistol into the back of his pants and put her compact 9mm in the seam pocket of his pants. Finally, he unbuckled the belt and examined the inside surface. When he found nothing interesting there, he left the belt open across the grass to either side of her body.
“Last chance.” He placed his hands on either side of her head then leaned down until their noses almost touched. “Turn it off and I’ll leave you here, unconscious yet unharmed. Continue to defy me and I will show you no mercy.”
She scrambled for a believable lie then miraculously he provided one.
He angled his head, whispering into her ear, “It has been a very long time since I had a female alone and at my mercy. The pleasure givers share their bodies freely with anyone who can meet their price. I find you much more arousing. Surrender now or it will be my pleasure to break you in very slowly.”
A violent shiver passed through her entire body. Without pausing to analyze the cause, she met his gaze and let her lips tremble. “Please. I don’t want…that.” She glanced away, afraid he’d detect her deception. She could do nothing flat on her back, especially with her hands bound behind her. “I’ll do what you want.” Her voice broke and she prayed that he’d think she was terrified. “I’ll turn it off.”
He grasped her chin and turned her head back around. For a long, tense moment he searched her gaze. The blue rings gradually subsided, leaving a darkness even blacker than the night. He pushed off the ground and climbed to his feet, then used her unzipped jacket to drag her up as well. “Do not provoke me.”
It was sound advice. Unfortunately, there was too much at state for her to listen. She let her shoulders slump as if she were beaten. With obvious reluctance, his fingers eased up on her jacket.
“I can’t turn it off with my hands tied behind my back.”
She’d managed to sound pathetic but he still laughed. “I’ll be your hands. Tell me how to disable it.”
Pivoting slightly to the side, she took a step back and gave him another moment to relax his guard. Then she centered her weight over her left foot and took a deep breath. She jump kicked him squarely in the gut then took off running. His loud grunt echoed in her ears. She saw a blur of motion, but didn’t look back.
She raced toward the street and the waiting SUV, chaotic thoughts buzzing through her mind. She couldn’t join the fight as long as the containment field was active, yet it needed to be turned off soon so the Mystics could teleport the Shadow Assassins to the safe house. But she couldn’t risk deactivating it until she knew for sure all the Shadow Assassins were unconscious. At least locked inside the Suburban, she’d be less vulnerable. First and foremost, she had to free herself from the zip tie. If worse came to worst, she’d drive across the lawn and use the vehicle to knock Nazerel on his ass.
She was almost across the street when something collided with her back, propelling her forward. She nearly lost her balance then was slammed into the side of the Suburban. Keeping her tightly pressed against the passenger door, Nazerel opened the door to the backseat then forced her inside. She kicked and twisted, banging her head in the process, all to no avail. She ended up on her stomach across the bench seat, hands still firmly bound at the small of her back.
Nazerel climbed into the vehicle, awkwardly kneeling on the floor as he slammed the door shut behind them. Then he held her down with one hand and thoroughly searched her pockets with the other. He had to be looking for the keys. He’d already disarmed her.
She squirmed and twisted, trying to slow his progress. She did not want to be alone in some secluded place with this monster! “You’re going to run away from a fight?” So much for not provoking him. “I thought Shadow Assassins never retreated?”
“If you must know, I’m going to ram this vehicle through the shield.” A triumphant smile parted his lips as he drew the keys from her pocket.
“You’ll kill us both.” She shifted to her side, but couldn’t sit until he moved out of her way. “It’s not a bluff. Driving into the containment field will be like hitting a brick wall. Neither of us will survive, but your men will still be trapped inside.”
He glared at her. “Then tell me how to turn it off.”
“You know I can’t.” They glared at each other in silence for a moment. Defiance escalated his aggression, so she smoothly changed tactics. “It has to end, Nazerel. Sevrin is never going to give you what she promised. Negotiate with Lor. It’s the only hope your men have.”
His gaze narrowed, but he didn’t move. It was an educated guess. They’d been told by numerous sources that Nazerel and Sevrin were butting heads, but she didn’t know the specific points of contention.
“Morgan, where are you?” Dekker sounded dazed and strangely far away. He’d broken protocol and used her real name. She looked down and muttered a curse. Her earpiece was caught in a strand of hair that had come loose during her wrestling match with Nazerel.
Following the direction of her glance, Nazerel snatched the earpiece out of her hair and raised it toward to his face. “Morgan is busy right now. You’ll have to carry on without her.” He grabbed her jacket and searched the pockets—the only ones he’d yet to search—easily locating the small transceiver. Then he opened the door and threw her com unit out into the street, ignoring Dekker’s frantic response.
Morgan cringed. Not only had he rid her of her only means of communicating with her team, he’d stripped her of their ability to track her. Each com unit was equipped with a GPS chip and hers would now reflect her location as the street in front of the Team South house.
At least with Dekker awake and responsive, the rest of the mission wasn’t in jeopardy. She could focus on escaping or incapacitating Nazerel.
“Hello, Morgan.” He looked at her with new interest. “Would that be Morgan Hoyt, leader of the human taskforce assisting the Mystic Militia?” He chuckled. “No wonder I couldn’t find you. I’d been looking for a man.”
Morgan carefully blanked her expression. She hadn’t realized Sevrin knew anything about the taskforce, much less who was in charge. It had to be a recent discovery if she hadn’t even figured out that Morgan was female. “Morgan Hoyt is my boss. It’s an unfortunate, and confusing, coincidence.”
“Sure it is.” He sat back on his heels and looked at the team house. The fighting appeared to be over, but the occasional sparkle of energy streams indicated that the field was still active. This had to be killing him. Nazerel was a man of action, a hands-on leader who ran headlong into danger.
Hearing her own thoughts, she shook her head. That made him sound admirable and Nazerel was anything but. Hadn’t his threat to “break you in very slowly” revealed his true nature?
He took a deep breath and apparently made up his mind. Without explaining what he intended, he lowered the armrest at the end of the seat and lifted her feet to the padded rail. Then he quickly bound her ankles with a zip tie. Releasing her was obviously not on his agenda.
“This is a really bad idea,” she blurted.
“What is?” He didn’t even glance at her face.
“Anything that requires me being trussed up like a turkey.”
“I don’t know what a turkey is, so I’ll take your word for it.” He pushed her down onto her stomach and bent her knees, then used two looped zip ties to secure her bound feet to the slim metal pole protruding from the bottom of the headrest. There was a good bit of slack in the makeshift restraint, yet it kept her from rolling to her back or kicking out a window. “Remain quiet or I will gag you with my socks and, believe me, you don’t want that.”
The hint of humor surprised her. She hadn’t realized Rodytes could be playful. Odintar was certainly grim and serious all the time. She watched Nazerel turn and twist his big body with surprising agility as he climbed into the front seat and slipped in behind the wheel. When had a Shadow Assassin learned how to drive?
He started the engine and the door locks activated with a resounding snap. “Was that a malfunction?” He adjusted the rearview mirror so he could see her without turning around.
She tried hard not to smile. “Someone just shot out the tires.”
His brows arched, but he didn’t reply. It took him a moment to figure out the controls, but they were soon on their way.
“Where are you taking me?”
“I told you not to provoke me.” Their gazes locked in the mirror for one intense moment then he turned his attention back to the road. “You should have listened.”
The cryptic statement echoed through her mind as each moment took her farther away from safety. Dekker knew she was missing, but he didn’t know Nazerel was collared. Dekker would presume Nazerel had teleported her away from the scene, which meant the missing SUV would likely go unnoticed until her team was ready to move to the second location, Sevrin’s lab. Morgan was on her own, at least for the time being. The obstacles were daunting, but she was miles away from giving up. She was no match for him physically, so their battleground must be mental and emotional.
Nazerel was ruthless and driven. He also had a soft spot for beautiful women. His determination to warn Roxie Latimer proved that he could be protective. He’d been provoking Morgan with his overly thorough search, yet he was obviously attracted to her. Those were the qualities Morgan needed to exploit if she hoped to survive her captivity.
He’d only driven for ten or fifteen minutes when he suddenly stopped. She raised her head and tried to look around, but her position didn’t allow her to see much. There didn’t seem to be any buildings, just a narrow swath of dark blue sky.
“Remain quiet or you will be punished.” He got out so fast she didn’t have time to scream.
Was he leaving her here? Then why was the engine still running?
A car horn blared and then she could hear a second engine. The horn beeped again, more tentatively this time.
She tugged and twisted, trying to assess the situation. What the hell was he doing? She wasn’t worried about being “punished”, but she didn’t want to endanger the motorist by revealing that he had an unwilling passenger.
Someone shouted and then there was a long nearly silent pause. All she could hear was the engine and the frantic beating of her heart.
The door by her feet opened and Nazerel sliced the zip tie connecting her to the seat with her pocket knife. He dragged her across the seat like a bundle of lumber then draped her over his shoulder. Her breath whooshed out as her belly connected with solid muscle. She tried to scream, but she couldn’t draw enough air into her lungs.
If Nazerel switched vehicles, it would be much harder for her team to find her. Arching wildly, she caught a quick glimpse of the situation. The Suburban was more or less pulled over to the side of the road and a dark-colored sedan had stopped at an awkward angle. Had he stood in the middle of the street and forced the poor driver to stop?
Where was the driver?
Dread knotted her stomach and she tried even harder to look around. Each step he took drove his shoulder into her abdomen, making it difficult to breathe and impossible to see clearly. He opened the back door of the car and tossed her onto the seat. She quickly bent her knees, keeping the door from smacking her feet as he slammed it shut behind her. Then he hurried around to the other side of the car and slid onto the driver’s seat.
“What did you do with the driver?” Accusation sliced through her tone.
“I snapped her neck and tossed her body in a ditch, of course.” He paused long enough to adjust the mirror so she could see his glare then set the car in motion. “She’s unconscious, yet otherwise unharmed. I even moved her well off to the side of the road so no one will run her over.”
He was the criminal, so why did she feel guilty for thinking the worst of him?
She was no longer bound to the seat, so she was able to squirm onto her side. From there she wiggled toward the edge of the seat then threw her weight sideways as she tightened her abdominal muscles. It was awkward as hell, but she was finally sitting. More of her shoulder-length hair had come free from the tidy bun. She blew a strand out of her eyes and looked around. There was nothing to see, open road and miles and miles of empty desert.
“Disappointed?”
It was impossible to miss the mockery in his tone. The jerk was laughing at her. “Where are we going?”
“I’m not sure yet.”
What did that mean? Had he not decided on a destination or was he waiting for someone else to provide one? If he was waiting for Sevrin to direct him, he might have a long wait. If phase two went off as planned, Sevrin should be in custody shortly.
She wiggled around a bit more, leaning against the door until she found a relatively comfortable position.
“I’m sorry it’s so late.” The strange statement drew her attention back to Nazerel and she found him driving with one hand as he held what looked like a cell phone with the other. It hadn’t taken him long to adjust to life on Earth. “All right. I’m sorry it’s so early. This can’t wait for a more appropriate hour.”
The other person spoke again, but Morgan couldn’t make out what they were saying.
“I understand.”
Nazerel nodded as the other person continued.
“All of that is acceptable, but I have additional requirements.” After a short pause, Nazerel continued in a language Morgan didn’t understand. She tensed. He had to be talking about her. What else could he mean and why switch languages? Would he leave her with someone else while he made the ransom demands? Did he even know how to contact her people without giving himself away? He’d managed to stay a step ahead of everyone ever since he arrived on Earth. She could not underestimate him. That would be lethal.
Nazerel chuckled then muttered, “Something like that. I appreciate your help.” Then he set down the phone.
How long could he hope to outrun the authorities in a stolen car? His fast thinking might have bought him an hour or two, but that was all.
Instead of criticizing his strategy, she asked, “What do you hope to accomplish by kidnapping me?”
“I’ll offer your safe return in exchange for being released from this collar.”
“Can’t you just cut it off?” If he damaged the collar in any way, it released an electric charge that made a Taser seem tame, but she wasn’t sure if he knew that.
“I would be incapacitated or killed depending on the model.” His dark gaze clashed with hers in the mirror then he looked back at the road. “I likely know more about this device than you do. My father was Rodyte after all.”
His father was Rodyte. Did that mean he didn’t think of himself as Rodyte? Interesting.
They lapsed into silence again as he drove on through the early morning haze. The dossier she had on Nazerel hadn’t contained many images, but the few she did have hadn’t begun to capture the intensity of his presence. She’d expected him to be large and muscular, all the Shadow Assassins were, but there was a strength of character in his features that the images hadn’t reflected and the collar couldn’t suppress.
She was doing it again, granting him nobility when he deserved scorn.
“They can’t turn you lose, and it’s pretty obvious you don’t want to kill me, so I’m afraid this is a waste of time.”
“What I want to do and what I’m willing to do are often different things.” Conviction rang through his tone and a shiver tingled down Morgan’s spine.
Maybe she better leave well enough alone. At least for now. Unless she was ready to die, there wasn’t much she could do to sabotage him at highway speeds. “If I promise to behave, will you release my hands or at least tie them in front of me? This is killing my back.”
His gaze narrowed as he considered his options then he shook his head. “Not yet. And you need to lie back down or I’ll have to blindfold you.”
“With your socks?”
An unexpected smile flashed across his features and then vanished. She’s barely registered the transformation before it disappeared, but the image lingered in her mind. His dark eyes shimmered and his harsh, angular features softened, well as much as anything about Nazerel could be described as soft. He looked years younger and infinitely more attractive. Attractive? Had she just thought of Nazerel as attractive? The awkward position must be cutting off the oxygen to her brain.
“I mean it. Lie down.” He looked in the mirror to make sure she obeyed. “I’ll secure you more comfortably when we switch vehicles.”
So that was what the call had been about. He’d arranged for an untainted vehicle. Damn. That would make them even harder to find. But who had Nazerel called? All of her information indicated that Sevrin was the one with all the human contacts; that the Shadow Assassins were basically at her mercy. Either Morgan’s information was wrong or phase two of their plan had failed. Unfortunately, the only one who knew for sure was Nazerel and he wasn’t likely to tell her.
Left with no other option but to endure the discomfort and uncertainty, she stared at the back of his seat and concentrated on not throwing up.



Chapter Two
 
The sun had risen well above the horizon by the time Nazerel reached the exchange point. Not much of a destination really, just an emergency pull-over lane on the side of the highway. Phil Mortsen had already arrived and the compact SUV in which he sat looked perfect for what Nazerel had in mind.
“Why’d we stop?”
He unfastened his seat belt and looked at Morgan. She’d been asleep for over an hour and still sounded groggy. Exhaustion and boredom were a potent combination. “Stay down and keep quiet. If you obey, for once, I’ll allow you to sit up after the exchange.”
She looked as if she’d argue then released a loud sigh and returned her head to the seat of their borrowed car. Though she was no longer bound to the seat, her arms and legs were restrained, so she shouldn’t be able to cause too much trouble. With lingering reluctance, Nazerel left her alone in the car and went to speak with Phil.
Phil swung his door open and unfolded his tall, thin body from inside the SUV. With medium brown hair and common brown eyes, Phil went out of his way to appear ordinary, forgettable, and mistakably human. The Bilarrian trader had been recommended to Nazerel by a trusted friend before he left Ontariese. Phil was known for locating the unusual, arranging the impossible, and the exorbitant prices he charged for his miracles. All of that had been well and good, but what convinced Nazerel to contact Phil had been his reputation for keeping secrets.
Sevrin had been careless in many ways because of her belief that he was utterly dependent upon her. Such had never been the case. Nazerel had carefully crafted plan B long before he accepted her invitation to join her on Earth. He had hoped Sevrin would live up to her promises, had proceeded as if he believed every word she told him, but in secret he nurtured a few strategic contacts and Phil was one of them. It hadn’t taken long for Nazerel to realize the precautions had been wise. Sevrin was a lying, self-serving bitch who wanted to exploit the unique physiology of Shadow Assassins.
“Greetings First Son of South,” Phil said with a friendly smile.
“I’m Nazerel Southmor now and we’re beyond such formality.” They shook hands and Nazerel returned his smile.
“The provisions you ordered are packed in the vehicle and your special order is in here.” He held out his hand, a plastic bag dangling from his fingers by the handles.
Nazerel accepted the bag and quickly looked through its contents. He took out the mist dispenser and asked, “How long will the sedative last?”
“Depends on the size of the person.”
“Athletic human female.”
“Around eight hours.”
Something behind Nazerel caught Phil’s attention, so Nazerel turned around to see what had distracted him. Morgan’s shiny red hair was clearly visible between the two front seats. She had one shoulder braced against the back of the seat as she looked around. He better make this quick. His feisty prisoner was getting restless.
He turned back to Phil, continuing on as if neither of them had seen anything unusual. “Eight hours?” Phil nodded. That should give him plenty of time to reach his destination and set up camp before Morgan became a problem again. “And there are no side effects?”
“It’s harmless and effective. We’ve used it on Bilarri for decades.” He motioned toward the bag. “I loaded one of the sedative cartridges for you, but there are several other varieties included as well, analgesic, antibiotic, antitoxin.” He shrugged. “I wasn’t sure how long you planned to be tromping around in the woods.”
“Not long enough to need any of that, but I appreciate the thought.”
“All right then. Obviously your transfer of funds was successful or I wouldn’t be here.”
The sizable fortune Nazerel had brought with him from Ontariese was another advantage of which Sevrin was unaware. He had guarded every word and expression to make sure no one realized he could sever their arrangement at any moment and just walk away. Not even his men knew. He hadn’t been willing to risk Sevrin finding out about his deception. It would have been utter folly to follow her to a strange planet without any means of providing for his needs and the needs of his men.
“Disposal of the car was included,” Phil told him. “Is there anything else I can get for you?”
“Everything seems to be in order for now, but how are plans for off-world transportation going?”
“Things were much easier when you could open a portal yourself. Any hope that you’ll free yourself from the collar before you’re ready to depart?”
“It’s my top priority, but you better make arrangements for either situation.”
“Of course. It’s more complicated without your abilities, but I’ve arranged this sort of thing before. It shouldn’t take more than a day or two. Do you have a final head count yet?”
“I don’t. Is that important?”
“Not really. Smugglers prefer smaller groups, but I can accomplish most anything.”
Nazerel smiled. “I noticed.”
“I’ll contact you when everything is in place.”
“Wonderful and I appreciate the fast delivery on this. I look forward to doing business with you again.” Nazerel motioned toward the car. “Give me a minute to move my belongings.”
Phil flashed a conspirator’s smile. “Would you like me to assist you with that?”
“No need.”
Nazerel slipped his arm through the handles on the bag as he returned to the car. He opened the door by Morgan’s head. She looked up at him and he pressed the button on the top of the mister. She gasped as the cloud of mist hit her face, which was the intention of the design. Her eyes blinked and she sputtered, but the drug became more effective with each indignant breath.
Scooping her up in his arms like a child, Nazerel pulled her from the car and walked to the passenger side of the SUV. Phil had opened the door for him but then quickly turned away. His customers expected discretion and Phil never failed to provide. Nazerel set Morgan down on the seat then straightened. “We’re good. You don’t need to stick around.”
Phil needed no other prompting. “Until next time.” He climbed into the stolen car and drove away.
Anxious to resume his voyage, Nazerel freed Morgan’s wrists and drew her hands in front of her. It was unlikely she’d regain consciousness, but he wasn’t taking any chances. He took out the velvet-lined cuffs and couldn’t help but smile. These would be much easier on her skin than the plastic strips, but she would likely find them even more provoking. He enjoyed annoying her. Her soft ivory skin flushed and her sky-blue eyes gleamed when she was angry. It made him hunger for the feel of her arching beneath him, rubbing her soft curves against his chest.
But such distractions needed to wait until they were in a safer location. He buckled the cuffs around her wrists then secured the buckles with a tiny padlock. A small length of chain connected the cuffs and it could be fastened with a matching padlock. Instead of bothering with the third lock, he wove the seat belt through her arms further restricting her movements. Last he located the lever for the seat back and adjusted the angle until she rested more comfortably.
With his passenger once again secured, he moved to the driver’s side and climbed in behind the wheel. He took his phone out of his pocket and launched the security program for the Team South house. He’d already checked the camera feeds twice, but he couldn’t stop hoping the images would change. Room after room scrolled across his screen, each one the same. Overturned furniture and blast marks on walls, but each room was empty. The only thing that gave him hope was the complete lack of blood. It was unlikely anyone had died in the battle, but were his men fugitives, scattered to the wind, or prisoners of the Mystic Militia?
He could do nothing to assist his men if he was caught. So escape must be his top priority. Freeing himself from the suppression collar was equally important, like it or not, that was where his prisoner became useful.
With a six-hour drive ahead of him, there was no reason to delay. He sighed at the thought. How did humans tolerate the excruciating pace of automobile travel? He plugged his phone into the power adapter and then connected it to the radio. Flynn had introduced him to a genre of music called Grunge. Nazerel found many things about humans strange, but he was fascinated by their music. Something about the distorted guitars and angst-filled voices struck a common chord within his soul. He found his longest playlist and set it on shuffle. Hopefully that would help fill the empty hours.
* * * * *
Morgan woke up slowly, drifting back to consciousness as if she were trudging through mud. She was no longer moving. In fact she was flat on her back on something relatively soft. Her legs were no longer bent and her arms were extended above her head. There was no way she was still in a car.
She tried to move her arms, but her body felt weighted, sluggish. Or she was bound! Her eyes flew open and fear cleared her mind. She tugged against whatever was holding her hands. The bite of the zip tie was gone, but the new bindings held her firmly. She twisted her head, hoping to unravel the mystery. Her hair had come loose from its neat bun and now spread across her arms, covering her hands. She drew up her knees, thrilled to discover her legs weren’t tied down. But the next revelation was even more upsetting. She wore only her bra and panties. The bastard had even removed her boots and socks. Was he simply trying to discourage her from running away or had his motives been more licentious?
Refusing to panic, she looked around. She was in a mid-size camping tent and her bed was several unzipped sleeping bags. There was a cooler near the entrance and two large crates loaded with supplies. Where the hell was she? Her throat tightened and her mouth dried up as her heartbeat echoed in her ears. It looked as if he intended to keep her here for quite some time, but where was here?
She closed her eyes and held perfectly still, forcing on audible clues. The buzzing of insects reached her first then the distant call of a bird. There were no city sounds, no engines or car horns. They were definitely secluded, but she couldn’t tell more without seeing outside.
The tent smelled a bit stale and she detected something else as well. Smoke, faint and pleasant, like the telltale scent of a campfire. How long had she been out? More importantly, was Nazerel arrogant enough to use a public campground? She opened her eyes and turned her head toward the zippered opening that served as a door. There was one easy way to find out.
She took a deep breath and screamed as loud as she could. When no one immediately responded she screamed again.
Mocking her with each lazy movement, Nazerel made his way inside the tent. He even took time to lower the zipper before he turned to face her again. “I was beginning to wonder if you’d ever wake up.”
The smug bastard looked amused not concerned. “Where the hell are we and why am I still tied up?” Not to mention nearly naked!
“Our location isn’t important—though screaming is obviously a waste of breath—and you’re still bound because you defy me at every turn.”
“I’m your prisoner. Of course, I defy you. Humans don’t do well in captivity.”
He actually smiled. The jerk. “I think with the right master you’ll do just fine in captivity.”
She gasped at his boast, which was probably what he wanted. “You’re not my master. You’re not my anything.”
“Perhaps not, but you’re my prisoner until I see fit to release you.”
It was a little hard to argue with that while she was flat on her back and tied up to boot. She couldn’t hope to best him in a physical confrontation, she had to think, strategize. “I need some water.”
His head tilted and his brow arched. “Ask me nicely.”
Her mouth was so dry she could hardly speak. Defying him now only punished herself, but she was seriously tempted. “May I please have some water?”
Sauntering over to the plastic crates, he rummaged around for a moment and found a bottle of water. He twisted off the top and took a leisurely drink before approaching the makeshift bed. “If you kick me, I’ll restrain your legs. If you spit on me at any time for any reason, you forfeit the rest of your clothes.” He bent to one knee beside her and slipped his arm under her shoulders. Lifting her slightly, he brought the bottle to her lips and let her drink her fill.
The time for anger was past. She couldn’t escape him as long as she was bound and virtually naked. Despite her very real need to “defy him at every turn”, it was more important to earn his trust and find, or create, an opportunity to get the hell away from him. “So what will it take for you to ‘see fit to release’ me?”
He just stared at her for a moment, his arm warm and solid against her back. “I told you what I wanted before we left.” After lowering her to the bedding, he stood and returned the half-empty bottle to the crate. “Your freedom for mine.”
She shook her head despite her pounding heart. “They will never—”
“Cut the bullshit, Morgan.” His expression turned fierce as he faced her. “You’re director of the taskforce, which means you own this collar.” She felt her eyes widen and quickly relaxed her lids. “Yes, I know how it works. Anyone can close the collar, but only the owner can open it. There is no ‘they’ involved in this negotiation. It’s between you and me. Release me from the collar and I’ll release you from my tender care.”
She’d known Nazerel was smart, but she hadn’t expected him to put the pieces together this quickly. “Lor owns the collar and he will never release you.” The statement was true. Bilarrian scientists had provided her team with the coding needed to establish co-ownership. Lor was the collar’s owner, but then so was she.
“I think you’re lying.”
“I don’t care what you think. How did you find out about the taskforce? My contact said Sevrin didn’t know.”
One of his brows arched and she didn’t think he’d answer, then he said, “I stopped depending on Sevrin for reliable intel shortly after we arrived on Earth. Who’s your contact?”
“It doesn’t matter and you can browbeat me all night. I can’t unlock the collar.”
“There’s another option.”
Thank God. She did not want Nazerel focused on her personally. “I’m listening.”
His gaze moved over her body with insolent interest as he stalked toward her. “My power spikes whenever I’m feeling strong emotions, like anger.” He looked directly into her eyes. “Or lust.” He knelt beside the sleeping bags and placed his hand on her belly. He just let it rest there, a warm weight against her tense abdomen. “It might take days, even weeks, but I’ll keep trying. Once I find the perfect combination of desire and rage, I’ll access my power long enough to disable the collar.”
“I don’t respond well to threats.” She twisted around and kicked him in the shoulder.
He laughed. “It’s not a threat and your response isn’t necessary.” He grabbed her ankle when she tried to kick him again. “But you will respond.”
He couldn’t be serious. Please God, let this be a bluff. “Shadow Assassins detest rape. Everyone insists their captives aren’t abused.”
“I have no intention of raping you.” He moved closer. His knees pressed against her side as his fingers lightly caressed her skin. “I’m going to look at your amazing body and touch you in progressively more intimate ways until my senses are on fire. Then I’ll use the intensity to burn through the collar’s circuitry.” He slid his hand just under one of her breasts and pushed his thumb between, still on top of her bra. “Or you can admit you own the collar and avoid all those unwanted touches.”
“I don’t own the collar and your definition of rape must be different than mine. Any unwanted touching falls within my definition of rape.”
“Really?” His fingertips skimmed across her skin, circling her navel and tracing the waistband of her panties until she began to squirm. “Do you feel defiled?”
“Not yet, so stop now.”
He laughed and the blue rings flickered to life within his dark eyes. “Let me know when I’ve crossed the line.” He retraced his path then avoided her breasts entirely and explored her upraised arms.
“This isn’t funny.” Morgan turned her head, unable to think with his penetrating stare boring into hers. Everything about him was brutal, so how could he touch her so gently. He found a particularly sensitive spot near her elbow and she shivered.
“Are you ticklish?” He teased the sensitive bend with ruthless patience until she was wriggling helplessly.
It didn’t tickle, exactly. It sent strange tingles down her arm and lower, much lower, to places she refused to think about. Her nipples were getting hard and her skin felt tight and prickly. She couldn’t let him do this to her. She would not be turned on by his sick game. Rolling away from him, she brought her knees up toward her chest and pressed her thighs together. “Leave me alone.”
“I don’t want to.”
She could see him moving in her peripheral vision. Oh God, he was taking off his shirt. Was that all he was taking off? Panic sliced through her and she looked over her shoulder. Big mistake. He knelt on the edge of the sleeping bags bare to the waist, a golden-skinned sculpture of masculine symmetry. She whipped her head back around, but it was too late. His image was seared into her brain. She found his features harshly intriguing, so full of determination and pride, but his torso was a work of art, perfectly proportioned and harshly defined. Even his eclectic collection of tattoos only added to his savage beauty.
Despite her fear and determination to remain unaffected by his seduction, her body came alive, melting and aching for the pleasures she continually denied herself. It wasn’t that she didn’t like sex, she did, quite a lot actually, but her life made intimate relationships almost impossible.
This wasn’t the beginning of an “intimate relationship”, this was cruel manipulation. So he had an amazing body. That didn’t mean she was powerless against him. Elias was well-built too and she didn’t go into heat every time she saw him without his shirt. She was just tired and stressed beyond belief.
Nazerel lay down behind her and slipped one arm beneath her neck. Then he pulled her toward him, which angled her upraised arms away from her head. It also took the slack out of the restraints so she couldn’t slam her elbow into his face, she realized. The man didn’t miss much. He pressed against her back and wrapped his other arm around her waist. He did nothing else for a long time, just lay there and let the heat of his body surround her.
She could finally see her hands. Wide leather cuffs with silver buckles and miniature padlocks now encircled her wrists. A length of chain connected the cuffs and he’d passed the chain behind one of the tent poles. The pole wasn’t secured with stakes and rope. He’d somehow driven it directly into the ground, providing a much sturdier anchor for her confinement. But the chain simply passed behind the pole. It wasn’t locked down like the cuffs. If she could unfasten the chain without him realizing what she was doing, she could easily free herself.
Slowly easing her hands together, she reached for the chain’s simple clasp. He grabbed her wrist and pulled her hands apart. “You won’t like how I bind you if you free yourself now.”
Indignation rushed through her, making her want to scream. Was she just supposed to lie here and accept whatever he chose to do to her? She’d been trained by the FBI. Surrender was not in her nature.
She closed her eyes and concentrated on filling her lungs, keeping each breath slow and even. But his scent became more familiar with each inhalation. Rich and earthy with an intriguing hint of spice, he smelled wonderful.
“When was the last time a man held you in his arms?” His voice was barely a whisper, his tone oddly rough.
Her eyes flew open as a possibility unfurled within her mind. “Last night. My husband loves to cuddle. I’m called away so often, we have to make the most of every minute we have together.”
His chuckle ruffled her hair, his breath warm against her skin. “If you were with a man last night, cuddling was all you did. I would be able to smell him if it were otherwise.”
“I showered this morning, thank you very much.” She tried to wiggle away from him, but he simply tightened his arm.
“It can take many days for a male’s scent to leave a female completely. That’s why pleasure givers never satisfy. It’s hard to loose myself in passion when all I smell are other males.”
If she could shift his focus yet keep him talking, maybe he’d give up on seducing her. Anything was better than giving in without a fight. “What about Roxie? She’s not a pleasure giver. You’ve been very protective of her.”
He brushed her hair away from her neck, which also exposed her face and ear. “Why does everyone want to put me in bed with Roxie?”
“You’ve clearly spent a lot of time with her. You’re covered in tattoos.”
His face pressed against her neck and he inhaled deeply. “Gods, you smell good.” He slowly swept his hand down her neck then up her extended arm. “Do you taste as good as you smell?” His lips brushed the sensitive spot just below her ear then he touched her skin with the tip of his tongue.
Her treacherous heart leapt in her chest and tingles skittered off to all sorts of unacceptable places. She had to stop this now. “Flynn is my contact.”
He tensed, his arm tightening around her. “What are you talking about?”
“Varrik gave us profiles on all of you guys. Elias determined that Flynn was the most likely to flip, so we recruited him.”
“Who is Elias?”
“You met him this morning. He was with Roxie when Flynn brought her to the team house. That was all part of our plan by the way. I’m pretty sure he’s the one who collared you.”
Disentangling his arm from hers, he sat up and rolled her onto her back. Then he swung one of his legs across hers to keep her from kicking him. He propped himself up with one arm and rested his other hand on his thigh, which was still covered with black cargo pants. Thank God.
“I’ve known Flynn my entire life. He has many faults, but he is not a traitor.”
She licked her lips. This was a dangerous distraction. If she pissed him off too badly, she just might give him what he needed to free himself from the collar, yet failing to make the conversation interesting would likely result in their returning to their earlier activity.
“Is Varrik a traitor?”
“Yes,” he snarled the word, clearly demonstrating his dislike for the man. “Varrik is the worst kind of traitor. He was a First Son, like me, and still he chose to abandon the Sacred Customs for a female.”
“Varrik wanted a lot more than a beautiful woman. He wanted to liberate your people, to free them from the world below and—”
“You know nothing about the world below!” He leapt to his feet and raked his hair with his fingers, menace radiating off him in tangible waves. “I know what you’re doing.”
“I’m trying to understand your point of view.”
He scoffed. “You’re trying to keep my hands off you, but all you’ve done is postponed the inevitable.” He dropped to his knees, straddling one of her legs. She braced for an attack, accepting that her risk had failed, but all he did was free her arms from the tent pole. “I’m no longer in the mood for lust. Let’s focus on anger.” He pushed off the floor and stood up, moving to the other side of the tent.
She drew her arms down, groaning as her muscles protested the new position. Her wrists were still locked within the cuffs, but the length of chain between the two gave her a reasonable range of motion. “Where did you get these or why did you think you would need them? Did you plan on taking a hostage all along?”
“I planned nothing that happened this morning,” he snapped. “You attacked us!”
“Then when…that’s right. You called your outfitter and told him you had additional requirements then you started speaking in Rodyte.”
“We were speaking Bilarrian.” He paced what little space there was in the middle of the tent, clearly distressed by the implications of what she’d said. His features were tight and the telltale rings in his eyes had begun to glow. “What did you promise Flynn? He wouldn’t have sold us out for money.”
She sat, rolling her shoulders and stretching her back before she reached over and retrieved his discarded shirt. If he was determined to parade around half-naked, then she was going to make use of the garment. She folded her legs in front of her and then draped the T-shirt over the front of her body, leaving the bottom to pool between her legs. It was as close to decent as she was likely to come until he returned her own clothes.
“You’re right, it wasn’t about money with Flynn,” she began. “He’d figured out that Sevrin was full of shit, but returning to Ontariese wasn’t really an option. We offered him an opportunity to take responsibility for his mistakes and start to rebuild his future.”
“By betraying the rest of us?” His hands fisted at his sides and the rings in his eyes blazed like blue fire. “That’s a coward’s way out. He knew I had other plans. I would have given him other options.”
There was a lot more she could say, a lot more she wanted to say, but it was smarter to back off right now, give him a minute to calm down. “How did you pay for all this?” She motioned to their surroundings. “I was under the impression that the council’s funds were seized when the Shadow Maze was liberated.”
A secretive smile curved his lips, but the rings in his eyes continued to burn. “High Queen Charlotte only knows what Varrik told her, and Varrik doesn’t know everything.”
“Then you didn’t get the money from Sevrin?”
He scoffed again, but sadness dampened the sound this time. “Sevrin made us beg for everything. We were honestly better off in the City of Tears. Roxie was the only luxury Sevrin allowed. Why do you think she was so popular?”
“Roxie told Elias that you get off on the pain.”
His gaze locked with hers and a smile finally parted his lips. “What else did Roxie tell you?”
She could almost see the tension flow out of him. Roxie was the first name she’d mentioned that had a soothing effect on him. “She told us Sevrin was the real villain not the Shadow Assassins.”
“Lor should have known that without having to be told.” He turned his back on her and grabbed the open bottle of water out of the crate. He drained it then tossed her a new one. “Are you hungry?” he asked without looking at her.
“Starving actually. What time is it?” If she could figure out how long she’d been unconscious, she’d have a better idea how far they’d traveled.
“It’s almost dark. I better locate a light source.”
He rummaged through the first crate with no luck, so he unloaded the second. Morgan watched him set the lantern aside without realizing he’d found what he was looking for and debated what to do. If she doomed him to darkness, she doomed herself as well. She struggled up from the makeshift bed while keeping his T-shirt pressed to her chest.
“That’s called a lantern. When the middle part is ignited it emits light.” She pointed at the lantern with her foot.
He turned around and his gaze swept her from head to toe. “I didn’t give you permission to cover yourself.”
“Tough shit.” She softened the phrase with a mischievous smile. “It’s getting cold as well as dark.” She was hoping to keep him off-balance with her semi-flirtatious rebellion. “And even slaves have to eat.”
Without warning, he fisted the back of her hair and snatched the T-shirt out of her hands. He held it out of reach and made her watch it sail to the floor. Then he wrapped his other arm around her waist and pulled her firmly against his body. Finally, with obvious restraint, he pulled her head back until their gazes locked. “Then you admit you’re my slave?”
“That is not what—”
He silenced her protest with his mouth. The kiss was hard and demanding, yet slow, advancing by degrees until she found herself responding, despite her intention to resist him. His tongue teased her lips, caressing and tracing without venturing between. Smart man. If he dared to invade her mouth, she’d bite him hard enough that he’d need stitches.
Suddenly he shifted her head to the bend of his elbow and eased his hand between their bodies. She felt his fingers moving against her breasts, but he wasn’t really caressing her. The cuffs, she realized. He unhooked the tether connecting the cuffs, so she could separate her arms.
With an impatient growl, he moved her hands out of his way and crushed her breasts into his chest. “You’re so soft.” He sounded drugged as he whispered the words against her lips and then he kissed her again.
His hand moved up and down her back, occasionally dropping a bit lower. But he didn’t squeeze her ass or fondle her breasts. It was almost frustrating. He obviously wanted her, so why was he being so…careful?
Because Shadow Assassins didn’t rape their captives. They meticulously seduced them until they were willing participants in their own degradation. Understanding helped clear her head and refocus her purpose. She needed to earn his trust, convince him to let down his guard long enough for her to escape.
And two could play at this game. She wrapped her arms around him and touched him even more aggressively than he was touching her. His skin felt oddly soft in comparison to the flesh beneath. His back wasn’t just dramatically tapered, it was corded with defined muscles. She rubbed against him, easing her legs apart until she straddled his thigh.
Her participation made him bolder. His tongue swept over her lower lip, brushing against her teeth before retreating again. She returned the caress and he groaned, his fist returning to her hair. He dragged his mouth away from hers and stared deep into her eyes. “I want to kiss you, really kiss you.”
“I know.” She allowed herself to smile. “Feed me first and I’ll consider it.”
His gaze narrowed and his nostrils flared, then he released her with a sigh. “Even slaves have to eat.”
And round one goes to Morgan. Thank God he couldn’t read her mind. Thoughts like that would likely land her flat on her back again. Taking advantage of her momentary freedom, she snatched his T-shirt off the floor and put it on.
He took a step toward her, but she held up both hands. She even lowered her gaze. “May I please wear your shirt? I really am cold.” He said nothing so she glanced up at him.
“What game are you playing?”
The question was probably rhetorical, but she answered anyway. “No game. I was just cold.” He obviously didn’t believe her, but he didn’t press the issue.
Rather than continue their power struggle, he turned around and motioned to the mess he’d made earlier. “Do you see something with which to ignite the lantern?”
Hoping the question wasn’t just a ploy to reel her in, she moved up beside him. The tent had gone from gloomy to dim while they made out, so she didn’t have much time to solve the problem. She didn’t see a box of matches or a grill starter, so she moved to the first crate, the one he hadn’t unloaded. It took a few minutes, but she found a lighter sliding around in the bottom of the crate. Good thing the bottom was solid.
She lit the lantern then hung it from the hook attached to the center support pole of the tent. “Be careful not to brain yourself on this.”
“Brain myself?” He looked at the position of the lantern and nodded. “I’ll never master human vernacular.”
She tossed the lighter back into the crate then thought of something that didn’t make sense. “Did you make a fire earlier? I thought I smelled smoke.”
“I was bored,” he admitted with a hesitant smile. “It was about to gather more wood when you woke up, so I just let it burn itself out.”
“But how did you light a fire without matches or a lighter?”
The hesitant smile turned into a cheeky grin. “I’d do well on Survivor.”
“You watched a lot of TV, I take it?”
“There was little else for us to do. We worked out and sparred with each other. We occasionally reinforced Sevrin’s guards, but mostly we just tried not to go insane from the monotony of it all.”
She had no idea what to say to that, so she motioned toward the cooler. “Can I just help myself?”
“Go on. I ate while you were sleeping.”
She opened the cooler and selected a sandwich from the surprising selection of food. The cooler must be battery powered. There was no ice inside, but everything was cold. She took out a cola as well as the sandwich and paused before closing the lid. “Do you want a drink or something?”
“Did he pack any beer?”
She had to dig a bit, but she found a six-pack and tore off a can. “There are only six, so make it last.” She closed the cooler then handed him the beer, moving out of reach before he could stop her. Not that he intended to stop her. She just wasn’t taking any chances.
The stupid cuffs were still buckled around her wrists, the connecting chain dangling from one side. She could easily take them off, but she didn’t feel like asking permission and being rid of them wasn’t worth the fight she’d start if she took them off without asking him first.
So she picked up her meager meal and looked around for a place to sit down. If the outfitter had given Nazerel chairs, he’d chosen not to unpack them. Instead, she pulled the cooler away from the wall and sat down, shivering as her bare legs connected with the smooth metal. He watched her silently, leisurely sipping his beer.
The attack had begun at dawn, but they’d sat in the vehicles for almost an hour waiting for Sevrin to take off with Roxie and Elias. It had been vital that Sevrin lead Lor back to her lab before the rest of them moved in on the Team South house. So it could have been as late as eight o’clock before Nazerel drove away with her. Then it had been at least an hour before they made the final vehicle switch. Much to her mortification, she’d fallen asleep in the stolen car, so she couldn’t be sure of the intervals. Still, that left roughly nine hours before she woke up here. The problem was she had no idea how many of those hours he’d been driving and how many he’d been setting up the campsite and building campfires. He’d been here long enough to get bored.
“What are you thinking about? You look perplexed.” He’d taken off his boots and was sitting cross-legged in the middle of the bed, the bed he obviously intended for them to share.
She saw no reason to lie, so she said, “I was trying to figure out how far you drove while I was out.”
“There aren’t many pine trees in Las Vegas.”
“You haven’t let me go outside. We could be in a parking lot for all I know.”
“Close your eyes. Can’t you smell them?”
She closed her eyes and inhaled slowly, analyzing each scent that registered in her mind. She was closer to the door now, and less drug-addled. He was right. She could defiantly smell pine trees, damp earth—and Nazerel! Had he imprinted her with his scent or something? Why was his smell still so clear?
Ignoring the disquieting phenomenon, she opened her eyes and unwrapped her sandwich. “Are we still in Nevada?”
He arched his brow and took a sip of his beer. “Maybe.”
There were numerous places he could have reached in eight or nine hours, but Utah looked very different than California. She glanced at the zippered exit, wondering if he’d stop her if she poked her head outside.
“It’s dark. You’re not going to be able to see much more than what I just told you. We’re in a mountainous location surrounded by pine trees.”
“Yes, but are the mountains gray or red?” Gray meant they’d traveled north or northwest, either staying in Nevada or crossing over into California. Red meant east into New Mexico or northeast into Utah. She’d know more when she could see their surroundings.
He patted the sleeping bag beside him. “Come here.”
“I’m comfy right here. Thanks anyway.” Despite her growling stomach, she’d yet to take a bite of her sandwich.
His expression remained relaxed, but his tone sharpened. “Are you that anxious to feel me on top of you again? I enjoyed our wrestling match in the grass. Are you ready for another?”
Heat cascaded through her body as his taunt reminded her of how strong he was and how effortlessly he’d controlled her. “Why can’t I stay here?” She tried not to sound like a petulant child.
“Because I told you to join me.”
Another crossroad. If she gave in too easily, he’d realize she was pretending. Yet angering him could give him access to his power. “I worked very hard to become a leader because I’m not very good at following orders.”
He didn’t argue. He just stood up and crossed the tent then scooped her up in his arms. Without bothering to set down his beer, he returned to the bed and sat back down. “I wanted you beside me. Apparently, you wanted to be on my lap instead.” He lowered her into the limited space between his thighs and crossed his ankles, surrounding her with his strong legs. His arm remained at her back, ensuring that she stayed right where he’d placed her.
It was actually more comfortable than the cooler had been, so she decided not to fight with him. She arched her legs over his and used his other thigh as lumbar support then finally took a bite of her sandwich.
He leaned in and whispered, “Have you decided yet?”
She turned her head and looked into his eyes. Their faces were much too close together like this. She could see the blue rings in his eyes even though they weren’t illuminated. “Decided what?”
“If you’re going to let me kiss you after you finish eating.”
Her gaze dropped to his mouth and she was suddenly fighting off the irrational urge to nibble on his lower lip. “Are you sure that thing is working?”
His brows flew nearly to his hairline and then he burst out laughing. “Give me your hand and I’ll let you feel how well it’s working.”
Heat washed over her face and she slapped at his chest, barely touching him. “I meant the collar, you jackass.”
“Why do you ask about the collar?”
There was no way she was going to admit she wanted to kiss him so badly she’d wondered if he’d used some sort of compulsion. “Never mind.” She quickly took another bite and then a long drink of soda.
“Tell me what you meant or kiss me. I’ll let you choose.”
She glanced at him then studied her sandwich as if it were the most fascinating thing she’d ever seen. She could kiss him, really kiss him, or admit that she wanted the kiss as badly as he did? That wasn’t much of a choice. Reluctantly kissing him made more sense. She couldn’t let him know he was wearing her down already. She had more pride than that.
“I’ll kiss you, when I’m finished eating.” She stressed the caveat as he began to lower his head.
“Eat quickly.”
So, of course, she nibbled at the sandwich, taking as long as she possibly could. Time to cool his jets even more. “Tell me about Varrik. Why do you hate him so much? Was it just his betrayal, or is there something personal between you two?”



