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Prologue
 
“How long did this one survive?” Sevrin Keire swiped the control panel inset in her desktop, deactivating the holodisplay. There was no reason to watch the entire recording. This was the third mutation in as many days. She was well acquainted with the writhing and moaning, the twisted features and shrieks of pain. Each time one of the human females rejected the genetic transfer, Sevrin’s dreams slipped a little further away. Still, she would not give up. She’d come too far and invested too much to abandon her ultimate goal. Possessing Mystic abilities had become her purpose in life, her obsession.
Dr. Lynell Porffer shifted her weight from one foot to the other as a flicker of regret escaped from behind her emotionless mask. “Forty-three hours, which is eleven hours longer than her predecessor.”
A harsh, humorless laugh escaped Sevrin. “Am I supposed to be encouraged by the progress? We’ve made four significant adjustments to the transfer protocol and the women are still dying in agony.”
Porffer’s chin came up and her features froze. “I’m aware of the failures, mistress. I witnessed each one.”
“Relax.” She motioned for Porffer to sit, but the doctor ignored the gesture, choosing instead to remain standing behind the two chairs arranged in front of Sevrin’s desk. Did the barrier make her feel safe, protected from Sevrin’s disapproval? Failure was dealt with swiftly and harshly. Porffer had reason to be afraid. “I don’t blame you for the mutations. The fault is as much mine as it is yours.” Sevrin sighed, frustrated by the situation more than her companion’s obstinacy. Sevrin had originally chosen Porffer for this project because of her unflappable demeanor. After months working shoulder to shoulder with the woman, Sevrin understood that the good doctor used her calm façade to hide insecurity. “We’re both in over our heads and I think it’s time we admitted it.”
“Anyone would be in over their heads. What we’re attempting has never been done before.”
It was a valid point, but it was also an excuse and Sevrin hated excuses. “You’ve never resequenced DNA before? That’s not what your record indicated.”
“That’s not what I meant, mistress.” Porffer glanced into Sevrin’s eyes then quickly lowered her gaze. “Of course I’ve resequenced DNA. Genetic modification is common on Rodymia. But this is not Rodymia and the changes we’re trying to make are…unusual.”
They were attempting to transfer Mystic abilities into those born without them or, in some cases, those with no control over dormant abilities. Either way, the outcome would be unprecedented. Still, the concept was fully realized. It really wasn’t any more complicated than ridding a person of a hereditary illness or the predisposition for a particular disease. Genetic code was genetic code. As long as they had correctly identified the chromosome controlling each ability, they should be able to manipulate the information at will. So why were proven techniques failing at every turn?
Muffled voices and the muted thud of boots on the entry tiles drew Sevrin’s attention toward the front of the house. As well as her private residence, this large house in the suburbs of Las Vegas was operation headquarters for her project. Still, it was well past midnight, far too late for visitors. The voices grew louder and a sharp cry separated itself from the muddle.
Without explaining herself to Porffer, Sevrin pushed back from the desk and rose. She hurried across the office and threw open the door. “What’s going on out there?”
“Nazerel and Zacharous to see you, mistress.” Marat’s deep voice boomed down the hallway though he remained out of sight. “And they’re not alone.”
If the situation weren’t safe, her head of security would have warned her to stay back. She strode down the corridor, curious yet annoyed. Nazerel and Zacharous were alpha hunters, each responsible for his own team of Shadow Assassins. Why were they together and why barge in at such an inappropriate hour?
Her steps faltered as she reached the foyer. Marat stood on the far side of the entryway, a pulse pistol in hand yet not aimed at the intruders. Nazerel and Zacharous had one of the Team North hunters on his knees between them. She didn’t remember the captive’s name, but he struggled against some invisible force obviously being generated by the two alphas. The man’s face was bruised and swollen. He’d not given in without a fight.
“What’s this about?” She looked at Nazerel. He was the strongest of the four alphas, leader of Team South. These men were what had brought her to Earth. Their power and savagery fascinated and aroused her, yet their abilities made them extremely volatile, unpredictable and hard to control.
“Lor and his Mystic Militia raided Team North’s house.” Nazerel kept his gaze focused on his captive. All the Shadow Assassins could teleport, though their ranges varied greatly. Restraining one couldn’t be easy. “They captured everyone but this fool.”
She barely suppressed a gasp. That meant— “They got Allenton?”
Nazerel smirked, but still didn’t shift his focus. “Sorry, princess. Your pet is back on Ontariese having his brain strip-mined.”
Teeth clenched and hands fisted, Sevrin slowly circled the kneeling man. His hands were bound behind his back and one eye was nearly swollen shut. “How did Lor find your house?”
“I don’t know, mistress.” The fool dared to look at her.
Desperately needing an outlet for her anger, she slammed her fist against the side of his face. Pain exploded in her hand and shot up her arm. The impulse had probably hurt her more than it hurt him. Still, she welcomed the release. Allenton had proved more entertaining than she’d first imagined. She wasn’t finished playing with him yet. Blood trailed from the hunter’s nose and rebellion flashed in his eyes. She raised her fist again and he wisely lowered his gaze. He might be a little slow, but even dogs could be taught obedience.
“If your team was under attack, why did you run?” Nazerel demanded. He stood on one side of the kneeling man and Zacharous on the other. They were obviously infuriated by the man’s cowardice.
“I thought it was more important to warn you.” The fool bowed his head, sounding hoarse and despondent. Rebellion hadn’t worked, so now he was going to try to seem pathetic? Did he really expect pity from any of them?
“Warn us of what?” Sevrin stopped in front of the last member of Team North as she tried to think of a reason not to kill him. “Can you tell us anything we don’t know already? If they have Allenton, we are royally screwed.”
“I’ll make it up to you, mistress. I promise I will not fail you again.”
Sevrin glanced at Dr. Porffer. Not only had she followed Sevrin into the foyer, the doctor held a syringe in one hand, obviously ready for action. Pleased by Porffer’s preparedness, Sevrin motioned her forward. The alpha hunters increased the intensity of their containment field, immobilizing their captive. Porffer injected the coward then quickly stepped back. It took massive doses of powerful sedatives, but Shadow Assassins could be chemically incapacitated. The man struggled against the drug’s creeping effect and the hold of the alpha hunters, but the futile battle only lasted a few moments. He collapsed on the hard tile floor silent and still.
“Take him to the warehouse and keep him sedated. If he rouses, even for a moment, he’ll escape.”
“I understand,” the doctor assured as Marat scooped the unconscious man up in his arms. He’d have to send someone with her to the warehouse. She couldn’t lift the hunter on her own and Marat would never leave Sevrin. His life had been pledged to her protection at the moment of her birth.
After the two had departed, Sevrin turned to the alpha hunters, unable to completely conceal her frustration. “This is a disaster.”
“Yeah, we get that,” Nazerel muttered. “Everything Allenton knew will be stripped from his mind. Everywhere he went must be abandoned and every procedure he utilized changed.”
“How did you realize North was under attack?”
“The coward cried out telepathically,” Nazerel told her. “We flashed over, expecting a fight, but all we saw was a bunch of humans pawing through the house.”
“And that sniveling coward hiding in the bushes,” Zacharous added with a sneer.
“Did you run off the humans?”
Nazerel shook his head. “We didn’t see the point in engaging them. Team North is a total loss and there is nothing in the house they can’t learn from Allenton.”
“This is your fault.” Sevrin poked the middle of Nazerel’s chest with her index finger. “You convinced me to trust him.”
Nazerel grabbed her wrist and moved her hand away from his chest. “I didn’t convince you to fuck him. Allenton got you wet and you started sharing secrets he had no reason to know. If you hadn’t—”
“We don’t have time for this,” Zacharous snapped. “The Mystic Militia will act immediately on whatever they learn. We have to be gone by the time Lor returns from Ontariese.”
Sevrin took a deep breath and dragged her hostile gaze away from Nazerel. No one else dared such disrespect; no one else refused her. She’d taken Allenton to her bed largely because Nazerel had snubbed her. She was Rodymian royalty and still Nazerel refused to bow to her will. He was a lowly—
She cut herself off and forced away the exasperating subject. When the time was right, she’d deal with Nazerel. “Did Allenton know the locations of all four team houses?”
After a contemplative pause, Zacharous shook his head. “I’ve kept my men close and warned them away from Team North. Allenton was always an opportunistic prick. I didn’t see any reason why he’d change.”
“Then Team South can move in with Team West temporarily and I’ll move back into the warehouse.” She shuddered at the thought. She’d spent six months in that musty ruin while she meticulously constructed a web of false identities and holding companies, allowing her to participate in human commerce without drawing attention to herself or the Shadow Assassins.
Nazerel didn’t look happy about the directive, but he didn’t argue. “Team East has been basically off the grid since they left Las Vegas. I’ll verify with Darrian, but I think that location is secure.”
Relocating this house was going to be a major undertaking, especially being that they would need to destroy anything they didn’t have time to move. And she would have to send all the way to Rodymia for anything they needed to replace. That could take weeks, weeks of progress she couldn’t afford to lose.
“How did this happen?” she cried, overwhelmed by the scope of the setback. “All of the team houses are shielded. How did Lor find them?”
Both alphas shook their heads, but Nazerel answered, “They obviously intercepted something that gave North away. We’ll have to be more careful. Keep all forms of communication to a minimum.” He paused and then added, “There is one bright spot in this catastrophe.”
“It better be glaringly bright.”
“Angie contacted Tori. We’ve been monitoring all of Tori’s calls, so I finally know where Angie is.”
Sevrin scowled at him. “That’s not even a flicker of light. When are you going to give up your obsession with that human? She’s not worth the trouble she’s already caused. Why go asking for more?”
Nazerel arched his brows and tilted his head to an insolent angle. “Tori and Lor are bonded. He obviously disagrees.”
“How could you possibly know that?” She studied his rugged features, searching for any hint of deception.
“I’ve always found it beneficial to know more about my enemies than my enemies know about me.” One corner of his mouth lifted, but it wasn’t quite a smile.
“Lor’s a Master Level mage, first son of one of the two royal houses. He would never bond with a female unless she was extraordinary.”
“My point exactly. And Mystic abilities run in families.” The other side of his mouth rose as well and still there was no warmth in the expression. It was more like a feral wolf baring his teeth at a potential threat.
Mystic abilities seldom developed in half-blood Ontarians. Tori and Angie’s father must have been remarkable. Nazerel was right. Angie was a prize worth pursuing. “Do you have an exact location?”
“Yes, but the timing could be tricky. Tori has convinced Angie that I’m evil incarnate. There’s no way Angie will willingly leave a police station with me.”
“What is Angie doing in a police station?” Sevrin halted his explanation with an upraised hand. “Never mind. I don’t care. Figure out the timing and bring her back with you. I’m honestly hoping you’ll be able to concentrate on something else once you’ve screwed her a time or two.”
“So am I,” he countered.
“Then why are you still here?”
The smile finally reached Nazerel’s eyes. Sevrin blinked and he was gone.
 



Chapter One
 
A large, warm hand gently shook Angie’s shoulder, jarring her from sleep. She gasped and twisted away. The touch hadn’t been hurtful, but she was still on edge from the traumatic events of the past few days. Her life had always been chaotic. Still, her spontaneous decision to leave Las Vegas had driven the turbulence to new heights.
“Wake up, sunshine. Château de PD is closing. You need to park it somewhere else.”
The police officer who’d helped her the night before stood over her now. She couldn’t remember his exact name, Jackson or Jonson, something like that. He wore a suit rather than a uniform, so he was likely a detective. His attitude had seemed impatient while his actions revealed a kind heart. “Is my sister here?”
“Not yet, but my shift ended a couple of hours ago. I’m headed home.”
She swung her legs to the floor and sat up. The break room was tiny, the couch threadbare and lumpy, but at least she’d been safe. After her deadbeat boyfriend slinked away in the middle of the night and ditched her with the hotel bill, she was damn lucky not to be in a jail cell. “We told Tori to pick me up here. If I move—”
“There’s a small reception area by the front door. You need to go wait for her there. This is a police station not a hotel. Letting you sleep here last night could get me in a lot of trouble.”
“All right.” She bundled up the blanket he’d given her the night before. “Thanks for this. I was really in a pickle.”
He smiled as he took the blanket from her. “Why do I get the feeling, you’re in ‘pickles’ a lot?”
“I am, but it’s never my fault.” She chuckled, admitting the irony in her words. She attracted trouble like metal to a magnet. Often her actions resulted in the drama, yet other times she was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. With the wrong person.
“I’ve heard that excuse a time or two.”
He led her to the ‘reception area’ which was an ancient row of connected seats adjacent to the front desk. He told the woman behind the Plexiglas shield that Angie had permission to stay there until her sister picked her up. The woman glanced at Angie, nodded and then went right back to work.
The detective started to leave then paused and dug out his wallet. “You’re probably starving. There are vending machines just off the elevator on the second floor or you can wait until the café opens at 11:00. It’s up on the corner.” He handed her a ten then slipped his wallet back into his pocket. “Are you sure your sister will actually come get you? She wasn’t just saying that to shut you up?”
“Of course she’ll come. She’s my sister.”
Angie was shocked by the question until she looked into his eyes. Shadows and suspicion clouded his gaze. “That doesn’t always mean what it should.” It must be horrible to deal with the dredges of society day in and day out. Well, night in and night out in his case, but the result was still the same. He was seriously jaded.
“I’ll be long gone by the time your next shift starts. I guarantee it.” She held up the money and smiled. “Thanks again.”
He nodded in return then retraced their steps into the belly of the building.
She wasn’t really hungry, but her caffeine addiction wouldn’t wait until 11:00. She approached the front desk and waited for the woman to look up. “I’m dying for a cup of coffee. Can you break a ten?”
“Hold on.” Obviously annoyed by the interruption, the woman pushed away from her desk and walked out of Angie’s line of vision. She returned a short time later with a Styrofoam cup of coffee in one hand and packets of creamer and sugar in the other.
“Thank you.” She took the coffee and packets from the woman and smiled.
The woman waved her away then turned to answer the phone.
Well, good morning to you too. Angie fought back her annoyance. Starting a fight would be counterproductive at this point. Hopefully, she’d be out of here in an hour or two. Instead of telling the grumpy woman what she thought of her attitude, Angie shoved open the heavy glass door and stepped out into the cool morning air. Mature trees shaded the wide approach area and then a double set of concrete stairs descended to street level. The detective told her she was in Provo, Utah, though all that really meant was she was somewhere northeast of Las Vegas.
With an Old Towne charm, the area felt safe and sort of sleepy. She spotted a stone bench near one of the massive trees centered in the lawn bordering the sidewalk. She could see traffic approaching from either direction and the setting was infinitely more appealing than the dreary reception area.
She hustled down the stairs and sat on the bench then took her first sip of coffee. The bitter taste scrunched up her face, but at least the beverage was steaming hot. Both packets of “cream” powder and sugar took the taste from unpalatable to nasty, so she focused on the improvement and tried to enjoy the peaceful surroundings.
Each moment that ticked by made her feel heavier, more encumbered by dread. Tori was sure to be pissed. Tori was always pissed when she had to swoop in for a rescue. She’d lecture and glare all the way back to Las Vegas. She’d tell Angie how irresponsible she was, how immature and selfish. And for the most part she’d be right. Angie didn’t spend a lot of time worrying about other people. If their mother’s death had taught her anything, it was that living life according to the expectations of others was an utter waste of time. Life could be stingy and cruel. What happiness Angie found had been wrested from fate’s clutches through sheer force of will, and she didn’t see that changing anytime soon.
A car turned the corner and headed toward her. Finally! It was a red Honda Accord. But rather than her sister’s pale face and slender frame behind the wheel, Angie saw a large, dark-haired man. She tensed for an instant, then reality kicked in, releasing her pent-up breath. Honda Accords were as common as ants; this was simply the wrong car.
Unable to silence her suspicion, Angie looked at the license plate. Nevada, 678 TTD. That was Tori’s plate. What was this man doing with Tori’s car? Angie stood and ducked behind the tree. The trunk wasn’t wide enough to hide her completely. Still, she felt less conspicuous.
The parking spaces in front of the building were reserved for employees, so the man pulled into the lot across the street. Don’t panic. Angie pressed her hand against her throat and took a deep breath. There had to be an explanation for why a stranger was driving her sister’s car. There was no way this was coincidence. Had Tori sent him in her place? If so, why hadn’t Tori come in person?
Angie automatically reached for her cell phone then cursed under her breath. She still couldn’t believe she’d run off without it. The lack had been a minor nuisance while she was with Jordan. Now, without the ability to contact anyone, Angie felt isolated and vulnerable.
The driver’s door swung open and the stranger got out. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with unfashionably long hair. His features were blurred by the distance between them, but his size alone was intimidating. He shut the door and looked around.
Angie glanced at the stairs. Could she make it to the front door before the stranger crossed the street and caught her? Or should she stand her ground and confront him about the car? He was a head taller than she was and out weighted her by at least fifty pounds. It wouldn’t be much of a confrontation.
Before Angie could determine her best course of action, a flash of light momentarily blinded her. She blinked away the brightness, then found a second man facing off with the stranger. The second man’s back was to her, but where had he come from? It was almost as if he’d just…
They circled each other, staying just out of reach. As they rotated, Angie saw the second man’s face. Her heart dropped into her stomach and she shrank deeper into the shadows. Naz. The name echoed through her mind like the ominous rumble of thunder. She’d only seen him once before. They’d flirted briefly at the casino where she used to work. But Tori insisted he was dangerous, that Angie needed to stay as far away from him as possible. Tori had no reason to lie or exaggerate the danger, so Angie had listened and left the state.
Naz swung and the other man twisted, barely avoiding Naz’s fist. Angie could hear their angry voices, yet she couldn’t make out their words. Naz made a sharp gesture and the other man grinned, his teeth starkly white in his tanned face. The stranger obviously didn’t consider Naz as much of a threat as Tori did. Naz lunged, but the stranger—zapped from one side of Naz to the other. Angie felt her eyes widen and her throat went dry. There had been no blur of motion. He’d instantaneously shifted from one place to another.
The coffee cup slipped from Angie’s hand and landed in the grass at her feet. She covered her gaping mouth with one hand and grasped the tree trunk with the other. She must be dehydrated. She was hallucinating. That couldn’t have been real. Yet Naz’s arrival had been just as bizarre. He’d just blinked into view as if he materialized out of thin air.
Suddenly the stranger went on the offensive. He landed two solid punches, but when he tried to sweep Naz’s feet out from under him, Naz blasted the stranger with…energy pulses? Frozen by fear and fascination, Angie scrambled for an explanation. Shimmering light burst from Naz’s palms and the stranger cried out as each ball of light struck him.
Angie, run! Get the hell out of here before he sees you!
She didn’t recognize the deep voice that barged into her mind, but she couldn’t argue with the strategy. Turning sharply, she ran in the opposite direction and darted around the side of the building. She didn’t look back, didn’t question the advice, until a hand grasped her shoulder from behind. She screamed and twisted away as something stabbed into her brain. Her vision blurred and her skull contracted, then she crashed into a solid wall of muscle.
The stranger’s arms closed around her, yanking her tight against his big body. Her surroundings swirled and the ground beneath her feet dissolved. She screamed and screamed, clinging to the stranger because she had no other choice.
She squeezed her eyes shut, but the fight replayed in her mind. They could move at the speed of thought and battle with pulses of light. What the hell were they?
And what did they want with her?
Where was this one taking her?
Each question compounded her fear.
Her feet touched down and his arms loosened, without releasing her completely.
“Are you okay?”
She struggled out of his embrace and stumbled back several steps, arms flailing as she tried to keep her balance. “Who are… What the…” Fear scattered her thoughts and set her feet in motion. She spun to the side and ran, not caring where she went, only knowing she didn’t want to stay with him.
Her foot caught on the uneven ground and she landed hard on her hands and knees.
“Angie.” His voice came from right behind her.
He knew her name! Was that good or bad? Twisting around, she sat in the dirt and stared up at him in disbelief.
“I’m not going to hurt you.”
He sounded sincere, but her fear-addled mind rejected the assurance. She dragged her gaze away from his face and looked around. Bleak, desolate desert stretched as far as she could see. Her belly tensed and her chest felt heavy. She had nowhere to run. Not that she had any hope of outrunning someone who could teleport.
If immediate escape wasn’t an option, she needed information.
“Who are you?” She tried to lick her lips but her mouth was too dry.
“My name is Blayne. Tori sent me.”
The adrenaline rush eased, leaving her weak and shaky. Then reality came back into focus. He stood over her though he made no move to touch her. Instead, he watched her intently, his expression cautious. For just a moment his eyes seemed to swirl, drawing her in with hypnotic intensity. Then the color stabilized, becoming a striking mixture of silver, blue and gray. His features were strong and symmetric, yet his lips had a sensual fullness that was accented by a short goatee. Dark brown and slightly mused, his hair flowed away from his face and brushed his shoulders in distinct waves. He emanated the same sort of sexy menace that had drawn her to Naz. Were they related? They obviously knew each other.
“Are you steady enough to stand if I help you up?” His lips parted in a patient smile while awareness arced between them. “Teleportation can be disorienting if you’re not expecting the rush.”
Teleportation. The word echoed through her mind, mocking her circumstance. People couldn’t really teleport. So how did she explain her location? Or everything she’d seen in that parking lot?
“Where are we?” She took his outstretched hand and he pulled her to her feet. Her legs trembled beneath her, so he moved his hand to her elbow. His palm was warm, his fingers long and strong, easily spanning her arm.
“We’re back in Nevada. About thirty miles from Las Vegas.”
Okay, hysterics weren’t getting her anywhere. She had to think this through. Unless she’d had some sort of psychotic break, which didn’t seem likely, she’d just been teleported from one state to another. She eased her arm out of his grasp and took a step back. “Why were you driving my sister’s car?” It was the least preposterous of the questions swarming her brain.
With slow, nonthreatening movements, he slipped his hand into his pocket and withdrew a cell phone. Or to be more exact, he withdrew her cell phone. The anime sleeve was custom; she’d designed it herself.
“Where’d you get that?” She held out her hand expectantly and he handed her the phone.
“Your sister gave it to me. She recorded a message for you.”
She found the recording and played the short message, splitting her attention between the screen and the stranger. “Hey, sis. Sorry I couldn’t come get you, but I sent this hunk instead. Somehow I don’t think you’ll mind. He’s got a mouth on him, so don’t get him started or he’ll twist every word you say. I’ll see you tomorrow. Behave yourself!” Tori’s image blew her a kiss and the clip ended. This confirmed that Tori had sent Blayne, but it didn’t explain why. “I have so many questions. I don’t even know where to start.”
“Nazerel touched you right before I flashed you here. Did you feel him in your mind?”
“Naz Zerrel? Is that his full name?” She was stalling. She’d sure as hell felt something, like a knife slicing into her brain. “I’m not sure.”
He tilted his head and narrowed his gaze, obviously not believing her. “His name is one word, Nazerel. He has raw power, but his skill is limited. Tell me what you felt.”
“Someone grabbed my shoulder and something hot stabbed into my head. It’s gone now. I don’t feel it anymore.”
He moved closer, his eyes gleaming, expression suddenly grim. “I need to scan you. It’s likely he tried to anchor a tracer strand. I need to see how far he got.”
She backed up each time he stepped forward, maintaining the distance between them. “I don’t want to feel that again.” Besides she knew nothing more than this man’s name. And the fact that Tori trusted him. The realization did little to ease Angie’s anxiety.
“I’m infinitely more skilled than Nazerel.” There was no arrogance in his claim, just a firm statement of fact. “I won’t harm you, but I can’t take you to Tori if you’re bugged.”
That ended her retreat. She had a million questions and she’d much rather have answers from her sister than a man she’d just met. If letting him “scan” her was the price for being returned to Tori, then she’d grin and bear it. “Can you turn it off if he planted a bug on me?”
“Likely. Let’s start with a simple scan.” He slowly raised his arm. “The link is easier to form if I touch you.” He pressed his hand against the side of her face, thumb absently tracing her jawline. His eyes were unbelievably beautiful. She’d never seen a blue so light yet intense. “Close your eyes.”
She slowly lowered her lids, but her other senses immediately took over. His fresh, spicy scent became stronger each time she inhaled. His warm breath teased her cheek and her skin tingled beneath his light touch. She grew restless, wondering when he’d start.
“Relax. I need to push deeper.”
A shiver dropped down her spine. Apparently, he was scanning already. His other hand touched her hip then slid around to the small of her back. Strength bled from her legs and she swayed against him. She wasn’t sure if he caused the sudden weakness or if he’d just been expecting it. All she knew was she was glad he was there.
She grasped his shoulder with one hand and wrapped her other arm around his waist as he shifted her head into the bend of his elbow. Light and color erupted inside her mind, swirling through her, sinking deeper as it swept her along.
Then a hot sting burst through her lethargy. She gasped and tried to twist away.
Don’t fight me. The more you resist, the more it will hurt.
Memories crashed through her composure, dark and distant, yet detailed. Her eyes flew open and she twisted out of his embrace then firmly shoved him away. “If it hurts, you shouldn’t do it.”
He was silent for a moment then spoke carefully as he said, “The link is not fully formed, but it is anchored deeply. I must rid your mind of—”
“Screw you!” She furiously blinked back tears, refusing to submit to past demons or present intimidation. She’d worked too hard and fought too long to be controlled by things she couldn’t change. “Stay out of my head and take me to my sister.”
“If I take you to Tori without severing the link, I’ll endanger everyone.” He crossed his arms over his chest but his expression was carefully neutral. “If Nazerel completes the link, it will give him direct access to your mind. We can’t allow that to happen.”
“Then take me home. That won’t endanger anyone but me.”
“No.”
“No?”
“No.” He emphasized the word with absolute finality.
“Just no? Because you say so?” She made an exasperated sound and kicked a dirt clod at him. “You’re an asshole!”
To her utter astonishment, he laughed. “I’ve been called far worse.” The smile left his lips, but amusement shimmered in his gaze. “Let me spell it out for you, sweetness. You weren’t supposed to know about any of this. I was going to show up, have you play Tori’s message, then drive you back to Las Vegas without you realizing I wasn’t human. But Nazerel changed all that. You’re in this now regardless of anyone’s intentions.”
Her mind hung up on one strange phrase. Realizing I wasn’t human. “You’re not human?” The question sounded foolish after all she’d seen. Of course he wasn’t human. What human could do the things these men had done? “Then what are you?”
He straightened, shoulders squared, chin raised to an imperious level. “I’m a Master Level mage from the planet Ontariese. I’m sworn to your protection, which is why I can’t take you home. Nazerel is likely watching your apartment, waiting for your return.”
The sun was bright in a cloudless sky and the temperature was rapidly rising. Without water or any other supplies, she had no hope of hiking out. Unless Las Vegas was significantly closer than Blayne had indicated. She squinted into the distance, but she could see nothing but barren earth and the occasional cactus. Her eyes were stinging and her mouth was so dry she could barely speak.
“Well, we can’t stay out here without water. At least I can’t.”
Blayne heaved a frustrated sigh. “Nazerel already knows where your sister lives. I suppose it won’t do any harm to take you there.”
“If I don’t show up at my apartment, won’t he ‘flash’ over to Tori’s house?” She regretted the question an instant after it left her mouth. Why was she discouraging him? He’d just agreed to take her to Tori or at least to Tori’s house. They’d be back in civilization where Angie had a far better chance of escaping him.
“We won’t be alone at Tori’s. It gives us better odds.” He held out his hand and waited.
Did he mean Tori would be there or were there other people from Ontariese on Earth? It didn’t really matter. She could trust him or bake in the sun as she tried to walk all the way to Las Vegas. Dread twisted through her gut as her helplessness became ever more obvious. Seeing no other option, she reluctantly took his hand.
 
Blayne scanned Tori’s house for potential dangers before he materialized with Angie in the living room. Lor’s shielding still protected the compact two story from unwanted visitors, but Blayne knew the Mystic passcode that allowed him to penetrate the barrier. No one was home, not even a sentry patrolling the perimeter. Everyone must be on the ship. Or there had been developments while he was away.
Angie swayed against him, her hands moving to her temples. She wasn’t used to teleporting, so he gave her a moment to acclimate.
Meticulously shielding his transmission, he reached out to Lor. I’ve returned with my passenger, but there were complications. Can you meet me at Tori’s house?
We encountered complications as well. Give me an hour. I’ll brief you when I arrive.
Copy.
He released the telepathic link and found Angie watching him, her big blue eyes wide with uncertainty. Considering all she’d seen, she’d been remarkably composed. Hopefully her cautious yet rational approach would continue. He had no experience dealing with hysterical females.
“Who were you talking to?” Her hands rested lightly on his chest though she seemed to be steady now.
He started to deny the conversation then realized the futility of the impulse. She already knew he was telepathic. “I let Lor know we’d returned.” He let go of her arms and stepped back. “He’ll be here in an hour.”
“Who’s Lor?” She walked across the living room and into the adjoining kitchen as she waited for his answer.
Following as far as the wide archway separating the two rooms, Blayne explained, “Lor commands the Mystic Militia. Our current assignment is to apprehend a group of mercenaries called Shadow Assassins.”
She took a glass out of the cupboard and filled it with water, then drank most of it before continuing the conversation. “And Nazerel is one of these Shadow Assassins?” She held up her mostly empty glass. “Do you want some?”
He shook his head. His body processed raw energy far more efficiently than the human digestive system. Though he ate and drank, it was largely for enjoyment or to blend in with his non-gifted companions. “Nazerel is an alpha hunter. He leads one of four teams of mercenaries that escaped to Earth.”
“Escaped from where or what?” She set the glass aside and leaned back against the counter. She wore a striped shirt that buttoned down the front tucked in to snug blue jeans. The jeans were obviously hers, they fit like a second skin, but the shirt seemed oversized and oddly masculine. Not that the garment detracted from her feminine appeal. It just triggered something dark and possessive, made him want to strip her naked and imprint her with his scent, his taste—his seed.
Forcing back the unwanted urge, he focused on the answer to her question. “The Shadow Assassins were a closed society of male mercenaries who lived by their own rules. They literally hunted females for the purpose of pleasure and procreation. As an alpha hunter, it was Nazerel’s job to train the others, help them hone their skills.”
Her brow arched and one corner of her mouth twitched as if she were fighting off a smile. “They sound like Amazons.”
“I’m not familiar with the term.”
“Amazons were mythological female warriors who had no use for men except to replenish their ranks.”
He nodded and moved closer, not understanding her mood. Why wasn’t she taking this seriously? Didn’t she realize the danger was not only real but personal? “There are similarities. Shadow Assassins kept their females captive until they delivered a child. If the child was female, both mother and daughter were returned to the world above. But if the child was male—”
“‘The world above?’ What does that mean?” Her lashes lowered and her expression smoldered with feminine awareness. Why the hell was she flirting with him? This wasn’t a history lesson. He was trying to brief her on the enemy.
“Shadow Assassins lived in an underground complex that could only be reached by teleportation.”
Her tongue peeked out, drawing his attention to the lush fullness of her lips. “You’re saying all of this in the past tense. If the danger is in the past, why are Shadow Assassins on Earth?”
Desire coiled through him, his body reacting despite his suspicion that she had an ulterior motive for her actions. “The Shadow Maze was liberated and all the men retrained. Most successfully integrated into Ontarian society, but the hunters were used to commanding others, not being commanded. The strongest rebelled and made an alliance with one of our most powerful enemies.”
She pushed off the counter and moved closer, her gaze focused on his mouth. “How did they end up on Earth?”
He needed to snap her out of this mood before he did something they’d both regret. Dragging his gaze away from her mouth, he cleared his throat and gave himself a firm mental shake. “They came here in search of females with compatible physiology. You are one such female.”
“Long story short, Nazerel wants me to have his babies?” She smiled and shook her head. “I’ll just tell him I’m not interested.”
Her lightheartedness annoyed him enough to clear his head, allowing him to regain control of his wayward body. “You’re thinking in human terms. Nazerel is not human. He has no intention of giving you a choice. He’ll seduce or outright rape you until you conceive.”
“What a charming concept. Good thing I’m on the Pill.”
Blayne grasped her upper arms and drew her forward until he towered over her. “This isn’t a joke. Nazerel is dangerous. We haven’t found out exactly what they’re up to, but we suspect it’s more complicated than producing children. The Rodytes are continually dabbling in genetic manipulation.”
She stared up at him, gaze no longer hungry, but she wasn’t nearly as afraid as she should be. “What’s a Rodyte?”
“Rodymia is a planet in the same star system as Ontariese. A highly placed Rodyte is financing the Shadow Assassins, which makes them even more dangerous.”
She nodded though her lack of curiosity made it highly unlikely she’d accepted the information as fact. “Do I have time to take a shower before Lor gets here? I’m hot and grimy and still in yesterday’s clothes.”
It was a reasonable request, but he still couldn’t help thinking she was up to something. “Use the hall bath and leave the door unlocked.”
“Why? Are you going to spy on me?” In an instant she was back in seductress mode. “I’m not shy. You can shower with me if you like.” She tugged the ends of the shirt out from inside her jeans and began unfastening the buttons.
“Stop it.” He caught her wrists and pulled her hands away from her chest. “I will not be distracted by your…amazing body. I’m here to protect, not satisfy you.” Besides, he had no doubt she’d wait until he was diverted by his physical needs then bash him on the head with something heavy.
“Can’t you do both?” She tilted her head back and pressed her teeth into her lower lip. “I think you’re really hot.”
He took her by the wrist and led her from the kitchen. “Gather what you’ll need before you get started. I do not want you parading around in a towel.”
She groaned and snatched her hand from his grasp. “You don’t have to be such a jerk about it. If you don’t want to play, that’s fine. Just say no.”
“No.”
She made a rather childish face then rushed into Tori’s bedroom. Blayne sighed. Had he misread the situation? If her attraction was genuine, he should have been more tactful with his rejection. He had to remember all she’d been through in the past few weeks. Maybe she just…
Angie came strolling out of Tori’s bedroom and Blayne’s thoughts scattered. The jeans were gone, as were her boots. She still wore the masculine shirt, but she’d freed all the buttons, revealing the inner swell of her breasts and her toned abdomen, even her tiny black panties.
Lust slammed into his gut, instantly hardening his cock and freeing his aggressive nature. He shoved her against the wall, pinning her hands above her head as his mouth took possession of hers. Her lips parted and their tongues dueled, her aggression easily matching his. He parted her thighs with his knee, lifting her to the balls of her feet.
For one blissful moment he allowed himself to enjoy the frenzy, then he reined in his lust and went in search of her true motivation. Most Mystics could intercept thoughts, though they were taught that it was unethical to enter someone’s mind without permission. This was different. Angie’s antics were putting her in danger and he needed to know what she hoped to accomplish.
She rubbed against his thigh and arched until her breasts touched his chest. He’d love to believe she was just naturally uninhibited, but her seduction didn’t make sense with the danger they faced. Keeping his eyes tightly closed, he stubbornly tuned out the softness of her flesh and the promised pleasure in every move she made.
He gently sank into her mind, keeping his scan light and superficial. Desire blasted into his mind and his own need surged. She might be using this as a distraction to mask her true purpose, but her sexual hunger wasn’t feigned. She would eagerly accommodate his desire and revel in every touch. He shifted her wrists into one hand, freeing his other to explore. Her skin was velvety soft and warm, beckoning him onward. He touched her face, then curved his fingers around the back of her neck, all the while enjoying the sensual slide of lips and tongues.
He slowly sank deeper, absorbing her chaotic thoughts along with more emotion. Fear and determination twisted around an image. A beautiful blonde female, with bright blue eyes alight with confidence and intelligence. This was Angie’s target, her ultimate goal. He focused in on the image, searching for a name or the reason this woman made Angie feel safe.
Sliding his hand around to the front of her neck, he collared her throat and released her lips. “Who is Jillian and why would you involve her in this crisis?”
Angie’s eyes narrowed and she tugged against his hold. “You bastard. Why did you kiss me if—”
“Using your body to distract me so you can escape is fine, but my distracting you in much the same way makes me a bastard? That doesn’t seem fair.”
“I told you to stay out of my head.”
He lowered her feet to the floor and overlapped the front of the shirt before pushing off the wall and releasing her completely. “I will not allow you to escape. It is far too dangerous for you to wander about on your own. Is Jillian human?”
“Yes. She’s Tori’s best friend.”
“Nazerel will not hesitate to use friends and family to get what he wants. If you care for this woman at all, do not involve her in this.”
She stilled her gaze centered on his chest. “You’re right. That would have been foolish.”
Her expression indicated contrition, but he sensed cunning behind the superficial remorse. She might look similar to her sister, but they were nothing alike. Tori faced challenges head-on, while Angie was obviously a schemer. He would have to stay on his toes if he hoped to keep this one safe.
“If you still want a shower, you better hurry.”
She nodded and rushed into the hall bathroom. It was an interior room with no windows. As long as he guarded the door, she should be relatively safe. He leaned against the wall across from the door and listened for the rush of water.
Pain and fear rippled across their mental connection and he started to pinch off the link. He hadn’t meant to leave it active. He’d just been highly distracted at the time. But the intensity of her emotions gave him pause. If she was this volatile, she would remain unpredictable. A mental link would increase his chances of anticipating her rash actions. It might be the only way he could protect her from herself.
Not wanting to infringe on her privacy any more than necessary, he constricted the link until only a vague impression of her inner struggle reached his mind. She was far more wounded than she appeared, and these wounds were old and festered. Tori had mentioned her sister’s rebellion. He should have realized there would be a cause.
He finally heard the shower and allowed himself to relax. Bending his knee, he rested the toe of his boot on the floor and leaned his head back against the wall. It was so easy to imagine her naked, water cascading along her curves. All he had to do was open the door and undress. Would she gasp as he snatched back the curtain or smile and make room for him beneath the spray?
A flash in the living room jarred him from his inappropriate thoughts. “Hey.” He straightened as he greeted Lor and Tori, trying not to look as guilty as he felt. “She’s in the shower all safe and sound.”
“I’m surprised you’re not in there with her,” Tori said.
“My men are professional,” Lor objected. “None of them would allow that sort of distraction.”
Lor’s vote of confidence only made Blayne feel even guiltier.
“You don’t know Angie. Sex is her go-to game. She’s flirted and teased her way through the past ten years.” She looked at Blayne, her gaze suddenly assessing. “Has she given you any trouble?”
His erection was nearly gone, thank the gods, but his cheeks felt suspiciously warm. Blayne ran a hand through his hair and joined them in the living room. “The trouble came when Nazerel showed up at the police station. He flashed into view and attacked me with energy pulses. Angie saw it all. I had no choice but to flash her out of there. Your car is still in Utah.”
Tori sighed and rubbed her forehead. “I don’t care about the car, but I’d really hoped to keep Angie out of this as much as possible.”
“How did Nazerel know where to find her?” Lor looked at him then shifted his gaze to his mate. “Either your phone or this house is bugged.”
“Knowing how the Rodytes love gadgets, it’s probably both,” Blayne told him.
Then we have to abandon this house and Angie cannot stay here. Lor used the highly shielded link known only to Master Level mages, yet the sudden concern in Tori’s expression made it obvious she could hear as well. Lor must be passing her the conversation. The Shadow Assassins are escalating. At least three of the women featured in the notebook are missing. And that’s just the ones we’ve been able to verify. This can only mean one thing. The hunt has begun.
Blayne nodded. Though not surprising, the news was definitely troubling. They’d recovered the notebook during their raid on the Team North house. The notebook contained information on hundreds of females. The medical records and detailed backgrounds identify potential targets. They’d hoped knowing where the Shadow Assassins were likely to strike would give them an advantage. But there were hundreds of females in the notebook. It wasn’t possible to protect them all.
There’s another complication. Blayne waited until both Tori and Lor looked at him before he went on. Nazerel anchored a tracer strand in Angie’s mind. The link is not fully formed, but she resisted when I tried to remove it so I didn’t force the issue.
Then we can’t take her to the ship. Lor looked into the distance, obviously searching for alternatives.
I could take her to Ontariese and see if Head Master Tal can sever the link without causing her pain. I don’t know anyone who is more skilled with such things.
Actually, I know one, but I’d rather not name him in case we are being monitored. He lives way up in the mountains.
It was highly unlikely that such a private link was being monitored, but Blayne didn’t argue. Lor meant Lord Drakkin. The Bilarrian had trained Vee, the man who founded the Conservatory. Drakkin’s family controlled the mountainous region of Hautell. I know who you mean.
I’ve been tempted to run some of this by him anyway. An objective perspective might be exactly what we need right now. Would you be willing to make the trip? His cabin is rather secluded.
Blayne nearly laughed. By cabin Lor meant mountain fortress, the massive royal residence Drakkin called home. It’s been many cycles since I’ve seen…that person. I would be happy to escort her there. Lord Drakkin was one of the most powerful people in their galaxy. It was an honor to be introduced to him, much less spend time with him.
“I don’t know who the hell you guys are talking about, but I hate this plan.” Apparently she could hear what they’d been saying, but hadn’t yet learned how to access the link directly. She could likely exchange thoughts with Lor, because of their soul bond, but connecting with other minds was a bit more complicated. She crossed her arms over her chest and pressed her lips together. “Just sever the link now, so she can stay with me.”
The muffled rush of the shower stopped, so Blayne lowered his voice. “Has Angie been…victimized? Her reaction to my attempt to sever the link made it seem as if she was reacting to something else.”
Tori looked down, clearly tormented by the possibilities. “She won’t talk about it, but she disappeared for almost a week right after our mother died. When Angie came home, she was battered and bloody, but she refused to see a doctor and threatened to leave again if I called the police. Each time I’ve brought it up since then she’s turned belligerent and distant until I leave well enough alone. She was never the same after that. The attack, combined with our mother’s death, fundamentally changed her personality.”
“Then we must find a way to eliminate this link without compounding the trauma,” Blayne concluded.
“Our plan is the only way to minimize the danger.” Lor faced Tori and rested his hands on her shoulders. “Blayne will take good care of her and if she has latent abilities, as you did, this is the perfect place for her to explore them.”
The bathroom door opened and Angie emerged, steam rolling out in her wake. Thank the gods, she was fully dressed. “I feel better.” Turning, she saw Tori and let out a happy cry. She flew down the hall and into her sister’s waiting arms. “I can’t believe how much I missed you.”
Tori hugged her in return, her eyes suddenly brimming with tears. “I missed you too.”
“So, all these aliens, was this the reason you wanted me to stay away from Las Vegas?”
Tori laughed and eased Angie to arm’s length. “You weren’t supposed to find out about any of this.”
“And let you have all the fun?” She gave her a playful shove. “That’s so selfish.”
“I just want you to be safe and happy.” Tori stubbornly blinked back her tears. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted.”
“Why are you all weepy?” Angie looked at Lor and then Blayne. “And you two look like you’re about to tell me I have cancer. What’s going on?”
Tori reached for Angie’s hand, but Angie snatched it away. “Blayne is going to take you to a sort of specialist, someone who can—”
“I’m not going anywhere with Blayne. Scratch that. I’m not going anywhere period. I’m tired of running scared and hiding from the danger.” She looked at Blayne, determination burning in her gaze. “Can Nazerel be harmed by conventional weapons or can he deflect bullets or flash out of their way?”
“Bullets would likely be ineffective. We have weapons that can harm him, but we have to trap him first. That’s easier said than done. He’s fast and careful. If it were easy, he would be in custody.”
“This isn’t personal. I just got back.” Her pain-filled gaze switched back to her sister. “Why are you sending me away again?”
A sob escaped Tori and she pulled Angie into her arms. “I’m not sending you away. Blayne can explain it in more detail when you reach your destination.”
“Nazerel knew where to find you,” Lor said, drawing Angie’s undivided attention for the first time. She wiggled out of Tori’s embrace and faced him. “That means he’s been listening in, perhaps even watching.”
“You’re Lor, right? You’re the man in charge?”
“I am. I’m also your sister’s—”
“Lover,” Tori cut in. “We are lovers.”
Lor looked at her with question in his eyes, then Blayne felt the faint ripple of a telepathic exchange. Why didn’t she want Angie to know they were soul-bonded mates? Wouldn’t Angie share her sister’s happiness?
Just go with it, Lor advised. Tori insists knowing of our union will only upset Angie more.
Blayne couldn’t imagine why that would be, but it was none of his business.
Angie seemed oblivious to the undercurrent anyway as she latched on to her goal with laser focus. “I’m not a coward and I’m not completely helpless,” she spoke directly to Lor. “Give me a weapon and I’ll fight. I will not—”
Lor flashed behind her and trapped her arms against her sides, lightly grasping her throat with his other hand. “And Nazerel is faster than I am.”
Angie twisted out of Lor’s arms, ending up in the middle of the other three. “Why is this happening? I don’t want this…attention. Why did he pick me?”
Tori reached for Angie, her need to comfort palpable.
Rather than accept her sister’s embrace, Angie moved to Blayne and dropped her forehead onto his chest. For a startled moment he looked at Tori over Angie’s head. Was she just spiting her sister or did Angie really want his embrace? Feeling awkward just standing there, he slowly wrapped his arms around her and drew her closer to his body.
Suddenly emotions burst from her in a gushing torrent. She clutched his back and sobbed into his shirt, trembling uncontrollably. He stroked her back and smoothed her hair, unable to do more than let the emotions run their course.
Fury, frustration and pain contorted like wrestlers as they flowed into Blayne’s mind. Even minimized by the compressed link, the combination was staggering. The situation had inadvertently tapped into a deep well of past pain.
“It’s okay, sweetness,” he whispered. “Everything is going to be okay.” Protectiveness surged within him. No one should have to bear this sort of sorrow alone. She’d turned to him for comfort and he was going to give it to her. He’d protect and pamper her, provide a safe place where she could heal. She might not realize it yet, but with one impulsive motion, she’d allowed him into her life. And until she no longer needed him, he was determined to stay there.
Tori was obviously upset by her sister’s distress, so Lor pulled her into his arms. Soon she was sobbing nearly as loud as Angie.
Females, Lor grumbled playfully.
Blayne exchanged a helpless smile with his commander then buried his face in the softness of Angie’s hair.