Chapter Three
 
Varrik stepped out of the transport conduit with Echo at his side. The destination coordinates Lor had provided led to a small, barren room within the human complex known as the Bunker. Lor rushed forward, his smile warm and welcoming. Lor shook Varrik’s hand then gave Echo a quick hug. Lor and Echo had known each other their entire lives, so the familiarity didn’t bother Varrik. Besides he trusted his life mate, knew she loved him unconditionally and would never stray from his side.
“I appreciate your coming so quickly,” Lor said. “I know things are still hectic in the City of Tears. You will be missed.”
“There is still much to do at home, but Nazerel is dangerous. This couldn’t wait.”
Lor indicated the archway to Varrik’s right with a sweeping gesture. It was odd to see Lor in paramilitary clothing. On Ontariese the Mystics wore light gray robes.
Varrik reached for Echo’s hand and she interlaced their fingers. Even after nine lunar cycles his heart reacted to her simplest touch. He hadn’t expected to find a life mate when he kidnapped a princess, but he was grateful for every moment they had together.
The archway led to a tiled corridor that was devoid of decoration. Though well-lit and spacious, the windowless hallway made Varrik restless. He was unusually sensitive to underground settings after having spent the majority of his life in the Shadow Maze.
“Were your raids successful?” Echo asked.
“Very much so.” Lor smiled. “We captured Team South this morning and followed Sevrin back to her lab. We’ll hit Team East as soon as we’re able to regroup, though we have people watching them now. It doesn’t appear that they have any idea the others have been captured. We’re still processing everyone who was apprehended in the first two raids. There were quite a few civilians at the lab.”
“Where are you taking them?” Echo wanted to know.
“The Bilarrians lent us a containment field generator, so the high-interest targets are being kept at a safe house for questioning. Everyone else has been, or will soon be, taken back to Ontariese.”
Varrik nodded. “Congratulations. This mission became much more complicated than any of us anticipated.”
“No kidding,” Echo reinforced with a faint smile. “Lor was sent to round up a handful of refugees and ended up in the middle of a Rodyte plot that went back two generations.”
Lor waved away the praise as he directed them down another corridor. “Sevrin Keire is dead, and all that remains of the refugees is Nazerel.”
Varrik tried not to react to the name, but their mutual history was long and turbulent. “If he is still on this planet, I will find him in a matter of days. If he has managed to leave Earth, I will still find him. It will just take a bit longer.”
Lor stopped beside a privacy panel much like the others they’d passed. They’d only been walking for a minute or two, but the corridors seemed to go on forever. Varrik would love to see a diagram of the complex. It appeared vast.
“This apartment has been assigned for your use,” Lor told them. “The work station is voice activated and you’ve been given access to human and Ontarian databases. There’s an overview of the events that have transpired since my arrival on Earth as well as a report detailing Sevrin’s research. There will be a briefing after the Team East raid. I’d like to introduce you to everyone then. Will that work for you?”
“That will be fine,” Varrik assured him.
“Good.” Lor entered a code into the palm scanner beside the privacy panel. “As soon as this scans you and Echo, the room will belong to you. No one else will be able to open the door, except in an emergency of course.”
Echo gave Lor another quick hug as Varrik scanned his palm.
“It’s always good to see you,” she told her friend. “When do we get to meet your mate?”
“Tori’s abilities allow her to discern truth from lies so she has been helping with the interrogations. We’d planned a quick dinner tonight, as soon as we can both break away for a few minutes. It will have to be informal and fast, but why don’t you join us?”
Echo looked at Varrik and he nodded. They would begin the search for Nazerel in earnest as soon as they figured out where he might have gone. Even with their combined powers, they couldn’t scan the entire planet for one man.
“Obviously, if we find a clue to Nazerel’s location, we’ll have to reschedule. Otherwise, we’d love to,” Echo told Lor.
“I’ll let you know about a time as soon as Tori and I work it out.”
Lor departed and Echo scanned her palm before following Varrik into the apartment. The compact space was well organized and functional, if a bit utilitarian. He didn’t mind the simplicity, but he wanted nothing but the best for Echo. “It’s unlikely we’ll spend an entire night here. Still, it’s nice to know we have somewhere to crash if we need a couple of hours sleep. I want this finished as quickly as possible.”
“I agree, but where do we start?”
“We need a deeper understanding of the situation. I’ve kept up with the basic events, but Lor’s right, things have been hectic. We must work smart as well as fast.”
Echo came up behind him and wrapped her arms around his waist. “Tell me about Nazerel. You’ve only mentioned him in passing. Who is he?”
Dreading her reaction to the explanation, Varrik dove to the heart of the matter. “Nazerel is the only son of Elder South.”
A long pause followed and then Echo moved around to face him. “Elder South, as in the man we confronted on the Rodyte ship, the man who tortured Aila and was an all-around dirtbag?”
“That’s the one.” The words tasted bitter and filled Varrik with regret. “Nazerel and I were once close friends. As you can imagine, he despises me now.”
“We had no choice. If we hadn’t—”
Varrik shook his head. It was an excuse they relied on too often. “There are always choices.” She started to argue but he stopped her with a lingering kiss. “Past details have no bearing on this situation. Nazerel must be caught.”
“What makes him so much harder to catch than the others?” She remained in his embrace, hands lightly resting on his chest.
“There were four alpha hunters, one for each tribe. Nazerel was by far the strongest. He is cunning and ruthless, not a pleasant combination. And much of his bitterness stems from my actions. I’m the person best suited to finding him, but if he learns I’ve agreed to the hunt, this will become personal.”
She stepped back, out of his embrace, her delicate features now tense with concern. “But Lor’s message said Nazerel had been collared. Doesn’t that mean he has no powers right now?”
“He is collared, which is why we must catch him as soon as possible. If he finds a way to release his abilities, it will be virtually impossible for anyone to find him, and that includes us.”
“Then we better get busy.” She plastered on a cheerful smile, yet worry lingered in her gaze. “I’ll read the information on Sevrin’s research and you read Lor’s overview, then we can memory share. That will bring us both up to speed more quickly.”
“An excellent idea.”
* * * * *
Nazerel studied Morgan’s profile as she nibbled on her sandwich. She was stalling and they both knew it. Even with her gaze averted, her eyes were incredibly blue. And her hair was just as bright, blending all the colors of autumn into one shiny mass. Unable to resist the impulse to see her hair spilling over her smooth white shoulders, he’d freed the long strands while she slept. He’d been tempted to do all sorts of things while she slept, but honor kept him from indulging his baser instincts. Only the truly corrupt took advantage of the helpless.
He knew her body was just as appealing as her lovely face, but he kept his gaze squarely focused on her features. If he let himself think about the curves so delightfully displayed by her undergarments, he would abandon his determination to seduce her slowly and ravage her instead. He was equally adept at either tactic, yet he knew Morgan would respond better to a gradual seduction.
“Tell me about Varrik,” she said again without shifting her gaze from what little remained of her sandwich.
Her stubbornness challenged him, but he was intrigued by her spirit. He’d never met anyone quite like Morgan. Even bound and helpless, she’d dared to defy him. “Why are you so interested in Varrik? He has a mate.”
She ignored the jibe and finally looked at him. “I always try to understand both sides of an issue. All of the information I have on the Shadow Assassins came from Varrik or people like him, people who resent the Customs. Tell me the other side of the story. I want to understand your world.”
He caught a lock of her hair and curled it around his finger, avoiding her gaze for a change. “My world is gone. There is no reason for anyone to understand it now.”
“I disagree. The past shapes us, it helps define who we are and the choices we make in the present.” She was allowing his touch, which in itself was suspicious, but her tone was coxing, almost seductive.
Pushing his fingers into her hair, he turned her face up and teased the corner of her mouth with his thumb. “You’re finished eating, now kiss me.”
“Not until you tell me about the world below. Were you and Varrik always enemies?”
His pride demanded that he kiss her into submission. Captives did not direct their masters. It was the other way around. But ever since the Shadow Maze was “liberated” he’d waited for the opportunity to speak, to offer a different perspective on the situation. The tribunal had met, conducted its inquiry and announced its decision, and still he waited for anyone to show an interest in his side of the story.
“Varrik and I are both First Sons.” Why was he indulging her? Her interest wasn’t genuine. She was trying to distract him.
“What exactly is a ‘First Son’?”
“The chosen heir of a council member. It’s usually the council member’s first-born son, but with Tribe North it became complicated. Varrik’s brother was still a child when their father died, so their uncle became Elder North. Then North’s only son didn’t survive infancy and Varrik’s brother died, so Varrik became North’s heir. I am, or rather was, First Son of South.”
“Then positions on the council were hereditary not elected?”
The world below was far more structured than most people understood. Everyone thought of the Shadow Assassins as mindless killers, but theirs had been a complex society rich in unique culture and traditions. “When a councilman died or, less frequently, stepped down, his First Son took his place. At that time, and only at that time, the transition could be challenged by any member of his tribe. But challengers fought to the death, so few challenges were ever issued.” He paused, his mind a muddle of troubling memories. It all seemed like another lifetime, as if the events had happened to someone else. “Varrik and I were born within the same season cycle, so we trained together. Any son of an elder was held to a higher standard, so the training was often…harsh.”
“Did you help each other or were you hostile from the start?”
“We were rivals, very competitive until the summer when our abilities were assessed.”
“Why did that change things?”
“I was assigned to the hunters and Varrik was assigned to the sweepers. It changed the dynamic between us. We were no longer in direct competition, so there was no reason for our hostilities. We became friends, close friends.” They’d been more than just friends. They’d been constant companions and confidantes. Varrik was the closest thing Nazerel had ever had to a brother. And when Varrik lost his brother, Nazerel had been the only one Varrik trusted enough to show his grief, the only one who’d been able to help him deal with the devastating loss.
“Go on.” Her expression was open and curious, but he understood her true motivation. The longer she kept him talking, the longer she postponed their inevitable showdown.
Unwilling to indulge her without a cost, he ran his fingers down her neck and onto her upper chest. She sucked in a breath and her breasts swelled well above the lacy cups of her bra. He swallowed hard, no longer sure who he punished with this strategy. “Varrik fought his destiny, denied his abilities, even tried to hide them from his uncle. I, on the other hand, accepted the path chosen for me and dedicated myself to becoming the best hunter the world below had ever seen.”
She reached for his wrist then stopped herself and lowered her hand to her lap. Already her nipples were starting to peak. She was not nearly as indifferent to his touch as she would have him believe. “When and why did it go wrong?”
Resentment and pain rushed to the surface. Who could blame him for being bitter? He’d been betrayed by his best friend. He lowered his hands to his knees. Even touching her wasn’t enough of an incentive for him to offer the details of those events. “Surely you know about Varrik and Echo. You seem to know everything else.”
“I know what Varrik put in his report. I want to hear your side of the story.”
His side of the story. The reoccurring phrase made him seethe. No one gave a damn about his side of the story. Varrik sure as hell hadn’t cared about how his decisions affected those around him. “Varrik fell in love with his captive and all hell broke loose,” he snapped. “He sold us out for a female. Then he killed my father, after his mate had stripped the location of the Shadow Maze from his mind.”
She stilled and her gaze locked with his. “I’m sorry. That must have been devastating.” She even sounded sincere. Apparently Varrik hadn’t bothered recording his cowardly actions in his precious report.
“My father was ruthless, harsh and sometimes violent. He was a product of the world below, but he didn’t deserve to die.” Almost of their own volition, his hands returned to her soft skin. He ran his hands down her arms, soothing himself with her texture and warmth. “He was loyal to the Customs, loyal to his tribe. And Varrik murdered him.”
“May I ask another question?”
He shook his head, shocked that she’d bothered asking. “Will you drop the subject if I answer?”
“Yes.” She glanced at him then away, but their gazes connected long enough for him to see the pity smoldering in hers. He tensed. He would never accept her surrender if it was born of pity. “How could Varrik not know the location of the Shadow Maze?”
Nazerel sighed. He didn’t want to talk about the past. The present held plenty of challenges and the past could not be changed. But he understood her confusion, so he explained, “We locked on to a beacon when we teleported in. Only the elders knew the exact location of the maze.”
“Then Varrik told High Queen Charlotte how to find the maze. That’s how they managed to liberate it after all those years.” She stared past him, her tone speculative.
“Except not everyone wanted to be ‘liberated’,” he stressed. “Varrik had no right to make that decision for all of us. Not all of us were discontent. Many would have chosen to stay if they had been given a choice.” She fell silent as he continued to stroke her arms, his thumbs occasionally brushing the outer curve of her breasts. She didn’t need to speak. He knew all the arguments. Their lifestyle was barbaric and abusive to women. Progress demanded that they adapt. “What? No more questions?”
“How many Shadow Assassins were there?” she blurted.
He laughed. “I suppose I asked for that.” But he’d lost interest in the conversation so he resumed their sensual game. “Around four thousand. I’m not sure of the exact count.”
“Was finding mates your only job or did you have other responsibilities?”
“What happened to dropping the subject?” He really didn’t want to talk at all. If she pushed too hard, he’d stop indulging her.
“I agreed to stop asking about Varrik. This is completely different.”
Technically, she was correct and this topic wasn’t nearly as painful. “Hunting mates was one task among many.” He traced her collar bone and the hollow beneath. Her skin was even softer here than on her arms.
She grew restless beneath his touch and still she didn’t try to stop him. “What were some of the other tasks? Take me through your typical day.”
Intrigued by her willingness to allow his exploration, he drew her bra strap down her arm. The top edge of her bra rolled downward, exposing another inch of her creamy flesh. “We are mercenaries. We did what any other soldier does. We trained, we gathered intel, we prepared for missions and fought wars.”
“But the Great Conflict was over before you were born. What wars are you talking about?”
Most Ontarians believed the Shadow Assassins wandered around in their maze frustrated and idle because the Great Conflict had ended. It was a ridiculous notion, one that had obviously been passed on to Morgan. “The House of Joon was not our only employer. In fact, they were not our primary employer. The Shadow Maze was our base of operations, but we frequently left Ontariese.” He pulled down her other bra strap and she quickly righted the first. That was more like it. He preferred Morgan when she was feisty. “If you won’t offer me your mouth, I’ll find something else to kiss.”
Her gaze flew to his, anxious and smoldering with heat she was trying to hide. “When did you meet Sevrin? Did she approach you or was it the other way around?”
“Offer me your mouth or you forfeit your bra. You have two seconds to choose.”
Anger sparked to life within her expressive eyes. “You’re a bully. You know that, don’t you?”
“I’ve been called worse.” Two seconds elapsed and she wasn’t kissing him, so he reached for the fasteners at the back of her bra.
She twisted away from his hand then rolled to her knees. After a rebellious pause, she swung her leg over his and straddled his thighs. “My mouth is all I’m offering.” She whispered the words as she leaned in and pressed her lips to his.
Her scent reached him first, warm, clean, lightly floral, and incredibly arousing. He buried his fingers in her hair, knowing it was the only way to keep his hands from wandering at will. Her soft lips parted for the first brush of his tongue and Nazerel was lost. He kissed her deeply, wildly as hunger unfurled inside him. He wanted her beneath him, arching into each thrust as he filled her completely. She was human—and his
enemy. Why was she unleashing these urges in him?
He moved his head to a better angle and kissed her again. At first she submitted to the onslaught, allowing him to take what he desired. But little by little she awakened in his arms. Her lips moved and then her tongue dueled with his.
Desire, hot and demanding, tore through him. His cock hardened with enough pressure to make him groan and he wrapped his arm around her, pulling her tight against his body.
“Enough.” She broke away suddenly now flushed and panting. “I think I more than paid for my sandwich.”
She tried to crawl off his lap, but he grasped her hips, not yet ready to let her go. “I thought you wanted to hear about Sevrin.” Passion clogged his throat, making his voice sound thick.
“Your ears stop working if I sit next to you?” For the first time since he met her, he saw fear in her eyes. Why had their kisses frightened her when all of his threats and intimidation had not? He lifted his hands and let her shift to his side. She didn’t stop there. She scurried to the top of the bed and slipped her legs in between the two sleeping bags as she leaned back against the tent pole.
I won’t hurt you. The words formed within his mind, but he bit them back before they escaped. Fear was useful. She would surrender sooner if she were afraid of him, so why did he find the reaction so unsettling?
“Sevrin,” she prompted. “Did she approach you?”
“We corresponded through an agent in the beginning and then directly after Sevrin had deemed me worthy of trust. We actually met for the first time on Earth.”
“That didn’t really answer the question.” Her gaze darted to him and then away. He’d never seen her so rattled. “Who started the correspondence?”
Her reaction to their kiss was far more interesting than the conversation. Nazerel crawled toward her, his hands on either side of her legs. “Why are you so upset?”
“I’m not upset,” she snapped, her voice higher than usual.
“Your skin is still flushed and you won’t look at me. You’re either feeling guilty or you’re terrified and neither reaction makes sense.”
As if to prove him wrong, she glared into his eyes. “Did they teach you how to do this?”
“How to do what?”
“How to systematically unravel a woman? Was seduction 101 part of your training?”
A slow, predatory smile spread across his lips. “Is it working?”
“I’m serious. Did someone teach you how to deal with your captives? There’s a structure to what you’re doing.”
He sat back on his heels and debated what to tell her. She seemed honestly curious now, if a bit defensive. “I’m an alpha hunter, sweetheart. I was the teacher, not the student.”
Her eyes widened as understanding burned away her fear. She pressed her lips into a tight, disapproving line then gradually regained her composure. “You taught the other hunters, but someone had to teach you. No one is born knowing the psychology of mind control.”
“Mind control.” He laughed. “Kissing me made you want sex, so I must be brainwashing you. That’s a bit drastic, don’t you think?”
“Do you deny that there’s a psychology to what you’re doing?”
Before he answered he moved off her and folded his legs in front of him. The position uncomfortable now thanks to the erection he still sported. “You’re a field operative, likely working for or with the FBI. Were you taught how to read body language and facial expressions?”
“Of course.”
“The techniques are similar. All I’ve done is watched you and adjusted my approach according to your reactions. When your skin flushes and your respiration speeds, I know it’s time to push harder. When you grow still and defensive, it’s better to back off and wait until you calm down.”
“Can we talk about something else? This subject is annoying.”
“You’re the one who wants to talk.” He reached for her hand, but she snatched it away. “I’d much rather continue our exploration.”
Rather than rising to the bait, she scooted over, putting even more space between them. “Sevrin first contacted you?”
“Yes.”
“And why did you ally with her? What did she offer you?”
He waved away the question. “She’s a lying whore who broke every promise she made us. The details are irrelevant.”
“Lor and his team followed Sevrin back to her lab when she left the Team South house this morning. By now everyone is either dead or in custody. They’ll have learned the location of the Team East house as well. It’s over, Nazerel. You realize that, don’t you?”
“That’s only true if every aspect of your plan went off without complication. Neither of us knows how much of that agenda was accomplished.” He sounded calm, almost indifferent, but his pulse leapt and his throat burned with anger and frustration. He’d finally decided to break all ties with Sevrin and move on. His men deserved a better life than they’d found on Earth. But his plans had yet to solidify. Was it possible that the entire situation had unraveled while the collar made him powerless to stop it?
“Is there cell reception up here? With one phone call I can find out what happened this morning.”
“No reception.” That was true, but he had a Rodyte comlink. It looked very much like a cell phone, but the device was far more sophisticated than human technology. He just wasn’t ready to admit the fact to her. “You had an eight-hour nap, but I’m exhausted. Do you need to pee before I secure you for the night?” Her cheeks darkened as she nodded. Why were females so squeamish about bodily functions? Everyone had to pee from time to time. It was an unavoidable fact of life. “Reconnect your cuffs. I’ll go get your boots.” He tugged on his boots and left the tent.
He could see her silhouette though the wall of the tent, so he paused and pulled his comlink out of his pocket. Thank the gods he hadn’t given this frequency to Flynn or the Mystic Militia would be able to track him. Sevrin could probably track the signal, but she had no idea that he had the device. Not willing to risk an off-world call, he input Darrian Eastman’s code. All the Team East alpha had to do was respond to the call and he’d disprove Morgan’s claim. The signal connected but no one responded. Shit. Nazerel reentered the code, but again no one activated the other end of the call.
So the Team East house had been raided or they’d abandoned it when they learned of the raid on Team South. That didn’t mean everyone was in custody. The Mystic Militia had yet to conduct a raid without losing at least one person. Shadow Assassins had protocols in place for when anyone became separated from their team, so he connected to the designated voice mail box. There were no messages. Unbelievable. There were other possible explanations, but this was discouraging to say the least.
He paused long enough to take care of his own bodily functions before he unlocked the SUV and grabbed her boots off the backseat. Morgan was wily. He didn’t dare take his attention off her for even a moment.
“Did you forget where you hid them?” She was standing near the door now and she’d refastened her wrist cuffs as instructed. So she could follow orders when it struck her fancy.
“Something like that,” he grumbled and dropped her boots in front of her.
“Your mood sure got dark all of a sudden. Are you sure there’s no cell service up here?”
He arched his brow at that. “Were you spying on me?”
“You were standing ten feet from the tent. It didn’t take much spying.”
“There really isn’t any cell coverage. The device I was using was Rodyte and it’s more like a two-way radio. It won’t do you any good.” That was bullshit, but he wasn’t ready to indulge her further.
“No one answered on the other end?”
“No.” She didn’t need to know more. “Come on.”
“Can I have my pants too? The underbrush will scratch up my legs.”
He was obviously being too easy on her. He shouldn’t allow her to argue at all. Rather than answer her question, he bent and threw her over his shoulder.
“Nazerel!” she half-shrieked so he smacked her upturned ass.
He ducked through the opening and carried her into the woods. She was right. The underbrush was thick and coarse. It would have been hell on her legs. But she hadn’t known that for sure. She was just being argumentative. He found a relatively clear spot and set her down. “Get on with it.” He even turned his back, though he could still see her in his peripheral vision.
“You expect me to squat down and pee while you’re standing right there?” She sounded horrified.
“Yes.” His tone brook no refusal.
He stared off into the darkness unable to make sense of the implications swarming his mind. He needed to get off this godforsaken planet, but he couldn’t leave until he knew the fate of his men. If they were all in custody as Morgan said, then it was only a matter of time before they were returned to the City of Tears. Their service to the Ontarian military had been mandatory and it had been sentenced instead of prison time, which meant his men were likely headed to prison.
Morgan touched his arm and he startled.
“Are you all right?” Her voice was soft and coaxing.
“No. Are you finished?”
“Yes.”
Rather than throw her over his shoulder again, he picked her up in his arms. His fingers splayed against the firm flesh of her leg and then registered the icy temperature. “Your legs are freezing.”
“Tends to happen when one goes traipsing through the woods half naked.”
Feeling guilty now, he hurried back to the tent and set her down beside the bed. “Get under the covers.”
“Yes, sir.” She mocked him with a salute.
“That’s yes, master.”
“In your dreams.” She’d whispered the phrase just loud enough for him to hear.
He picked up her boots, even though she hadn’t worn them. “I’ll be right back.”
“Take your time.”
After locking her boots back in the SUV. He tried Darrian’s code again. No answer. He switched to cell phone emulation mode and called Sevrin. The call went straight to voice mail. Gods be damned! That told him nothing. She could be in serious trouble or she could just be ignoring him out of spite. Sevrin was often irrational.
He heaved a frustrated sigh then walked back to the tent. It wasn’t fair to take this out on Morgan, but his anger allowed him to refocus on why he’d brought her here in the first place. If he was the only one left, then seeing to the welfare of his men became his sole responsibility. It was more important than ever that he find a way to rid himself of the debilitating collar.
 
When Nazerel reentered the tent, he looked like a man on a mission. His lips were pressed into a grim line and his gaze was narrowed yet bright.
“You don’t look happy.” Rather than crawling into bed as she’d been told, Morgan sat near the bottom of the sleeping bag and folded the top half over her legs. It allowed her body to rebuild heat without looking as if she were blithely waiting to be seduced.
After zipping them in, he took down the lantern and set it on top of the cooler. Next he tugged off his boots and socks. She watched each movement with tense uncertainty. Was he just preparing for bed or had his mission changed in the past hour? Not really changed, more like regressed. She’d managed to avoid this confrontation by engaging his mind. Obviously, her stall tactics had stopped working.
He reached for his fly and Morgan panicked. She jumped up and quickly unfastened the chain connecting her cuffs. She grasped the loose end of the chain, creating a makeshift weapon. It was possible he was just getting ready to sleep, yet his dark mood made that seem improbable.
His lips curved into a humorless smile and challenge lifted his eyebrows as he lowered the zipper on his pants. She quickly averted her gaze, but he stepped back into her field of vision as he set his folded pants on top of one of the crates. He was wearing gray boxer briefs that left very little to the imagination. Still, she’d been somewhat desensitized to his esthetic appeal by staring at his chest for the past two hours.
He turned off the lantern, plunging them into darkness. She blinked, impatiently waiting for her eyes to adjust. Even with moonlight penetrating the walls of the tent, he was little more than a menacing silhouette.
For a long tense moment he stood there in silence while her heartbeat thundered in her ears. Then he lunged across the tent and grasped her wrist. She swung the chain at his face, but he easily deflected the blow with his forearm then caught that wrist as well. Damn he was fast. Fast and strong. She was in serious trouble.
Drawing her hand to his neck, he pressed her fingers against the cool metal collar. “Unlock it or I’m going to stop being nice.” His tone was flat and serious, convincing her he meant every word.
“I can’t. You know I can’t.” She brought up her knee. He twisted away. She stomped on his instep. He barely noticed. Tugging against his hands, she tried in vain to break his restraining hold on her arms. She kicked and kneed him, throwing her weight one way and then the other. When none of it did any good, she slammed her head into his chest then sharply raised it, hoping to catch his chin.
“Are you finished?” The bastard sounded amused and he wasn’t even out of breath.
With a growl of utter frustration, she vowed, “Never.”
He spun her around and yanked the T-shirt off over her head. Then he unfastened her bra with a deft flick of his fingers. She gasped, instinctively clutching the loosened fabric to her breasts. “Don’t do this. Please, Nazerel. You don’t have to do this.” She was beyond pride, beyond strategy, and more frightened than she’d ever been in her life. His kisses and gentle touches had already proven that he could make her feel, make her want things she dare not want with this man.
After snatching her bra out of her clutching fingers, he tossed it aside and then lifted her into his arms. He placed her in the middle of the sleeping bag, making it seem effortless despite her continued struggles. He straddled her hips as he pulled her arms over her head. She clawed at his hands and twisted wildly. He simply ignored her efforts and focused on his task. When he wrapped the chain around the tent pole this time, he secured it with a tiny padlock identical to the ones attached to the cuffs. Shit. Where had that come from? Her last hope had been to wait until he fell asleep and then free herself from the tent pole. She’d already tried to yank the pole from the ground. It felt like he’d driven it into solid rock.
His face was directly above her now and he looked seriously pissed. This was the Nazerel she’d expected to see ever since he tackled her to the grass beside the Team South house, ruthless and oblivious to everything except his goal. Instead he’d been rational and reasonable, even charming at times. Then he hadn’t been able to contact his people, which brought out this darker side. He realized his situation was desperate, and desperate people did horrible things.
“It doesn’t matter what you do to me,” she tried again. “I cannot unlock the collar.”
“So you say. But you’re right, it doesn’t matter. It’s time for my other strategy.”
Lust. He intended to work himself into a sexual frenzy and then channel the energy into the collar. And she was the fuel for his bonfire.
Pushing off the floor, he sat up while still straddling her hips. “You can stop this at any time. Remember that. You are in control.” His gaze lowered to her breasts and the blue rings in his eyes ignited.
She closed her eyes and tried to empty her mind, tried to calm her body. Tension coiled through her chest and lodged in her stomach. She was in control? What a joke. She was restrained and at his mercy, and worst of all a dull ache had already erupted in her core. Her logical mind might scream against the injustice, but her body was more than willing to play.
Pull it together, Director Hoyt. You can resist him. You must.
Her only alternative was to release him from the collar and that would restore his abilities. He’d be able to read minds, teleport and who knew what else. No one seemed to have an accurate list of his abilities. They just knew he was more powerful than the other Shadow Assassins, which meant he was much too dangerous to unleash on Earth. She couldn’t endanger others because she was afraid of the things he’d make her feel.
His warm hand covered her breast, squeezed gently, then shifted so her nipple was framed by his thumb and forefinger. As before, her body responded immediately to his simplest touch. Her nipple tingled as it hardened. His thumb circled the bud, encouraging the reaction. She concentrated on breathing, trying in vain not to feel the firm support of his fingers or the tentative brush of his lips.
“Your body is fashioned for pleasure.” He paused to draw on her nipple before he added, “You’re wasted in the military.” Then he sucked in earnest, pulling heat into her breast and launching tingles lower. He switched his mouth to the other side, but kept the sensations swirling with the firm pressure of his fingers.
And it felt good. Why did everything this bastard did feel so damn good?
Each ragged breath made her beasts quiver and he seemed fascinated by the subtle motion. He stroked her skin, exploring her curves with one hand while he aroused her with his lips, tongue, and teeth. She clenched her hands and turned her head to the side, fighting every tingle, every unwanted burst of sensation.
“So lovely.” He murmured the words in between slow, deep sucks and her back arched helplessly.
She felt as if he were drawing her soul to the surface so he could feed on her energy. Some species could take energy directly from other beings. But even if such a thing were among his abilities, he was collared, unable to access that part of his nature.
He scooted down her body, straddling her knees and then her calves. His lips released her nipple and she opened her eyes, curious to see what he’d do next. She wasn’t foolish enough to think he was finished. So why was he moving away? She hadn’t begged for mercy. Perhaps his hunter’s spirit couldn’t stay excited when there was no struggle, no chase. The hopeful thought lasted only a moment and then he caught the sides of her panties and pulled them to her knees.
She instinctively drew up her legs and tried to kick him. The impulse only made it easier for him to rid her of her final garment. He pushed her legs apart and knelt between them, opening her body to his heated gaze.
“I want to be inside you so badly I can hardly breathe.” His voice was so tight he sounded strangled by the confession. “But release me now and I’ll return your clothes instead.”
The power struggle was already lost. He’d issued an ultimatum to which she could never surrender. Each of his skillful caresses only compounded her shame, her failure. She wanted it over as quickly as possible. “I’m not a cringing virgin. You’re not going to terrify me with threats of sex. Do your worst or leave me alone. I want to get some sleep.”
He arched over her, supporting himself on one forearm as he pressed his other hand to the side of her face. “You misunderstand my intention. This won’t be over quickly. I will arouse you with my fingers and my mouth. I will know your taste as well as the softness of every part of your delightful body. It will take hours before I am finally ready to thrust inside you and do my worst.”
Her heart fluttered in her chest, but she honestly couldn’t tell if it was fear or anticipation. “But you need to build your lust not mine.”
His thumb traced her lower lip as his penetrating gaze stared into hers. “There is nothing more arousing than watching a woman come and knowing I’m responsible for her pleasure.”
Dread washed over her, momentarily cooling her wayward body. It was easy to justify simple surrender. Fighting him had accomplished nothing. Her goal now had to be survival and escape, which meant she had to make it through tonight without physical damage. A sprained ankle or broken wrist would greatly hinder her escape. But how did she justify wanting him, craving each and every pleasure he’d mentioned?
He lowered his head and kissed one corner of her mouth and then the other. His breath warmed her cool skin and rekindled sensations she thought she’d banished. Her lips trembled as her pulse ramped up to an even faster rhythm. She felt restless and needy, almost drugged.
His body shifted, his hips pressing into hers as his chest lightly grazed her beaded nipples. He rested on both forearms now, his hands framing her face. His image filled her vision and his scent drifted through her nose, sinking deeper with each anxious breath. He brushed his lips back and forth over hers, teasing her, awakening her responses.
“I know this isn’t what you want,” he whispered against her lips. “But I also know you’re wet and this isn’t the first time my touch has aroused you.”
Before she could protest or argue, he sealed his mouth over hers. His lips pressed then slid, caressing as he urged her mouth open. She clenched her hands and remained perfectly still. Allowing this because she had no other choice was a legitimate strategy. Losing herself in these sensations was…weak.
She jerked her head to the side, panting harshly. “I can’t stop you from touching me, but I don’t want to kiss you.”
He turned her head back around as challenge hardened his expression. “Why? You enjoyed kissing me before.”
“This is war.” She stared past him, refusing to meet his gaze. “It’s a twisted sort of battle. I can’t enjoy anything about it.”
A warm chuckle rumbled through his chest. “You keep telling yourself that, morautu.”
Then his mouth was on hers again and his tongue swept back and forth, easing farther inward with each pass. Bite him. Prove that you mean what you say. Make him listen.
He advanced slowly, completely focused on the kiss. His fingers stroked the side of her face as his sensual assault on her mouth progressed. She couldn’t bring herself to bite him, so she tried to remain passive, utterly uninvolved in what he was doing. But his tongue stroked over hers then curled around it, the invitation unmistakable. She was already defeated. Why couldn’t that be enough?
“Kiss me, Morgan,” he whispered. “I want your tongue in my mouth.”
Temptation shivered down her spine, making her skin feel hot and her nipples tingle. Her social life was nonexistent. Most of the men she met were her subordinates and she worked too hard at earning their respect to muck things up with sex. This was going to happen, one way or the other. Why shouldn’t she scratch a long-neglected itch?
She’d never met anyone who aroused her as effortlessly as Nazerel. He’d barely begun and already her body was wet and pulsing. “I shouldn’t.”
“You will.” He kissed her with fierce determination for one overwhelming moment then eased back, obviously waiting for her to obey his tantalizing command.
Cursing herself for a coward, she tentatively touched his tongue with hers. She couldn’t explain why she wanted him, why she needed the pleasures he offered, but she was tired of fighting, tired of always being alone.
She eased her tongue into his mouth then groaned as his lips closed around her and gently sucked. Desire cascaded through her body then coalesced between her thighs. She wanted him inside her. She wanted to feel his strong, hard body moving over and into hers. The thought made her wilder, more demanding. She dueled with his tongue and breathed in his breath, drunk on his scent and ravenous for more of his taste.
Always she was expected to be strong, detached and in control. Everyone looked to her for the tough decisions. If she hesitated, people died. She’d been isolated by her authority for the past fifteen years. She deserved this moment of madness, a few hours of pleasure that no one needed to know about. She would revel in the forbidden and then concentrate all her energy on escape.
His mouth tore away from hers and his passion-muddled gaze searched her face. “You feel it too, don’t you? The pull, the connection?”
She shook her head. She wasn’t sure what he meant, but she didn’t like the sound of those words. A pull toward what? And what sort of connection? “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” But she did. Despite her denials, her body understood. Nazerel was different than any man who’d ever touched her. Maybe it was just his alien DNA, but she didn’t think so. This felt familiar, somehow preordained.
He didn’t argue with her. Instead he kissed his way down her body, lingering over her breasts again before continuing his descent. She braced for the next phase in his seduction. He’d warned her of what he intended to do. Touch her and taste her. She waited for bitter dread to wash over her, clearing her head and cooling her ardor, but all she felt was the persistent ache of anticipation.



Chapter Four
 
Energy sizzled through Nazerel as he kissed his way across Morgan’s silken belly. Her body was a feast for the senses. He’d never encountered a female more pleasing to the eyes, or hands, or mouth. His torso worked like a wedge, pushing her legs wider as he neared his destination.
He caught the back of her knees and spread her thighs even wider. She tensed and her thighs trembled. She didn’t want to want this, but she obviously did. He understood the contradiction all too well. He’d hoped to use lust to burn through the barriers created by the suppression collar. That was still his goal. However, touching her, kissing her, had unleashed so much more than physical desire. He felt protective and possessive, ravenous and restless, almost as if— No, he would not complicate this with useless speculation. She was an enjoyable means to a desperately needed end.
His body ached for the soft heat of hers and he had to build on that hunger, intensify the need until it consumed everything around it.
Shifting one of her legs to his shoulder, he spread out on his stomach so he could use his hands as well as his mouth. His chest was on the sleeping bags, but his legs rested on the cold tent floor. It didn’t matter. He had to touch her as well as taste her and he couldn’t do so if he was holding himself up.
He pushed one hand beneath her, pleased at how well her firm ass cheek fit the palm of his hand. She squirmed away from the intimate touch, which only brought her sex closer to his face. Her scent was intoxicating, clean, yet faintly musky, clearly excited. Rather than hold her open with his fingers, he gently parted her with his tongue. She moaned, tensed for a moment, then melted into the kiss.
Her folds were slick with arousal, so he ventured deeper, pushing right into the core of her desire. Soft, wet heat enveloped his tongue, and he never wanted to leave. He closed his eyes and imagined this same snug passage grasping his cock, caressing him with firm ripples as he drove them both toward completion.
The temptation was nearly more than he could bear. He had never been with a female who belonged to him and him alone. He’d just been granted permission to hunt for his own mate when Varrik kidnapped the royal twins, leading to the chain of events that had ended their way of life. Another injustice for which Varrik must pay.
Forcing the memories aside, he raised his head and looked at his lovely captive. Her back was slightly arched, breasts thrust out, and the uncertainty in her eyes was unmistakable. “You don’t like that?” He’d be shocked if that were true. Most women couldn’t get enough of this particular pleasure.
“What will you do if you succeed in freeing yourself from the collar?”
The collar. He’d all but forgotten why he was doing this. “If your mind is clear enough to worry about the future, I’m not trying hard enough.” He draped her other leg over his shoulder as well and lowered his mouth to her creamy slit. She gasped as his tongue stabbed into her again and again. They both knew what he simulated and that it only foreshadowed the joining they both craved. Still, she was right. This wasn’t about sex, wasn’t about pleasure.
With both her legs resting on his back, he slid his hands up her sides and cupped her breasts. Silky-soft yet wonderfully firm, the abundant mounds more than filled his palms. He couldn’t seem to stop touching them. Even so, he needed to focus inward, so he licked his way to her clit and began a slow orbit.
Energy arced between them, sizzling with potency and promise. He could clearly sense the metaphysical barrier blocking his access to his Mystic energy. Being able to sense the barrier was an improvement over half an hour ago. So he carefully sucked on Morgan’s clit, bringing her to a sudden, intense orgasm. She cried out and rocked her hips, pressing herself against him.
Capturing the rush of energy in his mouth, he carefully absorbed the molecules, not quite ready to use them. He reluctantly abandoned one of her breasts and eased his hand between her legs. She seemed dazed by the powerful release. Her eyes were still unfocused.
Part of him wanted to hold her, bring her back to reality slowly then give her what she really wanted, what they both wanted. But there was so much more at stake than their pleasure. If his men were in custody, and he had little doubt they were, he had very little time to intervene on their behalf and even fewer resources at his disposal. And the only way to change that was to rid himself of the collar.
Her eyelashes fluttered and she looked at him, all flushed and rosy. “Ready for more?” Before she could reply, he pushed two of his fingers into her wet passage.
She moaned and wiggled just enough to set her breasts in motion. Gods below, she was beautiful, and responsive. He shuttled his fingers in and out, watching her face closely. She licked her lips and tossed her head. Her restless movements sent her legs sliding down his arms, which forced her to bend her knees and rotate her legs out. She was sprawled before him now, completely open and accessible.
Instinctively he reached for her mind and for half a second he could sense her, the burning desire, threaded through with guilt and frustration. Then the emotions were gone and all he could sense was the steady rise in her energy.
He bent his head and found her clit with the tip of his tongue, then matched his oral caresses to the rhythm of his fingers. He closed his eyes and summoned his nanites. Their response was sluggish but accurate to the command he’d issued. They absorbed the energy he’d siphoned from Morgan a few minutes before.
She came again and he channeled her energy directly into his nanites now that they were awake and responding. Rather than give her time to recover, however, he drove her on toward a higher peak.
“I don’t think I can…” She gasped as he sucked on her clit. “It’s too soon.”
He avoided the over-sensitive nub long enough for her body to reset. Then he went right back to arousing her.
You’re using her. This is cruel. A pang of guilt accompanied the thought, but he couldn’t stop. This was his only chance and lives were literally at stake. He was still relatively certain she owned the collar, but she was too stubborn to free him. So this was the only way, his only hope.
He flicked his tongue over her clit and she cried out, not in pleasure but in pain. Damn it. He was pushing her too hard, expecting too much, too soon.
Rather than abandon his plan entirely, he slowed the motion of his hand and curved his fingers so they dragged the front wall of her passage. She shivered and then whimpered. “That’s not fair. Most of my lovers haven’t been able to—”
With his fingers still buried deep inside her, he lunged upward and silenced her with his mouth. “You have no other lovers.” He kissed her again, less frantic, yet still seriously possessive. Then he hovered over her, his gaze boring into hers. “Look at me, morautu.”
After a moment, she did. Her gaze was cautious, though still passion bright.
“Who is touching you?” He filled her with his fingers as he waited for her response.
“You are.”
“And who am I?”
“Nazerel.” She licked her lips then added in barely a whisper, “My enemy.”
He didn’t correct her. It was a fact. They were on opposite sides of this conflict. He just didn’t give a damn right now.
Her arousal gradually built, so he increased the speed of his fingers. She moaned and started to close her eyes. “No. Look at me. Share your pleasure with me. Hold nothing back.”
Their gazes locked and her energy spiraled around his fingers, sending zings of sensation all through his body. His neglected cock bucked against the floor as if sensing her energy and wanting more. He groaned and struggled to keep his own eyes open. He was so close to release. One firm squeeze would launch him over the edge.
She cried out suddenly and arched her back, her hips coming up off the bedding. Her inner muscles contracted around his fingers in rhythmic pulses. He was so captivated by the beauty of her surrender that he nearly forgot to capture the surge of energy. His nanites were ready however. He pulled the molecules through his skin and they siphoned the power with ravenous intensity until they vibrated with excess energy.
Would it be enough? It had to be. There was no other option.
Destroy the collar. Free me!
His nanites rushed through his bloodstream, ready—and finally able—to do his bidding. He eased his fingers out of Morgan and moved to her side. He felt dizzy and unfocused as nanites from all over his body hurried to assist with the attack. Sharp stings erupted all around his neck as the nanites burst through his skin. He’d expected that, but damn it hurt without their assistance defusing the pain.
“You’re bleeding.” He had no idea how Morgan had accomplished it, but she was sitting at the top of the sleeping bags, her hands still bound to the tent pole.
“Necessary.” Heat sliced through his flesh as the collar seared his skin. He screamed, unable to suppress the reaction. Pain stabbed into his brain and flowed down his back. Were they freeing him or killing him? He gasped then gagged as the stench of burning flesh filled his nose. His burning flesh.
One final protective instinct flashed through the blinding agony. He couldn’t leave Morgan helpless and bound. Crawling across the tent, he frantically reached for his pants. Balling them up, he threw them toward her and then promptly passed out.
 
Stretching out her arms and legs, Morgan barely reached the pants Nazerel had thrown in her general direction. His aim had been off and the garment had flown past her, colliding with the far wall of the tent. He lay in a graceless heap near the cooler and the smell of burning flesh lingered in the air. Was he still breathing or had his final bid for freedom cost him his life?
She couldn’t find out while she was chained to the tent pole, so she pulled the pants toward her with her feet, then rolled to her side and drew her knees to her chest so she could reach the pants with her hands. It took some serious contorting, but she was soon rummaging through the pockets of his pants.
Her initial search came up empty. Still, she didn’t give up. It was possible Nazerel had been delirious. He’d certainly been in enough pain. But he’d seemed intent on getting the pants to her. There had to be a reason he wanted her to have them.
She looked at him again, trying to determine if he was breathing. He lay twisted on his side, his back toward her. From this angle it was impossible to tell if he was alive or dead. If she didn’t find a way to free herself, they would both be dead in a matter of days. No one could survive without water and she couldn’t reach their supply from here.
With renewed purpose, she meticulously checked the pockets again. Nothing. Okay, so it wasn’t an obvious pocket. She paused to roll her neck and shoulders. Even hugging the tent wall so she could sit, this was an awkward position in which to search. Still, she refused to give up. She felt along the waistband and down the side seams. Finally, she rolled up the hem and felt for any telltale hardness. Her fingers passed over the tiny key so quickly she almost missed it. But she looked closer and found the slit into which the key had been slipped.
“Thank God.” She unlocked the chain, but left the cuffs in place as she rushed across the tent toward Nazerel. Without moving him, she held her hand in front of his face and waited for the faint brush of his breath to warm her fingers. He exhaled and so did she. At least he was still breathing.
She grabbed the T-shirt off the floor and wiggled into it then pulled on her panties. Her bra could wait until she figured out her next move. It was unlikely Nazerel had injured his spine as he fell. The man was solid muscle. So she dragged him onto the sleeping bags, covered him to mid-chest, then relit the lantern. She needed to find the keys to the SUV and get the hell out of here, but she didn’t want Nazerel to die of exposure before she could summon a team of Mystics.
But had Nazerel’s powers returned?
If he was only stunned, he could flash himself to safety long before she could figure out where she was and contact Lor. Yet if she left Nazerel here without learning the severity of his condition, he could die before she returned. What a mess.
One thing was certain. She was not going to put herself at his mercy again, not if she could help it. She unlocked the cuffs and adjusted the buckles so they’d fit his larger wrists, then she approached him cautiously. He hadn’t moved since she dragged him onto the sleeping bags. In fact, she could barely see the rise and fall of his chest.
She knelt at his side and waited for him to react to her nearness. He didn’t move, didn’t make a sound. One of his arms was already over his head, because she’d used it to drag him across the floor. She fastened one cuff around his raised wrist then positioned his other arm and encircled it with the other cuff. After locking both cuffs, she wrapped the chain around the tent pole then locked it down as well. If his abilities returned, he’d be able to flash himself out of the restraints, but she wasn’t convinced that he’d succeeded.
Curious enough to investigate, she took the key and carefully placed it on top of the cooler. Then she returned to Nazerel and touched the collar, gently shifting it upward. The skin beneath was blistered and raw. That had to hurt. She pulled on either side of the metal band, but it was still securely fastened around his neck.
The collar contained an emergency beckon. It should have been activated by the power surge, but she could also trigger it manually, except the control panel was on the inside of the band. But did she dare take it off him? She rocked his shoulder. His head lolled to one side, but he didn’t stir, didn’t make a sound. She poked him in the ribs several times, but again there was no reaction.
It would only take a moment to trigger the alarm and then refasten the collar. It really was her best option. She hadn’t heard any sign of civilization the entire time they’d been here, not a plane or car, not a motor of any kind. Even if she found the keys to the SUV, it could take hours for her to find a clue to their location.
Seeing no other choice, she pressed her thumb against the latch and spoke the Bilarrian phrase Lor had taught her. The collar hissed then parted beneath her thumb. Very carefully, she eased the band away from his neck. Several layers of skin peeled off in the process. She cringed and swallowed then turned her attention to the inside of the band.
Something hit her, knocking her over backward half on and half off of the sleeping bag. The band was snatched out of her hand and she stared up into Nazerel’s murderous face.
“You lying bitch!”
Shocked beyond words, it took her a second to comprehend what had just happened. “You tricked me.” Hearing the words only added humiliation to her surprise. He’d played upon her sympathies and masterfully anticipated her moves. Not to mention endured the pain of the collar’s removal without so much as flinching.
She didn’t have to ask if he had access to his powers now. The nasty burn on his neck healed right before her eyes.
None too gently, he dragged her to her feet and turned her so she faced away from him. “Give me the key.”
She ignored him. Her chances of escape had just dwindled dramatically. There was no reason left to cooperate. He held her in place with one arm while he paused to look around. It only took him a few seconds to spot the key on top of the cooler. He shoved her to her knees on the sleeping bags then yanked the restraint system free of the tent pole. After opening all three of the locks, he set the key aside. Then she was flat on her back again with Nazerel straddling her hips. He returned the cuffs to her wrists and locked them together without the relative freedom of the chain. Instead, he wrapped the chain around her waist and locked the cuffs to the chain, restricting her movement even more.
Through it all she cursed her strategic misstep. She’d done the one thing she’d sworn she’d never do. She underestimated Nazerel’s ruthlessness and his dedication to this endeavor. He did nothing without a reason. He hadn’t been concerned about her wellbeing. He’d needed her free so she could release the collar. But how had he known about the emergency beckon? The Bilarrian team had added the feature along with co-ownership.
He pulled on his pants, tucked the key to the restraints into one of his front pockets, and then stormed from the tent, the collar clasped firmly in one hand. She saw a flash of light and knew he’d teleported somewhere, but would he come back? Why bother restraining her if he meant to escape? He’d only been wearing pants, no shirt or boots. No, he was coming back.
She sat up then rolled to her knees so she could climb to her feet. Not being able to move her arms was a serious hindrance, but this was immanently more comfortable than having her hands tied behind her back. She had no idea how long he’d be gone, so she had no time to waste. She searched for the keys to the SUV and/or his Rodyte communicator. Nazerel told her it was basically a two-way radio, but she didn’t believe him. The Rodytes were one of the most technologically advanced races she’d encountered. They wouldn’t manufacture something as limiting as a two-way radio.
After looking through the crates and inside the cooler, she spotted his boots near the doorway. It was as good a hiding place as anything else. She picked up his first boot and turned it upside down over the cooler. The SUV keys came tumbling out. She quickly overturned the second boot and was rewarded with the communicator, which looked very similar to a cell phone. No one would think twice if they saw him using it on a public street.
Her clothing was in the SUV, but she needed to put some distance between them before she bothered dressing. She ducked through the open entrance and slammed into Nazerel.
“You’re free. You have no reason to keep me now.”
He ignored her plea, grasped her upper arms and pushed her back inside the tent. “I don’t like liars.”
“I didn’t lie. Lor is the owner of the collar.”
He shot her a disbelieving glare. “Then how were you able to unlock it?”
“I’m also the owner. The Bilarrians made some improvements when they helped us reset the programing.”
He left her standing in the middle of the tent as he found a clean shirt and clean socks.
“All I’ve tried to do is escape,” she pointed out. “You would have done the same.”
He pulled on the socks, donned the shirt and tugged on his boots all without saying a word. Then he held out his hand expectantly.
“Leave me here.”
“Give me the keys and the comlink,” he snapped. “I’m finished playing with you.”
Hope fluttered through her being. Did that mean he’d do as she asked? The anger in his gaze promised something much more dangerous.
She tossed him the keys then held out the communicator. Another wrestling match held zero appeal.
After tucking the keys into his front pocket, he activated the comlink and spoke in rapid Rodyte, or Bilarrian, she hadn’t heard either often enough to distinguish one from the other.
“Thank you, again. I’ll see you shortly.” He put the comlink away and grabbed her arm. “Come on.”
“Where are we going?” When he said nothing she dug in her heels. “There is no reason for you to take me with you. I insist you leave me here.”
“No.” He dragged her outside, ignoring her frantic tugging against his grip. He shoved her up against the SUV as he unlocked the vehicle and grabbed her pants off the backseat. “Get dressed.” He dropped her boots in front of her and handed her the pants.
If she refused, he’d likely drag her around half naked, and being barefoot was a definite disadvantage. Despite her very real need to rebel, she did as she was told.
If the beckon had activated, someone should have been here by now. But any chance of assistance she had would be abolished if he teleported her away from this location. “Nazerel, you need to listen to me. Right now you’re in trouble with the Ontarians. If you let me go, I’ll make sure the humans stay out of it. If you harm me, I no longer have that option. Do you really want to be a fugitive on two different planets?”
“I’ve been a fugitive my entire life. Why should that change now?”
Without further argument, he pulled her into his arms and teleported off the mountain.
* * * * *
Varrik walked around the campsite, his empathic receptors wide open. He could detect Nazerel’s energy, but the pattern was faint, barely discernable. Elias hadn’t been sure the momentary blip his people detected had been a legitimate signal. Still, it had been worth checking out.
Scanning together, Varrik and Echo had located the lake, but there had been no sign of Nazerel. Worse, they weren’t even sure the energy pulse the humans detected had anything to do with the fugitives. Still, they had no other leads, so they searched in concentric circles, scanning outward from the lake. It had been time-consuming and tedious, but their patience paid off.
“They were definitely here.” He looked at Echo and allowed his disappointment to show. Façades were pointless with Echo. Their life bond allowed her to sense his emotions and hear every thought he didn’t shield. “But they’ve been gone for at least six hours, probably more.”
“There was nothing personal in the tent, just generic camping supplies. Even the clothing looked new. Most of the garments still had sales tags on them.”
“Then it stands to reason that Nazerel didn’t assemble this himself. He must have purchased everything from a supplier.”
“Or suppliers.”
He nodded. A different person could have supplied each component, but each person Nazerel involved in his escape was a potential liability. Having one supplier assemble the entire package was a wiser choice.
“What about the vehicle?” Echo asked. “Is it registered?”
“It’s locked. I haven’t searched it yet.” He approached the vehicle cautiously. “Why did they leave it behind?”
She bent and tilted her head so she could see beneath it. “He could have set some sort of trap, but it’s more likely that they just didn’t need it anymore.”
“My thoughts exactly.” Their biggest advantage had been the collar suppressing Nazerel’s abilities. If he had already regained access to his power, their job just became exponentially harder.
They quickly searched the vehicle to make sure it posed no danger, then he smashed the driver’s window with an energy pulse. There were more camping supplies in the rear compartment, but again nothing personal.
“It’s registered to a rental company,” Echo told him. “Lor and Elias are both running the information through their databases.”
She must have contacted Lor telepathically and asked him to pass the information on to Elias. Echo appeared fragile and feminine to those who didn’t know her well. It made her all the more dangerous. She was a trained operative who had been involved in countless covert operations long before Varrik met her. He’d thought he kidnaped a helpless princess, but found himself dealing with a female warrior. He was still captivated by the contrast.
“There are some female garments on the backseat. They don’t appear damaged.” Sometimes the smallest detail would end up being the most significant, so he tried to notice everything.
“There was a bra in the tent as well.” She tensed, suddenly looking uncomfortable. “I know the Sacred Customs forbid rape, but how do we know Nazerel still honors the ancient ways?”
“We don’t. All we can do is process each clue as quickly as possible. The sooner we find them, the less risk there is that circumstances will escalate beyond his control.”
The rotation in her eyes slowed for a moment then her voice appeared in his mind.
Go on Lor. I just brought Varrik in as well. We can both hear you.
The rental company was real, but the customer was phony. The only real piece of information given was the credit card. It was a corporate card belonging to a failed auto dealership. We’re running down the authorized users now.
If the dealership went out of business, why was the card still active? Echo beat him to the question.
We’re not sure. Give us a few more minutes to dig. The layers of misinformation are multiplying quickly.
Understood.
She pinched off the connection, yet lingered in his mind, surrounding herself with his energy. The telepathic caress made Varrik smile. “Keep that up and you’ll find yourself on your back in that tent with your mate deep inside you.”
She laughed, her cheeks bright pink. “That’s not much of a threat.”
They continued to search the campsite, but they both knew they were wasting time. Without some idea of where Nazerel went, he could be anywhere on Earth. Or even much farther away by now. Varrik tried not to let frustration take over. He’d expected disappointments. He knew Nazerel too well to think this would be easy. Still, he hadn’t expected to be shut down this quickly after the search began.



Chapter Five
 
Nazerel sat on the bed beside Morgan, watching her sleep. The hotel room Phil had provided was shabby, but clean. The Bilarrian trader promised to have Nazerel’s order ready by six o’clock the following morning. Nazerel was frustrated by the delay, but his request hadn’t been simple. Needing time to fill the order was a reasonable stipulation. When he told Phil the campsite had been compromised, the Bilarrian suggested that he take Morgan to one of Phil’s preregistered hotel rooms so they could get some sleep. Phil even gave them a backpack with clean clothes and toiletries. The layover had been a good idea. Nazerel didn’t require as much sleep as humans, but he’d already been up for almost twenty-four hours when this adventure began.
Exhaustion dragged him into a fitful slumber shortly after they arrived at the hotel, yet troubled thoughts soon had him brooding again. He needed to know exactly what had become of his men. If they were still on Earth, he might be able to free them. If they’d already been dragged back to Ontariese, he would have to be much more creative with his assistance.
Morgan murmured something in her sleep then shifted her bound hands to a different position. He’d unlocked her hands from the leash around her waist though he’d left the cuffs in place. Then he’d reinforced her natural need for sleep with a light compulsion before surrendering to oblivion himself.
She was more challenging than any adversary he’d faced thus far. Not physically, of course. But mentally, she was agile and strategic, using every weapon at her disposal with surprising skill. She’d negotiated, interrogated, bartered, and deceived. And through it all she never lost sight of her real motivation—escape.
When he regained consciousness on the floor of the tent, he’d decided to play his final card. Compassion. Could Morgan face her enemy helpless and in need of care and just walk away? He’d accurately predicted her actions. She had removed the collar, but not to tend his burn as he’d assumed. She’d been in the process of trigging some sort of signal rather than easing his pain.
He was relatively certain he’d stopped her before the signal had been activated. Still, he wasn’t willing to risk capture on a hunch. So he threw the collar in a lake many miles from the campsite then returned for Morgan. Abandoning the campsite had been frustrating, but it was the safest course. Finally, he’d contacted Phil, letting him know that plans had changed again.
Phil wasn’t the only one who needed to know his plans had changed. He took out his comlink and entered Garin’s personal identification code. He waited until Garin entered the corresponding code securing the connection then kept his message short and to the point.
Everything has unraveled. I need to arrive tomorrow morning.
After a short pause, Garin responded, You’re always welcome. Knock before you enter.
I have a reluctant guest. Is that a problem?
How reluctant?
There was no point in lying. She’d arrive in restraints. Very.
He could almost hear Garin’s sigh. This wasn’t the first time his decisions had created problems for his cousin. Is she dangerous?
Only a Rodyte would presume his guest was female. Not to you or your crew. She’s human. No Mystic abilities.
Then she is entirely your responsibility.
Understood.
See you tomorrow.
The connection terminated and Nazerel slipped the comlink back into his pocket. Morgan complicated his plans considerably. So why was he even considering taking her with him? Releasing his own heavy sigh, he reached out and caught a lock of her hair. The colorful strands curled around his finger, making his chest ache. Kissing her, touching her, tasting her had been blissful torture. Each of her sighs, each shiver of pleasure, had been surrendered begrudgingly. Her body had been unable to resist his skill, yet her heart remained unaffected.
Her heart? What in the five hells was wrong with him. Why would he care about her heart? She was the enemy. She’d looked into his eyes and lied without flinching. He would never be able to trust her.
Then why not leave her here?
He dropped the curl and looked away from her lovely face. He should have left her at the campsite. He should lock her in this room tomorrow morning and go collect the package from Phil. Nazerel could be off this planet before she freed herself from the restraints. It was the smart thing to do.
And yet even the thought of being separate from her was intolerable.
She rolled to her back, her hands resting just below her breasts. He’d been with more females than he cared to remember. His father had been very indulgent when it came to carnal pleasures. Shadow Assassins were allowed so few indulgences. South had provided his son, and himself, with an ever changing selection of pleasure givers. Young ones who had been sold to his father by their families, mature ones eager to teach him all the different ways to arouse a female. Thin ones and voluptuous ones, sometimes more than one, Nazerel had experienced it all.
So what was it about this female that he found so fascinating? Yes, she was physically pleasing, but he’d had sex with beautiful females before and they hadn’t left him desperate for more. Maybe that was the answer. He hadn’t actually had sex with Morgan. Their intimacies had been rudely interrupted by excruciating pain.
Morautu. The Rodyte word echoed through his mind, mocking any other conclusion. How could Morgan be his mate? It didn’t make sense, yet he’d never felt like this before. Permanent mates weren’t allowed in the world below. Even so, the concept had secretly fascinated Nazerel for years. He’d never been with a woman who wanted only him, shared herself with only him and the thought was more than appeling.
“What time is it?” she asked without opening her eyes.
“Six thirty.”
Her lids slowly opened and their gazes locked. Hers filled with purpose, though her expression remained calm. “Now that you’ve had time to reflect, do you agree that it’s time we part ways?”
He laughed. She sounded as if she were speaking with an errant child. “I have no intention of releasing you until I’m well away from this wretched planet.”
Her brows drew together and mouth tensed. “Then you’ll leave me with Phil tomorrow when you—”
“So one of the Mystics can scramble his mind? Is that how you treat your friends?”
Rolling to her side, she used her elbow to leverage herself from the mattress. “I’ll create more problems than I solve. I promise you that.”
She was doubtlessly right. He just didn’t care. He’d never met a female like Morgan before and he had no intention of being parted from her. “Give me the number for Elias’ phone,” he ordered as he pulled the comlink back out of his pocket.
“Why?”
“I want to find out what happened to my men and your lieutenant is going to tell me.”
She shook her head, eyes blazing defiance. “He won’t tell you anything.”
“Don’t you want him to know that you’re still alive, that he should continue searching?”
That got her attention. Her sensual lips pressed into a grim line and she averted her gaze as she did so often when she was deep in thought. “Put him on speaker. I want to hear both sides of the conversation.”
He laughed. “Will you ever figure out who is master and who is the slave?”
“It’s doubtful.”
“I can reach into your mind and take the number, but it has been many years since I used those skills. It will hurt like fire and likely cause damage. What do you gain by refusing this simple request?”
His lie must have been believable. She scooted back, nearly off the bed, before she spoke again. “It wasn’t a request. It was an order.”
He didn’t have time for her obstinacy. “Will you please tell me Elias’ number, so I can inform him that you’re still alive?”
With obvious reluctance she told him the number. He didn’t really care if she heard what Elias said, but he wasn’t willing to reward her insubordination, so he didn’t activate the speaker.
The call connected and Elias snapped, “Who is this? How did you get this number?”
“I’ll confirm that your boss still lives if you accurately detail the condition of my team members.”
“Nazerel.” He made the name sound profane. “Your team has been obliterated. So has Team East. All of the hunters are in custody and Sevrin is dead. It’s over. Release Morgan now and you might come out of this alive.”
Infuriated by the human’s arrogance, he lashed out in the only way he could. “Sorry, I have other plans for Morgan.”
“Let me speak with her. You said you’d provide proof of life.”
Morgan held out her hand expectantly. She could obviously hear enough of what Elias said to guess at the rest.
Your team has been obliterated. It’s over. The hateful words echoed through his mind like the resonant clang of a gong.
Stunned by grief and frustration, Nazerel ignored her persistent gestures. “It took some convincing, but she freed me from the collar. We’re on our way off this useless rock.”
“Well, Varrik is hot on your trail, so you better watch your back.”
Varrik. Of course they’d send for Varrik. It took a Shadow Assassin to find a Shadow Assassin. That had been their trouble all along. Anger pushed through his regret and fury made him reckless. “Morgan’s still a little sore after last night, but she’s alive. I’m developing quite a taste for human pussy.”
Morgan gasped and tried to grab the comlink out of his hand.
Elias cursed profusely then shouted, “Let me talk to her!”
“Elias, I think we’re still in—”
He cut off the call. Elias had likely heard Morgan’s indignant yell, but Nazerel could take no more of the human’s venom. Elias had said Team South was “obliterated” yet Nazerel refused to believe they were dead. The Mystic Militia didn’t work that way. They had done their best to capture each hunter and take them back to Ontariese. His men would have fought ferociously, but the Mystics would have incapacitated not murdered them. As long as they drew breath, there was still hope.
“Just when I think you can’t stoop any lower, you prove me wrong.”
He ignored the disappointment in her eyes and the frustration gnawing at his belly. He wasn’t surprised by anything Elias had told him. Morgan had basically said the same thing last night. And both reports substantiated the clues he’d dug up on his own. Still, having the defeat confirmed made it real. His entire team was in enemy hands, beyond his reach, if not beyond his influence.
And he was surprised it had taken Varrik this long to join the hunt. The traitor had been the obvious choice from the beginning.
Grasping her bound wrists, he pulled her to the edge of the bed and unfastened the chain from around her waist.
“You’re vile,” she sneered. “Worse than my reports indicated.”
“Why do you sound surprised? I’m a Shadow Assassin, worst of the worst. Everyone knows I’m a murderous animal.”
She tugged against his hold, fear flickering through her anger. “There is no reason for you to take me with you.”
“You’re female. Do I need any other reason?”
“Yes,” she cried. “Why needlessly endanger yourself? This makes no sense.”
“It’s like I told Elias. I’ve developed a taste for human—”
“Don’t you dare say it again.” She raised both hands as if she would backhand him, cuffs and all.
Rather than react to the provocation, he shoved her to her back and quickly unzipped her pants.
“What are you doing?” She grabbed his hands, fingernails digging into his skin.
“Calm down.” He pushed her hands aside and grabbed the sides of her pants. “I’m just discouraging you from running away.” She kicked and wiggled, but he pulled off her pants then snatched off her socks. He’d made her take off her boots shortly after they arrived. He grabbed her bound wrists and pulled her back up to a seated position. “Do I need to take the T-shirt too?”
“No.”
He searched her gaze then realized the futility of the action. He hadn’t been able to tell she was lying the night before. Why did he think he could now? Gathering up her garments and boots, he stuffed everything in the wardrobe. Then he unplugged the phone and placed it in the wardrobe as well. Finally, he wrapped the chain around the handles and secured the chain with the tiny padlock. She could probably pry off the hinges if she had enough time, but this would definitely slow her down. Unless she chose to take off half-naked, hands bound and barefoot as well, which was still a possibility. He wouldn’t put anything past Morgan.
She sat on the edge of the bed, watching him through narrowed eyes. “Do you believe me now?” When she finally spoke her tone was calm and collected. “The fight is over. Your side lost.”
“I’m hungry.”
Pressing her legs together, she pulled the T-shirt down over her knees.
He chuckled. “I was thinking pizza, but if you’d rather continue what I started in the tent, I’m more than happy to oblige.”
“There was no reason for you to say that to Elias. Now he’ll think… It was just cruel.”
“I’m feeling cruel at the moment, so don’t provoke me.” He crossed to the desk and found a laminated flyer for a pizza delivery shop. “Do you care what I put on it?”
“Onions tear up my stomach and I’m not a fan of anchovies.”
He placed the order then slipped his comlink back into his pocket. The situation wasn’t nearly as hopeless as Morgan presumed. He’d made arrangements for his escape even before he came to Earth. Only a fool would blindly trust a complete stranger. And Nazerel was no fool. The hardest part was that most of his men didn’t realize he hadn’t deserted them. A few had shipped out with him often enough to know he never left anything to chance. The others would just have to believe the worst until his actions proved them wrong.
“What is Phil buying for you?” She’d moved from the bed to one of the chairs arranged around a small round table.
It didn’t matter where she sat. One look at those long, toned legs and his mind carried them back to the bed. She tried to make herself less attractive, but her efforts were futile. The woman was pleasure personified. So why had no one claimed her? Perhaps she had been claimed at one point, but her mate died. That would explain her resistance to being touched and touching in return.
She’d rebel against a direct question on such a personal subject, so he answered her question instead. “Phil is buying me an insurance policy of sorts. How long have you been chasing aliens?”
“Wasn’t that in my dossier? You said you’d learned all about Morgan Hoyt. You just didn’t realize I was female.”
“I know you started as a profiler for the FBI, but there weren’t a lot of details about your taskforce.”
Her brows arched and a smile teased the corners of her utterly kissable mouth. “That’s because it doesn’t officially exist. I’m surprised you found mention of it at all. I have people in my IT department who routinely scrubs that sort of information.”
“What drew you to criminal investigation? It’s an odd occupation for a female.”
“Maybe on Ontariese. Earth is more open-minded.”
He joined her at the table. His primary reason for the conversation was to keep his mind off how badly he wanted her, but he was also curious. Though lacking many details, the information he’d dug up on Morgan Hoyt had made him picture a middle-aged man with military bearing and a no-nonsense attitude. It was hard to believe this delicate female had earned such power and authority. “Ignore my sexist attitude. Why did you become an investigator?”
“Why do you care? You’ve made it obvious that females only had one purpose in the world below.”
“That’s not true.” He grinned. “They had two. We had pleasure givers as well as mates.”
“That’s not funny.”
“Then stop dodging the question. I told you everything you wanted to know about me. Now it’s your turn to share.”
She rested her hands on the table and fiddled with her fingernails. “My mother is a workaholic and my father was a drunk. It gave me a rather warped perspective of life. Mom was never around because she always had some late-night meeting or out-of-town conference she couldn’t afford to miss. It didn’t take long to realize she was simply avoiding her husband.” There was no emotion in her tone. She sounded hollow, alone.
“Why did she remain bonded to such a man?”
One of her shoulders lifted in an unconvincing shrug. “She was a good Catholic girl, so she didn’t have a choice.”
“I don’t understand the reference. Is Catholic a race or a religion?”
“It’s a religion with lots of unbendable rules. Devout Catholics, especially of my mother’s generation, find divorce unthinkable. Besides, Dad wasn’t abusive. He was just useless.”
“Did you have siblings?”
She shook her head. “The Catholic religion also frowns on birth control, but Mom quickly realized she had two dependents, not one, and she was solely responsible for both. Her ambition grew out of a sense of responsibility, but it was an escape as well. She was embarrassed and exasperated by her husband, so she made a life for herself apart from him. They might have lived under the same roof, but they weren’t a real couple.”
“I want to know about you, not your parents.” Their gazes locked and he was shocked to realize how much he meant the statement. He really did what to know more about her, to understand the forces that drove her, had made her so strong.
Both her shoulders lifted this time and still her indifference was unconvincing. “My story isn’t unusual or particularly interesting.”
“Let me be the judge of that.”
Her tongue touched her bottom lip and she lowered her gaze. “I was what’s known as a latchkey kid. I’d let myself in to our house after school and ignore my father who was usually passed out on the couch when he wasn’t at one of his favorite bars. Then I’d spend the next four or five hours in my bedroom alone entertaining myself. I was fed and clothed. I always had what I needed and most of the things I wanted. My childhood wasn’t that bad.”
“Weren’t you lonely? Isolation like that had to be hard on a child.” His childhood had been filled with challenges and cruel discipline. Still, he’d been surrounded by people who cared for and supported him.
“It was horribly lonely, but it also made me self-sufficient and unafraid.”
Thinking of her as a neglected child only made him angry at her parents. He wanted to find them and shake some sense into them, yet that wasn’t the purpose for this conversation. “How did your isolation ignite an interest in investigation?”
“It was a gradual progression. I was eleven when I was picked up by the police for the first time. Shoplifting. Luckily, the shop owner only wanted to scare me, so he didn’t press charges. My mother was horrified and immediately sent me to therapy. The councilor helped me understand that the actions of my parents didn’t need to define my life.”
“That’s a lesson many people never learn.”
She nodded. “I understood what she meant, but it took many years for me to implement the concept.”
“Then your misbehavior continued?”
“Of course. I was desperate for attention and determined to get it anyway I could.”
It was easy to see where her story led. It was a fundamental law of nature. Without energy, or in this case direction, any situation deteriorated into chaos. “Your mother continued to ignore you and delegate your care to others?”
“When my ‘antics’—her favorite word for my misbehavior—became more outrageous, Mom sent me to a boarding school.”
“I’ve read about such places. From Lowood in Jane Eyre to Harry Potter’s Hogwarts, few of them are pleasant.”
She smiled, her gaze returning to his face. “Don’t believe everything you read or see on TV. Boarding school was the best thing that ever happened to me. With the help of a really good guidance counselor, I was able to explore my aptitudes and interests. I originally thought I wanted to be a lawyer, but I found criminals more interesting than the laws that protect them.”
“Human laws protect the criminals? Shouldn’t laws protect the victims and punish the criminals?”
“Oh, they should, but too often people manipulate the system or the system is just so convoluted that it’s ineffective. Anyway, I realized my personality required something more hands-on than being a lawyer so I investigated other options.”
A firm knock at the door interrupted their conversation. Morgan looked toward the door, a cunning gleam in her eyes. “You will not move and you will remain silent.” He reinforced the directive with a powerful compulsion and paused to see if it took hold. Her eyes widened and subtle twitches indicated her attempts to move. “I will release you in a moment.”
He answered the door, paid for the pizza and a two-liter bottle of cola. He kept the door angled, blocking the young man’s view of Morgan. After the delivery person departed, Nazerel locked the door and returned to the table. Only then did he release her from the compulsion.
She sprang back to life with a gasp, knocking her chair over as she jumped to her feet. “What the hell… How did you do that?”
“Let’s eat while it’s hot.” He placed the box in the middle of the table and divided the stack of paper napkins. The delivery person hadn’t provided disposable plates, so they would have to eat over the box. “If you want ice for your drink, I’ll have to compel you again.”
“Only the sweepers can use compulsions. How were you able to paralyze me?”
A true sweeper, like Varrik, would have compelled away her desire to escape. Nazerel had never achieved that level of control. Still, she didn’t need to know his limitations.
There was a stack of glasses by the ice bucket. He grabbed two and brought them to the table. “I had aptitudes for both disciplines. I was just better at hunting.”
“But you said you hadn’t used those skills in years.”
He looked into her eyes and smiled. “I lied.”
 
Morgan stared at him, shocked beyond words. Everyone had hinted that Nazerel was no ordinary Shadow Assassin. She was just starting to understand what they meant. He’d been difficult enough while the collar suppressed his abilities, now her hope of escaping him was threatening to desert her entirely.
No. She would not give up or give in to his magnetic personality. As long as she was alive, she would keep fighting.
“Are you going to join me or shall I begin?” He raised the lid on the pizza box and let the aroma fill the air.
Her stomach growled and her mouth watered. They had their days and nights switched around, but it had been at least nine hours since she’d eaten anything. To escape she would need mental sharpness and physical strength, and both of those required energy. Satisfied with the rationalization, she righted her chair and sat back down.
“Dig in. He didn’t bring plates, so we’ll be dining bachelor style.”
She picked up a slice of pizza and took a bite. The crust was a little tough, but there was plenty of cheese and inviting flavors. “No one just figures out how to control their power.” She paused for a quick drink of cola. “Who taught you how to form compulsions?”
“My compulsions are strong, but they don’t last very long. That’s why I became a hunter.”
“Good to know, but that’s not what I asked. Who trained you?”
“Can’t you guess?” He devoured one piece and reached for another before he clarified. “Varrik taught me how to use my sweeper abilities and I taught him how to use his hunter abilities. We did so in secret to begin with, but once the elders realized what we were doing, they decided cross training wasn’t such a bad idea.”
“How many Shadow Assassins are able to use compulsions?” Controlling minds was so dangerous, even if it was for a short period of time.
“I’m the only Shadow Assassin left on Earth, so why does it matter?”
He was right. She needed to focus on Nazerel. He was her objective, her target, her enemy. So why did she keep forgetting. Her wrists were restrained and he’d taken off her pants and still she found herself fascinated by him rather than repulsed.
“How long have you been with the alien taskforce?” Nazerel asked in between bites.
So they were back to quid pro quo. He’d answered her questions, so it was time for her to answer his. “I’m one of the original members, so fifteen years. I’ve been director for the past six.”
“You don’t seem old enough to have so many responsibilities.”
She paused with her slice of pizza halfway to her mouth. “Thank you, I think.”
“How did you come so far so quickly?” His tone was conversational, his expression calm.
This was way too close to comfortable. It felt like a date, a slightly kinky date, but a date. Could Stockholm syndrome kick in this fast? Or was he influencing her, making her feel… She’d love to blame it all on him, but she’d felt this connection, this irrational attraction even before his powers were restored.
“You really don’t like to talk about yourself, do you? It’s most people’s favorite subject.”
She fought back a smile. At least he hadn’t said, it was most females’ favorite subject. She didn’t see any harm in answering his question, but she kept it succinct and factual. “I’ve always been self-motivated and driven. I graduated from college at sixteen and was contracted by the FBI a few months later. I was restricted to desk work until I turned twenty-three, but by then I was working for the taskforce and we tend to bend all sorts of rules. After all, we don’t really exist.”
“Then you’re in your early thirties?”
“Why is my age important? How old are you?”
“I’m older than I look. Between my Rodyte heritage and my nanites’ ability to regenerate flesh, I could live for hundreds of years.”
“Lucky you.” She took another bite of pizza and tried not to brood, but human existence had never felt so limited before. She couldn’t paralyze people with her mind or teleport. She didn’t have nanites to regenerate her flesh and—she could nurture a growing life inside her body and give birth to the next generation. That was something he would never be able to do, even if he lived for a thousand years. Maybe she wasn’t so useless after all.
“Did something I say upset you? You seem annoyed.”
She laughed. “I’m sitting here in my underwear eating with restrained hands. Why would I be annoyed?”
“Stop trying to run away and I’ll unlock the cuffs.”
She wiped her mouth with a napkin and picked up her glass. “You have your powers back. Why do you need me?”
“Maybe I intend to trade you for my men.”
If only it were that simple. “Why didn’t you make that offer to Elias rather than being obnoxious?”
He smiled, clearly entertained by the memory. “Why did my boast bother you? Are you ashamed of the things I did to you or that you enjoyed them so much?”
Ignoring the taunt, she pushed back her chair and stood. “I’m going to take a shower. Can I have my other outfit?”
He shook his head. “We’ll both dress in fresh clothes before we depart. You can sleep in that.”
Depart for where? And she’d just awaken from a long nap. It was unlikely she’d fall asleep again. Unless he compelled her. She shivered. Knowing he could make her do whatever he wanted was terrifying, so she refused to think about it.
Rather than ask for a clarification, she said, “At least give me the toiletries. I’d like to brush my teeth.”
“Fine.” He motioned toward the backpack Phil had given him. “Help yourself.”
She rummaged through the contents and found what she’d need in the bathroom then held up both hands. “Can you unlock me, please? I don’t want to get the cuffs wet.”
He’d checked the bathroom for escape routes and possible weapons when they arrived, so there was no reason for him to refuse. There wasn’t even a window in the small space. Still, his hesitation was proof positive that he didn’t trust her. Why should he? She’d given him nothing but trouble since he forced her into the Suburban and she didn’t intend to become sweet and docile now.
Dragging the key out of his pocket, he unlocked the cuffs then quickly worked the buckles, freeing her from the restraints. “They go back on as soon as you’re finished.”
“Whatever.” She hurried into the bathroom and closed the door, unable to hide her frustration or her growing desperation. Out of habit she locked the door then shook her head. What good were locked doors when her adversary could teleport through walls? She could pound on the bathroom wall and scream her head off, but it wouldn’t do any good. Nazerel would flash them to a new location before anyone who heard her screams could dial 9-1-1. Never before had she faced an opponent who had this many advantages.
Nazerel knocked on the door, startling her out of her gloomy thoughts. “Get going. I’d like a shower too while there’s still time.”
She glared at the door. The mystery package wouldn’t be ready until morning. What was his problem? She turned on the water at the sink rather than the shower then freed her toothbrush from the rigid packaging.
After giving her teeth a good scrubbing, she closed the shower curtain and turned on the water. The bathtub was small, but the curtain rod bowed outward, keeping the enclosure from feeling claustrophobic. She gave the water a few minutes to warm up then climbed into the bathtub. With her back to the spray, she tilted her head and let the water saturate her hair.
She couldn’t fight her way out of this situation. Nazerel was faster, stronger, and much more powerful than she. Still, her other options were nearly nonexistent. Nazerel had teleported her from Phil’s shop to the hotel room, so she had no idea where they were. Still, if she could get the communication device away from Nazerel, maybe she could figure out how he’d called Elias. Did the Rodyte version of a phone have a redial function?
With a sigh of frustration, she picked up the miniature bottle of shampoo and poured a good amount into her palm. Nazerel was so different from the man portrayed in his dossier. He was ruthless, no one could deny his focus, but he wasn’t bloodthirsty or cruel. Well, he had moments of cruelty. What he’d said to Elias had certainly been mean-spirited. But she’d heard enough of what Elias said to understand the reaction. Elias had rubbed Nazerel’s face in his failure and Nazerel lashed out. If the situation were reversed, Elias might have done the same or worse.
Oh dear God, she was defending Nazerel like a besotted schoolgirl.
She raised her hands to her hair and closed her eyes as she worked the shampoo into a fragrant lather. Nazerel’s treatment of Elias might be debatable, but there was no excuse for what Nazerel had done the night before. He’d mercilessly seduced her, used her passionate nature against her in the most humiliating way.
Lather slid over her breasts and belly like a whisper-soft touch. Her nipples peaked and her core ached as images rolled through her mind. His kiss had been consuming, intoxicating. Just thinking about it made her head spin. He’d looked into her eyes and made it clear that one word from her would have ended the session. So why had she remained silent? Why hadn’t she tried to negotiate, to calm him down and shift his focus away from her body? She’d been trapped by her own stubbornness as much as by his agenda.
She was doing it again, justifying his deplorable behavior. He wasn’t a hapless victim of circumstance. He was the leader of the Shadow Assassins, one of the most ruthless groups of mercenaries she’d ever heard about.
Which brought up another contradiction, Nazerel’s ongoing focus on his men. Heartless murderers weren’t generally loyal to their subordinates.
A familiar scrubbing sound interrupted her troubled thoughts. It sounded like someone brushing their teeth. She opened her eyes and tried to detect Nazerel’s tall form through the curtain, but the rubbery material barely let any light through much less a silhouette. She eased one side back an inch and cringed. He stood in front of the sink, naked to the waist, casually brushing his teeth. Unbelievable!
She started to bolt then realized he stood between her and the door. He’d catch her and push her up against the wall. And she’d be naked while he was still partially dressed, an advantage he obviously enjoyed.
Maybe he’d finish cleaning his teeth then return to the outer room. He hadn’t announced his presence. Maybe he was just tired of pizza breath. And maybe she’d win the lottery tomorrow. She sighed. He was about to join her in the shower. There was no other reason he’d be in here now. All she could do was decide how to react when he did. The ends of her hair were still sudsy, so she stepped back under the spray and closed her eyes.
A strange current washed over her naked body. Her nipples tingled and goose bumps broke out on her arms. That was fast. Had he taken time to undress? She cleared the water from her face with a quick swipe of her fingers then opened her eyes. Nazerel stood in front of her, stark naked, a miniature bar of soap resting on his palm.
“You forgot the soap.” He punctuated the observation with a sexy smile.
He was obviously hoping for a reaction, so she calmly took the soap from his hand and turned around. “Thanks, but I’m not quite finished. Give me another five minutes and the shower’s yours.” Despite her wildly pounding heart and the need spiraling through her body, she sounded casual, as if showering with her captor were an everyday occurrence.
Moving up behind her, he pressed his chest against her back and wrapped his arms around her waist. “I have a better idea.” He snatched the soap out of her grasp and spun the tiny bar between his hands. With his arms still wrapped around her, he set the soap aside and began to lather her arms and shoulders. “I’ll make sure you’re nice and clean.”
“Like hell you will!” She turned around and shoved against his chest. “Enough with these games. I’m your hostage not your pet. Stop trying to seduce me.”
His slick fingers slid across her shoulder and down her back while his other arm banded her waist. “Am I to believe you felt nothing when we kissed last night? Were you pretending to enjoy my touch?”
“I was staying alive.” She arched, using his chest as leverage, but the action only drove her pelvis into his. Each of her agitated movements emphasized the conspicuous hardness rapidly forming against her belly. So she stilled and glared up at him. “Let go of me.”
“I’m not human.” His tone was deep and filled with meaning.
“I’m aware.”
“I sense things, smell things, taste things no human can understand.”
She closed her eyes and balled her hands into fists. If this was where he told her she “tasted” like his mate, she was going to scream. “I don’t care what you think you know. I want out of this shower.”
“Kiss me and I’ll let you go.” Challenge rippled through his voice and one of his hands slid down until his palm cupped her behind.
Her body stirred as memories of the pleasure he’d given her the night before surged to the surface again. His hands caressing, his lips sucking, and his tongue… Gritting her teeth against the temptation, she took two slow breaths. “I don’t want to have sex with you.” She opened her eyes and met his smoldering gaze. “Has no one ever told you no before?”
“You claim that you don’t want me. I think you do. Prove me wrong. Kiss me so deeply my head spins then shrug it off and walk away.”
How could she resist such a challenge? The fastest way to shut up a bully was to confront them. And after last night it would feel damn good to put this jerk in his place. She slid her hands up to his shoulders and rocked to the balls of her feet. He bent his head, ready to take over, but she nipped his bottom lip.
“I’m kissing you, remember?”
“Then kiss me.”
The growling roughness of his voice sent shivers through her body and still she refused to be rushed. She pressed her lips to his, hers barely parted. Then she moved her head back and forth and caressed his lips with hers. His hand fisted in the back of her hair, but he didn’t pull, didn’t try to control her.
Empowered by his restraint, she traced the seam of his lips with the tip of her tongue. His cock bucked against her belly and she smiled. He tasted of mint, his breath hot and humid. She continued to tease his mouth while her hands began to wander. His body felt as incredible as it looked, every bulge and ridge of muscle covered with hot silky skin.
She pushed her tongue all the way into his mouth and inhaled his appreciative moan. His tongue slid against hers and his response grew more demanding. Before she lost herself in the need he ignited so effortlessly, she tore her mouth away from his and stepped back.
He caught her wrist, his gaze narrowed, the rings glowing.
“I’m not leaving,” she assured him and his expression turned quizzical. She reached over and grabbed the soap, quickly lathering up her hands. “I want to touch you, like you touched me. Are you brave enough to let me?”
“If you mean to leave me wanting…”
She closed her slick fingers around his rock-hard cock and he didn’t finish the warning. “Did you leave me wanting?” Her hand slid up and down, her thumb brushing across the sensitive tip at the top of each stroke.
He grasped the back of her neck and drew her to his side so he could kiss her without interfering with the motion of her hand. She didn’t want to kiss him, wanted to remain in complete control while he lost himself to the demands of his body. But his mouth was warm, his kiss coaxing rather than demanding, and she couldn’t make herself pull away.
She savored the tenderness threaded through his passion, amazed by the patience it revealed. His hips began to rock, driving his shaft with more force between the circle of her fingers. Her body ached, craving the fullness she stroked with her hand.
“Oh gods.” His head dropped back and tension rippled down his body. She tightened her hand as his cock bucked against her fingers. His hand covered hers and tripled the speed of her stroking. Pearly fluid jetted from him with each frantic motion. He shuddered and came, then groaned and came some more.
She watched his face as well as his body, fascinated by the agony of his surrender. He’d lost control, submitted to her touch just as quickly as she’d succumb to his. She felt dizzy and empty, yet giddy as she realized what she’d just done. She hadn’t needed restraints or compulsions. With nothing more Mystic than her kiss and her touch, she’d commanded the mighty Nazerel.
Before he could recover from the rush, she threw back the curtain, snatched a towel off the rack and rushed into the outer room.



Chapter Six
 
Bracing his hands on his knees, Nazerel fought to catch his breath after the powerful release he’d just enjoyed. That crafty little vixen had not only taken control of his game, she’d turned it back on him. He’d challenged Morgan to make his head spin. Well, she’d done that and a whole lot more. Still, he didn’t dare leave her unsupervised. She’d left the bathroom without grabbing her T-shirt, but there was still an outfit in the backpack. Luckily, her boots were locked in the wardrobe.
He quickly washed then turned off the water and stepped out of the bathtub. He wrapped the remaining towel around his hips as he opened the bathroom door. Morgan had borrowed his T-shirt again and stood at the window carefully peeking out between the blinds.
“If you keep stealing my clothes, I’ll have no choice but to go around naked.”
She turned from the window with a sigh. “You just like being naked. It has nothing to do with me.”
“I enjoy being naked, but it has everything to do with you.”
She rolled her eyes then motioned toward the window. “It’s starting to get dark outside. Any chance we can go for a walk? I’m going stir-crazy in here.”
He smiled, amused by her transparent ploy. As long as she stayed bound and contained within this room, her chances of escape were basically nonexistent. “I might be persuaded to change our surroundings.” The longer they lingered in one place, the greater the chances were that Varrik would stumble upon some clue to their location.
Without explaining what he had in mind, Nazerel dressed. He put on the T-shirt he’d intended for the following morning, not wanting to fight with her about the one she was wearing. Then he unlocked the wardrobe and tossed Morgan the rest of her clothes. She dressed without argument while he packed up the rest of the room.
He held up the cuffs and motioned her over.
“Is that really necessary?” she grumbled.
“You tell me? If you could put me back in the collar, would you?”
Her gaze narrowed and she tilted her head. “Do you still have it?”
He laughed. “It wasn’t hard to figure out you’d triggered some sort of homing signal. I threw it in a lake about fifty miles from the campsite.” A sudden gleam in her eyes revealed that she’d tucked the fact away for future use. “Do you ever stop strategizing?”
She arched her brow in silent challenge then whispered, “Do you?”
Rather than fuel their budding argument, he crossed the room and buckled her into the cuffs. He attacked the locks as well, but allowed her the relative freedom of the connecting chain. Finally, he pulled the bedding off the bed.
“Why do we need blankets? Aren’t we just going for a walk?”
“You’ll see.” He draped the bedding around her shoulders and put on the backpack. On impulse, he grabbed the half-full bottle of cola and tucked it into the limited space remaining in the backpack. Then he pulled her into a firm embrace and teleported out of the hotel room. She gasped and clutched his shoulders, clinging to his body as well as the cuffs allowed. He wasn’t sure where he was going, so he scanned far ahead. He needed something secluded, yet not so inhospitable that it would make their night miserable.
It was easier to travel along familiar paths, so he found himself in the Toiyabe National Forest, the same general area as the campsite. Though this location was much more secluded. There were no hiking trails or dirt roads, just trees, mountains and the sky. He materialized and continued to hold her as she acclimated to their new setting.
Her arms relaxed and her hands slid down from his shoulders to his chest. She looked around, eyes wide, legs still shaking. “Where are we?”
Ignoring the question, he motioned toward the western sky. “I thought we’d watch the sun go down. Nothing cures stir-craziness faster than fresh mountain air.”
She seemed almost reluctant to let go of him and her hesitancy made him want to pull her back into his arms. Rather than satisfying his passions, what she’d done in the shower only made him want to continue their sexual exploration. No other female had inflamed his senses so fast or so well.
As if sensing the direction of his thoughts, she stepped back and turned around. “Wow. Now that’s what I call a view.”
He agreed wholeheartedly. The mountain on which they stood rested at one end of a broad valley. Other peaks and canyons undulated off into the distance, creating a jagged foreground for the expansive sky. The sun hovered on the horizon, stubbornly fighting for its last few minutes of supremacy.
Morgan shook out the bedspread then sat down, wrapping the blanket and the sheet around her shoulders. She hadn’t offered him the protection of the bedding, but at least she’d left room for him on the bedspread. He slipped off the backpack and sat down beside her.
She watched the sunset and he watched her. How could such strength and such fragility reside in the same person? She was so tiny compared to him and yet she was fierce and unafraid. “What happened to your mate?”
He didn’t realize he spoke the question out loud until she turned her head and looked at him. But the pain in her gaze confirmed his suspicions. She hadn’t been ignored by the men of Earth. She’d been claimed and then lost her mate.
“I thought we already established that there isn’t a man in my life.” She turned back around and gazed out across the serene valley.
“But there once was. What happened to him?”
She drew her legs up and flipped the chain over her knees so she could wrap her arms around her legs. The blankets slipped off her shoulders, but she made no move to retrieve them. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
He scooted closer and wrapped the bedding around them both. “Is he still alive?”
“Yes. At least, I presume he’s still alive. We haven’t had contact since he left the taskforce.”
A certain catch in her tone sent protective anger rushing to the surface. “Was he your mentor? Did this man take advantage of you?”
“What part of ‘I don’t want to talk about it’ was unclear?”
He wanted to wrap his arm around her, or better yet pull her onto his lap, but he did neither. He sat beside her, acutely aware of her small warm body so close to his. He turned his face toward the horizon and silently watched the sunset. Gold gave way to orange then the bottoms of the clouds turned bright pink.
When he’d offered her glimpses into his past, she’d reciprocated. If the strategy had worked once, perhaps it would work again. “As I said, I’ve never had a female who was mine and mine alone. But there was this one pleasure giver who was special to me.”
“What was her name?” Morgan’s voice was barely above a whisper and she didn’t turn her head.
“Rinatta. Her father sold her to the elders so he could feed his other six children. She was young and terrified, so my father gave her to me.”
Morgan did look at him then and disapproval shadowed her confusion. “Why would your father give you a girl who was utterly terrified?”
“Because I was patient and willing to—”
“Break her in very slowly?”
She was echoing the taunt he’d used when he first met her, hoping to make him feel guilty. Rather than backing down from her displeasure, he pressed onward. “The elders had very different means of motivating people to do their will. Starvation, isolation, cold, and pain were my father’s favorite strategies. I saw 300 and it made me curious about the Spartans. Their training methods were similar to ours. Like Sparta, there was no place for weakness or cowardice in the world below. If you didn’t grow hard and ruthless, you died.”
“So you made Rinatta hard and ruthless?”
He sighed. If she insisted on twisting each word he uttered, he would do better to remain silent. Reaching back, he pulled the backpack to him and retrieved the two-litter bottle. He took a swig, wishing it were something a whole lot stronger than cola.
She lightly touched his arm, drawing his attention. “I’m sorry. My world is very different from yours. It’s hard to accept that things like you describe happened in this day and age. You mentioned the Spartans, and I understand the similarities. But the Spartans existed hundreds of years ago.”
He handed her the bottle and watched as her lips pressed against the place where his had been moments before. “This land enjoys a freedom that I have yet to experience. I understand that. But such is not the case all over your world. There are still many nations who are barbarous and warlike. Some even kidnap women—and children—to sell for the pleasure of others.”
“You’re right.” She looked into his eyes as she added, “And those humans are just as wrong as the Shadow Assassins.”
They lapsed into silence as they passed the bottle back and forth. The sunset faded and the temperature dropped with staggering speed. He eased closer to her and she didn’t object, so he wrapped his arm around her shoulders.
“Tell me about Rinatta. I promise I won’t interrupt.”
Her request surprised and pleased him. He’d thought the opportunity lost. Choosing his words carefully, he spun his tale. “First of all, I want you to know that I wanted to free her.”
She tucked her shoulder into his armpit and pressed against his side. “Why didn’t you?”
All he could see was the top of her head, but her willingness to touch him was more important anyway. “If she’d belonged to my father alone, I would have. But she belonged to all four of the elders. They’d shared equally in her cost.”
“Why did that make a difference?”
“They would have demanded my life if I released her without their permission and they made sure Rinatta knew it.”
She tensed, her head shaking back and forth. “That’s wrong on so many levels. I don’t know where to start my objections.”
“The elders were master manipulators. On that Varrik and I agree.”
“I don’t think the elders were the only ones,” she muttered under her breath as she set the empty bottle aside. “I know I’m going to regret this, but continue the story. I’d like to know what happened to the poor girl.”
“I’ll spare you the details of her training, but—”
She pushed back and her gaze locked with his. “She wasn’t the first one you’d ‘trained’ was she? That’s why your father gave her to you. You didn’t just teach the men how to deal with reluctant females. You also taught females how to submit to… No wonder I was putty in your hands. You’ve been doing this for years, maybe decades.”
He couldn’t deny her charge. He’d been the primary trainer for all things sexual and Rinatta had played an active role in that development. Still, the story was more provocative to her than he’d realized. “I think we should change the subject.”
“Not a chance. I’m curious now. Why did you think your seduction of a virgin would appeal to me?”
Her sharp tone rekindled his determination. She had drawn so many false assumptions about the world below. He felt obligated to enlighten her. “Once Rinatta realized there was no possibility of her returning to the world above, she not only accepted her new life, she reveled in it.”
“She was to be the sexual play thing for four old men. How could she possibly have any other reaction?” She pulled her side of the blanket closer about her and averted her gaze.
“You obviously never met Rinatta. She was shrewd and intensely determined to control her own destiny.” Morgan reminded him of the feisty little pleasure giver, but Nazerel wisely kept the observation to himself. “She told me that she wanted to be so captivating, so passionate and so skilled that the first man who actually took her would kill to keep her from the others.”
“You never actually…” She glanced at him then away. “Then how did you teach her… Never mind. I really don’t want to hear the specifics.”
Hadn’t their interaction in the tent taught her how many pleasures could be found without actual penetration? Perhaps she needed another demonstration. Desire wrapped around him, speeding his heart and hardening his cock. They still had all night to kill and nothing much to do.
“So did it work? Was she so desirable that the first elder who took her fought off the others?”
Fine. So they’d talk for a little while longer. “Tribe North was prime, so Elder North was Rinatta’s first lover.”
“Why was Tribe North prime and what exactly did that mean?”
“Vade, the founder was the original Elder North so his vote basically counted as two. That practice kept many votes from ending in a tie, so every Elder North that followed was considered slightly above the other elders.”
“Okay, got it. Now back to Rinatta. Did her plan work?” She sounded impatient, as if she wanted the conversation over so they could move on to more important things. Like giving each other pleasure?
Well, he might be projecting his desires just a bit, but she did sound anxious. “North paid off the other elders, but the result was the same. She was North’s consort for seven years and many whispered that she was responsible for many of his decisions. She also made sure the other pleasure givers were not abused and did her best to help the mates accept their fate.”
“You already know how I feel about that subject, so I’ll spare you another tirade. I’m still curious about one thing though.”
“Only one?” He nudged her with his shoulder, hoping to lighten her mood.
“You said Rinatta was special to you. You brought her up hoping I would tell you about my serious relationship.”
He was afraid the circumstances of Rinatta’s arrival had eclipsed that fact. “North was the first male to share her bed, but he never touched her heart. I was her true lover.”
“Couldn’t North smell you on her? You’ve made a big deal about how easy it is to smell other males.”
“We have a device similar to your condom. I made damn sure my scent never touched her in any way.”
After a long pause, she asked, “What would have happened…I guess a better question is, did Elder North ever find out?”
“We risked death each time we touched, but it didn’t seem to matter. And, no, he never found out.”
She finally looked at him, her gaze luminous in the gathering moonlight. “Then what happened to her? I presume you’d be with her still if that were an option.”
He thought about that for a moment. Would he be with Rinatta if they had both been liberated from the Shadow Maze? “I’m not sure. My affection for her changed over time, but it broke my heart when North set her free.”
“Why did North let her go?”
“According to the Sacred Customs pleasure givers had to be offered their freedom after one season cycle had passed. Some stayed much longer, but the offer had to be made each year.”
“So why did Rinatta choose to leave you? Had her love burned out?”
He shook his head and gazed off into the night. “Just the opposite actually. We had a close call, a really close call. It forced us both to admit that we might not be so lucky the next time. Besides, North had grown bored with her. Staying would have meant she made herself available to the other elders. Neither of us wanted that. So I encouraged her to accept her freedom and asked Varrik to cleanse her mind of every memory we’d created.”
“Why? If she truly loved you, she would have wanted to remember.”
“Varrik agreed with you. Rinatta begged him to leave her memory intact, except for the specifics of her captivity of course. I checked on her two or three times a year to make sure she was doing well. The last time I saw her, she was holding an infant and her heart was filled with love. I accepted her happiness and never went back.” He glanced at her and was shocked to see tears shimmering in her eyes. “Why are you crying?”
“I’m not.” She stubbornly swiped her cheek with the back of her hand and looked away from him.
“So back to the beginning of this rambling conversation. When I asked about your mate, I saw something familiar in your eyes. It made me wonder if your love might have been forbidden like Rinatta’s and mine. That’s why I asked if he was your mentor.”
“He wasn’t my mentor, but he was quite a bit older than me.” She didn’t look at him, so he remained quiet, hoping she’d say more. “We both knew better. Fraternizing with other agents was against the rules. We weren’t risking death, but it definitely made the relationship more interesting.” She glanced at him with a wistful smile. “Don’t we always want what we can’t have?”
“How long were you together?” He risked the question after she slipped into silence for several minutes.
“We were lovers, off and on, for three years.”
Another long pause followed, so he prompted her again. “Why did you stop seeing him?”
“I received a promotion he thought he deserved and things got ugly fast. He started the rumor that I’d slept with our boss to secure the promotion.”
“And you couldn’t defend yourself against the allegation without admitting why he was being so vindictive?”
“Exactly. Those who knew me well knew the rumor was bullshit, but it made things extremely awkward. I’m a staunch supporter of the no office romance policy now.”
“I’m sure you are, but knowing your lover valued his occupation more than your affection had to have caused you pain.” He shouldn’t care about the specifics. Why did he keep asking about her past?
“I think it bruised my ego more than my heart. It had been obvious from the start that he was superficial and self-absorbed. That’s why I never put more energy into the relationship. It was a flirtation, nothing more.”
“How long ago did he leave the taskforce?”
“He applied for a transfer three days after my promotion was announced. That was seven, no, eight years ago.”
“And there has been no one special in the past eight years?” How was that possible? Morgan was intelligent, confidant, not to mention the most desirable woman he’d ever seen. Human males should be trampling each other in their haste to claim her.
“It’s not like I’ve gone out of my way to avoid relationships. The taskforce keeps me extremely busy and I move around a lot. The people I interact with on a regular basis are all coworkers, most are my subordinates. I’m rather isolated.”
“I understand isolation better than most.”
She looked at him and smiled, yet sadness still shadowed her gaze. “I suppose you do.”
For a long tense moment they just stared at each other. He wanted to touch her, wanted to find the subject or phrase that would shatter her misconceptions and make her receptive to the attraction pulsing between them. His blunder in the shower was infuriating. Yes he recognized her scent and even more so her taste, but she was worlds away from ready to accept what he sensed. They were enemies. How could they possibly be mates?
“Why did you come to Earth?” She whispered the question as if she were afraid of breaking the spell.
“You know why.”
“I know what the report says, what Lor and the others have told me. I want to hear it from you. What brought you to Earth? What were you hoping to accomplish?”
He sighed and dragged his gaze away from hers. He’d told her enough already and there was so much he was forbidden to say. If she didn’t believe that he was trying to find a new start for his men, then no amount of detail would change her mind.
Her small, cold hand touched his arm and he shivered. “I really want to know. What made you put your trust in Sevrin?”
“I never trusted Sevrin,” he snapped then clenched his teeth. “The Overlord reluctantly took us into the ranks of his soldiers, but most of us are part Rodyte. Ontarians will never trust Rodytes, never really accept them.”
“Go on. What did you do?”
“I started looking for somewhere else to take my tribe, somewhere we could really call home.”
“What’s wrong with Rodymia? You said most of your men are at least part Rodyte.”
“At the moment Rodymia is ruled by Sevrin’s kin. Need I say more?”
“I suppose not.”
“If that changes, I might reconsider. Rodymia is the obvious choice in many ways.”
He would be happy to share his thoughts and explain his actions if her interest were real. But others were protected by the secrets he kept and he couldn’t help thinking she was playing an angle, trying to manipulate him in some way. Still, he was tired of lies, so he told her a stripped-down version of the truth constructed around several significant omissions. “Sevrin’s promises were wild and wonderful. I knew Rodytes had been manipulating DNA for centuries, so I needed to find out how much of what she told us was true. I warned the other alpha hunters not to trust her and to verify everything she said.”
“They didn’t listen to your warnings?”
“They wanted it to be real badly enough that they turned a blind eye to everything else. It didn’t matter that we were Sevrin’s prisoners and that their females were dying.”
“Why didn’t you stop it?” She kept accusation from showing on her face, but it sharpened her tone. “If you knew about the victims, why let it go on?”
“I was gathering evidence against her just like Lor. I was about to turn everything over to him when Sevrin announced we were moving.”
“That would have been a good time to turn yourself in,” she pointed out.
“No it wasn’t. I’d convinced Flynn to spy on her for me.” He scoffed then shook his head. “Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who took advantage of Flynn’s weaknesses.”
“None of that explains why you didn’t shut her down.”
“I wasn’t in a position to ‘shut her down’, but I was determined to get myself into that position. I pissed her off hoping she’d punish my entire team. I needed them not to hunt, but I couldn’t explain why my attitude had suddenly changed or it would have made Sevrin even more suspicious.”
“Did it work? Did she forbid your team from hunting?”
She was firing off questions like a seasoned interrogator, not giving him time to concoct lies. “Yes. And during the move no one hunted, so no one was in danger. The lull gave me time to try to find her new headquarters.”
“Did you find it?” Now her tone was tinged with challenge.
“No. Which was why I didn’t turn myself in. We were your only link to Sevrin. If the Mystic Militia rounded up all the Shadow Assassins, Lor would have abolished any hope he had of finding Sevrin. And Sevrin was the real villain whether anyone on Ontariese wants to admit it or not.”
“They’re not as oblivious as you presume. But it doesn’t change the fact that Shadow Assassins kidnapped human females and those females ended up dead.”
“I agree. Those particular hunters must be punished, but none of them are on my team.”
“No one on Team South hunted the entire time you were here on Earth?” Her disbelief was obvious.
“I knew you wouldn’t believe me. This was a waste of breath.”
 