Chapter Two
 
The staccato clatter of Sevrin’s high-heeled pumps echoed off the walls of the empty warehouse. Reminiscent of gunfire, the sound soothed her, helped her focus on what still needed to be done. Team South had vacated their house and Nazerel had verified that Allenton had no contact with anyone from teams East or West. Once the initial burst of anger had burned itself out, Sevrin had been able to admit that Allenton’s capture hadn’t been as devastating as she’d first thought. She’d intended to relocate the teams to different cities eventually anyway. This just forced her to make the move sooner than she’d planned. As for losing Allenton himself, one alpha hunter was as good as another. She would simply have to mate with Zach Westbrook or Darrian Eastman.
Marat walked at her side, his long legs easily matching her agitated stride. “I’ve established a perimeter rotation, but I wasn’t sure where you wanted my men housed. I presume the crew’s quarters will be taken up with medical personnel.”
They’d reached the stairwell, so Sevrin paused before descending. “I see no reason for the medical personnel to change their routine. They’ll just come here instead of commuting to my house. If they park on the back side of the building, their cars won’t be visible from the road. I’d rather have all the soldiers on hand in case anything goes wrong.”
“What about Dr. Porffer?”
She went to the landing halfway down the twisting flight of metal stairs, then pressed her hand over the scanner. The pad had been designed to blend with the concrete wall, so it was virtually undetectable to the naked eye. “Dr. Porffer needs to stay with her patient, so she’ll bed down in the infirmary. However, she’ll need access to the shower in your cabin.”
“Easily arranged.”
After confirming her identity, the scanner unlocked the door. Sevrin pushed the portal inward and moved onto a landing similar to the one she’d just vacated. A second set of metal stairs continued the descent on the opposite side of the wall. She paused at the railing to survey the chamber she only shared with her most trusted personnel.
Marat moved up beside her and the door swung shut behind them. Her ship nestled in the middle of a large underground storage area. Ceiling panels could be retracted, allowing the ship to maneuver away from its subterranean hanger. From above, the panels looked like a massive parking lot. The only complication came if the parking lot was in use when the ship needed to depart. She was sole owner of the warehouse, so that hadn’t been a problem.
With a higher level of technology than humans had achieved, the ship offered amenities not found anywhere else on Earth. Dr. Porffer and her research team had seemed almost relieved to be returning to the compact infirmary and tiny laboratories. Sevrin, on the other hand, had enjoyed the space and privacy her house had provided. Still, there was no point lamenting what couldn’t be changed.
“Home sweet home,” Sevrin muttered as she turned toward the stairs.
Falling into step behind her, Marat followed her onto the ship then melted into the shadows. It always amazed her that such a large man could move so soundlessly. He was her ever-present protector, a shield against external dangers, if not internal conflicts. Those she must battle on her own.
The ship was divided into three decks, upper, central and lower. The upper deck contained the command center, while cabins, galley and cargo bays stretched out along the larger central deck. Engineering, the infirmary and both laboratories were situated on the lower deck. The entire ship was organized with an effortless flow that maximized its limited space.
Sevrin found Dr. Porffer in the infirmary, studying images on a holodisplay Sevrin couldn’t begin to comprehend. The Team North deserter was restrained to a treatment table, despite his obvious sedation.
“I’ve done it,” Porffer announced without tearing her gaze away from the images. “This is the illusive hormone, except it behaves more like a compound protein. I extracted it from his blood twenty minutes ago and already I can find no trace of it ever having existed anywhere in his body.”
“What are you babbling about?” Sevrin nudged the doctor’s shoulder, drawing the other woman’s gaze to her. “Explain it in civilian terms. I’m not a microbiologist.”
Porffer sighed and slipped her hands into the pockets of her lab coat. “The deserter was so battered and bloody, I didn’t recognize him at first. As I cleaned him up, I realized he was the hunter who attempted to bond yesterday. It was a long shot, but I decided to see if the bonding agent was still in his system.”
“The bonding agent is what triggers metamorphosis in the females?”
“Their nanites also play a part, but reproducing the change is impossible without the bonding agent.” Porffer’s gaze drifted back to the holodisplay.
Sevrin could almost hear the ideas churning inside the doctor’s mind. “Have you identified the bonding agent or not?”
“I have, but I can’t figure out where it came from and synthesizing the compound will be nearly impossible without a larger sample.”
The doctor was still too distracted to look away from the display, but understanding made Sevrin smile. “We already have their nanites. If you can synthesize this mysterious compound, we won’t need those irrational men.”
A shockingly cruel smile parted Porffer’s lips and she finally looked at Sevrin. “They are chaotic and unpredictable. Today’s setback was unacceptable. Wouldn’t it be nice to eliminate them from the equation entirely?”
“You have no idea.” The Shadow Assassins were a necessary evil or so she’d thought. If they could… Reality intruded on her flight of fancy. They’d yet to produce a successful transfer with the Shadow Assassins’ cooperation. How did Porffer hope to accomplish the ultimate goal with a synthesized version of the bonding agent? Still, she didn’t want to discourage the doctor from trying. Control was the key to success in any project and the hunters were almost impossible to control. “Keep with it. I would love to dial back the chaos in this project more than anyone.”
* * * * *
“Is this supposed to be funny?” Angie wiggled out of Blayne’s arms and looked around. They were back in the desert. She’d had less than ten minutes with her sister and then Lor flashed out of sight with Tori, and Blayne brought Angie here—wherever the hell “here” was.
“This is a quick layover. Our destination is much farther away.” One corner of his mouth quirked and secrets shimmered in his silver-blue eyes.
She crossed her arms over her chest and glared. Why did he have to be so damn cryptic?
“I’ll explain everything, in minute detail, once we reach our destination.”
Taking another step back, she unfolded her arms and widened her stance, instinctively preparing for a confrontation. “I told you to stay out of my mind. I will not—”
“I’m not in your mind. Your annoyed expression said it all.”
She wasn’t sure she believed him. She did have a terrible poker face. “Then tell me where we’re going.”
“The name would mean nothing to you, but everything to Nazerel. Stop arguing with everything I say.”
“I’m not arguing with everything you say, just the parts that piss me off.”
He chuckled and turned to the side. “Then you’re easily angered.” Spreading his arms wide, he raised his face to the sun and closed his eyes.
“What are…”
Thunder rumbled in the distance as clouds materialized above their heads. She felt her jaw drop and barely managed to shut her mouth before lightning branched out across the sky. He could manipulate weather? But why—clouds shadowed the area all around them while sunlight hallowed the gloom. Then six bolts of lightning struck at exactly the same time. The ground shook and Angie gasped, holding out her arms as she struggled for balance.
An opening formed in front of Blayne, rotating outward in a smoothly expanding circle. Angie pressed her hand over her pounding heart, awed and horrified by what she was seeing. He’d opened some sort of portal, just commanded it into being with the power of his mind.
Her insides turned to Jell-O and her knees went weak. What had Tori gotten them into?
Inside the opening colors swirled and stretched, blending into hypnotic patterns. Angie forced her gaze away from the spectacle and looked around. As before, there was nowhere to run and no one to help her. Did she even need help? Tori obviously trusted these men. She hadn’t been happy about the separation, but she’d done nothing to prevent it from happening.
Blayne turned his head and lowered one arm. “Our host knows we’re coming. Let’s go.”
“Go where and who the hell is our host?” She motioned toward the portal, hand trembling. “You expect me to go through that thing without any more explanation?”
“I don’t expect you to do anything.” His expression grew stern, voice reflecting his frustration. “I’m offering you a safe place to plan your next move. If you want your life back, this is the only way.”
“How do I know Nazerel is as much of a threat as you claim? Maybe he just doesn’t like you.”
“Trust me or don’t. I won’t force you to go, but consider this. You are endangering everyone you care about by remaining on Earth.”
There was no way Tori would have agreed to this unless the danger was real. Angie fueled her determination with the thought and moved closer to Blayne. “I don’t give my trust easily. Don’t screw this up.”
Warmth melted his expression and brightened his gaze. “I won’t.” He took her by the hand and pulled her into his arms. “Hold on tight.”
The warning seemed ridiculously insufficient as soon as they stepped into the portal. Even with his arms anchoring her to his chest, she felt as if her body were being torn apart by the momentum. Her hair whipped around her face and clutching his back still left her suspended in midair. It was terrifying and yet exhilarating, like a carnival ride on steroids.
Gradually the rushing sensation slowed and she began to relax. Watching the streaking colors made her feel nauseous, so she buried her face in his throat. His hair tickled her check and he adjusted his arms, pulling her more snugly against his body.
“You okay?”
His voice barely penetrated the cacophony surrounding them. Rather than try to shout loud enough to be heard, she nodded. His scent filled her nose as the warmth of his body surrounded her. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had someone to depend on, someone to protect and shelter her.
She smiled against his skin, knowing he couldn’t see the expression. There was still so much she didn’t understand, so much she would need to learn, but her guide was certainly appealing.
The painful roaring lessened, becoming crackling static and then a subtle hiss. She raised her head and blinked into the light, watching as shadows became shapes. Blayne moved forward, walking on air until the ground solidified beneath his feet. He loosened his hold and she slid down his body, standing on the ground as well.
“Welcome to Bilarri.” He eased her back without letting go.
Her legs trembled and her surroundings tilted as she fought for equilibrium. Green blurred with blue and she instinctively closed her eyes against the vertigo.
“No. Keep your eyes open.” Blayne slipped his arm around her waist and held her steady. “Breathe in through your nose and out through your mouth. This will pass. I promise.”
“First-time traveler?” The speaker’s deep voice was laced with humor and oddly accented.
She tried to look at the newcomer, but moving her head renewed the spinning.
“I’ll make the introductions once she recovers,” Blayne told the other man. “Would you please send for a beverage?”
“Of course.”
Blayne swept her up in his arms, causing Angie to gasp. “My legs are fine. It’s my head that’s gone all wonky.” His warm chuckle penetrated the dizziness and sent a tingle down her spine.
“When’s the last time you ate anything?”
“Awhile,” she grumbled. Unless she counted the bag of chips she’d bought with the last of her money, she hadn’t eaten since the night Jordan abandoned her.
She only had a vague impression of trees, sunshine and a sky more green than blue, then Blayne carried her into a building and her vision began to clear. They passed through a cavernous entryway with three staircases leading to different parts of the house, or was it a hotel? Constructed of unpolished stone and exposed timbers the building was both rustic and elaborate.
“Take her into the library. I’ll arrange a light repast.”
Blayne turned into the library and Angie only caught a glimpse of the other man. He appeared tall and lean with dark hair, but a more detailed impression would have to wait until he returned. Instead, she looked around, amazed by the timeless beauty of the room surrounding them. Floor-to-ceiling shelves crammed full of books dominated two walls while a massive stone fireplace was centered in another. The outer wall was made up almost entirely of windows and a large transparent door.
A trestle table with six matching chairs had been arranged at one end of the rectangular room and a grouping of high-backed armchairs faced the fireplace. Blayne lowered her into one of the chairs, his gaze narrowed with concern. “You’re still really pale. Has the vertigo stopped?”
“I’m fine. Stop hovering.” She shooed him away even though she’d enjoyed his embrace far more than she cared to admit. He straightened without retreating, obviously as determined to baby her as she was to reassert her independence. “Who is our host and where are we?”
“This is Hautell. It’s the largest region on the planet of Bilarri.”
He was right. The names didn’t mean anything to her.
They were on another planet! The rest was incidental because her mind was still reeling from that fundamental fact.
Beyond the windows stretched a breathtaking view of rugged mountains and towering trees. If it weren’t for the turquoise sky, she could almost pretend she was in Montana or Colorado. “Is the sky always this green?”
“The Bilarrian sky is more reflective than the sky surrounding Earth. All the trees in Hautell make it appear green, near the ocean it’s sapphire blue, and over the San Adrin desert it takes on a golden cast. It’s really quite lovely.”
She dragged her gaze away from the scenery and looked at Blayne. One side of his hair was tucked behind his ear, the other brushed against his cheek. The wavy fall drew her attention to his slashing cheekbones and the sensual fullness of his lips. She knew how those lips felt as they moved over hers, hungry and demanding, yet soft. She generally preferred her men clean-shaven, but his goatee fit his style so well, she’d let it slide.
Clearing her throat, she forced her gaze back to his eyes. “Are we close to Ontariese? Why didn’t you take me to your homeworld?”
“Because that’s exactly what Nazerel expects me to do.”
“Is this a conference center or something? This place seems huge.”
He glanced beyond her, as if deciding what to say. “In a way. It’s the primary residence for our host, but he and his mate are seldom the only inhabitants.”
Before she could unravel the implications of Blayne’s response, their host returned. Dressed in intricately tooled brown leather pants and a loose white shirt, he looked as if he belonged to another time rather than another planet. His features were refined, yet his eyes were somehow savage. Endlessly black and ringed in red, she’d never seen eyes…no, if the rings were blue rather than red, he would have eyes like Nazerel. Tension gripped her belly and she sank deeper into the chair’s padding.
Blayne snapped to attention as the other man entered and swept his arm toward her. “This is Angie Logan, Lord Drakkin. We’re grateful for your hospitality.”
Lord Drakkin. Should she stand and bow or something?
Drakkin smiled and his voice gentled as he said, “Just Drakkin is fine. I don’t stand on ceremony in my own house.” He handed her a glass filled with a ruby-red beverage. “Sip this until the food arrives.” His tone rang with authority and the confidence of one used to being obeyed.
Feeling awkward and stunned, she took the glass from his hand and drank. The beverage tasted more or less like wine, yet it had a spicy heat as well.
“So fill me in.” Drakkin moved to one chair and motioned Blayne toward another.
“Angie has only recently become involved in this, so don’t be surprised if she has lots of questions.” Blayne offered her a quick smile as he took his seat. Then he turned back to Drakkin. “As you likely know, the Shadow Maze was liberated with the help of one of their sweepers.”
“What’s a sweeper?” Angie didn’t set out to prove Blayne’s point, but if she was the target of one of the Shadow Assassins, she needed to understand what all of this meant.
Blayne didn’t seem annoyed by her question. He looked at her and explained, “The sweepers were Shadow Assassins with the ability to manipulate minds. When a female was ready for release, they would ‘sweep’ her mind, erasing the memory of everything that happened in the Shadow Maze. It kept them from returning and was supposed to make their transition back into the world above easier. This is all according to them, of course.”
“Got it.” She crossed her legs and tried to appear relaxed. “Can I ask another question?”
Blayne smiled, clearly amused by her politeness. “You may ask as many as you like.”
She looked at Drakkin, who had been following their exchange with a lazy sort of humor in his gaze. “Why can you speak English? Have you been to Earth?”
“I’ve been to Earth many times and speak seven Earth languages. My mate is not human, but we met on Earth. Can Blayne continue now or do you have more questions for me?”
“Just one more.” Their courtesy was starting to border on condescension. Angie scooted to the edge of her chair and met Drakkin’s gaze. “If Nazerel is the bad guy, why does he look so much like you?”
His head tilted and the rings in his eyes brightened. “Nazerel is one of the Shadow Assassins?”
“An alpha hunter who has set his sights on Angie,” Blayne explained.
“Many, if not most, of the Shadow Assassins are descended from Rodytes,” Drakkin told her. “Rodymia was colonized by a group of Bilarrian rebels many centuries ago. Though enemies now, we are genetic brothers.”
She nodded acknowledging the information then motioned toward Blayne. “Sorry to interrupt. Please continue.”
Rather than waiting for Blayne to go on, Drakkin summarized, “Last I heard, the occupants of the Shadow Maze had been taken to the City of Tears for retraining and assignments within the Ontarian military. What went wrong?”
“The rank and file soldiers had more freedom and better living conditions than they were used to in the Shadow Maze, so they adjusted easily. For the hunters and sweepers, however, it was a big step down. They had less authority and less freedom, which quickly led to discontentment.”
“What became of the sweepers? Surely Overlord Lyrik didn’t try to assert authority over rebels with the ability to control minds.”
Blayne shook his head, his gaze drifting frequently toward Angie. “The sweepers were taken to the Conservatory for assessment and retraining. Most have acclimated quite well.”
Angie followed most of the terms they tossed around either through context or previous exposure, but this was the first she’d heard of the Conservatory. “What’s the Conservatory and why was that a safer place for the sweepers?”
“The Conservatory is the primary training facility for Ontarian Mystics,” Drakkin told her.
And Blayne was a Master Level mage. That must have been where he’d been trained.
“We’re not sure if one of the alpha hunters contacted the Rodytes or if the Rodytes contacted one of the hunters, but their alliance is unmistakable,” Blayne continued. “And there are strong indications that their Rodyte contact is—”
“Sevrin Keire,” Drakkin predicted.
Blayne nodded. “Her interest in reproducing Mystic abilities in ungifted individuals is well known.”
“To say the least. She’s even more obsessed with the concept than was her father.” Drakkin crossed his legs and gazed out the window for a moment. “So when and how did the hunters end up on Earth? Are all the rebels hunters or did they convince some of the regular soldiers to follow them.”
“All of the rebels are hunters, but not all of the hunters rebelled. Our one advantage is their relatively small number. Each alpha hunter took four of their most trusted hunters and they are operating as separate teams.”
“And Sevrin Keire commands through the alphas.”
“That’s our understanding.”
Drakkin stroked his chin, apparently lost in thought.
Blayne looked at her and smiled. “Feeling better?”
She nodded. She’d finished the wine, but there was no obvious place to set the glass.
As if summoned by her discontent, someone tapped on the door.
“Enter,” Drakkin called, sounding suspiciously imperious.
A slender woman with dark blue hair wheeled an ornate gilt cart into the room. She kept her gaze down and said nothing. Did Drakkin demand this sort of subservience from all of his…servants? Or were they slaves? A cold lump formed in the pit of her stomach. Surely worlds so highly advanced wouldn’t tolerate slavery.
“Melina,” Drakkin waited until the woman looked up. “Bespata rin.”
She glanced up then right back down, then muttered something Angie couldn’t understand. Drakkin responded, the woman nodded, and then hurried from the room.
“She’s new and still terrified of everyone,” Drakkin explained. “Her past situation was extremely unpleasant. We’re hoping she will learn to trust us.”
Angie wasn’t sure who he meant by “we” and “us”, but she was seriously relieved by his attitude. His comment made it seem less likely that Melina was a slave.
“The food is for you,” Drakkin reminded. “Make yourself at home.”
Pushing to her feet, Angie found her legs nearly stable. A faint pounding began in her temples, but she managed to remain upright. She lifted the hinged top of the cart and looked at the mini-buffet that had been arranged for her. Surely she wasn’t expected to eat all of this. Smaller dishes had been arranged upon a large tray, each dish contained a different offering. Cubed fruits and sliced cheeses, miniature sandwiches, and an assortment of finger foods. Though many of the colors were unusual, the texture and arrangement of the snacks made it relatively easy to guess how each was meant to be consumed.
She picked up one of the empty plates and selected a little bit of everything. Three decanters had been arranged at one side of the tray. One contained a bright red liquid. “Is this what I was drinking before?”
“It’s called blood wine.” Drakkin chuckled when she cringed. “So named for its color, not its ingredients.”
After refilling her glass, she returned to her chair and balanced the plate on her knees. “Thank you. This looks delicious.”
Drakkin inclined his head then looked at Blayne. “You mentioned a potential danger. Is it possible these hunters will follow you to Bilarri?”
“Highly unlikely. Even if they guess that Bilarri was our destination, they don’t have the manpower it would take to search the entire planet.”
“And not even you can track an interdimensional shift.” Blayne nodded as Drakkin’s gaze shifted back to Angie. “Do you realize you have latent abilities?”
She looked at Blayne then back at Drakkin. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Blayne said you were some sort of specialist, that you’d be able to remove whatever Nazerel left in my head.”
Emotion flashed through Drakkin’s gaze, but she didn’t know him well enough to decipher the expression. He looked at Blayne and then remained silent so long she became suspicious. “If you’re talking about me, say it out loud.” She set her plate aside, but kept her wineglass.
“The Shadow Assassins are divided into four teams,” Blayne told her. “Each team has a logistical designation. Team North, Team South and so on. We located Team North’s house and captured four of the five members. We also found a notebook with detailed dossiers on potential targets. Nazerel didn’t just happen upon you. He studied your dossier and sought you out.”
She paused for a long sip of wine, enjoying the slow burn in the pit of her stomach. “What landed me in that notebook? I’m nothing special. Why am I a target?”
“Your father was Ontarian.”
“Yeah right.” She rolled her eyes and took another drink. “My father was a deadbeat who drifted in and out of my mother’s life just often enough to get her pregnant.”
“How old are you?” Blayne asked. “Twenty-five, twenty-six?”
Tension banded her chest and her fingers tightened around the stem of the wineglass. People usually guessed her younger, in fact quite a bit younger. She continually got carded in the casinos. But what did that really prove? She shrugged with an indifference she didn’t feel. “Tori told you how old I am. What does my age have to do with anything?”
Blayne sighed and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I didn’t want to get into all of this all at once, but it all ties together.” He paused as if to organize his thoughts or construct a convincing lie. “Ontariese was ravaged by a war that made your Civil War seem tame. At one point a biological weapon was released that targeted females. As a result—”
“Why would anyone create a biological weapon that targets females? Don’t Ontarian females carry your young?”
“That was the point,” Drakkin took over. “Ontarian society was traditionally matriarchal, but the Reformation Sect wanted to change the way things were done, so they tried to wipe out all the females not willing to accept their new ideals. Unfortunately, the inoculation meant to protect Reformation females from the poison didn’t work and females from both sides of the conflict died.”
“It left Ontariese with approximately one hundred men for every woman.” Her panic must have shown because Blayne quickly added, “That was at the end of the Great Conflict. The ratio is better now. However, it’s still disproportionate.”
“I’m sure there’s a reason you’re telling me all this, but I don’t see the connection.” If every Ontarian male wanted a baby factory, Blayne was going to be just as disappointed as Nazerel.
“Multiple strategies were necessary to secure a future for the Ontarian people. One strategy was to identify other humanoid races that were compatible with our physiology. Humans are one of only three species our scientists found.”
“So Ontarian males came to Earth and impregnated as many human females as they could?” She set her wineglass down beside the chair, afraid she’d throw it at his head. “How is that any different than what the Shadow Assassins are trying to do?”
Blayne leaned forward, resting his forearms on his knees. “The government-sanctioned program requires the females’ complete cooperation. Most were relocated to Ontariese. Your mother had to have been the victim of a renegade.”
“How comforting.”
Despite her sarcasm, his tone remained even, his expression calm. “Twenty-nine years ago, I was part of a retrieval squad sent to locate the renegades and take them back to Ontariese for prosecution. We thought we were the only ones who knew about the renegades, but apparently Sevrin Keire found out about the program as well. I haven’t verified every case, but likely the notebook we found in the Team North house is filled with offspring from the renegades.”
“Why weren’t the victims told? They had a right to know they’d been seduced by an alien.” Hearing her own words made mirthless laughter bubble up inside her. Stubbornness alone kept her outwardly composed.
“Most already knew or at least had some idea that their lover had been…different. A basic physical examination of the offspring wouldn’t reveal any abnormality, but certain blood tests would have produced highly unusual results. Didn’t your mother ever take you to a doctor? It’s remarkable that neither you nor Tori had any idea your father was Ontarian.”
Angie pushed to her feet. “Our childhood was about survival and then Mom’s illness pushed everything else aside.” She didn’t approach him, was too agitated to remain still. “And by the time Tori brought me to Las Vegas neither of us wanted anything to do with doctors or hospitals. Watching someone you love die of cancer can do that to you.”
“So the only one who knew the truth was no longer able to explain.” Drakkin pressed his fingertips together as he stared across the room.
“That’s not exactly true.” Angie waited until he looked at her before adding, “My father knew.”
The distinct thud of a door swinging shut disrupted the rapidly growing tension. Muffled voices drew nearer, but Angie couldn’t understand the words. Someone pushed open the library door and a stunningly beautiful woman stood framed by the threshold. With mauve-streaked silver hair and shimmering lavender eyes, the woman was shockingly familiar.
“Aria?” Angie could barely force the name out past the lump in her throat.
“Angie!” Aria dropped her shopping bags and rushed forward to hug her friend.
 



Chapter Three
 
“This is unacceptable.” Nazerel ground out the words between clenched teeth as he surveyed his new surroundings. Rather than disrupt Team West’s routine entirely, Nazerel had moved Team South into the unfinished basement of the Team West house. Military-style cots had been arranged in two rows perpendicular to the concrete walls, an aisle down the center. His cot, identical to the others, had been set up slightly apart, closer to the stairs. At least in the Shadow Maze they’d each had their own room. No, the hunters and sweepers had private accommodations. The soldiers had lived in conditions very much like this. But his men were hunters. They were used to authority and power. They deserved better.
“It’s temporary,” Zach reminded him. “Your men know that.”
He nodded. The housing complication might be temporary, but nothing had transpired as it was supposed to since they arrived on Earth. Sevrin had promised them freedom, yet all she’d delivered was excuse after excuse.
“So where did you stash Angie?” Zach looked at him expectantly.
Nazerel tensed. No one knew his hunt had failed and he was determined to keep it that way. “Not here.”
Zach nodded then motioned toward the stairs. Nazerel fell in step behind him as they returned to the main floor of the large house.
After being corrected several times, Nazerel reluctantly shortened the other alpha’s name from Zacharous to Zach. Sevrin wanted Nazerel to shorten his name as well, but he refused. He was not human and he had no intention of pretending otherwise. He was stronger, faster, and more powerful than a human. Why would he want to pretend to be a lesser being? It made no sense.
They emerged between the kitchen and dining room. Two of Zach’s men stood at the kitchen counter, attempting to follow a demonstration video on a tablet computer. None of the hunters had been responsible for food preparation before and Sevrin had declared a lockdown until further notice. If they wanted to eat anything other than pizza or Chinese delivery, someone needed to learn how to cook.
Nazerel followed Zach up the front stairs and into the master bedroom. The Team West house was similar to the one Nazerel’s team had been forced to desert. Situated not far from the Strip in Las Vegas, it was a lavish two story with five bedrooms and a three car garage.
“If you need privacy, I can have a couple of my men double up,” Zach offered as soon as the door shut behind him. “Personally, I think the females will submit faster if we utilize the old rituals. If both our teams watch while you claim Angie, it will leave no doubt in anyone’s mind that she’s your mate.”
“Human females are different. They’re taught to be independent and self-sufficient. It will take time and patience to erode her defenses.”
“Many animals must be broken before they’re fit to ride.”
Nazerel just grinned, unwilling to admit the truth even to Zach. “You tame your mate however you like. Angie will not be subjected to a public spectacle.”
“I have to find mine first,” Zach grumbled. “And that’s going to be hard as hell while we’re in lockdown.”
“Hunting is about stealth and subtlety. This lockdown is yet another way for Sevrin to control us.”
“I’m as frustrated by this setback as you are,” Zach began. “But the fault lies with Allenton not Sevrin.”
Nazerel glanced around the sparsely furnished room as he began, “I’m frustrated about a whole lot more than this setback. Can’t you see what Sevrin is doing? She has no intention of ever giving us papers so we can truly blend into the human population. Without papers, we’re limited to menial jobs that pay next to nothing. And without a decent income, we will remain dependent upon her for everything.”
“What other option do we have? We don’t have her connections or her resources. If we kill her, we’ll be stranded on Earth with even less than we have now.”
“I’m not talking about killing her. We need to find a way to control her.”
Zach laughed and scrubbed his hand over his face. “That’s what Allenton was trying to do. Are you volunteering to take his place?”
Nazerel shuddered. Even with her physical beauty, Sevrin held no appeal to him. “I’m soon to be soul bonded with Angie.” The lie tasted bitter. Angie was likely on Ontariese by now, surrounded by Mystics and soldiers. Or worse, her Mystic watchdog was on top of her, inside her, claiming what should have been Nazerel’s. Either way Angie was beyond his grasp and he was finally ready to move on. He wasn’t ready to admit failure, but it was definitely time for a new strategy. “I’m not an option. You, however, could show our manipulative princess what it’s like to be claimed by a Shadow Assassin.”
Zach’s brows arched in challenge as he stared at Nazerel. “What do I gain by becoming her new sex toy?”
“That’s my point. Allenton was Sevrin’s toy. You need to make her yours. She tries a little too hard to convince everyone how ruthless she is. Let her keep her public persona, but take control of her in bed, make her crave the aggression so badly she’ll do anything for you.”
For a long time Zach said nothing. His cheeks flushed and his gaze began to smolder. He was obviously thinking it over—in minute detail.
“What do you have to lose?” Nazerel moved closer yet lowered his voice. “Until we gain control over that bitch, we’re little more than prisoners.”
“If I suddenly expressed an interest in her, it would seem suspicious.”
Nazerel shook his head. “We all know she wants an alpha mate, and now that Allenton’s gone, there’s an opening. It’s as simple as that. Throw in a little ‘Nazerel is an arrogant asshole’ if you like. That will make your change of heart even more believable.”
Zach finally smiled. “You are, you know.”
Nazerel just shrugged. “I’ve been called worse. I’m going to go spend some time with my reluctant mate, which makes this the perfect opportunity for you to sneak away and complain about me to our unsuspecting princess.” He didn’t wait for Zach to agree before he flashed from the room.
* * * * *
“There it is again.”
Lor turned from the dossier translations he’d been studying and walked to the navigation console where Morgan Hoyt sat. The ship was still on the ground in the middle of the desert, which left the power and capacity of navigation at the human’s disposal. “You registered another power spike?”
Morgan made a quick adjustment to the detection grid before she looked up. “There have been four in the past hour. Each one is too faint to triangulate, but strong enough to show up as a spike.” She turned her chair around, her expression speculative. “Could it be teleportation?”
Lor shrugged. “It could be almost anything.” He knew the human was trying her hardest, but the variables were nearly limitless. Morgan and her operatives had been an invaluable part of the raid on Team North. Her knowledge of Ontarian technology made it obvious she’d participated in joint missions before, but she’d dodged his questions every time he tried to find out more about her. High Queen Charlotte had given Lor Morgan’s number and told him she was trustworthy. Until Morgan was ready to share, or did something to earn his suspicion, Charlotte’s vote of confidence would have to be enough. “Any Mystic ability requires energy.”
“I understand that, but it would make more sense if I was seeing evidence of a power drain. They use an ability and energy is siphoned away. That’s not what happens. These are sudden increases in energy.”
“There are many abilities that create sudden bursts of energy,” Lor told her. “Sending thoughts or images, telekinesis and creating fire are just a few.”
She nodded and started to turn back around.
“You guys have got to see this,” Odintar rushed onto the command deck followed immediately by Elias Bertram, Morgan’s lieutenant. “We are so screwed.” Odintar slipped into the chair beside Morgan and activated the communications panel.
“It’s all over the internet and television channels are starting to pick it up,” Elias said.
The main view screen flickered to life and a news cast filled the front of the ship. “The images have been validated by two separate sources,” the newscaster said. “It’s really quite extraordinary.”
The newscaster’s image was replaced by another and trepidation surged through Lor. Blayne and Nazerel stood in a sunlit parking lot. Blayne’s face was toward the camera. They fought briefly then Blayne flashed from one side of Nazerel to the other.
“Shit,” Lor muttered.
“Oh, it gets worse,” Odintar warned.
Blayne attacked with a sudden flurry of punches and Nazerel launched an energy pulse at Blayne. The Mystic shuddered and groaned as he absorbed the energy. Blayne looked at something beyond the camera then Nazerel flashed out of sight. Blayne flashed an instant later, leaving the parking lot empty.
Odintar muted the newscast. “They have language experts trying to decipher their argument. This is a fucking disaster.”
“Why was this recorded?” Lor asked. “Where were they when they fought?”
“In front of the Provo Police Station.” Elias didn’t quite hide his amusement.
“This isn’t funny,” Odintar snapped.
“Sorry.” He rubbed a hand over his face and his levity vanished. “Sleep deprivation makes me obnoxious, but those two couldn’t have been more conspicuous without calling a press conference first.”
“What do they really know?” Morgan stood, stretching out her back. “They have a recording of a fight where two people seem to disappear. Give me a few hours and I’ll make it go away.”
“It’s all over the internet,” Odintar argued.
“It’s a hoax and I have people who can prove it. I just need a little time.”
“I can’t believe Blayne was this careless.” Odintar shook his head, the faint red rings in his dark eyes starting to glow.
“Nazerel ambushed him,” Elias pointed out. “Any of us would have done the same.”
“He should have expected an attack. I would have.”
“It doesn’t matter.” Morgan stepped in between the two men and placed one hand on either chest. “It’s a hoax. An elaborate publicity stunt for…I don’t know yet, but I’ll think of something.”
“Blayne needs to stay off this planet until we’ve cleaned up his mess.” Odintar was still growling, but he’d apparently accepted the plan. “We can’t risk some over-ambitious reporter finding him.”
“I agree with that.” Morgan lowered her arms and moved back toward the navigation panel. “We might need him later when we’re ready to ‘explain’ what everyone really saw. For now, he needs to stay hidden.”
“I’ll make sure he does,” Lor promised. “At least Angie wasn’t caught on camera.”
“Maybe not, but she’s been named a ‘person of interest’ by the Provo police.” Odintar folded his arms over his chest. “There was an interview with one of the employees who claims Angie stood there watching the fight. She turned and ran around the side of the building and that’s when the men both disappeared. The employee didn’t think it was a coincidence and neither do her supervisors. They’re not sure what the connection is, but they’re damn sure there is one.”
Lor rubbed his eyebrows as pressure throbbed behind his eyes. “I’ll take care of it. Whether she likes it or not, Angie is going to have to lie low until this thing blows over.”
“What about Tori?” Morgan looked at Lor, her blue gaze assessing. “She tends to be overly protective of little sister.”
“The only way to ensure Angie’s safety is to keep her right where she is. Tori will understand.”
“Famous last words.” Morgan chuckled as she turned around and went back to work.
* * * * *
Blayne watched Angie hug Drakkin’s mate. They laughed then hugged again. “I take it you two know each other?”
“Everyone thinks you’re dead.” Angie stepped back from Aria as confusion furrowed her brow. “Why did you just disappear like that? People actually thought the show was cursed. No one wanted anything to do with it after you disappeared.”
Regret softened Aria’s gaze and she looked to her mate for support. “I was being pursued. I had no choice but to disappear. Allowing anyone to know I was still alive would have endangered them and me.”
Angie’s gaze swept over Aria with obvious astonishment. “This is how you really look. No wonder you were so damn secretive.”
Aria laughed. “I didn’t have many options. This look is hard to pull off, even in Las Vegas.”
Drakkin motioned his mate to his side. “How did you two meet?”
“Angie’s sister, Tori, was the set designer for Star-Crossed.” Aria sat in the chair beside Drakkin. “Angie often assisted her with the project.”
“I was Tori’s errand girl,” Angie muttered. “But it gave me an excuse to go backstage and the entire cast of Star-Crossed was hot.”
The women laughed, but possessiveness crawled through Blayne, making him feel edgy. One kiss and he was ready to fight any man who looked at Angie? He inwardly shook his head. Lust was counterproductive to his purpose. They were here to get rid of her metaphysical bug, not start a family.
Family. The word echoed through his being, hollow and hard. He’d given up on the concept a long time ago.
“What are you doing on Bilarri?” Aria asked.
“It’s a long story.” Angie sighed and returned to her chair.
Drakkin quickly told Aria about the Shadow Assassins. “They’ve aligned themselves with a Rodyte who is helping them find mates on Earth, with or without human cooperation.”
“Because of Angie’s Ontarian blood, Nazerel has focused on her,” Blayne added.
“Is someone guarding Tori?” Aria reached over and squeezed Drakkin’s arm. “If all this is true, she has Ontarian blood too. Maybe you should go get her.”
“The Mystic Militia is protecting Tori,” Drakkin assured. “She has soul bonded with Lor.”
“Soul bonded?” Angie’s gaze snapped toward Blayne. “They said they were lovers. Somehow I don’t think that’s the same as ‘soul bonded’.”
He hadn’t detailed Tori’s situation, so how had Drakkin… It shouldn’t surprise Blayne. Drakkin could effortlessly read minds, scan memories and even dreams. He instinctively perceived things with little or no information. No one knew the full scope of Drakkin’s abilities, because he never felt the need to brag about them, but everyone who met the enigmatic Bilarrian was amazed by his effortless command of magic.
“Is soul bonded as permanent as it sounds?” Angie persisted.
“It is, which is why Tori sidestepped the issue,” Blayne explained. “She didn’t want to upset you.”
“I’m not upset, exactly, just surprised. They couldn’t have known each other for more than a week or so.”
“Things progress a lot faster when one can look into the heart and mind of one’s lover,” Aria sounded sort of dreamy and her hand lingered on Drakkin’s arm. “Humans must rely on what they’re told or what they see. Actions and attitudes can be faked. With a soul bond, all artifice and deception falls away. We’re able to experience each other on a level humans will never understand.”
How nice for you. Rather than speak the grumbling thought, Angie offered Aria a tight smile.
Fear and frustration propelled the thought into Blayne’s mind. His connection with Angie was still active, but he’d constricted his end so only strong emotions passed across the link. “Our primary concern is the possibility that Nazerel can track Angie. During their last interaction, he briefly touched her mind.”
“Does Nazerel share your gift or did he bug her?” Drakkin wanted to know.
“He anchored a tracer strand. I don’t think it’s functional, but there were complications when I attempted to sever the link.”
Drakkin stood and strolled across the room, hands clasped behind his back. His nonchalance was calculated. He was downplaying the importance and the danger. “Will you allow me to take a look?” He smiled at Angie, but she remained tense and suspicious, clearly not buying his casual act.
“He won’t hurt you,” Aria assured. “He’s very good at this.”
Drakkin shot his mate a secretive smile and Blayne felt the subtle ripple of telepathic communication. Drakkin was just flirting with his mate, but Blayne didn’t want Angie to misinterpret the exchange. He stood and approached her as well. “One of Lord Drakkin’s apprentices founded the Conservatory. Lord Drakkin is extremely skilled and—”
“I appreciate the vote of confidence, Blayne, but the lady hasn’t refused.”
It was a subtle reprimand. Not wanting to anger their host, Blayne briefly inclined his head. “I apologize.” He moved to Angie’s side and placed his hand on the back of her chair.
She looked up at him and then at Drakkin, her expression devoid of emotion. “Are you just going to look around?”
“If it’s possible to release the tracer strand, would you like me to do so?”
“Of course.”
Drakkin nodded. “Then let’s begin.”
Anxiety radiated off Angie in waves. Blayne dilated his end of their connection and eased into her mind. He kept his touch light, ensuring that she didn’t sense him.
Is there some reason you’re being this paranoid? Drakkin’s signal was narrow and heavily shielded, clearly meant for him alone.
She’s been through a lot and I promised to protect her. I will not interfere.
Then stay back. If you become a distraction, I will push you out.
Understood.
Drakkin advanced with gradual pressure, his signal strong yet meticulously controlled. He released some sort of pulse, but Blayne didn’t recognize the frequency.
You are calm. There is no danger. You are safe. Drakkin sent the thoughts ahead of him as he ventured deeper into Angie’s mind.
Images flooded Blayne’s mind, inundating him with chaotic emotions. A red-haired woman with kind blue eyes appeared in many of the memories. This had to be Angie’s mother. The emotions surrounding her were too complex and convoluted to be triggered by anyone else. Anger and grief, fear and regret were all eclipsed by Angie’s burning resentment. Yet an aching sense of loss threaded through the bitterness.
A stronger pulse made Angie gasp and Blayne instinctively reached for her. He ran his hand down the back of her hair and massaged the nape of her neck. He started to speak, to say something soothing, but Drakkin had warned him not to distract her.
She remained tense and still beneath his hand, her eyes tightly shut.
Drakkin moved closer, his shins nearly touching her knees. “I can remove the link, if that’s what you want, but I think it’s unwise.”
Her lashes fluttered then she opened her eyes and looked up at Drakkin. “Why?”
“As Blayne detected, the link is not functional, but it could well lead you to Nazerel.”
She shook her head, glanced at him then back at Drakkin. “I can’t even feel it. How can I use something I can’t feel?”
“I’m about to activate your gift. Once I’ve done so, you will become aware of many things.”
“Gift? What gift?” She crossed her arms over her chest and sank back into one corner of the chair.
“You’re a farseer. You will be able to perceive events as they happen in distant locations from your physical body. It’s a relatively common gift. However, I detect a second component to your gift, one very few possess.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Drakkin’s smile was patient, yet his gaze had turned fierce and speculative. “You’re a temporal farseer. Your visions are not limited by space or time. Once you learn to control your gift, you will be able to see into the past and the future.”
“Cool,” she muttered then looked away.
She doesn’t believe you.
Drakkin chuckled. I’m aware.
 