Morgan stared at Nazerel’s stubborn profile, not sure what he expected her to say. She wanted to believe him. God knew his story was compelling, but it also seemed a bit convenient. He didn’t trust people in authority, for obvious reasons. If half of what Varrik reported about the elders was true, it was a wonder Nazerel trusted anyone. So it wasn’t farfetched to believe that he’d try to go after Sevrin himself. The events supported his claim. Or his claim had been carefully crafted around the chain of events.
She sighed and drew her legs up closer to her chest. “Are we staying here all night? It’s already pretty cold?”
His gaze narrowed, the expression part glare, part speculation. “Do not move.”
She felt the terrifying weight settle over her muscles and then he flashed out of sight. Each breath was a tremendous effort and she couldn’t even blink her eyes. Suddenly, the sensation passed and strength flowed back into her body.
Holy shit. This was her chance to escape, meager though it might be. She scrambled to her feet and threw off the blanket—and Nazerel returned.
“I must really be tired if the compulsion wore off that quickly.” He moved the blankets out of the way and spread one of the sleeping bags he had bundled in his arms.
“You went to the campsite?”
He just smiled and continued to make their bed. He spread the sheet, the blanket, and finally the second sleeping bag. “This should keep us warm and snugly until morning.”
She was too cold and too frustrated to argue with him. Sitting on the edge of the makeshift bed, she pulled off her boots then crawled between the layers.
A few minutes later he crawled in behind her and pressed himself against her back. One of his arms slipped beneath her neck and the other encircled her waist. “Would you like me to put you to sleep? It could be a long night.”
“No,” she stressed. “Stay out of my head.”
He buried his face in her hair and inhaled.
I sense things, smell things, taste things no human can understand. The memory made her shiver and sent restless longing ricocheting through her body. Surely he hadn’t meant what it sounded like he meant.
“Cold?” He pulled her tighter against him, amplifying the heat coming off his big body.
“What did you mean?” She hadn’t meant to ask, but the question just slipped out.
He chuckled. “You’ll have to be a little more specific.”
“In the shower.” Anxiety tightened her throat and kept her from blurting anything else.
“You know what I meant.” He brushed her hair back and kissed the side of her neck. “I think you might even suspect I’m right. You’re just not ready to admit it.”
She rolled to her back and stared up at him, but the angle of the moon cast his face into deep shadow. All she could see was a faint blue glow coming from his eyes. “I’m attracted to you. As ridiculous as that is, I admit it. But that doesn’t mean—”
He pressed his index finger to her lips, stemming her flow of words. “You’re not ready. I accept that. You don’t need to say any more.”
She turned her head, dislodging his finger. “I will never be ready. Do you accept that?”
“I accept that you believe that at this point in time.”
“You’re impossible.” She rolled back to her side and tried to ignore him. It was the only viable option when he was in this mood.
“There are significant advantages for a human when they bond with a Rodyte, especially a Shadow Assassin.”
His tone was so light, so conversational that it made her smile. “Is that so?”
“Would you like to hear what they are?”
“Do I have a choice?”
He leaned in and whispered in her ear. “You can ignore me.”
She chuckled, amazed by how easily he changed gears. “We both know how well I do that.”
“Once the female’s physiology transforms, making her more compatible with the male, she also becomes compatible with his nanites.”
“How does that transformation take place? Does it happen with all Rodytes or just Shadow Assassins?” He’d piqued her curiosity. That was for sure. They were talking about the elusive ability that had originally drawn Sevrin’s attention.
“The transformation is more dramatic with us, but it happens with every Rodyte.”
“But how? What triggers the transformation?”
“Can’t you guess?” He rocked his hips, subtlety rubbing against her. “Each time the couple mates, they become more compatible, more unified.”
His lips brushed her neck, sending shivers down her spine. She swallowed hard and tried not to squirm. “And the nanites? What would they allow the females to do?”
“Nanites are what heals my injuries and eradicates illness. They would make you stronger and faster, healthier than—”
“We’re not talking about me,” she pointed out in a breathy rush. “We’re speaking in generalities.”
His arm slid up under her breasts, but he ignored her reminder. “You would live much longer than an ordinary human, as would our children.”
Their children? She wanted to laugh, but the image formed, clear and tempting within her mind. Sweet round faces with auburn hair and blue-ringed eyes.
Why was it so easy to picture a future at his side?
Because he was a master seducer! He literally taught others how to wear down the emotional defenses of their captive mates. Her mind tripped over the last phrase as she waited for a rush of righteous indignation. The thought once filled her with disgust and sympathy for the victims, yet all she felt now was discontent. She wanted, needed, something she refused to name.
“I’m not going to mate with you just so I can live for two hundred years.”
“I wasn’t suggesting you should. I just thought you should know.”
She didn’t respond, had no idea what he wanted her to say. Instead, she shoved the troubling thoughts to the back of her mind and closed her eyes. She tried to relax. A cold breeze caressed her cheek, but her body was cocooned in warmth. Their bed was surprisingly comfortable and his strong arms held her securely. The rest of the world had never felt so far away. It was just her and Nazerel, no conflict, no danger. She felt safe—which was utterly irrational!
Her eyes flew open and she stared into the darkness. How in God’s creation could her enemy make her feel safe?
His tall form contoured to her back from neck to knees. He was just lying there, his breath teasing her hair. He wasn’t touching her or trying to arouse her and yet her body ached for his. She pressed her bound wrists against her chest, as her nipples tingled for no apparent reason. She wanted him to kiss her, to hold her down and make her feel all the things she’d felt in the tent. But that was even more irrational than feeling safe in his arms.
She was the queen of hopeless relationships. That was all this was. In the back of her mind she knew nothing meaningful could come from this, so her body went haywire.
“Your pulse is erratic.” His breath was warm on her neck and the arm at her waist slid up until it encountered her elbows. “What’s the matter?”
“You’re making me crazy and you know it.”
“I’m just lying here holding you.”
He was right. She was the one who couldn’t stop wiggling, rubbing against him and… “Are you doing this intentionally?”
“Doing what?”
She pressed her lips together, refusing to speak the words.
“Do you ache, sweet Morgan?” He moved his arm down to her hips and realigned their bodies so she could feel how hard he’d gotten. “I’m not ashamed to say it. I need you. I want to be inside you more than anything.”
She shook her head and tried to wiggle away as her body responded with a painful clench. “I can’t.”
“I know it’s too soon for what I want, but there is no reason for you to be miserable. Let me touch you. I’ll ease the ache. If you relax, then I’ll be able to relax as well.”
“No.” She glared at him over her shoulder. “I don’t need you to touch me. I need to be away from you.” She even managed to sound determined rather than desperate, and still he chuckled.
“If you say so.”
“Take me home. No one will expect that. I can’t tell them where you’re going because I don’t know.”
“That’s not going to happen.”
“I can’t take any more of this,” she cried. “Just let me go.”
His arm tightened around her and his breath escaped in a long sigh. “I can’t, morautu. You know
I can’t.”
“Why?” She tried to turn back around, but his arm tightened, keeping her in place. “I don’t understand why you’re being so stubborn.”
“Yes you do.” He pressed another kiss to the side of her neck.
If he meant to take her off-world, she was doomed. She could not allow that to happen. “Once you get your ‘insurance policy’ from Phil, you won’t need a hostage anymore. I am your hostage, Nazerel. That’s all I am.”
“Go to sleep.” A hint of impatience crept into his tone.
She lay perfectly still, afraid to provoke him, yet not even close to falling asleep. How had she ended up in this hopeless situation? She reviewed each decision, each move she’d made, trying to figure out what she’d done wrong. There were no glaring errors. She was simply outmatched and she’d been out maneuvered every step of the way.
Maybe if he fell asleep, she could slip away and and…and what? She didn’t have a flashlight much less a vehicle and Nazerel could hear her heartbeat. Tears of frustration gathered in her eyes and she furiously blinked them away. She couldn’t give up. She would not give up. There had to be something she could do, some tactic she’d yet to try.
His hand stroked up her arm and then his lips brushed against her ear. “Go to sleep.” When he whispered the words this time they were laced with gentle compulsion.
* * * * *
Phil was waiting for them in his tiny storefront bright and early the following morning. Disguised as a gritty pawn shop, the store was really just a cover for his interstellar trading, which had made him an extremely wealthy man. “This was not easy to come by, especially in the timeframe you gave me to do it.”
“But you have what I need?” Nazerel asked hopefully.
“I do.” He took a deep breath then blurted, “But my fee has doubled. I took significant risks and—”
“Done.” He triggered the transfer with his comlink.
Phil confirmed the transfer then handed him a memory stick. “This contains everything you requested. I also transmitted the information directly to your device. Please verify it before you leave. I always strive for complete satisfaction.”
Nazerel’s comlink chimed and he navigated to the file that had just downloaded. He scrolled through the lengthy report, stopping every so often to verify the content, then nodded. “It looks good. Did you keep a copy?”
“No. I want no part in any of that.” He sounded sincere, but Nazerel wasn’t sure he believed him. This information was extremely valuable and Phil was first and foremost a businessman. But any threat at this point would be bluster. Nazerel wasn’t sticking around long enough to enforce anything other than goodbye.
“As usual, it has been nice doing business with you.”
“Likewise.” For the first time since they met, Phil looked uncomfortable.
“I require a bit of privacy. May we exit through the back?”
“Of course.”
He grasped Morgan’s upper arm and dragged her through the shop. They emerged through the rear exit and found themselves in a tiny parking lot nestled between several buildings. Complete seclusion would have been better, but Nazerel was still regaining his strength after attempting to burn through the collar. This would have to do.
“Don’t do this.” She twisted her arm as she jerked against his hold. “There is no reason for you to take me with you. It makes no sense.”
He yanked her to him, her back pressed against his chest as he pulled energy into his body with his other hand. The ground vibrated and clouds rolled across the sky, making the area dark and hazy. Morgan went wild, thrashing and kicking like a trapped animal. He tightened his arm around her waist, but otherwise ignored her. Ontarian Mystics called this Summoning the Storm. He didn’t care what it was called as long as it brought him to his destination.
Multiple streaks of lightning flashed at exactly the same time. Wind gusted, rocking them forward then back. He raised his free hand and a slit formed directly in front of him. The opening widened as if someone were peeling back layers of space, creating a void in between the twin distortions. Inside the void bursts of color and light danced and darted against the darkness.
Morgan screamed, clawing at his forearm as her body trembled.
“Time to go,” he shouted over the roaring wind. Then he wrapped both arms around her and leapt into the interdimensional portal.



Chapter Seven
 
A mental ping warned Varrik of Lor’s telepathic approach. Rather than wait for Varrik to network with Echo, Lor simply sent his signal to them both. We have a name. No guarantee that he’s important, but he’s gone way out of his way to conceal his identity. Oh and he just appeared fourteen years ago. There’s no record of him at all before that.
What’s his name and where can we find him. Varrik was anxious to get moving. They had already wasted far too much time searching the deserted campsite for clues.
He goes by several, but the most documented is Phillip Mortsen. He runs a pawn shop in the seedy part of downtown Las Vegas. He rattled off an address.
Got it, Echo assured. Her memory was infallible, so Varrik believed her.
Go get him.
Varrik wasn’t sure if Lor meant Phillip Mortsen or Nazerel, but it didn’t matter. Hopefully one would lead to the other.
Teleporting to a place one had never visited before was tricky. Varrik had studied maps and images of Las Vegas and the state of Nevada, so he knew how to find the “seedy part of downtown”. The exact location of the pawn shop, however, was more challenging. Echo had many skills. Teleporting just wasn’t one of them. So she snuggled against his chest and he flashed them to the heart of downtown Las Vegas.
The continual bustle of Fremont Street was several blocks away, yet Echo motioned in the opposite direction. “It’s four blocks over and two up.”
She must have imprinted a city map on her memory. He was pretty sure this was her first visit to Earth. “Have you ever been here before?”
“I’ve been to Earth before, but this is my first time in Las Vegas.”
Apparently, he shouldn’t assume anything about his enigmatic mate. “How many times have you been to Earth?”
“This makes trip number four.”
The area grew more neglected with each block they passed. Obviously the urban renewal efforts hadn’t spread this far from the casinos, which were the lifeblood of this city. He moved closer to Echo, his hand finding its way to the small of her back.
She looked up at him and smiled. I can take care of myself, love.
He knew she was a competent fighter. Still no power in the universe could keep him from protecting his mate. Not even her stubbornness.
The pawn shop was cluttered and dingy, much like the neighborhood surrounding it. Varrik was loath to touch anything and anxious to finish their inquiries and move on.
It’s designed to make people restless and uncomfortable, Echo cautioned. This isn’t a legitimate business.
“Are you looking for anything in particular?” The proprietor or employee sat on a wooden stool behind a glass-topped display case. He was on the slim side of average with brown hair and brown eyes. He was neither handsome nor homely. Basically forgettable, which in itself made Varrik suspicious.
“Are you Phillip Mortsen?” Echo asked with a friendly smile.
“You can call me whatever you like.” He returned her smile, but didn’t answer the question.
Keep him talking, Varrik urged as he positioned himself to prevent their target from fleeing. If the man had something to hide and he could teleport, it was highly probable that he would have flashed to safety already.
“I’m interested in novelties, things I wouldn’t find anywhere else.”
The man glanced at Varrik for one assessing moment then returned his full attention to Echo. “I’m not sure anything I have can’t be found anywhere else, but I’ve got lots of unusual items.”
“Show me your favorite,” she suggested.
Varrik eased into the man’s mind with the lightest touch he could manage. His shields were much too dense to be inherent and the pattern was well organized, obviously a practiced skill. This was no innocent human. He pushed harder and the man snapped his head toward Varrik.
“What do you want?” All pretense of ignorance was gone and faint light glowed behind the contacts covering his eyes.
“Are you Phillip Mortsen?”
“Phil,” he stressed. “Only my mother calls me Phillip.”
“Well, Phil, you sold camping equipment to a very dangerous man. The campsite has been abandoned. Do you know where he went?”
Phil shrugged. “My interest in the transaction ended the moment his funds hit my account. I’m a business man. I have no interest in anything else.”
“Lower your shields so I can verify your statement.” Varrik moved closer, his gaze locked with Phil’s. “If you cooperate, I will scan no deeper than that one transaction.”
Slipping off the stool, Phil faced him, shoulders squared, head slightly titled. “What gives you the right to scan me at all? I’ve done nothing wrong.”
“To operate a business on foreign soil you must have a government sponsor. Who is sponsoring you?” Phil reached under the counter and Varrik grabbed his wrist. “Slowly.”
“You asked to see my charter.” He pulled a laminated document out from one of the shelves behind the counter and placed it in front of Varrik. “Now show me your credentials.”
Varrik pulled out his badge and flipped it open. “I’m on special assignment for the Ontarian Overlord.”
“Good for you. I’m Bilarrian, so you have no jurisdiction over me.”
“You did business with an Ontarian criminal. That gives me jurisdiction and the authority to scan your memories.”
Phil rolled his eyes and made an impatient sound. “Then get it over with and get out of my shop.”
Varrik eased back into Phil’s mind and found his primary shields lowered. To a less skilled investigator, it would have appeared that Phil was cooperating fully. Varrik, however, was no ordinary investigator. He’d spent decades learning how to manipulate memories. “You can show me the past two days or my mate will touch you and take the memories from you. We’re only interested in your interaction with our target, but she will have access to every image, every thought, contained within those two days. The choice is yours.”
“I’ve broken no laws. Both transactions were within the parameters of my charter.” Phil’s worried gaze shifted from Varrik to Echo and back.
“Both transactions?” Echo moved closer to Varrik. “What else did you sell our mutual acquaintance besides camping equipment?”
“I don’t honestly know what it was. Some sort of scientific study. The whole thing was way above my head.”
“And where did you get this ‘scientific study’?” Varrik suspected he knew the subject of the study, but he had no idea how a Bilarrian trader would have gotten his hands on it.
“Our mutual acquaintance gave me a name, told me this other person owed him a debt of honor, but our mutual acquaintance couldn’t contact him directly. I was basically a messenger. All I did was facilitate the exchange.”
Varrik looked at Echo for a moment, but her expression was unreadable. Do you believe him or do you need to touch him?
I’m not sure yet.
Every time she absorbed a memory, it remained perfectly clear within her mind forever, so she only used her gift when there was no other choice. He turned back to Phil and asked, “Do you have a copy of the study?”
“No. I prefer to deal in merchandise. Information might pay better, but it always leads to trouble. I’ve stayed in business this long because I avoid trouble. Or at least I try to.”
“But you had to have seen what you gave him. What was the study about?”
He swallowed hard then scrubbed the lower half of his face with one shaking hand. “I knew that man was trouble. Should have listened to my conscience rather than my wallet.”
“What did you see?” Echo’s tone coxed rather than demanded and Phil immediately looked at her.
“Genetics. There were diagrams with the DNA spiral and phrases like ‘transition’, ‘controlled mutation’ and ‘empowered offspring’. That’s honestly all I know.”
Varrik wasn’t surprised. Sevrin’s research was the only scientific study conducted on Earth that would interest Nazerel. “Show me this other man’s face and we’ll be on our way.”
Phil crossed his arms over his narrow chest, looking persecuted. “If anyone finds out I gave up one of my customers, I’ll be finished on this planet—or dead. There are a lot of people who depend on the services I provide.”
“No one needs to know.” When Varrik eased back into Phil’s mind all of his barriers were gone. He quickly located the pertinent memories and absorbed the necessary information. “I’d like to remove the memory of our visit so there will be nothing to incriminate you. Do you agree?”
“Only if you take it all. Wipe my memory of the last two days. I want no part in any of this.”
It was a common request. Once people realized they were involved in something dangerous, they often wanted to turn back time. “I must implant a believable reason for the lost days or your natural curiosity won’t leave the implant alone. Do you ever overindulge in alcohol or drugs?”
“Make it an illness. I’ve been sober for the past nine years.”
“As you wish.” Varrik meticulously erased the events involving Nazerel then constructed faint memories of a burning fever and long delirium. Erasing memories was a straight forward withdrawal of energy, while constructing them required a higher level of proficiency. Echo helped him return Phil to his stool and then they hurried from the shop. Phil would emerge from his trance in a few minutes feeling dazed and tired, but remembering nothing of their visit or his interaction with Nazerel.
“What did Phil show you? Who did Nazerel have Phil contact?” She slipped her hand into his as they walked briskly down the street.
“That’s the problem with spies. If you find a motivation powerful enough to convince them to turn, it’s likely someone else can find a similar motivation.”
“Is that a convoluted way of saying Nazerel shamed Flynn into helping him?”
“Basically.” He pulled her into a dank alleyway several blocks from Phil’s shop. “We need to update Lor and find out exactly what Flynn gave Phil.” She wrapped her arms around his back and pressed against his chest. He located the telepathic beckon pulsing in the transport deck of the Bunker. Short jumps were almost instantaneous and required little energy. Opening an interdimensional portal, on the other hand, could tire a Mystic for days afterwards.
They were greeted by an armed guard, but the soldier immediately lowered his weapon when he recognized the unannounced visitors.
“Where is Lor?” Varrik asked. “It’s important.”
“He’s in his office, sir.”
Rather than humiliate himself by asking directions from a human, Varrik pinged Lor’s mind and requested the information telepathically. We have news. Show me the way to your current location.
Lor complied without slowing him down with questions. Varrik took Echo by the hand and hurried through the corridors. Elias was with Lor when they reached the small room that served as a command center/lounge. A cluttered desk and office chair had been arranged in the far corner, while an unmatched collection of furniture clustered around a vending machine and beverage station.
“What have you learned?” Lor appeared fully engaged though he remained seated on one of the couches.
Varrik glanced at Elias who sat in an adjacent chair. “What did you promise Flynn in exchange for his cooperation?”
Elias and Lor exchanged “oh shit” expressions before Elias said, “Basic amnesty. He helped us catch the others and his charges were dropped.”
“Were there any conditions put upon the exchange? Any situation that would void the deal?”
“Just spill it, Varrik,” Lor advised. “What have you learned?”
“Nazerel is out of the collar and Flynn gave him some sort of report. We need to find out exactly what the report contained. Where is Flynn right now?”
Lor scooted to the edge of his seat, looking progressively more uncomfortable. “He’s locked in his quarters. His charges were dropped, but that doesn’t mean we trust him. I’ll summon him immediately.”
“No,” Elias cut in. “Have him escorted here by someone who can keep him from flashing. If he suspects we know he’s been passing information to Nazerel, he’ll take off.”
Lor nodded then glanced off into the distance, likely making the arrangements Elias had suggested. His attention returned to Varrik as he asked, “Is Nazerel still on Earth?”
“We’re not sure,” Varrik admitted.
“Where would he go?” Echo mused. “He can’t return to Ontariese and he has no living relatives left. He’s a stranger in a—”
“He has relatives on Rodymia,” Varrik corrected. “In fact most of the Shadow Assassins do.”
“Do you?” The challenge in Lor’s tone was unmistakable.
“I’m a direct descendant of the founder, so my father was born in the Shadow Maze. That’s not true for most of the others. Their fathers, or occasionally their grandfathers, chose to leave their lives in the world above and become part of the world below. Many left brothers and sisters behind when they made their decision, which left relatives scattered across the face of Rodymia.”
“Have many of them remained in contact with those family members?” Lor was clearly displeased with the revelation. “Why is this the first I’ve heard of Rodyte relatives? Was this taken into consideration by the Overlord and High Queen Charlotte?”
“Most Shadow Assassins didn’t hold allegiance to any nation. We existed separate from the world above, so your laws and your leaders held no meaning for us.”
“Our laws held no meaning?” Lor’s tone took on a dangerous edge. “Disagreeing with our laws does not make you exempt from them.”
“I was simply explaining the way Nazerel thinks. Most Shadow Assassins connect the Rodytes too closely with the elders and the elders were corrupt and cruel.”
“But Nazerel is the exception?” Lor persisted.
Before Varrik could explain, Flynn was brought into the room between two Mystics. One of the Mystics grasped Flynn in two places, apparently keeping him from flashing out of sight.
“What is this about?” Flynn’s indignation would have been more believable if his gaze hadn’t been filled with fear.
Varrik crossed the room and looked deeply into Flynn’s eyes. “We know you gave or sold Nazerel a detailed report. We also know it had to do with genetics and ‘empowered offspring’. Now tell me what else was in the report and where you found the information.”
For a long time Flynn just stared back at Varrik. He hated having to involve Echo in these situations, but they needed to know what Nazerel had planned. He raised his hand toward his mate without taking his gaze off Flynn.
“You’re a traitor and I’m a coward,” Flynn sneered. “Nazerel is the only one who has been loyal to the men through all of this. He has put himself on the line over and over. I will tell you nothing that endangers him.”
“You don’t have to tell me anything. I’ll find out for myself.” Without warning, he pressed his palms against the sides of Flynn’s head. His mental touch was not gentle as it had been with Phil. He shoved into the traitor’s mind and demanded answers. Flynn screamed and tried to shake him off, but the other Mystics held him firmly.
Echo’s warm hand touched Varrik’s shoulder. “Let me.”
The two words held a wealth of meaning. He was furious and acting on anger never led to good decisions. He would likely damage as much of the information as he extracted until he calmed down. Bowing to the wisdom of her approach, he eased back and let her touch the side of Flynn’s face.
When she finally stepped back from Flynn, she looked pale and her hands were shaking.
“Are you all right?” He wrapped his arm around her waist and helped her into one of the mismatched chairs.
“I’m fine. It always makes me shaky for a minute or two. It will pass.”
“What did you see?” Lor wanted to know. He motioned to the Mystics and they dragged Flynn out of the room.
“Nazerel has all of Sevrin’s research. Not just the summation you gave us, but her actual documentation.”
“That can’t be good.” Elias pushed to his feet. “But Nazerel’s not a scientist. What good does it do him?”
“I’m not sure what he has planned,” Varrik admitted. “But there is only one place information like that has any real value.”
“Rodymia,” Lor, Elias and Echo all said at once.
Varrik nodded, but his expression remained grim. “It looks like Nazerel is going home.”
* * * * *
Nazerel’s arm gradually released Morgan and she sank to her knees. Vertigo blurred her surroundings and softened the reality of what she had just experienced. Her stomach rebelled against the brutal acceleration and the ringing in her ears was starting to recede. She inhaled slowly, hoping the extra oxygen would clear her head. She’d heard descriptions of interdimensional travel, even seen a video of a Mystic Summoning the Storm, but nothing prepared her for the bone-jarring thrust of the conduit or the immense pulses of energy.
She heard voices, deep male voices speaking in a language she didn’t understand. Nazerel grasped her forearm and pulled her to her feet as he said something to the two guards who still had their weapons trained on the intruders, namely Nazerel and her.
Finger-combing her hair back from her face, she caught her first unobstructed view of her surroundings. The textured floor flowed into matte gray walls without seams or separation. Faint colors, purple, blue and gold marbled through the metallic surface, keeping the area from looking like a prison. The wall to her left appeared to be some sort of control panel, but there was no furniture in the room, no obvious purpose other than a reception and perhaps departure area.
Her attention shifted to the guards when the room held little of interest. They were both wearing dark blue armor that seemed rigid one moment and supple the next. It followed every bend and curve of their muscular bodies or it had been sculpted to make them appear more impressive. Their weapons were sleek daggers with sharp-looking edges and controls were inset in the hilts. Could they launch projectiles or an energy stream from the blade? How the hell would they aim them? She’d never seen anything like them.
Nazerel motioned toward her and the lead guard nodded.
“What’s going on? Where are we?”
“Silence,” Nazerel snapped. Then in a sharp, impatient tone he added, “I’ll explain everything when we’re alone. Now lower your gaze.”
She paused for another assessing glance at the guards, before following Nazerel’s directive. Both guards had short dark hair, and blue-ringed dark eyes. The one who spoke most often also had cobalt strands threaded through his hair. Both had sharp, angular features and semi-hostile expressions.
The less-talkative guard motioned them onward while the apparent leader remained in the strange room. Nazerel’s hand lingered on her arm as they followed the guard down one passageway after another. The corridors were rounded, making them feel more like tunnels than hallways and many of the walls had ladders leading to other levels. There were no windows, no natural light. Was this an underground complex like the Bunker?
Or were they on a spaceship?
The possibility dropped like a stone into the pit of Morgan’s stomach. It wasn’t as if her people had more hope of finding her on an alien planet than on a movable spaceship. Still, somehow the idea was even more daunting. If the guards’ blue-ringed eyes and angular features were any indication, Nazerel was exploring his Rodyte heritage.
After indicating a doorway with a sharp jerk of his head, the guard strode back the way they’d come. Nazerel opened the door with a command in the same staccato language he’d been speaking with the guard.
She waited until the door closed behind them to speak. The room was small, the furniture built into the walls. It reminded her of the holding cells in the Bunker, an ultramodern prison cell. “Where are we? And why are we here?”
“We’re docked at Space Station 438. And this is where I need to be.”
She scowled at him, much too anxious to appreciate his sense of humor. “Spaceships dock at space stations. Are we on a spaceship?”
“This is the Fotrastal, which roughly translates to Undaunted. Welcome aboard.” He looked around the room with obvious distaste. “Once the commander finds out we’ve arrived, I suspect he’ll move us to more comfortable accommodations. The guard was being an ass.”
“Are we in Rodyte space?”
He shrugged. “I think SS 438 is considered neutral, but the crew is Rodyte and I think that’s what you’re really asking.”
“Why do you ‘need to be’ on the Undaunted?” It was unlikely he’d explain, but she had to try again.
He clasped his hands behind his back and stared past her. “I promised my men a better life, freedom and a chance at a future of which they could be proud. I haven’t given up on that promise.”
The answer surprised her. His men were in custody on Ontariese, likely headed to prison. How did he intend to change their situation from a Rodyte spaceship?
Before she could ask for a clarification, a buzzer sounded in the small room. Nazerel looked toward the door and spoke another Rodyte word. The door slid open and a robot rolled in. It was waist high and designed for function rather than form. A variety of appendages could be extended from the barrel-shaped body. It held a rimmed tray on which rested two small cylinders. It picked up one of the cylinders and held it out toward Nazerel as it spoke several words in Rodyte.
“What is that?” She was too curious to pretend indifference.
“Standard inoculation. It will protect you against alien microbes and suppress any you carry that might infect the crew.”
He motioned her toward him, but she hesitated. “Is it safe for humans?”
“This formula is specifically engineered for humans.” When she still hesitated, he went on, “You can’t interact with any of the crew until you’ve been vaccinated. Do you really want to stay locked in this room indefinitely?”
Indefinitely? How long did he intend to keep her? There had to be a reason he brought her along. Beyond the fact that she was female. He’d only said that to rattle her cage. At least she prayed that had been his reason for being so hateful. “Is the other one for you?”
“I was vaccinated as a child.” He picked up the other injector and dismissed the robot. “This one contains translator nanites. I thought you might want to understand what’s being said around you.”
He was going to inject her with alien technology? Dread washed over her in icy waves, but the alternative was worse. She could trust that he wouldn’t harm her or she could remain locked away and be unable to understand anyone but him. Not a pleasant choice.
“I don’t like this.” Still, she crossed to him.
“I know.” He pulled up the sleeve of her T-shirt and injected her with the vaccine. Then he turned her around and injected the translator nanites near the base of her skull. She’d barely felt the first injection, but the second stung like fire. She rubbed the area, hoping to disperse the pain. He walked across the room and tossed the injectors into a compartment near a different door than the one through which they’d entered. After waiting until she recovered, he asked, “Can you understand me?”
Her ears registered the alien words, yet her mind provided their meaning. “That’s really weird. Will it allow me to speak Rodyte as well?”
“No. You’ll need a language infusion at some point. This is a temporary workaround.”
“Then no one on board will understand what I say?”
“Translator nanites are mandatory for members of the Rodyte military. You speak your language and they speak theirs. The nanites provide translations for both of you. But you can’t issue voice commands or read Rodyte, which means you won’t be able to operate most of the equipment.”
“It’s still pretty amazing.”
The buzzer sounded again and when Nazerel called out, Morgan understood that the word meant “enter”.
The door slid open and their visitor bounded into the room.
“Nazerel!” With unmistakable familiarity, the man surrounded Nazerel with a back-pounding bear hug. “Garin told me you were coming, but I didn’t believe him. How in the five hells are you?”
They spoke in rapid Rodyte, yet Morgan easily followed along.
“Honestly, I’ve been better. But it’s always great to see you.” He returned the newcomer’s hug then stepped back so he could more easily meet his gaze. Nazerel toped six feet by several inches and he still had to tilt his head back to look at his visitor. “Zilor, this is Morgan. Morgan, meet Zilor Nox, my cousin.”
Zilor was a handsome devil with wavy dark hair that flowed past his shoulders and a beaming smile. Unlike the other Rodytes she’d seen, the rings in his dark eyes were a glittery shade of silver. He wore black pants and a formfitting shirt, primarily black with wide blue stripes down each side.
“It’s nice to meet you, Morgan.” Then without missing a beat, he asked, “Why are you in restraints?”
“Escape is no longer an issue.” Nazerel decided with an unapologetic shrug. “I suppose I can release her.”
“I’m glad, but why was escape an issue before.”
Never one to ignore a possible opportunity, she moved closer to Zilor. “I’m his hostage. If you return me to Earth, I can see that you’re well compensated by the US government.”
Zilor chuckled, clearly unimpressed by her plea. “Sorry, doll. You’ll have to take that up with Garin and I seriously doubt he’ll intervene.”
“Who is Garin?”
“Pferitor Garin Nox, commander of this ship and Zilor’s oldest brother,” Nazerel explained. “The closest human parallel would be a four star general. Garin’s the reason I’m here.”
Morgan sighed. If Garin and Zilor were brothers, then Nazerel was the commander’s cousin. Zilor’s friendliness had given her false hope. No one on board a Rodyte ship would give a damn about the plight of a human female. Rodytes might be technologically superior to humans, but their attitudes about females were primitive.
As if to prove her point, Zilor turned back to Nazerel and continued conversing as if she hadn’t just told him she was here against her will. “Garin has been in negotiations for the past three days. He hates dealing with temperamental diplomats, but he’s good at it. Which is why Stirate Quinten trusts him with these situations.”
“Any idea when he’ll have time for me?”
“He’ll make time for you, but it will probably be later tonight.” He motioned to the room and shook his head. “Who put you in this closet? You need to be up on the officers’ deck.”
“May I have my own room?”
Zilor looked at her as if she’d just asked him to strangle a kitten. “And leave you unprotected? Garin would have my head.”
“But Nazerel isn’t protecting me.” She held up her bound wrists as evidence. “I need protection from him.”
Zilor laughed and slapped Nazerel on the back. “You have far to go with this one, brother.”
“I’m well aware.”
She seethed as they walked through the ship, but even her anger couldn’t keep her from noticing how many men they passed or how far they traveled. They took an elevator from deck three to deck sixteen. The corridors were wider here, less claustrophobic, yet the crewmen still eyed her with obvious displeasure.
“Are females not allowed on board? Why is everyone glaring at me?”
She’d looked at Nazerel when she posed the questions, but Zilor answered, “It’s your outfit. It’s disrespectful for a female to appear in public in masculine garments.”
She waited until he looked away to roll her eyes. What utter bullshit.
Zilor showed them to an apartment easily twice the size of the first. This one had a sitting area as well as a large bed. A bank of built-in cabinets extended the length of the far wall and a compact kitchenette was tucked into one corner, a workstation in another.
“The bathroom is through there.” Zilor pointed out a door to the right of the kitchen area. “You’ll have to register with security before you can use the data terminal, but I’ll officially assign you the room. Once the room is assigned the door only responds to the resident. That will help keep your ‘guest’ safe. Everything else should function normally. Do you need anything else?”
“I need to speak with your brother,” Nazerel grumbled.
“He’s aware and he’ll summon you as soon as he’s available.”
“Any chance of borrowing some clothes for Morgan? We don’t want to agitate the crew every time we leave the cabin.”
Zilor looked at Morgan intently for a moment. “I’ll see what I can do.”
“I appreciate it.”
With a distracted wave, Zilor left the cabin.
“So what exactly is considered acceptable clothing for a female?” Morgan hadn’t meant to sound so bitchy, but her patience had worn out hours before. “I’m not going to be wrapped up like a mummy.”
“I’m not sure what a mummy is, but I don’t think you’ll object to Rodyte garments. I saw females on Earth wearing similar clothing.”
“What’s their objection to what I’m wearing now?”
“Pants are for males. Females wear skirts and dresses.”
“Seriously? Females aren’t allowed to wear pants?” Actually, she should have expected this. Everything she’d read indicated that their treatment of females was archaic. It was more surprising that they allowed females to cover themselves at all.
“Rodytes celebrate the differences between males and females rather than trying to meld the two into one as you’ve done on Earth.” He shook his head then shuddered. “I’ve never seen so many effeminate males and masculine females. At times it was hard to tell one from the other.”
She couldn’t help but smile. “There are certain cities where that’s more of a challenge than others. Las Vegas is definitely one of them.”
“Well, there is no such confusion on Rodymia.”
He sounded so superior, she had to challenge him. “There are no homosexuals on all of Rodymia?”
“What does sexual orientation have to do with anything?”
Now she was confused. Rather than delve deeper into an issue that had no bearing on her current situation, she waved it away. “Never mind.” She held up her bound wrists. “Will you please unlock these cuffs, so I can take them off?”
“Do you promise to behave yourself?”
“Of course not,” she shot back automatically.
“Then the cuffs stay locked.”
“We’re on an alien spaceship. What do you expect me to do?”
He moved toward her, his expression suddenly serious. “Zilor has a sense of humor. Garin does not. I expect you to be respectful and obedient. If I don’t control you, Garin will. He cannot allow anyone to interfere with the smooth operation of this ship. Do you understand?”
“I don’t understand why you dragged me along. I’m a liability, not an asset.”
“You have details I didn’t have time to confirm and a perspective that will be important once we start building a strategy.”
“A strategy for what?” She was thrilled to hear him admit she had a purpose other than warming his bed, but she didn’t understand what he was hoping to accomplish.
“I’ll explain it all tonight.” He pulled the key out of his pocket and released the locks. “If I can’t convince Garin to join my cause, the rest is moot.” He deftly unbuckled the straps and freed her from the cuffs. “If you embarrass me or cause any sort of disruption, I’ll strip you naked and chain you to the bed. There are seven thousand male warriors on this ship. Zilor wasn’t exaggerating. You must be protected.”
She rubbed her wrists as she sank deeper into depression. She was a stranger in an alien dimension. She had no money, no form of identification. She could barely speak the language. Even if she managed to escape Nazerel and find her way off the ship, what would she do then? She had no way to contact Earth and it was highly doubtful anyone would help her. She’d been in some challenging situations before, but she’d never been this helpless.
He tossed the restraints on the bed and moved to the bare expanse of wall between the desk and kitchenette. “Display exterior view.” The wall shimmered then transformed becoming a stunning image right out of a high-budget sci-fi movie. A small section of the space station filled most of the screen while the wedge of hull visible in the sharply angled view indicated the massive size of the Undaunted. And beyond the sharp angles and gleaming lights of both structures stretched the vast blackness of space.
She was in outer space. Even faced with visual proof of her situation, it was hard to believe.
Moving up beside him, she felt mesmerized by the grandeur of the surreal setting. “Have you been on this ship before? You seem pretty familiar with everything.”
“The Undaunted has been in service for less than a year, but I’ve been on Garin’s other ships.” He stared at the display and offered no more information.
She didn’t want to care about his past, tried to be as indifferent to him as he was to her. But she was curious by nature and so many things about Nazerel didn’t fit his profile. “You were allowed to come and go as you pleased? But Varrik said—”
“Varrik was a sweeper. He had no reason to leave the Shadow Maze. And his uncle was controlling and cruel. North forced restrictions on his tribe that my father disregarded. No one in Tribe South was a prisoner. No one was forced to participate in a life they despised. Varrik told the high queen what she needed to hear so she would consider him a victim of circumstance.”
“You’re inferring that he lied, that his stories weren’t accurate.”
Leaning his shoulder against the wall, he pivoted toward her. “His stories were more or less accurate within Tribe North. But each tribe was led by a different elder.”
“If this is true, why did no one speak up? Why didn’t you?”
“We weren’t given the opportunity to object. The queen’s forces barged in and ‘freed’ us from centuries of tradition. No one asked us if we needed or even wanted to be rescued. They rounded us up like livestock and transported us to the City of Tears.”
“Why didn’t you teleport to safety if you were so opposed to being rescued?”
“And desert my men?” The idea was clearly abhorrent to him.
She’d read through Varrik’s report, or rather skimmed the information. The details hadn’t seemed important at the time. “Your traditions terrorized females and separated mothers from their children. Surely you see the cruelty of such practices.”
“Our way of life was different from the norm. That doesn’t mean it was evil. I did a lot of reading while I was on your planet. The Spartan culture wasn’t the only one I found intriguing. Stories about the American West were particularly interesting.”
She wasn’t surprised that he’d felt an affinity for Native Americans. Parallels between the two cultures were easy to draw. In fact, she’d used the analogy herself a time or two. Still, she wanted to hear his conclusions so she could better understand his perspective. “In what way?”
“Native Americans were considered soulless savages and many of their traditions were ridiculed. They were feared and despised by those who did not understand them. And when others thought they knew what was best—and coveted their land—they were forced to abandon everything that made them unique and adopt the mannerisms of their enemies. Their way of life was not evil. It was just different. The Great Spirit was no less real to them than the God of the missionaries determined to ‘save’ them.”
It was hard to argue when she agreed with most everything he’d said. “Freedom is important to you.”
“Of course.”
“What about your captives. I threw the first punch, so to speak, so you could argue that I deserve everything I’m getting. That’s not true of the other female captives. They’ve done nothing other than be born female and their freedom was stolen along with their children. How would you react if your offspring was stolen from you?”
He clasped his hands behind his back and stared at the display again. “It was necessary.”
“No, it wasn’t. Forcing your will on your captives is just as wrong as having Varrik’s decision forced on you. You can’t complain about something of which you’re also guilty. It’s hypocritical.”
He accepted the criticism with a stiff nod. “Still, we could have changed without abandoning everything we were. We were never given that option.”
She couldn’t argue with that, so she said nothing. He had some valid points and his willingness to debate made her even more curious to find out what he intended for that evening.