Angie fidgeted beneath Drakkin’s assessing stare. He obviously believed she had some sort of psychic power, but she knew better. All of these men were crazy if they thought she was anything special. If Nazerel knew all of the things she’d done, and all the things that had been done to her, he’d shudder and walk away. Ontarian blood or not, she wasn’t anyone’s ideal mother. Blayne was wasting his time and Drakkin obviously had better things to do than…
Uncertainty seeped into her impatience. She’d been teleported to another planet after witnessing a telekinetic fight between two telepathic aliens. How could she be sure about anything anymore?
“I’ve never had any sort of vision.” She shrugged, feeling foolish. “I rarely even dream.” That was a blatant lie. Each time she closed her eyes she prayed she wouldn’t dream because her dreams were filled with images and events she’d spent the better part of a decade trying to forget.
“Your gift is latent,” Drakkin told her. “It’s not surprising that you’re unaware of it. I can activate it in stages, if you prefer. That will make it easier to control.” The rings in Drakkin’s eyes suddenly flashed and he looked at Blayne. “Lor wishes to speak with you. He says it’s urgent.”
“Ask him if the information is for me alone or if he’d rather speak with Angie as well.”
Drakkin stepped back from her chair and made a sweeping gesture with one hand. Lor’s image appeared to his right, vivid yet transparent.
Magic video conferencing? What would they think of next?
“I suspect the fact isn’t going to please either of you, but you’re suddenly celebrities.” Lor appeared anything but amused.
Blayne moved to stand beside her chair. “What are you talking about?”
“You’re little dustup with Nazerel was caught on tape, including your miraculous departure. The recording is plastered all over the internet.”
“Shit,” Blayne muttered.
“And the Provo police want to question Angie. Her picture is nearly as popular as yours.”
Angie gasped and scooted to the edge of her chair. “Why do they think I had anything to do with it?”
Lor looked at her as he explained, “The front desk clerk reported that you watched the fight and both men disappeared right after you took off. She insists they were following you.”
Angie shook her head. The men had followed her, but who had been in a position to jump to the right conclusion? “Must have been that jerk who gave me the horrible coffee. It was hate at first sight with that bitch.”
“Morgan has her people working on it. She insists that she can make this go away, but she needs some time. Is Lord Drakkin still there?”
“I am.” Drakkin shifted so Lor could see him.
“May we impose on your hospitality a bit longer than we originally thought?”
“Of course and it’s no imposition. They’re welcome to stay as long as they like.”
“Thank you.” Lor looked at Blayne again. “I’ll contact you when I know more.” The image blinked out before Blayne could reply.
“Who is Morgan?” Angie asked.
“She’s in charge of the team of humans who assist with interdimensional conflicts. I’ve never worked with her before, but she came highly recommended.”
“She was recruited away from the FBI,” Drakkin told her. “Our paths have crossed a time or two. Her title is Interplanetary Ambassador, but her organization doesn’t officially exist.”
“A Men in Black sort of thing?”
He paused as if he were searching a database for the answer. “Ah, the motion picture. Yes, very much like the Men in Black.”
Blayne moved forward, insinuating himself in front of Angie. “Maybe we should give Angie an hour or two to process all of this before you—”
“I’m fine.” She stood and moved beside Blayne. “My bodyguard is overprotective.”
“I’ve noticed.” Drakkin flashed his charming smile. With a mate who was fabulously wealthy and drop-dead gorgeous, Aria had done very well for herself.
As if summoned by Angie’s stray thought, Aria stood and drew Drakkin’s attention. “If they’re staying for the foreseeable future, I have arrangements to make.” Her lavender gaze shifted to Angie as she asked, “Would you prefer separate rooms?”
“Yes,” Angie said.
“No,” Blayne stressed.
Both answers arrived at exactly the same time.
Drakkin chuckled. “One of the ambassador suites should be sufficient. They have separate bedrooms with a common sitting area.”
“Thank you,” Angie said. Blayne was here to protect her. It made sense for him to be nearby. Still, having him in the same bedroom would have been too…damn tempting. Heat rolled through her body, mocking her hesitation. Attraction had been smoldering between them ever since he zapped her away from the police station in Utah.
Aria gathered her shopping bags and left the room.
“The house is fully staffed and still she refuses to allow anyone to assist her.” Drakkin’s gaze lingered on the place where Aria had last been. “She spent too much time on Earth.”
“Needless independence is a trait common to human females,” Blayne agreed.
“Independence is never needless and Aria isn’t human.”
“The only thing Earth’s females like better than flexing their independence is being contrary.”
Drakkin laughed, so Angie glared at them both. “I’m not contrary; I’m obstinate.”
“Could you please explain the difference?”
“One was your word the other was mine.” Blayne smiled and his gaze shimmered like liquid silver. Something deep inside Angie compressed, clenching in on itself until her abdomen ached. Why did she react to him so powerfully? She’d had lovers who hadn’t left her tense and tingling. All Blayne had to do was smile and her senses electrified. “Can we get back to scrambling my brain now?”
“This will be more like unscrambling your brain,” Drakkin said with the hint of a smile. “I’ll simply release your full potential.”
“I thought you were going to do this in stages.”
“Are you always so literal? I will unlock your farseeing gift while leaving the temporal aspects inactive. Once you’re comfortable with your visions, I’ll activate the temporal element as well.”
“All right.” She took a deep breath, refusing to cower like a frightened child. But really who would blame her. Everything that happened in the past twenty-four hours had been surreal. She was amazed that she was still standing and capable of creating anything resembling rational thoughts.
“Close your eyes.” Drakkin made a subtle motion and Blayne moved behind her.
Was Drakkin afraid she’d pass out or freak out or—
Relax. This will not hurt, but you will feel strange. Disoriented.
As if hearing his voice inside her head wasn’t disorienting enough. Warmth flowed into her mind and cascaded through her body, siphoning off her strength. Every muscle she possessed seemed to melt. Arms wrapped around her, pulling her back against something solid and warm. Blayne. They must have known this would happen. No, Drakkin was making it happen.
“Why are you drugging me?” She couldn’t think of a better word for the way she felt.
I need you to remain calm and still. It will only hurt if you resist what I’m—
The past surged into the present, driving rational thoughts from her mind. She twisted out of Blayne’s hold, stumbling blindly before his arms wrapped around her again. “You’re safe, Angie. No one will harm you here.”
She wanted to believe him, needed to believe him, but her body didn’t seem to care. She jerked and arched, clawing at his forearms. “Let go of me!”
Stop. Drakkin commanded.
Her body froze, stiff and motionless. She tried to speak, but her vocal cords wouldn’t respond. Panic exploded inside her, pulsing through her mind in useless surges.
“Open your eyes.” Drakkin’s voice sounded even more imperious out loud. She slowly obeyed and looked into the endless black of his red-ringed eyes. “Why are you frightened? Search your feelings. Am I the cause of this fear or are you reacting to something else?”
“I don’t have to explain myself to you.” Defiance was her automatic response to vulnerability. Anyone who didn’t want to be a victim all their life learned how to fight.
“Do you want your power activated or not?”
If there had been challenge in his tone she would have continued her rebellion, but he sounded almost bored. He had nothing to gain by his actions. He was doing this for her. It was entirely her decision whether they continued or not. Explore her true potential or remain paralyzed by the past.
She was still struggling for a snappy reply when Blayne spun her around and kissed her. He crushed her against his chest with one arm and held the back of her head with his other hand. His lips moved over and against hers, tongue gently probing.
Shocked by his bizarre behavior, she stood motionless within his embrace. Then his scent wrapped around her and his tongue began a sensual dance that robbed her of breath. She tangled one hand in his hair and clutched his back with the other. He felt strong and tasted wonderful and she stopped caring why the kiss began.
This was familiar and soothing. She understood passion, could lose herself in physical pleasure. And Blayne sure as hell knew how to kiss. She tilted her head and slid her tongue along his, following his slow retreat until she found herself exploring his mouth. Pushing to the balls of her feet, she pressed closer, absorbing his warmth and inhaling his breath.
Pressure built deep inside her brain, expanding and pulsing as if to test the confines of her skull. She moaned into Blayne’s open mouth, her fingers tangling in his hair. His mouth moved with greater fervor and she finally comprehended his strategy. He was distracting her from—the pressure burst, detonating deep inside her mind and flooding her body with sizzling energy. She cried out and trembled, exhilarated yet so shaky she could hardly stand.
“It’s done,” Drakkin said from behind her. “You can release her now.”
Blayne broke the kiss and raised his head, but kept his arms around her. “Are you steady enough to stand?”
“Whose idea was the kiss?” she whispered as heat crawled up her neck and blossomed across her cheeks.
“You needed a distraction and I didn’t think you’d mind.” There was no apology in Drakkin’s tone.
She turned in a tight circle. Blayne lowered his arms, his hands coming to rest on her hips. “You should have waited for my answer,” she insisted. “What if I’d been about to tell you both to go to hell?”
“That’s a childish argument. This needed to be done, and waiting would have compounded your anxiety.”
“You don’t know that,” she snapped. He hadn’t given her a choice. He’d forced his way into her mind and…he was right. She was being childish. Force was sometimes appropriate when it was used for the person’s own good.
Drakkin went on as if she hadn’t objected. “Your first vision will likely happen as soon as you fall asleep. Blayne should teach you as much as he can before that happens.” He looked at Blayne as he went on. “Energy transfer is a must. Her body will not be able to metabolize food fast enough to keep her strong.”
Annoyed by his arrogance, Angie glared at him. “Am I a prisoner?”
“Of course not,” Blayne responded even though she’d been looking at Drakkin.
She turned her hostile gaze on Blayne. “Then take me home.”
“It’s too dangerous and you know it.”
”Don’t coddle her,” Drakkin told Blayne. “She’ll use your pity to manipulate you and she is much stronger than she appears.” Without further explanation, he turned and left the library.
 



Chapter Four
 
Sevrin walked into the infirmary and waited for Dr. Porffer to look up from her vidscreen. Everyone else on the ship snapped to attention whenever Sevrin entered a room. Porffer couldn’t be bothered to react at all. “Is the transmutation formula ready? The alterations are nearly finished.”
“Alterations?” The doctor finally looked at Sevrin, but her sharp features remained impassive, unreadable.
“One of the engineers claims he can augment the brig’s containment field, preventing teleportation. I have my doubts, but didn’t see the harm in letting him try.”
“Who do you wish to contain?”
The answer was so obvious the question annoyed Sevrin. “Anyone I choose. Your patient will be my first guest.” She motioned toward the unconscious Shadow Assassin strapped to a treatment table along the back wall of the infirmary. “If you keep sedating him, he won’t be any good to anyone.”
“I thought our goal was to circumvent the Shadow Assassins not contain them.”
“My goal is to control their abilities and transfer them at will. I intend to explore any and all possible means of achieving that goal.” She moved closer, allowing her annoyance to ignite the blue rings in her eyes. “Those who assist me in this endeavor will be greatly rewarded. Those who fail will know the full force of my wrath.”
Porffer appeared unmoved by Sevrin’s hostility. She smoothed a stray lock of hair back from her face as she boldly met Sevrin’s gaze. “There’s no need to threaten me. I have no intention of failing you.”
“Good.” When the doctor offered no further information, Sevrin prompted, “Have you made any progress?”
“Rather than squander the tiny sample I was able to harvest from my subject, I’ve meticulously replicated the compound. The molecular structure is identical, but I have no way of knowing if the replicated compound will trigger transmutation without female test subjects.”
“You’re ready for female testing?” Sevrin should be thrilled by the news. If Porffer pulled this off, not only would they be several steps closer to their goal, the progress would have been achieved without the cooperation of the Shadow Assassins. But logistics on the ship were so crowded it was nearly impossible to keep secrets. If any of the Shadow Assassins realized they were about to be made obsolete, a violent rebellion would no doubt ensue. “We must be extremely careful.”
“I’m always careful.” Porffer slipped her hands into her lab coat as she went on. “I understand your statement, however. The next phase cannot take place on the ship. There are simply too many curious eyes.”
Sevrin acknowledged the statement with a stiff nod. “Alternate locations are rather limited at the moment.”
“Is the motel still available? I was only there a couple of times, but I remember a four-unit area that was tucked away in the back. It was hidden from view by the rest of the complex.”
The area surrounding the motel was seedy and largely derelict, which made it a favorite for drug dealers and transients. “You’ll need protection if you set up shop there.”
“They can’t be Shadow Assassins. Especially anyone for Team South. Nazerel is much too inquisitive.”
Sevrin couldn’t argue with that. Nazerel was a continual annoyance, always sticking his nose where it didn’t belong. “I’ll work something out with Marat. He can supplement his ranks with Shadow Assassins so that some of his men can guard you.”
Porffer accepted the answer with a nod. “Even the Rodyte guards talk. If I refuse to explain, it will make them more determined to learn the truth. We need a cover story.”
“So tell them you’re working on a way to minimize the female’s chances of rejection. That’s close enough to the truth. Anyone but Nazerel will believe it.”
“All right. If anyone asks, that’s the answer I’ll give.”
Female trials. Sevrin paused, momentarily swept away by the possibilities. They’d never been this close before. After years of disappointment and failure, anticipation was making her giddy. “If this works, the female will be empowered with abilities similar to the male, correct?”
“Theoretically.”
She ignored the pessimistic word. Not even the stoic doctor was going to stifle her good mood. “Then we need samples from other males. I want to be able to pick and choose which abilities we transfer.”
Porffer’s thin lips curved in a dry facsimile of a smile. “Let’s wait until we’ve actually succeeded once before we contemplate verity.”
“Do you doubt your abilities?” Sevrin arched her brows, accenting the challenge in her tone.
“I’m cautiously optimistic, but the final result has yet to be determined.”
She nodded again and then digressed. “I’ll tell Marat you’ll be moving. He can arrange the physical transfer of whatever you need.” Distracted yet pleased, Sevrin left the infirmary and found Marat. It wasn’t hard. Marat was never far from her side. “Dr. Porffer is moving to the motel. The infirmary is simply too restrictive for what she needs to accomplish.”
“She’ll need protection.” His forehead wrinkled as he considered his options. “It will stretch my forces rather thin, but—”
“I’m going to temporarily assign a team of Shadow Assassins to your staff. Probably Team West. They might as well earn their keep. Have you heard from Zach? How are his men taking the Team South invasion?”
“He’s waiting in your quarters. Wouldn’t speak with anyone but you.”
“Good.” She couldn’t quite hide her smile. Allenton’s capture had created an opening and the other three alphas knew it. She’d been hoping one of them would make his interest known. Having to summon one of them to her bed would have been humiliating. “Get started on the move. I’ll speak with you later.”
“Yes, mistress.”
Sevrin forced herself not to rush as she walked to her cabin. It wouldn’t do for Zach to realize how exciting she found the prospect of becoming his lover. All four of the alphas had an inherent savagery that thrilled and fascinated her. Nazerel was by far the most appealing, but he’d made his disinterest in her rudely apparent from the start. She had more pride than to chase after a man who didn’t want her. Besides, there was no reason to risk further scorn when the other alphas were nearly as gifted as Nazerel.
Zach stood in the middle of her cabin, hands clasped behind his back. He looked as though he’d been admitted to the room and now he couldn’t decide what to do with himself. His dark gaze narrowed on her face as the door slid closed behind her. He was tall and broad-shouldered, leanly muscled, built for speed and agility rather than brute force.
“Have you been waiting long?” She tried to sound casual, but tension wrapped around her chest and heat gathered between her thighs.
He moved with blurring speed and laser focus, grasping her wrists and shoving her back against the nearest wall. “Outside this room I will be your obedient servant, yours to command. But here I am your master. You will obey without question and hold nothing back. Do you understand?”
She stared up into his flashing dark eyes, breathless and aching. “What do I gain by—”
In a flash, he shifted both wrists to one hand and grasped her chin with the other. His fingers were firm against her skin yet stopped just short of hurtful. “This isn’t a negotiation. Allenton might have been willing to compromise. I am not. I expect your unconditional obedience. I will accept nothing less. If you’re not willing to trust me with control over your body, then I have no reason to be here.”
All or nothing? Complete surrender or do without? It wasn’t fair, wasn’t safe, yet nothing appealed to her more. She’d always longed for a man strong enough to command her, someone unimpressed by her wealth and position, someone focused on shared pleasure and nothing else.
“How do I know you won’t hurt me?” She slowly licked her lips, hoping to coax a kiss from him, needing the reassurance.
“You don’t. All you can do is obey and find out what I have in mind.”
Harming her would be foolish. Without her assistance the Shadow Assassins would be stranded on an alien world without resources or connections. Still, she felt obligated to try again. “I’m not aroused by pain. If I scream, Marat will come running.”
“Then tell Marat not to interrupt because I will make you scream.” He pressed his erection against her belly with a wicked smile. “It just won’t be pain that drags the sound from your throat.”
The promise sent shivers down her spine. The alphas knew she intended to claim one of them as her mate. Knowing Zach wanted her badly enough to make the first move thrilled her. “Only in this room,” she stressed. “Out there, I will not be undermined.”
“Agreed.”
“Then what do you want me to do?”
* * * * *
Blayne glanced around the ambassador suite, far less interested in the elegant rooms than in his agitated companion. The bedrooms were identical, each large and well-appointed, with a private bathing area. Angie paced the spacious common room, her features tight, gaze continually in motion.
“I didn’t ask for any of this,” she muttered. “Why can’t I just hide out somewhere until they round up all the Shadow Assassins?”
“You can, if that’s what you really want. But every female in the notebook is at risk while the Shadow Assassins are free, and your gift can help us find them. You will feel less vulnerable once you learn to control your abilities.”
“That’s part of the problem,” she cried. “I shouldn’t have abilities. Is my entire life to be defined by the actions of a man I never even knew?”
He understood her frustration. Many areas of his life had been shaped by his parents regardless of his determination not to follow their examples or bow to their expectations. “Parents, by definition, affect our lives. Even if they aren’t there to teach and encourage us, we’re influenced by their absence.”
She plopped down in the middle of the couch, making it obvious she needed her space. “What do you know about it? Were your parents overbearing and cruel or absent entirely?”
“Those are my only two options?” He chuckled as he lowered himself onto one of the adjacent chairs. The room was large and she felt far away, but she wasn’t ready for anything more intimate. “On Ontariese it’s tradition for a man to join his life mate’s house. Wealth is generally dispersed equally between the offspring, but titles are passed down from mother to daughter.”
“Seriously?” He had her complete attention now, though her expression was guarded, impossible to decipher, she was obviously interested. “That’s backward from how it works on Earth, not that titles are much of a concern in America.”
“The Great Conflict shifted many priorities on Ontariese, but most still honor the sacred traditions. Anyway, my mother was from one of six great houses so I was given her name, cet Malaque.”
“Blayne cet Malaque.” The syllables rolled off her tongue with a pleasing cadence, at least pleasing to him. “Sounds very important.”
“Being a Master Level mage is more important to me than being part of House Malaque. One was mine by accident of birth, the other I had to earn.”
“That makes sense. But what is a ‘great’ house and why are there only six?”
“If you think in terms of the English aristocracy, my mother would be a duchess.”
Her delicate brows drew together for a moment then she suddenly arched her brow. “That’s one step down from royalty.”
“I’ll tell you a secret.” He leaned forward and continued in a stage whisper. “My sister will inherit my mother’s title, but Lor is basically a prince.”
“My sister bagged a prince. Go Tori.” She shook her head and waved away the topic. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to sidetrack you. You were telling me about your parents. Your mom’s an Ontarian aristocrat. What is your father like?”
“My father was a high-ranking commander in the Ontarian military. His career was well established before he met my mother, so rather than join House Malaque, he offered her a social alliance.”
“That’s different than becoming her life mate?”
“Yes. Life mates share a soul bond that links them permanently. A social alliance is negotiated for a specific period of time and when the contract ends each are free to pursue other relationships.”
“That sounds very…regimented.”
“Regimented perfectly describes my father. He was a career soldier who knew no other life.”
“And your mother, what was or is she like?”
He wasn’t sure why she was so interested in his past, but she seemed soothed by the conversation so he indulged her. “My mother considers herself a Mystic though she wasn’t accepted for training at the Conservatory.”
Angie scooted to the edge of the couch, clearly intrigued by the revelation. “Do the people at the Conservatory consider her a Mystic?”
He shook his head. “Only those who are accepted for training earn the title of Mystic. Everyone else is merely gifted.”
“So was she proud or resentful when you were accepted by those snobs?”
He chuckled again. Angie wasn’t the first to accuse the Mystics of being elitist. “A bit of both. She’s proud of my accomplishments, but she frequently argues that the rules and expectations are unjustified.”
She stared at him for a moment, her gaze wide and inquisitive. “Is your father still part of your life?”
“He died in battle when I was eleven, but I like to think he’d be proud of me. Many Mystics are pacifists. I’m much too aggressive for that sort of philosophy. Besides, my abilities equip me well for many military functions. I’ve spent nearly as much time at the City of Tears as at the Conservatory.”
“The City of Tears? You’ve used that title before. Is it some sort of army base?”
“It’s the overlord’s headquarters and largest military compound on Ontariese. Actually, it’s not on Ontariese. It’s on one of her two moons.”
“And your abilities?” She crossed her legs and encouraged him with a smile. “What exactly are they?”
“It’s considered rude to ask.”
She shrugged, appearing more relaxed than she’d been since he met her. “I’ve been ‘considered’ all sorts of things. I know you’re telepathic. I’ve heard your voice inside my head. You can obviously teleport, but what was with that tunnel thing?”
“Teleportation is moving instantaneously from one place to another. Creating the ‘tunnel thing’ is called Summoning the Storm. The portal connects two different places in space and time, allowing objects or information to be moved from one location to the other.”
“You can travel through time?”
“Why?” He arched his brows dramatically, amused by her apparent awe. “Is there a different place in time you’d like to go?”
A shake of her head was her only response for a long tense moment. She stared off into the distance, quiet and still. “What else can you do?” She shifted her gaze back to his face. “What makes you so valuable to the military?”
“Creating interdimensional portals isn’t enough?” he teased. Mystics were taught to be secretive. It should have felt wrong to confide so much in someone he didn’t really know. But Angie was different, unique in a way he couldn’t quite define.
“It would be enough on Earth. Somehow I think it takes more to impress the people on Ontariese.”
“I’m a tracker,” he admitted. “I can identify and follow energy patterns. It’s a common gift, but I am uncommonly good at it.”
“That’s what you were doing on Earth? You were trying to track the Shadow Assassins?”
“Unfortunately, ‘trying’ is the operative word. Shadow Assassins have nanites that jam our technology and interfere with many of our gifts. The energy trails I usually follow are scrambled by their nanites.”
“Then how does Drakkin expect me to find Nazerel? Won’t his nanites prevent me from locating him?”
“Your gift is different. Or at least we’re hoping it is. There’s a strand of energy linking your mind to his. The strand isn’t substantial enough to do anything, but we’re hoping it will serve as a guide, that it will lead you to his current location.”
“What’s keeping him from following the strand to me?” She sounded uncertain and fear crept back into her eyes.
“If he had your gift, angel, we’d never have escaped him.”
“Comforting thought.”
She’d had plenty of time to calm down. He needed to start her training. There was no telling what her first vision would reveal. She needed to control the images and not be overwhelmed by the sensations. He held up his hand and smiled. “Come here.”
“Why?”
Her automatic stubbornness made him smile. “Because you can’t touch me way over there and you must touch me if you want to learn how to transfer energy.”
“Why do I need to know how to transfer energy?”
“A newly activated gift will drain your energy stores. Your body will not be able to metabolize food fast enough to keep you strong. Now come over here or I’ll come over there, and if I come over there, I doubt I’ll stop with a simple liplink.”
A smile curved the corners of her mouth as she pushed to her feet. “What if I don’t want to stop with a simple liplink?”
She used seduction as a defense mechanism. He’d seen her do it too often not to recognize the fear in her gaze. Rather than respond to her provoking question, he remained seated and tried to focus on the task at hand. But her hips swayed and the subtle shift of her breasts hinted at her lack of undergarments. Did the woman even own a bra?
“Now what?” She stood directly in front of him, her jeans brushing against his knees.
“Straddle my lap.” He ignored the odd catch in his voice and kept his hands firmly planted on the chair’s padded armrests.
“Should I undress first?”
“Only if it will make you more comfortable. You need to be able to touch my skin, but complete nudity isn’t necessary for this exchange.”
“Too bad.” She pressed her teeth into her bottom lip as she climbed onto the chair. Her knees pressed into the corners and her rounded behind rested lightly on his knees. “Like this?” She placed her hands on his shoulders and stared into his eyes.
“Push up my shirt and place your hands against my chest. Skin-to-skin contact creates a stronger connection.”
Awareness pulsed between them, hot and electric. It was all he could do to keep his hands on the armrests and maintain his professional façade. She pushed up his shirt and ran her hands over his chest and abdomen before curving her fingers around his shoulders. He swallowed hard, praying she didn’t notice his rapidly hardening cock.
“For a mind to absorb energy it must be open and accepting,” he told her. “Until you learn how to intentionally lower your shields, a distraction is needed.”
“Are you going to kiss me again?” She leaned in and caressed his lips with her warm breath.
“No. You’re going to kiss me.”
She required no other prompting. Her lips brushed over his, warm and soft. He closed his eyes and scanned her mind, assessing her emotional reaction to the exercise. Desire, dark and consuming, had overtaken her fear. She used sensuality as a shield against less-welcome emotions, but she was a genuinely passionate person.
He sank a bit deeper, establishing a stronger connection. Then he gently pulled tendrils of energy into his being. Did you feel that? She nodded without completely breaking the kiss. Try and do it to me. See if you can pull my energy into you.
Her lips settled over his and her tongue stilled. She framed his face with her hands and inhaled deeply. Energy swirled within his mind then surrendered to the gradual suction of her will. She tore her mouth away. “I did it, didn’t I?”
He pulled her back down and took control of the kiss. Push your thoughts into my mind. You must concentrate on the metaphysical.
I’ll try.
He chuckled. You did more than try. Your mental voice was strong and clear. For a moment he just kissed her, enjoying the slide of their lips and the playful stroke of her tongue against his. Then his conscience stirred, reminding him that there was a purpose to their intimacy. Use only your mind this time and take energy from me again.
In less than an hour she was passing energy back and forth with little effort. Their liplink was no longer necessary, but he couldn’t make himself pull away. His hands had long since abandoned the armrests and one sneaked under her shirt to explore the softness of her bare back. The temptation to work his way around to the front and caress her unbound breasts was nearly overwhelming.
“Is this still training?” she whispered against his parted lips. “’Cause it feels a lot like making out.”
Shame banked the fire smoldering inside him and he eased her away. “You’re right. I apologize.”
“I wasn’t complaining.” She smiled, her eyes vivid blue. “I was enjoying myself immensely. I just didn’t want to take off my shirt if we were still playing teacher and student.”
He groaned and yanked his shirt down then closed his eyes. It was way too easy to picture her breasts. He’d been imagining her naked ever since she strolled out of Tori’s bedroom with her shirt unbuttoned. “This isn’t a game. I’m your mentor and protector. A certain amount of intimacy is unavoidable, but I can’t have sex with you.”
“Why not? We’re consenting adults. It’s no one’s business but ours.”
She sounded genuinely disappointed so he opened his eyes. “As long as I’m your mentor, it puts me in a position of power. That dynamic is too easy to manipulate. I won’t take advantage of you.”
“You’re not taking advantage of me. It’s just sex.” Despite her claim, she climbed off his lap and moved away. “We both need the release. It isn’t any more significant than that.”
Feeling her absence with his entire body, Blayne clenched his fists. “That’s a human attitude. It doesn’t work that way with Ontarians.”
“And why is that?” She crossed her arms over her chest as defiance raised her chin.
“If we had sex, the link connecting our minds would expand. You would feel everything I feel, every sensation, every emotion. It’s impossible to remain casual about that sort of intimacy.”
She shrugged, mocking him with her indifference. “I’ll risk it.”
 
He sprang like a coiled snake, focused and deadly. His arms wrapped around her as he kicked her legs out from under her. She cried out and grasped his upper arms, expecting the carpet to slap her back hard. His knee absorbed the force of their fall and he carefully lowered her to the floor before arranging himself on top of her.
Kneeling between her legs, he drew her arms above her head and secured them there with one long-fingered hand. She didn’t really struggle. This is what she’d wanted after all. She just hadn’t expected him to be so aggressive about it.
His mouth claimed hers in a kiss far different from the ones they’d shared moments before. His tongue parted her lips and filled her mouth with one forceful thrust. Wild and demanding, he rocked his hips against hers as his tongue moved in her mouth.
Heat cascaded through her body and her mind seemed to crackle with excess energy. Then their link buzzed to life and emotions streamed into her being. Hunger. She felt ravenous and restless, desperate for more than a fleeting release. She wanted to wrap herself around him, to fill the endless void with passion and tenderness as he surged into her aching body.
“Does this feel casual?” Searing need accompanied the question, but he didn’t give her time to reply. His mouth swooped down and silenced her again.
She moaned and arched, trying to bring her nipples into contact with his chest. The emptiness between her thighs became painful. She needed him inside her, now. She wrapped her legs around his hips and pulled him tight against her body.
In me. Please!
Rocking back onto his knees, he frantically unfastened her jeans then tore off her boots and socks. She drew her legs up as he pulled her pants down, making the maneuver easier. Her panties came off with the jeans and she ripped her shirt off over her head, leaving her naked and panting.
His gaze bore into hers as he pushed two of his long fingers into her wet core. She arched into the thrust, taking him as deep as his fingers could reach. She tightened her inner muscles, reveling in the fullness. It was a far cry from what she really wanted, but it felt amazing just the same.
She kept her knees bent, legs spread, shameless in her abandon. He pumped his hand, sliding his fingers in and out. His heated gaze focused on her sex and possessive pleasure blasted into her mind. It excited him to see his fingers thrusting into her body, knowing he had made her this hot, this wet.
Overwhelmed by the emotions twisting his expression and inundating her mind, she closed her eyes and imagined his cock in place of his fingers. This was just sex. It felt good for a while, but it meant nothing, changed nothing.
As if in response to her thought, he growled and drew his fingers out.
“Blayne!” Her eyes flew open and she pushed up with her feet, thrusting her needful sex closer to him.
He pushed her legs toward her chest and lowered his mouth to her crease. She cried out with the first brush of his tongue then her breath caught in her throat and she could only moan. His tongue traced her slit, teasing her opening before moving higher to circle her clit. He accented the emptiness deep inside her while building the tension swirling through her. She’d never needed to come so badly in her life.
She grasped his hair and ground against his mouth, but he quickly draped her legs over his shoulders and caught her wrists. He pulled her arms beneath her and continued his slow, sensual exploration of her folds. He touched her clit just often enough to keep her senses simmering without allowing her to climax.
She arched and wiggled, determined to bring his kiss back to her aching clit. “Stop teasing me!”
He pushed his tongue deep into her core then slowly swirled. Sensations spiraled along her inner walls and her clit twitched against his upper lip. Be still.
Enjoy what I give you.
It felt strange to remain passive yet responsive. She was usually more sexually aggressive than her lovers. But Blayne obviously needed this from her. She relaxed, allowing her body to follow his lead. His tongue slid in and out, his lips caressing her folds.
She felt lightheaded, floating on a sea of tranquil pleasure. He licked and stroked against and into her. In the past her lovers had focused on her clit and brought her quickly to orgasm. This was different. He explored her, learned her taste and texture from the inside out.
Then he gently sucked on her folds, drawing a throaty moan from her with each tender pull. Her hips began to rock, helpless to remain still despite her determination to surrender. He released her wrists and allowed her legs to slide down his upper arms. She ended up sprawled before him, open and accepting.
He pushed his fingers back into her passage as his lips closed around her clit. She was primed and more than ready for detonation. His lips pulled in a slow, careful suck as his fingers gradually filled her. She arched and cried out sharply as pleasure burst inside her. Her inner muscles gripped his fingers in rippling pulses and his lips skillfully prolonged her release.
She felt his fingers sliding in and out and yet she could feel her body caressing him. His lips tenderly worked her clit as the taste of her passion filled her own mouth. It was confusing and exhilarating, unlike anything she’d experienced before. They were united by desire, connected in a way she’d never dreamed possible.
He slowly pulled his fingers out of her clinging warmth and raised her against his lips. He genuinely loved her taste, savoring the evocative musk as he licked her clean. Angie trembled, stunned and uncertain, yet utterly replete.
Long moments later, he arched over her and pressed a kiss to her lips. “Do you understand now? That was just foreplay. If I join my body with yours, the connection will be even more intense.”
Understanding shattered her momentary calm. He hadn’t been overwhelmed by desire; he’d been determined to prove his point. She shoved him away and scrambled out from under him, desperately reaching for her discarded clothes. “Thanks for the lesson, asshole. I won’t bother you again!” He reached for her arm, but she twisted away and ran for the nearest bedroom.
* * * * *
Angie was still trembling an hour later when someone knocked on the bedroom door. It was insulting that it had taken Blayne this long to make sure she was all right, but she wasn’t ready to confront him so she just glared at the barrier.
“Angie, it’s Aria. Is it all right if I come in?”
She scooted off the bed and hurried across the room. “Are you alone?” It was a cowardly way to ask. Still, she was too conflicted to deal with Blayne right now.
“The men are downstairs. Blayne said you weren’t feeling well, so I thought I better check on you.”
Angie eased the door open and offered Aria a thin smile. “I’m fine, just confused by all this.” She let the door swing open and returned to her seat on the side of the bed. Aria pulled a chair closer to the bed then sat as well. “I knew me and Tori had stumbled into something dangerous, but this is more than even my fertile imagination could have dreamed up.”
“The Rodytes are ruthless. Believe me, I know. If the Shadow Assassins are in league with them, it’s best to just stay away.” Aria folded her hands in her lap. With mauve-streaked silver hair and lavender eyes, she looked every bit as ethereal as her name.
“I’m not sure I can. If Nazerel gives up on me, he’ll victimize someone else.” She shook her head and released a shaky sigh. “I can’t let that happen if I can do anything to stop it.”
“And can you? Has Blayne taught you to control your gift in a few short hours?”
Heat crept up her neck as she thought about how she and Blayne had spent a good portion of that time. It wasn’t just the shattering orgasm. Every touch, every lick and suck had been evocative in its own right. She’d felt his need, his hunger for more than a fleeting release. And her emotions had been just as intense. He was right. Sex with an Ontarian was far different than anything she’d experienced before.
“Are you lovers?” Aria’s delicate brows drew together over her nose. “I thought you’d just met.”
“We did, but that doesn’t seem to matter.” She sighed, knowing it was impossible to explain something she didn’t understand herself. “We’re not lovers, yet, but it’s headed there fast.”
Aria smiled. “Mystics have that effect on a lot of women.”
Thinking of Blayne with “a lot of women” made Angie frown then realizing her reaction only deepened her displeasure. She was not a jealous person. Why was she acting this way with a man she hardly knew?
Rather than stew in her own discontent, she changed the subject. “Did you know Drakkin before you came to Earth or was yours another whirlwind romance?”
“Definitely a whirlwind. Drakkin snatched me out of my dressing room and brought me to Bilarri to keep me safe from people I didn’t even realize were hunting me.”
“That must have gone over well.”
Aria chuckled, her gaze suddenly dreamy. “I thought he was some sort of crazed fan. I was terrified yet fascinated. I’d never met anyone who was so…intense.”
“Another Mystic trait, I presume. All Blayne has to do is look at me and I can’t think of anything but him.”
“Drakkin had to work to earn my trust, but it still happened really fast by Earth standards.”
Angie leaned back on her hands and studied her friend. Aria had been secretive on Earth, cautious, always guarded. Now she seemed far more confident, playful even. “I know Drakkin is some sort of ruler, but is he comparable to a European king or the mayor of an American city?”
“Hautell is roughly the size of Canada, though it’s much more densely populated. But Drakkin is no longer Hautell’s king. He abdicated the throne when his son was old enough to rule. Drakkin had been king for several hundred years, so he was more than ready for someone else to take on all that responsibility.”
It seemed rude to ask Drakkin’s age. She didn’t really know Aria all that well. Besides, a specific number didn’t matter as long as he treated Aria with respect and tenderness. “And how does a retired king spend his time?”
“Drakkin is Director of the Symposium. They’re a council of esteemed minds from several different galaxies. They’re responsible for the Wisdom of the Ages.”
“That sounds very impressive.” Angie laughed at her own ignorance. “But I have no idea what it means.”
“Think of Earth’s internet, but every fact that’s entered into the Wisdom of the Ages is verified by at least three objective sources. Each member of the Symposium must agree to complete neutrality. They offer information without bias or social commentary. Their only allegiance is to the Symposium.”
“If someone threatened you or the people of Hautell, Drakkin would remain neutral?” That seemed hard to believe even after their short acquaintance.
“Of course not. He would take a leave of absence until the danger had been neutralized. If any member of the Symposium is directly involved in a conflict, they do the same. The policy protects the integrity of the information and prevents anyone from manipulating the Symposium as a whole.”
“Earth could certainly use something like that. History is continually rewritten to further political agendas and too often propaganda becomes curriculum for the next generation.”
“It was those sorts of trends that motivated Drakkin to form the Symposium in the first place. He’s dedicated the past century of his life to expanding the concept.”
“Is Drakkin really more powerful than the Mystics on Ontariese?” The question sounded so ridiculous Angie immediately regretted the impulse.
“The Conservatory was founded by a man name Vee. Vee was Drakkin’s apprentice. Vee was also my father. That’s why Drakkin came after me. He’d promised my father that he would protect me, and Drakkin takes his promises very seriously. As for being more powerful…” Aria paused for an elegant shrug. “I suppose he is. He’s had more time to hone his skill and increase his energy stores. Drakkin is much older than he looks.”
“It doesn’t bother you that your husband is older than your father?”
“Age is irrelevant when your lifespan is measured in centuries rather than years.”
Was she talking about Drakkin or herself? “Will you live that long?”
“Hopefully. Our life forces are now joined so his incredible well of energy will extend my lifespan considerably.”
She’d been rather nosy already, but she couldn’t help but ask, “Is your father still alive?”
Aria shook her head and glanced into the distance. “Sending Drakkin to rescue me was my father’s last wish. We’ve interacted briefly on the metaphysical plane. I’d love to have known him better.”
“Well, you seem genuinely happy. Drakkin must be doing something right.” She sighed, fiddling with the bedspread. “I hope my roller-coaster ride has a happy ending.”
Aria stilled and all humor left her expression. “If you need some time to sort through your feelings, I can have Drakkin back Blayne off. You’ve been through a lot in the past few days. It’s natural to feel overwhelmed.”
Angie suspected his absence would be more of a distraction than a blessing. She’d never hid from a conflict in her life and she didn’t intend to start now. “I’m not afraid of Blayne. If I need him to back off, I’ll tell him to. We don’t need a referee.”
“All right.” Aria pushed to her feet. “Shall I send up a tray? You two were occupied during dinner.”
“I’m not hungry, but I’d love another glass of blood wine. Might increase the chances that I’ll actually sleep.”
“I’ll see to it. There should be an assortment of toiletries in the bathroom. Is there anything else you need?”
“Could I borrow something to wear tomorrow? Blayne didn’t give me time to pack before we came here.”
“I had no idea you left in such a hurry. You’re quite a bit taller than me, but I’m sure I can find something that will fit you.” Aria hurried from the room, then returned a short time later with an assortment of clothing draped over her arm. “I know it’s not your usual style, but I figured dresses and skirts would be more forgiving than pants with our height difference. If you stay more than a day or two, I’ll take you shopping.”
“This is great. Thank you.” She took the clothes from Aria and laid them across the foot of the bed.
“I wasn’t sure what to do about underwear. I can send one of the servants out for some. I didn’t think you’d want to borrow.”
“I have no problem going commando for a day or two. If we’re going to stay longer, I’ll take you up on the shopping spree.” She gave Aria a hug and walked her to the door. “What about Blayne? Can you raid Drakkin’s closet for him?”
“Blayne’s a Mystic. It’s likely he can conjure clothes, but I’ll ask Drakkin to be sure.”
“Thank you for all of this.”
“You’re welcome. Now get some rest.”
The room felt empty and overly quiet after Aria left so Angie went out onto the railed balcony and watched the sun sink behind the trees. Other than the green-tinged sky the scene looked very much like Earth. Cool air caressed her cheek and the scent of pine or something similar drifted on the breeze, fresh and invigorating.
Her surroundings might not look that different, but she was on an alien world. Her mind was still struggling with the reality of what that meant. Worse, she’d been brought here without resources. She knew no one but Blayne and Aria. She had no way to return home without their assistance. Not that going home was a much better option. Until the Shadow Assassins were caught or neutralized, she wasn’t safe on Earth.
Vertigo swirled through her mind and weakened her knees. She grasped the balcony’s thick wooden railing, struggling to remain on her feet. Her vision blurred, light dimmed and then flared burning away reality.
A room came into focus. The basic structure formed before the details separated from the shadows. An oblong table with simple wooden chairs, a kitchen in the background, and a sliding glass door framed by narrow windows. Angie didn’t understand the significance of the room until Nazerel walked in and sat down at the table. She tried to expand the image, to determine the location of the house. The harder she concentrated the weaker her body became.
Arms wrapped around her, supporting and stabilizing her. She accepted the assistance without shifting her focus from the vision. Nazerel opened a thick notebook across the table. She’d heard about the notebook, knew it contained information on potential victims. Still, seeing hundreds of well-organized pages sent dread and anger twisting through her consciousness. The program was premeditated, each victim carefully chosen for characteristics she didn’t fully understand. It made the outcome even worse somehow. This was no crime of passion; it was the systematic targeting of a group of women for the benefit of others.
Nazerel turned to a page near the middle of the notebook and angled the binder upward so the light hit the page just right. Angie saw the woman’s image and cringed. Pale blonde hair, delicate features, and a mysterious little smile, Jillian used this shot for publicity and included it with her resume. Why was Jillian in the notebook? This made no sense. With obvious interest, Nazerel passed his thumb over Jillian’s cheek almost as if he caressed the woman rather than a sheet of paper.
No! Angie fought against the vision, battling her way back to reality. She would not stand by and allow a dear friend to be victimized in her place. The image bent, undulating as she struggled free of the image. Nazerel’s head came up and he looked around with obvious suspicion.
“Angie?” A cruel smile twisted his lips and then the vision released.
Angie returned to her body in a sickening rush. She gasped and blinked, bringing the balcony back into focus. She was sitting on the floor between Blayne’s thighs, her legs draped over one of his. His arm supported her back and he looked at her with obvious concern.
“Are you with me?” He brushed her hair back from her face, his touch wonderfully gentle.
“Almost.” She took a deep breath and waited for the lingering haze to dissipate. “I saw Nazerel, but I couldn’t tell where he was.”
“Was the vision spontaneous or were you trying to find him?”
She rubbed her temples, trying to alleviate the lingering throb. “It just happened.”
“Don’t be discouraged. You’ll likely have more control if you intentionally activate your gift.” He reached to the side and picked up a glass of wine. “Aria asked me to give this to you.”
Angie thanked him for the beverage then raised it to her lips. The wine was sweet and spicy, the warmth welcome. “Jillian is in the notebook. Nazerel was looking at her bio.”
“Jillian is the blonde you were going to run to when you decided to ditch me?”
His phrasing made her smile. “We need to let Lor know she needs protection.”
Blayne stood and helped her to her feet. “Are you all right now? I can send a message through one of the servants if you don’t want me to leave.”
“Go on.” She waved him toward the door. “I’m fine.”
“At least come inside. You’re too exposed out here.”
“Exposed to what? No one knows I’m here.”
“I’d still feel better if you went inside.”
Not in the mood to argue, she followed him into the suite’s common room. “I’m going to go take a bath.” Needing to regain some measure of control, she added, “You’re welcome to join me when you return.”
She expected a smile or chuckle. Instead his gaze turned hot and hungry. “I won’t be long,” he promised and then left the suite.
 



Chapter Five
 
Drakkin sent a telepathic message to Lor, warning him of Nazerel’s interest in Jillian. “Was there anything else he needs to know?” The humor in his tone was unmistakable. He lounged in one of the high-backed chairs in the massive library, looking every bit the lord of the manor.
“No, sir. That was all.” Blayne hadn’t felt this awkward since the day of his Choosing when the Mystics assessed his worth and declared him worthy of training. Still, Drakkin was a living legend, and Angie had Blayne tied in knots.
“Are you avoiding her?” With characteristic directness, Drakkin cut to the heart of the matter.
“I don’t trust myself with her.” Blayne ambled farther into the room and sat in a chair facing his host.
“You want her.”
It wasn’t a question, but Blayne added, “Badly.”
“Is she indifferent to your desire or too willing for your peace of mind?”
“I’ve been entrusted with her protection and her training. I can’t indulge my desires, even if they are reciprocated.”
“Generally I would agree with you, but time is of the essence in this case. Her gift can be used to locate Nazerel and perhaps the other Shadow Assassins, but first she must learn how to control her abilities.”
“I understand that.”
“She resists any hint of force because of an abusive past. Your only hope of creating a link interactive enough for accelerated learning is a full-body joining.” Drakkin paused as if to give Blayne a moment to absorb the implications of the strategy. “If she’s willing to have sex with you, it might be your best option.”
“That’s the problem. I don’t want to have sex with her. I want to join with her, claim her body, soul, and spirit.”
A wry smile curved Drakkin’s lips. “That is a complication. I convinced myself I’d keep things casual with Aria and I still claimed her as soon as our bodies joined. If Angie is your mate, you must tread carefully, but avoiding her will only postpone the inevitable.”
“I know.” He raked his hair with his fingers as his mind raced on ahead.
“Angie is unusually comfortable with her sexuality, especially for a human. Don’t be afraid to access that side of her personality. As long as you’re honest with why you’re touching her, she will likely cooperate.”
“How do I remain honest about what I want from her without terrifying her? She uses sex as a shield, a way of keeping herself from feeling legitimate emotions.”
“The fact that you understand that distinction is more of an advantage than you realize. She needs to face those demons. They’ve tormented her long enough. She’ll never move beyond the pain until she does.”
“Were you able to see what happened, why she’s so filled with rage?”
“I was, but I won’t tell you. It’s Angie’s choice to trust you or not. I’m hoping she will. I think you’ll be good for each other.”
Blayne smiled as he stood. “I appreciate the vote of confidence. I’m going to need that and more.”
“I said it once before, but it bears repeating. She’s stronger than you think she is. Don’t be afraid to push her beyond the pain.”
Drakkin didn’t give advice lightly, so Blayne considered the comment as he made his way back to the ambassador suite. He’d sensed the gaping wounds deep in Angie’s psyche. Only something dark and violent had the power to create such destruction. And apparently Angie had never dealt with the emotional ramifications of what she’d suffered. If she’d avoided the pain all these years, she would resist confronting it now. Unfortunately, her past was hindering her present and he needed her unencumbered by ghosts.
The common room was empty, so Blayne checked one bedroom and then the other. True to her word, she was soaking in a bathtub, the bathroom door ajar. All he could see was the back of her head until he noticed her reflection in the large mirror mounted above the sink. She’d piled her hair on top of her head, her slender arms rested on the rim of the tub and her eyes were closed as she relaxed. The currents created by the jets of air concealed her body beneath the swirling water. Still, the sight of her dewy skin was enough to fuel his imagination.
“Are you going to join me?” she asked without opening her eyes.
He couldn’t help but grin. She’d meant join him in the tub, but his body immediately contemplated a far more intimate joining. “I’d rather watch,” he whispered.
Her eyes flew open and she met his gaze in the mirror. “Really? I wouldn’t have pegged you for a voyeur.” She gave a one-shoulder shrug that made the water ripple across her breasts. “Each to their own.”
Crossing the room, he lowered the lid and sat on the stool so he could see her directly. “If we had weeks rather than days, I could use conventional training techniques.”
“But,” she prompted. “We’re in a hurry, so what’s the option?”
“Fear, pain or pleasure. Each creates a surge in emotion, opening the mind to outside forces.”
“Well, I’m not afraid of you and I’m not into pain, so that leaves pleasure.” She tilted her head as a lazy smile parted her lips. “Does this mean we’ll be having sex after all?”
Lust spiraled through his body, intently hardening his cock. He clenched his fists and took a slow, deep breath. “It means we’ll have to be creative, but I still think it’s a very bad idea to actually have sex.”
Her deep blue eyes drilled into his, narrowed and intense. “Are you involved with someone?”
“There is no way I would have kissed you, much less—gone down on you if I’d been involved with someone else.”
“Then why are you so afraid of having sex with me?”
He chuckled then shook his head. “Believe me, it’s not fear I feel when I look at you.”
“Then what? I don’t understand your hesitation.”
He knelt beside the tub and pulled her up out of the water. “If I push inside you, I won’t be able to stop with just a physical joining. I’ve never wanted a woman as much as I want you.”
Fear flickered within her gaze and she turned her face away. “All right. No penetration, just foreplay.” She quickly composed her expression and looked at him again. “But you go first this time.”
She obviously didn’t understand the strategy, but he didn’t stop to correct her misconception. He lifted her into his arms and carried her into the bedroom. He had to remain in control while she lost herself to pleasure, over and over. It was the only way he’d be able to access the areas of her mind he needed to reach.
Rather than placing her on the bed, he kept her cradled in his arms and sat on the side of the mattress. She pulled the pins from her hair and shook her head until the thick locks tumbled around her shoulders and halfway down her back. He buried both hands in her hair and guided her mouth to his. Her lips parted with the first brush of his tongue and her warm breath filled his mouth. She tasted faintly of blood wine, so he took the kiss deeper.
Restless and eager, she shifted on his lap, wiggling and twisting until she maneuvered her legs to either side of his hips. The kiss continued as she dragged his T-shirt up under his arms. He laughed at her insistent tugs then lifted his arms and let her rid him of the garment.
Her busy hands swooped down and went to work on the front of his jeans, but he caught her wrists and shook his head. “This is about you. Your mind must be occupied with something else while I build the connection.”
“Our minds are already linked. Aren’t they?” Her hands shifted to his sides.
“Not like they need to be. I have to concentrate, remain in control.”
“While I come alone? Again.” She scrambled off his lap and reached for the bedding.
He caught her around the waist and pulled her to the middle of the bed. “If you don’t want me to touch you, I can work while you touch yourself.” He punctuated the suggestion with a sexy smile. “I really do like to watch.”
Uncertainty narrowed her gaze and she rolled to her side away from him. “I’m not sure if that’s more insulting or the fact that touching me doesn’t even distract you.”
He ran his hand down her arm and onto her hip. “Everything about you is distracting to me, angel. Don’t doubt your appeal.”
“Then why all these rules?” She looked over her shoulder, her face flushed and tense. “Why can’t we just go wherever this takes us?”
Time for brutal honesty. Hopefully, Drakkin was right and she’d respond in kind. “As enjoyable as this will be, it’s not about physical pleasure. Well, not just about physical pleasure. As your arousal builds I’ll slip beyond your mental shields and activate a connection that will allow me to pass information directly into your mind. If the connection works, I’ll be able to instantaneously transfer skills that would ordinarily take you many weeks to master.”
“Weeks that we don’t have.” She rolled to her back and met his gaze.
“Exactly.” He didn’t touch her, wanted her to make her decision before he engaged her senses.
“We’re not breaking some mentor/apprentice code by doing this?”
He kept his gaze on her face even though she made no move to cover her nudity. “Desperate circumstances call for…creativity. As long as you understand what we’re doing and why, I’m comfortable with this course of action.”
She sighed and lowered her lashes, hiding her reaction. Didn’t she realize their link was still active? He could feel her disappointment and desire—and something elusive and dark, like grief or regret. Despite her claims that sex meant nothing, his attitude upset her.
“This isn’t personal. Touching me is a means to an end, a compromise for the greater good.” She sounded more miserable with each description. And in some twisted way, her discontent pleased him. She might say she was emotionally indifferent to him, but their link told another story.
He lay down beside her and slipped one forearm under her neck. His torso remained elevated so he could watch her face. “You’re safe with me. Do you believe that?”
“I know you’ll do everything you can to protect me.”
“That’s not what I meant. I could have taken advantage of our attraction and formed this bond while you were too overwhelmed to understand what I was doing.”
“Why didn’t you? It would have been a lot less complicated.” She glanced away then back as she waited for his answer.
“Because I care about you. I don’t want deception to color our feelings for each other.”
“We just met. How can we have significant feelings for each other? I don’t believe in love at first sight.” She sounded like she was trying to convince herself, so he didn’t respond to the question.
“I won’t play games. You’ll always understand my motivation because I’ll always be honest with you.”
She just stared up at him, eyes wide with uncertainty, then her voice grew soft and distant as she said, “You don’t seem surprised by our attraction. Has this sort of thing happened to you before?”
He shook his head. “I’ve never felt like this before.”
“Then why aren’t you as freaked out as I am?”
“Attitudes about romance are different on Ontariese. You’re still trying to define these feelings in human terms.”
Her brows rose and challenge flashed in her gaze. “How do Ontarians define what we’re feeling?”
“You’re not ready for the answer, so I’d rather not say.”
“Omission is a form of dishonesty.”
He touched the side of her face, his thumb lightly brushing her lips. “You already know the answer. Will it make you feel better to hear me say it?”
“No.” She nipped his thumb. “Let’s take this one step at a time. Make me stronger so I can go home.”
Happy to oblige, he bent and covered her mouth with his. Kissing was familiar now. He knew her taste and the textures of her lips. He loved the way she sighed and her bold response. Kissing Angie was addictive, intoxicating, yet it made him eager for more.
He kissed his way down her neck, tracing the path of her pulse with his tongue. She arched and shivered as he gently scraped his teeth over her skin. Her hair was still damp against his forearm, but her body had dried while they spoke. She was silky soft and in tune to his simplest touch. He couldn’t think about how perfectly she reacted or how much her pleasure meant to him. “A means to an end” that was what she’d called this and he’d do well to distance his own emotions, at least for now.
He cupped her breast as he explored the silken hollow at the base of her throat. The plump mound felt soft yet firm beneath his fingers. She arched into his touch, anticipation beading her nipples. Unable to resist the sweet temptation, he caught one tight peak between his lips and sucked it deep into his mouth. She shivered and moaned, her fingers tangling in his hair.
It would be so easy to abandon his purpose and just make love to her. His body ached, hard and eager to fill her, to feel her slick muscles tighten around his length. Desperate to be inside her, he postponed what he really wanted by indulging in a compromise. He eased his hand between her thighs. She bent her knees and opened for him, legs spread wide.
He released her nipple for a moment and looked at her face. Her eyes were closed, lips softly parted. Already she looked like a woman lost in rapture and he’d just begun to touch her. He lightly traced her slit as he carefully scanned her mind. Her desire wasn’t feigned. She wanted him as much as he wanted her. The knowledge sent a fresh wave of possessive need crashing over him.
Parting her folds with his middle finger, he eased into her core. Heat and moisture surrounded him, making it impossible to remain motionless. He pulled his hand back and slid his finger deeper, mesmerized by her softness. His gaze drifted downward in time to see his finger reemerge, shiny with her excitement. He wanted to move between her thighs and devour her wet sex as he’d done before. He’d been lost in her pleasure, drunk on her passion and determined to feel her surrender beneath the force of her orgasm.
He couldn’t afford to be so uninhibited this time. He had to remain in control. With his purpose reasserted, he slipped a second finger in alongside the first. Her core accepted the thicker invasion with a firm flutter and he fought back a groan. Knowing he couldn’t maintain control if he continued to watch his fingers disappear inside her body, he dragged his gaze back to her face.
Her cheeks were flushed and her parted lips begged for his kiss. He maintained the steady motion of his hand as he bent and covered her mouth with his. Her tongue pushed past his lips, taking control of the kiss. He used her aggression to his advantage, responding instinctively while he sank into her mind.
The change in her energy was immediately apparent. Her rhythm was no longer entirely human. Much of her power felt restrained, constricted by self-preservation. Blayne easily found the area Drakkin had released. The section blazed with untamed power rather than simmering with potential as so much of her mind did.
She shifted restlessly, her core tightening around his fingers. He rotated his hand, bringing his thumb up to caress her clit. Desire rippled through her mind. She was closer to orgasm than he’d realized. Unwilling to waste the opportunity, he ventured deeper, searching for the slender overlap of conscious thought and intuitive reaction. Mystic abilities were closer to instincts than intentional actions. She must learn to control urges and impulses not immediately apparent to the untrained mind.
He separated their mouths and sped the pumping motion of his hand. She pushed up with her heels, driving her body onto his fingers. Her abandon was so arousing he had to look away from her tense features. Her breasts jostled with each thrust and her inner muscles caressed his fingers.
Closing his eyes against the temptation, he concentrated on the slide of his fingers in and out of her slick heat. Her passage was snug around his fingers. He could easily imagine how much tighter she would feel around his cock. Lust shuddered through him, mocking his intentions. He wanted to rip open his jeans and thrust his entire length into her core. Instead, he pushed his fingers deep and drove her over the edge with the firm, circular motion of his thumb.
Pleasure blasted through her mind, offering him an opening. He lunged past her weakened shields and anchored a transfer conduit. Pain, fear and anger surged into his mind. The force drove him back, but he’d expected the rebound and braced against its strength. He could see her gift clearly now. The primary source of shimmering energy split into two tributaries. One flowed into the past, the other into the future. The current flowing into the past was murky and sluggish, while the future stream, though clear, was constricted and still.
He had only a moment to contemplate the meaning before rage and bitterness drove him back beyond her shields. She was relaxed and breathless as she recovered from her orgasm. He eased his hand out from between her legs and kissed her softly on the lips.
“What did you do?” Her lips moved against his as she spoke. “I felt something stab into my brain, but I can’t feel it anymore.”
“The conduit is still there.” He moved his hand up her body, resting his fingers against the underside of her breast. “As soon as you recover, I’ll see if it’s functional.”
 
“Will that require another distraction?” Angie couldn’t quiet keep the hopefulness out of her tone. She was still tingling from the orgasm he’d just released in her and already he was planning the next lesson. “I’m starting to like your training methods.”
“Glad to hear it.” He pulled her up so they both lay on their sides, her breasts pressed against his naked chest. “As soon as you’re ready, I’ll pass you a basic skill. If you can demonstrate that skill, I’ll pass you another and so on.”
“What sorts of skills?”
“Concentration and control to begin with. Skill sets are built one skill upon the next, so there’s no point in moving on until you’re proficient at the basics.”
“That makes sense.” He held her loosely, his hand caressing her side and hip, the touch intimate without being arousing.
“Are you ready to try a transfer?”
She nodded. It felt odd to have shared so many intimacies with someone who wasn’t her lover. She was naked, her sex still slick and swollen, yet Blayne insisted this was training not a romantic romp.
He rolled to his back, taking her with him. She drew up her knees and straddled his hips, desperately wishing his jeans didn’t separate their bodies. Despite her recent release, she still felt empty and restless.
“Close your eyes and pretend I’m inside you.”
She obliged him, but grumbled, “I’d rather you take off those jeans so I don’t have to pretend.”
“Maybe later.” His voice sounded gruff and thick.
Her eyes flew open and her breath hitched. “Don’t say that unless you mean it. Women hate being teased just as much as men.”
“I don’t know how much longer I can fight this.” He cupped both her breasts, his thumbs rubbing her nipples. “But we need to accomplish as much as possible before we surrender.”
Pressing into the warmth of his palms, she undulated her hips. Her sensitive sex rubbed against the unmistakable ridge of his erection. He groaned and arched, increasing the pressure and friction. When a simple back-and-forth rocking only frustrated her, she rotated her hips. The circular motion maximized the contact of her clit and his shaft, but it was still not enough. She wanted him inside her, stretching her inner muscles and sliding against her clit.
He caught each nipple between his thumb and forefinger, pulling and squeezing as her motion sped. How could she be this close to release already when she’d barely cooled down from before? Tension gathered between her thighs and her clit tingled. She reached back and braced herself against his thighs, allowing her hips to create a smoother circle over his straining cock.
She closed her eyes and imagined the hard thickness inside her rather than trapped behind a wall of denim. His fingers remained firm on her nipples and the motion of her hips created a delicious tug. She swayed, increasing the pull of her flesh against his fingers. Sensations zinged from her nipples to her clit and she dropped her head back, enjoying the sensual swishing of her hair.
“Come for me.” The pressure of his fingers increased until her body obeyed. Pleasure spiraled along her inner walls, clinching and releasing in rhythmic pulses. She gasped and shuddered, amazed by the intensity of each spasm.
She was still reeling from the sensations when his presence blazed into her mind, searing yet focused. She cried out and shook, trapped between pleasure and pain. Heat spread through her mind, branching out like streams of molten lava. She could see it, smell it, as well as feel it wending its way through her consciousness. The image was detailed, the sensations distinct, yet she was powerless to control any of it.
Accept the images. Tell me what they mean.
Focusing inward, she studied the visualization. Suddenly the image expanded and she stood on the riverbank. Thick grass tickled her bare feet and her gauzy dress billowed in the warm breeze.
“Very good.” Blayne appeared beside her, naked except for his jeans.
“The river is time.” She wasn’t sure how she knew, but she was certain of the fact. “That side flows into the past.” She pointed to her left. “And that side flows into the future.” She indicated the opposite direction.
“What else do you see or sense?”
The past appeared polluted and she could barely detect a current. “The past looks like toxic waste.”
He smiled. “And the future? What do you notice about that side?”
“It’s blocked; hardly any water is getting through.”
“Very good.” He turned toward her and brushed his fingers down the side of her face. “Release the image. That’s enough for now.”
The visualization faded and she was astride his hips again. His hands rested on her hips, but her nipples were still tender. “Drakkin hasn’t released the temporal element of my gift yet, so why can I sense it so strongly?”
He scooted back, sitting up against the headboard. She tried to crawl off his lap, but his hands tightened on her hips. Their faces were much closer now, her eyes nearly on a level with his. “Ordinary farseers connect with another person’s mind. It allows them to view events from someone else’s perspective. The gift is closely related to telepathy.”
“My gift isn’t ‘ordinary’?”
“Far from it. Temporal farseers are more closely related to prophets. Once you’re able to manipulate time strands, you will be able to view events that took place in the past and anticipate events that could take place in the future.”
“My gift is more accurate with past events?” She placed her hands on his shoulders and shifted more of her weight to his thighs.
“That’s not a limitation of your gift. It’s a fact of our reality. Past events can’t be changed. They’ve already happened. Besides you don’t actually go into the past. You’re only viewing a visual record of what took place. Future events, on the other hand, often change according to what takes place in the present.”
“So when I look into the future, I’ll only see one possible outcome of present events?”
“Exactly.”
She rubbed her eyes and swayed toward him, suddenly incredibly weak.
“You need to rest, maybe sleep for an hour or two.”
“But we’re just getting to the good stuff. I want to see what I can do.”
He wrapped his arms around her and twisted to the side, laying her back across the bed. “Rest. If we push too hard, you’ll end up sick and that won’t benefit anyone.” He scooted off the side of the bed, leaving her alone on the mattress.
She sat up and pulled down the covers then slipped beneath with a dreamy smile. “After my nap, can we pick up where we left off?”
He just returned her smile and said, “Go to sleep.” Then he turned off the light and walked into the outer room.
Too fatigued to argue, she fluffed one of the pillows and curled up on her side. The past two days had felt like she stumbled into someone else’s life. Spending the night in a police station should have been shocking, but it paled in comparison to the events that followed. How was she supposed to make logical decisions when nothing around her was logical? She’d always been good at going with the flow. Her life was frequently less than stable. Still, alien worlds and temporal farseeing were a little much for her to process.
And then there was Blayne. Gorgeous, unflappable Blayne. He stirred feelings in her she hadn’t imagined feeling, elemental longings that she’d heard described but had never experienced before. He was shrewdly intelligent and unbelievably powerful and yet he seemed to take it all in stride. He manipulated magic with casual assurance that both soothed and intimidated. He’d been born into a world where magic was common and he’d received years of formal training. Of course he was better at this than she was; things would be really screwed up if he weren’t.
She sighed and rolled to her stomach. Her body ached in places she didn’t want to think about. She was exhausted, but her brain continued to spin, reliving everything that had happened without providing any helpful conclusions. She was out of her element, completely at the mercy of people she didn’t know.
You know Blayne, her inner voice argued. You’ve sensed his emotions and interacted with his true self. It was hard to argue with that. Their empathic connection gave her a unique perspective. And you know Aria. Stop being melodramatic.
The criticism made her smile as fatigue won out and she finally drifted off to sleep.
* * * * *
A shrill scream snapped Blayne out of his meditative trance. For one helpless moment he was disoriented, unsure if it had been hours or minutes since his trance began. A second cry, softer yet more hopeless than the first, catapulted him into action. He flew across the sitting room and rushed into Angie’s bedroom. She tossed upon the mattress, covers tangled around her legs.
Do you need assistance? Drakkin asked.
No, sir. It’s just a nightmare.
All right. I’m here if you change your mind.
Blayne sat on the bed and lightly touched Angie’s shoulder. She continued to toss, oblivious to his presence. “Angie. You need to wake up now.”
She jerked away from his hand, a plaintive cry escaping from deep inside her.
Concern tightened his chest so he crawled onto the bed and grasped her shoulders with both hands. “Angie.” His tone was sharper, more insistent. “Open your eyes, love. You’re safe.”
She arched away from him, lashing out blindly with one hand.
Unwilling to let her torment continue, he pushed into her mind. Terror blasted through his being, momentarily robbing him of breath. He forced himself to move, to find her and guide her out. His reality was shaped by her perception, bending and twisting like warped mirrors. He flowed deeper into her mind and used the transfer conduit to penetrate her mental shields.
He came to the river, shocked by the changes he found there. The future stream was dry as if all of her energy had been sucked back into the past. Terrified of the implication, he dove into the seething water, repulsed by the stench and oily feel, yet determined to find her.
The current strengthened, sweeping him along. Another cry, louder this time, assured him he was headed in the right direction. He raised his head and looked around, inwardly cringing at his surroundings. The images were torn and distorted, yet menace emanated from every shape, every shadow.
He spotted her on the riverbank and struggled free of the murky water. The stench of fear and degradation clung to his skin. She writhed in the grass, naked and trembling. Her torso twisted and her back arched, yet her limbs remained unmoved. Was someone holding her down?
Sitting beside her, he tried to pull her into his lap. Her body wouldn’t budge. Her screams became guttural moans that sent dread twisting through his being.
“Angie, this isn’t real. Let go of the memory.” He stroked her hair back from her face, keeping his touch light and gentle. “You’re safe now. No one will harm you as long as I’m here.”
She stilled, lying spread-eagled in the grass. Her skin was pale and clammy, her lips gradually turning blue.
Not knowing what else to do, he sent a pulse of energy into her mind. “You’re dreaming, love. You need to wake up.”
Her lashes fluttered and she whimpered, tears escaping from beneath her lashes. “Don’t…” She turned away from him, pulling her knees up toward her chest. “Go away.”
“Wake up. If you still want me gone, I’ll leave.” It was a lie. He had no intention of leaving her side. But he could disperse his physical body and make her think he’d kept his word.
Her image wavered then disappeared. He quickly followed her out.
She was lying as she’d been in the visualization, curled up on her side with her back to him.
He carefully touched her shoulder than ran his hand down her arm. “Are you all right?”
“You have no right to spy on me. That wasn’t okay.”
“I only entered your mind when I couldn’t rouse you. How often do you have these nightmares?”
“I don’t want to talk about it.”
Blayne sighed. Drakkin had warned him that he would need to push her if they ever hoped to heal her past. It wasn’t his nature to intentionally cause pain—unless the person deserved the discomfort. Angie definitely didn’t deserve more pain.
Ignoring her struggles, he pulled her into his lap and cradled her against his chest. She buried her face in the crook of his neck and wrapped her arms around him. All right. They’d compromise. She could avoid his gaze, but she wasn’t going to avoid the cause of her fear.
“Burying the pain has caused the wound to fester. Do you understand what the river was showing you?”
“I’m not stupid,” she snapped. “My imagination isn’t subtle.”
Her gift had delivered the cautionary images, not her imagination. However, the detail wasn’t important enough to correct. “Have you ever told anyone what happened?”
“No.”
The fact that she’d answered at all gave him hope. “Not even Tori?”
“No.”
They all suspected the abuse had been sexual. Such an attack explained many of her personality traits. There was no way to ease into something so horrible, so he just asked, “Were you raped?” Her entire body tensed and he had his answer. Fury surged through him, but tenderness drove it back. He couldn’t allow his reaction to her past to hinder her recovery. He had to stay calm and focus entirely on her. “Did you know your attacker?”
“I’m not going to talk about this.” She pushed away from his chest and tried to squirm off his lap.
He grasped her arms, but kept her upright, not wanting to mimic the helpless position he’d found her in beside the river. “You’ll never move beyond the pain until you acknowledge what happened.”
“The past can’t be changed.” She glared into his eyes. “You said so yourself.”
He ignored the argument. “When did it happen?”
Emotion swelled inside her, spilling across their empathic link. Her chin quivered and tears gathered behind her thick lashes. “I went a little crazy after Mom died. One night I went looking for trouble and found it. There! Are you happy? I got what I deserved. No harm, no foul.” She wrested her arms out of his grasp and scrambled off the bed.
He wasn’t sure if he should follow her and his indecision gave her time to lock herself in the bathroom.
Though muffled, he easily made out the sound of her sobs. “Damn it.” He crawled off the bed and crossed to the bathroom. The door was locked, so he teleported inside.
She’d lodged herself into the corner between the stool and bathtub. Her legs were drawn up to her chest, her arms folded on top of her knees. Her forehead rested on her folded arms and harsh sobs shook her entire body.
Never feeling more helpless in his life, he knelt in front of her and stroked her hair. “It was not your fault.”
“It was.” She didn’t raise her head and her voice was barely intelligible. “I encouraged them. They only took what I offered.”
Them. They. The words echoed through his mind as anguish tore through his soul.
Unable to leave her alone in her misery, he pulled her forward then swept her into his arms. Rather than return to the bed, he carried her into the common room and sat in one of the armchairs. He didn’t speak, didn’t try to find words able to soothe her. He just held her, supporting her as she cried.
She clung to him, trembling violently as her tears wet his chest. “I was flirting,” she whispered against his skin. “I always flirt.”
He didn’t rush her. She needed to find the words, to fight her way back from the dark. He stoked her hair and held her close, making sure she understood she wasn’t alone.
“It was a contest,” she went on. “They kept arguing about who I’d sleep with and I was enjoying the attention.”
He focused on his breathing, afraid she’d sense the rage building inside him. Each word she uttered revealed her shame, which only made him angrier.
“We kept drinking and one said I didn’t have to decide; they’d just take turns. Then it wasn’t who’d get me, it was who’d get me first.” An especially harsh sob shook her shoulders and she was silent for a long time.
It’ll be all right. The useless phrase formed within his mind, but he couldn’t force the words past his lips. It sounded hollow and insincere. She deserved better, but he didn’t know what else to say.
“It turned ugly so fast. I tried to convince myself it wasn’t real. But that didn’t keep me from feeling every touch, every…” Her voice broke and she was sobbing too hard to go on.
The details didn’t matter, but her shame did. He rocked her until her sobs slowed and then gently raised her head. “It was not your fault. Flirting with someone does not give them the right to take what they want from you.”
“But I—”
“No buts. You might have been unwise, even reckless, but you did not deserve what happened to you.”
Her lips trembled and tears trailed down her cheeks, but she didn’t argue.
“Tori said you were missing for a week. Were you with them all that time?”
“No.” She shuddered, clearly repulsed by the idea. “I wasn’t going to go home, but I had nowhere else to go.”
That surprised him. She seemed close to her sister now. They’d both been grieving their mother. Why wouldn’t she have wanted to go home?
Apparently the question showed in his expression, because she replied, “I didn’t want anyone to see me like that. I tried to clean up, but…the more I fought the more violent they became. I couldn’t wash away the bruises.”
Not wanting her to misinterpret the fury burning in his gaze, he averted his face and pulled her back against his chest. “Did you know them?” What he really wanted to ask was if she knew where to find them. Such cowardly abuse demanded retaliation.
She shook her head. “They were just some guys at a party.”
“They were monsters who abused a helpless female. They are beneath contempt.” The only way to explore the event meant exposing her to the memories. The possibility of revenge wasn’t worth dragging her back into hell. He’d either find another way of identifying the animals or he’d reluctantly let it go and focus on her recovery.
She pushed back far enough to look into his eyes. “This is part of the reason I never told anyone.” A wary sadness crept into her gaze.
“What do you mean?”
“I didn’t want it to ruin anyone else’s life. If I’d told Tori, she would have spent the next ten years hunting them down.”
He concurred with the strategy. “Don’t you want them held accountable for what they did?”
“It was as much my fault as—”
“No it wasn’t!” He hadn’t meant to snap at her. His emotions were just too raw. “You were a traumatized child looking for comfort and they abused you in the worst way imaginable.”
“I wasn’t a child. I went to that party knowing I’d hook up with someone. Things just got out of control.”
He didn’t want to take out his frustration on her, but she wasn’t making it easy to remain calm. “How old were you?”
She looked away and shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I was on my own a lot, so I grew up fast.”
“I’ll ask Tori.”
“I was fifteen. All right? Can we drop the subject now?”
It was worse than he’d thought. He clenched his hands to keep from shaking her. How could she hold herself responsible for any of it? She was so damn young. Rather than repeat his objections, he stood, lifting her against his chest as he went.
He returned to the bedroom and placed her on the bed then crawled in beside her. Much to his relief, she snuggled up against his side and rested her head on his shoulder.
“Promise me you’ll leave this alone.” She pushed up with her elbow when he didn’t reply. “I will not be defined by this. It happened and it’s over. End of story.”
He wouldn’t give her a promise he had no intention of keeping, so he evaded the issue. “You’re all I care about. I’ll do whatever’s best for you.”
Her brows drew together as she stared into his eyes. “That wasn’t a promise.”
“My promises are sacred. I don’t give them lightly. I will investigate those bastards. Honor demands it. But I will not allow the issue to consume me or to distract me from helping you. You are, and will always be, my first concern.”
The compromise seemed to satisfy her. She relaxed and returned to her earlier position.
Knowing she couldn’t see his face, Blayne indulged in a fierce scowl. Ontarians had no tolerance for the mistreatment of females. One way or another, regardless of how long it took, Angie’s abusers would pay for what they’d done to her.
 