Chapter Eight
 
“Rodymia is much smaller than Earth, but it is more densely populated. If that’s where Nazerel has gone, how do we even start to find him?” Lor shook his head as a sigh of frustration escaped his mouth.
The office/lounge felt smaller than it had moments before. Varrik moved behind Echo’s chair and rested his hands on her shoulders. The position was both protective and comforting. “He won’t be on
Rodymia.” Varrik waited until Lor looked at him to continue. “He’ll be on whatever ship Garin Nox is commanding.”
“Who is Garin Nox?” Elias’ long stride made pacing the room difficult. He was only able to take three steps before he pivoted and headed back in the other direction.
“Nazerel’s cousin,” Varrik explained. “Elder South was born Vortar Nox, youngest son of a very powerful Rodyte family. Rather than live in the shadow of his older brother and accept whatever scraps life left for him, Vortar joined the Shadow Assassins. He quickly rose through the ranks until he challenged the First Son of South during the transition festival and became Elder South. Garin Nox is the eldest son of South’s brother, which makes him Nazerel’s cousin according to human genealogy. Last I heard, Garin was about to be named pferitor, or general. I don’t know his current assignment.”
“Nazerel is cousins with a Rodyte general?” Elias sounded doubtful, yet the dread in his expression made it obvious he believed every word. “Why didn’t he go straight to Rodymia when he decided to leave the City of Tears?”
“Sevrin promised him a mate with Mystic abilities. Someone like Echo. Wouldn’t that have tempted you?” Varrik shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He was a man of action, debates and endless conversations always made him restless.
“How often did Nazerel sneak away from the Shadow Maze to visit his cousins?” Lor grumbled.
“There was no sneaking involved. South encouraged the visits. And the answer to your question is a couple of times a year. There are three Nox sons. As I said, Garin is the oldest.”
Without explanation, Lor stood and walked over to his workstation. He didn’t bother to sit down. With a few hand gestures he found what he needed. “General Garin Nox is assigned to the Undaunted.”
“Damn.” Varrik rubbed Echo’s shoulders as much to calm himself as to comfort her. “I didn’t realize it had been commissioned. It had yet to launch last I heard.”
“What is the Undaunted?” Elias wanted to know.
“The Rodyte version of an aircraft carrier,” Lor told him. “I saw some early specs of the ship. It’s enormous.” Lor returned to the seating area, but didn’t sit down. Elias followed him, stepping to his side as Lor continued. “If that’s where Nazerel has gone, it’s time to involve High Queen Charlotte. We can’t start a war with the Rodytes over one man.”
“One man, his human hostage, and all of Sevrin’s research,” Elias reminded. “If this general gives the documentation to Quinten, he could easily pick up where Sevrin left off.”
“Overlord Lyrik is a better choice than High Queen Charlotte,” Varrik decided. “A military man will respond best to another military man.”
Lor shook his head with sudden vehemence. “Not in this case. Overlord Lyrik can’t go anywhere near Rodymia.”
“And why is that?” Varrik didn’t understand Lor’s reaction.
“Lyrik killed Pern, or at least Quinton holds Lyrik responsible for his brother’s death. It was actually an incorporeal entity that ended Pern’s life, but—”
“Sounds like a story for another day,” Elias suggested.
“Fine. But I don’t think a diplomatic approach is the right strategy.” Varrik shifted his hands to the back of Echo’s chair.
“I doubt the Rodytes want a war over one man either,” Echo mused. “I think we should find the Undaunted, figure out where the general is, flash to his location and explain that all we want is Nazerel and his hostage. There is no reason for the Rodytes to be involved.”
“Garin will hand over Morgan and keep Nazerel,” Lor predicted.
“Is that an acceptable outcome?” Elias looked at Varrik, but Lor responded first.
“No. Nazerel was the driving force behind this rebellion. He must stand trial or the others will become even more belligerent. The only way to permanently end this rebellion is to capture Nazerel.”
“What about the report. We can’t just leave that information with the Rodytes,” Elias insisted.
“You’re right,” Varrik said. “Recovering the report is as important as rescuing Morgan.”
“I didn’t say that. Nothing is more important that rescuing Morgan.”
“Let’s focus on Morgan.” Lor grew even more agitated. “I’m not sure we can do anything about the report. Thanks to Flynn, that ship has sailed. We could demand that they return the report or even steal it back from them, but we have no way of knowing who has seen it or how many copies exist. Besides it’s more than likely Sevrin was forwarding updates to her uncle every time she made any sort of progress.”
“We won’t know what is or isn’t possible until we assess the situation,” Echo stressed. “Which means our first step is locating the Undaunted.”
* * * * *
“How is this less offensive than my pants,” Morgan cried as she looked at her reflection in the portion of the wall Nazerel had just transformed into a mirror.
“I told you it wasn’t about modesty. It’s about respect. Your pants might have covered more skin, but now you’re unmistakably female.”
“Yeah, a little too unmistakably.” She tugged on the neckline of the dress, but the stiff material wouldn’t budge. The fabric was gorgeous, a shiny midnight blue with a muted geometric pattern. It was the style she found objectionable.
“Truth be told, the only females on board are pleasure givers.”
She scoffed as she tried to find an angle from which she didn’t look like a trollop. “That explains a lot.” A robot had delivered three dresses an hour ago. This was the least revealing of the three. The strapless bodice molded to her torso like a corset then the skirt flared dramatically to just below her knees. Her breasts swelled boldly into view and her waist looked incredibly small. If she weren’t on a ship with thousands of men, she might not have felt so self-conscious.
“I think you look lovely.”
Her gaze snapped to Nazerel’s, sure he was mocking her. But his expression was unreadable, except for the obvious hunger in his eyes. She acknowledged the compliment with a tight smile as he moved up behind her.
“You should wear your hair up.” He gathered the thick mass and held it near the back of her head. “Your neck and shoulders are breathtaking.”
She eased to the side and shook her head, freeing her hair from between his fingers. “I’m not trying to steal anyone’s breath.”
He lowered his arms and closed his hands into fists. “You don’t have to try and I think you know it. You’re a very beautiful woman.”
She knew that look, the literal burning deep in his eyes. “Nazerel.” The warning sounded more like a sigh as he pulled her into his arms. “Zilor could be here any minute and I—”
His mouth silenced her, lips firm and demanding. He pressed her against him, his arms much more gentle than his mouth. His tongue caressed her lips as it eased deeper and deeper. She tried to resist him, wanted to remain passive until he gave up and turned her loose. But this was Nazerel. He never gave up and he never surrendered.
Gradually she relaxed into the security of his embrace. She stroked his tongue with hers and wrapped her arms around his back. He’d changed into a uniform similar to Zilor’s. The pants were neatly tailored, but the shirt’s clingy material outlined every bulge and ripple of Nazerel’s torso. Her hands moved over the impressive terrain with hungry appreciation.
“I was unable to put myself to sleep,” he whispered then kissed her again. “All night I lay there, surrounded by your smell, aching for the warmth of your body.”
She was saved from responding by Zilor’s arrival. Nazerel called out a greeting without releasing her. Their visitor hurried into the room and a knowing smile parted his lips, making him appear even more rakish. “Well done, Nazerel.” He assessed her appearance with a less that polite sweep of his gaze. “She would look beautiful no matter what she wears, but this is much more respectable.”
She shook her head and wiggled out of Nazerel’s arms. “The Rodyte definition of respectable is confusing.”
Zilor started to explain, but Nazerel stopped him. “She understands. She just doesn’t agree.”
“I see.”
“Do I have time to fix my hair? I wasn’t quite ready.” She wasn’t even wearing shoes. Not that anyone was looking that far down.
“Of course,” Zilor assured her with another charming smile.
“Garin isn’t typically patient, so don’t dawdle.”
She started to point out that he was the one who had slowed down her preparations, but didn’t want to argue in front of Zilor. Nazerel’s demeanor changed whenever his cousin was around. Nazerel became more assertive, more intolerant, more Rodyte.
Not wanting an audience, she grabbed the bag of toiletries they’d gotten from Phil and went into the bathroom. Or the Rodyte version of a bathroom. She’d needed a guided tour from Nazerel before she understood how everything worked. There were no fixed objects in the perfectly square space. Various appliances could be flipped, rolled or pulled into view depending on what the user needed. She pulled out the counter then touched the wall directly in front of her and uttered the word Nazerel had taught her. The surface above the counter became reflective.
Nazerel was right, her hair would look best up, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of following his advice. She combed out the tangles, then French braided it at an angle so the end rested over one shoulder. The simple style confined her hair and left her shoulders bare. She seldom bothered with makeup, but the dress called for a different look. She darkened her lashes with mascara and smoothed on a subtle lipstick.
She walked into the outer room and slipped her feet into the black flats also provided by the robot. “This is as good as it gets.”
Zilor looked at Nazerel as if she’d said something outrageous. “Is your female blind?” Nazerel must have responded telepathically, because Zilor said, “I see.”
“We better get moving,” Nazerel suggested. “Garin hates being made to wait.”
Nazerel walked at her side, his hand pressed against the small of her back. Zilor walked in front of them and it didn’t take long for Morgan to suspect he was warning everyone off with some sort of signal. Those who couldn’t duck into an adjoining corridor plastered themselves against the wall and turned their heads. No one made eye contact with her or Nazerel.
“Why is he doing that?” She glanced at Nazerel, though he didn’t seem surprised by the crew’s odd behavior.
“Having an unclaimed female on board is never a good idea. Zilor is just making sure everyone behaves.”
“But how do they know I’m not…” Scent. They would smell her mate if she had been claimed. But all they smelled was female, so she was fair game. She shivered. It was all so animal.
Zilor turned down a short corridor that only led to one doorway. “You should address him as General Nox, not Garin. We use his given name because we’re family.”
“I understand.”
“This is his private quarters, but he expects protocol to be followed at all times.”
“Don’t speak to him until he first speaks to you,” Nazerel warned. “And even then it’s best if you only answer his questions.”
“O-kay.” And she thought human protocols were needlessly formal. Apparently Rodyte generals were treated like English royalty. “Can I look at him or should I fold my hands in my lap and keep my gaze lowered?”
“Once he acknowledges you, you’re free to look at him,” Zilor told her. “If he chooses not to speak with you, then you basically don’t exist.”
“In that dress.” Nazerel chuckled. “He’ll want to know all about her.”
Zilor didn’t seem amused by the thought. “Which is why you should have claimed her before you brought her here. You are far too trusting of our familial ties.”
“Meaning she’s not safe with you?” Nazerel moved directly in front of him, chest puffed out, eyes instantly blazing.
Before Zilor could answer the challenge the door slid open and Morgan forgot to breathe. A man stood there, his shoulders nearly spanning the doorway. Though similar to Zilor’s uniform, this man’s shirt was accented with gold. He wasn’t as tall as his younger brother and his features weren’t as perfect, but he emanated authority without saying a word. His hair was short, his dark gaze sharp, the blue rings clearly visible though at the moment they weren’t glowing.
He glanced at the two men who looked like they were about to come to blows then held out his hand to Morgan. “I’m General Nox. Nazerel never told me your name.”
“It’s Morgan.” She placed her hand on his palm and his fingers closed into a firm yet painless grip.
“Welcome aboard the Undaunted.” He pulled her across the threshold and into his private domain. But then the entire ship was his domain.
Unwilling to smile and pretend she wasn’t bothered by the fact that she’d arrived in chains, she licked her lips and chose her words carefully. “I appreciate the welcome, sir, but I’ve been brought here against my will.”
He paused and faced her, his expression unreadable. “I thought humans were fascinated by the unknown in general and aliens in particular. Have you ever been off-world before?”
“No, but—”
“You would squander the opportunity to experience things few on your planet will ever imagine simply because you were reluctant to begin the journey? That seems wasteful to me.”
Though politely worded, the message was clear. He didn’t give a damn that she was a prisoner. “I understand, General Nox. I’ll endeavor to make the most of each opportunity.” Hopefully, her message was just as clear. She had no intention of casually accepting her captivity.
He continued across the room, drawing her with him. “Morgan is an unusual name for a female, even on Earth.”
Did he really know enough about Earth to make that assessment? “I’m aware.” And she was tired of hearing about it.
One corner of his mouth turned up in the subtlest hint of a smile. “Now I’ve annoyed you.” His gaze barely left her face even as they reached the table. “That wasn’t my intention.”
He seated her in the first chair on the near side of the rectangular table then took his place at the head, which put Morgan on his right. Her back was to much of the room, so she’d only gotten an overall impression of understated elegance and the Rodyte obsession with gray and black. There was a siting area to her right and a large desk to her left. The general’s bedroom must be behind one of two doors adjacent to the dining area.
“When Rodyte children come of age they’re encouraged to choose their adult name, something more suited to their personality and aspirations. Do humans have a similar custom?”
Garin shook out his napkin and spread it on his lap, so Morgan did the same. Still, it all felt a bit absurd. “There are many cultures on Earth. I’m from America and we don’t have that sort of custom. We’re stuck with the names our parents choose for us. I hated my name when I was a child, but it has become an asset in recent years.”
“Really?” His gaze drifted no lower than her mouth and still he made her feel more vulnerable than Zilor had with his open appraisal. “Please explain.”
“I chose a profession dominated by men. Often people judge my actions while under the impression that I’m male. It tends to lead to a fairer assessment.”
Zilor sat down across from her and Nazerel took the chair to her right. Zilor had been worried that Garin would ignore her. The general’s unwavering attention was even more disconcerting.
“Why did you choose a profession dominated by men?” He motioned to the young crewman standing stiffly by a beverage station. The crewman came alive and circled the table, filling the men’s glasses with a murky blue liquid. When he reached her, however, he switched hands and filled her glass with a ruby-red drink. “It’s Bilarrian blood wine. Most females find the taste pleasant.”
She let the chauvinistic comment slide and motioned to his glass. “And what are you drinking?”
“It’s called g’haut. There is no human equivalent.”
“Is it harmful to humans?” She offered him her most angelic smile.
Garin chuckled and Nazerel began to fidget beside her. “It’s really strong,” Nazerel warned.
Drinking her coworkers—most of them men—under the table had become a matter of pride down through the years. Men were convinced that anyone who couldn’t stand up to pee and devour massive quantities of alcohol was inferior. Even though she considered the attitude infantile, she loved proving the idiots wrong. “If General Nox has no objections, I’d like to at least try it.”
Garin signaled the drink steward with a stiff nod and the young man presented her with a small amount of the blue beverage. Bracing herself for the worst, she tossed back half of the serving. She swallowed fast enough to prevent herself from gasping, but her chest burned and her stomach cramped as the liquor sank like liquid fire through her body.
“Would you like some more?” Garin was grinning now, and the smile softened his features, made him look more approachable.
She forced herself to inhale slowly even though her lungs were screaming for air. “No thank you.” Blinking back the excess moisture from her eyes, she admitted, “I was just curious.”
“I think you will find the blood wine more enjoyable.”
She picked up the original glass and hesitated again. It really did look like blood.
Zilor winked at her. “The name refers to the color. There’s no blood in it.”
The taste was fruity like human wine, yet there was also a spicy heat. Still, it was far less abrasive than the g’haut. “It’s delicious.”
“It’s still very potent, so sip it.” The tension in Nazerel’s jaw revealed his displeasure with Garin’s fixation.
“Your occupation,” Garin prompted.
“She’s Morgan Hoyt director of the human taskforce assisting the Mystic Militia,” Nazerel answered for her. “I explained about the taskforce in my last message. But as Morgan indicated, I thought she was male at the time.”
“That wasn’t the question.” Impatience narrowed Garin’s gaze, but he merely glanced at Nazerel then returned his attention to Morgan. “What made a woman like you join the FBI?”
Rather than starting a fight by asking him to define “a woman like you”, she smoothly shifted the focus of the conversation. “Actually they recruited me, so you’d have to ask them about motivation. I am curious, however, how do you know about the FBI? Have you been to Earth?”
Though his smile failed to part his lips the expression was almost mischievous. “You would be horrified if you knew how many Rodytes had been to Earth.” His penetrating gaze lingered for another moment, then he took a deep breath and looked at Nazerel. “So, is this another visit or are you finally home to stay?”
“That depends on you.”
“Well, I want to hear all about your adventures on Earth, but not until we’ve eaten.”
Summoned by the simple statement or some silent signal, a parade of young men filed into the room. They all wore a variation of the adult uniforms, black pants and fitted shirts, though the shirts were solid gray rather than color blocked like the men’s. Not only was Morgan surprised by their silent efficiency, she was shocked by how young some of them were. “Are these boys members of the crew?” Afraid of insulting Garin she looked at Nazerel for the answer.
“In a manner of speaking,” Zilor replied. “Most are battle born sons who have been discarded by their fathers. It’s the military or a factory. They’re not allowed into battle. If that’s what you’re worried about.”
That was part of it, but she had many other questions. Were they educated? Who took care of them? Were they ever allowed to be children or were they treated like servants? She wisely kept her concerns to herself and focused on the food.
Though none of the dishes looked familiar, many were surprisingly tasty. There was an ornate knife and a combo utensil that looked like a fancy spork. Short prongs extended from the end of the spoon, which was turned sideways for use. Nazerel warned her each time something was particularly spicy. Zilor kept the conversation moving, which allowed her a few minutes to look at the brothers more closely. Their coloring and sculpted physics were similar, but that was true with every man she’d seen on board this ship. Garin’s eyes were ringed in blue, while Zilor’s were silver. And now that she could see them side by side, Zilor’s features were much more angular, more exotic. Garin’s jawline was imperiously square, yet his cheekbones weren’t nearly as sharp.
“You’ve barely touched your food,” Garin pointed out. “If our fare doesn’t agree with you, I can have them bring whatever you like.”
“No. This is delicious. I’m just distracted.” She speared a piece of some sort of meat with the eating utensil, but the bite didn’t make it to her mouth.
“Females are frequently distracted by Zilor’s pretty face, but you’ve been staring at me as well. Tell me why.”
It wasn’t a request. She set down her spork. Nazerel reached over and lightly squeezed her leg, the warning unmistakable. “I didn’t mean to offend. I’m curious by nature and it frequently gets me into trouble.”
One of Garin’s dark brows arched and his tense expression softened. “What were you wondering? I’m not easily offended.”
Nazerel squeezed again. Apparently, he disagreed.
Entertained by the undercurrent, Morgan chose honesty over caution. “There’s a resemblance between you and Zilor, yet not as much as I’d first thought. I was wondering if you shared both parents.”
All of a sudden Zilor looked extremely uncomfortable. Garin must have assured him telepathically. After a tense nod in the general’s direction, Zilor relaxed.
“The specifics of family connections are considered quite personal,” Garin explained. “You’re foreign, so I’ll make an exception. But in the future avoid such questions.”
“I apologize.”
“We were born to the same father of different females,” Garin told her.
“Garin was born to Father’s morautu, his chosen mate,” Zilor clarified. “Both Bandar and I were born to war brides.” His brow creased and he glanced at Nazerel before asking, “Do you know what that means?”
“I do. You and Bandar are battle born.” Her reply eased the tension twisting through the room, so she let the topic drop. Zilor had said brides plural, which indicated that he and Bandar had different mothers as well. She’d ask Nazerel later if her assumption was correct rather than continue the awkward conversation. “Thank you for indulging me. I really didn’t mean to insult you.”
So morautu meant chosen mate. Nazerel was right. She wasn’t ready to think about all that might mean if she explored the concept.
They lapsed into silence as the boys cleared the table of everything but their glasses. Soon only the drink steward remained. Garin relaxed against the back of his chair and placed his hands on the padded armrests. He looked like an indolent king presiding over his court and finally his assessing gaze shifted to Nazerel. “So, what finally lured you away from the tender mercies of Ontariese?” No one could have missed the sarcasm in his tone. “I’d just about given up on ever having you among the members of my crew.” A rhythmic tone drew Garin’s attention toward the door. “You’re late.”
“It was unavoidable.” The would-be visitor sounded even more impatient than Garin.
“Admission authorized.”
The door slid open and Bandar stalked into the room. At least Morgan presumed the man was Bandar. He had the same dark, wavy hair as Zilor though his had been pulled back and bound at the nape of his neck. His firm jaw and square chin were nearly identical to Garin’s, but Bandar’s eyes were ringed in gold, the effect mesmerizing.
“Quadrant leader Lizten has finally seen the error of…” Bandar’s gaze landed on Morgan and his steps slowed considerable. He skirted the table and sat beside Zilor, but he never completed his thought.
“Morgan meet my brother Bandar. Bandar this is Morgan Hoyt. She arrived with Nazerel.” Garin paused for a drink before he looked at Bandar. “Update me later. We don’t need to bore our guests with business.”
Guests? Everyone was being polite and attentive, which only made their hypocrisy even more frustrating. This wasn’t a social call. She was Nazerel’s prisoner!
The drink steward placed a glass of g’haut in front of Bandar then hurried back to his station. Garin didn’t ask his brother if he wanted anything to eat. Apparently, if someone was late for dinner on this ship, he went without.
“Nazerel was just about to update us on the developments since our last correspondence.” He motioned toward Nazerel then resumed his relaxed pose. “Proceed.”
Morgan sat silently steaming. Garin’s politeness had made it obvious from the start that he wouldn’t help her, but referring to her as a guest brought her frustration back to the surface. Enlisting the general’s assistance had been the only reason she’d gone along with any of this. She was tempted to stand up and storm from the room, if the door would open and if she could find her way back to Nazerel’s quarters. All the ifs kept her from indulging the impulse.
“I’m glad you’re here, Bandar.” Nazerel offered his cousin a quick smile. “This concerns all of us. In fact it concerns almost every man on this ship.” He pulled in a deep breath before he began the explanation. “Shadow Assassins and battle born sons face the same long-term challenges. We’re both considered inferior and are treated with distain by the societies responsible for our existence.”
“I don’t have all night, Nazerel. Get to the point. Did the bitch succeed or not?”
The bitch? Did he mean Sevrin? Of course he did. But how had a Rodyte general learned of experiments Sevrin was conducting on Earth? The Shadow Assassins had come from Ontariese.
Dread spread through Morgan with paralyzing force.
“According to Flynn much was accomplished in the past few weeks. Unfortunately, I recently learned that Flynn was a less reliable source than I’d first presumed.” Nazerel shot her a sidelong glance, the brief connection filled with meaning.
“Why do you doubt what Flynn told you?” Zilor had seemed easygoing, almost playful since Morgan met him, but he was all business now.
“He was working with the Mystic Militia.”
Suddenly everything snapped into place. Nazerel had never been a helpless victim of circumstance. He was General Nox’s spy. Significance pressed her back into her chair. When Garin spoke of correspondence, he’d meant frequent and ongoing. Nazerel had kept his powerful cousin informed about everything that transpired on Earth. But why? Was this a roundabout way for Quinton to find out what Sevrin was doing or was this arrangement independent from the royals?
She wanted to grill Nazerel with questions and clearly demonstrate her indignation, but she remained silent and still, watching, listening for all the inferences woven through their words.
“According to Flynn, Sevrin’s team succeeded in transferring Shadow Assassin abilities into several female hosts. All of the females were human, but many didn’t survive the transformation. Technically her experiments were successful, but I believe the risks outweigh the gains. We need to focus our efforts in a different direction.”
Morgan’s fingernails bit into her palms. He spoke so dismissively, as if the victims were no more important than cultures in a petri dish. She’d sweat and bled in her efforts to end Sevrin’s evil and he checked it off like any other item on an agenda.
“The alternative I’m about to suggest is safer, easier and much more reliable.”
“Were you able to secure a copy of Sevrin’s research?” Garin asked. “Even if we don’t pursue that avenue, much can be learned from her progress.”
“‘Pursue that avenue’?” Morgan’s control snapped. Pretending she was a willing guest was one thing. She was not going to sit here like a good little girl and listen to this. Rather than attack Garin directly, she turned nearly sideways in her chair and went after Nazerel. “You told me you were trying to stop Sevrin. You claimed you only allowed the murders to go on so you could find her lab and shut her down. What the hell is this?”
“Is she necessary for this conversation?” Garin’s voice cracked like a whip and Moran risked a quick look at him. He sat forward in his chair, hands flat on the table, gaze cold yet blazing. This was General Nox, not cousin Garin.
“Actually, she is,” Nazerel insisted. “Flynn has been compromised, so I need her to confirm any information given to us by him. That includes the final cache of data he sold me right before I left Earth.”
“I’m not going to tell you anything,” she sneered, not caring how disrespectful she sounded. “You dragged me here in chains. There is no way in hell I’m cooperating with any of you.”
“Your cooperation isn’t required.” Nazerel’s Rodyte heritage took over his personality whenever he was surrounded by other Rodytes. “I can access the information in your mind without your permission. It’s less painful and much less damaging if you allow the scan, but I can force my way into your mind.”
“This is your ‘insurance policy’, isn’t it? You sold out every female on Earth so you didn’t have to spend five years in an Ontarian detention center.” She pushed back her chair and stood, glaring down at Nazerel. “You’re worse than Sevrin. At least she came at us head-on. You’re deceitful and duplicitous. Worse, you’re a coward!”
Nazerel stood, the motion slow and menacing. He grabbed her upper arm then looked at Garin. “I’ll return momentarily.”
“That’s fine, but she remains in your quarters until you’ve claimed her. I will not have a rebellious female inciting the crew. Is that understood?”
“Yes, sir.”
“I’m serious, Nazerel. If you don’t take care of this problem, I will give her to someone strong enough to tame her.”
“I understand.”



Chapter Nine
 
No sooner had the door to Nazerel’s quarter’s closed behind them than Morgan flew at him. Unencumbered by restraints for the first time in days, she kicked and punched with remarkable strength and agility—for a human. Nazerel did little more than deflect her blows and avoid her kicks, hoping she would tire herself out. But she kept on. Calling him vile names and shouting accusations that were mostly true, at least from her perspective.
Finally tired of her tantrum, he caught her wrist and spun her around then jerked her tight against him, her back to his chest. “Calm. Down.” He wrapped her tightly in his arms, ever mindful of her head. He didn’t care if she slammed back into his chest, but one lucky impact with his chin could render him unconscious. “My intention is to negotiate with your planet not steal their females.”
“I don’t believe you.” Her voice was muffled and tight as if she forced the words out between clenched teeth.
“It doesn’t matter what you believe. Like it or not, this situation is beyond your control.” Oh she didn’t like that at all. She arched and twisted, then stomped on his foot. Her soft-soled flats were no match for his boots, so the attempt was merely annoying.
“Let go of me.”
He wasn’t fooled by her calm tone. She was still furious. “Do you know about the deal Pern made with the fifteen elite families?”
She heaved an exaggerated sigh as she wiggled one of her arms free. “That was thirty years ago and Pern is dead. What difference does it make now?”
“I’ll explain, but I need to know if what you believe is anything close to the truth.” She dug her fingernails into his wrist and tugged one of his arms away from her body. Needing to gage her reactions to his information, he allowed her to escape his embrace and turn around. “What were you told about those events?”
“The fifteen most powerful families on Rodymia funded Pern’s last trip to Earth, so he promised them first pick of the empowered females.”
“There were other stipulations, but that’s the gist of it. Garin Nox is one of the men who was promised an empowered bride.”
“Good for him. What does that have to do with anything?”
Nazerel tensed. Garin was right. Morgan’s defiance was out of control. He’d been so enamored with her beauty and fiery personality that he’d allowed her belligerence. Most Rodyte males craved a spirted mate, but Morgan wasn’t just spirited, she was disrespectful and rude. Like it or not, he needed to tame her and his leniency so far would make the process even more challenging.
His purpose for returning to Rodymia, however, must take precedence over his personal affairs. “During Pern’s reign, the Nox family was the most powerful family on Rodymia. They’re still rich and influential, but Quinton doesn’t trust them. He will always see them as his brother’s henchmen regardless of their actions over the past fifteen years.”
“I’m still not seeing a connection.” Her defiance had eased somewhat. Now she merely sounded impatient.
“Sevrin assured the elite families that she would uphold the conditions of her father’s contract with them. Garin, and the others, only want what they were promised but Sevrin kept putting them off.”
“They were promised the victims of Sevrin’s experiments. If it weren’t for the elite families’ money, Pern wouldn’t have been able to continue his research. You speak of these events as if they were harmless medical procedures. They weren’t. People died and the elite families are partially to blame.”
“I’m well aware of the victims. Many Shadow Assassins died too. Garin never would have made the deal with Pern, and his primary motivation for demanding his bride is to protect her from abuse.”
“What about the other fourteen? Who will protect them?”
“He will.”
Morgan laughed, the sound humorless and bitter. “And you gave him Sevrin’s research for the same reason? To protect human females? Garin Nox must be the most philanthropic general the universe has ever known.”
“I haven’t given him anything and I’m not sure I will. Information is a form of power. The data is part of a much larger negotiation. I’m not sure when, how or if I’ll use it.”
“I don’t believe you.” She was shaking with suppressed rage, ready to explode into another fit of violence. Part of him wanted to encourage the reaction. She obviously needed the release and a period of vulnerability often followed such bursts of energy. He could use that openness to begin her training. It would allow him beyond her emotional barriers and—no. He was through manipulating her. Their battle of wills would be a fair fight and now was not the time to begin such a lengthy confrontation.
“This conversation is pointless. You need to calm down.” He turned and headed for the door. One of her shoes thunked
against the wall slightly to his left. The second one smacked the middle of his back half a second later. He started to turn around. Maybe he had time after all.
But the Nox brothers were waiting and the Shadow Assassins depended on him. He wasn’t here to claim a mate. He was here to secure a future for his people. With a frustrated sigh, he hurried from the cabin without even looking back. She was too angry to listen to reason right now. She needed to calm down before he had any hope of making her understand.
He hurried back to Garin’s quarters, knowing the general wouldn’t wait indefinitely. The three brothers had moved to the sitting area, but they appeared relaxed and attentive.
“Sorry about the outburst. Morgan can be volatile.” He crossed the room and chose a chair that allowed him to see the others without craning his neck.
“Fiery females have always intrigued me,” Bandar said with a distant smile. “Do you intend to claim her or is she open to suitors?”
“I intend to claim her, likely tonight.” All Bandar had done was pose a simple question and still Nazerel wanted to strangle him. It was never good to be so distracted by anything.
Garin’s glass was nearly empty, but he waved away the drink steward. “Was Sevrin unable to locate the original females as I suspected or is she simply playing games with me?”
There was no easy way to broach the subject, so Nazerel just spit it out. “Sevrin is dead. She was killed by the Mystic Militia when they raided her lab two, or has it been three, days ago.”
Setting his glass aside, Garin scooted to the edge of his seat. “And all of Pern’s contracts become null and void with the death of his only heir.”
Nazerel nodded. Garin didn’t seem overly upset, but it was hard to tell with Garin. He had mastered his expressions long ago. Pern had other offspring, but Sevrin was the only one he had honored with a legal claim. All the others were simply battle born, unable to inherit his titles or fulfill his contracts.
“Does Quinton know?” Bandar’s expressions were easier to read, though he often seemed grim and angry.
“The Ontarians will wait until they’re good and ready before they inform Quinton, but he has spies everywhere.”
“Unfortunately for him, most of them actually work for me.” It wasn’t an idle boast. Quinton wasn’t well liked. None of the Keires had been, which made it easy for Garin to flip Quinton’s informants. The problem with double agents was they notoriously flipped back whenever things became too dangerous.
“If he doesn’t know about Sevrin already, it’s just a matter of time before he learns.”
“How much of Sevrin’s research did she share with her uncle? Their relationship has always been strained.”
Nazerel paused before he answered. Garin’s interest in the data was understandable. It was also dangerous. If anyone had the moral fortitude to control something so powerful, it was Garin. Still, ultimate power corrupted ultimately. Nazerel didn’t want to cause the downward spiral of one of the few honorable men he’d ever known. “According to Flynn she was playing the same game with Quinton that she was playing with you, excuses and evasions. She’d hint at developments that never happened, while she promised astonishing breakthroughs were just around the corner.”
“Sevrin isn’t or wasn’t a scientist,” Bandar pointed out. “What happed to her research team? They’re the ones with the actual knowledge.”
“Everyone was taken to Ontariese. If the Mystics are smart, they’ll scan everyone for details and then scrub their minds of the memories.”
Bandar waved away the possibility. “Ontarian Mystics are too squeamish for such a ruthless course of action. They’ll give them a stern warning or make them sign a contract.” He scoffed at the idea and shook his head. “Any chance we can intercept them before they’re returned to Rodymia.”
“Normally, I’d agree with you, but there’s a new player on the Ontarian team.”
“Varrik.” Garin nodded. “No Shadow Assassin will settle for a diplomatic resolution.”
“And he is now life bonded with the high queen’s daughter,” Nazerel reminded.
“A development, I still find hard to believe.” Garin shook away the speculation then summarized. Keeping things clean and simple was what Garin did best. “So containment is our objective in regard to the research. If the Ontarians are foolish enough to release any of the scientists with their memories intact, we’ll intercept them. Despite the very real temptation, such secrets are better left alone.”
Relief washed over Nazerel. He needed Garin’s power and influence, but he really hadn’t wanted to keep Sevrin’s research in play. It was time to move the conversation on toward other discoveries. “Flynn also provided me with copies of various messages.”
“What sort of messages?” Garin’s voice took on a growly undertone though Nazerel wasn’t sure what caused the displeasure.
“The sort that confirm Quinton’s duplicity. Even if Sevrin had managed to locate the empowered females—which I don’t believe she did—they had no intention of turning them over as promised.”
Despite the subtle tensing of his jaw, Garin appeared remarkably calm. “The entire situation became irrelevant the moment Sevrin died.” No Rodyte accepted betrayal with such indifference. He had to be furious. Yet he was disciplined enough to know other things were more important right now. “You mentioned an alternative.”
“Pern refused to divulge the specifics of his plan to even his closest allies. Your father assumed it was because they would object to the means by which Pern was producing empowered brides. The truth is much more interesting.”
“Go on,” Bandar urged. “Zilor hasn’t said a world. Obviously, we’re captivated.”
Zilor punched Bandar in the arm and Bandar responded with a semi-playful push. It was easy to picture the two as boys, wrestling and chasing each other with enough enthusiasm to shake the house. Nazerel had always envied the closeness of the Nox brothers. Each challenge they faced, and there had been many, they faced together.
“Pern didn’t genetically engineer empowered hybrids as he led everyone to believe.” Suddenly three sets of eyes stared at Nazerel with rapt interest. “He stumbled upon a naturally occurring genetic anomaly.”
“What sort of anomaly and how often does it occur?” Never one to mince words, Garin cut right to the heart of the matter.
“Every time a battle born male breeds with a human female their female offspring will possess magic abilities. They’re usually similar to the father’s, but there have been throwbacks to previous generations.”
Zilor shook his head, clearly confused by the statement. “Battle born males don’t have abilities. That’s the problem.”
“That’s what you were taught, what they want you to believe, but it’s not true. Battle born males can’t access their abilities, but they possess them. Apparently the genetic anomaly requires two xx chromosomes to manifest. Whenever a y chromosome is present, the abilities remain dormant.”
“Then only female offspring will be empowered?” Garin rubbed his chin as speculation narrowed his eyes.
“Yes, but it’s consistent. Every single girl born to a battle born male and a human female will be able to manipulate magic.”
“But this only happens when battle born males impregnate human females?” Bandar wanted to know.
Nazerel nodded. “It’s a very specific equation. Human female plus Rodyte/Bilarrian hybrid male equals empowered female offspring. If even one of the constants changes in any way, the equation fails.”
“Did the messages indicate if Quinton ever intended to tell us about this anomaly?” Bandar’s eyes glinted dangerously. Of the three brothers, he was having the strongest reaction to the information. That wasn’t surprising. Garin wasn’t battle born and nothing bothered Zilor.
“I’m not sure Quinton knows about it. Pern was the one who identified the pattern and Sevrin understood the value of the information. I think she intended on using it against Quinton. All of the messages between Sevrin and Quinton dealt with genetic manipulation. I’m relatively sure Sevrin didn’t share her secret with Quinton before the Mystic Militia ended her life.”
“But the Ontarians know?” Zilor mused.
“They have many more reasons not to tell Quinton than to tell him,” Nazerel pointed out.
“As do we.” Bandar was still glowering.
“I agree,” Garin stressed. “I’m not sure what, if anything, we should do with the information, but Quinton must never find out.”
That really fired up Bandar. He slammed his empty glass down on the end table and shot to his feet. “You might not know what to do with this information, but I sure as damnation do! We’ve been treated like failures our entire lives. We are discarded by our families and forsaken by our government regardless of who sits on the throne. We’re good enough for manual labor or to fight their endless wars, but beyond those roles we’re unworthy. This changes everything. Within one generation, we can restore magic to the Rodyte people.”
Well used to his brother’s passionate outbursts, Garin remained seated. “What do you propose we do? Fly the Undaunted to Earth and demand that they turn over their females?”
“Of course not.” Apparently Bandar had released enough of his ire to think again. “We could barter technology—”
“For eight hundred thousand females?” Zilor shook his head, but his smile was wistful. “That’s how many we’d need. There are over a million battle born sons. Maybe half of those are still children, but you’re still talking five or six hundred thousand females. No society is going to willingly give up that many of their citizens.”
“But there are over seven billion humans,” Bandar persisted. “Half a million would hardly be missed.”
Garin shook his head, dismissing the subject outright. “A mass exit of the battle born would leave Rodymia defenseless. Even if we were welcomed with open arms by the humans, Quinton would have no choice but to pursue. I won’t be responsible for starting a war between Rodymia and Earth.” Bandar started to object, but Garin silenced him with an upraised hand. Instead he looked at Nazerel and asked, “If the equation only works with Rodyte/Bilarrian hybrids, how does this help the Shadow Assassins?”
Nazerel sighed as Garin pointed him back toward his own moral dilemma. “It doesn’t. I’m faced with a difficult choice as well. We, the Shadow Assassins, can subtly blend with the population of Earth and live as humans or we can perfect Sevrin’s formula and transform our females into mates worthy of our seed. She hadn’t even begun on the Rodyte formula, but the Ontarian formula was basically finished.”
“And that’s where I come in?” A calculative smile spread across Garin’s mouth without parting his lips. “You want my scientists to perfect the formula, but you’re worried that I won’t stop there.”
“No, sir.” He used the title intentionally, making sure Garin understood that he was negotiation with General Nox not asking a favor of his cousin. “I trust you implicitly. I’m concerned that a secret this powerful would slip beyond your control regardless of the procedures you put in place to prevent it.”
“We have two choices,” Garin said. “And both are dependent upon what Quinton already knows. If Sevrin kept him informed every step of the way, then it’s a race to the finish line. We lose nothing by participating in the competition and it will allow us some control over how the formula is used. However, if Quinton knows little or nothing, which is more likely, then we must ensure that it stays that way. Unfortunately, that requires that we leave the formula untouched and destroy all evidence of Sevrin’s research.”
“I understand and I agree. Obviously, I’m horribly tempted by the possibility of transforming my mate into a being of power. But I’ve also seen where such ambitions lead. If Sevrin’s secrets followed her to the grave, I am more than willing to leave them there.”
“But what about the genetic anomaly? We haven’t decided what to do about that.”
Garin glared at Bandar as he pushed to his feet. “The decision has been made. You just don’t agree with it and I will not argue the point. You’re dismissed.”
Bandar’s back straightened and he squared his shoulders, but his gaze remained defiant. “As you say, sir.” Without another word he rushed from the room.
“At the risk of starting a fight.” Zilor paused for a quick smile. “I agree with Bandar. A mass exodus isn’t the answer, but we need to think about other ways to take advantage of this opportunity. Producing empowered daughters would prove beyond doubt that we are not expendable.”
“I am not battle born, but the vast majority of this crew is. Anything that concerns this crew concerns me. I’ve just begun to analyze the possibilities. This thing is far from over.”
Zilor shook his head as his smile broadened. “And you couldn’t say that to Bandar?”
“Bandar was arguing with me. He knows better.”
“Everyone knows better than arguing with you.” Zilor stood and looked at Nazerel. “Do you need help with Morgan? Taming the wild ones is my specialty.”
“In your dreams,” Nazerel shot back.
“Very likely.” Zilor chuckled and headed for the door.” Enjoy yourself.”
After Zilor left, Garin shifted his chair toward Nazerel. “This is quite a tangle you’ve brought to my door.”
“I know, but there is no one else in the universe I trust with something this important. As Bandar said, this could change everything for the battle born. They have been taken for granted for far too long.”
“I’ll see what I can do to defuse the situation with Overlord Lyrik. I don’t know him well, but we’ve interacted a time or two.” Garin crossed his legs and leaned into the back of his chair, looking more relaxed than he had all evening.
“I appreciate any assistance you can give me. As you said, I’ve dug quite a hole for myself.”
“But I put the shovel in your hands. The overlord needs to understand that you were acting on my behest and your actions were sanctioned by the crown.”
Nazerel didn’t argue. Garin had technically dispatched him to Earth, but Nazerel had been desperate for any excuse to escape the City of Tears. “They’ll demand some form of retribution and I’m prepared to pay. Still, they need to understand that Varrik is one voice among many, yet his was the only one they heard.”
“Then you’re going to turn yourself in?” Garin didn’t sound pleased by the idea.
“I can’t improve the situation for my people unless I take responsibility for the choices I made. There is no future for them on Ontariese. Not only are they feared and reviled, but there aren’t enough females for the Ontarian males. My men have no hope of claiming mates. They must be given other options.”
“Speaking of claiming mates.” A lazy smile finally parted Garin’s lips and he picked up his nearly empty glass of g’haut. “What is Morgan’s story? I know she’s your prisoner, but her feelings for you are not entirely hostile.” Garin had never admitted that he was empathic, at least not to Nazerel. Still, what the general sensed about others was often too specific, and too accurate, to have been conjecture.
“Morgan led the raid on my team, though I didn’t know who she was when I grabbed her. I only intended to use her long enough to escape, but things got complicated fast.”
Amusement lightened Garin’s tone as he said, “No doubt. I know you don’t want my advice, but I’m going to give it to you anyway. She’s obviously proud and she’s used to authority. A woman like that isn’t going to allow herself to surrender to an enemy. Ignore everything she says, or better yet gag her, and then scan her emotions. Emotions don’t lie. If she feels nothing but fear and anger, I’ll help you protect her. But if she desires you, as I suspect, claim her tonight. She will be much safer if your scent is all over her.”
Nazerel knew Garin meant well, but he found the advice insulting. He would never force himself on an unwilling female for any reason, so the option was unnecessary. As for seducing Morgan, he already knew she desired him. He also knew she was worlds away from admitting the fact even to herself, so tonight was going to require serious creativity. “If she remains unclaimed by morning, I will accept your assistance. But I haven’t given up hope for tonight.”
* * * * *
Morgan paced Nazerel’s cabin, her bare feet soundless despite her agitation. He’d been gone at least an hour, likely closer to two. But time was hard to gage in her current state of mind. Nazerel was with the Nox brothers right now, planning the invasion of Earth. She’d frequently thought information on the Shadow Assassins had to be exaggerated. How could such barbaric attitudes still exist in this modern age? Then she’d met a few Rodytes.
If you don’t take care of this problem, I will give her to someone strong enough to tame her. The general’s hateful ultimatum still echoed through her mind. If Garin had only said it to rile her, then he was the best actor she’d ever encountered. No, he’d been deadly serious about what he expected from Nazerel. What he expected from her.
She’d never been this angry and had never had so little control over her circumstances. Regardless of how furious Nazerel made her, she was utterly dependent on him, which scared the hell out of her. All of her skills and training meant nothing on an alien spaceship filled with sex-starved males.
“Shit!” she cried, unable to suppress her frustration. She needed to focus, to decide on her next move. Yet screaming and smashing every object in the room was much more appealing. None of it would do any good, of course. But it might make her feel better. She was trapped and helpless. She couldn’t even take off this ridiculous dress. None of the cabinets would open without the proper voice command so she had nothing else to put on.
She couldn’t believe how gullible she’d been. Nazerel’s unexpected charm and superficial sincerity had convinced her he wasn’t the villain she’d originally believed. Then they’d arrived on the Undaunted and she’d seen behind his mask. He was every bit as ruthless as everyone claimed. Not only had he given Sevrin’s research to a man with the resources to continue her work, but he’d probably told the Rodytes about the genetic anomaly.
Pausing for a moment, she felt a spark of hope flicker in the back of her mind. All Nazerel had said was he had an alternative that was safer and more dependable than the transformation formula. Was it possible Nazerel didn’t know about the genetic anomaly?
But Flynn knew, which meant Nazerel likely knew. She sighed. Flynn was a double-dealing jerk who’d played each side against the other. His only true allegiance was to himself.
The door hissed then slid open and Nazerel walked in, dangerously handsome and composed. He carried a metallic decanter and two glasses. Were they going to toast the subjugation of Earth or just the mass kidnapping of human females?
“If you were waiting for me to calm down, you need to come back,” she warned him. “I’m still pissed.”
Pausing near the door until the portal closed behind him, he then crossed to the table near the kitchenette and set down the glasses and the decanter. “I understand why you’re angry, but you don’t have all the facts.”
“Really?” She dragged the elastic band off the end of her hair and quickly unwove the braid. “You paid Flynn for Sevrin’s research then gave it to a Rodyte general who obviously has the means to pick up where Sevrin left off.”
“Garin doesn’t have the research and I won’t give it to him unless we find out that Quinton has it as well.”
The revelation took a bit of the wind out of her sails, but only a bit. She dragged her fingers through her hair as she glared at him. She needed to stay angry, needed to distance herself from the savage attraction drawing her to him. “Why the stipulation?”
“If Quinton controls the formula, he literally decides who accesses magic and who is left depending on technology. That’s too much power for any one person.”
“And if Sevrin didn’t keep Quinton in the loop, what will you do with the data?” Think. Focus on facts and implications. She couldn’t allow herself to notice how well the austere uniform suited him or how accurately the top outlined his chest and abdomen.
“I’ll destroy it,” he said emphatically. “Both Garin and I think that’s what will happen. We’ll contain the fallout and make sure no one opens Pandora’s Box.”
His easy use of human vernacular always surprised her. How much had he known about Earth before Sevrin stranded him in a house with nothing to do but surf the internet and watch TV? There were still holes in his understanding, but he’d assimilated a remarkable amount in a few short months. “Even if I agree with the strategy, that’s not all you did. Was it? You also promised them an even better alternative. Care to explain what the hell that meant?”
“I know about the genetic anomaly.”
Damn it! For half a second she’d allowed herself to hope he’d meant something else, something that didn’t involve human females. “You told the Rodytes that empowered children are waiting for them on Earth. All they have to do is claim a human female and all of their daughters will be extraordinary?”
Tension rippled across his shoulders though his voice remained calm. “So think of it from the female perspective. Human females can make each of their daughters stronger, healthier and more intelligent by breeding with battle born males. Have you forgotten what I told you on the mountain? Bonding with a Rodyte will more than double the life expectancy of a human female, as well as making her stronger and healthier during those extra years. Why wouldn’t you tell your friends, spread it all over the internet, maybe call a press conference?”
“It’s not the same,” she cried.
“It’s exactly the same.”
“You’ve dangled my species in front of your cousins like a pirate’s treasure. You’ve made my world more vulnerable than Sevrin ever did. And I don’t even understand what you gain by betraying us like this. The equation doesn’t work for you.” Her voice had grown shrill, so she took a deep breath and tried to rein in her emotions. This was beyond disastrous. “You’ve offered them the answer to their prayers, a way to rise above their mediocrity. Who could resist such a promise?”
“A promise is all it is, morautu. Two thirds of the Rodyte military is made up of battle born soldiers. If they all ran off to Earth, Rodymia would be defenseless. No one—including Garin Nox—will allow that to happen.”
His assurance was much less distracting than the name he kept calling her. Each time he uttered the word his voice became soft and caressing.
“Then why are you here?” she asked instead. “What do you gain by sharing all of this with General Nox?”
He poured blood wine into both the glasses and handed her one. “I’m just completing my mission.”
“What mission?” She took the glass from his outstretched hand, unable to resist the temptation. Maybe the wine would help settle her nerves and make her feel less jittery.
“When Sevrin originally contacted me, I had no idea what she wanted and she wouldn’t specify. Garin, the entire Nox family, has been in political limbo ever since Pern died. Quinton doesn’t trust them, yet Sevrin isn’t strong enough to restore the power they once commanded.”
“So Garin told you to spy on Sevrin?” He nodded, but didn’t elaborate. “Isn’t she supposed to be an ally of the Nox family?”
“Exactly. She’s supposed to be their ally, yet she’d grown secretive and scattered.” He paused then sighed. “As with everything, it’s more complicated than just Sevrin and Garin.”
Despite her lingering anger, she allowed herself to smile. “Well, try to summarize.”
“Sevrin had been playing games with Quinton too. So Quinton talked to Garin, asked if he knew anyone who could get close to Sevrin, maybe find out what she was really doing on Earth.”
“This was after Garin had already decided to send you?”
“Just before I was scheduled to leave. Garin let Quinton think it was a huge imposition, an ‘I will but you’ll owe me’ sort of thing. Royal promises are a handy thing to stash away for a rainy day.”
“So Quinton thinks you’re spying for him, but you’re actually working for Garin.”
“That’s the ultra-simplified version of events.”
She had to admit it was clever and she could appreciate a sound strategy. Sound strategy? She tensed. Is that what this was to Nazerel? He was filling her mind with intriguing information as he waited for her emotions to subside. And eroding her anger left her open to his appeal.
She knew where this night was headed. It was basically inevitable. Still, she couldn’t let him win this easily. She avoided his gaze, knew the power of those night-black eyes. Yet his fingers looked long and strong against the narrow glass. His muscular arms were easily capable of holding her down while he kissed her senseless. His mouth would taste sweet and spicy from the wine. She licked her lips, barely able to remember what they were talking about.
Nazerel’s mission. The fact that Nazerel was a spy didn’t excuse what he’d done, or more accurately, what he’d allowed others to do. “Why didn’t Garin pull you once you found out what Sevrin’s project was about?”
A harsh sort of laugh escaped his throat and he took a long drink of wine. “Do you honestly think Sevrin trusted me with the details? She claimed she could transfer Shadow Assassin abilities into human females. I thought she was full of shit, but I had to stick around long enough to find out how many of her claims were true and why she needed Shadow Assassins to accomplish her goals. Why didn’t she use Bilarrians or Ontarian Mystics?”
He had a right to protect his people, but not at the cost of hers. “It couldn’t have taken you long to find out the answers to those questions. Why did you let it go on, and on?”
“Again you’re overestimating the relationship I had with Sevrin. Flynn was my primary source of information and, thanks to you, I’m not sure I can trust anything he told me.”
They were arguing in circles and the issues were becoming more and more transparent. This wasn’t a real conversation. It was a stall tactic. Even so, she couldn’t seem to stop. “Sevrin is dead and your men are back on Ontariese, so what is General Nox’s interest in all this?”
“Garin thought Sevrin had lost track of the empowered females her father had promised the elite families and her new project was a desperate attempt at fulfilling the contract.”
“Was he right?” Her taskforce had managed to learn most of what Sevrin had done, but no one understood why the ruthless bitch did anything.
“That might have been how this started, but that wasn’t where it led. We’re pretty sure Sevrin’s true aspiration was to overthrow Quinton with the help of her empowered army.”
“And rule as Rodymia’s first empowered queen?”
“Crown Stirate, but yes. She wanted it all.”
What Sevrin wanted was irrelevant now. All of her scheming failed and she’d died at the hands of her enemies. Morgan might have a clearer picture of Nazerel’s role, but she wasn’t sure the Ontarians would consider any of this justification for what Nazerel had done. Still, his words rang true.
“So you’ve reported in with your handler,” she concluded, “what now?”
“That depends on you.”
“Really.” She took several sips of wine then prompted, “How does any of this depend on me?”
He closed the distance between them and took her nearly empty glass from her hand. After setting both glasses aside, he placed his hands on her shoulders. “You’re too smart not to understand what comes next. The only question is how is it going to happen?”
She tried to disguise her nervous laugh as a cough, but that only made her sound strangled. “Do I get to choose a position?”
“You can stay locked in this room until I’m ready to return you to Earth or—”
“When will you return me to Earth? If we leave now, I won’t press charges.”
He ignored the interruption and completed the ultimatum. “Or we can finish what we started in the tent.”
She was about to tell him she was fine with confinement, but he didn’t give her the chance. He pulled her into his arms and silenced her with his mouth. Yet the kiss was filled with longing not demand. His arms held her securely against his chest as his lips moved over hers.
Her pride required that she resist. He’d just exposed human females to an unprecedented threat and now he expected her to fall into bed with him. Her mind registered the irony, yet her body didn’t give a damn. He was fierce and determined, more exciting than any man she’d ever known. She wanted him, had longed from this moment ever since their first kiss.
Tugging his shirt out from inside his pants, she slipped her hands under the clingy fabric. His back was warm and broad, the muscles flexing beneath her touch. He eased his tongue into her mouth and she pressed even closer. The spicy/sweet taste of blood wine lingered in his mouth, making the kiss even more intoxicating. She curled her tongue around his and dug her fingernails into his back, wanting him closer. Needing…just needing.
He framed her face with his hands as he slowly pulled away. Their gazes locked and his breath warmed her parted lips. “You can pretend Garin gave us no choice, but I’ve wanted this since I first saw your face.”
Not ready to speak the words, she pushed to the balls of her feet and pressed her mouth to his. He accepted her silent assent with a passionate growl then continued kissing her. She tugged his shirt up until it bunched beneath his arms. He tore his mouth from hers long enough to rid himself of the shirt then went right back to kissing her. They clung to each other, hearts pounding, breaths mingling as they exhaled in harsh pants.
“This is crazy,” she whispered more to herself than to him. “I should hate you.”
“But you don’t.” It was a statement not a question.
“I can’t want you. It’s disloyal.”
He stroked her lower lip with the pad of his thumb as he gazed deep into her eyes. “Disloyal to whom? There is no male in your life.”
“To my team, my gender, my planet,” she cried. “You’re more dangerous than Sevrin by far.”
“Not to you, never to you.” Apparently tired of her arguments, he swept her up in his arms and carried her to the bed.
Garin had given her the perfect excuse for allowing this to happen, yet Morgan tried not to lie to herself. She wasn’t reluctantly allowing Nazerel to “claim” her so the other seven thousand males would leave her alone. She was allowing herself to surrender because she needed this release. She needed to be selfish and irresponsible, and Nazerel attracted her like metal to a magnet.
His chest was warm, his neck even warmer. She curled into the security of his embrace and let go of her inhibitions. She was surrounded by people who depended on her strength and composure, her logic and strategies. Was it really so surprising that she wanted to revel in mindless passion for one night?
But was this only for one night?
He set her down beside the bed and reached back to release the fastenings on her dress. His expression was intense, hungry. She grabbed his upper arms. “This is just sex, right? You’re not going to form any sort of bond?”
His fingers splayed against her back and his gaze bore into hers. “Forcing a bond into an unwilling mind is dangerous and it corrupts the connection. Even if that weren’t true, I would never do that to any female, much less one I—” He stopped himself from finishing the thought and glanced away from her face. “This is just sex.”