Chapter Six
 
Angie woke up alone the following morning. Blayne’s scent lingered in the air, so he couldn’t have been gone long. She quickly showered and slipped into one of the dresses Aria had given her. The style was simple, the gauzy skirt falling in soft pleats from a wide waistband. It was nothing she ever would have chosen for herself, but she was grateful for the clean outfit. Aria had provided slip-on shoes as well, but they were too small, which left Angie no choice but to wear her low-heeled motorcycle boots with the dress. The rebellious quirk made her feel more herself as she left the suite and headed downstairs.
She enjoyed a leisurely breakfast with Aria, the conversation light and amusing. The servants had just cleared the table when Blayne walked into the dining room.
“We should probably return to training, if you’ve finished your meal.” He sounded stiff and professional.
Aria shot her a curious look, apparently noticing his formality.
Angie pushed back from the table and stood. “I’m done.” She smiled at Aria. “I’ll see you later.”
Rather than return to their suite, Blayne took her outside. The backyard was massive, edged by mature trees on two sides and a manicured flower garden on the other. The late-morning sun was warm, but the breeze was cool and she rubbed her hands over her bare arms.
“Do you need a sweater?”
“Maybe. Let’s get started and if I’m still cold, I’ll let you know.”
“All right.” His gaze subtly ran the length of her body and then his lips curved. “Nice boots.”
“Why thank you, kind sir.” She flashed her best flirtatious smile, but he remained solidly lodged inside his stoic teacher role.
She’d hoped Aria was the cause of Blayne’s distance. Unfortunately, it continued throughout the day. He was polite and patient, yet the intimacy they’d built the previous day had vanished. Angie was disappointed, but she wasn’t surprised. She didn’t need their psychic connection to understand his emotional withdrawal. He knew her secret now. She was damaged, ruined—broken. No man would ever want her for more than an anonymous night of sexual release. Apparently, Blayne didn’t even want her for that anymore.
She mastered each skill he transferred to her within a few hours. He taught her how to use visualization as a launch mechanism for her farseeing. She linked with Drakkin and Aria, then random people in the nearby city. Only Drakkin reacted to her intrusion and she suspected she only completed the connection because he lowered his shields. Everyone else was oblivious to the voyeur who had hijacked their senses.
Blayne seemed pleased by her progress. Still his encouragement didn’t ease the ache in her heart. They’d been on the verge of something meaningful and with every moment she felt it slipping away.
Once the sun set, they moved back into the house. After a semi-awkward dinner with Drakkin and Aria, Blayne took Angie back to their suite. He remained focused on her training, so she tried to do the same. Learning to control her abilities was why she’d come to Bilarri, not to begin a turbulent romance. It was better that the spark had extinguished before it caught fire.
“Can Drakkin arrange for me to speak with Tori?” she asked as Blayne prepared for the next exercise. They were in the common room, alone for the first time that day.
“He can, but I think you’re ready to make contact yourself.”
“Really? I thought my gift only allowed me to see through other people. The gift is passive. How will she know I’m there?”
“This will require you to combine your abilities, which is the next step in your training. You farsee into her mind and then establish a telepathic link. That sort of contact is easiest to accomplish with family members or those you have a strong emotional connection with already.”
“She’s on another planet. How do I even begin?”
He ambled toward her and took one of her hands between his. It was the first time he’d touched her since the night before and her pulse leapt at the simple contact. Her mind might have accepted his withdrawal, but her body disagreed. “You’re much stronger than you realize. Contacting your sister won’t tax you at all.”
She started to speak and then stopped. He’d made his position obvious all day. He was her mentor and nothing else. Why would she want to make herself vulnerable again?
“What’s the matter?”
“We’re going to pretend last night didn’t happen?” She looked away as the question ended, unable to hold his gaze.
He cupped her chin and tilted her head until she looked at him again. “I wanted to give you time to process the emotions. I don’t want you to feel pressured by the intensity of my feelings for you.”
“What feelings?” A nervous laugh escaped despite her determination to remain indifferent. “You’ve been cold as ice all day.”
In a flash she was in his arms and his mouth was moving hungrily over hers. I knew if I got you alone, we wouldn’t accomplish anything. His desire blazed into her mind, ravenous and demanding. Does this feel like I’ve lost interest?
She tore her mouth away with a pleased smile. “All right. I stand corrected. You were just trying to slow things down.”
His gaze still smoldered and one arm kept her anchored against him. “Nothing in your past could change the way I feel about you. It breaks my heart to think of all you’ve suffered, but you are blameless. And I’m going to keep reminding you until you believe it.” His second kiss was slow and gentle, filled with affection and tenderness. “Now, do you want to talk with Tori before or after?”
She grinned, thrilled by the sensual threat in his tone. “Before. If you kiss me again, I’ll forget I have a sister.”
“Then picture Tori with as much detail as you can. Let the image form in your mind then throw it into space with as much force as you can muster.”
After a day of projection, she understood what he meant. She closed her eyes and pictured Tori’s auburn hair, the faint lines around her eyes and the gentleness of her smile. Angie knew her actions irritated Tori more often than not, but they loved each other deeply. Would their emotional connection really allow her to contact Tori on another planet? It still seemed impossible.
She combated her uncertainty with all she’d accomplished today and Blayne’s confidence that she could do this. Once the image was specific and concise, she flung it outward with a surge of energy. Then she followed the pulse, letting the image guide her.
As Blayne predicted, distance was no barrier to her gift. Angie easily located her sister and eased into her mind. Tori looked around a small eating area. Was she in some sort of RV? Tori blinked and shook her head as if she sensed something was wrong, but couldn’t pinpoint the disruption.
It’s me, Tori. I’m just playing with my new toys.
Happiness and welcome wrapped around her as Tori reinforced the connection. Things are going well, I take it? I’m so sorry about all of this.
Technically, I dragged you into it, not the other way around. Where are you? Everything looks sort of strange. Suspicion pulsed across their link and she chuckled. Never mind. I don’t want to ignite your paranoia.
Telepathic connections can be tapped just like wireless signals. Angie could easily picture Tori’s grim expression. Until we’ve mastered shielding,
we need to be careful.
Got it. No specific information.
After a pause, Tori asked, Are you playing nicely with the other children?
It was a familiar question, one that made Angie smile. Playing well with others was definitely not her strong suit. Our host is sort of intense, but I really like my teacher.
I thought you might. He’s easygoing enough not to be rattled by your temper yet feisty enough not to let you push him around.
The description was amazingly accurate. Blayne was the right balance of patience and steel to complement her volatility. We’re getting along really well. Their relationship was still developing, so she smoothly changed the subject. I ran into one of our friends. Shocked the hell out of me.
Who?
She played Juliet in Star-Crossed. Did you know she’s married to our host?
Seriously? Tori paused, clearly shocked by the revelation. That’s going to require a full explanation as soon as you return. Do you know when that will be by the way?
My teacher hasn’t said. How are things going there?
No breakthroughs to speak of, but lots of clues. My lover sent—
I know you’re more than lovers. You can’t bullshit a bullshitter.
A surge of complex emotions threaded through Tori’s next thought. I know it was really sudden, but I’ve never been more certain about anything in my life.
I get that and I’m anxious to know him better. He must be something pretty special if he swept you off your feet.
He’s amazing.
Angie sighed, hoping Tori couldn’t sense her anxiety. Blayne was pretty amazing too. She had never felt so comfortable with or connected to any other man. Still, her entire life was in upheaval. It was insane to even consider a serious relationship. Mind-blowing sex? Absolutely. But any form of commitment would have to wait until her life made sense again. I should probably go. My teacher is getting restless.
Well, I’m really glad you…stopped by. I’ve been worried about you. Another pulse of affection accompanied the claim.
Angie smiled. She’d needed this even more than she’d realized. I’ll see you soon. Be good.
She pinched off the connection and her consciousness was unceremoniously sucked back into her body. She gasped and shook her head. “I’ll never get used to that.”
Blayne smiled down at her, his gaze warm and caressing. “With a little more practice, you can slow it down.”
Heat cascaded through her body, igniting each erogenous zone along the way. Anticipation had been tightening inside her ever since Blayne first kissed her back on Earth. If they didn’t do this soon, she’d spontaneously combust. “And if I don’t want to slow it down?”
“Then unzip that dress.”
She started to obey then changed her mind. “If you want it, come and get it.” She wiggled out of his light hold and darted across the room.
Rather than chasing her, he flashed in front of her, a predatory smile parting his lips. He bent and lifted her, facedown over his shoulder. She laughed and kicked, knowing he could easily hold her. His hand slipped under her skirt and encountered her bare behind.
His steps faltered and his voice sounded choked. “Have you been bare-assed all day?”
She laughed again. “Things get complicated when you borrow cloths. Unlike you, I can’t conjure them out of thin air.”
He squeezed one cheek and then the other, his long fingers boldly exploring between as he rushed into the bedroom. “It’s a damn good thing I didn’t know or your training would have been rudely interrupted.”
Sliding her along his body, he set her down beside the bed. “Do you intend to do rude things to me?” For some reason the idea made her shiver.
“Absolutely. My ideas are rude, maybe even obscene, definitely decadent.”
“Well, I have a few ideas of my own.” She grabbed a handful of his T-shirt and tugged. “First and foremost, I want you naked.” He caught her wrist and moved her hand away from his chest. Her pang of disappointment didn’t have time to spread. With a wave of his other hand, he dissolved his clothing and stood before her naked.
She stepped back, fully intending to enjoy the sight from every angle. The lean symmetry of his torso was echoed in narrow hips and muscular thighs. The bed prevented her from circling him, so she motioned for him to turn around.
His gaze narrowed as he warned, “I’m going to return the favor, so keep that in mind.”
“You had me naked for hours yesterday.”
“I haven’t forgotten; I assure you.” He turned in a slow circle.
She pressed her hand over her pounding heart. He was magnificent. The breadth of his shoulders was even more apparent from the back. Ropy muscles gave way to a narrow waist and incredibly tight behind. Unable to resist the urge to return his rude caress, she reached over and squeezed one of his ass cheeks and then the other. He chuckled and completed the circle and faced her again.
Dragging her gaze back to his face, she smiled before continuing her visual inventory. “You should never wear clothes.” His chest was chiseled, abs utterly ripped. As her gaze descended, he tried to pull her back into his arms. She planted her hand in the middle of his chest and took her time. His cock was long and thick, arching away from his body. She’d never paid much attention to a man’s balls, had always found other parts of his anatomy far more interesting, but everything about Blayne appealed to her, made her eager to explore. He’d watched her come more than once. Now she intended to return the favor. “Sit or stand. It’s the only choice I’ll give you.”
His brows arched and rebellion ignited in his eyes. “Do you really want to start a battle of wills?”
She wrapped her fingers around his shaft, stroking him from base to tip. “Call it what you like. It’s my turn to play.” Then more softly, “I need this.”
After a tense pause, he said, “Get naked first.” Then he sat on the side of the bed and spread his legs, an obvious invitation.
She tugged off her boots and tucked the socks inside them, then slowly unzipped the dress. It was her only garment, so undressing didn’t take long. She lowered the straps, revealing her breasts as the front panel bunched at her waist. After giving him a moment to stare, she turned around and let the dress fall. Then she stepped to one side, her back still to him, and bent from the waist to pick up the dress. His low groan assured her that he enjoyed her display, so she took her time folding the dress and setting it on a chair.
“Get over here.” The command sounded hoarse and needful. Apparently, she’d exhausted his patience.
Enjoying her power over him, she sauntered back to the bed and sank to her knees between his legs. Before she could begin, he pulled her up for a long, deep kiss. As their mouths fused and their tongues tangled, their mental connection buzzed to life. She felt the urgency of his desire and his relief that she had finally agreed to join with him. His need for her was deep and textured, far more than physical hunger. Fear rushed to the surface before she could stifle the reaction.
He released her mouth and looked deep into her eyes. “I will never hurt you or expect more than you’re ready to give. If you need more time—”
She silenced him with her mouth. I’m not afraid of you. I’ve just lived with fear for so long I can’t always control it. It was unnerving to know she was as transparent to him as he was to her. There was no artifice, no pretending. She didn’t have to analyze his expressions or gauge the sincerity of his words. She could feel what he was feeling and hear what he was thinking, but in exchange she had to accept the same openness.
His hand stroked up and down her back as the kiss went on and on. He eased his other hand between their bodies and cupped one of her breasts.
Determined to maintain control of the situation for as long as possible, she kissed her way down his neck and onto one shoulder. She guided his hands to the bed, slightly back from his hips, surprised that he let her position him. He watched her silently, gaze gleaming with silent warning. He’d only allow this for so long. She better make the most of every moment.
His chest fascinated her, so she explored every dip and contour. Similarly sculpted, his abdomen was just as arousing. She knelt between his legs as her attention shifted lower. His cock bucked with the first brush of her fingertips. He was hot and incredibly hard. She wrapped one hand around the thickness and stroked as she bent and touched the tip with her tongue.
He groaned. “Payback will be hell.”
Understanding his warning, she closed her lips around the flared head of his cock. He felt wide and imposing within the circle of her lips, so she continued to lazily pump him. She took him as deeply into her mouth as she could manage and there was still plenty of room for her hand. The realization contracted her inner muscles and lust spiraled through her core. There. She wanted him deep inside her, filling her again and again.
“Sorry, angel. I can’t wait.” He scooped her up and turned, placing her in the middle of the bed. “We’ll tease each other into oblivion next time. I need inside you now.”
Next time. He hadn’t even entered her yet and already they were planning a next time.
She opened her legs, making room for him between her thighs. He knelt and positioned himself at her entrance then he paused and looked into her eyes. “This will never be just sex for me. You need to understand that.”
Rather than reassure him with words, she opened her mind and showed him how badly she wanted him. She couldn’t define her emotions, had never experienced anything like them before. Still, she wanted this desperately, ached for a completeness she suspected he could give her.
His lips covered hers and he slowly pushed his cock inside her. She held perfectly still, savoring the blissful stretch as he filled more and more of her. She drew her legs up along his sides and tilted her hips, wanting more, wanting all he had to give.
When his pelvis met hers, he lifted his head. His cheeks were flushed and his eyes had become swirling pools of silver blue. She gasped, shocked yet unafraid. Now he really looked like an alien.
“Why… Are you okay?” She touched his temple, mesmerized by the shimmering beauty of his gaze.
“I can’t control it right now,” he whispered. “You feel too damn good.”
“Is this how they look naturally?”
“The rotation isn’t usually so noticeable.” He groaned and his cock bucked deep inside her. “I really need to move.”
She lowered her arm and undulated her hips, creating a hint of motion. “So move.”
Bracing his weight on one hand, he grasped her waist and drew back his hips. His first real thrust launched sensation all through her abdomen. By the time he settled into a smooth rhythm, she was gasping and arching into each firm stroke. The forceful slide had never been so apparent before, but even more staggering were the emotions flowing between them. He shared every sensation and feeling without hesitation or reserve. She responded just as freely, fueling his pleasure with hers.
They moved together, bodies perfectly aligned. His hips caressed her inner thighs as his cock pushed deeper and deeper. She clasped his back, nails digging into his flesh. His movements sped and the intensity was nearly overwhelming. Sensations sparked through her, a hint of greater pleasures soon to follow.
“Now.” He growled and nipped the side of her neck.
As if it was ever that easy. It always took her forever to come. More often than not she’d climax during foreplay then hope her partner didn’t take too long.
Much to her surprise, her body obeyed. She came in rhythmic pulses, accenting the thickness still embedded in her flesh. Her thoughts scattered and waves of pleasure washed over her trembling body.
“How did you…” He’d commanded her response as if by—magic? Tingles continued to zing through her, creating a sense of euphoria. She no longer cared if he’d used some sort of spell. Nothing had ever felt so amazing.
Her head was still spinning when he separated their bodies and flipped her over. He drew up her hips and waited for her to fold her legs beneath her before he thrust back into her slick passage. “Yes!” He clasped her hips and resumed his steady thrusting.
She missed being able to see his face, but the position had other advantages. Each drive filled her more deeply and rubbed across a place inside her that electrified her senses. She’d heard stories about the G-spot, but Blayne was her first lover to actually find it.
Tossing her head, she sent her hair flying. She felt wild and desirable, free to express her pleasure. She tightened her inner muscles and he gasped, so she did it again.
“Keep that up and this will be over before it’s begun.”
She laughed. She’d already had one orgasm and was nearly there again. If they weren’t long past the beginning, she was in serious trouble.
He pulled her up, pressing her back to his front. He was still inside her, but made no move to reestablish his rhythm. He cupped her breasts and teased her nipples then ran both hands down her sides. “Your body is amazing. I’ll never tire of touching you.” One of his arms banded her waist while his other hand explored her sex. She was stretched tight around his shaft and his gentle touches only accented how completely he filled her. “Give me your mouth.”
She turned her head and angled her torso so their lips could meet. The position was awkward, but she didn’t care. Their mouths met and meshed, tongues sliding and curling around each other. He anchored her hips against him with one arm as his other hand rebuilt her arousal. His long middle finger settled over her clit, caressing her in gentle circles. Tension gathered beneath his fingertip increasing with each careful rotation.
Uncertainty rippled through the pleasure. He was doing it again, controlling her body as if he were a puppet master and she a helpless marionette. She tore her mouth away from his, panting harshly. “How are you…”
“It’s not magic, love. It’s our link. I can sense your emotions and feel what you feel. I know when something gives you pleasure and when it doesn’t. No mind tricks or compulsions.”
Needing to see his face, she wiggled away and turned around. They were both still kneeling and she felt less vulnerable. “I sense your emotions too, but I don’t feel what you feel.” Actually, she had for just a moment the day before, but the phenomenon hadn’t happened again.
“Your mind is still guarded. You’ll sense me more clearly as you learn to trust me.”
She started to protest that she did trust him, but there was no point lying to herself. She wanted to trust him, was trying to trust him, but she wasn’t there yet.
He cupped the side of her face and titled her chin with his thumb. “You’ve made incredible progress. I’m amazed at how open you are. Take your time. There’s no reason to rush this. We have the rest of our lives to—” He lowered his arm. “Sorry. I only meant that you have as much time as you need.”
She smiled and echoed his touch, pressing her hand to the side of his face. “I can’t promise you forever. My life doesn’t seem to work that way. But I understand that this is special. I don’t want to screw it up.”
Turning his head, he kissed the center of her palm then smiled into her eyes. “I can work with that.” He scooted to the edge of the bed and sat then lowered his feet to the floor. “Come here.” He held out his hand and craned his neck so he could see her.
It was obvious what he had in mind. She crawled onto his lap, straddling his thighs. Was he trying to keep things interesting or was he avoiding the missionary position? Her memories often flared when she was flat on her back, so it was probably a wise precaution.
He bent to her breasts before she could rejoin their bodies. She was about to object when his lips latched on and sent pleasure lancing between her thighs. She moaned and dropped her head back, arching into the kiss. Then his hand was between her thighs and he was rubbing her sex with something hot and blunt and—his cock, he was caressing her folds with the tip of his cock, teasing her clit in the process.
“In me,” she pleaded. “I need you back inside me.”
“Like this?” He parted her folds and positioned himself at her entrance.
Rather than play his game, she grabbed his shoulders and lowered her body onto his. The angle was perfect and her descent was fast and deep. They both groaned as her inner muscles gripped his thickness. “Like that,” she countered with a triumphant grin.
“Are you always so impatient?” He grasped her hips with both hands, keeping her from moving.
“Impatient?” She laughed. “We started this back on Earth. I think two days of foreplay is enough for anyone.”
“Good point.” He moved his hands to the bed behind him and stared into her eyes. “Ride me.”
More than happy to obey that particular command, she raised and lowered her hips, experimenting with motion and angle until she found the perfect combination to drive them both crazy. Her breasts jostled and she braced herself against his chest, her back slightly arched. She was in control, using his amazing body to pleasure her own. The realization was heady and liberating. He wanted her enough to release control to her, at least temporarily.
She took him deep again and again, each penetration sending a fresh rush of sensation through her entire body. This still felt wrong, as if something vital was missing. She didn’t want to take from him, she wanted to share this with him. “Move with me.”
His hands moved to her hips, shifting the angle of his cock inside her. She gasped and wrapped her arms around his neck, enjoying the rasp of her nipples against his chest. He moved against and into her, combining the upward thrust of his hips with the rolling motion of hers.
She wanted to savor their first time, to make it last as long as possible, but her body had other ideas. Her inner muscles fluttered and her womb clenched, signaling the onset of her next orgasm.
“Don’t fight it.” He panted against her cheek, his hips bucking frantically. “I can’t hold back any longer.”
She slammed down over him, taking his entire length deep into her body. Her pleasure burst with staggering force. She clung to him, her face buried in his damp hair as pleasure pulsed through her and into him.
He cried out sharply and followed her over, his cock jerking as his seed released. For just a moment, she felt his pleasure, understood how their link was supposed to function. They were meant to be one, sharing every sensation, every thought, every emotion equally.
All too soon her muscles relaxed and her mind reengaged. Her end of the link shrank, constricting the flow to a manageable trickle. She understood the difference now and she was saddened by her own cowardice.
He framed her face with his hands and kissed her mouth. “We’ll get there, love. I’m not in a hurry.”
She laughed, her mind twisting his meaning. “Any man who can keep me simmering for two days is definitely not in a hurry.”
“Are you complaining? Give me a minute to catch my breath and I’ll show you how impatient I can be.”
She wiggled closer and tightened herself around his burgeoning length. “Your minute starts right now.”
* * * * *
The next week passed in a flurry of activity. Each day was focused on helping Angie acquire as much control over her abilities as possible before they returned to Earth. Their nights were a dazzling combination of demanding passion and tenderness. They never spoke of love, but Angie could feel Blayne’s affection maturing into something deeper than physical attraction. She thought he was a wonderful teacher and an exceptional lover, but she wasn’t sure she’d ever want more. This was an affair, an enjoyable interlude. Still, she had no doubt it would eventually end. Her relationships always did.
Drakkin released the temporal element in Angie’s gift twelve days after she arrived on Bilarri. He joined them in the common room of their suite, which had become their primary training room. She’d had Blayne in her mind so often in the previous days that Drakkin’s presence wasn’t nearly as upsetting as it had been the first time. He was quick and professional, sweeping in with surgical precision and channeling energy into the area of her gift that was still latent.
“Why were my powers bound in the first place?” She rubbed her temples, hoping the lingering throb would abate.
“They weren’t actually bound,” Drakkin told her. “They were latent, present but inactive. Ontarian children start scanning their minds as soon as they’re old enough to understand the concept. If they sense a potential ability in themselves, they can often activate their own gift. If not, a parent or family friend will energize the gift as soon as they deem the child old enough, and responsible enough, to master the skill. On Earth the possibility that you might have this sort of ability never occurred to you so your gift remained dormant.”
“Thank you, sir.” Blayne moved closer to Angie as Drakkin prepared to leave.
“She’s made remarkable progress. Keep up the good work.”
Angie smiled. With typical Mystic arrogance, Drakkin had offered the compliment to Blayne rather than her. True, she hadn’t even realized she had magic powers until she met Blayne, but she’d worked her ass off to overcome her own disbelief and master each skill he’d introduced to her.
“He didn’t mean anything by it,” Blayne assured her after Drakkin left the common room.
She arched her brows, suddenly ready for a fight. “You better be responding to my annoyed expression. You know the rules. The only time you’re allowed in my mind—”
“Is when I’m inside you.” He finished the stipulation in a sexy whisper as he pulled her into his arms.
She slapped his hand away from her ass and wiggled out of reach. “None of that until today’s lesson has been completed to my satisfaction.”
“To your satisfaction?” He chuckled. “I’m the teacher. Shouldn’t I determine when the lesson is over?”
“All right. You can determine how long we go now, but I decide when I’m satisfied tonight.”
His brows shot up, mocking her earlier expression. “Have you been left wanting in my arms?”
“You know the answer to that. Do you need to hear it?”
“I’d rather…” Despite their playful banter, disappointment flickered in his gaze.
He’d rather have her trust him enough to accept the unrestricted link. Then she wouldn’t have to tell him how she felt; he’d experience it right along with her. She didn’t need to be psychic to understand what he’d been about to say. He could sense her emotions when she was lost in passion or extremely upset, but as soon as she calmed down, her side of their connection compressed again. And worst of all, she wasn’t doing it intentionally. She’d tried to expand the link, to give him deeper access to her mind. Nothing happened. He was convinced it was a subconscious protective mechanism and that it would release gradually as she learned to trust him. He’d been careful not to pressure her, but it was obvious he was ready for more than she was willing, perhaps able, to give.
Before she could find words to express her frustration, he switched back to mentor mode. “Manipulating the temporal stream is not significantly different than projecting your consciousness through space.”
The casual statement made her laugh. She couldn’t help it. She’d finally accepted that she was on a different planet and that aliens really did exist. She was even starting to get used to the idea of being more than human. But each time she found her footing he threw a new obstacle in her path. “Do you understand how absurd that sounds? Interplanetary voyeurism is surreal enough. Now you want me to screw with time?”
“Farseeing, even temporal farseeing, is a passive gift. You’re basically recon. That’s why most people don’t react when you enter their minds. Instinctively they know you can’t hurt them.”
“Then what good is my ability?” And why was she working so hard to perfect her control over it?
“Accurate information is vital to most situations. Military missions, scientific research, even personal choices all begin with data. Farseers are able to provide information when no one else can. Passive doesn’t mean unimportant.”
 She nodded. “I guess that makes sense.”
“So far you’ve used one person’s perspective to keep the connection anchored. I want to see if you can head hop, move from one person to another within the same scene.”
“All right.” It didn’t seem to matter how outlandish his suggestions sounded, somehow, he always found a way to help her succeed. “What do you want me to do?”
“The list is endless.” A sexy smile slowly curved his lips and she detected a subtle rotation in his eyes.
“You never explained the eye thing.”
“The eye thing?” He chuckled and stable concentric rings formed within his eyes again.
“Are you changing the appearance of your eyes now or did you lose control over them the other night?”
“Ontarian eyes have a subtle rotation. The color combinations form gentle swirls rather than specific rings. I, however, frequently work off world so I’m often required to change my physical appearance. Shapeshifting is not my primary ability, so I’ve tried to find a shape that blends well with numerous worlds.”
“Release your shift. I want to see your natural shape.”
“I’m not sure I can. I’ve maintained this appearance for so long—”
“Keep making that face and it will freeze like that?” She laughed. “My mother used to threaten me with that.”
“Well, if she suspected you could shapeshift, it might not have been an idle threat.”
Her eyes widened and her mouth went dry. “Am I a shapeshifter? Drakkin never said anything about other abilities.”
“I was trying to lighten your mood. If Drakkin had sensed any other abilities, he would have told you.”
She blew out a ragged sigh. “Good. I don’t think I’d like… Wait a minute. How’d we get so far off track? I want to see your real face.”
“It’s not that different from what you see now.”
“Then get it over with.” She accented the challenge by arching her brows.
He tilted his head and closed his eyes. For a moment he seemed to fade out of focus and then his true features formed. His cheekbones were sharper, his brow a bit wider and his eyes tilted up at the corners. He blinked then opened his eyes and she felt the magnetic pull of his Ontarian gaze. Slowly swirling pools of silver, blue and gray encompassed the entire surface of his eyes.
His dark hair flowed away from his face and disappeared behind his back. Curious, she leaned around him and gasped. “Is all this real?” She lifted one ankle-long strand and wrapped it around her hand, savoring the silky texture.
“As a shapeshifter matures sensitivity increases along with control. The last time I attempted to cut my hair it was excruciating.” As he spoke the strand she’d captured spiraled up her arm.
Tingles broke out in the wake of his unusual caress and she shivered. “Sensitivity and control.” The strand unwound then swished back behind him. She gasped again and looked into his eyes. He’d reverted to his humanoid appearance. She produced a playful pout. “I liked you better before. You looked like a dark elf.”
He laughed, unaffected by the criticism. “Have you seen many dark elves?”
“I see why your natural appearance would be a hindrance on Earth, but I think you’re…beautiful.”
“Not as beautiful as you.”
The warm sincerity in his tone held her captive for a moment. How could one man have so many facets? He was strong, sometimes ruthless, yet unbelievably gentle when she needed comfort or reassurance.
He rolled his shoulders then held out his hand. “Are you ready to work now or are you still too distracted?”
“My distractibility seems to lead to the bedroom.” She smiled. “You shouldn’t encourage me.”
His shoulders squared and his features fell into an imperious mask. “One of us has to remember that this isn’t a holiday. Head hopping is our current lesson. I need you to—”
“Can we at least get out of this room? I’m going stir-crazy.”
The mask slipped and he laughed. “You’re a horrible student.” He pulled her into his arms and buried his face in her hair. “Good thing you’re a wonderful ma— Companion.”
She didn’t miss the slip. Did he really think she was his life mate? She wrapped her arms around his lean middle and snuggled into the warmth of his chest.
“Outside or would you like to see more of the lodge?”
“Lodge?” She shook her head. “This is a royal residence. Doesn’t that make it a palace?”
“Drakkin’s children live in Hautell House, the primary royal residence. Drakkin moved here when he abdicated the throne. It was once a hunting lodge, but it’s been expanded greatly over the centuries.” He turned her toward the door and slipped his hand around hers. “Outside or in?”
She intertwined their fingers then followed him from the room. “Inside. It’s been threatening to rain all afternoon.”
“We’ll use the Fireside Room.”
He led her down the main staircase and toward the back of the house. The library was down this hall, but most of the doors were closed so she wasn’t sure which one concealed the familiar room. “Are we the only guests?”
“As of this morning we are. The other visitors departed.”
“Is our departure scheduled?”
He glanced at her and smiled. “Depends how quickly you pick this up. Are you in a hurry to go home?”
She shrugged. “My apartment is nothing special, but I miss Tori.”
“Have you contacted her again?”
“Briefly. Neither of us is confident in our shields, so we have to be careful what we say.”
He squeezed her hand. “I can shield the link for you unless you’re telling secrets about me of course.”
“We have no secrets from each other.” She smiled as her cheeks warmed. “You know more about me than she does.”
“Which is as it should be.”
They emerged into a sort of rustic atrium. The far wall was constructed of peeled logs and massive sheets of something transparent that were flexible enough to curve. The opposite wall contained the largest fireplace Tori had ever seen. Several clusters of furniture had been arranged in casual groupings. Blayne led her to the sofa and chairs set before the hearth.
She paused to soak in the picturesque view before turning her back to the windows. Jagged mountains rose into the turquoise sky, each unique yet similar. “It seems very secluded from this side. How do visitors who can’t teleport arrive?”
“There are two roads leading up from opposite valleys, but the lodge is much easier to reach from the air. If a large assembly needs Drakkin, he usually goes to them. Now, enough procrastination.” He patted the couch beside him so she sat. “You know how to insinuate your being into a person’s mind. Accessing a memory is basically the same. Obviously, your own memories will be the easiest for you to access, so we’ll start there. Pick an event that you wouldn’t mind revisiting.”
Without conscious thought the day they’d met popped into her mind.
He smiled, clearly pleased by her choice. “All right. Rerun the events from your perspective and then see if you can hop to mine.”
The skills she had already learned allowed her to accomplish the task within minutes. She ran the events forward and back as if she were watching a recording. Switching to Blayne’s mind took more concentration, but she managed on her first try.
Suddenly the time stream sucked her under like the raging current of a storm-swollen stream. She cried out and reached out blindly, but it was as if her body no longer existed. Darkness closed in around her, consuming everything in its path—sound, sensation, and rational thought.
I’m here, Angie. Don’t be afraid. You’re having a vision.
The assurance did little to alleviate her fear.  She wasn’t having a vision; the vision was having her! She flowed along in the inky current, powerless to slow the pull or set her course. She was helpless, useless, yet again.
Light flickered in the distance and hope flared within her heart. Anything was better than this endless blackness.
Images separated from the shadows, sounds echoed through the stillness, muted laughter and the ever-present thumping of a bass drum. She smelled cigarette smoke and something cloying and sweet. Then a scene unfurled in the distance and she went wild. Not this! She did not want to relive that night. Anything but this.
There’s a reason for every vision. These events cannot hurt you now.
Then leave! I don’t want you to see… A harsh sob shut down her voice as terror paralyzed her brain.
I will never leave you, but I’ll pull you out long before they hurt you again.
She wasn’t sure she believed him. No one had been there to save her back then. Why should it be any different now? But his assurance calmed her enough so she could think. If every vision had a purpose, she needed to figure out what this was trying to show her so she could get the hell out of here.
She floated into the party, but she was an onlooker rather than a participant. She easily spotted her younger self and shame threatened to choke her. With all that makeup and a low-cut top, she looked years older than fifteen. She laughed and provoked the three young men gathered around her chair. She didn’t want to see their faces, didn’t want to think about where this scene led.
If you let me see them, I can find out who they are.
Terrified he’d try and fail, yet just as tortured by the possibility that he’d succeed, she hesitated. She hadn’t known them, hadn’t known where to start even if she’d wanted to hunt them down. She’d been a helpless fifteen-year-old, still reeling from her mother’s death. Blayne was a Master Level mage with serious connections. So you identify them, then what? Have them arrested and take them to court? No way I’m putting myself through that.
You’re Ontarian and Ontarian laws are different than the laws on Earth. We have no tolerance for abusers of women.
Unadulterated hate blasted through her system, chilling her from the inside out. She turned around, but Blayne hadn’t materialized. His fury left her even more uncertain of what she wanted to do. If this is going to change you, I’d rather leave it in the past.
He calmed. She could feel warmth gradually erode his rage. I will not allow this to change me, but it cannot go unavenged. What they did was inexcusable.
A thought occurred to her and her hands closed into fists. Did you trigger this vision? Did you bring me here so I could—
No. Conviction and honesty rang through the word. I would never do that to you.
She took a deep breath and crossed the room, skirting her attackers until she stood next to her younger self. She blocked out their conversation, refusing to think about what would soon happen. Instead she let Blayne’s determination give her strength and she calmly looked at each man’s face. She soaked in every detail without allowing her emotions to respond. When she was sure she had an accurate image of each villain’s face, she sensed the cord binding her to the past and severed it once and for all.
 