Chapter Ten
 
“This is just sex.” The lie tasted foul in Nazerel’s mouth, but he knew Morgan wasn’t ready for any other answer. Their attraction was unexpected and inconvenient, yet trying to resist the forces drawing them together was pointless. He’d had sex often enough to know that this was something different, something deeper than just a physical joining.
She slowly let go of his arms and lowered her hands to her sides. “What does morautu mean?”
Taking advantage of her distraction, he unfastened the back of her dress. “What do you think it means?”
“Zilor said Garin’s mother was a morautu, a chosen mate. But you make it sound more like honey or sweetheart.”
“And that upsets you?” The word was an endearment, but nothing so generic as sweetheart. The meaning was specific and intensely intimate. When she was ready to hear the explanation he’d tell her exactly what it meant, but not until she was ready.
A millisecond before the dress slipped away from her body, she pressed the front against her breasts. “I didn’t say it upset me. It just seems odd to be called sweetheart by my enemy.”
He caught her wrists and pulled her hands away from her chest. The dress slid to her hips, exposing her breasts. His breath caught in his throat and his already hard cock jerked in appreciation of the sight. “We’re not enemies tonight.” He looked into her eyes then at her breasts, not willing to pretend he didn’t find her amazing. “We’re two consenting adults who need a few hours away from reality.”
She wiggled and the dress pooled around her ankles, baring the rest of her body. Surprise spiraled through his system, lust half a step behind. She wasn’t wearing undergarments of any kind.
“Apparently pleasure givers aren’t big on underwear.” Her cheeks flamed, the flush spreading onto her upper chest.
She’d sat there all evening, surrounded by Rodyte warriors, wearing nothing but that alluring dress. Nazerel could have slipped his hand up under her skirt and touched her naked flesh. None would have been the wiser. Until her scent filled the cabin and drove them all into a lustful rage. He would have been forced to fight off his cousins and claim her right there on the dining room table. A dark smile curved his lips. The scene appealed to the most savage part of his nature. It was fortunate for her that he hadn’t known until now.
“I’m certainly not complaining.” He wrapped one arm around her waist and cradled the back of her head with his other hand. “You were stunning in that dress, but you’re even more beautiful without it.” He lowered his head before she could reply.
Her lips parted for his and he pushed his tongue deep into her mouth, savoring the heat and softness. She caressed his arms and back as she sensually rubbed against him. He could smell her arousal, knew she was wet and ready for him. But, if she had her way, this would be their only night together. He intended to take his time and savor every moment she was naked and willing in his arms.
He urged her backward. The bunk’s edge connected with her knees and she automatically sat. Her hands trailed down his chest and came to rest on his hips. Her gaze traveled even lower. She licked her lips and desire clasped Nazerel’s body like a punishing fist. Ever since she touched him in the shower he’d been tormented by the image of her on her knees, naked and eager as he slid in and out of her mouth.
She reached for his pants, her fingers lightly brushing the bulge barely contained within. He hissed and caught her wrists. “I want you too badly for that, at least right now.” He moved her hands to each side and slightly behind her then knelt on the floor. He eased her legs apart, making room for him between her knees.
“What about me?” She tried to bring her legs back together, but he moved closer and pushed her legs even farther apart. “I want you just as badly.”
“Do you? That’s hard to believe.” Challenge rang through his words and he slid his hand up her leg. He teased her inner thigh, his touch creeping higher and higher.
She tensed, her muscles quivering beneath his fingertips. Her skin was silky and warm, then suddenly slick as her body proved her claim. She was so wet that moisture had spilled from her core and dampened her inner thighs.
His lids drooped as his fingers reached her folds. “So soft,” he whispered. “And so wet.” He caressed her, allowing his middle finger to sink between the petal-soft folds. She held perfectly still except for the rapid rise and fall of her chest. He avoided her clit, knew she was already close to orgasm. “How long have you been like this?”
Rather than answer with words, she took his face between her hands and kissed him. Her lips moved with wild passion, her tongue boldly seeking his. He wrapped his free hand around the back of her neck and pushed a second finger into her snug passage. When he filled her as well as his fingers could, he found her clit with his thumb and caressed her with a soft, circular motion.
She moaned into his mouth, her hips rocking against his hand. Her scent was making him dizzy, making him ravenous for her taste. He wanted to bury his face between her thighs and coat his tongue with her cream. He wanted to anchor a link inside her mind so they could share thoughts and feelings. The physical joining became so much more intense when both parties could experience all the pleasure. But he’d promised not to touch her mind, to keep this strictly physical.
Her mouth tore away from his and she cried out as release claimed her. She clutched his shoulders and arched her back, her inner muscles rippling around his fingers. He mirrored the rhythm of her body with his thumb, prolonging each spasm until she was panting and dazed.
“Lie back.”
She happily obliged and he paused to enjoy the view. Her colorful hair spread out around her like a sunset, accenting the beauty of her face. One arm curved above her head, the other rested across her abdomen, just below her breasts. Her waist dipped dramatically then flared into rounded hips. Long and sleekly muscled, her legs sprawled, allowing his hand to nestle between her thighs.
Unable to resist the temptation, he slid his fingers in and out, imagining the clingy heat surrounding his aching cock. Soon, but not quite yet. Once he joined their bodies, he knew he’d lose control. His only hope of prolonging these pleasures was to wait as long as possible to enter her.
His gaze returned to her breasts and lingered. The tips had tightened into deep pink knots, the vivid color a stark contrast to the full ivory mounds. He’d never seen a woman more perfectly suited to his fantasies. It was as if she’d materialized out of his mind and spread herself across his bed.
“Gods, Morgan.” He curved his fingers around one breast and stroked the nipple with his thumb. “You’re so beautiful.”
She shifted restlessly, the subtle undulation of her hips pulling her body nearly off his fingers. He’d been so distracted by her breasts that he’d almost forgotten his fingers were still inside her. Slowly he pulled his hand back and then thrust into her with enough force to jostle her breasts. She raised her other arm over her head, the submissive position thrilling him.
He watched her face as he filled her with his fingers. Her eyes were closed, her lips parted, her cheeks deeply flushed. He curved his fingers, dragging the front wall of her passage until he found the spot that made her gasp. She lifted into each stroke, increasing the impact and depth. But when the faint flutters of her orgasm started, he pulled his hand out from between her legs and brought his fingers to his mouth.
Her eyes opened and she whimpered as she watched him lick her cream from his skin. “I was almost there.” She sounded breathless and needy.
“I know.” He lifted one of her legs and draped it over his shoulder. “You already came once. I don’t want you to get sleepy on me.”
She laughed as he shifted her other leg over his shoulder as well. “I seriously doubt that will ever happen with you.”
Emboldened by the praise, he inhaled deeply, absorbing her scent as he lowered his mouth to her slit. She tensed, shivered, then relaxed, accepting the caress of his lips and tongue. Exotic, yet strangely familiar, her taste spiked his hunger. The more of her he had, the more he wanted. It was a delightful contradiction.
She cried out suddenly and pulsed against his lips, but he couldn’t make himself stop. She might not be ready to consider the possibility, but she was his. And he was hers.
He slid his hands up her sides and covered her breasts, needing to touch as much of her as possible. His lips moved against her folds and his tongue gently teased her clit. She shook beneath him, her head tossing back and forth, as he patiently aroused her again.
“Please.” She gasped. “I can’t take any more.”
He lifted his head and she whimpered. “You could, and I’d make sure you enjoyed it. But I’m not sure I can right now.” After pausing to squeeze her breasts one last time, he eased his hands down her sides and lowered her legs from his shoulders. She watched every move he made, eyes wide and shining. He stood and unfastened his pants, then pushed them to his knees. But when he started to position himself to take her, she sat up and grabbed his wrist.
“I want to see you, touch you before we…”
Her fingers closed around his shaft and Nazerel groaned. “Next time.” He moved her hand aside then angled himself toward her entrance. “I need this now.” He pushed inside her with one smooth stroke.
She arched, taking him deeper as her inner walls rippled around him. “Yes. Oh God, yes.”
He wrapped his arms around her as she wrapped her legs around him. Their mouths found each other and everything else faded away. She clung to him desperately as he crawled onto the bed and then carefully lowered her back to the bunk. Then he braced his weight on his knees and his forearms so he could move his hips.
She unhooked her ankles and pulled her legs up high on his sides. He slid in and out of her core, his strokes rhythmic and deep. He’d longed for this, dreamed of it, and still his imaginings were a pale shadow of reality. Her breasts cushioned his chest and her legs squeezed his sides as her core grasped his shaft with greedy hunger.
He thrust faster, needing more. Her body was perfect, but the joining was incomplete. He wanted to feel what she was feeling, know beyond doubt that he was pleasing her as completely as she pleased him. Tearing his mouth away from hers, he gazed deep into her eyes. Her pupils were huge, her lids drooping. She arched and twisted, eagerly taking his entire length.
It wasn’t enough, but he knew she would surrender nothing more.
He pulled out and flipped her over, pulling her hips up until she folded her legs beneath her.
“What’s wrong? Why did you—”
He thrust back in, stealing her breath. His hands clasped her hips as he pounded out a demanding rhythm. She lowered her shoulders and moved her knees farther apart, providing more resistance for each stroke. It felt amazing, physical perfection, so he didn’t want her to see the disappointment in his eyes.
She remained tense and resigned beneath him, willing yet distant. Unable to tolerate the compromise, he slowly adjusted the angle of his penetration until she gasped and shivered with each thrust.
He felt savage yet confined, frustrated while still running wild. The contrast drove him harder, made him more aggressive. He wrapped her hair around his hand and drew her head to the side. “Come for me. I want to feel you tighten around my cock.”
“I’m not sure…I can.” Before she could complete the sentence, her body obeyed his command.
Thrilled by her surrender. He pulled her up and pressed her tightly against his body. Her back contoured to his front, her head still sharply twisted to the side. He kissed her deeply, his hand still tangled in her hair. His other hand wandered over her body, pausing to pinch her nipples or tease her clit before moving on again.
Restless and breathless, she reached back and clasped his hips.
He banded her waist, keeping himself buried deep inside her. “I can’t come if I can’t sense you. It’s like you’re not really here.”
She froze, her hands still clutching his hips. “Then how did you come in the shower?”
“I was so shocked that you wanted to touch me that it was basically spontaneous. I won’t anchor the connection, but I need to feel all of you.”
 
Morgan dragged his arm away from her waist and crawled forward, separating their bodies in the process. He pulled her hair several times before he managed to disentangle his fingers. Then she turned around and sat, her legs drawn up to her chest. “I don’t want you in my mind.”
“Why are you so afraid of mental connections?” He continued to kneel and made no effort to cover his massive erection.
“I’m human. What goes on in my mind is private, personal.”
He chuckled and motioned toward her. “What we’ve done so far is more personal than what I’m asking of you now. Or were you only pretending to enjoy my touch, my kiss?”
A heated shiver ran down her body as he stressed the last word. “No one is that good at pretending.”
“Then there is no reason for your fear.” He held out his hand, the rings in his eyes glowing like sapphires. “Share yourself with me and I’ll share myself with you.”
“Just for tonight? You promise there will be no lasting link.”
His disappointment was obvious, but he whispered, “Just for tonight.” She placed her hand on his and his fingers closed around her wrist. “Come here.”
Before she could obey, he pulled her to him and separated her legs. He sat back on his heels as he wrapped her legs around his waist. She couldn’t reach the bed, could only relax and let him take her. His gaze drilled into hers as his broad tip pressed against the entrance to her body.
“Open for me.” He whispered the words against her mouth then his lips sealed over hers. Accept me into your mind and body. Then he slowly lowered her onto his cock as his energy pushed into her mind.
She shifted against him, taking his body deeper as she shied away from his mental touch. It felt strange, intrusive, yet undeniably intimate. It was like losing her virginity all over again. She’d been scanned before, had even heard thoughts Mystics pushed into her mind. This was completely different. Nazerel flowed around her and cascaded through her, igniting sensations where their bodies joined.
A moan escaped her throat as he pulled her up, nearly off his shaft, only to lower her again, filling her completely. The intensity of his desire burned away the last of her hesitation. He shared himself with her, an obvious invitation for her to do the same. But he took nothing from her. He waited for her, needing to share her emotions, yet unwilling to take anything without her permission.
Sensations erupted all over her body. Her nipples rubbed against his chest and his thickness caressed her clit. She started there, offering him the physical sensations they created rather than the resulting emotions.
His hands clutched her hips and he moved her faster, sliding her body up and down as their tongues swirled around each other. More. Show me more.
His thoughts were so close to begging that she couldn’t resist. She allowed her emotions to flow into his mind, sharing her loneliness and the bone-deep ache she felt each time he touched her.
He tore his mouth from hers and wrapped her firmly in his arms. “Never again,” he whispered. “You will never feel abandoned again.”
Abandoned? It wasn’t a word she would have used to describe her isolation, but it was unavoidably accurate. Because of her ambition, she’d shut out anyone willing to protect or nurture her. Her brutal self-reliance might have been the reason they all gave up and left her on her own, but that didn’t change the fact that they left. No one had loved her enough to combat her stubbornness. No one had been strong enough to make her see that she didn’t need to face life’s challenges all alone.
He carefully lowered her to the bed, keeping their pelvises locked together. His hands framed her face and he started to kiss her, but she turned away. “Tell me what it means, what it means for you and me.”
Drawing his hips back, he momentarily separated their bodies then thrust home again. “You’re not ready to hear it.” His disappointment rippled across their connection, but tenderness soothed the emotional sting.
She turned back to him, looking deep into his eyes as she enjoyed his demanding rhythm. She’d felt this connection, this pull almost from the moment they met. Then each kiss, each touch, had intensified the attraction. This wasn’t infatuation or even lust, but she was terrified to give it a name.
“Tell me anyway.” She shifted her hips, taking him deeper.
He pushed his entire length inside her then paused to stroke the side of her face. “It means chosen mate. Mate of my heart and my mind. You are not only the one my body craves, but the one I choose to love.”
“But you’ve been calling me that for days, almost from the start.”
Rather than argue with her, he pulled back and drove deep again. Only this time he filled her mind as completely as he filled her body. Desire, fascination, tenderness and regret twisted through her mind like an emotional kaleidoscope. His heightened senses made it impossible for him to avoid the truth. He’d recognized his mate as soon as he saw her. Then her scent, the texture of her skin and the taste of her desire confirmed what he’d already suspected. His enemy was also his mate.
“Don’t fight it.” He caught the back of her knees and rolled her hips up, allowing him to thrust more aggressively. “We didn’t ask for this, but there is no way we can escape it.”
He hit that sweet spot deep inside her and a cry of pleasure barreled past her objections. She refused to accept what he’d said, but she no longer denied it either. She concentrated on the thick slide of his body in and out of hers and shut out anything resembling thought.
Hooking one of her legs over his elbow, he freed his other hand to roam while maintaining the angle of her hips. She closed her eyes, unable to bear the stark hunger in his gaze. It didn’t help. The intensity of his need surged into her mind with each forceful thrust of his hips. It was empowering to be so desired, yet frightening too.
He pressed her nipples between his thumbs and fingers, drawing her attention back to the physical. He only lingered for a moment before descending along her ribs. She squirmed away from the ticklish sensations, but again he didn’t stay long. And then his hand eased between their bodies and his thumb covered her clit.
“Look at me, morautu.”
Mate. He’d called her mate. No, not just mate, chosen mate, the one he would select above all others. “Don’t,” she whispered, but she opened her eyes.
He released her leg and caught both her hands, intertwining their fingers. Then he pressed them against the bunk to either side of her head. “You are my morautu.” He thrust deeply, an obvious claim. “Nothing and no one can change that fact.”
The heat of his gaze burned into her as tangibly as his thickness filled her body. She was surrounded by him and filled with him, and nothing had ever felt so perfect. She drew her knees up along his sides and opened her mind, allowing him deeper than he’d gone before.
He cried out and thrust even faster. His fingers closed around her hands and his mouth swooped down, angling over her lips. She opened to him, greeting his tongue with a sensual swirl. All the while his hips kept up their frantic pounding. He staked his claim on her body as his energy blazed through her mind. And she was just as aggressive, bucking and twisting, her fingernails digging into his hands.
Morgan felt consumed, yet instantaneously reborn. She reveled in his frenzy as she abandoned herself to her own desire. She was beyond thought, beyond regret. She was on fire and Nazerel was the fuel that kept her flames burning. Nothing else existed; nothing else mattered.
Suddenly she arched clear off the bed and screamed into his open mouth. Pleasure tore through her body and blasted into his. The violent throbs shook him, triggering his release before washing over her again. Her inner muscles rippled around him as pulse after pulse gripped her core.
She recovered slowly, regaining her senses gradually. He’d released her hands, but was still inside her, still surprisingly hard. He held himself off her with his knees and one elbow while his free hand caressed her face.
“Are you all right? I thought you blacked out there for a minute.”
He sounded almost smug, so she punched him in the shoulder. “That was no better than average.”
“Liar.” He leaned down and brushed his lips over hers. “I’m not taking credit for it, but that was extraordinary.”
“If you say so.”
He chuckled. “The link is still open, Morgan. You can’t lie to me.”
“Well, I’m not going to feed your ego either, so change the subject.”
“All right.” With obvious reluctance, he separated their bodies and sat up. “What would you like to talk about?”
“Dissolve the link then we’ll talk.” Frustration and pain blasted into her mind for just a moment then the connection went dead. She understood the frustration, but why had her insistence on privacy caused him pain? “Thank you.”
He nodded once then scooted off the bed and reached for his clothes.
“Aren’t you going to clean up first? I thought we could take a shower.”
“No shower for either of us. We need to make as strong a statement as possible.”
Mortified by what he’d just suggested, she crawled off the bed and stood facing him. “You expect me to put on that dress and walk around the ship reeking of sex?”
“Yes. Once it’s been established that you’ve been claimed, we’ll come back and take a shower.”
“I can’t.” She covered herself as best she could with her hands. “I won’t.”
“Suit yourself, but the utility room is locked and you’re not leaving this cabin until we establish my claim.” Then his expression softened and he took a step toward her. “I know you noticed the way my cousins reacted to you. Do you really want the entire crew undressing you with their eyes?”
“But they’ll know what we were just doing,” she cried.
“That’s the point. Rodytes are extremely territorial. Another male’s scent makes a female unattractive, even one as beautiful as you.”
Seeing no other option, she reluctantly gave in. “Then let’s get this over with so we can both relax.”
They dressed in awkward silence. She felt his gaze on her frequently, but she wasn’t ready to share her thoughts, wasn’t sure she could express the myriad feelings assailing her mind. He opened the utility room for her, then loitered in the doorway to make sure she didn’t do more than run a comb through her hair and splash water on her face.
Once she’d repaired her appearance, he took her by the hand and led her from the cabin. When they encountered a crewmember, Nazerel slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her closer to his side. Morgan could tell the exact moment Nazerel’s scent reached the other man. He averted his gaze and hurried past without acknowledging Morgan in any way.
They took an elevator up two levels then followed a corridor to a large observation deck. The area was enclosed by curved panels that created a transparent quarter dome. A huge wedge of star-dotted sky arched overhead while triple rows of smaller ships spread out before her. The ships were sleek and angular, not unlike human fighter jets. Crewmen moved among the ships without spacesuits or any form of breathing apparatus, yet the area didn’t appear to be enclosed.
“Why aren’t they all dead or being sucked out into space?” She glanced at Nazerel and found him watching her, his expression intense yet unreadable.
“The launch decks are surrounded by energy barriers. It keeps the oxygen in while allowing the fighters to depart without delay.”
“‘Launch decks’? How many are there?”
“Eight.”
“And each deck has,” she quickly counted the ships, “thirty fighters?”
“Taking an inventory?” He pivoted toward her and reached for her hand.
“As if it matters.” She shook her head, overwhelmed by the scope of her surroundings. “Our most sophisticated ship seems like a toy compared to this.”
“The actual hanger is below the launch deck and stores several hundred fighters. Good thing we’re on the same side.” He pulled her toward him and placed his hands on her hips.
“Are we?” Not wanting to forfeit the comfort of his touch, she wrapped her arms around his neck. Her body had barely stopped tingling and already the fantasy was fading. “How long will we stay that way once your cousins start hunting human females?”
Nazerel sighed, clearly frustrated by her stubbornness. “Your government negotiated with Ontarians, more than once. Why would they refuse to negotiate with Rodytes?”
She didn’t want to fight, but their break from reality was over. He’d brought her here against her will in a rash attempt to avoid capture. All of his talk of chosen mates and an hour of spectacular sex didn’t change the basic facts. He was a fugitive and it was her job to apprehend him. “Will the Rodytes negotiate or will they fly this behemoth to Earth and take what they want? We have no way to stop them. When the positions are this disparate, there is very little motivation to negotiate.”
He pushed her away and crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re determined to cast us as villains before we’ve even chosen a course of action. Don’t judge my entire race by the actions of one woman.”
“It’s hard not to when you want the same thing. Sevrin was trying to genetically engineer what the battle born can accomplish naturally. You said two-thirds of the Rodyte military is battle born. How many males is that? Thousands? Hundreds of thousands? Earth is not going to give up that many females without a fight.”
“Are you sure?” His tone was cold and cutting as he added, “They assisted Sevrin, and she was one of many.”
“What are you talking about? We did everything in our power to stop Sevrin.”
“Your taskforce creates deniability, but the truth is more troubling. Sevrin’s project wasn’t ‘officially’ sanctioned. Those sorts of projects never are. But the US government not only knew what she was doing, they allowed her ships to land in the desert and provided her with various supplies and personnel crucial to her success.”
She could barely concentrate through the ringing in her ears. “You know this or you suspect?”
“You tell me. How reliable is Flynn? The data he sold me contains numerous messages between Sevrin and various government officials.”
Feeling like she’d been punched in the stomach, she took a step back and looked out into space. “This is unbelievable. I busted my ass trying to find that woman and she was being aided by my own government?”
He touched her arm, his fingers warm and strong against her skin. “We’ve all been betrayed. My people were enslaved by the elders, the battle born were forsaken by the elite, and your government is corrupt and self-serving. It’s past time for change, significant, even radical change.”
She shivered and he wrapped his arm around her shoulders, slowly drawing her toward his chest. “I need to see the messages.”
“I welcome your insight,” he assured. “If Flynn was having fun at my expense, I need to know.”
“And if my taskforce is a cover for government corruption, I need to know.”
* * * * *
Varrik held Echo against his chest as he meticulously scanned their surroundings. When they combined their powers, they were able to shield themselves so well they were undetectable to most security systems. Still, they’d never tested their abilities on a Rodyte space station before. Rather than risking the environmental upheaval of an interplanetary jump, he’d teleported from Earth to Ontariese and from Ontariese to a ship not far from Space Station 438. The final jump had been short and stealthy, leaving plenty of energy for their combined shields.
“I think it’s clear.” Echo eased away from him without leaving the circle of his embrace.
He ran his hand down the back of her hair as tenderness flooded his heart. “Maybe I was just enjoying having you in my arms.”
“As I was enjoying being there.”
“But,” he smiled and kissed her forehead. “We have a job to do.”
She pivoted to his side as they crossed the storeroom into which he’d teleported them. They were near the large commerce hub in the center of the space station, yet isolated enough to avoid detection. He scanned the corridor then slowly opened the door and confirmed that the hallway was empty.
The hallway led to the outer ring of the commerce hub, but most of the shops weren’t currently open. The lack of activity wasn’t surprising, however. It was almost two o’clock in the morning. They’d studied a diagram of the station, so they had a general idea of where they needed to go. They walked briskly through the area, not making eye contact with anyone. Arrival gates were located to the left of the hub, departures to the right. Maintenance bays and long-term docking were one level down and directly below the commerce hub.
The Undaunted had just undergone some minor repairs and was expected to depart in a day or two. They found the stairs leading to the lower levels but paused to scan ahead before they descended.
“Is security always so lax?” Echo asked as they started down the stairs. “Why are there no guards or surveillance bots?”
They’d prepared documentation to account for their presence on the space station. Echo had even worn an ankle-length skirt in deference to Rodyte customs. Still, it seemed odd that they’d encountered no check points or scanner stations. “Perhaps we just haven’t entered a high security zone yet.”
As if in response to their confusion, there was a check point at the entrance to Sublevel 1. Echo lagged a step behind and pulled the hood of her lavender jacket up to shadow her face. Varrik pulled the documents out of his pocket and confidently approached the guard.
“What is your business on SS 438?” The guard examined their papers then looked up as he waited for Varrik’s answer.
“My brother is stationed aboard the Undaunted.”
“The female belongs to you?”
“Absolutely.” He moved closer to the guard without changing his expression. He needed to accent his claim without starting a fight.
“Keep her close. General Nox has been stingy with shore leave, so everyone who disembarks is ready for trouble.”
“I appreciate the warning.”
The guard passed his scanner wand over the documents. “You’re cleared for a ten-hour stay. If you need more time, you’ll have to report to a security station and be reauthorized.”
“I understand.”
He handed the documents back to Varrik and triggered the gate in front of them. “Enjoy your stay.”
They didn’t need to ask direction to the Undaunted. The massive ship filled the observation windows at the end of the concourse directly in front of them.
Echo’s hand slipped out of his as she moved closer to the windows. She bent sharply to the left and looked up along the side of the ship. “I can’t see the top.” She straightened and shook her head. “You told me it was big, but damn. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“It’s the largest ship the Rodytes have ever built and they’ve built some mammoth ships.”
Moving back from the windows, she turned to face him. “If this is the most sophisticated ship the Rodytes have ever built, what are our chances of flashing on board without being detected?”
“Slim to none, but it doesn’t matter. I have something else in mind.” He lowered her hood and unfastened the clasp at the back of her hair.
“What are you doing? Someone might recognize me.” She snatched the clasp from him, but he continued on as if she hadn’t objected.
“There’s no reason to start a fight when a little deception will work even better.” He fluffed her hair and arranged it around her shoulders. “Perfect. Now put on your best princess face. We’re going to use your family to our advantage for a change. Pretend you’re E’Lanna. Come on.” He led her to the uniformed sentries who were guarding the airlock.
“Halt.” One of the guards stepped forward and extended his arm, palm out. “Only authorized personnel allowed.”
“Well, then you need to get authorization,” Varrik countered. “This is Princess E’Lanna dar Aune of Ontariese and she would like a tour of this magnificent ship. In fact, contact General Nox. She expects a guided tour of his new vessel.”
The guard started to object, but his companion stopped him.
“Do you have proof of her identity?” the second guard asked.
“Scan her face. Her image is in countless data streams all over this star system.”
Echo raised her chin and stared past the guards as if they were beneath her notice. Varrik had seen the expression before, but never on Echo’s face. She looked just like her twin sister E’Lanna.
The second guard approached with obvious hesitation. “May I scan you, Highness?”
“If you must. Though I don’t know why our word isn’t good enough.” She sniffed and raised her chin even higher.
Moments after the scanner beam passed across her face the guard showed his display to his partner. “Our apologies, Highness. Give us a moment to contact General Nox.”
She shooed them away with an indolent wave of her hand. “Do you think he’ll respond personally?” she asked once the guards were out of earshot.
“Would you? It’s the middle of the night.” Varrik smiled as her haughtiness melted away. “He’ll send an underling to bring us to him and then the real fun begins. He won’t be pleased that we tricked our way onto his ship, but it’s less provocative than attempting to teleport through his shields.”
“I agree. This was a better choice.”
Twenty minutes passed before their escort arrived and as Varrik predicted, he was not General Nox but one of his brothers. The young man walked up to Echo and bowed from the waist, his silver-ringed gaze politely remaining on her face.
“It’s an honor to meet you, Princess dar Aun. I’m Zilor Nox.”
“Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?” She smiled flirtatiously.
“If you’d given us some sort of warning, we could have arranged a reception.”
“I don’t need anything fancy.” She waved away the concept and motioned toward the ship. “This was an impulse, nothing more.” She looped her arm through his and pressed in close. “Of course, your brother’s reputation is almost as impressive as the ship’s. Please tell me he hasn’t refused to see me.”
“And insult someone so enchanting?” He patted her hand as they started for the airlock. “Never.”
Varrik fell instep behind them, though Zilor hadn’t even glanced his way. He watched carefully and listened for any deception in Zilor’s tone. This had been almost too easy.
They passed through the airlock and turned to the right—and they were swarmed by armed guards. Varrik was taken to the floor while Echo was shoved against the wall.
“Watch their hands,” Zilor shouted. “They can both command magic.”
Varrik could have flashed to safety, but only if he were willing to abandon his mate.
Go. Echo urged. The negotiation might go better if—
Never!
She responded with a wave of warmth as Varrik was dragged back to his feet. They’d wrapped something around both his hands then secured his wrists behind his back. Echo was similarly restrained, though her hands had been bound in front of her. Foolish Rodytes perceived her as less of a threat because she was female. In many ways her powers were more impressive than his.
“Sorry about the precautions,” Zilor said with a lazy smile. “You must admit your visit is a bit unusual.”
“It’s insulting to be met with such discourtesy.” Echo tossed her head, managing to look regal despite the restraints. “I have nothing more to say to you.”
Zilor laughed. “Fine by me, but that attitude isn’t going to get you anywhere with General Nox. He demands respect from even uninvited guests.”
“Release me at once. I’ve changed my mind. I have no interest in this vessel or its obnoxious commander.”
“Too late, princess.” Zilor took her by the arm and led her along the corridor. Two guards preceded him and two fell in behind Varrik. “You’ve earned yourself a visit with a very grumpy general.”
Varrik wasn’t surprised when they were led to the brig rather than a reception hall or office. Echo sputtered and objected, insisting that she be released. Varrik had hoped for a less aggressive approach, but he’d suspected this was more in keeping with Rodyte hospitality. Still, if they’d ignored protocols entirely, they would have been met with even more hostility.
Zilor guided Echo into a holding cell and Varrik started to push past him and join her in the tiny room. “Sorry. One visitor per cell.” He grabbed Varrik’s upper arm and pulled him out of the room.
“I must be with my mistress!” He jerked out of Zilor’s hand and made it past the doorway before he was yanked back by two of the guards. “I am responsible for her safety.”
“Not going to happen.” Zilor motioned to the cell across the room and the guards deposited Varrik inside. “You can see her, so you’ll know she’s in no danger.”
“If she’s in no danger, why are you treating her like a criminal?” Varrik challenged. Damn it! He couldn’t teleport her out of here if he couldn’t touch her. This was not what he had in mind.
“You must really think we’re fools, Varrik. Settle in. No one’s in a hurry to listen to more of your lies.”