Chapter Seven
 
“I don’t believe this!” Sevrin spun around and punched the dingy wall of the motel room. The impulse split the skin across her knuckles and dented the drywall, but she hadn’t even managed to create a hole. Oh to have the strength and speed of one of those cursed men!
“I’m sorry,” Dr. Porffer muttered. “I really thought we were on to something this time.”
“She was fine yesterday. What the hell happened?” At least this one hadn’t mutated into a twisted carcass barely identifiable as human. The replicated formula seemed to have worked. The test subject went through a sort of metamorphosis and immerged with some very un-humanlike abilities. Then for no apparent reason, she collapsed four hours ago and Porffer hadn’t been able to resuscitate her.
“Respiratory failure. That’s all I know without an autopsy.”
Sevrin pulled up the blinds and looked out across the dilapidated parking lot. “So do we try again or go back to working with one of the men?”
Porffer looked incredibly uncomfortable as she debated the alternatives. “Live specimens have always been our best option, but the men are so volatile. Just having them around is a continual distraction.”
Sevrin laughed. “Would they be less distracting if one were seeing to your needs? When’s the last time you had a lover?”
Porffer’s chin came up and her gaze narrowed. “I am capable of taking care of all of my physical needs. I find those men uncouth and obnoxious.”
“Sure you do.” She ambled closer to Porffer, amused by the chink in her armor. “Which one is the most uncouth and obnoxious, in your opinion?”
“Nazerel, without doubt.”
No one would argue with her there. Unfortunately, getting Nazerel to cooperate regarding anything was next to impossible. “Anyone else you find particularly loathsome?”
For a long time Porffer fiddled with the hem of her lab coat. Sevrin didn’t think she was going to answer and then she said, “I don’t know his name.”
“Is he part of the team guarding you or one of the Shadow Assassins?”
Porffer glanced at her, clearly understanding their game. “He accompanies Zach each time Zach visits you. He hasn’t worn a shirt all week because he had one of those obscene marks applied beneath his skin. As if his overdeveloped physique wasn’t distasteful enough.”
Sevrin chuckled. She wasn’t sure which one of the Shadow Assassins discovered tattoos, but they were all obsessed with them now. Every time she turned around someone was harassing her for cash so they could have ink drilled into their flesh. It was barbaric and incomprehensible to her, but it was keeping them occupied. And each man was sent to the tattoo artist with an audio/visual transceiver to make sure he didn’t run his mouth about anything humans weren’t allowed to know.
“What does the mark look like?” she asked Porffer.
“A massive feline predator with a striped coat.”
“Tiger,” Sevrin supplied. “And his name is Alex. I’ll make sure he stays away from you.”
Porffer’s brows drew together as if she’d object, then she shrugged and turned back to the report she’d been writing when Sevrin arrived.
“I’ll allow the hunt to resume under strict limitations. And as soon as a conversion has been confirmed, I’ll send the couple to you.”
Porffer glanced up and nodded. “Understood.”
“I was really hoping it wouldn’t be necessary, but I think it’s time to call for reinforcements.”
That got the good doctor’s attention. She powered down her datapad and pivoted toward Sevrin. “I’m doing everything I can to—”
“This isn’t a reflection on you. I suspect that the men’s nanites are part of the problem. I need someone who can analyze and adjust their programing. You’re a geneticist.”
“I understand.”
“It will take several weeks for the new team to arrive, so continue on until they do.”
“May I ask a question?” Porffer averted her gaze again.
“Of course.”
“Didn’t your uncle require a communication blackout as a condition of his approval?”
Sevrin chuckled. “I’m not afraid of Uncle Quentin.”
“He is also Crown Stirate Keire and their actions don’t always correspond.”
“What’s he going to do? Ground me?” Sevrin shrugged. ”He wants this almost as much as I do. He just doesn’t want to be bothered with the details.”
A ghost of a smile parted Porffer’s lips. “Well, I’ll pray that your message reaches Uncle Quentin rather than Crown Stirate Keire.”
“Either way, I’ll get what I want. I always do.” Sevrin grinned and headed for the door.
She spotted Alex in the shade near the far corner of the building. He was attempting to look busy and, as Porffer had predicted, he was shirtless. She motioned him over and enjoyed his loose-limbed swagger as he approached.
“Mistress?”
He was blond, which was unusual for the Shadow Assassins. His lean build, predatory grace and sharp-eyed stare, however, easily identified his place of origin. “I have a problem I need you to solve.”
“I’m always at your disposal.” He leaned his forearm against the wall and stared down at her with shimmering blue-ringed eyes. “Just name it and it’s yours.”
“Dr. Porffer is having trouble concentrating and I believe I’ve discovered the cause.”
“Dr. Porffer.” His eagerness evaporated and he lowered his arm. “If you mean what I think you mean, I’d be afraid of breaking her. She’s nothing but skin and bones—and bad attitude. Does she even like men?”
“She mentioned that you hadn’t been wearing your shirt because of your new tattoo. Does that sound like someone who’s oblivious to men? You in particular?”
He glanced off into the distance then heaved a frustrated sigh. “Is she expecting me?”
“No. In fact, she’ll likely pretend to be outraged by your interruption. If you play this right, it could be fun.”
“Until I snap her like a twig or dislocate her hip.”
Sevrin laughed at the mental image his grumbling words produced. Porffer was painfully thin, but these men knew how to temper their strength, when it suited their purpose. “Don’t break her. I still need her, but I suspect her enthusiasm will surprise you.”
He looked down the row of identical doors, his scowl unchanged. “I’d much rather entertain you.”
The brash comment pleased her enough that she didn’t reprimand his insolence. “Do your best. That’s all I can ask.”
She watched the roll of his tight ass as he sauntered toward Porffer’s door. The tiger tattoo was centered between his shoulder blades, brightly colored and intricately detailed. She couldn’t imagine putting herself through the pain, but she had to admit the result was striking.
“What was that about?” Zach Westbrook moved up beside her. “Alex is supposed to be on perimeter patrol.”
She glanced at her lover and a shiver darted down her spine. He’d been particularly aggressive last night. He’d commanded and controlled her in ways she’d never dreamed she’d enjoy. She couldn’t allow herself to become accustomed to his forceful touch, unless he intended to claim her as his mate. And so far that wasn’t the case.
“I needed him for something else,” she said with a dismissive wave of one hand.
“If one of my men needs to be reassigned, tell me.”
“This was more along the lines of a personal errand than a reassignment.” She looked at him and arched her brow. “Why so testy?”
“I know we all ultimately answer to you, but they need to respect the chain of command.”
“Porffer has been particularly disagreeable. I thought a few orgasms might lighten her mood. Was that really something I needed to clear through you?” And why the hell was she explaining herself to anyone? She was a royal princess of Rodymia!
“I’m their alpha. Everything needs to be cleared through me.”
“If you say so.”
“I do.”
Didn’t he realize how quickly she could make him disappear? If Alex proved more obedient than Zach, Team West could easily have a new alpha. “I need to go back to the ship.”
“Why?”
She’d put up with his attitude long enough. “It’s none of your business. Our private arrangement has nothing to do with how this project is run. You might be team alpha, but I’m queen bee. Don’t forget it again.”
His posture remained tense, his gaze mutinous, but he whispered, “Yes, mistress.”
* * * * *
Drakkin walked into the Fireside Room, tense and obviously distressed.
“What’s the matter, sir?” Blayne moved to Angie’s side so they both faced their host.
“One of my agents intercepted a message from Sevrin Keire to her uncle on Rodymia. They weren’t able to verify her exact location, but they did decipher enough of the message to piece together the meaning.”
“Then she’s definitely on Earth?”
“Most definitely.”
“Why do you have spies on Earth?”
Blayne couldn’t help but smile. Angie frequently latched on to unusual details. It was part of what made her so unique.
Drakkin smiled as well. “Information is my primary business, young lady. I have spies everywhere.”
“And Sevrin Keire is the Rodyte you think is helping the Shadow Assassins?” She looked from Drakkin to Blayne and back, making it hard to tell whom she wanted to respond to her question.
“We don’t think she’s helping them. We think she’s controlling them,” Blayne told her.
“And financing them,” Drakkin added.
Sensing a surge in Angie’s anxiety, Blayne placed his hand at the small of her back. “What did the message say?” He tried to sound calm and casual, hoping to minimize the crisis.
“That she’d hit a dead end and needed the rest of her team readily available.”
Blayne shook his head. Even vague as the message was, it couldn’t be good. “Lor needs to know about this.”
“I agree.” Drakkin moved closer.
“Who is Sevrin’s uncle?” Again Angie had focused on an odd detail.
“His name is Quentin. He’s Crown Stirate, which is the Rodymian term for high king,” Blayne explained. “Quentin came to power when Sevrin’s father died.”
“So what did she mean about her team?”
“Technology on Rodymia far exceeds technology on Earth.” Drakkin turned toward the hearth and extended his hands toward the fire. “It stands to reason that she left part of her team on Rodymia and brought part to Earth with her. It’s never wise to keep all your assets in one place.”
“So why do you think she wants the others with her now?”
“Because the team on Earth hasn’t been able to accomplish what they set out to do,” Blayne supposed. “That’s the only good news for us.”
“The newcomers cannot be allowed to join her team.” Drakkin’s tone was suddenly sharp. “I’ve never interacted with Sevrin, but I knew her father. If she’s anything like him, this is a calamity. We must find a way of intercepting her people.”
Blayne nodded, wholeheartedly agreeing with Drakkin’s conclusion. “Was your spy able to contact Lor?”
Drakkin shook his head and the tension mounted. “I can’t risk blowing his cover. It took years to build his alter ego. I hate to rush you two, but I think it’s time for you to go home.”
“I’ll return. Will you protect Angie until I get back?”
“Not a chance,” Angie snapped. “No way you’re leaving me here.”
“Actually, I agree with her,” Drakkin said. “Her training has gone incredibly well. I think she’s ready for some real-world experience.”
It wasn’t wise to argue with the Director of the Symposium, but Blayne strongly disagreed. “She hasn’t even attempted to access the tracer strand yet. It’s too dangerous.”
“It makes more sense for her to be on Earth when she follows the strand. If she manages to locate Nazerel, he will need to be immediately apprehended. That will be much harder to accomplish if she’s still on Bilarri.”
Blayne crossed his arms over his chest. It didn’t matter that Drakkin’s logic was sound. Blayne didn’t want Angie in danger. “I don’t like it.”
“You’re connection is strong. Surely you can protect her.” Drakkin delivered the line with just enough challenge to bring out the warrior in Blayne.
“Of course I can protect her. I just wanted her to have more time to adjust to all the changes.”
“She’ll feel more secure on her home world. And the Mystic Militia will be there to support you.”
“Don’t go away mad; just go away?” Angie seemed far less upset by the idea than Blayne.
Drakkin turned to her with a charming smile and brought her hand to his lips. “It was a pleasure to meet you. Our paths will cross again.”
“Is that a threat or a promise?”
“A simple statement of fact.” He turned and clasped arms with Blayne. “You’ve many storms yet to weather, but this enemy will be vanquished.”
“I never doubted it for a moment.”
Drakkin switched to Bilarrian as he said, “You were right, she is your mate. Why haven’t you claimed her yet?”
Blayne chuckled and responded in the same language. “I’m not the one who needs convincing.”
“Human females fight harder than most, but they eventually accept the inevitable.”
Angie was glaring at them both, so Blayne switched back to English and concluded, “Thank you for everything.”
* * * * *
Joy constricted Angie’s throat as she hugged her sister tightly. Their earlier reunion had been so brief it only made their separation harder. Now Angie was back on Earth and they could finally catch up.
Lor and a man named Odintar had been waiting for Angie and Blayne as they emerged from the transport conduit. Angie wasn’t sure how it all worked, but Lor and Odintar had created a sort of shielded bubble not far from the ship and Blayne guided their arrival into the protected space. Once Blayne closed the vortex, they all flashed into one of the spaceship’s cargo bays and Tori had been waiting with open arms.
“I’ve only been gone a couple of weeks. How can I miss you this much?” Angie wiped away happy tears and then hugged Tori again.
“A lot happened in those two weeks.” Tori laughed and returned the embrace, her eyes as tear bright as Angie’s. “You’re here now and you’re safe. That’s all that matters.” She spread out her arms and smiled. “Welcome to the Sentinel.”
Angie looked around the cargo bay and shook her head. “Two weeks ago this would have floored me, but a spaceship seems commonplace when you’ve been to another planet.” Angie hesitated, suddenly confused by their surroundings. “Why do Ontarians need a spaceship if they can teleport?”
“Only half of the men are Mystics. The other half are highly trained soldiers. That’s why they’re called the Mystic Militia, half magic, half firepower.”
“I see.” A shiver dove down her spine, reminding her that the danger was far from over. “And how many are there of each?”
“Three Mystics and three soldiers. That doesn’t sound like a lot, but you’ll have to see them in action. They’ve also networked with a group from Earth.”
“FBI, NSA or Men in Black?”
Tori laughed. “People in Black would be more accurate. The human team is led by Morgan Hoyt, who is a woman.” Tori looped her arm through Angie’s and led her out of the cargo bay.
Despite Angie’s easy dismissal, the ship was impressive. The corridor walls were contoured and smooth, yet the floors were roughly textured. They passed regularly spaced doors which hinted at similarly sized rooms. Crew quarters? As if someone had heard her thought, one of the doors slid open and a uniformed soldier hesitated in the doorway.
“Ma’am,” he greeted, inadvertently giving Angie a glimpse of the room behind him. Compact and functional, aka claustrophobic.
“That’s Kris,” Tori told her once they’d moved beyond the soldier. “His specialty is navigation and blowing stuff up.”
Angie smiled. “Interesting combination.”
“All of the soldiers are quiet compared to the Mystics. Well, except for Dekker. He’s as big a smartass as Odintar.”
“So Lor, Blayne and Odintar are the three Mystics?”
“And the soldiers are Dekker, Kris and Sid.” Tori motioned toward the metal stairs on their right. “The galley is on the upper deck. I’m not sure where Lor is going to put you. The ship is sort of crowded as it is.”
Angie tensed and stopped walking. “Why can’t I just go home?”
“I’m honestly not sure what Lor has in mind, but I doubt your apartment will be an option.”
Mentally grumbling, Angie followed Tori up the stairs. She didn’t want to be separated from Blayne. He was her mentor after all and they still needed… Who was she kidding? Her longing for Blayne had little to do with their training sessions.
“You want me to do what?” Angie didn’t recognize the deep voice, but he spoke English with an Ontarian accent.
Odintar sat at the galley’s only table, a U-shaped booth. Blayne stood beside the booth, glaring down at the other Mystic, so it stood to reason that Odintar had asked the question. Odintar’s sculpted features were expressionless, but Angie spotted humor in his dark eyes. Tori had said one of the soldiers was as big a smartass as Odintar. Was the Mystic having fun at Blayne’s expense?
“I’m going to show you a series of images and I want you to sketch what I show you.” Blayne’s tone was as tight as his stance.
“I prefer live models.” Odintar looked beyond Blayne and winked at Angie. “Can’t she just undress?”
“This isn’t funny, asshole. I need you to—” Blayne whipped his head around as Odintar scooted out of the booth and crossed to the women.
“We haven’t been properly introduced.” Odintar took Angie’s hand between his and gazed deep into her eyes. “I’m Odintar Voss.”
Were all Ontarian men gorgeous or was it just the Mystics? Odintar’s hands were warm and strong, and his gaze was endlessly black. His dark hair had been cut short on the sides while the top was a bit longer. He had stronger features than Blayne. Still, both men were undeniably handsome.
“Angie.” Her voice sounded hushed and heat crawled up along her throat.
Blayne pulled her hand out from between Odintar’s and warned the other man off with a heated glare.
“He’s just pissing you off,” Tori said to Blayne. “It’s Odintar’s favorite game.”
“If Angie will accompany me to my cabin, I’ll teach her my favorite game.” Odintar punctuated the taunt with a slow, sexy smile.
“Are you finished slobbering all over my ma-apprentice? I really do need you to do some sketches for me.”
Tori looked at Angie, brows arched in silent question. She’d obviously heard Blayne’s slip. Are you two—
We’re together, Angie admitted with a guilty smile. More than that, I’m just not sure.
Tori smiled a shrewd sort of happiness gleaming in her eyes. I knew you’d like him. I’m so glad things are finally working out for you.
Things hadn’t yet “worked out” as far as Angie was concerned. She was in the middle of a scorching-hot affair, but the future was still uncertain. Even so, she was in too good a mood to start a fight.
Odintar and Blayne had returned to the booth, Blayne sitting across from Odintar this time. “So what am I drawing?”
Blayne looked at Angie, compassion warming his expression. “Three very bad men.”
Angie had wondered what Blayne intended to do with the images. Being able to describe their appearance hadn’t seemed like much of a lead.
Tori followed the exchange with obvious interest, but didn’t pester them with questions.
“Go on. I’m ready.” Odintar had a thin device in front of him. It looked similar to a tablet computer, but an animated menu scrolled across the top edge, the icons and lettering unfamiliar. He was holding some sort of stylus. His gaze turned vacant for just a second as Blayne transmitted the first image and then Odintar began to draw.
The first man’s image formed with unbelievable speed and accuracy. Odintar was either an extremely talented artist or he was using some sort of Mystic ability to guide his hand. As the man’s features became more and more detailed, Angie had to look away. The vision had helped her turn loose of the past, but the wounds still ached.
Tori touched her shoulder, but Angie kept her face averted, unwilling to subject herself to the pity and disgust undoubtedly shadowing her sister’s gaze. “Is he the one who…”
“One of them,” Angie whispered then cringed when she heard Tori sob.
“There was more than one?” She pulled Angie into a maternal hug, but Angie knew it was Tori who needed reassurance.
“It’s okay.” She stroked Tori’s hair, amazed that she actually meant the phrase for the first time ever. “This will hurt for a while, but it will help me find closure.”
Tori looked at her, chin quivering, tears streaming down her face. “I am so sorry. I hate myself for not protecting you.”
“No one is to blame but the animals that hurt me.” Again she was shocked by the conviction in her own words. She had heard them so often from others, but she was finally starting to believe. “You did nothing wrong and neither did I.” She glanced at Blayne over Tori’s shoulder. He smiled, obviously pleased by her attitude.
“Is this close?” Odintar drew the image upward with a pulling motion and the sketch became three-dimensional.
“Wow.” Angie eased away from Tori and approached the table. “That is really cool. His nose was wider, but that’s damn good.”
“Why thank you, lovely lady.” He adjusted the nose and looked to her for approval.
She nodded. “That’s better.”
“Anything else?”
“No. That looks just like him.” She crossed her arms over her chest, fighting back the memories. Even though the past could no longer control her, it didn’t make the events any less abhorrent. “Actually it looks just like he did when it happened, but that was years ago. How is this going to help us find him now?”
“We have software that can accurately age him and then we’ll have Morgan run the morphed image through her facial recognition databases,” Blayne explained. “When it comes to humans, her information is more accurate than ours.”
“Morgan?”
“The Woman in Black,” Tori reminded.
Angie just nodded, ready to think about something else.
“So what did these dirtbags do?” Odintar asked as he began the second sketch. A tense silence followed, so he looked up from his gadget then quickly shook his head. “None of my business. Forget I asked.”
“They raped me when I was fifteen.” Angie waited for the staggering emotional surge that always followed thoughts of that night. Miraculously it never came. A horrible thing had been done to her. She couldn’t change the event. It would always be part of her psyche, but never again would she take ownership of the crime.
Blayne scooted out of the booth and reached for Angie, approval and compassion shining in his eyes.
“I’m fine,” she assured, but went willingly into his arms. The pain was muted now, less cutting than it had ever been before.
“We’ll find them.” The steely determination in Odintar’s tone was all too familiar. “No one hurts one of our women and gets away with it.”
Remaining within the circle of Blayne’s arms, Angie turned and faced the other Mystic. “And then what? What happens to rapists on Ontariese?”
“Crimes are easily proven when prosecutors can scan the defendant’s memory. Trials generally last hours, not weeks,” Odintar told her.
“And then what?” she persisted. “You didn’t answer my question.”
“Ontarian females have always been treasured, but the Great Conflict made any form of abuse intolerable,” Odintar evaded.
That was right. Even decades after the war’s end, there were many more men on Ontariese than women. It stood to reason that they would be extremely protective of their females. “Spell it out for me. What will happen to these dirtbags if you take them to Ontariese?”
“When we take them to Ontariese, they will have a choice between surgical or Mystic rehabilitation.” Blayne finally answered her question, though his statement was still vague. “Most chose Mystic.”
“Surgical? As in castration?”
“Violence begins in the mind.” Blayne moved his hands to her shoulders and lightly squeezed. “That’s where the alteration is made.”
Their idea of rehabilitation sounded a lot like a lobotomy. But Ontarian technology was much more sophisticated than anything here on Earth. Besides, the dirtbags had permanently altered her life. Why shouldn’t she permanently alter theirs? She refused to feel sorry for those animals. “And what does Mystic rehabilitation entail?”
Odintar looked at Blayne for a long, silent moment. Was he asking permission? Apparently Blayne gave it because Odintar said, “First they share in their victim’s pain. They are subjected to everything the victim experienced and more.”
She’d always thought punishment should fit the crime, but her moral compass started spinning. “How is that accomplished without turning someone else into a rapist?”
Blayne gave her another gentle squeeze. “They’re literally inundated with the victim’s memories and sensations. Certain Mystics can access such memories without further traumatizing the victim.”
“Good to know.” She remained tense beneath his hands. “What happens next?”
“The ultimate goal is rehabilitation, but we also believe in punishment,” Odintar told her. “Rape is a vile crime and there must be a reckoning.” She just nodded, so he went on. “Once they’re filled with regret and shame, they start an extensive course of behavioral modification. Criminals are only released once everyone involved is convinced they have permanently changed.”
If she hadn’t exchanged memories and projected her being from one planet to another, she never would have believed such a thing was possible. As Tori had said, a lot had happened in just two weeks. “Will they be allowed to return to Earth?”
Odintar shook his head. “One of the conditions of their release will be technological supervision for the rest of their lives. Their movements will be traced, their behavior monitored. The program is highly successful, but not perfect.”
“Besides, returning to Earth after exposure to our world is an unacceptable risk when someone’s basic character is in doubt,” Blayne added.
She accepted the information with a nod then turned around. “I don’t want to sit here and dwell on this. I’ll take a look at the other two drawings once he’s finished with them. Do you know where we’ll be staying?”
“Lor said something about the Bunker, but that’s all he said.”
“I’ll take her to my cabin,” Tori offered. “We could use some girl time anyway.”
Tori’s cabin was larger than the one Angie had seen on her way to the galley, but not by much. Hopefully the Bunker would be more accommodating. “I never thought I’d find a place that made my apartment seem spacious.”
“I’m sure anywhere would feel cramped after being Lord Drakkin’s guest.”
She said the name with an odd reverence. “Do you know him?”
Tori shook her head and motioned Angie toward the small round table in one corner of the compact room. “Lor told me about him. He sounds very impressive.”
“He was impressive.” She sat down facing her sister, content just to chat. “Bilarri was beautiful, and seeing Aria again was such a treat. She always fascinated me. I’m really glad she’s okay.”
“How did she end up on Bilarri? And mated with Lord Drakkin?”
“You know the wig and stage makeup that made her character so amazing?” Tori nodded and Angie grinned. “That’s her actual appearance. Apparently, she has some rare and powerful gift, and Drakkin was sent to Earth by her father to protect and train her. It was a long convoluted story.”
“Aren’t they all? Did she seem happy?”
Angie laughed. “Why wouldn’t she be? She married Bilarrian royalty.” Tori just smiled, so Angie added, “Speaking of which, Blayne told me about Lor.”
“What about him?”
“That he’s an Ontarian prince.”
“Prince is a human term. Besides, Lor’s father passed away recently so he is now head of the royal House of Joon.”
“Meaning he’s a king?”
Tori shrugged. “He’s the man I love. That’s all I care. Riches and power are just icing on the cake.”
Angie laughed. “Well, I’ve always been fond of icing.”
“Enough about me. Tell me about you. Are you really okay? Blayne wasn’t too much of a taskmaster, was he?”
Even the suggestion made Angie smile. “Blayne is amazing. As you expected, he doesn’t put up with my bullshit, but he’s really very patient.”
“What about the bug Nazerel left in your mind? Has that been destroyed?”
Angie shook her head. “Drakkin confirmed that it doesn’t work, but he left the strand intact. He thinks I can follow it and locate Nazerel.”
Tori paled, clearly upset by the possibility. “Won’t Nazerel sense you?”
“Most of the people I access were unaware of me.”
“I sensed you.”
“We’re sisters. We have an inherent connection.” Drakkin had sensed her too. It really was a crap shoot, but it was worth the gamble. The Shadow Assassins had to be stopped and Nazerel was a pivotal player.
“You’re obviously a farseer,” Tori mused, the color gradually returning to her cheeks. “Do you have any other abilities?”
“I’m a temporal farseer. I can see across space and time.”
Tori nodded. “Farseeing must have been one of Father’s gifts. I can’t manipulate time, but I can project my consciousness.”
“That’s probably why we connected so easily.”
“Likely. But farseeing isn’t my primary gift. I’m a sensitive. I can sense all sorts of things in others when I really concentrate.”
Angie scooted closer to the table. They’d had the same parents and yet their abilities were different. It shouldn’t surprise her. Their hair and eye color weren’t the same and their personality traits were certainly individual. “I can’t help wondering about him.”
“Daddy dear?”
“Yeah. I always thought he was some sort of drifter, but Blayne thinks it was more immoral than that.”
Tori scrunched up her brow. “In what way?”
“Apparently there was a program about thirty years ago that brought Ontarian men and human women together so they could have lots of babies.”
“Blayne thinks Mom was part of this program? Lor hasn’t said anything about it. Well, all he said was Blayne and Odintar were part of a mission awhile back that went horribly wrong. I guess it took some convincing for Blayne to even agree to return to Earth.”
Angie drummed her fingers on the tabletop. “We should compare notes more often. Blayne never said anything about his mission going ‘horribly wrong’.”
“What was the mission? For that matter, why does Blayne think Mom was part of some baby-making program?”
“If she’d been part of the official program, we probably would have grown up on Ontariese. Blayne and the others were sent here to round up renegades, men who decided it was more fun to seduce human females without telling them what was going on.”
“They have a sample of my DNA now,” Tori said. “Can Blayne find out if our father was one of the renegades they captured or if he’s still on the loose?”
Angie nodded. “I’ll ask him about it. You’ve got me really curious now about what happened on that mission.”
“I don’t know the details, but it wasn’t good. You might want to leave sleeping dogs lie.”
“Like he did with me?”
Tori tensed and pain flashed through her gaze. “Do you regret confiding in him?”
“No.” She tried to soothe Tori with a smile. “I just intend to return the favor. He knows all my secrets. Why shouldn’t I know his?”
“Be careful. The difference is your dog wasn’t sleeping. It was devouring you. I think yours is just morbid curiosity.”
She waved away the criticism and changed the subject. “How is Jillian? She’s being guarded, isn’t she?”
“She’s in the hospital, but it has nothing to do with the Shadow Assassins.”
“Oh no. What happened?” The last thing they needed was another tragedy. Jillian was Tori’s best friend, but she’d always been kind to Angie.
“There was an accident during rehearsal. One of her legs was badly damaged. She’s crushed and depressed, but it’s probably the safest place for her right now.”
Angie wasn’t sure why that would be unless they’d stationed guards at the hospital. “Why would an injury disqualify her from consideration?” The question made her shake her head. “Not that disqualification is a bad thing.”
“Once she’s healed up and on her feet again, it won’t be a deterrent. But she should be safe for now. According to Odintar, Shadow Assassins are all about the hunt. They need to stalk, outwit and ultimately overpower. A helpless target is no challenge. They have to feel like they’ve earned the right to claim their mate before it’s satisfying.”
Angie shivered. Their entire mindset was so primitive, so savage. It was hard to believe they’d come from a technologically advanced planet. “I should go see her. I know she’s more your friend than mine, but she must be horribly depressed.”
“I saw her day before yesterday. She wasn’t happy. I’m sure she’d love to see you again.”
Deciding she’d heard enough about sadness and Shadow Assassins for one day, Angie asked, “What about the internet fiasco? Has that blown over yet?”
“Morgan had one of her men pretend to be an amateur filmmaker. He went on a bunch of talk shows and did a ton of interviews explaining how the ‘special effects’ worked. The Provo police lost interest after that, figured your supposed involvement was just a coincidence after all.”
“Thank God. We don’t need a bunch of noisy reporters following us around.”
“Morgan is pretty sharp. I think you’ll like her.”
Angie nodded, but her mind had begun to wander. She looked around the room, curious about the subtle differences in this cabin. “Do you share this room with Lor? It’s a little bigger than the soldier’s.”
“We’d been staying at my house, but Lor was right. Nazerel had it bugged. That man is nothing if not tenacious.”
“Blayne mentioned a Bunker. Do you know what or where that is?”
“It’s Morgan’s headquarters. I haven’t been there, but I’ve heard it’s not as depressing as it sounds. Blayne had been sharing a room with Odintar, so unless you’re interested in a ménage, it’s probably best to find somewhere else to bed down.”
“Listen to you.” Angie laughed. “All it took was a group of aliens to get the starch out of your panties.”
“You disapprove?” Tori glared playfully.
“Absolutely not. I can’t remember ever seeing you this…happy.”
She reached across the table and squeezed Angie’s hand. “You’re next, little sister. Ontarian men are addictive and, unless I’m way off the mark, you’re about halfway hooked already.”
 



Chapter Eight
 
With its central turret and matching wings, St Rose Dominican Hospital looked more like a nice hotel than a hospital. But then Angie’s perception of hospitals was admittedly tainted by past experience. Blayne flashed them to a grassy area at the back of the building and then they walked around to the front. Chances of being spotted as they suddenly materialized in the main parking were simply too risky.
She was quickly learning that the Ontarian Mystics could teleport almost anywhere. If they slowed down their “flash”, they could read the road ahead and find a secluded place to land, or “manifest”. They might speak English with remarkable ease, but they had their own vocabulary for all things Mystical. Of course there was no English equivalent for Summoning the Storm or temporal farseeing.
Blayne slipped his hand into hers, entwining their fingers as they neared the front entrance. “Are you sure you want to do this. We can send her a balloon bouquet and call.”
She smiled and squeezed his hand. His concern was sweet, but she needed to face down another one of her demons. “Jillian has been good to Tori and me. I need to do this.”
They walked to the information desk and found out Jillian’s room number. The outside of the building might have been unusually pleasant but there was no way to camouflage the sights, sounds and smells of a hospital. The hallways were clean and stylishly decorated. Still, Angie felt surrounded by suffering and grief.
The elevator door slid closed and Blayne pulled her into his arms. “Anxiety is radiating off you in waves. If you don’t relax, I’ll have no choice but to kiss you.”
“That’s not much of a threat and I don’t generally find your kisses relaxing.”
As if to prove her wrong, he pressed a soft, tender kiss to her lips then straightened just as the door slid open. She took a deep breath and smiled. He was right. She felt better.
The television was on in Jillian’s room, but she was staring out the window.
Angie knocked on the open door. “Hey, Jill. Can we come in?”
Jillian turned her head and pity flooded Angie’s heart. Jillian’s blonde hair hung to her shoulders in lank strands and deep purple smudges shadowed her blue eyes. “I’m not very good company right now.” Her right leg was heavily bandaged and immobilized in some sort of elaborate splint. Few injuries would have been more devastating for a professional dancer.
“That’s all right.” Angie pushed the door wider and strolled into the room. “We’ll entertain you.”
“Good luck with that,” she muttered then her gaze shifted to Blayne and narrowed. “Is there a male model convention in town or something? Tori hooks up with a blonde Adonis and now you show up with…him.”
“Blayne cet Malaque,” he offered with a charming smile. “It’s nice to meet you.”
“Likewise.” Her attempt at a smile was tight and unbelievable, then she shifted her gaze back to Angie. “Tori told me you left town with Jordan. How did you end up with Blayne?”
“He swooped in like a knight in shining armor and rescued me from that worthless deadbeat of course.”
The smile finally reached Jillian’s eyes. “You always did attract the hunks. Let’s see if you can hold on to this one for a change.”
Angie glanced at Blayne, but his expression was unreadable. She’s not usually this bitchy.
She has a reason. I’d be grumpy too.
“So,” Angie sat in the chair next to Angie’s bed and Blayne casually strolled to the far side of the room. With his back to the wall and a clear view of the door, it was a much more defensible position. Was he expecting an attack or just wanting to be prepared for anything. “How long will you be out of commission?”
“The surgery was successful.” She made quotation marks with her fingers as she said the last word. “The doctors assured me that with intensive therapy I’ll be able to walk again and likely my limp will be barely noticeable. However, there is no chance in hell I’ll ever dance professionally again.”
Tori hadn’t spelled it out, but what she had said prepared Angie for the details. Dancing was Jillian’s life. Without it she would feel useless. “You’re strong and stubborn. Let your body tell you what you can and cannot do.”
Jillian shook her head and glanced away. “You didn’t see what happened. My leg wasn’t just damaged it was crushed. It really is a miracle I didn’t lose it.” Angie reached over and touched her hand, but Jillian moved it out of reach. “I’ll get over it. What choice do I have? But it pisses me off. I was so damn close to achieving my goals and then this…”
Jillian was fighting back tears and Angie didn’t know how to help her. She understood pain more than most, yet this was a different sort of pain.
“I know you mean well, but I’d rather be alone.” She dismissed them without turning her head.
“We’ll leave for now, but you’re not getting rid of us that easily. You will get through this because Tori and I are going to make sure you do.”
She turned her head and looked at Angie, anguish making her eyes shine. “There’s nothing anyone can do. My dancing days are over.”
“Then you’ll redefine yourself or become a choreographer. This isn’t the end; it’s the beginning.”
Jillian nodded, but the pain in her gaze made it obvious that she didn’t yet believe.
Blayne didn’t say anything until they were in the elevator. “Odintar could probably help her, but we’d need to clear it with Lor.”
“Odintar is a healer?”
“Odintar has many skills and his nanites amplify them all.”
They exited the elevator and started across the lobby as Angie digested that tidbit. “But how would he heal her without exposing her to…everything else?”
“That’s the challenge,” he agreed. “I’ll give it some thought. Lor is more likely to agree if we approach him with a detailed plan.”
His willingness to help thrilled her. He wrapped her hand around his upper arm and she snuggled against his side. “My hero.”
He chuckled and pushed the door open so she could exit the hospital.
“Can I ask you a question?” They followed the sidewalk along the front of the building on their way back to the grassy area where they’d arrived.
“Why do you feel the need to ask if you can ask the question?”
“Because it’s kind of personal.”
His stride slowed as he looked down at her. “Nothing is too personal for us to share.”
“What happened last time you were on Earth? I heard through the grapevine that you didn’t want to come back.”
He sighed, his steps dragging even more. “I killed my half-brother’s life mate.”
His tone was matter-of-fact, his expression composed, but sorrow and regret blazed across their link. She stopped walking and faced him. “How? It couldn’t have been intentional. You’re not capable of murder.”
“Many missions require soldiers to work with Mystics, but resentment runs deep on both sides. They think we’re needlessly arrogant.”
“I can’t imagine why.” She smiled, hoping to ease the tension coiling around them like a massive constrictor.
A wan smile quirked his lips then he went on. “And we think they’re too fast on the trigger most of the time.”
“Stereotypes have to start somewhere. They’re sweeping generalities, but they often hold a kernel of truth.” He took her hand and started walking again, so she prompted. “What was her name, your half-brother’s life mate?”
“Larria. She was a good soldier, smart and meticulous. They’d talked about starting a family when she got back.”
Her throat tensed and she scrambled for a way to ease his pain. This must have been how he’d felt while they battled her demons, helpless and frustrated. Rather than pelting him with questions, she patiently waited for the rest of the story, but he fell silent and just kept walking. “I trusted you with the darkest time in my life. I need you to do the same.”
He looked at her, eyes gleaming in the darkness. They’d reached the greenbelt so he released her hand and clenched his fists. “I was tracking one of the renegades. They called themselves the ‘dirty dozen’ and this bastard was the worst of the lot. A team of soldiers was doing their best to keep up in a vehicle. Larria was driving. The renegade led us into an ambush. All of the soldiers were injured. Larria died. I escaped with scrapes and bruises.”
“Did you desert them, flash to safety or something like that?”
“Of course not.” His shoulders squared and righteous indignation ignited in his gaze.
“Then how was her death your fault?”
“I should have seen it coming. It was so obvious, but I was obsessed with that particular renegade. He’d outwitted me twice before and I was going to make damn sure he didn’t slip through my fingers again.” He took a deep breath before admitting, “My pride cost Larria her life and my half-brother has made it clear that he will never forgive me.”
“It was a tragedy, maybe even a mistake, but it’s not right that he blames you.”
He shook his head, the shadows gradually clearing from his eyes. “I’ve tried to convince myself of that for years, but it won’t bring her back. Nothing will. And the rest of my family felt obligated to choose sides. We were never close, but none of them have spoken to me in almost four years.”
“I’m sorry. I think your family is being horribly unfair, but I’m glad you shared this with me.”
“I want you to trust me.” He drew her into a light embrace. “If that requires some uncomfortable conversations, then I’ll just have to grin and bear it. Anything else you’re dying to know but haven’t yet asked.”
“Tori said Lor has a sample of her DNA. Can you use that to find out if our father was ever caught, and what happened to him if he was?”
“I want you both to think about it for a day or two. Once that door is opened, it can’t be closed again. Make sure you really want to know before I go digging around in the past.”
“Fair enough.” She wrapped her arms around his back and pressed against his warm body. “Can we go home now?”
He chuckled. “Absolutely.”
* * * * *
“Welcome to the Bunker.” Morgan Hoyt made the greeting sound dramatic. She was a tall, vivacious redhead with bright blue eyes. She wore dress pants and a crisp white shirt that did little to conceal the generous curves beneath her conservative clothing. Likewise her severe hairstyle and lack of makeup failed to disguise her natural beauty. Morgan was one of those disgusting women who looked good when she tumbled out of bed.
“Thanks,” Angie muttered, trying not to hate Morgan until they had a chance to know each other. “Am I allowed to know where this place is or is it classified?” She echoed Morgan’s dramatic inflection.
Morgan smiled. “One of the disadvantages of being teleported everywhere you go?”
“Exactly. It’s disorienting.”
“We’re in Arizona, about seventy miles southeast of Las Vegas. Most of this complex is underground. That’s why we call it the Bunker.”
How could she sound so matter-of-fact about a top secret facility? Perks of being a black ops agent, apparently.
“Have there been any new developments in the past two weeks. We’ve been off world.” Blayne sounded as nonchalant as Morgan. Angie was sure she would get used to her expanded concept of reality eventually. Still, she wanted to hold on to that sense of wonder as long as she could.
“Yes, and none of them are good. I’ll let you two settle in and then I’ll brief you on the most recent happenings.”
Morgan led them to a room about twice the size of the ship’s cabins. The room was strictly organized and ruthlessly uncluttered, but it would be infinitely more comfortable than the alternative.
“There’s a private bathroom through that door.” She motioned to their left. “You’re welcome to use the gym and the mess hall serves three meals a day. It’s not fancy, but you should have everything you need.” Her gaze swept over Angie’s full-skirted dress and motorcycle boots. Angie had grown so accustomed to the unique style that she’d turned down Aria’s offer to take her shopping. Aria insisted that she keep the dresses, so Angie saw no reason to exploit her generosity. Besides, the borrowed outfits allowed a freedom of movement she’d never found in jeans. Not to mention that her lack of underwear kept Blayne squirming. “You might blend in better if you change into fatigues. Uniforms are available in the commissary.”
“Thank you.” Angie had never been one to readily conform, yet she’d also learned to choose her battles. This didn’t seem like a conflict worthy of her efforts. “That’s another limitation of teleportation. Luggage gets complicated.”
“No doubt. Well, take your time. Dinner was about an hour ago, but the staff can scrounge together a sandwich or something if you’re hungry. I’ll be in the situation room when you’re ready for the briefing.” She offered them a warm smile and then departed.
“She’s not what I expected.”
“Because she’s young or because she’s attractive?” Blayne grasped her hips and pulled her toward him.
“You’re not supposed to notice things like that.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and moved even closer.
“Like you don’t ogle Odintar?” Despite the growl in his tone, humor shimmered in his eyes.
She grinned. “Odintar is a flirt. Morgan was all business.”
“That doesn’t mean I’m blind. More importantly, I’m not interested—in Morgan that is.” He started to pull up her skirt, but she playfully slapped his wrist.
“Not yet. Morgan is waiting for us.”
“You’ve never heard of a quickie?” He laughed and pinched her behind.
“We show up all tousled and flushed and she’ll know exactly what we were doing.”
“I don’t care.” He lifted her, holding her in midair until she wrapped her legs around his waist. “I can’t get enough of you.” He supported her weight with one arm and bunched up her skirt with his other hand. She wasn’t wearing panties, so his fingers soon slid across bare skin.
“We should wait.” No sooner had the words left her lips than she covered his mouth with hers and let desire flood her senses. They’d made love that morning, but it didn’t seem to matter. She couldn’t get enough of him either.
Their mouths fused and their tongues tangled as he pressed her back against the nearest wall. Her body melted and ached, instantly ready for him. It was ridiculous how easily he aroused her and how hard he worked to satisfy her. He was selfless and patient, never allowing himself pleasure until she was mindless and desperate for one last orgasm.
His hand eased between their bodies and he teased her folds, groaning into her mouth. He stoked her for a moment, focused on her sensitive clit, then growled and frantically unfastened his pants. It was no easy feat, but suddenly his cock was pressed against her opening. I need…you. His desperation was so out of character that it excited her even more than his gentleness.
He slid in slowly, filling her completely with one sustained stroke. He tore his mouth away from hers and stared into her eyes. She wasn’t sure if it was intentional or if he was simply so fired up he couldn’t control his body, but his shift melted away, leaving his natural appearance.
A thrill raced through her body, making her shiver. Honest, open. She was joined with the real Blayne for the first time. He pulled back slowly then thrust in hard as his gaze began to swirl. His hands clasped her hips, holding her firmly as his need sank into her mind.
He’d warned her that it would never be just sex for him and each time they joined she felt his attachment more clearly. He didn’t just want her body and enjoy her personality. He needed her with obsessive intensity.
Mine. The word reverberated through her with each thrust of his hips.
She should be terrified by his possessiveness, but she wasn’t. It felt natural, almost soothing. She pushed her hands into his hair, gasping as the silken strands caressed her fingers and arms.
His strong, steady rhythm kept her firmly lodged against the wall and focused her attention on the powerful slide of his shaft. He belonged inside her. The realization unfurled, stealing her breath. He completed her, provided a part of her true self she hadn’t realized was missing.
“Oh Blayne.” She gasped and closed her eyes, overwhelmed by the raw emotions bombarding her mind. He was sharing himself with her completely, stripped of artifice and pretense. He expected nothing in return, but she was powerless to resist. She opened her mind, allowing him deeper and freeing their empathic current. Sensations flowed as they were meant to, bathing her in heat and wonder.
“Yes.” He moved faster, his fingers digging into her flesh.
She tilted her hips and arched her back, savoring the heightened intimacy. It felt amazing, physically stimulating, yet there was so much more. They poured into each other, mixing and melding, finally free. Her body gripped his with rhythmic pulses, overcome with the sensory deluge.
He slowed, desperately fighting for control, unwilling to end so quickly.
“Don’t fight it,” she whispered. “We have the rest of our lives to do this again and again and again.”
Hope and relief snapped the last thread of his control. He stared into her eyes as his hips pumped with staccato urgency. “I’ll hold you to that.” He barely got the words out before his pleasure exploded in her mind. His cock jerked and his seed burst deep inside her.
They clung together, breathless and panting, neither willing to move.
The rest of our lives? A smile teased the corners of her mouth as she realized the phrase no longer frightened her.
“Now all I want is to strip you naked and lick every inch of your body.”
She shivered, but pushed away from the wall. “That’s the problem with quickies. They tend to leave you wanting more.”
He separated their bodies and set her on her feet. “Why don’t you take a shower and I’ll go find the commissary.” Energy rippled along his body, reestablishing his human appearance and dressing him in cargo pants and a solid black T-shirt.
“That is so not fair.”
He just smiled and left the room.
The shower felt wonderful, but her mind was distracted by what had just happened between her and Blayne. She had to be careful not to lead him on. He was convinced she was his mate, that they were destined to spend the rest of their lives together. The idea had insinuated itself into her mind until she felt almost comfortable with the possibility, but she didn’t trust the euphoria to last.
Trust.
She smiled and turned to face the spray. That pesky emotion seemed to be at the heart of all her hang-ups. She trusted Blayne. She’d been in his mind too often not to know for certain that he was noble and honorable and he genuinely cared about her. No, that wasn’t accurate. He was in love with her and she needed to find a way to return his love or she needed to let him go.
A strange sort of panic cramped her belly as she thought of life without him. She’d been isolated and lonely most of her life. It was her own fault. She continually pushed people away. Only with Blayne had she felt safe enough to open up, to really let him in. Now that she’d experienced the completeness, she wasn’t sure she’d survive without it.
She turned off the water and reached for one of the folded towels on the shelf next to the shower. The problem was, in her heart of hearts, she didn’t feel worthy of his love. Understanding the problem was the first step toward working through it, she supposed. But her self-loathing ran so deep she wasn’t sure she could ever overcome it.
After wrapping the towel around her damp body, she paused. Finding out her darkest secret hadn’t changed Blayne’s feelings for her. And today he’d shared his darkest secret with her. What more could he do to earn her trust? If he was foolish enough to settle for someone so…emotionally weathered, why should she argue with him?
She smiled at the mental tug-of-war. She’d only known the man for two weeks and look at the progress they’d made together. She needed to stop beating herself up and just revel in the madness.
He was waiting for her when she stepped out of the misty bathroom.
“I had to guess at your size, but we can exchange them if I was way off.”
He knew her body better than she knew herself. It was highly unlikely that he’d get it wrong. “You remembered underwear.” She gave him a quick hug and kissed him on the cheek. “I’ll love you forever.”
He laughed. “I wished I’d known it was that easy to earn your undying devotion.”
They were joking, but heat erupted in his gaze. Her undying devotion was what he really wanted and they both knew it.
“The kitchen closes in half an hour. If you’re hungry, we need to hurry.”
“I’m too wound up to eat right now.” She pulled on a pair of panties under the towel then dug through the messy pile of clothing. “No bras?”
“Sorry. You’ve never worn one before.”
“Not by choice,” she cried. “Jorden took off with my suitcase.”
“Does this mean I’ve lost you already?”
She smiled at his silliness. “You can’t get rid of me that easily.”
“Glad to hear it. We can swing back by the commissary after we meet with Morgan.”
She pulled on a black T-shirt and grinned. “Hope it’s not too cold in Morgan’s office.” He chuckled as she finished dressing and dragged a comb through her wet hair. If Morgan could face the world without makeup, so could she. “That’ll have to do. Let’s go.”
Morgan was conversing with a tall dark-haired man when Blayne led her into the situation room. If not for the massive displays that dominated the front wall, the room would have looked like any other office space. Most of the cubicles were empty at the moment, but all of the technology looked human.
“That’s Elias Bertram, her second-in-command,” Blayne told her as they approached the other two.
“I’ve asked Elias to join us, unless you have an objection to his participation.”
“Not at all.” Blayne motioned from Elis to Angie as he said, “Elis Bertram meet Angie Logan.”
“The long lost Angie Logan?” Elis’ smile accented the brackets framing his mouth and made his hazel eyes appear more green than brown. He wasn’t classically handsome like the Ontarians, more ruggedly attractive.
“Guilty as charged.” She shook his hand.
“I’m glad you’ve finally been recovered and you appear no worse for wear.”
Recovered? She fought back a laugh. He made her sound like a stolen object, but the formal phrasing fit his military bearing.
“Let’s go to my office.” Morgan led them to the office tucked away in the back corner of the situation room. There was a small table with four chairs along with her desk, so they sat down around the table. “Lor mentioned something about a psychic connection between you and Nazerel. Lor assured me that Nazerel couldn’t activate it. Can you?”
Angie refused to let Morgan’s directness rattle her. This was important. There was no reason to beat around the bush. “I needed to learn how to control my abilities before I even tried to activate the link. If he senses what I’m doing, I’ll only get one chance at it.”
“We’ll offer whatever support we can,” Elias said. “Let us know when you’re ready to try. Finding Nazerel is top priority.”
“Understood.”
“Do you still have eyes on Jillian?” Blayne wanted to know. “Lor and Odintar are convinced she’s not in danger, but I’m not so sure. When Nazerel couldn’t find Angie, he targeted Tori. Jillian’s connection to the sisters might be enough to make him overlook her injury. This isn’t just about finding a mate anymore. They’ve challenged him and he won’t stop until he’s bested them. That’s the nature of a Shadow Assassin.”
“I agree,” Angie said. “Tori seemed satisfied that Nazerel would just leave Jillian alone, but Blayne’s right, he’s more obsessive than that.”
“I’ve had a team on her round the clock since she was admitted. But honestly, I was about to pull them off,” Morgan told them. “No one has seen any sign of Nazerel.”
“Which doesn’t mean he wasn’t there,” Blayne reminded her. “Shadow Assassins can manifest invisibility shields. Please, leave your team in place.”
Elias leaned forward, resting his forearms against the tabletop. “I’ve wondered about that since I first heard the term. Do they just fool the eye or do they actually dematerialize?”
Blayne shrugged. “Depends on the man. There are a number of ways to render oneself invisible.”
Elias shook his head, looking a bit incredulous. “I’ll have to take your word for it.”
The differences in their reactions were subtle, but it seemed likely that Morgan had been dealing with Mystics longer than Elias. That and the fact that Morgan was in charge of the project.
“Did Lor tell you about the disappearances?” Morgan asked.
Blayne nodded. “There had been three when we left for Bilarri.”
“Technically the count is still three, but now we have two bodies. One was horribly disfigured as if her body had…mutated.”
“Resequencing DNA is one of the Rodyte’s favorite pastimes.” Blayne sighed, his thumb tapping out an unconscious rhythm against the edge of the table. “They’re actually rather good at it. These failures indicate that this is new territory for them.”
“The two victims, as well as the three still missing, were all in the notebook,” Morgan told him. “They’ve focused entirely on the prescreened females now.”
“Can we use that to our advantage?”
Morgan’s professional mask slipped for a second, revealing her frustration. “We could if we had the staff needed to cover each one, but we don’t.”
“How many are you able to cover.” Angie had no idea how many people were stationed at the Bunker or if the Bunker was Morgan’s only facility.
“It depends on the level of coverage needed on each target.”
Angie knew an evasion when she heard one.
Morgan must have read annoyance on Angie’s face because she clarified. “Even if we stick to minimal surveillance, we can only cover twenty, maybe twenty-five percent. There’s no option. We have to prioritize.”
“Has Odintar finished the translation so the notebook can be analyzed?” Elias asked.
“Sorry,” Blayne muttered. “I didn’t think to ask.”
“Well, I have a damn good profiler on staff. If Lor will trust us with a copy of the translation, we should be able to narrow down the most probable targets.”
“I’ll talk to him about it.”
“Good.” Morgan’s assessing gaze moved over Angie for a moment then she looked back at Blayne. “Elias offered our support, but I’m making it mandatory. You will notify me before she tries to locate Nazerel. If that goes sideways, he could end up locating us and that can’t be allowed to happen.”
“We’ll probably try tomorrow morning. We’re both exhausted now.”
“I’ll have a support team ready.” She pushed back from the table and stood. “Rest well.”
Elias stood too and smiled at Angie. “It was nice meeting you.”
“You too.” He walked from the office before she could say more. She waited until they were alone and then looked at Blayne. “Do you really think I’m ready to do this? You hadn’t said anything to me about trying to activate the strand.”
“I was about to have you try on Bilarri when Lord Drakkin interrupted us.” He stood as well and pulled out her chair. “And for the record, you won’t be activating the connection. You’ll use your farseeing ability to follow the dormant strand into his mind. That should minimize the chances that he’ll even be aware of your presence.”
“Then I just hang out in his head until he looks at a landmark or something with a return address on it?”
“Basically. The simpler we keep things the less can go wrong.”
* * * * *
“So this is where you’ve been hiding?”
Nazerel’s smug voice jarred Sevrin out of her exhausted sleep. For a moment she forgot where she was and what she’d been doing until the wee hours of the morning. The light slipping through the ill-fitting blinds was still hazy, so it couldn’t be much past dawn. “What are you doing here?” She sat up and the rumpled sheet slipped to her waist.
“Is that an invitation?”
She glanced down and gasped, snatching the sheet up to cover her bare breasts. “Get out!” She shoved against Zach’s shoulder, but he just muttered under his breath and rolled to his stomach.
Nazerel smirked. “I’d get in, except I don’t like sloppy seconds. Or would it be thirds?”
“You’re disgusting.” Dragging the sheet with her, she crawled off the side of the bed, leaving Zach sprawled on the lumpy mattress still oblivious to their uninvited guest. Thank the gods Nazerel couldn’t see the strips on her ass and thighs. Zach had punished her for neglecting his needs then punished her for enjoying her punishment too much. He’d kept her suspended on the razor’s edge between pleasure and pain until she craved them equally.
Nazerel looked around the shabby hotel room and his lip curled. “Charming accommodations. You’re really moving up in the world.”
“What do you want?”
“I want to know why the rotation we all agreed to has been abandoned.”
She tensed. Everything she’d tried to temper his insolence had failed. He was shrewd and logical and by far the most interesting of the alpha hunters. And he wasn’t in the least bit intimidated by her even though she held his life in the palm of her hand. It was infuriating—and arousing. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Moving so fast he literally blurred, he shoved his fingers between her breasts and fisted the sheet. Then he yanked her forward and sneered, “I don’t have time for your bullshit. Hunting rights were supposed to rotate between the teams so there weren’t too many disappearances in too short a period of time. The last three females have been captured by Zach’s men. That’s unacceptable.”
“That’s not true.” Zach had finally awakened enough to join the conversation. He was sitting on the bed, blurry-eyed and unconcerned about his nakedness. “The most recent catch was made by Team East.”
Without releasing Sevrin, Nazerel looked at the other alpha. “Darrian sent one of his men here or they’ve begun hunting in the new location?”
Zach just shrugged and motioned toward Sevrin. “Ask her. If it doesn’t directly affect Team West, I stay out of it.”
Nazerel shoved her back as he released his hold on the sheet. “Do you have another medical facility or are all three females here?”
She crossed her arms under her breasts, intentionally increasing her cleavage. The effort was lost on Nazerel. His hostile gaze remained on her face. “You can’t have it both ways, Naz.”
“My name is Nazerel.”
She’d only used the diminutive because she knew it pissed him off. “You ignore my summons and refuse to keep me informed of your team’s movements. You basically took over the Team West house after Zach selflessly offered to take you in. How can you expect to be treated with respect when you are dismissive and rude to everyone?”
“I’m not rude to everyone, just you. And my concern remains. If three women were taken, one of them should have been hunted by Team South.”
She put her hands on her hips and manufactured her coldest smile. “Well, sweetheart, I’m waiting on you. You insisted that none of your men could hunt until you’d found your mate.”
“That was before Angie disappeared.”
“You never told me to disregard the stipulation. You are the alpha hunter. It’s within your rights to demand the first hunt. I was trying to be respectful.”
He scoffed. “You knew damn good and well there had been complications. You intentionally left Team South off the rotation to punish me for ignoring you.”
She shrugged. “You call it punishment. I call it cause and effect. You refused to keep me updated so I had no choice but to act according to the information I had even though I suspected it was outdated.”
He ended the subject with an impatient wave of one hand. “I’ve located my mate, but she won’t be ready for capture for a week or two. Put my men back on the rotation.”
“Was that so hard?” She allowed a hint of warmth to soften her smile. “That’s all I wanted when I summoned you.”
“Is the new clinic operational or not?” He glanced around and shuddered. “This place is an abomination.”
“Like your mate, we’re approximately a week away.”
His stoic expression didn’t change. “Then all three females are here?”
“We had no other choice.”
“Get dressed. I want to see what you’ve accomplished in my absence.”
She waited for him to leave but he just stared at her in mutinous silence, so she shrugged and dropped the sheet.
* * * * *
After a hearty breakfast the following morning, Blayne informed Morgan that Angie was ready to try and locate Nazerel. Morgan asked if the exercise was more suited to the gym or a conference room and Blayne chose the conference room. When they arrived at the designated area Morgan, Lor and two guards were waiting for them. Everyone was heavily armed. According to their uniforms, one guard belonged to Morgan’s staff and the other was with Lor.
Angie took one look at all the weapons and dug in her heels. “What’s with the firepower?”
“It’s just a precaution,” Morgan assured, but her gaze remained cold.
“If you manage to find Nazerel, we’ll need to move quickly,” Lor explained. “I’ll flash to his location and bring him back here.”
“Nazerel will teleport as soon as he sees you,” Blayne predicted. “Element of surprise will only get us so far. I know firsthand how fast that son of a bitch can move.”
“We’ve developed an injectable inhibitor. It worked on Odintar, so we’re hopeful that it will work on the Shadow Assassins too.”
“What does Odintar have to do with the Shadow Assassins? Does this have something to do with his nanites?” Angie still stood just inside the doorway, arms folded across her chest.
Lor made Morgan send her guard into the corridor and close the door before he explained. “Odintar is half Rodyte just like most of the hunters. He was preparing to go undercover, so he was given the same nanites that make those bastards so hard to track. For all intents and purposes, he is a Shadow Assassin.”
“All he lacks is a lifetime of cruelty and meticulous brainwashing,” Blayne pointed out. “Those animals don’t think like we do. Their entire concept of reality is skewed.”
“Sorry I brought it up in front of the guard,” Angie said. “I didn’t realize it wasn’t common knowledge.”
Blayne moved his hand to the small of her back. “I should have warned you when I mentioned the nanites earlier. There’s a lot about Odintar most people don’t know.”
Morgan let her guard back into the room then waited for Lor to continue his explanation.
No one immediately spoke, so Angie asked Lor, “Dose this inhibitor suppress all of their abilities or just teleportation?”
“It takes a few minutes to shut down everything, but teleportation went offline almost instantaneously.”
Blayne didn’t seem satisfied with the answer. “A lot can happen in a second or two. With some of the guys from Team North it took Mystic and conventional weapons to immobilize them.”
“I was there too, Blayne. I know what’s at stake.”
Blayne shook his head, obviously unconvinced by Lor’s reassurance. “It’s still a gamble. You have to get close enough to inject him.”
“Then distract him for me.” Lor’s voice took on a steely edge. “You escaped him before and took Angie with you. He won’t ignore the opportunity to kick your ass.”
“And while he tries to kick my ass, you’ll ambush him?”
Lor nodded with a smile. “We’ve chased his shadow for weeks and it’s gotten us nowhere. It’s past time we went on the offensive.”
“We have to find him first,” Morgan reminded.
“Is that my cue?” Angie tried not to think about of the caliber of people who made up her audience, but it was no use. The leader of a top secret government agency, two Special Forces operatives—one human and one Ontarian—and two Master Level mages. Yeah, no pressure there.
Pulling one of the chairs away from the conference table, Blayne turned it around. Angie smiled. Did he honestly think putting her back to the others would make her forget they were there? She sat and placed her hands lightly on her legs. Then she took several deep breaths, centering her being and focusing her mind.
Blayne knelt in front of her and covered her hands with his. “This is the same thing you’ve been doing for the past two weeks. The only difference is you’re following the strand instead of using an image or memory.”
She looked into his eyes and smiled, letting the beauty of his gaze surround her. “I understand.” She closed her eyes and turned her focus inward.
Can you sense the strand?
She nodded. She’d been able to sense the fragile thread ever since Drakkin activated her abilities, but she’d ignored it, afraid of unintentionally completing the connection.
Don’t touch it or pass energy through it. Follow it. Let it guide you back to its source.
With another tense nod, she moved closer to the strand. It stretched into the distance like a thin, iridescent rope. Nazerel’s image rolled through her mind, reminding her of what he’d intended for her and how hard he’d tried to—
Don’t let anything distract you. Nothing exists but the strand.
She concentrated, narrowing her focus to that one unwavering image, the thin shimmering thread stretching out into the distance. She floated along beside it, tuning everything else out.
It might have taken moments or hours, she couldn’t be sure. Time had no meaning on the metaphysical plane. She concentrated harder and moved faster, her confidence growing as she drew closer to the strand’s source.
She sensed Nazerel before she saw him or rather saw out of him. Conflict, frustration and hate twisted through his mind and fueled his purpose. He turned his head and glared at a beautiful woman with blue-streaked black hair.
“When did you install the window?” Nazerel growled out the question as lust threaded through his other emotions.
His companion smiled without turning her head as she gazed through the window. Even in profile, her features were striking, strong yet feminine. “It was already here when I decided to lease the place. You can imagine the sorts of people who stayed here before it was shut down.”
Nazerel turned back to the window, not nearly as disinterested as he appeared. A naked couple writhed on the bed in the room beyond the window. The woman sprawled on her stomach, the man covering her back. Her hips were propped up by several pillows and her wrists were tied together with a velvet cord. They were either so caught up in passion that they didn’t notice their audience or the window as actually a two-way mirror. Angie’s money was on the later.
“Open your mind and I’ll be gentle. I know that’s what you want.” The man promised in between brutal thrusts. Despite his physical aggression, the woman’s cries were clearly pleasure not pain.
“When was she captured?” Nazerel asked as he dragged his gaze back to his companion.
Pull back slowly, angel. We need to know his exact location.
She’d been so distracted by the woman’s possible peril that she’d nearly forgotten why she was there. Using the strand as an anchor, she pulled back from the scene. She saw the room in which Nazerel stood and then the outside of the building. Very slowly, she rotated her perspective and located a street sign at the adjacent intersection. The angle allowed her to see the names of both streets.
“Got it.” Lor’s voice was jarring in the stillness.
She felt Blayne ease from her mind and a subtle rush of energy. Should she hold the connection or leave the rest to the men? Tension mounted and she pressed her teeth into her bottom lip.
“What the—” Nazerel closed his eyes and whispered in her mind, You sneaky little bitch.
Before she could sever the link his energy stabbed deeper, burning through her brain with furious determination. She screamed, clawing at the strand, desperate to release its hold on her.
He worked with terrifying precision and anger-fueled speed, strengthening the strand and expanding its functionality.
His eyes suddenly flew open and she received a blessed reprieve. Blayne stood in front of her, or actually in front of Nazerel. She was firmly lodged in Nazerel’s perception.
Blayne didn’t bother with words. He launched an energy pulse directly into Nazerel’s face. Nazerel screamed, but the searing pain burned through his mind, shot across the strand and exploded inside Angie. She frantically tried to disperse the pulse and minimize the damage, but it was concentrated and massive. Blayne had unloaded his full strength on his enemy. Agony spread through her body, leaching her strength as it incinerated her senses.
She opened her mouth, trying to express her suffering, but no sound came out.
Someone supported her, carefully lowering her to the floor.
My life mate just killed me. The bitter irony followed her into the void.
 



Chapter Nine
 
Lor lunged for Nazerel, injector extended, but Nazerel twisted, narrowly missing the threat. With a furious snarl, he shoved Blayne out of his way, grabbed Sevrin and flashed from the room.
Blayne locked on to his signal and followed. By the time Blayne materialized in the open field, Nazerel and his female companion had already left. Blayne paused, scanning for Nazerel’s signal. It echoed into the distance, fragmented and distorted. Refusing to accept defeat, he scanned harder. He was a tracker, this was his primary skill. He would find the bastard before he hurt anyone else!
Pressure built in his temples and still he scanned. Sweat beaded his brow, but he pushed on. He poured energy into his receptors, increase their sensitivity. Prickles became spikes of sensation and the spikes began to burn. If he didn’t stop, he’d fry his receptors, perhaps damage them permanently.
Only a Shadow Assassin could find a Shadow Assassin. The saying had mocked the Mystic Militia since their arrival on Earth.
With an exasperated cry, Blayne finally backed off. He thought of Lor, alone with the rest of the rebels. This wasn’t fair.
After one final sweep, Blayne accepted the inevitable and flashed back to the motel. Lor had left the room in which they’d arrived. The adjoining bedroom was now empty as well. Blayne threw open the door and rushed out onto the uneven sidewalk.
Shouts and the muffled rapport of a gun lengthened his stride and defined his direction. A door farther down the sidewalk burst open and a woman in a white lab coat dashed into the parking lot. Not willing to take any chances, Blayne flashed in front of her and blocked her escape. He urged her to her knees and bound her wrists behind her back with Mystic cords.
“You’ll never get away with this,” she sneered, tugging furiously against the restraining fibers.
“Is she secure?” Lor called from inside the room.
“Affirmative,” Blayne returned. “How many have you got in there?”
“Three, but they’re secured as well. She had a blond man with her when I first spotted her, but I’m sure he’s long gone by now. I think we’re clear. Bring her back in here then check the other rooms.”
Blayne heaved her to her feet and propelled her toward the motel room.
“I have diplomatic immunity. You can’t—”
“Lodge a complaint with your consulate. I don’t give a shit.”
As well as incapacitating the guards, Lor had located two of the three missing females. They were both dressed in scrubs and they huddled together as if they’d known each other all their lives. Maybe they had. All Blayne knew about them was that they were featured in the notebook. “What happened to the couple Nazerel and the Rodyte were watching?”
“The hunter teleported her out before I could stop him,” Lor admitted.
A frustrated sigh forced its way out of Blayne. “Then all the Shadow Assassins escaped?” Each victim they recovered was a victory, but as long as the hunters were on the loose they would continue to hunt. It was their nature, their reason for coming to Earth.
“Not all of them escaped.” Lor pointed to the first unconscious man. “That’s Zacharous. He’s the Team West alpha. The other two are Rodytes. No Shadow Assassin would have been that easy to floor.”
The alpha hunter was unconscious as well as bound. “How did you accomplish all this by yourself?”
“I still had the injector in my hand when Zacharous burst into the room. Pulse blasts took out the other two. What about Nazerel?”
Blayne shook his head. His frustration was echoed in Lor’s gaze. “I easily followed his first leap, but his nanites scramble his signal. It’s impossible to track him.”
“I got a good look at the woman. She was definitely Sevrin Keire.” Suddenly Lor looked off into space and his brows drew together. His worried gaze snapped back to Blayne and he said, “That was Tori. Morgan had no other way to contact us. Something is horribly wrong with Angie. Elias is on his way here. Go.”
Blayne didn’t have to be told twice. He flashed back to the Bunker, heart hammering madly in his chest. The floor around Angie had been cleared. Even the conference table had been shoved to the side. A human medic knelt by Angie, trying to look useful.
“What happened?” he demanded.
“You tell me,” Morgan replied. “She screamed, her eyes went vacant and then she just collapsed.”
He knelt on the other side from the medic and pressed his fingers to her throat. Her pulse was weak but discernable. Her breathing was shallow. After quickly scanning for physical injuries, he determined that it was safe to move her. “I’ll update you when I know more.” Without further conversation, he scooped her up in his arms and flashed to the Sentinel. The ship was too small to have an infirmary, so he took her to the cabin he’d been sharing with Odintar and summoned his cabin mate with an urgent telepathic pulse.
All Mystics learned how to heal their own minor wounds and many could accelerate healing in others. Unfortunately, Blayne’s healing abilities were minimal. He scanned her again, confused and frustrated by what he sensed. He couldn’t lock on to a specific wound or locate discernable damage. All he sensed was an unnatural resonance as if all the energy in her body were subtly feeding back.
Odintar entered, lunging across the small space. “What’s wrong?”
“I don’t know.” Anxiety made his tone sharper than he’d intended. “She located Nazerel. Lor and I flashed to his location. Morgan said Angie screamed, her gaze went blank, and then she just collapsed. I can’t detect a specific problem.”
Shouldering him out of the way, Odintar knelt beside the bunk and pressed his hand against Angie’s forehead. He closed his eyes and his features tensed. “Was she still linked with Nazerel when you were fighting?”
“I don’t know.”
“Was Nazerel incapacitated?”
“No. I blasted him with energy, but… Shit, did I do this to her?” The bottom dropped out of his stomach and his hands clenched into fists. If he’d hurt her, even unintentionally, he’d… Never forgive himself? He already knew what that felt like thanks to his half-brother. He could not let his happen again.
Odintar was using both hands now. He pressed his palms to her temples then slid them slowly down her throat. “There has definitely been some sort of overload.”
“Open this fucking door or I’ll blast my way in!” Tori’s voice was muffled, but Blayne believed every word.
“Do not let her in here,” Odintar insisted without opening his eyes.
Not wanting to leave Angie’s side, Blayne’s steps dragged as he crossed to the door. He positioned himself to block Tori’s entrance then triggered the door with a voice command. Before she could rush past him, he caught her upper arms and guided her away from the door.
“Odintar needs to concentrate. We can help her best by staying out of his way.”
“How was she injured? You didn’t take her with you, did you?”
The accusation stung. “Give me a little credit. Of course, I didn’t take her into battle with me.”
“Then how was she hurt?” He’d never seen Tori so distraught. Her face was ashen, eyes wide and tear-bright.
“I think she was still linked with Nazerel when I attacked him.” Each word slashed at his soul. He was supposed to protect his life mate and it was likely his own energy had done this to her. “Nazerel must have used the link to redirect the attack.”
“He redirected a pulse that was meant to kill him into Angie?” Her lips trembled and tears escaped with the fall of her lashes.
Instinctively, Blayne pulled her into his arms. “I’m sorry. I would never hurt her intentionally.” But all his good intentions hadn’t kept Larria alive. He shuddered. No! It was not going to happen again. He would not lose Angie. He’d just found her, for gods’ sake.
Tori had brought her arms up as he reeled her in and she remained stiff within his embrace. “If she dies, I will never forgive you.” Fear and grief tore the words from her throat.
The familiar threat echoed through Blayne, mocking and tormenting him. “She’s not going to die.”
Despite her hurtful words, Tori wrapped her arms around his back and sobbed into his shirt.
Blayne held her, fighting his own emotions as he attempted in vain to comfort her.
I need you both. Now!
Tori must have heard Odintar as well because she beat him to the door, but Blayne’s longer stride allowed him to reach the bed before her.
Energy. Odintar hadn’t reacted when they arrived. He remained kneeling beside the bunk, hands hovering over Angie. Need energy.
Unable to transfer energy without the benefit of touch, Tori placed her hand on Odintar’s arm. Blayne simply opened his mind and inundated the other Mystic with energy.
Slow down. Odintar gasped. Can’t soak that in and keep healing.
It was three and a half hours later when Odintar finally lifted his head and lowered his arms. He looked exhausted and less than confident. “I’ve done what I can.” He struggled to his feet, legs visibly wobbly. Blayne reached out and steadied him. “Her vital signs are much stronger, but…” His gaze shifted from Blayne to Tori and back, regret etched into his expression. “I won’t lie to you. Her brain took the worst of the discharge. There were numerous tiny ruptures. I repaired them all, but it’s hard to say how much she’ll be affected by the damage.”
Tori covered her mouth with one hand and sobbed.
Blayne felt tears escape the corners of his eyes though he stubbornly maintained control. “What can we do?”
“I cast her deep into sleep thrall. Her body needs time to heal.”
“Sleep thrall?” Tori’s voice hitched, so she cleared her throat before she went on. “What does that mean?”
“It’s a technique I learned on Bilarri. I suspended all of her bodily functions except regeneration. Blayne, Lor and I will take turns infusing her with energy. As long as she’s in sleep thrall, it will allow her body to use all of that energy to repair the damage.”
“Could the healers on Ontariese do something more to help her?” Tori wiped away her tears, but her chest still shuddered.
He didn’t seem insulted by the question. “Maybe on Bilarri. Ontarian healers wouldn’t have been able to utilize my nanites.” He shrugged, his gaze still brimming with compassion. “Her life is no longer in danger. The rest will just take time.”
Tori didn’t look happy with the conclusion, but she said nothing more. Odintar warned them not to attempt to rouse her then left the cabin.
The bunk was narrow, so Blayne pulled up a chair for Tori. “Thanks.” She sat and took Angie’s hand between hers. Angie actually looked much better. Color had returned to her face and her features were peaceful rather than twisted with pain.
“I can’t lose her,” Tori whispered. “She’s all the family I have left.”
“Lor might object to that.”
She glanced up at him and even managed a weak smile. “You’re right.” After a long pause she looked at him again and asked, “Does she know how much you love her?”
“I’ve tried to go slowly. I know how distrusting she is of men, but an attraction this powerful is hard to hide.”
“No doubt.”
There really was only room for one or the other of them, so Blayne leaned down and pressed a kiss to Angie’s forehead. “I’m going to check in with your mate and find out what happened after I left. Let me know immediately if there is any change.”
“Of course. Go on.”
He blew out a shaky breath as he left the cabin. Odintar was tenacious and stubborn. He would have done everything in his power to minimize the damage. Angie couldn’t have been in better hands. Still, worry pulsed in the back of his mind, making him restless and irritable.
Lor, Elias, Dekker and Odintar had gathered around the galley table. Rather than crowed the limited space, Blayne triggered one of the retractable seats across from the booth.
“Should I go down there?” Lor rubbed his forehead. “Odintar told us that Angie is stabilized, but how is Tori holding up?”
Blayne shook his head. “The cabin is tiny. I’ll send Tori out after you’ve caught me up.”
“Good luck with that. I’ll probably have to carry her from the room kicking and cursing. My mate can be extremely stubborn when it comes to her baby sister.”
“Morgan wants you to know that she’ll help in any way she can. All you have to do is call her,” Elias interjected.
“There’s nothing she can do. It’s all up to Angie now.” Blayne looked at Odintar. “Thank you. I know how hard you worked to save her life.”
“Glad I could help. And she’s a fighter. I honestly think she’ll recover.”
Needing to think about something else, Blayne prompted, “So what happened after I left?”
“Containing the two Rodytes wasn’t a problem, so I took them to the Bunker,” Elias informed.
“Zacharous is back on Ontariese,” Lor explained, “and the two women are with Morgan. She’ll interview them in-depth then release them to their families.”
“What about the other woman, the one in the lab coat?”
“She was the hidden treasure in the ratty hovel,” Lor continued. “Her name is Lynell Porffer and she’s no ordinary doctor. She’s a molecular biologist who specializes in genetics.”
“Damn.” Blayne pushed his hand through his hair. “I guess we don’t have to wonder what she was doing on Earth.”
“She kept insisting she had diplomatic immunity, so I only spoke to her in Ontarian.”
“She doesn’t speak Ontarian?”
Lor shook his head. “Just Rodyte and English. She kept asking if we had someone named Alex, but wouldn’t say anything else about him. I’m presuming he’s the blond man I saw her with initially.”
“Or he could be one of the guards.”
After another brusque head shake, Lor explained, “Makes more sense that he was one of the hunters and flashed out at the first sign of trouble. We’ll know for sure after Zacharous has been interrogated.”
“What about her claim of immunity? Did that check out?”
“Unfortunately. Charlotte said she’s obligated to contact the Rodymian consulate within the next forty-eight hours, so the interrogators are going to be aggressive.”
It always amused Blayne that Lor spoke of the high queen with such familiarity. But then he was mentored by her life mate, so he really was familiar with her. “I’ve seen Porffer’s handiwork. She deserves an aggressive interrogation and a whole lot more.”
“So we’re back to square one with Nazerel and Sevrin.” Elis sighed, obviously frustrated by the fact.
“No we’re not,” Lor objected. “We’re systematically dismantling their web. Each time we capture another one of their people we gain more information. And this is the fourth site we’ve forced them to abandon.”
“How do you figure that?” Elias sounded less confrontational.
“Team North’s house, Sevrin’s headquarters, Team South’s house and now the motel.” He held up a finger as he listed each location, then made a fist as he went on. “We have the most important medical personnel on their staff. This project is crippled and they’ve slinked away into the shadows to lick their wounds.”
“We also recovered two of their victims, alive and… Were they unharmed?” Blayne dreaded the answer, but he needed to know.
Lor looked at Elias, the subject obviously uncomfortable. “They didn’t seem to be physically abused. Whether or not they’d been coerced or seduced, I don’t know.”
Elias wasn’t quite so vague. “It’s likely they’d been intimate with their captors. That’s why we took them to Morgan. Believe it or not she has an almost maternal side though we’re seldom allowed to see it.” He hesitated and then added, “We were able to put names to the faces you gave us. Would you rather discuss the details in private?”
“We live on a ship the size of an RV. There are no secrets among the Mystic Militia.”
“Fate hasn’t been kind to any of these guys,” Elias began.
“Good,” Odintar muttered and Blayne agreed.
“The first one was serving a fifteen-year sentence for armed robbery. He’d also been arrested for sexual assault, but those charges had been plea bargained down to a lesser charge.”
“Typical. You said was. Is he out already?”
Elias shook his head. “Just the opposite. He was stabbed during an altercation with another inmate and didn’t survive.”
“How sad,” Blayne muttered sarcastically.
“The youngest of the three enlisted in the army and is currently missing in action. They never found his body, but he’s believed to be dead.”
“And the other one?”
“His name is Jason Myer. There have been multiple reports of domestic disturbances, but he has never been charged. He has two children.”
“Shit.” Blayne closed his eyes for a moment, struggling through the complication. “What happens to the family if Dad just disappears?” He opened his eyes to see if anyone had any clever ideas.
Elias grinned. “I already thought of that. The wife doesn’t work now, but she has been employed in the past. Mr. Myer also has a sizeable life insurance policy. If we can make his disappearance look like murder, his wife will have a financial safety net as she builds a life without him.” Elias paused, concentration creasing his brow. “Of course, she’ll have to have him declared dead and that’s not easy without a body.”
“So we’ll give them a body,” Odintar suggested with a wicked smile.
“Or at least enough biological matter with the correct DNA to indicate that there had been a body,” Elias countered.
Lor shook his head, yet a smile curved his lips. “I can’t believe we’re going to stage a murder.”
“If the police stumbled on to the isolated spot where poor Mr. Myer had been hacked to pieces, all we would need is blood and assorted tissue to make it convincing. Maybe a couple of teeth,” Elias clarified.
“If we provide you with the needed material, can you arrange the rest?” Blayne asked.
Elias nodded. “Yeah. I know what they’ll be looking for and how much they’ll need before they’re satisfied. I’ll make you a list.”
Lor shuddered. “This is really morbid.”
“We could just slit his throat and leave him in the desert.” Odintar didn’t sound like he was joking.
“The thought has crossed my mind, but that’s not what Angie wants. And ultimately this is about her.”
“If you’re going to do it, do it soon,” Lor told them. “I want everyone refocused on our mission.”
* * * * *
“Which one is it?” Blayne squinted through the darkness two nights later. The apartment doors looked identical. Jason Myers still lived in southern California, but he’d moved from Riverside to San Bernardino.
“225 B. It’s that one.” Odintar pointed to the corner unit on the second story.
“The children should be in bed by now. If the wife sees us, we’ll pulse her and then take the memory.”
“Understood.”
It had taken two days for Elias to scout out a location for the murder scene and figure out how to plant just enough clues to lead local law enforcement to the needed conclusions. It seemed like a lot of work for someone who deserved pain and suffering, but this way Angie’s conscious would be clear. Her attacker would be punished for what he’d done to her, but she wouldn’t become an accessory to murder in the process.
Blayne focused in on the designated apartment and scanned. Judging by the strength of the energy concentrations, the two children were indeed in one of the bedrooms. There was no way to know if they were sleeping, but it was nearly midnight. One adult was in the front room and the other in the second bedroom.
“He’s in the front room.”
Odintar’s nanites allowed him to see through walls, so Blayne only nodded his head. “Let’s flash in and out as fast as we can. If things go wrong, you get out with the bastard and I’ll deal with the fallout.”
“Agreed.”
They teleported to the front room and Blayne rendered the bastard unconscious with a firm mental pulse. Odintar shoved his shoulder into the human’s stomach and lifted him to his shoulder. A gasp drew Blayne’s attention as Odintar flashed out of the room.
He turned, intending to render the intruder unconscious, but the female’s torso was draped with a sleeping toddler. Had one of the children stirred or did they have three children now. It didn’t matter. She’d seen Odintar disappear with her husband.
Her eyes were huge, face pale, lips trembling, but miraculously she didn’t make another sound.
“I won’t hurt you. We have what we came for.” She hadn’t screamed yet, but he didn’t trust her to remain calm. Her sleeping children were likely the only thing keeping her quiet.
“What are you going to do with him?” she whispered, eyes slowly filling with fear.
A certain catch in her tone made him ask, “What would you like me to do?”
“Beat the shit out of him every day for the next five years then make damn sure he can’t come back here.”
He inclined his head then smiled. He only manipulated memories when there was no other choice and her attitude made the invasion unnecessary. “The less you know the better, but he will never harm you or your children again.”
“What are you?”
“A friend.” Rather than frighten her further, he walked out the front door.
* * * * *
It was almost dawn by the time Blayne returned to the ship. Head Master Tal had insisted the rapist be taken to the City of Tears rather than the Conservatory. The Conservatory’s limited detention facilities were already full of Shadow Assassins.
Blayne wasn’t sure where Odintar had gone, but his belongings were missing when Blayne returned to the cabin where Angie slept. Tori was slumped over the bed sound asleep. Rather than wake her, Blayne pinged Lor and he came and got his exhausted life mate.
Blayne sat in the chair and studied Angie’s face as the events of the past few days scrolled through his mind. They hadn’t apprehended Nazerel, but they’d captured a doctor who might prove even more important in the long run. Would Angie be pleased with his actions regarding the rapist? He’d told her what he intended to do, but she had still seemed conflicted about it.
Well, it couldn’t be undone now. The bastard’s treatment had already begun.
Moving to the other berth, Blayne commanded his clothes away and crawled beneath the bedding. His body was fatigued and his energy stores were running low, but his mind was still troubled, keeping him from sleep. He closed his eyes and concentrated on his breathing. If he couldn’t sleep, he would meditate.
Angie was his life mate. He became more certain of the fact with every breath he took. If this tragedy changed her, regardless of how dramatically, he would not desert her. He would take care of her and assist in her recuperation. He would—
Love me. That’s what I need from you.
He opened his mind, drawing her inward with eager tenderness. I’m so relieved to hear your voice.
I’ve been trying to wake up for hours, but Odintar has me well and truly trapped.
There’s a reason for that. You need to rest.
I need you more.
Her presence surged, constructing a visualization with startling speed and skill. If she commanded this much control after only a few weeks, she would be a phenomenal talent by the time she was fully trained.
He appeared on a moon-bathed beach, waves crashing dramatically in the distance. They lay on a soft blanket and they were both naked. “I missed you too.” He grinned down at her.
She lay on her back. He was stretched out on his side with one arm beneath her neck. His hair streamed all around them and he realized she had chosen to represent him in his natural form. She was really fond of her “dark elf”.
“We kicked ass today. Didn’t we?” She raised her arm and combed his hair with her fingers, obviously fascinated by the length and texture.
“That was two days ago, but yes, we kicked ass.”
“Two days? If that was two days ago, why won’t Odintar release me?”
“I nearly lost you, love.” His hair wrapped around her wrists and pinned her arms to the blanket.
She laughed. “Okay, that’s new. Can your hair really do that?”
“No,” he admitted. “But I’m feeling particularly savage at the moment.”
“You shouldn’t worry so much. I have a damn good teacher.”
“What exactly happened? I know Nazerel forced my energy into you, but how did he do it?”
She arched her back, her breasts gently swaying. “Are you sure you want to talk?”
“No, I want you to talk while I do this.” He bent and captured one pert nipple between his lips. He sucked her flesh with firm pulls, teasing the tip of her nipple with his tongue. Explain or I’ll stop.
“He sensed the connection and dove into my mind. He was frantically working to complete the link when you blasted him with energy.”
His lips stopped pulling and his tongue stilled. She made a needful sound and pressed against his lips. Keep talking.
“I saw the energy coming toward me and knew my only hope was to spread it out through my entire body. I figured the damage would be lessened that way. It hurt like hell, but apparently it worked. My brain is still functional.”
He raised his head and briefly kissed her mouth. “I’m glad. You’ve always been more fun when you’re feisty.”
“Is that an invitation?” She twisted suddenly, knocking him over onto his back. Then she straddled his hips and pinned his arms to the blanket. “Now I can do whatever I want with you.”
He laughed. “No. Stop. Please don’t torture me with your silky, hot mouth.”
She laughed too. “That didn’t sound very sincere.”
She started to ease down his body, but he had a better idea. With a few deft movements, he spun her around and arranged her astride his face. “Much better.” With his hands firmly holding her hips, he brought her pussy down to his waiting mouth.
“I was going to do that to you,” she cried.
What’s stopping you?
“Good point.” She leaned forward, bracing her weight on her forearms and her knees.
He felt the teasing flick of her tongue against the very tip of his cock, so he flicked his tongue against her clit. She murmured and squirmed then drew him deep into the warmth of her mouth. All she could do was keep her lips firm and bob her head, but the combination was seriously arousing.
His position allowed him a greater range of motion and he took full advantage of the freedom. At first he traced her slit over and over with his tongue, letting her scent sink into his being. He’d wanted to do this so badly after their quickie. He intended to enjoy himself now.
Somehow she freed one of her hands because her snug little fist worked his shaft while her mouth stimulated the sensitive tip. She dragged her tongue up and down his length, licking him with deliberate relish.
Her scent grew stronger and a fresh coating of cream covered her folds. He reached across their link, encouraging her to share her pleasure. She opened her mind and emotions flooded his being. Tenderness, joy, and a possessive sort of passion that surprised him. She always seemed so casual about sex. She’d nearly convinced him that she really could keep her body separate from her heart and mind.
Thrilled by the discovery, he gently parted her folds with his thumbs and pushed his tongue deep into her core.
Don’t do that or I’ll come, she warned.
Come. I want you to.
He claimed her with his tongue, sliding in and out until he felt the firm contractions of her orgasm. Half a second later her pleasure barreled into his mind, intense and overwhelming.
She sucked firmly, determined to take him with her.
He laughed then lifted her off him, freeing his cock in the process. “Not yet.” He urged her over onto her back and knelt between her thighs. “As much as I enjoy your mouth, nothing compares with this.”
 
Angie held her breath as he drove into her core, filling her completely with one smooth stroke. His unbound hair spread across her breasts and shoulders then created a dark curtain around their faces. She pulled his head down to hers and kissed him, savoring the taste of her passion on his tongue.
“Are you ready to admit it yet?” He whispered the question against her parted lips. “I know you felt it last time we did this.”
She knew what he was asking. She’d opened her end of their link completely the last time he’d been inside her and the result had been glorious. “I love you. I’m not afraid of the words or the emotion.” She paused for a long, deep kiss before adding, “As for life mates… It’s hard for me to believe that anything will last forever, but I’m willing to give it a try.”
He shifted his weight to his forearms so he could look into her eyes. “I will always love you. I’ll provide for you and protect…I’ll be a much better protector than I was two days ago.”
She framed his face with her hands and kissed his lips. “To borrow your two favorite phrases, it wasn’t your fault and you did nothing wrong.”
“Your sister was so angry. She said she’d never forgive me if you died. It was Larria all over again.”
“I’m sure she didn’t mean it.”
He shook his head. “She meant it. I know she did, because I felt it too. If you had died, I never would have forgiven myself.”
“But I didn’t die,” she stressed. “You taught me to read the signals and think on my feet. You gave me a strategy. A strategy that worked, by the way. So you and Tori both better stop picking on the man I love.”
“You’re right.”
He’d meant to say more, but she stopped him right there. “Just keep saying that and we’ll get along just fine.” She squeezed him tight with her inner muscles as she added, “Are we going to talk or—”
He wrapped his arms around her and rolled to his side, bringing her with him. Drawing her top leg up to his waist, he moved in shallow strokes, creating motion while still allowing them to press together from chest to knee. They slid against each other skin on skin as his mouth made love to hers. Their hands caressed then clung then caressed again as they basked in the ultimate intimacy.
Tenderness flowed between them, warm and soothing. He shifted her head to the bend of his arm and deepened the kiss. They took their time, sharing emotions as freely as they shared their bodies. Each breath, each gasp and sigh communicated more clearly than complex words or deep conversations.
Suddenly he rolled to his back and settled her on top of him. She tossed her hair out of her eyes, which made her breasts jiggle. His gaze gravitated toward the unintentional display and he cupped both her breasts with his warm hands. She covered his hands with hers, amazed at how perfectly she fit his palms. How could she doubt this would last forever when everything about him felt preordained?
She drew her body up slowly, savoring the sensual glide of his body inside hers. When her folds clung to the flared head of his cock, she paused for a moment, building the tension, then descended just as slowly.
His hands gripped her waist and he growled, “Move or I will.”
More than happy to oblige, she rocked her hips, taking him deep as his fingers slipped between her thighs. He effortlessly found her clit and rubbed over and around the swollen nub as her rhythm gradually increased.
Arching her back, she let their combined passion wash over her in tingling waves. Each sensation in her body echoed in his, ringing on and on like the tolling of a bell. She felt the thickness of his shaft and yet she sensed the snug grip of her inner muscles. Her arousal excited him and his eagerness made her even hotter.
She pushed his hand away from the apex of her thighs and leaned forward, needing faster, needing more. Their link revealed her restlessness, so he adjusted their position one last time. He sat up then laid her back across the blanket, shifting his weight to his knees as he surged deep inside her.
Face-to-face, fingers entwined, they moved together as one. He filled her with strong, steady thrusts and she opened for him body and soul. They poured into each other and wrapped around each other, no beginning and no end.
“Now!” He grasped her hips, tilting her pelvis to a better angle as he pounded into her. “Come with me now.”
Pleasure burst deep inside her, rippling up through her and spilling into him. He cried out sharply, head thrown back as his seed released in rhythmic spurts. He shuddered and groaned then leaned down and kissed her.
They floated down slowly. He was above her and inside her, yet he was careful not to crush her with his weight. She wrapped her legs around his waist. Their lips caressed each other, yet their tongues barely touched.
“I just injected you with a very strong sedative,” he whispered.
She laughed, her sensitized nipples rubbing against his chest. “If this is how you administer injections, I’ll think of all sorts of reasons for needing a shot.”
“You need to rest.” He raised his head, his expression suddenly serious. “You nearly died, angel. I want you to sleep and let your body heal.”
“All right. I’ll sleep, but tell Odintar to release me in the morning.”
“I’ll let him know you’re stronger than he thought, but I trust his judgment. If he wants you in sleep thrall there’s a damn good reason.”
“I miss you again already.” She pressed one last kiss to his lips then released the visualization.
 