Chapter Eleven
 
“Did you get any sleep at all?”
Morgan looked up from the holo-display and offered Nazerel a halfhearted smile. “Off and on.”
“That’s where you were sitting when I drifted off last night.” He swung his long legs over the side of the bunk and stood, toned muscles rippling with each motion. He had donned a pair of snug black shorts that were generally worn beneath his uniform after he showered the night before. “Did you sleep sitting up?”
He was right. She hadn’t moved from the workstation in the past four and a half hours and she had the backache to prove it. When they’d returned from the observation deck, she made a beeline for the shower. But as soon as her body was scrubbed clean and covered by a soft nightgown, she’d demanded to see the data he’d received from Flynn.
Nazerel’s cryptic warning about government conspiracies had been a much needed distraction from more personal conflicts. She’d done her best to concentrate on the information and ignore her aching heart, but once Nazerel fell asleep her composure crumbled. She returned to the utility room and indulged in a good long cry. As if dragging her to an alien world hadn’t been devastating enough, Nazerel shattered her emotions. Maybe that hadn’t been his intent, but the result was undeniable.
She couldn’t be his “chosen mate”. She’d worked too hard to establish herself as a respected authority on all things alien. So how had an alien slipped beneath her defenses? She didn’t want to care for him, wasn’t ready to consider all the changes he would bring into her life. And yet the emotions he inspired were much too powerful to deny.
She was in love with Nazerel.
And she had no idea how it had happened.
Rather than hint at the emotional upheaval that had shaped her night, she motioned toward the display. “I’ve been through everything twice and, from what I can tell, Flynn didn’t tamper with the information.” She paused to rub her neck as she glanced at Nazerel. “Why did he agree to help us in the first place if he still felt loyalty for you?”
“Flynn is a pleaser. He doesn’t mean to be disloyal, but he craves acceptance and affirmation from whomever he’s with at the time.”
“I wonder if Elias and Lor have figured out that Flynn can’t be trusted?” She powered down the terminal and pushed back from the desk.
“They should be fine. There’s no one left to betray.” Nazerel moved behind her before she could stand and slipped his hands under her hair. His long, strong fingers massaged her knotted muscles and Morgan groaned in ecstasy. “Feel good?”
“You have no idea.” She closed her eyes and surrendered to the simple pleasure of his touch.
“You make that same sound when you—”
“Shut up.” She slapped back at him, but didn’t move away from his magical hands. “And keep rubbing.”
He chuckled and moved the massage down onto her upper back. “Most of the messages were ambiguous. Were you able to figure out the identity of Sevrin’s contacts?”
“I’m pretty sure there are three different people, though two don’t identify themselves at all. I’m almost sure the one who calls himself Ranger is my ex-boss. He was an Army Ranger and one of his brothers is a Texas Ranger. He’s always been obsessed with the title.”
“And the others?”
“Unfortunately, they could be anyone. One uses law enforcement terms, but he or she could also be military. The third sounds like a lawyer or more likely a politician. There just isn’t enough specific information to verify their identities.”
He continued to work the tension from her muscles for a moment in silence. His voice was low and cautious when he finally spoke. “Then you don’t have enough to expose their treachery?”
“Not even close.” She opened her eyes and swiveled around in the chair, dislodging one of his hands. “Even if I had something concrete, I can’t expose these bastards without exposing the secrets I’ve sworn to protect.”
Challenge arched his brow. “Why are you protecting secrets? Shouldn’t you be protecting people instead?”
“I don’t know.” She shrugged off his other hand and stood. “Maybe the people of Earth deserve to know about our many visitors. Maybe I’ve been fighting on the wrong side of this conflict all along. I honestly don’t know anymore.”
“I understand both sides of the argument.” Nazerel didn’t try to stop her as she brushed past him and started pacing the room. “It’s human nature to fear the unknown and frightened people can be dangerous. Still, that excuse is frequently used as a means of controlling the unaware. If Rodyte males can offer human females a different sort of life than they’ve known on Earth, don’t the females have the right to choose?”
“But it has to be a choice. No more hunting brides or holding mates captive. The females have to volunteer or… I don’t know what I’m saying. I’m probably going to resign as soon as you return me to Earth, so I’m not going to be in a position to make stipulations.”
“Why would you resign?”
“They’re masking their corruption with the hard work of my taskforce. I won’t be used like that. And I’ll encourage all of my people to do the same.”
“There is another option, you know.” She looked at him and he smiled, that slow, sexy smile that never failed to melt her insides. “You can work with us, help us understand how human females think and which strategies will be more effective.”
Her heart lodged in her throat and she could hardly swallow. “I have to go back, Nazerel. We both know I have to go back.”
He stalked toward her, his gaze locked with hers. “You don’t have to do anything.” He grasped her upper arms and pulled her toward him. “Stay with me. Be my morautu.”
She adamantly shook her head, but her hands found their way to his chest and then his shoulders. Hot, hard and addictive, just like the night before. She couldn’t make herself stop touching him. “This is insane.”
He pulled her into his arms then urged her back against the wall. “This is inevitable.”
His mouth sealed over hers, the kiss deep and demanding. She clutched his back and moved her feet apart, making room for his knee between her thighs. The firm muscle connected with her mound and she gasped. Then he dragged the nightgown over her head, separating their mouths only long enough to rid her of the simple garment.
She tugged his shorts down then, unwilling to stop kissing him, she let him do the rest. Soon they were rubbing against each other skin on skin, mouths fused, and breaths mingling. He stroked her breasts with one hand and cupped her ass with the other, controlling the undulation of her hips.
“Open for me.” He whispered the words against her damp lips. “Last night was hell. I don’t ever want to be without you again.”
She tore her mouth away from his and shook her head as the import of his words rocked her. “I’m not ready for that,” she cried. “I don’t know that I’ll ever be ready for that sort of commitment.”
He closed his eyes and heaved a frustrated sigh. “The link will ease your doubts. There can be no deception in that kind of communication. You don’t have to believe what I tell you because you’ll feel what I feel.”
She raised her hand and touched his cheek with her fingertips. “Can’t you form a temporary link like you did before? I agree that it makes things better, but I still need my own space.”
“I can teach you how to shield your mind from me.” He moved his hands to the wall on either side of her head. “You are my mate. I’m not sure I can take you again without bonding with you.”
“I need you to try.” She waited until he looked into her eyes to add, “I’m not ready.”
“All right. I’ll sever the link when we’re finished, even if it kills me.”
“Thank you.” Emboldened by his willingness to compromise, she grabbed his arms and spun him around, reversing their positions. “Now, I think there’s another promise you need to fulfill.”
“Is that so?” He brushed her hair back from her face and bent for a lingering kiss. “What did I promise you this time?”
She ran her hands down his sides then steadied herself against his hips as she sank to her knees. “You promised to let me enjoy you the way you’ve been enjoying me.” She had no way of knowing if he’d meant to object because she grasped his shaft with one hand and circled his broad tip with her tongue.
He groaned and leaned his head back against the wall as his eyes drifted shut. She stroked him with her hand as she teased him with her mouth. He was silky soft against her tongue and fingers, yet incredibly hard as well. Fascinated by the contrast, she sucked him deep into her mouth and explored him with her tongue.
His fingers pushed into her hair, clasping yet not restraining. He pulled his hips back, drawing nearly out of her mouth before sliding inward again. She tipped her head back and let him set the pace, thrilled that he allowed her to play at all.
Keeping her lips tight around him, she savored the warm slid of him over and against her tongue. His scent grew stronger as did his taste. She swirled her tongue over his tip, encouraging the response of his body. She wanted to know him as intimately as he’d known her. She wanted to watch him lose control and know she was the one who’d taken him there.
He moved faster, his grip on her hair growing tighter. “I need to stop.” He panted harshly, but kept right on pumping into her mouth. “Pull back or I’m going to…”
She sucked him deep and kept him there as he shuddered and groaned. The tilt of her head allowed her to watch his face contort with pleasure. He looked wild, savage, captivating. She swallowed and licked, drawing every last shiver from his body before she finally released him from her mouth.
He pulled her up and kissed her deeply, undeterred by his taste in her mouth. In fact, it seemed to arouse him, make him more demanding. “Just like my scent makes you unattractive to other males, my scent, and my taste, makes you even more attractive to me.” Then he pulled her head back and looked into her eyes. “Now open for me.”
His autocratic tone sent a shiver down her spine. If anyone else used that tone with her she’d immediately rebel, but hearing sensual commands from Nazerel did irrational things to her body. She parted her lips for the bold thrust of his tongue, yet knew that was not what he meant. She closed her eyes and waited for the surge of his energy.
Rather than thrusting inward as he had before, he eased into her mind then expanded the connection gradually. The path has already been established, so it requires less pressure.
It was so strange to have him answer a question she hadn’t actually posed. He felt her confusion or curiosity and easily identified the source.
He swept her up in his arms and carried her to the bed, but instead of lying down, he sat and arranged her astride his legs. His hands moved boldly over her body as their kisses went on and on. Pleasuring him had left her restless and achy and still he seemed determined to play. She reached down between their bodies, but he caught her wrist and chuckled low in his throat.
Not yet, morautu. It’s my turn to watch you come.
Then his fingers found her clit and the intensity made her arch, ripping her mouth away from his.
“That’s right.” He continued the rhythmic caress with his hand as he bent and caught one of her nipples with his lips.
She rocked her hips, increasing the pressure of his fingers. Her core tightened and the ache turned into a painful emptiness. “Please. I need you inside me.”
“Then come.” He caught her clit between his thumb and forefinger and carefully pulled on the sensitive knot. She cried out sharply as sensations blasted through her body.
Somehow he kept the spasms going with one hand and positioned his cock with the other. All Morgan knew was one minute her body was clenching in on itself and the next she was squeezing his considerable thickness.
Digging her nails into his shoulders, she let out a savage cry. She felt wild and dizzy. She lifted her hips then slammed them back down, wanting him deeper, wanting as much as he had to give. He grasped her hips, creating a smoother rhythm without repressing the force of her need.
She’d never felt this wild, this feral. She wanted to bite and claw, yet she needed him to hold her down and contain the frenzy. Unable to resist the instinct, she raked his back with her nails.
He gasped, shock and lust erupting in his eyes and blazing through his mind. Wrapping his arms around her, he rolled onto the bed and swept her beneath him. Then he caught both her hands and pinned them to the bunk on either side of her head.
With his gaze boring into hers, he filled her over and over. She drew up her legs and took him deeper into her body and her mind. But the fire burned hotter and the frenzy only increased. She dug her heels into the bed and bucked into each of his thrusts.
He entwined their fingers and squeezed her hands. Then his mouth was on hers again, commanding and calming her. His physical strength soothed her, made her feel secure. And the power of his being allowed her to slow the raging impulses and savor the pleasure ricocheting back and forth across their link.
It became a dance, a rhythmic blending of bodies, souls and minds. She surrendered to the intensity, and tenderness flowed out of him like a river, a silky caress that surrounded her and strengthened their bond.
Now. His hips pumped frantically his lips hovering over hers. Let me feel you come around my cock.
The graphic command left her no choice. Her body arched and her core rippled, triggering his release. They clung to each other, shuddering and groaning as the world spun away. They hung together in velvety silence for one endless moment then plummeted back to reality.
“Wow.” She shivered then laughed as tingling aftershocks sparked through her body.
“A little better than average?”
She laughed again and eased one of her hands out from under his. “Does your ego really need to hear it?” She brushed his hair back from his face. “We are amazing together. It’s not you or me. It’s us.”
He grinned, clearly thrilled by the conclusion. “I’m glad you’re finally starting to understand.”
A buzzer sounded and Nazerel looked toward the workstation. “Answer call, audio only.”
“Sorry to interrupt your training session.” No one could have missed the amusement in Zilor’s tone. “But Garin has a surprise for you.”
“What sort of surprise?”
“Report to Garin’s quarters and he’ll explain. We missed you at breakfast.”
The connection went dead before Nazerel could respond.
“What did he mean by ‘training session’?” When Nazerel only grinned she had her answer. “They think you’re ‘training’ me?”
He gave her a quick kiss then rolled away and scooted off the bunk. “Does it matter what they think? We know the truth.”
“We do?” She scrambled off the bed and raced for her discarded nightgown. “Which truth is that?”
“We’re training each other.”
He disappeared into the utility room before she could object or agree. She slipped the nightgown back on with a sigh. Did it really matter what anyone else thought as long as they were content with the arrangement? Content? Was she content with Nazerel? She wasn’t even sure she liked him. How could he possibly make her content?
But she was warm and sleepy, utterly at peace for the first time in years, maybe decades.
She closed her eyes and reached for his mind.
Yes, my love? He made the endearment sound playful.
If you promise not to enter my mind without letting me know you’re there, we’ll try this for a while.
Happiness, bright and effervescent, preceded his thought. Are you sure?
Yes. But I don’t offer my trust often or easily. No spying on me.
The door to the utility room slid open and he stood there in a freshly pressed uniform, hair still damp from his lightning-fast shower. “If I approach your mind, you’ll know I’m there and you’ll have time to shut the door if you don’t want me to enter.”
“Or I will if I knew how to shut a telepathic door.”
“I’ll teach you. As soon as I return, we’ll resume our training session.” He punctuated the promise with a wink that sent heat curling through her body.
* * * * *
Nazerel was halfway to Garin’s cabin when the computer rerouted him to the brig. The distinctly female voice told him of the change and a lighted indicator on the wall guided him toward the new destination. His gut knotted and his breathing hitched as he neared the detention level. What sort of surprise would Garin have stashed in the brig? Ontarians was the obvious answer, but how in the five hells would Mystics have found him this quickly? Everyone who knew of his connection to the Nox family was either dead or incarcerated.
Except for Varrik.
Dread intensified the weight in his stomach. His former best friend had already betrayed him once. Why should this possibility surprise him? His worst fears were realized a few minutes later when a guard ushered him into the open area between the containment cells. Garin stood there, hands clasped behind his back.
“Surprise.” He motioned toward Varrik with a sardonic smile. “Decide what you want done with him or I’ll shove him out the nearest airlock. I really don’t have time for this shit.”
“Yes, sir.”
Garin moved toward Echo, who was in an adjacent cell. “You’re coming with me, so your mate doesn’t feel obligated to perform.” He disabled the force field with a terse command and motioned Echo out.
“Where are you taking her?” Varrik demanded.
“Wherever I please,” Garin snapped. “This is my ship. You are the intruders.”
Varrik’s gaze screamed objections, but he wisely held his tongue. Garin had already explained why he was removing Echo and that was more consideration than Varrik deserved.
Nazerel waited until the door slid closed behind Garin and Echo before he spoke to his one-time friend. “I’m not going back to Ontariese, at least not yet.”
“Running away is a coward’s solution. You’re not a coward.”
Nazerel shook his head and fought back a smile. Varrik knew him too well. Any other accusation would have fallen on deaf ears, but no one called Nazerel a coward. He glanced at the guard standing beside the door. “Wait outside. I’ll call you if I need assistance.”
With only an acknowledging nod, the guard stepped out into the corridor and joined the guard already stationed there.
After the door closed again, Nazerel turned back to Varrik. “I’m not running away. I retreated so I could regroup and form a better strategy.”
“A better strategy for what? It’s over, Nazerel. Sevrin is dead and you must take responsibility for your actions.”
“Which actions do you find so objectionable? Leaving the City of Tears without permission or communicating with the evil Rodytes?”
“Rodyte blood flows through my veins too. You can’t pretend I’m a bigot. And you can’t pretend no one was hurt by your presence on Earth. Yes, we know Sevrin’s experiments were to blame for the actual deaths, but how did those females end up in Sevrin’s lab? And a male had to have triggered each transformation. That wasn’t something Sevrin could have done alone.”
“No one on Team South hunted while we were on Earth. Ask Flynn. Ask anyone.”
Varrik paused, clearly confused by the claim. His stance remained tense and watchful, but his gaze softened. “What are you talking about? We were told there was a rotation that ensured each team had the opportunity to hunt.”
“Team South members were excluded from the rotation.”
“Why? Who excluded them?”
“Sevrin. I wouldn’t lick her boots, or anything else she wanted licked, so she lashed out at my team. She was hoping my men would turn on me, but the injustice only made them more suspicious of her and more loyal to me.”
After a long, strained silence, Varrik asked, “Can you give me the names of each man who hunted and what happened to the female or females he caught?”
“Don’t confuse me with Flynn. Investigating this mess is your job, not mine.”
Varrik accepted the statement with a stiff nod. “You still violated your contract with the Overlord.”
“A contract I neither negotiated nor signed,” Nazerel sneered. This conversation was so overdue it was pointless. “It was never my desire to be part of the world above, but you dismantled our world so you could remain with your mate. I accept that. I don’t agree with it, but I understand the consuming need to keep one’s mate at one’s side.”
Varrik had the audacity to laugh. He ran a hand through his hair as he shook his head. “Let me guess, Morgan? Does she know she’s your mate or does she still consider herself your prisoner?”
“We’re talking about me, not Morgan.” He couldn’t let thoughts of Morgan soften his heart or overshadow his resentment. Varrik had escaped this reckoning for much too long and this setting was likely as advantageous as Nazerel was ever going to receive.
“Hate me for dismantling our world if you must, but at least be honest with yourself. Our world needed to be dismantled. The Sacred Customs were tools used by the elders to control their tribes. Our men deserve more than a life of mindless subjugation.”
“Maybe that’s all the Customs were to you, but to me they were much, much more.”
After heaving a sigh of exasperation, Varrik squared his shoulders. “We can spend the next year debating the merits of the Sacred Customs and it will change nothing. The world below is gone.”
“Thanks to you,” he gritted out between clenched teeth.
“And it should not be reborn,” Varrik stressed.
He relaxed his jaw enough to speak clearly. “I agree.”
That seemed to surprise Varrik. He took a step closer to the containment field. “I didn’t set out to kill South. Your father left me no other choice.”
Nazerel clenched his fists, needing a physical outlet for the sudden flash of anger. Varrik hadn’t “set out to kill” Nazerel’s father, but Varrik hadn’t denied being the cause of South’s death. “You accused Elder North and Elder South of betraying our people. It’s curious that North—your uncle—is still alive while you had ‘no other choice’ but to kill my father, the only person who could have disproved your accusations.”
“Why was he on the Rodyte ship if he remained loyal to our world?” Tension deepened Varrik’s voice, adding a menacing growl to his tone.
Moving closer to Varrik’s cell, Nazerel found the command to lower the containment field on the tip of his tongue. The Sacred Customs not only allowed murder to be avenged, they demanded a life for a life. But this was Garin’s ship. When Varrik breathed his last, it would have to be at Garin’s command. “My father was captured by the Rodytes just like you and Echo.”
“And yet we found him in a comfortable cabin while we had been locked up and restrained.”
Nazerel had heard it all before. He’d watched the vidfiles of the tribunal and read the transcripts, searching for any inconsistency that would exonerate his father or at least cast doubt on Varrik’s story. He’d found none. The entire performance had been a carefully constructed lie, or Varrik had been telling the truth. For the first time, Nazerel allowed himself to admit that he wasn’t sure which alternative was accurate.
“I have only your word for any of this,” Nazerel snapped.
“For most of our lives, that would have been enough.”
The reminder only irritated the raw patches in Nazerel’s soul. Their past closeness was the primary reason Varrik’s betrayal hurt so badly. “And then you met Echo.”
“Why would I lie? Why would Echo? She had nothing to gain by spreading falsehoods and everything to lose. Lying during a tribunal is a serious crime.”
“You needed the location of the Shadow Maze and you murdered my father to get it!” Varrik had no intention of changing his story. This was an exasperating waste of time.
“Scan me. Look into my mind and learn the truth.” It was part challenge, part plea.
Nazerel glared at him. “I know the true scope of your powers. You can easily manipulate memories.”
“And you’re skilled enough to sense that sort of manipulation. Go on. Let’s end this once and for all. Or aren’t you interested in the truth?” The plea faded from his demeanor until only challenge remained.
Not sure why he was prolonging this futile conversation, Nazerel said, “This better not be some sort of trick. We still have Echo.” It was an idle threat and likely Varrik knew it. Still, Nazerel felt compelled to say something.
Even with his nanites boosting his natural abilities, Nazerel wasn’t able to penetrate the containment field, so he issued the command, decreasing the strength by twenty-five percent.
Varrik flashed through the barrier and grabbed Nazerel by the throat. “Never threaten my mate. I will not tolerate—”
Nazerel punched him in the face, snapping his head sharply to the side. Then he dragged Varrik’s hand away from his throat and propelled him backward with a burst of energy. “Get back in that cell! You’re not in a position to demand anything.”
Varrik’s only response was a fast, uppercut that Nazerel barely dodged. Another energy pulse sent Varrik stumbling backward, but he recovered quickly and charged Nazerel.
This confrontation had been brewing for months and now both men were fully engaged. Their nanites augmented their strength and speed, but they’d known each other their entire lives. Their arms and legs flew so fast their bodies blurred, yet few of their blows connected. They ducked and waved, twisted and lunged in a dizzying, semi-violent dance.
Nazerel faked with his left then put the full power of his body behind his right fist. Anticipating the first punch, Varrik jerked to the right and his nose collided with Nazerel’s knuckles. Blood gushed from both nostrils, coating Varrik’s face and Nazerel’s hand in a torrent of red. With an enraged cry, Varrik kicked Nazerel’s legs out from under him then followed him down to the floor. Varrik drew back his arm, but before he could land even one punch, he was dragged off Nazerel by three guards who must have been drawn by the commotion. A forth stood a short distance away with his pulse pistol aimed at Varrik’s head.
“Don’t kill him,” Nazerel ordered. “I’ve just begun to question him.
“Why is he out of his cell?” the one with the gun wanted to know.
The rings in Varrik’s eyes erupted with blue fire. Understanding the significance of the change, Nazerel scrambled to his feet and caught Varrik’s attention. “Don’t hurt them. Your quarrel is with me.”
“I don’t have a ‘quarrel’ with anyone. You threw the first punch,” Varrik snapped, his hands tightly fisted.
“You grabbed me by the throat.”
“You threatened my mate!”
They were nose to nose again, the guards struggling to hold back Varrik.
“Do you want him back in the cell or not?” one of the guards holding Varrik asked.
Varrik could have sent them all flying with a surge of kinetic energy, but his anger was entirely focused on Nazerel.
“Not yet,” Varrik told them. “He has something he must do first.”
All four guards looked at Nazerel for guidance.
“He’s right.” Nazerel wiped his bloody knuckles on his pant leg. “Release him and return to your stations.”
“Are you sure, sir? He still seems hostile.” The guard with the gun asked again.
“We were blowing off steam, nothing more. If either of us had meant to cause real damage, you’d be loading us onto hover carts bound for the infirmary. Now go.”
“Yes, sir.” All of the guards returned to their positions in the hallway.
Varrik wiped his nose on his sleeve, creating a red smear across his face in the process. “I can escape at any time. You realize that, don’t you?”
“Only if you leave Echo behind.”
“Echo is the High Queen’s daughter. One call from Charlotte, and Echo would be released.” Nazerel started to argue, but Varrik stopped him with a muttered curse. “My point is I don’t want this to be adversarial. I agreed to hunt you because I didn’t trust anyone else to bring you back alive. I know how exasperating you can be.”
“And you are the epitome of patience.”
“Are you going to scan me or not?” Varrik pinched the bridge of his nose as one side started bleeding again. “I’m losing interest in this exercise.”
Nazerel deactivated the containment field and motioned toward the small sink inside the cell. “Clean yourself up then I’ll scan you.”
With obvious reluctance, Varrik walked back into the cell.
Nazerel used the time to calm his spirit. It was impossible to assess another’s emotions while his were out of control. Varrik washed his face, pushed a piece of tissue into the stubborn nostril and then stood in the middle of the cell, arms folded over his chest. He stared at Nazerel without expression then a tiny opening formed in his mental shields.
Already dreading what he’d find, Nazerel slipped through the opening. He’d either learn that his bitterness toward his former best friend was justified or he’d see that his father was a traitor. Neither possibility held any appeal. Still, Nazerel needed to know the truth. Varrik drew him into the past, leading him to the night in question. But once they arrived at the scene, Varrik eased back, allowing Nazerel to explore on his own.
The scene was as Varrik had described, a small yet comfortable cabin, definitely not the location one generally found a prisoner. South turned around as Echo and Varrik entered. “Are we rescued?” The question might have been believable if it weren’t for the panic in his eyes.
“To require rescuing, one has to be in danger. Are you in danger?” Echo moved slowly forward.
South held up both hands. “Don’t come near me.” South sounded genuinely terrified, but Nazerel recognized the subtle cunning in his father’s expression.
Echo took another step toward South, and Nazerel felt a powerful surge of energy. She paled, swaying as South stabbed into her mind. At this point Nazerel could still argue that South was protecting himself from their attack, but the dynamic shifted rapidly.
Varrik steadied Echo as he forced his way into the power struggle. Nazerel ignored the protectiveness and anger blasting from Varrik and sank deeper into South’s being.
He’d never seen his father like this, never sensed his mind without the filter of a son’s devotion. Rage, bitterness and desperation spun like an emotional hurricane. How could South teach others to honor and revere customs he despised? The hypocrisy stung, tearing at everything Nazerel believed to be true, yet he’d come too far to turn back now. He scanned deeper, searching for motivations, anything that would explain his father’s actions. All he felt was South’s determination to escape the life he hated and live in comfort away from the world below.
Not wanting to experience his father’s death, Nazerel severed the connection and scrambled back from the cell. It was all true. Everything Varrik had told the tribunal was confirmed by his memories. South had betrayed his tribe and forced Varrik to kill him rather than take responsibility for his cowardly choices.
Nazerel commanded the containment field back to full strength. Then, not wanting Varrik to see the torment in his eyes, he turned around. “You were right. I admit it. Are you happy now?”
“None of this makes me happy. I didn’t want to kill him. I—”
“Had no other choice. Yes, I know.” Composed enough to face him again, Nazerel shot him a sidelong glare. “The past cannot be changed. We both need to focus on the future.”
Varrik scrubbed his hand over his jaw, clearly conflicted. “If this isn’t about avoiding punishment, then why are you here? What can General Nox offer you other than a place to hide?”
“It’s not in my best interest to explain.”
Varrik searched his gaze, a sadly familiar half-smile curving his lips. “You’re still the most stubborn man I’ve even known.”
“Except for yourself, don’t you mean?”
“Damn it, Nazerel. Tell me what you’ve got planned. It might not be too late to save you.”
His vehemence seemed genuine. Still, Nazerel wasn’t impressed. “That’s part of the problem. I don’t, nor have I ever, needed rescuing. If you behave yourself for the next few days, I might let you watch my plans unfold. It should be very entertaining.”
* * * * *
Freshly showered and adorned in a relatively modest dress, Morgan wandered around the cabin she shared with Nazerel. The door buzzer made her jump then she heard someone trigger the door from outside. Hadn’t Zilor said the doors could only be opened by the occupant?
Before her imagination could run away with her, Garin stepped into the room but he went no farther. “I apologize for the intrusion. I wasn’t sure if Nazerel taught you the proper command to trigger the door.”
“He hasn’t gotten around to it yet, but how were you able to open it from out there?”
His grin was unexpected and charming. “It’s my ship. I can open any door.”
“Of course you can.”
He turned to the side and motioned someone forward. The newcomer was female and dressed in an ankle-length skirt, but she wasn’t Rodyte. Her gently swirling purple eyes identified her homeworld as Ontariese. She’d pulled her golden-brown hair back into a messy ponytail and her features were delicate, yet striking.
“Echo dar Aune, meet Morgan Hoyt.”
Echo crossed the room with regal grace, her right hand extended. “I feel like I know you already.”
“And why is that?” Morgan automatically shook her hand, though she was curious to know why this stranger knew her name. Wait a minute. Echo. Wasn’t that the name of Varrik’s captive princess?
“Enjoy your visit,” Garin cut in. “I’ll return for you when, and if, your mates ever come to a consensus.” Without further ado, the general left.
“You’re Nazerel’s mate?”
She couldn’t tell if the catch in Echo’s voice had been disbelief or amusement. “So he tells me. And you’re the princess who inspired Varrik to abandon the world below.”
“Guilty as charged, though there was more to it than just me.”
“Why don’t we sit down?” She motioned toward the seating area beyond the bed. “If Nazerel and Varrik are trying to agree on anything, you’re going to be here a while.”
Echo nodded and followed her across the room. “This is rather awkward, but I feel obligated to ask. Were you brought here against your will?”
“‘Will’ is a curious thing.” Morgan sat facing Echo and tried not to laugh. Echo, of all people, should understand how quickly captor could become something very different. “Nazerel didn’t ask if I wanted to make this trip, but even before we left Earth I’m not sure I was entirely unwilling. These Rodyte men can be very persuasive.”
Echo didn’t bother holding back her smile. “You don’t have to explain that to me.”
“I pride myself in my self-sufficiency. I’m a very independent woman, so it’s absurd that I might have fallen this fast and this hard.”
“And yet, you can’t stop thinking about him and any future without him would be incomplete?”
“Not just incomplete, unthinkable.” Morgan sighed. She had very few female friends, yet pouring her heart out to Echo felt natural. “Is the general watching us? Seeing if I’ll divulge my deepest secrets to a fellow captive?”
Echo snickered. “Are there any of your deepest secrets Nazerel hasn’t already learned?”
“Probably not.” She pressed back into the sofa. “How did you find us so quickly?”
“Once Varrik realized Nazerel had left Earth, he knew where Nazerel would go.”
“Which is why Lor sent him after us. Varrik knows Nazerel better than anyone.”
“Lor sent us after Nazerel. We’re supposed to rescue you. As far as everyone is concerned you’re Nazerel’s hostage. You don’t have to be part of his prosecution, but there is no benefit from you sharing the blame.”
Understanding spread through Morgan reinforcing her calm. “Who had this conversation with you when you were ‘rescued’ from Varrik?”
Echo’s smile returned and a guilty flush colored her cheeks. “My mother. Gods was that awkward. She was convinced Varrik was evil incarnate and nothing I said was going to change her mind.”
“Then spare us both the awkwardness. Nazerel is no longer my captor and I won’t testify against him. Do I need to be more specific?”
“I think being introduced as his mate told me all I needed to know.”
“I’m glad.” Echo might seem friendly and easygoing, but they were still on opposite sides of the conflict. Morgan refused to say anything that would incriminate Nazerel, so she chose the next subject carefully. “Your mother is High Queen of Ontariese, isn’t she?”
“She is.”
“Has she learned to accept Varrik?”
“I’m not sure ‘accept’ is the right word. She tolerates him because she knows how much I love him. Now my father,” she shook her head. “It’s all Papa can do to pretend to be civil to Varrik. Mostly they avoid each other.”
They could bore each other with small talk for the next few hours or Morgan could take advantage of this unexpected opportunity. Echo was Varrik’s mate. She had to know more about his past than what he’d put in the official reports. “Can I ask a really rude question? If you don’t want to answer I’ll understand.”
“I’m curious by nature.” Echo relaxed enough to scoot back in her chair and cross her legs. “I’ll have to at least hear the question now.”
“Nazerel blames you and Varrik for his father’s death. What really happened on the Rodyte ship? How did Elder South die?”
It took Echo a moment to answer and when she did her voice was soft and sad, hinting at deep regret. “Nazerel is right. We are responsible for South’s death.”
That wasn’t the answer Morgan had expected. And Echo had offered no caveat, no explanation. Had she miscalculated Echo’s basic nature? “Nazerel thinks you murdered South so you could learn the location of the Shadow Maze. Was there more to it than that?”
“Of course there was more to it. South was part of a much larger conspiracy that threatened my sister’s life. North was determined to take over the Shadow Maze and South was desperate to escape before Varrik brought the Ontarian military down on all their heads. South sold fifty hunters to the Rodytes in exchange for a secure and comfortable life on Rodymia.”
“Does Nazerel know about this?”
“He knows, but he doesn’t believe his father was capable of that sort of treachery.” Her legs uncrossed and she scooted back to the edge of her seat. “I saw a side of South I suspect he never showed his son. South reveled in cruelty. He was utterly ruthless.” She tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear and released a deep sigh. “Even so, regardless of the circumstances, Varrik ended the life of Nazerel’s father. I’m not sure any friendship could recover from that.”
“This isn’t about friendship, it’s about justice.”
Echo’s brow furrowed and she tilted her head to one side. “I’m not sure what you mean.”
“Varrik feels his actions were justified by the needs of Tribe North. Nazerel sees it very differently. He feels like Varrik’s love for you robbed Tribe South of any choice they might have had when leaving the world below.”
“If they had been given the option of coming to Rodymia, would their lives have been any different?” Echo motioned to the ship around them. “This environment is not all that different from the City of Tears. Rodyte soldiers are still expected to obey orders and adhere to very strict rules.”
“I don’t think Rodymia is Nazerel’s final destination.”
After a thoughtful pause, Echo asked, “Earth?”
Morgan just smiled. She’d probably said too much already, but Echo was incredibly engaging.
“Why Earth? What can Tribe South find on that primitive planet that they can’t find in this star system?”
“Compatible females.” The answer was so obvious, Morgan was sure Echo was playing dumb to confirm her own suspicions. “There aren’t enough women on Ontariese for the men you’ve got now. How would an ex-Shadow Assassin ever convince an Ontarian woman to mate with him? And from what little I’ve learned about Rodymia, they have a strict social structure, a sort of caste system. Nazerel keeps referring to his cousins as part of the elite, but he never refers to himself the same way.”
“Even if the Shadow Assassins would fare better on Earth, why would humans allow them to immigrate?”
Morgan smiled. That was a question she might have asked a week ago. “I don’t think they plan on asking permission. In fact, Earth might end up with a larger illegal alien problem than they ever thought possible.”
Confusion drew Echo’s brows together as she asked, “Shouldn’t you sound more upset by the possibility?”
“I feel sorry for the public and I’ll do everything I can to protect human females. But the government deserves everything they’re about to get and a whole lot more.”



Chapter Twelve
 
Nazerel was halfway back to his cabin when the computer rerouted him again.
“General Nox would like to speak with you,” the computer informed him. “Please follow the path indicator.”
Too wound up to appreciate the assistance, he grumbled, “I know the way.”
“Very good. If you change your mind, I’m always available.”
The illuminated indicator blinked out and Nazerel strode on alone, feeling slightly guilty for grumping at the computer. The ship was massive, but the basic layout was similar to other Rodyte ships. Besides, Nazerel was used to navigating the twisting corridors of the Shadow Maze so he always paid close attention to where he was going and where he had been.
Hanging over his head like a storm cloud, the truth about his father simmered and churned. He’d known his father was ruthless, perhaps even cruel. Yet he’d always believed South honored the Sacred Customs that he honestly believed the things he taught so passionately. They were the principles on which Nazerel had built his life. They formed his basic character, so where did this leave him?
But there had been no deception in Varrik’s memories. Like all the other elders, South had been corrupt and self-serving. Which meant the Sacred Customs were pointless lies and Nazerel was a fool, fighting for an ideal that never existed or had been horribly twisted long before he was born.
None of it mattered anymore. The Shadow Maze was an empty shell and his brothers were semi-willing prisoners of the Ontarian Overlord. He released the past with a frustrated sigh. He’d meant what he said to Varrik. The past could not be changed and they both needed to focus on the future. His people deserved better than years of servitude and frustration on a planet with a shortage of females. Life in the Rodyte military wouldn’t be a better option if it weren’t for what he’d learned on Earth. It was only a matter of time before the battle born made their move, and he meant for the Shadow Assassins to be part of the coming battle.
His thoughts were still troubled and chaotic when he reached Garin’s quarters. The proximity sensor activated as he neared the door and he heard the computer announce his arrival to the occupant or occupants of the cabin. The door slid open and Nazerel walked inside. Garin was alone and seated behind the desk in the far corner of the L-shaped room. He motioned Nazerel over as he closed the report he’d been perusing.
“Did you make any progress with Varrik? I heard fists were flying at one point.”
Needing a moment longer to organize his thoughts, Nazerel asked, “How did he end up in your brig?”
“I’m not sure what they intended, but they told my guards Echo was an Ontarian princess named E’Lanna and she wanted a tour of my ship.” He held up his hand and stopped Nazerel’s objecting. “Yes, I know that’s her sister and they really are princesses, but why does that entitle her to a tour of this ship? Our people are not currently at war, but neither are we allies. Her social station is irrelevant.”
“I’m sure it was just a ploy so they could speak with you. Varrik would have pointed out that I was a fleeing fugitive and there was no reason for you to start a war with Ontariese over the rebellious actions of one man.”
“I thought he knew we are related by blood.”
“He does.”
“Then he knows nothing about Rodytes.” He folded his hands behind his head and leaned back in his chair. “I would never turn you over to an enemy and if Varrik came here representing the Ontarian Overlord, he is my enemy.”
Nazerel sat in one of the two chairs arranged in front of Garin’s desk. “If it were just me, I’d suggest you throw him off the ship, banish him from Rodyte space, and be done with it. Unfortunately, there are one thousand men at the City of Tears that—”
“One thousand? I thought there were four thousand Shadow Assassins.”
“I’m only responsible for those descended from South. The other tribes must make their own…” Garin often brought insight and wisdom with just a few words. His ability to see the big picture was what made him such a good commander and an even more valuable friend. “You’re right. We were all part of the world below, all betrayed by the elders. All four thousand should have the same opportunities.”
Garin lowered his arms, but his posture remained relaxed. “I’m glad you feel that way, because I just received permission from the crown to offer any Shadow Assassin political asylum in exchange for military service. It’s the same deal they received from the Ontarians, with one important difference. They will be Rodyte citizens when their service is complete rather than barely tolerated on Ontariese. The rest is up to you. When and how do you want to retake control of your men?”
The emphasis was meant to motivate him and it worked. He was the last true leader of the Shadow Assassins. It was his responsibility to guide them into a better life, to help them claim a future in which they could be proud and free. “There are two separate situations that must be addressed. I will use the one they wish to discuss to segue into the larger issue.”
“Your recent adventures on Earth will allow you to address the liberation of the Shadow Maze?”
“Exactly. This is likely the only opportunity I’ll get to speak with the overlord, so I must make the most of it.”
“We can easily explain your involvement with Sevrin. I have official documents that will exonerate your actions on Earth.”
Nazerel nodded. “And my situation will protect Team South. I’m not sure what, if anything, I can do to protect the other hunters.”
“They knew what they were doing when they followed you to Earth.”
“But they followed me under false pretenses.”
Garin shook his head. “Not really. You weren’t able to tell them your true motivation, but they knew what they were doing and the possible ramifications from their choices.”
Nazerel didn’t argue, but he still felt responsible for the events that followed. He’d convinced the other alpha hunters to accept Sevrin’s offer. If he hadn’t fueled their discontent and frustration, it was likely they would have eventually accepted the situation on Ontariese.
“What else do you need to strengthen your defense?”
“Are you willing to testify on my behalf?”
Garin suddenly scowled at him. “I’m insulted that you even thought to ask. You are my blood. Would I testify for Bandar or Zilor?”
“Of course. But—”
“Do I love you any less?”
“I apologize, and I don’t doubt your loyalty. What I should have said is, are you able to testify on my behalf? I know the demands of your new command are significant.”
“I can’t fly the Undaunted over to Ontariese, if that’s what you mean. But I can sure as the five hells schedule a time to attend a video conference. The tribunal might not even require my testimony once they’ve read the official documents.”
“You’ve never met Lor dar Joon. He’ll have questions for you, lots and lots of questions.”
“I look forward to his interrogation.” Garin’s smile seemed rather predatory. “I always welcome a good challenge.”
“The easiest way to bring this all to a close is to turn myself in to Varrik.”
“I don’t trust the Ontarians. I’d like to hold on to the females until after your appearance before the Tribunal. If there is any hint of manipulation on their part, it will give us some leverage.”
“I understand your caution, but the Ontarians wouldn’t see that as protection, they’d see it as a threat. Lor is as arrogant as they come, but he seems fair and honorable.”
Garin stared at him thoughtfully for a long moment, then released a tense sigh. “I don’t like it, but ultimately it’s your decision.” He entered several commands into his computer. “I just sent copies of the documents to the workstation in your cabin. Look them over before you leave to make sure you have everything you need.”
“Once my men request asylum, will you have any control over their assignments?”
Garin waved away Nazerel’s concern. “I can’t assign them all to the Undaunted, but I can use my influence to make sure they’re assigned to battle born commanders rather than elitist pigs who needlessly risk the lives of their battle born soldiers.”
“Which brings us back to what I learned on Earth. Have you decided what to do about the battle born situation?”
“The ‘battle born situation’?” Garin chuckled and pushed back from his desk. “Now you sound like Bandar. The situation with the battle born has been escalating for decades and it’s not going to be resolved overnight. You brought an intriguing possibility to my attention. However, I’m not prepared to commit high treason so my brothers can claim empowered mates.”
Claiming empowered mates was more of a bonus than the crux of the issue, but Nazerel knew Garin understood the situation even better than he did. Battle born sons had been disregarded and abused ever since it became apparent that they would never develop the ability to manipulate magic. While their female counterparts were treasured and exalted, battle born sons had been…forsaken, to borrow Bandar’s favorite word to describe the situation.”
Before Nazerel could comment, the general went on, “One of my spies in the capital was able to secure a copy of Sevrin’s research data. There is no longer any doubt that Quinton was and is directly involved. I’d like a copy of what Flynn gave you to compare against the information I secured myself.”
That had been their agreement. If Quinton had the data already, Nazerel would share it with Garin to help balance the Rodyte power equation. Garin had made the decision even easier by securing a copy of the research himself.
Nazerel nodded. “I’ll send it to you as soon as I return to my cabin.”
Garin nodded then came out from behind the desk. His expression softened and he placed his hand on Nazerel’s shoulder. “You’ve given me a lot to think about and my brothers will guarantee that I continue to think about it, but let’s solve one problem at a time.”
“I didn’t set out to complicate your life when I accepted this mission. Is there anything I can do to help you unravel this mess?”
“You’ve helped quite enough already.” Garin laughed then motioned him toward the door. “Take what’s left of today to study the documents, solidify your defense and figure out what in creation you’re going to do with Morgan. Then tomorrow morning I’ll release Varrik—and his mate. The sooner we solve your problems, the sooner we can begin on the ‘battle born situation’.”
* * * * *
By the time the guards escorted Echo back to the brig, Morgan felt like they knew each other remarkably well. Though Echo was cautious when it came to specifics about Varrik, she was surprisingly candid about her own history. And Echo’s openness encouraged Morgan to be honest about her past. Soon they were chatting away as if they’d known each other for years and time passed quickly.
Echo had only been gone a few minutes when Nazerel returned to the cabin. He looked downright gloomy and his mood was as unapproachable as Echo’s had been welcoming. After acknowledging Morgan with a distracted lift of his chin, he crossed to the perimeter wall and asked for an external view from the top deck of the ship. Staring out into space always seemed to calm him, yet it also drew him inward and made him less willing to share whatever upset him.
“Are you all right?” Morgan pressed herself against his back and wrapped her arms around his waist. “If you don’t talk to me, I’ll have to use our link to read your mind.”
She’d been hoping to lighten his mood with her playful threat. Instead, he sounded depressed and distant. “Varrik is in the brig. That was Garin’s surprise.”
“So I gathered when he brought Echo here and told us you and Varrik were trying to work things out.”
Nazerel scoffed softly, but his body began to relax and he folded his arms over hers. “I’m not sure our conversation qualifies as reconciliation, but we were able to establish some basic facts.”
“Such as?”
He turned around and pulled her into his arms. “Garin has been compiling the documents needed for my defense. Rather than trying to answer all of your questions, why don’t we go over the documents together and I’ll take you through it step-by-step?”
“All right.” If he was building a defense, did that mean he intended to turn himself in? He was safe here, protected by the influence of his family. Why would he turn himself in?
The answer was so obvious, she didn’t bother asking the question. He’d sacrifice himself for his people. And not just the team of hunters he’d led while on Earth. He felt responsible for all of the men in his tribe, perhaps every former Shadow Assassin.
He motioned her toward the small table near the kitchenette and they sat side by side rather than facing each other. Then he used a datapad, an ultra-thin tablet-style computer capable of projecting three-dimensional images, to display the documents. To her surprise, the information detailed events that began long before Nazerel came to Earth, but she quickly realized it was all connected. The speed with which Nazerel moved through the facts made it obvious he wasn’t in the mood to elaborate.
“How much of this is true?”
He paused and looked at her. “All of it, but I’m not surprised that you asked. The tribunal is going to find everything suspiciously convenient and I’m not sure what I can do about it.”
“Can anyone substantiate what’s in these documents?”
He powered down the datapad with a sigh. “Garin can and will, but he’s my cousin. It’s possible the members of the tribunal will dismiss his testimony as biased.”
“Maybe.” She motioned toward the datapad. “But that presentation is pretty hard to ignore. How much of this did you share with Varrik?”
“Not much. I already knew I was going to turn myself in, so I didn’t see the point in going through it all more than once. He’ll take me back to Ontariese and I’ll explain everything to the tribunal. Varrik can hear it then. Besides, we had other issues to discuss.”
“Like the death of your father?” She hated to bring it up, but she could think of nothing else painful enough to sour his disposition.
“Primarily.”
When he said nothing more, she prompted, “And were you able to agree on what happened?”
“You just spent the past hour or more with Echo. Didn’t she tell you all about it?”
She reached over and slipped her hand into his. “I don’t care what Echo believes. Do you still feel that they murdered your father?”
“Varrik ended my father’s life. That fact was never in dispute. But South was false just like the other elders. Worse, he was a coward who was running away from the fight. He left his entire tribe behind without a second thought. He was not a worthy leader.”
She knew Nazerel was shielding their connection, but occasional bursts of grief and anger bled through. Despite his calm expression, the emotions were as raw and aching as if the tragedy had just taken place.
Before she could find the words needed to comfort him, he gently squeezed her hand. “Am I a fool to expect fair treatment from the Ontarians? They despise Shadow Assassins.”
Glad for an easier subject, she happily followed his lead. “They resent Shadow Assassins and they’re afraid of Rodytes, but they will listen to what you have to say. This is the first mission I’ve worked with Lor, but I’ve known High Queen Charlotte for years. All of the procedures she’s instituted during her reign have been fair and impartial. Besides, I’ll be there to make sure this is not a witch hunt. If it starts to look like they’re out to get you, I’ll help you escape.”
He offered her a warm smile that burned through the shadows in his eyes. “I’m hoping it won’t come to that, but it’s nice to know I’ll have at least one friend at the City of Tears.”
“You said Garin was going to testify. Doesn’t that mean you’ll have two friends?”
Nazerel pushed back from the table and stood. “Garin can’t leave his ship. He’ll testify by vidcom.”
“Of course. Even on Earth that’s likely how it would happen.”
He pulled her to her feet and into a loose embrace. “How about a nice hot bath? Creation knows I need to relax.”
“Where is this mysterious bathtub and will others be there or just us?” She didn’t have a swimsuit and she wasn’t getting naked in front of any male except Nazerel.
Rather than explain, he led her into the utility room. “This is only an option in certain cabins. We just happen to be in one of the best.”
He issued a verbal command and a good portion of the floor smoothly lowered and reshaped. Soon they stood on the wide rim of a deep, spa-style bathtub. One side created a molded recliner while the other formed a simple bench. “Is this all right? There are several other styles, but I’d have to go look up the commands.”
“This is lovely.” Then with a cheeky grin she added, “As long as I get to use the recliner.”
He laughed as he pulled off his shirt. “We’ll figure it out as we go along. Now get undressed.” Another command activated the water, which streamed from multiple outlets all over the surface of the tub.
The water only reached his calves when he lowered himself into the tub. She took longer to undress, so the water was knee-deep by the time she joined him. They stood facing each other as they waited for the tub to fill. She wrapped her arms around his neck and he caressed her back, his touch light and still distracted.
“Before we leave tomorrow, I’ll need to sever our link.”
“Why?” She’d resisted the connection every step of the way, so why did the thought of losing access to his emotions upset her now?
His hand drifted up to the back of her head as he gazed into her eyes. “If the Mystics sense our bond, they’ll accuse me of controlling you.”
“You don’t need a telepathic link to bend me to your will.” She whispered the words against his lips, hoping to lure him away from thoughts about tomorrow. “All you need is your incredible mouth.”
Her lips pressed against his, warming them, encouraging him, but he wasn’t quite ready to abandon their conversation. “They’ll question you. Likely have Elias do it. You trust him and you’ll tell him things you wouldn’t admit to a stranger.”
It was obvious he wasn’t going to relax until this was settled, so she rested her hands on his shoulders and gave them an affectionate squeeze. “They can interrogate me all they like. I won’t say anything that incriminates you. In fact, if you like, I’ll tell them that I helped you escape.”
“Absolutely not. If Elias senses that you’re lying to him, they’ll have Varrik scan your memories. Tell them the truth.”
“I won’t testify against you,” she said emphatically.
“And I won’t allow you to be punished for something you didn’t do.” He buried his hand in her hair and claimed her mouth in a passionate kiss. “You’re my hostage. You’ve done nothing wrong. I’ll make sure they know that.” He kissed her again, preventing her immediate reply.
His mouth was warm, his breath intoxicating and she no longer wanted to argue. She wanted to touch him and be touched by him. She wanted to savor whatever time they had left. The future was too uncertain for them to waste any more time.
He pulled her down into the water and she melted into his embrace. They kissed and touched and kissed some more, neither in a hurry to escalate their passion. He relaxed against the recliner and she straddled his hips, sometimes arching above him, but more often pressing against him skin-to-skin.
“What did you think of Echo?” His lips brushed against her neck as he spoke.
“I’m sprawled on top of you naked and you’re thinking about Echo? Should I be jealous?”
He cupped both her breasts and nipped the side of her throat. “I’m trying to think about anything except how badly I want to be inside you.”
“We’ve got all night.” She reached down between their bodies and guided him to her entrance. “We’ll go slowly next time.” His entire body tensed as she lowered herself onto his cock. She closed her eyes and savored the sweet fullness as it pressed deeper and deeper into her core. “Better?”
“Not yet.” He grabbed her hips and pushed her up then pulled her back down. Creating a rocking motion, he maximized the slide of her body over his. “Now this is better.”
She braced herself against his shoulders and pushed up, giving him access to her aching breasts. They couldn’t kiss in this position, but everything else felt so perfect that it didn’t matter. His lips fastened onto one nipple as he teased the other with his fingers, then he switched sides. All the while she rode him, reveling in the control he seldom allowed her.
His mind opened, filling her with longing and tenderness. Desire was obvious in his gaze, but the affection always surprised her. Outwardly Nazerel was gruff and unyielding, which made his warmth even more precious.
Wanting him to understand how much his caring meant to her, she pushed her emotions into his mind, revealing her love without hesitation or reserve. He moaned and bucked, trusting up into her with possessive urgency. She responded just as aggressively.
“Next time…” His fingers dug into her hips and tension rippled across his torso. “I’ll make it last.” He threw his head back and arched beneath her, filling her completely.
She watched him, feeling him inside her mind and body. His overwhelming need thrilled her even though her arousal had just begun to build. He came in shuddering waves. She felt him jerk deep inside her and a fresh rush of love flooded her mind. He wrapped his arms around her and pressed her against his wildly beating heart.
“That was downright pathetic,” he muttered as she collapsed across his chest.
Knowing he couldn’t see her face, she allowed herself to smile. “I started it and, as I said, we’ve got all night.”
 
Nazerel brushed the damp hair back from Morgan’s face and she pushed herself up again, not all the way vertical, like she’d been before, but far enough so they could see each other. She was so damn beautiful it almost hurt to look at her. With her cheeks flushed and her breasts bare, she looked like a fertility goddess, ripe and ready for more. He’d be more than happy to oblige her as soon as he caught his breath, but the future still loomed in the distance, threatening to consume them.
“I want you to tell the Tribunal the truth, but perspective is a curious thing. I suppose I should at least hear your version of the events.”
Her inner muscles clamped down on his length, encouraging his recovery. “You want to talk about this now?”
He laughed, sliding his hands from her hips to her breasts and back. “Indulge me and I’ll make it worth your while.”
She sat up, balancing her weight on her legs. “All right. You grabbed me during the raid, not knowing who I was. It had been your intention to release me, but Dekker said my name over the radio so you realized I could likely release you from the collar.”
“I still can’t believe how long you held out. You are one incredibly stubborn female.” His hands drifted up her sides and over her breasts, his gaze leading the way.
“You’re not the first to tell me that and it’s doubtful you’ll be the last.” Suddenly restless, she crawled off his lap and moved to the bench across from him.
He’d obviously upset her and that hadn’t been his intention. Still, he needed to know what she would say before he tried to recapture the romantic mood. “What happened after I figured out who you are?”
“It became a battle of wills, which I eventually lost. You didn’t want to bring me with you, but by that point I knew too much to leave behind.” She droned on as if she were reciting a shopping list.
“Did you try to escape?”
She shot him an annoyed look before sinking deeper into the water. “Repeatedly, but I knew I was screwed once you disabled the collar.”
Their connection had existed even with his powers suppressed, but reminding her of the fact would only irritate her further. He didn’t want to spend their last few hours together angry with each other. However, this was important. She needed to understand what she’d be facing when they returned. Her friends would expect her to be relieved and joyful that she’d finally been rescued.
“Elias will try to convince you that I’ve brainwashed you.” He caught her gaze before he went on. “He’ll say I used a combination of physical and emotional techniques to make you feel things that aren’t real.”
“What I feel for you is none of their business.”
Nazerel shrugged then finger-combed his hair back from his face. “I doubt Elias will agree. He might even insist that you need to be deprogramed.”
She straightened, her breasts bobbing just below the water’s surface. “Then I’ll tell him I’ve learned that the government I work for is corrupt and duplicitous. Where I go and with whom I choose to spend my time is now irrelevant because I have no interest in continuing to be their puppet.”
He finally smiled and held out his hand. “You don’t have to convince me, love. Just be aware that they aren’t going to smile and wish you well.”
Her expression remained tense, yet she returned to his side of the tub and allowed him to pull her down on top of him. She tried to return to her seated position, but he had something else in mind. He helped her spread out with her back pressed against his front and her head pillowed on his shoulder.
“My questions got you all wound up. Now I’m going to have to help you relax.”
“Good luck with that.” She shifted restlessly against him, her ass undulating against his rapidly hardening cock. “This position isn’t conducive to relaxation.”
“Nonsense.” He drew her arms up. “Grab ahold of my shoulders or lock your fingers behind my neck.” She grabbed his shoulders. He ran his hands down the underside of her arms, slowly, moving over her flesh like the water surrounding them. “Close your eyes and stop thinking about anything but the way my hands feel, the heat of my body.” And how much I love you.
Her sharply indrawn breath assured him she’d heard the declaration. Words of love had gone unspoken between them, yet the emotion was there each time they touched. He cupped one of her breasts and wrapped his other arm around her waist. She remained tense for a moment longer, but gradually relaxed and let her body flow into the contours of his.
“That’s right. I’ve got you.” He gently circled her nipple until it pebbled against his thumb. “You’re safe with me.” She started to lower her arms, but he growled a warning. “Let go and I’ll stop touching you.”
“But I want to touch you too.”
“No.” He splayed his fingers across her belly then slowly pushed his hand downward. “You will accept what I give you.” His middle finger eased between her folds. “Surrender yourself to me.”
“This is torture,” she whispered, trapped between his skillful finger and the demanding hardness of his cock.
“Hardly.” He nipped her neck then slid her up along his body so his fingers could reach farther between her thighs. “You’re going to come around my fingers.” He pushed his two middle fingers into her core and rubbed her mound against the heel of his hand. “Then you’re going to stand up and straddle my face so I can lick your sweet pussy.”
His words had the desired effect. She moaned as her hips rocked, sliding her body along his fingers and grinding her clit against his hand. He shifted his arm to just below her breasts, allowing him greater control over her movements. She rode his fingers with single-minded purpose as her head tossed against his shoulder.
“Now.” He increased the pressure of his hand. “Come for me now.”
Her inner muscles gripped his fingers as release throbbed through her body. He prolonged the spasms with the motion of his hand while he drank in her pleasure.
When the shudders finally stopped, she sat up and reached between his legs.
“No you don’t.” He caught her wrist and moved her hand back to his shoulder. “I’m not finished with you yet.” He slid down along the lounger until his head was just out of the water. Then he urged her up and around. “Put your knees on my shoulders and brace yourself against the edge of the tub.”
“I’ll break my neck or drown you—or both,” she cried.
“I’ll help you.” He pulled her closer and then closer still, guiding her up along the length of his body. Soon she was more or less kneeling on his chest and only her calves remained in the water. “Almost there.” He caught the backs of her knees and pulled her legs apart.
She gasped then laughed as he stubbornly urged her onward. “Can’t we just…” She was laughing too hard to complete the question.
Maneuvering one knee onto his shoulder and then placing the other, he soon had her straddling his face. She braced herself against the wall rather than the edge of the tub, but he finally had her where he wanted her.
His scent was still distinct on her flesh, but her taste was clean and evocative. He traced her slit until she began to rock against his mouth, then he became more demanding. His lips gently sucked and his tongue explored every crease and crevice.
You’re so sweet. I never tire of your taste.
She responded with a surge of affection, but was unable to form specific words.
Thrilled by her obvious arousal, he focused in on her clit, rolling the sensitive nub between his lips and flicking it with his tongue. She jerked and moaned with each caress and he knew she wouldn’t last much longer.
He’d meant to make her come again before he took her, but his need was simply too great. Moving with nanite-augmented speed, he slid out from under her, spun toward her then surged into her rippling passage from behind.
She cried out as the sudden fullness pushed her over the edge and her knees slid down to rest on the seat of the lounger. He adjusted the angles of their bodies, bending her forward and pulling her hips up. She grasped the rim of the tub and braced for his next thrust.
“There is nothing better than feeling you come around my cock.”
She tightened her inner muscles and matched his next stroke. “Except for when you come too.”
Unable to argue with that, he grasped her hip with one hand and her shoulder with the other, keeping his thrusts deep and strong. His primal nature was fully roused, yet his earlier release gave him more control than he’d thought possible.
He showered her with affection as he passionately claimed her body. Their spirits meshed as their bodies melded, creating a joining more intimate than most humans would ever know.
“You are my morautu,” he whispered into her ear. “My chosen mate. I will protect you with my last breath and dedicate my life to making you happy.”
“I love you too.” He hadn’t expected the words, but they thrilled him to the marrow of his bones. And better yet, she wasn’t finished. “I want to spend each day at your side and each night in your bed. I want to grow old with you. Share my entire life with you.”
He was so consumed with emotion that he had to see her face. Momentarily separating their bodies, he spun her around then lifted her to the rim of the tub above the bench. He knelt on the bench and she wrapped her legs around his hips, drawing her back into her waiting heat.
They moaned in unison, their mouths finding each other as their bodies resumed passion’s dance. He steadied her hips as he thrust between her thighs. She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him with incendiary hunger.
Her urgency made him more demanding, made him wild. He caught the back of one of her knees and raised her leg up and out, allowing him to reach even deeper into her body. The angle finally aligned his cock with the sweet spot deep inside her body. She tore her mouth from his and cried out sharply, her inner muscles clenching rhythmically.
Even knowing she’d just come, he couldn’t stop. He filled her again and again, hitting her G-spot at the apex of each stroke. She came again, head thrown back and eyes tightly closed. She surrendered completely, nearly limp in his arms as he drove them to one final peak.
With her leg still draped over his arm, he grabbed her ass and thrust his entire length deep into her body. He crushed her to his chest and reclaimed her mouth as their bodies pulsed as one. Pleasure and emotion rolled across their link, completing them as nothing else could.
For a long time they just clung to each other, unable to speak, barely remembering to breathe. Then his lips moved against hers, the kiss slow and tender.
“No matter what happens tomorrow, know that—”
She cut off his words with her mouth and saturated his mind with affection. “Nothing can keep us apart. Nothing. We’ll face this together and then live our lives as we were meant to live, together.”
He wanted it just as much as she did, but he was a realist. The Ontarians would want their pound of flesh, as would the humans. They had one last battle to fight before they could claim their future. At least, as she said, they would fight the battle together.
 



Chapter Thirteen
City of Tears
Three weeks later
Morgan sat in the observer gallery of the meeting hall in which the tribunal would soon convene. As Nazerel had predicted, they’d been ripped from each other’s arms moments after arriving on Ontariese. Even Varrik had seemed embarrassed by the aggressive actions, but Lor had overseen their arrival personally and he had no intention of losing his prisoner yet again.
The hall was long and narrow with a dramatically arched ceiling supported by exposed timbers. The beams had been intricately carved and highly polished, which seemed odd for a room that hosted military meetings. In fact many of the buildings within the City of Tears seemed needlessly ornate. When Morgan asked Echo about the contradiction, she explained that the City of Tears had once been a leisure colony. Then the Great Conflict made military instillations more important than high-end vacation destinations, so the facility had been repurposed.
“You doing okay?”
Morgan looked up as Echo slipped into the chair beside her. They had the observation gallery to themselves though the main floor was filled to capacity. Only military personnel were allowed on the main floor, which was why she was sitting in the balcony.
“Never better,” she grumbled.
“Never mind the dark circles under your eyes and the worry lines etched into your brow?” She placed her arm around Morgan and gave her a squeeze. “This will all be over soon.”
Every molecule Morgan possessed hoped that Echo was right. The past three weeks had been the longest and most miserable of her life. She’d endured endless hours of questioning, not just by Elias, but by Lor dar Joon. Nazerel had informed Lor that he didn’t require representation, but he would only state his case for the entire tribunal. Exasperated by the brushoff, Lor had focused on her, but she’d been just as frustrating as Nazerel. She calmly answered each of his questions. He just didn’t like her answers.
Elias had been a bit more understanding, however, he was still convinced that Nazerel had influenced or compelled her into loving him. It had all be tiresome and predictable.
Silence rolled across the assembly as the members of the tribunal entered from a door to one side of the dais on which they would sit. Each person who addressed them would stand at the podium facing the platform while they could see the speaker as well as the audience. They obviously understood the advantage of power positions.
Most tribunals were officiated by a three-member panel. Only those cases involving a possible death sentence required the full five members. This morning’s panel would be made up of Lor, Elias and Overlord Lyrik. Morgan had heard many things about Overlord Lyrik but this was the first time she had seen him. He was younger than she’d imagined, and infinitely more attractive. Overlord had brought to mind a bushy beard, grizzled hair and battle-scared face. Lyrik’s hair was long, but golden blonde and he’d pulled the strands back into a thick braid. He also had a beard, yet it was closely clipped and accented his strong jawline. His exact eye color was lost to the distance separating them, but they were light, likely blue or green.
Lyrik sat in the middle, his chair slightly larger than the other two. Lor sat on his right and Elias on Lyrik’s left. Lor wore the traditional gray robs of an Ontarian Mystic. Elias had donned a business suit and the overlord wore a forest-green tunic with an intricate gold design. His black pants had been tucked into shiny black boots and a wide belt accented his lean waist. He looked like a Viking jarl about to preside over the yearly “thing”.
A melodious chime called the meeting to order and then Nazerel was brought into the hall. Morgan scooted to the edge of her chair, half afraid he’d arrive in chains. He was flanked by armed guards, but to her relief, his hands and legs were unencumbered. He was well groomed and dressed in a suit not unlike the one Elias wore. His head turned sharply to one side then the other. Was he looking for her? Their gazes locked and she blew him a kiss. He smiled and then she spotted the suppression collar around his neck. Damn. No wonder they hadn’t bothered with restraints.
Dread swept through her as she thought of all he must have suffered during the past three weeks. Confinement, humiliation, endless hours of tedium. It was unlikely he’d been harmed physically. Ontarians preferred head games. She hadn’t been a prisoner and Echo had done her best to be good company. Still, Morgan missed Nazerel so badly, her heart literally ached.
“It’s my understanding that you’ll be representing yourself during these proceedings,” Lyrik began. Nazerel stood at the podium, so his back was to Morgan. “Is this correct?”
“It is.” Nazerel’s voice was calm and strong. He squared his stance and clasped his hands behind his back. Without their link or being able to see his expression, it was hard to tell if he was being respectful or defiant.
She knew he was well-prepared and confident of the outcome, but Morgan missed the insight and instant communication provided by their link. She wanted to know what was going on below the surface and be able to calm him if he grew too angry or encourage him if things looked particularly grim. Mostly, she just wanted to remind him that he wasn’t alone. Their link had only been active for a few days, so why did she miss it so badly?
Echo reached over and grabbed her hand. Their immediate connection had deepened over the past few weeks. Despite Varrik’s misgivings, Echo was proving to be a real and trusted friend.
“Why have you refused representation?” Lyrik wanted to know.
“I have official documents verifying the facts in this case. I will also have live testimony to further substantiate my claims. Unless there are specific procedures of which I am unaware, I believe I’m capable of presenting this evidence for your consideration.”
“Aden Kantar is the prosecutor on this case.” Lyrik motioned toward the first row directly behind the podium and the prosecutor stood. He was of medium height and build with short brown hair.
Morgan couldn’t see much more than the back of his head, so she turned to Echo. “Who is he? Why was he chosen for this case?”
“He’s been around for years and he’s highly respected. This is a military tribunal, so Overlord Lyrik would have appointed the prosecutor.”
“Do you know Kantar personally?”
Echo shook her head. “Just by reputation.”
“Mr. Kantar will detail the offenses of which you are accused,” Lyrik told Nazerel. “Then he’ll present the evidence upon which the charges were compiled. Once he’s finished, you will be allowed to present your defense.”
“I understand,” Nazerel assured him.
“We reserve the right to request clarification on any information presented and to cross-examine your witnesses. Do you understand that as well?”
“I do.”
“Then let’s begin.” Lyrik motioned to Kantar and the prosecutor moved up to the podium as the guards seated Nazerel in the defendant’s box which was offset on the right.
“Nazerel, First son of South, you are accused of desertion, illegally teleporting to the world commonly known as Earth, entering into a treasonous alliance with Princess Sevrin Keire of Rodymia, and assisting in the kidnapping of human females for the purpose of genetic experimentation resulting in death.”
“Do you understand these charges?” Lyrik asked.
“I do.”
The overlord accepted the acknowledgement with a nod and then motioned to Elias. “The US government is bringing charges against you as well. You will be transported to Earth for those proceedings as soon as this tribunal has concluded.”
“Even if I’m acquitted?”
Lyrik tensed at the challenge in Nazerel’s tone. “If you are acquitted, Elias has been authorized to determine which, if any of their charges still apply.”
“Thank you for the clarification.” Even though his tone was meek, Morgan didn’t believe the subservience. And, if Lyrik’s hostile expression was any indication, neither did the overlord.
“Mr. Kantar will now present the evidence collected by the Mystic Militia supporting the charges.”
Morgan leaned over and asked, “Is it Nazerel’s responsibility to prove the charges are wrong or does the prosecutor have to prove that he’s guilty?”
“Burdon of proof lies with the prosecution, just like in America,” Echo whispered in return. “Our version of an arraignment, however, is more purposeful and efficient.”
“In what way?”
“The judge who presides over the pre-trial hearing is already familiar with the evidence. So if the accused pleads guilty, they’re immediately sentenced. Only those out to prove their innocence move on to the actual trial. Tribunals are a bit more streamlined, but by being here Nazerel is declaring that he is not guilty of these crimes.”
Morgan looked at Echo in thoughtful silence for a moment. “Do you share your mother’s fascination with the law?” High Queen Charlotte had just finished law school on Earth when she met her life mate and learned that she wasn’t even human.
“I do.” Echo listened to the presentation for a few moments then elaborated, “It’s not just Ontarian’s system of justice with me. I’ve studied the judicial systems on hundreds of planets and I find…” A security drone paused as it swept the perimeter of the room. Echo motioned toward the hovering device. “That’s a warning. If we don’t hush up, we’ll be escorted from the room.”
“Seriously?” Morgan glared at the inanimate librarian and fought back the urge to flip it off.
“I’ll bore you with my conclusions later.”
Morgan sank back in her seat and rubbed the bridge of her nose as the prosecutor began to explain each of the charges against Nazerel. She’d been involved, either directly or indirectly, in most of the events so he didn’t say anything she didn’t already know.
Kantar’s approach was factual, clear—and agonizingly detailed. It took twenty-six days for Kantar to present all the facts. He used visual aids and called sixteen witnesses, all of whom testified via vidcom. Morgan felt like she was watching an excruciating reality television show rather than attending an actual trial. Charts, video clips and computer simulations helped move the case along and still Morgan felt as if Nazerel’s turn would never arrive.
“That is all the information I have, sir,” Kantar concluded late afternoon on the twenty-sixth day. He’d remained grim and focused through each and every day of the laborious presentation.
“Thank you, Mr. Kantar.” The prosecutor took his seat then Lyrik turned to Nazerel. “You declined to cross-examine any of the prosecution’s witnesses. Once I’ve moved on you will lose that opportunity. Are you sure you have no questions for any of these people?”
“There is no reason to prolong this, sir,” Nazerel said. “They stated the facts as they saw them. I’m simply privy to information of which none of those people were aware.”
“All right. Let the record state that the prosecution has completed their case and the defense will begin tomorrow morning.”
“Tomorrow morning?” Morgan leaned back into her chair with a groan. Would this dreadful thing never end?
“Sir, my presentation will take less than an hour,” Nazerel informed the overlord. “Would it be possible to continue?”
“Less than an hour?” Lyrik looked as if couldn’t decide whether to laugh or berate the upstart defendant. He thought for a moment then said, “You have until five thirty, then I adjourn whether you’re finished or not. Begin.”
Nazerel stood, straightened his jacket, then moved up to the podium. His ever-present guards shadowed him step for step. Morgan knew what came next. She’d seen the documents and understood how they interacted with the events already described, in painful detail. The only real question was would what Nazerel was about to reveal justify his involvement or would the panel still consider him a criminal?
Using a small, hand-held trigger, Nazerel activated the holo-projector, suspending an image directly in front of the panel. The projector also created a mirror image for the audience to see. “This is my certificate of citizenship from the Rodyte Empire. Please note the date, which is many years before any of the other events took place.”
Murmurs rippled through the crowd, but Morgan wasn’t sure if they were surprised or angry. She’d expected the crowd to thin as the days wore on. Who were all of these men anyway? Law buffs like Echo or did they all know females who’d been captured by the Shadow Assassins. They didn’t seem hostile enough for that, so there was another possibility. Were these the men Nazerel was so determined to offer a better life?
“How did a Rodyte citizen become a Shadow Assassin?” Elias’ angry voice drew her attention back to the platform. The question was technically out of order. Only the prosecutor and the overlord were allowed to question the defendant directly. Still, Nazerel explained.
“Actually, it was the other way around. I was born in the Shadow Maze, but my uncle insisted on registering my citizenship. It was always his hope that I would leave the Shadow Assassins. Unfortunately, he died before my father, so my uncle’s hope was never realized.”
“This will run more smoothly if we save our questions until he has completed his presentation,” Lyrik reminded.
“I’m sorry,” Elias said, though he still looked suspicious.
“Continue.” Lyrik prompted Nazerel with a smooth hand gesture.
“For you to fully understand what happened on Earth, I need to take you back a bit farther.”
“How much farther?” Lyrik asked.
“To the night the Shadow Maze was liberated.”
Lyrik grasped the armrests of his chair, both his thumbs tapping impatiently. “We’re all well acquainted with those events.”
“Two things happened that night that directly pertain to my defense.”
“Get to the point or this is going to take considerably longer than an hour.”
It was only taking so long because Lyrik kept interrupting him. Morgan crossed her legs and then uncrossed them, all the while fighting the impulse to climb down from the gallery and shake the overlord.
“I’ll do my best, sir.” Nazerel sounded almost sincere. “On the night in question, Varrik and Lor, along with two females and forty-six Shadow Assassins were teleported onto a Rodyte ship. Everyone was rescued and the Shadow Maze was liberated, but one important question remains. Who commissioned the capture of the Shadow Assassins and for what purpose?”
“The Rodyte captain was interrogated at length,” Lyrik responded. “He claims that he was hired by the Crown Stirate, but Quinten denies any involvement in the incident whatsoever.”
“Stirate Quinten was telling the truth. He had nothing to do with the acquisition, but he was nearly sure he knew who had made the arrangements in his name.”
“Sevrin, his niece?” the overlord didn’t sound surprised. “We had similar suspicions but we were unable to confirm which of the two had been guilty.”
Conversational exchanges like this weren’t allowed in an American courtroom, but this wasn’t America. Apparently, Ontarian tribunals were less encumbered by rigid procedures.
The image in front of the panel changed as Nazerel moved on. “This is a copy of the correspondence between Stirate Quinton and General Garin Nox. For the sake of transparency, I’ll note that General Nox is also my cousin.”
Lyrik nodded. “We’re all aware of the relationship. Continue.”
“When Stirate Quinton’s usual sources failed to verify who had arranged the mass kidnapping, he remembered that a member of the Nox family had become a Shadow Assassin. He contacted General Nox and asked if the Nox family had remained in contact with that family member.”
Lyrik stroked his beard thoughtfully as he asked, “The Nox family member was your father, Elder South?”
“Correct.”
“And had they remained in contact?” Something in the overlord’s expression made Morgan wonder if he already knew the answer and was trying to catch Nazerel in a lie. Maybe she was just being paranoid.
“The Nox family had corresponded with my father and later with me. Unlike the majority of the Shadow Assassins, I had freedom to come and go as I pleased. I made frequent trips to Rodymia and spent time with all three of my cousins.”
“Was your father aware if these visits?” Lor asked.
“He encouraged them.”
“What did the striate want your cousin to do?” Lyrik brought the conversation back on track.
“He wanted the general to recruit a spy from within the ranks of the Shadow Assassins. If Sevrin had attempted to capture fifty Shadow Assassins—as the striate believed—then it stood to reason that she would try again.”
The panel grew silent as they scrolled through the entire correspondence which went on for several screens. “The participants use codenames,” Elias pointed out. “Do you have anything proving that this conversation took place between General Nox and Stirate Quinton?”
The image changed again. “This is an official statement from Stirate Quinton confirming that I am an operative in the employ of the Rodyte Empire. It also confirms that my assignment was to investigate Sevrin’s interest in genetic transmutation in general and the Shadow Assassins in particular.” He paused, giving them a moment to read the statement.
“When and how did you connect with Sevrin?” Lyrik wanted to know.
“She contacted me through a messenger until she was convinced that I was a rebellious malcontent who would be easy to manipulate.”
“She had no idea about your connection to the Nox family?” A flush crept up along Lor’s throat and deepened across his cheeks. His painstakingly constructed case was disintegrating right before his eyes and he didn’t like it one bit.
Nazerel shook his head. “If she knew, she never mentioned it to me. She knew I was the alpha hunter from Tribe South and that the other alphas would listen to what I had to say. She didn’t seem to care about anything else.”
Lor scooted to the edge of his seat, clearly uncomfortable with the direction the information was taking. “You would have us believe that it was an elaborate ploy? You only went along with Sevrin’s evil plans because you were trying to catch her in the act?”
“I was operating undercover, which meant I was forced to make certain decisions.”
“Like how many humans to sacrifice while you attempted to complete your mission?” Lor’s voice rose with each word until he was shouting.
Lyrik reached over and placed his hand on the younger man’s arm, silently signaling him to calm down.
“I created a rift between Sevrin and myself, knowing it would give me a reason to disobey her orders. No one under my command harmed any female, human or otherwise. Team South members were never allowed to hunt.”
The overlord looked at Lor, clearly shocked by the claim. “Is this true?”
“It depends on your definition of the word hunt.” The overlord didn’t want him to shout, so Lor snarled instead. “Nazerel stalked Tori and Angie. He followed Angie to another state. And the only reason she wasn’t captured was because one of my Mystics was there to protect her.”
Nazerel actually chuckled, which enraged Lor even more. “Either I was playing a role or I am the most incompetent hunter in the universe. I used so many excuses not to capture females that Sevrin was starting to wonder if I preferred the company of men.”
“There were numerous times you could have ended the pretense before more victims were taken.” Though his voice remained even, anger lifted Lor nearly out of his chair. “Do you place no value on human lives?”
“Shortly after you raided the Team North house, I felt that I had gathered enough information to make a case against Sevrin stick. She is a princess after all. She would not have been easy to prosecute on Rodymia.”
“No, Rodytes tend to find more direct means of dealing with dissidents,” Lyrik muttered.
“As do some Ontarians. Isn’t that what you did with Pern Keire?” Nazerel shot back. “Many on Rodymia would like to know how their crown stirate died.”
The overlord shot to his feet and stalked to the edge of the dais. “Are you threatening me, boy?”
Silence rolled across the hall, tense and electric. Morgan couldn’t move, couldn’t believe what she’d just heard. Had Nazerel just accused the overlord of murder or was this a horrifying dream?
Nazerel cleared his throat and rolled his shoulders. “I retract the question and apologize for my disrespect.”
Lyrik glared at him for a moment longer then slowly returned to his seat.
“If you had enough evidence to prosecute Sevrin after the Team North raid,” Lor digressed. “Why didn’t you make your move?”
“That’s when I learned about the new lab. The facility was reported to be state-of-the-art, allowing anyone to step in and carry on even if I arrested Sevrin. I knew I couldn’t reveal my true purpose until the lab had been located.”
Lor couldn’t argue with that. It was the same reason he’d remained on Earth for so long.
The device in Nazerel’s hand must have vibrated or made a subtle noise. He flipped it over and looked at the display on the opposite side from the trigger. “My witness is ready to testify.”
“Your witness?” Lor’s smile was tinged with mockery. “Don’t you mean your first witness?”
“I only have one.” He said it with such certainty that it implied he only needed one.
“Proceed,” the overlord urged.
The document projection blinked out and a holographic image of Garin Nox materialized in its place. Even from the back the man looked intimidating with his broad shoulders and aggressive stance.
“Good evening, gentlemen.” He inclined his head to complete the greeting, voice deep and authoritative. “I’m General Garin Nox and I’d like to verify that Nazerel, First Son of South, has been in my employ for most of the past year. He was working undercover at the request of Stirate Quinton for the purpose of investigating his niece, Sevrin Keire. Therefore, any misconduct on the part of Nazerel must be reported to me and will be dealt with through proper Rodyte channels.”
“That is unacceptable,” Lor snapped, his voice growing loud again. “Nazerel, like all Shadow Assassins, is half Ontarian. He is not immune to Ontarian laws. Besides, diplomatic immunity can only be established if the ambassador, or agent, is working with the permission of the Ontarian Joint Council. I assure you High Queen Charlotte knew nothing about any of this.”
“I understand that,” Garin assured, “but you’re forgetting that this mission took place on Earth.”
Elias perked up at that. “Our taskforce knew nothing about this either.”
“Perhaps not, but your government did.” Garin paused for a moment as if to let the implication sink in. “Nazerel has a statement issued by a top official with Homeland Security confirming that the mission was authorized.”
Elias looked at Morgan, his what-the-hell expression unmistakable. She offered him a shaky smile, knowing the uncomfortable revelations had just begun. They’d been duped, used, manipulated by the very government to which they had both dedicated their lives. It was depressing, and humiliating.
“Do you have any questions for me?” Garin asked after a long pause. “My schedule, as always, is hectic.”
“I think we have a much clearer picture of the situation,” the overlord admitted with obvious reluctance.
“Then I expect this to be resolved as quickly as possible. You have detained my agent for nearly two lunar cycles already and that is ridiculous.”
“I understand your concern for your cousin and I’ll do my best to resolve this quickly.” Not even General Nox could browbeat the overlord.
“Hold on,” Lor suddenly came back to life. “This might explain Nazerel’s activities on Earth, but it doesn’t change his original sentence. He is a member of the Ontarian military who deserted his position. That in itself is a serious crime.”
“To join a foreign military, a citizen of Rodymia must first relinquish their citizenship.” Garin’s voice ground out each word. He was obviously losing patience with the tribunal. “Nazerel’s citizenship is still intact, which makes his enlistment null and void, not to mention against interstellar laws that prohibit the pressed service of unwilling participants. Any other questions can be submitted in writing.” Garin ended the transmission.
“We will take a short recess.” Lyrik motioned the other two toward the antechamber without further explanation.
“What does that mean?” Morgan turned to Echo, feeling exasperated and utterly helpless. “Is this good or bad?”
Nazerel was led back to the defendant’s box and allowed to sit.
“If everything Nazerel said is true, it’s very good. Lyrik will com Mother and verify that there is nothing more he can do to detain Nazerel.”
The casual “Mother” made Morgan smile. She’d been so wrapped up in the trial she’d forgotten that Echo’s parents were the two most powerful people on Ontariese, the high queen and head master of the Mystics. “And what will your mother tell him?”
“If the documents are genuine, Lyrik will have no choice but to dismiss the charges and let Nazerel go. In situations like this, it’s unfortunate that the defense doesn’t present their case first.”
Hope surged through Morgan firmly lodging in her heart. It’s almost over, my love.
I swear, it’s almost over.
Nazerel had severed their link before they left the Undaunted, but something made him turn and look at her. She stood and gripped the railing, no longer unable to sit still.
He mouthed the words “I love you” then turned back around.
Nearly an hour elapsed before the panel returned. All three of the men were grim faced, but none more so than Lor. Morgan wasn’t sure why he felt that Nazerel’s exoneration was some sort of personal affront, but his resentment was obvious.
“We’ve confirmed your claims and authorizations through independent channels and it appears that we have a massive misunderstanding.” Lyrik’s professional mask was firmly in place, so Morgan couldn’t tell if he was frustrated or relieved by the outcome.
“Before you pass judgment,” Nazerel interjected. “I have one other thing I would like to say.”
“I’m about to dismiss all charges. What more could you possibly need to say?”
“I have one final document that I’d like you to consider. It doesn’t directly pertain to my situation, but it is closely connected.”
Lyrik rubbed his forehead as he said, “This entire proceeding has been irregular, so I’ll allow it.”
Nazerel triggered the last image and moved to stand beside it. “This is an official offer of political asylum to any member of the Shadow Assassins. The same document has been transmitted to each member of the Joint Council. Stirate Quinton will extend Rodyte citizenship to any former Shadow Assassin who transfers to the Rodyte military and then completes his original sentence without incident.”
“Why would Quinton do such a thing?” Lyrik jumped off the dais and approached the image as if a closer view would make the concept clearer. “What does he have to gain by this little stunt?”
Nazerel clasped his hands behind his back again, likely to keep himself from punching the enraged overlord. “It’s not a stunt, I assure you. As Lor pointed out, most of the Shadow Assassins are half Rodyte and half Ontarian. When our way of life was abolished, we should have been given a choice between the two worlds that created us. We were not.”
“You were given a choice.” Lyrik’s voice dropped to a menacing growl. “Each Shadow Assassin was allowed to prove his worth and loyalty through service to the military or he could choose to be punished for his crimes.”
Nazerel took a step closer and faced off with the overlord. “Which crimes are those?” Morgan held her breath, afraid to watch, yet unable to look away. If Nazerel threw a punch the delicate balance would be shattered and he’d find himself in a detention cell facing insubordination and assault charges. “I was at the original tribunal when it was determined that the soldiers were living life according to the only code of conduct they had ever known. The elders were responsible for the ‘crimes’ and it was my understanding that they have been punished.”
“May I speak, sir?”
Nazerel whipped his head around at the familiar voice. Morgan released her pent-up breath, barely able to believe Varrik had risen to Nazerel’s defense. Of course, she had yet to hear what Varrik wanted to say. This might not be a good thing after all.
“Why not,” Lyrik emphasized the choice with an elaborate shrug and made his way back to the dais. “Half of the star system has weighed in on this mess.”
Varrik moved forward, standing beside Nazerel at the podium. “Nazerel is right.”
Echo sucked in her breath so loudly Morgan looked at her. “Are you all right?” she whispered.
“I never thought I’d see this day,” Echo whispered back with a cautious smile.
“When the Shadow Maze was liberated decisions were made quickly,” Varrik began.
“Four thousand men were waiting on the outcome of those decisions,” Lyrik reminded as he returned to his seat. “Things had to move quickly.”
“Ontariese is ruled by a Joint Council for a reason,” Varrik continued. “Regardless of how wise and well-meaning Queen Charlotte is, she cannot rule as well as a multi-person council. I alone represented the Shadow Assassins. That was not the way it should have been. There were four tribes. All four tribes should have given you input on how they wanted their futures to unfold. Nazerel is not the only one with family members on Rodymia, or Rodyte citizenship for that matter. Many will jump at the opportunity to go home.”
“I haven’t decided if such an opportunity will be offered.” Lyrik folded his arms over his chest and scowled at Varrik. Then he turned back to Nazerel. “Are you quite finished?”
“I am, sir.” Nazerel glanced over his shoulder and Morgan caught a glimpse of his smile. “I have nothing more to say in my defense.”
“Then this tribunal dismisses all charges. As far as Ontariese is concerned, you are free to go.”
The hall erupted in joyous cheers, catching Morgan by surprise. She’d never been sure why so many soldiers had been interested in this case. Now she knew they weren’t random soldiers. They were former Shadow Assassins, here to support Nazerel.
“Quiet!” Immediately the ruckus crowd stilled and Lyrik motioned toward Elias. “Does Earth concur with this ruling or would you like to request extradition?”
Extradition? Dread washed over Morgan in a chilling wave. Surely Elias wasn’t going to put them through this entire nightmare all over again?
Resentment formed every syllable as Elias muttered, “Earth concurs with your findings. However, I would like to speak with Nazerel before he takes off.”
“Then this tribunal is officially adjourned.” Lyrik motioned to Lor. “Release him from the suppression collar then report to my office. We have some vid-coms to make.”
Lor used the stairs to exit the dais and approached Nazerel at a leisurely pace. He spoke in a calm, quiet voice, Morgan could barely make out. “I have nothing against you personally, but I find this all suspiciously convenient.”
Nazerel waited until he released the collar to reply. “I understand your frustration, but every word I spoke was true.”
“You’ve forced us into another corner with this asylum nonsense. I will do my best to prevent it from happening.”
“I understand.”
Without another word, Lor walked from the room.
“What is Lor’s problem?” Morgan asked Echo as they made their way down the stairs leading to the main floor of the meeting hall. “He has acted like this entire thing was a personal attack.”
“Lor’s uncle was working with the elders and everyone knows it. Since Lor became the head of the House of Joon he has worked tirelessly to repair his family’s reputation. Hunting down Nazerel and the other renegade hunters was part of that restoration. This makes it look like Nazerel won, which means Lor lost. He can’t help but take this personally.”
As they reached the center aisle, Elias came striding toward Nazerel with burning purpose in his gaze.
“Shit.” Morgan rushed toward the front of the room. By the time she reached the presentation area, her mate and her best friend stood toe-to-toe speaking in hostile whispers.
“I have never forced myself on any female,” Nazerel was saying, which gave her a pretty good idea of how the conversation had begun.
“There are many types of force. I’m not saying you held her down and raped her. I think you compelled her to—”
“He was still collared when we spent our first night together.” Morgan intentionally led Elias to the wrong conclusion, but the statement was technically true. “He has forced nothing on me. Well, not since he forced me to abandon my team during a fight.”
“I don’t care how many times you claim otherwise,” Elias argued. “You were his prisoner.”
“Were, as in I am not his prisoner any longer. You don’t have to like it, but I will not testify against him”
Rather than continue a pointless debate, Elias turned back to Nazerel. “Every hunter who captured a human female will pay for his part in her death. Your mission does not excuse their actions.”
“I agree.”
Elias just stared at Nazerel. Apparently, Elias had expected an argument. After another tense moment, he looked at Morgan again. “Were you briefed by Homeland Security? I understand if you weren’t allowed to tell me.”
“It’s ugly, Elias. The taskforce is basically a front behind which they negotiate with aliens and not necessarily to the good of the general public. Not only did they know about Nazerel, but they were helping Sevrin with her experiments.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Elias raked a hand through his hair, completely disrupting the messy style.
“Flynn has copies of emails proving that Sevrin had backers within the US Government. They allowed us to chase after her shadow while they were helping to cover her tracks. They’re using us and I have no intention of allowing it to continue.”
“Actually, I meant to speak with you about that,” Nazerel cut in. “Garin thinks it could be a serious benefit if we have contacts on the inside and access to certain information when—and if—he decides to bring the battle born to Earth.”
“Wait a minute.” Elias turned toward Nazerel, instantly hostile again. “Why would a Rodyte general ‘bring the battle born to Earth’?”
“Long story.” Morgan placed a soothing hand on his forearm as she looked at Nazerel. “Are you suggesting we return to the Bunker and pretend nothing is wrong?”
“For now. It would give you the opportunity to do some digging. You told me you don’t have enough to expose the culprits, but at least now you know where to look for more evidence.”
“True,” she mused. “I really don’t like the idea of just walking away.”
“So what’s with this political asylum shit?” Elias asked Nazerel. “Do you really think the Joint Council will reconsider their original ruling?”
Nazerel nodded toward Echo who was politely loitering a few feet away. “Why don’t we ask someone who is well acquainted with the High Queen?”
Elias smiled at Echo then moved over so she could join their informal circle.
“Any guesses how your mother will rule?” Morgan asked her new friend.
“Varrik’s argument was compelling and Mother loves nothing better than a good debate. As long as the former Shadow Assassins are still required to fulfill the original terms of their sentences, I think the Joint Council will allow the choice.”
“Besides the last thing Ontariese needs is another four thousand single males?” Nazerel punctuated the question with a charming smile.
“Well, there is that.” Echo returned his smile.
Nazerel stilled and Morgan followed the direction of his suddenly guarded stare. Varrik stood in nearly the same place his mate had been a few moments before. Without saying a word he held out his hand toward Echo.
“Thank you,” Nazerel broke the tense silence. “Your testimony was unexpected and invaluable.”
Varrik nodded and Morgan thought that would end it. Then Varrik sighed. “I know things can never be as they were, but our mates seem to enjoy each other’s company. I’d like for us to be part of your new life—as soon as you figure out what and where that is.”
“I’ll do anything for Morgan.” Nazerel smiled and his gaze filled with warmth.
“I’ll com you,” Echo promised and gave Morgan a quick hug. Then Varrik took Echo’s hand and flashed her from the room.
“So, what’s left undone?” Elias heaved a sigh as if a significant weight had been lifted from his shoulders. “I’m not sure what we’ll do without the Mystic Militia to boss us around.”
Morgan smiled. “I think we should enjoy the lull and take advantage of the relative peace for as long as it lasts. We’ll use the time to figure out who our real enemies are.”
“Sounds good to me.” He bent and kissed her on the cheek. “I better make sure the overlord is finished with me.” Then to Nazerel he said, “Congratulations.”
The next hour passed in a blur of greetings and smiles. Nazerel introduced her to soldier after soldier, each seemed amazed by what he’d accomplished and most said they would take advantage of the opportunity if the Joint Council allowed the Rodyte option. Morgan tried to be patient. Nazerel had worked long and hard to find a compromise that would empower his men. The leadership role might not be official, but it was obvious that these men thought of Nazerel as their leader.
The crowd finally cleared and Nazerel pulled Morgan into his arms, flashing her from the room before anyone else could waylay him. She gasped then laughed as their surroundings came back into focus. They stood on a hilltop overlooking the City of Tears. A spectacular sunset stretched across the far horizon, the layers of purple and blue so different from the orange, red and gold of Earth.
“A little warning would have been nice.” Her beaming smile contradicted the criticism.
“Sorry. I had to get out of that place.” He paused for a long lingering kiss. “I couldn’t wait another minute to do that.” He kissed her again. “I missed you.”
“I missed you too.” She rocked to the balls of her feet and brought his mouth back down to hers. Their lips slid and their tongues stroked as Nazerel slipped into her mind. She opened for him, welcoming him with warmth and joy. He pushed deeper then carefully anchored the link.
Never again will you be without me. He reinforced the vow with the heat of his devotion.
Welcome home. The word triggered a thought and she slowly pulled back until their lips separated. With her hands on his shoulders and her heart fluttering in her chest, she looked into his eyes. “Can you come back to Earth with me or does Garin need you on the Undaunted?”
“Garin has much to do before he’ll be ready for my assistance. Before he’ll be ready for our assistance.” He amended with a smile. “And we will serve the cause best back on Earth. Now, do I need to say it again?” He pulled her more snugly against his body. “You will never be without me again.” And then, just in case she had any lingering doubts, he kissed her with all the love overflowing his heart.
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Prologue
 
“Only you can stop this madness. You must speak with the elders.”
Varrik closed his eyes as the plaintive words echoed through his mind. Ripples of discontent had been disrupting the Shadow Maze longer than he could remember. After developing useless feelings for his female, Varrik’s brother, Sekall, had planted seeds of doubt and whispered clever lies. Sekall’s treachery still germinated a decade after his execution.
“I am not my brother.” Varrik opened his eyes and glared at his misguided friend. “Unlike Sekall, I hold true to the Customs.”
“Customs that were obsolete before we were born.” Bemzire wrapped his arm around a woman’s shoulders and drew her close against his side. Varrik didn’t know her name, didn’t allow himself to wonder. Females had only one purpose in the life of a Shadow Assassin and this woman had fulfilled hers. He glanced at the baby sleeping in her arms, ignoring the tightening in his chest. Soon it would be his turn to breed.
“You have a strong, healthy son.” Varrik dragged his gaze away from the infant and focused on Bemzire. “Let that be enough.”
“Enough for what? We are expected to remain in this prison, allowing others to dictate what gives meaning to our lives.” Bemzire stroked his son’s tiny face. Tension hardened his tone, yet his gaze remained tender. “With or without the elders’ consent, we’re leaving the Shadow Maze tonight.”
“They will find you and kill you. You know the law.”
Bemzire stepped closer, challenge flashing in his eyes. “I know it’s forbidden, but can you tell me why?”
“You know why.”
“I know the lies the elders use to control us. I want nothing more to do with the world below.”
“There have always been lulls, shifts in power, and periods of waiting. We are above these things. We answer to a higher calling.” Varrik glanced at the woman. She remained silent and watchful as Bemzire argued their case. “Even if the elders allowed you to leave, how would you survive? You’re a criminal according to the world above. As soon as they realize where you came from, they will take you to the City of Tears.”
“Then sweep my mind. The elders might not realize you have the gift, but I know you do. Use your ability on me, so I have nothing to reveal.”
Varrik shook his head, his heart pounding in his chest. If one of the elders sensed the emotions raging in this room, they might join and penetrate his mental shields. He wasn’t ready to be a sweeper, was still too conflicted to embrace his destiny.
“Sweeping your mind won’t keep the overlord from torturing you. If you think you’re a prisoner now, wait until you’ve spent some time in the City of Tears.”
“Bemzire might have been trained as an assassin, but he has never taken a life.” The woman finally spoke. Her tone was calm, her expression resolute.
“He’s a hunter, one of the leaders, a direct descendent from the south.” Varrik stared into her eyes, waiting for her to argue. She said nothing, so he drove the point home. “You were not the only woman taken during the hunt. Are all the females willing to forgive?”
“It has to start somewhere,” Bemzire said firmly.
Varrik turned back to his friend. “You didn’t answer my question.” He crossed his arms over his chest, gathering anger about him to drive back the pain. They were only repeating Sekall’s heresy, but the topic dredged up unwanted memories. Charismatic and shrewd, Sekall had been the biggest threat the elders had ever faced. So dangerous, in fact, he’d been silenced—while Varrik was forced to watch.
“We will live a quiet life in some secluded settlement,” Bemzire told him.
Varrik snorted. “Does she know how to plant and harvest? You’re certainly no farmer.” Bemzire raised his chin and reached for his sidearm. “You see. Lethal instincts and instantaneous reactions, cunning perception and faultless aim. The only vocation you’re qualified for is military, and the warlords won’t have you.”
“I have other abilities.”
“Ah, yes. You can create the illusion of invisibility and move small objects with your mind. What value does that have in the world above?” His crestfallen expression was answer enough. “You’re a hunter, Bemzire, a trained assassin. Don’t attempt to leave. They will kill you. One cycle with this female does not need to end your life.”
“This is no life,” she sneered. “You accomplish nothing. You don’t even destroy. You’ve become ghosts with no purpose, obediently going through the motions of a meaningless existence.”
He shot her so scathing a glare she took an automatic step backward. “You won’t remember his face come morning. You won’t remember anything at all. Now get out of my sight!”
Varrik waited until they left to vent his aggravation. He kicked over a chair and released a string of curses that echoed off the cold stone walls. Through sheer force of will he kept memories of his brother buried deep in his mind. He had idolized Sekall, absorbed every word he spoke like a sponge. It took many cycles for Varrik to realize the true danger of his brother’s radical thinking. Hope could cut more deeply than any blade.
Their world might be bleak and lonely, but there was no place for them in the world above.
With an infuriated hiss, he stormed from his chamber and hurried toward the Council of Elders’ meeting room. He had to protect Bemzire from his own foolishness. A guard announced him then motioned him inside. The table, like the room itself, was perfectly square. Each elder represented a geographical region, north, south, east, and west. They sat facing each other, their regions at their back.
“What can we do for you, Varrik?” Elder North asked.
Varrik waited for the guard to shut the door before he spoke. “Bemzire’s female is scheduled for release tomorrow. He is planning to escape with her tonight.”
The elders exchanged pleased glances, then Elder North stood. “Why have you chosen to warn us?”
“I honor the Customs. The laws are designed to protect us all.” He squared his shoulders and added, “Despite his misguided notions, Bemzire is my friend. I would rather not see him sacrificed because of this woman.”
Elder North rounded the table and clasped Varrik’s shoulder. “We have waited many cycles for Vade’s strength to be revealed in you. We feared your brother’s influence had poisoned your mind. This is encouraging, very encouraging indeed.”



 
 
Chapter One
 
Echo dar Aune stood in the shadow of a massive storax tree. Long, slender branches draped the ground and trailed in the water of Mystic Brook. Twilight had deepened the lavender-tinted sky, turning it a shade between purple and gray. Fluffy pink clouds floated toward the horizon as intar larks sang out in the peaceful haze.
Drawing in a deep breath of cool, clear air, Echo savored the solitude. This had been the longest week of her life. It wasn’t every day that Overlord Lyrik’s sister got married, and to add mayhem to complication, Crystal had joined with a Bilarrian dignitary.
Lyrik refused to have the wedding in the City of Tears, claiming the military outpost was far too dreary for such a festive occasion. So relatives and VIPs from all over the star system had descended on Mystic Valley.
Left to deal with the security nightmare, Uncle Trey had insisted they combine the firepower of his special forces with the protection of the Mystic shields. Her father, Head Master Tal, hadn’t seen a reason to object, so he agreed to host the wedding. Only those with Mystic abilities were allowed inside the Conservatory, but the elegant visitor center was large enough for the event.
“Is he here yet?”
Echo smiled at the anticipation in her sister’s tone. “Soon,” she whispered, not bothering to turn around. She could picture E’Lanna’s flushed cheeks and luminous gaze. The dreamy expression had seldom left her face since Zane cet Malaque rotated onto their security contingent. “Do you think they do it intentionally?”
“Does who do what intentionally?”
“Do young, physically attractive men apply to be our bodyguards?”
“They haven’t all been gorgeous like Zane. Think about Leor. He was older than Father, and no one would mistake him for handsome.”
“True, but his partner was Taminish.”
“It doesn’t matter what they look like. They’re sworn to protect, not satisfy, us.” E’Lanna glanced into the distance and clasped her hands in front of her, the epitome of propriety and decorum. Echo wasn’t fooled by the pose. E’Lanna’s nature was every bit as passionate as her own.
“The things I learned from Taminish had nothing to do with safety.” Wistfulness took over her voice as her mind filled with memories. Sensual exploration and youthful exuberance had driven each encounter. What he’d lacked in finesse, he’d made up for with enthusiasm. She would always think of Taminish with a smile.
She turned toward E’Lanna and found her twin staring back at her. The identical purple gowns they’d worn for Crystal’s wedding accented the similarity of their features. On any other day, Echo would have refused to indulge their mother and chosen clothing vastly different from E’Lanna’s. Their golden-brown hair and smoky-violet eyes made them hard to tell apart. Still, the novelty of being mistaken for one another had worn off cycles ago.
“What about Kiel?” E’Lanna’s brow arched in challenge. “He was reassigned two cycles ago. Surely you can tell me now. How far did you allow things to go? I know you didn’t let Taminish do more than play, but what about Kiel?”
“A lady never tells.” Echo hid her guilty smile by motioning over E’Lanna’s shoulder. “Our newest bodyguard approaches.”
They’d planned their escape all evening. Echo waited until the party was in full swing, then sneaked away into the verdant meadow, still within the Mystic shields. Using Echo’s disappearance as an excuse, E’Lanna went to search for her sister. Last, Zane abandoned the festivities to investigate the location of the twins. The ruse wouldn’t keep the other guards away for long. Echo intended to distract them while E’Lanna and Zane enjoyed the romantic setting.
A flicker of light drew her attention across the brook. Her heart lurched then resumed its steady rhythm. She squinted into the setting sun and scanned with her mind as well as her eyes. Had someone else decided to escape the ruckus hall? A line of lush trees marched toward the meditation gardens, which butted up against the practice yard. She saw nothing out of place and sensed no danger. So what had caught her eye?
“Thanks for this.” E’Lanna kissed her cheek then wrapped her arm around Zane’s lean waist. “We only have a few more weeks before Zane is scheduled for reassignment.”
Uncle Trey claimed the rotation kept a balance of experience and fresh perspective on the security team. Echo suspected the practice was also meant to keep the men from developing personal feelings for the women in their charge. As their reminiscence proved, the strategy wasn’t entirely successful.
“Don’t be too long,” she cautioned. “Even I can’t confuse them forever.”
Smoldering heat and sensual hunger flowed through Echo’s mind as Zane swept E’Lanna into his arms. Echo hurried along the grassy riverbank, leaving the lovers alone in the dark. The intensity of her sister’s emotions drew Echo deeper into the meld. She saw Zane’s handsome face and his blacker-than-night eyes. Saw the tenderness and desire alight in his smoldering gaze. She felt his hand glide across E’Lanna’s shoulder and dip inside her gown to cup her breast. E’Lanna sighed, pressing into his touch, wanting more than a few stolen kisses.
With concentrated effort, Echo eased out of her sister’s mind and shielded her end of the link. She collided with Lor dar Joon and gasped. His large hands clasped her upper arms, steadying her until she regained her footing.
“Your face is flushed and your expression dreamy.” A knowing smile parted his lips. “Either you were having very naughty thoughts, or E’Lanna is with Zane—again.”
Lor had been her father’s apprentice until he completed his training four cycles ago. Echo had spent half her childhood enamored with him, yet she had come to think of him as a close friend by the time she saw male appreciation in his eyes. Her mother, High Queen Charlotte, would doubtlessly welcome a match between them. The House of Joon had resented the House of Aune for centuries. The hostilities escalated with frustrating regularity, despite Charlotte’s best efforts to establish lasting peace.
“Did Father send you after me?” She smoothed the heavily embroidered material of her bodice against her ribs, her senses still humming. Strolling to a nearby tree, she leaned against the trunk, needing the stability at her back. Her teasing tastes of passion had never produced the sort of emotions E’Lanna enjoyed with Zane.
Lor moved closer, the wind playing through his curly blond hair. “As a matter of fact, he did. You shouldn’t be out here alone.”
“I’m not alone.” She glanced up at him and offered her best flirtatious smile. “I have you to protect me.”
He placed his hands on either side of her shoulders, his turquoise gaze searching her face. “What makes you think you’re safe with me?”
“You would never do anything to displease Father.” A note of disappointment bled through in her tone.
“Unlike Zane?” He brushed her cheek with his knuckles then reluctantly stepped back. “Are they out here, or were you entertaining wicked thoughts?”
“I was enjoying the sunset,” she claimed with innocent bravado.
“But you’d rather be enjoying passionate kisses and bold caresses?” A strand of her hair flitted against her check. He tucked it behind her ear, his fingers lingering against her skin. “Will you stop moping if I kiss you?”
“I am not moping!” She averted her gaze. Lor was handsome and experienced, intelligent and kind. She had often wondered what it would feel like to kiss him. With a deep chuckle, he pulled her into his arms and pressed his mouth over hers. She wrapped her arms around his back and parted her lips, waiting for the first brush of his tongue.
He took his time, nibbling at her lips and tracing her mouth with the tip of his tongue. When he finally delved into her mouth, she was panting and restless. His tongue stroked hers, traced her teeth, then stroked hers some more. She waited for the knee-melting heat, the rush of tingling fire E’Lanna felt each time Zane kissed her. Lor’s mouth was warm, his body strong, but the kiss was no more than pleasant.
Some unseen force slammed Lor forward, knocking Echo against the tree. She yelped. He groaned then sank to his knees. He was jarred sideways and flipped onto his stomach. He went wild, kicking and thrashing as unseen hands restrained him. Echo screamed, reaching out with her mind. Lor bucked and heaved against the ground. Fire erupted around him, triggered by his pyrokinetic gift.
E’Lanna’s mind reflected Echo’s fear. Was the same thing happening to E’Lanna, or was she reacting to Echo’s terror? Lor’s hands were trapped beneath him, while the grass around him sizzled. Did the assailants know he could throw fire?
She was dragged away from the tree, her attackers vague distortions against the coming night. Invisible arms wrapped around her, pulling her tight against a tangible body. They were real. She just couldn’t see them.
E’Lanna’s emotions prevented Echo from reaching farther. She screamed again, but they were far from the visitors’ hall.
Sound swelled, building from a distant buzz to a deafening roar as a transport conduit swallowed her whole. Light blinded her, then oppressive darkness closed in, compressing her chest and weighting her limbs. She trembled in her captor’s arms, lacking the breath to speak, much less fight.
The pressure eased, but the darkness remained. She blinked rapidly, struggling to bring anything into focus. Hands pushed her to her knees, and a gruff voice activated a row of firestones set high in the barren walls.
Light flashed again, and E’Lanna appeared, trapped between two burly men. She was forced to her knees beside Echo. The men took up positions within easy reach of their prisoner.
Are you hurt? Echo sent the question directly to E’Lanna’s mind.
No. Are you? E’Lanna covered her mouth with her hand, her shoulders shaking.
Don’t speak out loud, and don’t react to my thoughts.
One of the villains materialized in front of E’Lanna. Tall and lean, with rawboned features and fierce eyes, he took E’Lanna’s chin and forced her to raise her face. “Which one are you?”
Don’t answer him!
His dark head whipped around, and his gaze collided with Echo’s. Pitch-black, his pupils and irises were separated by an intense blue ring. Blue strands threaded through his long black hair. Rodyte! They’d been kidnapped by the Rodytes.
“I can sense telepathic communication.” He strolled toward her, his expression insolent. “If you have something to say, say it out loud.”
She raised her chin and looked away, her lips pressed into a mutinous line.
Warm and unexpected, his deep, rumbling laughter rolled across her senses. He curved his fingers around her chin and turned her head until she looked into his eyes.
“Hello, Echo. Silence can’t disguise that fiery temper.” He motioned toward E’Lanna without taking his gaze from Echo’s face. “Take that one to my room.”
“No!” The word burst from Echo before she could stop the impulse.
He arched one dark brow and pulled her to her feet. “Are you volunteering to take her place? I hadn’t expected you to be so eager.”
Echo, don’t. At least I know what to expect. I won’t let this beast be your first.
Before she could correct E’Lanna’s misconception, their captor spoke again. With his hands still encircling Echo’s upper arms, he looked at E’Lanna. “If we hadn’t arrived when we did, some blond Mystic would have been her first. She was all but begging him to take her when we found them in the moonlight.”
Echo gasped. He couldn’t just sense telepathic communication, he could hear every word.
“This one was with a man as well,” one of E’Lanna’s captors volunteered. “From the way they were going at it, I don’t think it was her first time.”
The fierce-eyed man nodded. “Then take E’Lanna to a holding cell. She can’t be mounted until after she bleeds again. Pass the word. No one is to touch her.”
Echo felt the blood drain from her face. They wanted to make sure E’Lanna wasn’t pregnant before they “mounted” her? That meant they intended to keep them for weeks, perhaps longer. Echo couldn’t succumb to the terror surging through her mind. She had to think, strategize. Where were they? Why had they been taken? The last question sent a shudder down her spine. Why was pretty damn obvious—they were here to be “mounted”.
E’Lanna was dragged from the room by two of the men who had abducted her. Could all of them create invisibility shields?
“Let’s go.” The leader nodded toward the doorway.
Echo laughed. Let’s not. It was irrational to think she was going to stroll off to his bedchamber to be raped. He didn’t react to her laughter or the accompanying thought. Apparently it was only telepathic transmissions he could intercept.
“You’re going to be a lot more trouble than your sister, aren’t you?”
“You have no idea.”
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