Chapter Ten
 
Angie remained in sleep thrall for the next four days. Despite her telepathic complaints, Odintar insisted her body needed the break. He was shocked by her ability to function within the sedation. Only her farseeing ability combined with the strength of her spirit could enable any part of her to escape such a powerful spell.
Each night she streamed into Blayne’s mind and they created a new setting in which to play. After the first night, Blayne insisted she conserve her energy and allow him to form the visualization. Reluctantly she agreed. Each fantasy was unique and special, but they were still fantasies. She was restless and ready to return to real life.
Odintar appeared to her late the fourth afternoon. His features seemed especially savage and blue rings were clearly visible in his dark eyes. She always thought of him as an Ontarian, but he was also half Rodyte. Like the Shadow Assassins. “You’re a terrible patient.” He softened the criticism with a smile. “But I understand your impatience. Let’s get you out of here.”
She felt the sedating weight lessen and then light seeped in under her lashes. She groaned and turned her face away from the illumination.
“How do you feel?” Odintar asked.
She hadn’t realized how much of the pain sleep thrall was absorbing. Every muscle in her body felt strained, her joints ached, and the discomfort was amplified tenfold in her head. “I thought you healed me.” She rubbed her face and pressed her fingertips against her temples. “I feel like shit.”
“It’s remarkable you feel anything at all. Few would have survived such a blast.”
Slowly blinking until her eyes grew accustomed to the light, she looked at her new friend. “Thank you for patching me up. Blayne said you worked your ass off.”
“My ass is still intact. Would you like to see it?”
She laughed, but it made her head pound even harder, so she waved him away. “I’m definitely not ready for your sense of humor.”
“Then I’ll leave you to your mate. He’s even harder to deal with than you are.” He chuckled and left the cabin.
Blayne entered half a second later, gaze warm and caressing. “Welcome back.”
She could barely lift her head off the pillow, but she always had a smile for him. “I’m starting to understand why you were so worried.”
He dragged a chair closer to the bed with his foot then sat and took her hand. “Worried doesn’t begin to cover it.” His jaw clenched and he blinked several times before he whispered, “I don’t want to live without you.”
The conviction in his words would have terrified her a month ago, now they soothed her. “You won’t have to try. I promise. I’m not going anywhere.”
He drew her hand to his lips and kissed her knuckles, affection and tenderness saturating her mind. She’d never realized love could be so intense until she’d opened her mind to Blayne. “I should go. You need to—”
“I’ve been sleeping for days. I want to know what happened after I passed out. You refused to talk about any of it in our shared dreams.”
“I had better things to do in our shared dreams.” He grinned and reluctantly released her hand.
Rather than drawing her arm back, she rested her hand on his leg, needing to touch him. “So tell me everything. Did you catch Nazerel?”
His frustrated sigh was answer enough, but he elaborated, “He flashed out with Sevrin an instant after he tried to kill you. I tracked his first jump, but then his nanites scrambled his signal and even I couldn’t tell where they’d gone.”
“Then he’s still in the wind.” She muttered an expletive under her breath.
“He’s crafty and fast on his feet. No one can deny that. However, we’re learning more about their operation every day and the more we know, the more likely it is we’ll get the jump on him.” He paused and looked her over. “Are you sure you’re ready for all this?” She just glared, so he went on. “We recovered two of the missing females and the project’s doctor/scientist.”
“That’s great, but aren’t reinforcements on their way from Rodymia?”
“They are, but we’re hoping to raid at least one more of their houses before the rest of Sevrin’s team arrives.”
“Rodytes can’t teleport?”
He shook his head. “Most Rodytes can’t manipulate magic. Still, their technology is top rate. They have hyperdrives that will allow them to arrive almost as fast as if a Mystic were opening portals for them.”
She shoved two pillows behind her back and propped herself up against the wall. “If their technology is so impressive, why do they even care about magic?”
“Don’t we always want what we can’t have?”
“I suppose. And some people are naturally discontent. Not to mention obsessive.” Tension crept into his expression and his thumb tapped out an anxious rhythm against his thigh. “What’s wrong?”
“I’m not sure if the next subject will please you or piss you off.”
She chuckled. “With me you never can tell.”
He smiled and scooted to the edge of the chair. “I don’t know. I think I’ve got your moods just about figured out.”
“Then why are you dodging the question?”
After a short pause he said, “Morgan identified your rapists.”
“All three of them? That was fast.”
“Her toys are almost as impressive as ours.” He sounded overly careful as if he was preplanning every word.
Neither of them was comfortable with the topic, so she tried a bit of humor. “Can she take me to another planet in the blink of an eye?”
“Her skills are different, but just as important.”
She scowled at him. “I get it. You’re impressed by Morgan. Good thing my eyes aren’t green.”
He chuckled. “I’m impressed by Morgan’s ability to ferret out information. The woman doesn’t interest me in the least.”
“Glad to hear it, so what did she learn?”
“Two of the villains were already dead. One died in prison, the other in combat.”
She stilled, dreading his next answer. “What happened to the third villain? The one who was still alive?”
“I didn’t kill him. I know that’s not how you wanted this resolved.”
After releasing her pent-up breath, she nodded. “I wanted him punished, but I didn’t want to be responsible for ending his life.” She looked at him meaningfully and added, “I didn’t want you to bear that burden either. I’ve been in your mind, love, and melded with your being. I know how deeply you feel it each time it’s necessary for you to take a life.”
“I told you, he’s still alive.”
“Then what’d you do with him?”
“He’s on Ontariese undergoing the behavioral modification I described to you. He’ll never be allowed back on Earth and he’ll never hurt another living being. By the way, his wife seemed relieved to be rid of him.”
“Wife?” She shook her head, repulsed by the idea of any woman being subjected to that sort of man. “I can’t believe anyone would marry one of those creatures.”
He leaned over and kissed her, a light reassuring kiss. “It’s all in the past now, resolved once and for all.”
She smiled, but she wasn’t quite ready to close the door on the past. “Before we move on, can I ask one more question?”
“Have I ever refused to let you ask a question?”
“I only do that when I’m dreading the answer, but still need to ask.”
“Then ask.”
She paused to lick her lips then rushed on, “Did you find out about my father?”
“I did. Are you sure you want to know the details?”
Her throat was suddenly tight as well as dry, but she managed to nod.
“Your father was apprehended during our mission and returned to Ontariese.”
“Then he’s still alive?”
He shook his head. His features were tense with suppressed emotion and his end of their link was carefully shielded. “He was killed during an attempt to escape from the detention center on the City of Tears.”
“Did you expect that to upset me? I didn’t care one way or the other. I just wanted to know for sure.”
He started to speak then shook his head and whispered, “Glad I could be of service.”
“What’s wrong? Is there more to the story? You’re acting really strange.” She knew him well enough to sense that he was hiding something important.
“Your father and both his brothers were part of the dirty dozen. His older brother’s name was Garrod. He was the renegade who arranged the ambush that killed Larria.”
“I’m so sorry. I guess I should have asked Lor to look into it.”
“I’m not upset and Lor would have told me. The past can only exert as much control over us as we allow.”
She let the concept resonate for a moment. Their present was still filled with challenges, but Blayne was right. She was no longer a prisoner to the past. She felt wonderfully unencumbered for the first time in her adult life. “So how do we shape our future?”
“Personally or professionally?” His tone became playful again.
“Unfortunately one seems to trump the other. We might want to frolic naked on a beach all day, but you have obligations.”
He laughed. “I’m pretty sure I have never frolicked on a beach or otherwise.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I have obligations on Earth and you need more training. Neither of those facts will affect our happiness unless our priorities are incorrect.”
She glanced away from his handsome face. It was too easy to believe everything he said without question when she looked into his eyes. “I know you’ll be here until the Shadow Assassins are all apprehended, but what happens after that?”
“I go back to Ontariese and forget all about you?” His warm fingers curved around her chin and turned her face back around. “Is that really what frightens you?”
“No.” She answered so quickly that it didn’t sound believable. He lowered his arm, resting his hand on the bed on the far side of her legs. “Maybe a little. I know you love me. I feel it each time we touch, but it’s still hard for me to believe this won’t burn out.”
“If we’re honest with each other and continually feed the flames, our love will just burn brighter. The rest is logistics. After the Shadow Assassins threat is neutralized we can do whatever we want, go wherever we want. We can stay here. I’ll become a world-famous illusionist and you can read minds.”
She laughed. “That would actually work frighteningly well, but life on Earth seems pretty limiting now. I’d like to see Ontariese and more of Bilarri than Lord Drakkin’s lodge.”
“Then I’ll show you that and more. I don’t think you realize it yet but temporal farseers are in high demand. Your future can be whatever you want it to be.”
“Our future. That’s the only thing I’m certain about. I want you there with me.”
He pulled her onto his lap, tangling the bedding around her legs. “I will never leave you. You are the other half of my soul.” He kissed her deeply, slowly, reassuring her with each brush of his lips and each tender stroke of his tongue. She returned the kiss with equal fervor. Their link was open wide.
She was breathless and giddy by the time he eased his mouth away. “When we get to Ontariese, I’d like to meet your mother. Can you arrange that for me?”
His gaze narrowed and he tilted his head. “Why?”
“Because the reconciliation has to start somewhere and I can be pretty compelling when I want to be.”
He kissed the tip of her nose. “She’s a formidable adversary. Why would you subject yourself to someone like that?”
“Because she’s hurting the man I love.”
He smiled and kissed her mouth. “I will never tire of hearing those words.”
Rather than indulge him, she asked, “Now that we’re lovers, do I need to find another mentor?”
“We are life mates.” He growled. “I need to hear you say it.”
“Now that we are life mates, do I need a different mentor?”
He smiled, clearly pleased by her easy surrender. “We’re not at the Conservatory. We can do whatever we want. However, there are two of the best Mystics I know right here on this ship. You would benefit greatly from different training techniques.”
“You want me to train with Odintar and Lor?” Her stomach did a little flip and tension curled through her belly. Surely he wasn’t suggesting…
He laughed and pinched her behind. “Training with them will not mean what it meant with us. You have greater control over your abilities than you did when we began. I’m the only one allowed to give you pleasure.”
“Odintar will be so disappointed.” She managed to keep a straight face and was rewarded with more of his laughter. She loved the sound, so rich and warm.
“To borrow one of your sister’s favorite sayings, Odintar will just have to deal.” He shifted her back to the bed and stood.
“Speaking of Tori. I’ll tell her she needs to—”
“There’s no need. She stopped me yesterday and apologized for what she said. She was terrified and worried. I understand. It’s forgotten.”
“Good. Now hopefully your family will be as reasonable.”
He shook his head with a mirthless smile. “I’m not holding my breath, but it means everything that you’re willing to try. Now, do you feel strong enough to dress? Lor is going to brief everyone during the evening meal.”
“I’ll give it a shot, but I might need your help.”
“As always, I am entirely at your service.”
Knowing Odintar intended to release Angie, Tori had provided a fresh uniform. Angie took a quick shower then donned the simple clothes. “Back to commando,” she muttered as she came out of the tiny bathroom.
Blayne’s gaze narrowed and desire surged across their link. “You know what happens when I know you’re not wearing underwear. You shouldn’t have said anything.”
She raised her brow in silent challenge. “Maybe I want to keep you smoldering for the rest of the night.”
“You’ll be lucky to make it through dinner.” He reached for her and she twisted away, but the room spun around her and she nearly lost her footing. He steadied her until the vertigo abated. “Damn it. You’re still really weak. We both need to behave or you’ll end up back in bed.”
“Not until after dinner.”
With the entire crew assembled, the galley was overly crowded. The three soldiers had activated the retractable seats, Lor stood, which left the booth for the other two Mystics, plus Tori and Angie.
“This is going to be cozy,” Blayne predicted as everyone scooted together to make room for Angie and him.
“We better eat after the briefing or we’ll all end up wearing our food,” Lor decided.
“If you’re willing to share, let’s put the females on the table and we can all eat now,” Odintar cheerfully suggested.
The soldiers laughed while Blayne and Lor glared at their comrade.
“In your dreams,” Tori volleyed.
“A time or two,” Odintar agreed with a rakish smile.
Angie had never seen Tori banter with a man, much less a man who was not her mate. It was a wonderful change and she couldn’t help but smile.
“The best strategy is just to ignore him,” Blayne told her.
“We’re going to be here all night unless you settle down.” Lor’s voice snapped with authority and warning.
“Copy that,” Odintar grumbled then he winked at Angie and added, “We’ll all eat after the briefing.”
Lor rolled his eyes then went on as if Odintar hadn’t spoken. “Doctor Porffer confirmed that their primary purpose is to transfer the hunters’ abilities into their mates.”
“What made them think that was even possible?” Dekker asked. He was seated between the other two soldiers and was frequently their spokesperson. “Mystics can’t transfer their powers to others, can they?”
“No,” Lor assured him. “But Shadow Assassins have a unique physiology. When one claims his mate, he triggers a biological change that makes her more likely to get pregnant. The Rodytes are trying to transfer other genetic information during that process.”
“Are their nanites responsible for this change or is it spontaneous?” the soldier persisted.
“We’re not sure,” Lor admitted. “We’ve only been able to study the result, not the actual transformation.”
Angie shivered. “Is that what Nazerel was doing when we located him, ‘studying’ the transformation?”
Only Blayne understood her question, so he wrapped his arm around her and squeezed her shoulder. “That’s what we’re trying to prevent.”
“We knew all this,” Odintar prompted. “Did this doctor tell us anything new?”
“She admitted that none of the transfers have been successful, which is damn good news.” Lor shifted his weight from one foot to the other as he continued. “Now for the not so good news. Porffer thought she’d found a way to circumvent the men’s involvement in the process.”
Dekker snickered. “The females were going to double-cross the hunters? I bet that went over well.”
“Porffer is pretty sure the hunters don’t know about it, mainly because Sevrin is still alive,” Lor explained. “So Sevrin is back to having reluctant allies. They’d all rather stab each other in the back, but they need each other too much right now.”
“I understand why Sevrin needs the hunters, but why do they need her?” Dekker asked. “They’re skilled warriors. Mercenaries can always find work.”
“Without Sevrin, they can claim mates and likely father children, but I suspect they would rather have mates empowered with their abilities.” Lor remained patient despite all the interruptions.
“Wouldn’t you?” Odintar challenged. “If I could transfer my power to you and then you could transfer it to your life mate, wouldn’t it be worth putting up with a bossy female for a while?”
“Point taken,” Dekker grumbled, obviously irritated by having his lack of Mystic abilities pointed out. “So what’s next?” He shifted his gaze back to Lor.
“According to Porffer, there’s one last team house in the Las Vegas area. We’re going to find it and shut it down.”
“One? You raided the Team North house and the motel/lab. What happened to the other team houses?” Angie asked.
“When Team North’s alpha was interrogated we learned the location of Team South’s house and Sevrin’s headquarters. Unfortunately, both had been abandoned by the time we arrived. We’ve also confirmed that Team East has moved out of state. Porffer gave us a list of possible locations, but Sevrin refused to tell her which she had chosen. They’re all mid-size college towns and Morgan has a team working on narrowing the list down. For now, we focus on the Team West house which is here in Las Vegas.”
“Can’t Zacharous tell us where his house is?” Blayne asked. “He’s the Team West alpha.”
“The interrogators can’t get through his shields. Director dar Aune even called in his specialist and she couldn’t reach his memories either. It’s the first time she’s failed. Surprised the hell out of everyone.”
“The two guards Lor captured at the motel were Rodyte,” Blayne mused. “Which means Team West is without a leader.”
“And Team South is without a house.” Lor obviously anticipated where Blayne was headed. “I’m right there with you. I think Nazerel will absorb Zacharous’ men into Team South and take over the last Las Vegas location.”
“That will give him eight hunters on his team instead of four,” Angie realized. “Is that an advantage or disadvantage?”
“Shouldn’t matter. If we can find the house, we can finally capture Nazerel?” Dekker sounded hopeful.
“Angie found him once before,” Kris said. “Can she do it again?”
Every eye in the room shifted to Angie and she wanted to melt into the floor. The last time she’d found Nazerel, he’d very nearly killed her.
“She’s much too weak to even try,” Blayne insisted.
“I agree,” Odintar stressed. “We’re stuck with conventional methods. We get out there and pound the pavement. End of story.”
His stanch defense caught Angie off guard. Blayne was morally and emotionally obligated to protect his mate. Odintar’s vehemence, on the other hand, was a nice surprise. “I’m sorry, Kris. I’d help if I could.”
“Not a problem. We volunteered for this mission. You were more or less drafted.”
Lor went on detailing the information revealed by the numerous interrogations, but Angie was distracted by Kris’ suggestion. He was right. In many ways, she was their best hope of finding Nazerel. If they had been able to flash in with a larger force, maybe he wouldn’t have escaped. She sighed. The past couldn’t be changed, but what about the future?
They knew the team house was nearby. How hard could it be for her to determine where it was and what Nazerel intended to do with his larger force. Would he expand the hunt and put more women in danger or lie low for a while until—
A vision responded to her rambling thoughts with jarring force. One moment she was fidgeting in the booth next to Blayne and the next she was seeing through Nazerel’s eyes. His lips brushed the underside of a full, white breast and Angie tried to sever the connection. The last thing she wanted to watch was Nazerel having sex with some random woman.
“Please. No more.” The female’s voice was hoarse, yet familiar.
Angie struggled within the vision, desperate to break the connection. It was Jillian. He had captured Jillian, was seducing her even now. Unless… Was this happening now?
Despite her utter contempt for what was transpiring, Angie forced herself to accept the images. He touched his captive with skill and focus, effortlessly arousing her body though her mind remained inaccessible.
“I can do this all night.” He slipped his hand between her thighs as he gazed into her eyes. “Lower your shields and I’ll let you come.”
Angie didn’t want to see this. She already knew Jillian was a target, obviously Nazerel’s next target. There had to be another reason for the vision. Blayne had assured her that every vision had a purpose. Watching her friend succumb to this monster could not be the reason for this one.
She pulled back slowly, not wanting to alert him of her presence in his mind. Gradually she saw the bed and the naked bodies entwined upon it. Jillian’s hands were tied to the headboard! Angie couldn’t allow herself to react to the fact. If this was happening now, there was nothing she could do to stop it. And if she were glimpsing the future, she would do everything in her power to make sure the wretched scene never became real.
Continuing the smooth withdrawal, she viewed the bedroom and tried to see the entire house. But his obsession with Jillian’s body, his determination that she surrender, kept Angie anchored in the scene. He was so absorbed with the challenge that nothing else existed.
So she had to work with what he’d given her already. She looked around the room. Nothing unusual here. It was a bedroom like any other. Perhaps a bit larger. The ceiling was vaulted and there were elegant French doors leading out onto a balcony or deck.
She focused on the French doors. Maybe she could catch a glimpse of the backyard or the surrounding neighborhood. The view beyond the house was blurry, but Angie’s pulse leapt just the same. Not only could she see the Strip in the distance, the position of the casinos in relationship to the house would give them a way to narrow in on the location. She studied the blurry image, absorbing as much detail as she could. Then she prayed that this was a future event and the vision finally released.
Returning to her body much more gradually than she’d left, Angie woke up in Blayne’s arms. He was sitting on the floor, cradling her against his chest and they were surrounded by people who looked as worried as he did.
“You promised not to scare me again,” he reminded with a tentative smile.
“Sorry. It’s Kris’ fault.”
“Did you have a vision?” She nodded and tried to sit up, but his arms wouldn’t release her. “Just relax. I’ve got you.”
In other words he wasn’t ready to let her go. She wrapped her arms around his back and kissed his throat, which was as high as she could reach in her semi-reclining position. “I might know where the house is, but I need to know if Jillian is still in her room at the hospital.”
Blayne looked at Lor and Lor made a quick call and then reported, “She’s fine. Why do you ask?”
“Nazerel had her tied to his bed in my vision, so we need to make damn sure we catch him before the scene comes to pass.”
“Tell us what you saw and we’ll get right on it,” Odintar promised.
“I could see the Strip from his bedroom window. The image was blurry, but the perspective was clear.”
Lor knelt beside Blayne, his expression equal parts compassion and anticipation. “May I see the image?”
“Go ahead.” She closed her eyes and braced for the invasion, but he was in and out so quickly she barely felt it. “I need Morgan’s help with this.” He pushed back to his feet and added, “Someone needs to shadow Jillian.”
“I’m on it,” Odintar assured and then flashed from the room.
Lor gave Tori a quick kiss and said, “I’ll return as soon as I can.”
Blayne’s arms tightened around Angie then he somehow managed to stand with her still cradled in his arms.
“I’m sorry,” Kris told her, looking adorably contrite. “I had no idea my suggestion would do that to you.”
She smiled at him and touched his shoulder. “I don’t regret it and neither should you. Anything that gets us closer to Nazerel is all right by me.” Kris looked at Blayne and sighed so Angie looked up as well. Blayne glared at Kris, his expression utterly menacing. “Cut it out!” She punched Blayne in the shoulder as best she could while in his arms. “He didn’t do it on purpose. Stop being such a Neanderthal.”
He leaned down and nipped her neck then whispered, “I’ll show you Neanderthal as soon as we return to our cabin.”
The soldiers parted as Blayne carried her out of the galley.
“We haven’t had dinner yet,” she objected.
Blayne paused by the stairs and kissed her gently on the mouth. “I told you we wouldn’t make it through dinner.”
“But what if I’m hungry now?”
“How weak did your vision leave you?” He lowered her legs and let her slide down his body.
She smiled as desire spread through her bloodstream and sensual images filled her mind. “Not too weak to enjoy what you’re thinking about.”
“Then we’ll eat after.” He kissed her again. “I’ll even bring you dinner in bed.”
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Chapter One
 
Krak des Chevaliers
County of Tripoli, Palestine
March 1148
 
Fidgeting upon the wooden stool, Naomi pushed a lock of long hair behind her ear and concentrated on the manuscript page spread before her. Dust motes danced playfully in the rapidly fading sunlight but she couldn’t allow herself to be distracted. The familiar scent of ink and sandalwood soothed her, helping her focus. She shifted the precious vellum folio to a slightly different angle, catching what was left of the light.
To achieve true illumination, a scribe must release light from within the text, not just decorate the margins. Her design was intricate and interesting, but there was no spark or inspiration. No illumination.
Naomi focused on the entwined figures centered on the page and set her quill aside. Eve’s long hair concealed everything but her slender limbs. Adam, on the other hand, had only a strategically placed fig leaf to protect his modesty.
“Perhaps without the leaf I could find illumination,” Naomi muttered with a mischievous smile.
“I’d be willing to serve as your model.”
Naomi twirled about so suddenly she nearly toppled from the stool. Stifling a startled gasp, she stumbled to her feet, pretending the movement had been graceful.
Raising her gaze to the stranger’s face, Naomi forgot her clever rejoinder. She forgot to breathe. She forgot everything except the man standing near the doorway.
His features were harsh and angular yet so incredibly beautiful he didn’t seem real. Bright with amusement and speculation, his strange golden eyes captured her gaze completely.
“Shall I disrobe?”
The smoky quality of his voice made Naomi tingle. Sleek black hair had been pulled straight back from his face and secured at the nape of his neck. Naomi wanted to trace the slash of his black eyebrows and smooth the faint creases that framed his extraordinary eyes. She wanted to test the resilience of his mouth with her fingertips and…
What was wrong with her?
Shaking away the strange stupor, Naomi forced herself to speak. “I’m not the scribe, my lord, so I require no model.”
He walked toward her, his stride long and lazy. “If you aren’t the scribe, what were you doing when I arrived?”
Naomi quickly hid her ink-stained hand behind her back. Her sandals scraped against the floorboards as she moved away from the high, angled table. “I was admiring Brother Gabriel’s work. He is the finest illuminator in the entire order.”
After so many years, the deception shouldn’t rankle, but it did. She hated the prejudice that required she deny her accomplishments.
He glanced at the manuscript page then back at her. Who was this man? His garments told her only that he was wealthy. The plush, black velvet surcoat had been elaborately embroidered in gold, and the gray tunic beneath was no less costly. He wore no sword, but Naomi sensed the menace that hovered around men of war.
“What business have you here?” she asked. “Were you looking for Brother Gabriel?”
Before she realized his intention, he reached behind her and grabbed her wrist. His touch sent shivers up her arm and Naomi sucked in a ragged breath. Drawing her arm back in front of her, he turned her hand this way and that, inspecting the calluses and stains.
“You’re not a scribe?” he challenged softly.
“The order has been charged with illuminating the Holy Scripts, sir.” She avoided his gaze as she continued her explanation. “Some learned men believe women do not possess souls. Almighty God would never bestow talent and inspiration on so lowly a creature. Only a man can be trusted to script the Word of God.”
The stranger laughed and Naomi felt her insides clench. He had been beautiful when he scowled. His appeal now made her restless and…hot.
His thumb brushed over her wrist and his gaze settled on her mouth. “Gabriel must have his hands full with you about. Where is he?”
Naomi tried to draw her hand from his grasp but he wouldn’t allow it. The soft stroke of his thumb made her pulse jump and her skin flush. “What do you want with Brother Gabriel?”
“What I want at the moment has nothing to do with Gabriel.”
Her hand brushed against coarse stone. She’d backed herself against the wall! Her heart fluttered and she found it hard to swallow. “If you have business with—”
“What’s your name?” he interrupted.
His shimmering gaze moved slowly over her features. Naomi felt the caress like a physical touch. Coolness from the stones at her back seeped through her clothing in sharp contrast to the heat radiating from his body. She shivered, shifting her weight from one foot to the other.
“I do not share my favors, sir. There are women in the village who are willing to…accommodate your needs.”
“What would you know of my needs?”
He sounded odd, as if she had struck some dark, painful chord within him. Naomi’s chest tightened and her heart pounded. “Nothing, my lord. I meant only to make clear that I am not a harlot.”
He released her hand and moved in closer. Pressing his palms against the wall, he caged her with his body. “I would have your name, damsel.”
Fear welled within Naomi but she tried not to panic. The scriptorium was high in a stone tower, secluded and isolated. “Please, my lord. I didn’t mean to anger you.” She spoke in a calm, even tone.
“I am not angry.”
But he looked angry. His golden eyes glittered with determination and the set of his jaw seemed dangerous. He was tall and broad, strong and menacing.
“Who are you?” His voice was barely more than a whisper, his eyes searching.
“No one of consequence.” She pushed against his chest, shocked by the inflexibility of his flesh. “Let me go.”
He smiled slowly, provocatively. “I think not on both accounts.”
 
Gideon stared down into the woman’s bright blue eyes and felt his fangs lengthen. He quickly closed his mouth, unwilling to reveal his true nature. He was hungry, but it had been many weeks since he’d sought the comfort of a woman’s embrace. He couldn’t decide if he wanted to penetrate her throat with his fangs or feel her feminine core tighten around his shaft.
Perhaps he could have both.
He wrapped his arms around her slender form, pressing her against his chest. She instinctively arched and shoved. This only aligned their lower bodies more intimately. Her eyes widened and the scent of fear exploded in his nose.
“Be still,” he commanded with his dark voice and the flash of his eyes.
She went limp in his arms. Her eyes drifting shut and Gideon chuckled. He hadn’t meant the compulsion to be quite so powerful. Her head lolled back into the bend of his elbow, exposing her neck and ending his mental debate. He would feed first and then draw her back to awareness as he slowly seduced her senses.
Burying his face in her throat, he inhaled her scent. She smelled fresh and feminine with faint traces of fear and—arousal? Gideon parted his lips and stroked his tongue along her jugular, feeling the rhythmic pounding, the power and life. Intoxicated by her scent, it took him a moment to recognize the subtle sweetness of her taste.
Innocence.
With careful restraint, he pricked her skin with his fangs and then quickly withdrew. He savored the rich complexity of her blood. His heart hammered as her nature was revealed. She was pure of heart. Selfless, devoted and true.
Dark hunger slashed through Gideon and he groaned. The age-old battle within his spirit raged out of control, driving the breath from his body and the strength from his legs. He sank to his knees, maintaining his hold on the woman.
The shriveled remnants of his goodness surged to life, reaching for her, crying out to her. But the evil in him was just as strong. He wanted her as he had never wanted anything or anyone. He threw back his head and roared. Anguish and fury saturated the sound. He longed to drown in her innocence, to gorge on her goodness until…until she was corrupted or dead?
Unsteady and shaken, he sat down on the wood-planked floor and pulled her into his lap, cradling her in his arms like a child. His hand trembled as he brushed the hair back from her face. She looked no different than other humans. Still, something about her held him back. His dark nature demanded that he use her to sate this raw, burning hunger, but he couldn’t seem to move.
She shifted within his arms and slowly opened her eyes.
Fear erupted again. He could smell its acrid stench, hear its relentless pounding, taste its bitterness—but it had never been repulsive before.
“What happened?” she asked.
“I frightened you. You fainted.”
“I have never fainted.” She sounded affronted as she sat up in his lap. She squirmed a bit and then went very still, her hand splayed in the center of his chest.
Her long chestnut hair was tousled, a stray wisp curled against her cheek. She stared up at him with the biggest, bluest eyes he’d ever seen, and Gideon knew he would not ravish her. Seduction, on the other hand, was still a very real possibility.
“Did you pretend to faint so I’d take you in my arms?”
Her eyes lit with indignation and Gideon smiled, his hunger controlled again, at least for the present.
“Why would I need such a ploy?”
“Because you’re not yet ready to admit you want me, even to yourself.”
She laughed and the hand resting against his chest began to push. “Are you always so arrogant?”
He couldn’t bring himself to let her go. Her rounded bottom was doing cruel things to him, yet he ached with the need to touch her. Taste her. “Kiss me and I’ll release you.” If you still want to be released once my mouth is moving upon yours.
Naomi felt like Eve in the Garden of Eden. “I shall scream and you’ll be forced to let me go.”
“Forced by whom? This chamber is far from the domestic range. We are quite alone.”
She didn’t move, could scarcely breathe.
Brushing his warm fingers against her cheek, he tucked a curl behind her ear. “Let me taste your mouth. I only want a taste.”
 
She rubbed her palm against his chest, fascinated by the unyielding shape beneath the soft material. Why was she still sitting here? He wasn’t really restraining her.
This man was the personification of her darkest fantasies, the elusive, mysterious something that other people whispered about. He was potent, powerful and yet incomprehensible.
His mouth covered hers, driving all rational thought from her mind. She felt the heated slide of his lips and trembled. She felt the sensual glide of his tongue and groaned. His mouth moved over and against hers, his tongue touched and tasted.
She found his sleek hair and sank her fingers into the cool strands. His fingers were in her hair too. She felt his hand close into a fist, carefully controlling her. He tilted her head and his mouth fit more tightly over hers, guiding her lips farther apart.
She accepted the bold thrust of his tongue with a little gasp. Overwhelmed and intoxicated, she felt completely out of control. He was taking too much, moving too fast. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, could only yield to his passion.
Fear found its way through the haze as he deepened the kiss. He was aggressive now, demanding, his mouth plundering the depths of hers. Naomi shoved against his chest and tore her mouth away.
“More, Naomi, give me more,” he growled.
His arms tightened, dragging her flush against his chest. Naomi turned her face away as his words registered. “You called me Naomi.”
“Is there some other name you’d prefer?”
His mouth moved to the underside of her jaw and slide along her throat. Shoving hard against his chest, she tried to think, to understand what he was doing to her. He had demanded her name, but she hadn’t told him.
Scrambling off his lap, she scurried to the other side of the chamber. “How do you know my name?”
For a moment he sat there staring at her over his shoulder. Then in one fluid motion, he gained his feet and stalked toward her. “You told me your name.”
She felt compelled to look at him, to stare into his eyes, but she quickly averted her gaze. “Nay, sir, I did not.”
He stood directly across the table from her. It was no real protection. He could easily shove it aside. She sneaked a glance at his face. He was looking at the manuscript page, his expression inscrutable.
“Where will I find Gabriel?”
His voice softly demanded the information and Naomi felt the urge to blurt out his location. “What do you want with Brother Gabriel?”
“Where will I find him?”
He looked up and their gazes locked before she dragged hers away. Naomi felt hot and then cold. “I’ve no idea. You need to inquire with the castellan. His name is Brother Aaron.”
Suddenly he was beside her, his palms framing her face, and Naomi had no choice but to meet his penetrating stare. “What is Gabriel to you?”
She struggled against the need to tell him every detail of her relationship with Brother Gabriel. Keeping her mouth firmly closed, Naomi fought the bizarre compulsion. Never would she do anything that would endanger her mentor and closest friend, but the need to speak became overwhelming.
“He is a member of the Holy Order of St. John. Surely you knew that before you came here.”
“What is he to you?”
Stubbornly closing her eyes, she allowed Brother Gabriel’s kind, serene face to form within her mind, driving back the dark compulsion. “Why have you detained me?”
“Because you’re lying.” His hand slid down along her jaw, his thumb stroking back and forth across her bottom lip.
A hot, golden haze burned through her mind, consuming the image of Brother Gabriel. Naomi’s eyes flew open. It was as if he were controlling images inside her head!
“You lied about being a scribe. You lied about Gabriel. You not only know where he is, but he is important to you. What is the connection?”
Someone had to end the stalemate. Although he could easily find out about her, his identity and purpose would be far harder to learn. “Brother Gabriel is the nearest thing to a father I have ever known. He is a friend and mentor. What is he to you?”
“Gabriel is my brother.” With an enigmatic smile he turned and left the room.
She stared after him for a long moment, her mind filled with questions. Why had Gabriel never mentioned having a brother? Was the stranger a mercenary or had he come simply to visit his brother? His interest seemed somehow…menacing.
How had he known her name?
An odd combination of fear and excitement pulsed through her entire body. She had never met a man who made her tingle with just the intensity of his gaze.
She must tell Brother Gabriel a man claiming to be his brother had arrived at the Krak des Chevaliers, but he was in the chapel attending Vespers. As she should have been, she realized with a small, rebellious smile.
It was all so very strange.
She turned her attention back to the manuscript page, determined to banish thoughts of the stranger from her mind. His striking features refused to stay suppressed. With a helpless sigh, she reached for a scrap of vellum and began to sketch.
* * * * *
Naomi angled her sketch of the stranger toward the lamplight and felt heat spread across her cheeks. Just his image caused her senses to respond. It was ridiculous.
“I missed you at Vespers,” Brother Gabriel said from somewhere behind her. “What kept you so occupied that you neglected your evening prayers?”
Carefully keeping the scrap of vellum turned away, Naomi pivoted on the stool and offered her warmest smile. “Adam and Eve. Well, mostly Adam.”
Brother Gabriel chuckled and Naomi tried to release the tension gripping her abdomen. She studied her mentor with new interest as he crossed the scriptorium. There was nothing she didn’t know about this man or so she’d believed until a short time ago.
He wore a long-sleeved black robe emblazoned with the distinctive white cross identifying him as a member of the elite Order of St. John of Jerusalem. Naomi felt proud to be part of such an important order. The Knights of St. John had been serving Western pilgrims as they traveled through the Holy Land for well over a century. One of their grandest accomplishments had been building a hospital in the heart of Jerusalem. Now members of the order were often called Knights Hospitaller.
Naomi focused her attention on the man within the robe. Gabriel’s neatly trimmed hair was a bright blending of silver and gold, nearly opposite from the raven-black locks of the man claiming to be his brother. His eyes were a warm brown, but there were shards of gold Naomi had never noticed before.
“Is something troubling you, Naomi? You stare at me as if I have sprouted horns.”
“Who is this man?” She handed him the scrap of vellum.
His eyes widened for just a moment before he concealed his surprise. She watched his throat work as he swallowed awkwardly. “Where did you see him?”
“He just left. You may have passed in the bailey.”
He set the sketch aside and grasped both of her hands. Fear shone in his eyes as he searched her face and person. “Are you well? Did he harm you? Threaten you?”
Naomi nervously licked her lips. “I’m fine. But why would that be your first assumption? Is he your brother as he claimed?”
Releasing her hands, Brother Gabriel averted his face for a moment before he spoke. “Tell me exactly what happened.”
“Nay, not until you tell me why he frightens you. I have never known you to be afraid of anyone or anything yet I see fear in your eyes.”
“Gideon can be dangerous, Naomi. I cannot pretend otherwise. He—”
“Gideon,” she whispered. “He didn’t tell me his name.”
“What did he tell you?”
“Only that he is your brother. He asked where he could find you and when I wouldn’t volunteer the information, he became annoyed.” She had to fight back a smile as she remembered the heated embrace they had shared. “He can be quite intense.”
“Did he touch you?” He took a step toward her. “You said he didn’t harm you.”
“He didn’t harm me,” she said reassuringly. “What does he want with you?”
“I’m not certain.”
“Why did you never tell me you have a brother?” The faintest edge cut through her tone despite Naomi’s effort to conceal her disappointment.
“It never occurred to me that you would meet.” He turned toward the door. “I must find him. His coming can only mean trouble for both of us.”
* * * * *
Gideon leaned against the stone wall of the mercenary barracks and stretched out his legs along the narrow cot assigned for his use. Crispin had chosen the cot on his left while the one on his right remained unoccupied. The barracks were spacious and surprisingly clean. Gideon had arrived with eight mercenaries and the castellan of Krak des Chevaliers had extended them hospitality without hesitation. The compound was massive. Ten additional inhabitants would hardly be noticed.
Men of every shape and variety milled about the open room conversing with each other, some sharpening weapons. Gideon watched them with dispassionate interest in the smoky lamplight, his mind distracted by his encounter with Naomi.
She had been lovely and spirited. Still, her emotional connection to Gabriel was what interested him most. Who was she? How had she come to be in Gabriel’s care? Did she know her “father’s” true nature?
“Does he know you’re here?” Crispin asked.
“I’ve yet to speak with him, but it’s only a matter of time. As soon as the girl tells him I’m about, Gabriel will come running.”
Gideon had quickly learned having a human under his control was more than just convenient. It was necessary. Crispin safeguarded Gideon whenever he was vulnerable. Gideon didn’t allow him to remember many of the things they did together, but Crispin was loyal. A preternatural compulsion assured his loyalty.
“This girl, is she comely?” Crispin asked with a characteristic grin.
“She is wondrously fair.” Gideon felt his hunger stir as he remembered her sweet taste, so pure and innocent. “Her dark hair has just a hint of fire and her eyes hold the blue of an endless summer sky.”
“How poetic,” Crispin teased him.
The raucous sound of numerous conversations diminished suddenly, drawing Gideon’s attention toward the main entrance to the barracks. A Knight Hospitaller stood in the doorway, his dark monastic robes decorated only by the large white cross on his chest.
Gideon suppressed his unconscious reaction to the symbol. Revulsion, fury and fear rolled through him. Breathing in through his nose and out through his mouth, he managed to keep his expression composed. He focused on the individual clothed within the robes and ignored his discomfort.
Nearly a century had passed since he last saw his brother face-to-face. The confrontation was long overdue. Drab robes didn’t distract from the purity of Gabriel’s features or the bright splendor of his gilt-colored hair. Gideon watched as he crossed the barracks. Gabriel managed to maintain a serene expression yet his gaze revealed his uncertainty.
“Gideon,” he greeted calmly as he reached the cot.
“Gabriel,” Gideon replied, his tone mocking.
“What brings you to the Krak?”
Before Gideon could answer, Gabriel noticed Crispin’s avid interest. “May we speak outside?”
Gideon smiled. “Why? Do you have words for me that would make my friend uncomfortable?”
“Making people uncomfortable seems to be your goal not mine.”
He narrowed his eyes. How much had Naomi confessed? Surely she hadn’t shared all the details of their meeting. Swinging his legs to the floor, Gideon rose and followed his brother out into the night.
Moonlight caught on the large cross atop the chapel’s bell tower, casting a dense shadow across Gideon’s path. His steps faltered and his stomach clenched. With a surge of stubborn determination, he marched through the shape and into the darkness beside the barracks. He didn’t stop until they were well away from curious ears.
“How did you find me?” Gabriel asked.
“It’s a simple thing to find someone who is following you. Did Michael dispatch you or do you willingly participate in my punishment?”
“There is only one participant in your punishment, Gideon, and that is you.” Gabriel’s voice was firm, his expression guarded. “I am here. You cannot change that fact. When did you become aware of my presence?”
“I saw you in Jerusalem. I thought you had some manner of assignment, but the more I thought about it, the more suspicious I became. How long have I been your assignment?”
Gabriel smiled and glanced away. “You have been more like a command center from which I am dispatched to other assignments.”
“So you spy on me unless He has something of more importance for you to do?”
“For the most part,” Gabriel agreed.
“And you are only to observe? Not give me guidance?”
“Would you accept my guidance should I give it?”
Gideon chuckled, resting one shoulder against the barracks outer wall. “You’re nearly as good at avoiding questions as am I. You can speak only truth so tell me now. What role has Michael set for you?”
Gabriel fidgeted. “I have been told to monitor your situation.”
“And report back to Michael no doubt. How is the study coming? Have I learned my lessons well? How much longer am I to be banished from the Light, expected to live off these mortals?”
“That is and has always been up to you. All Michael did was release your constraints. You claimed that we are slaves so Michael set you free.”
“There is no freedom in what I have become,” Gideon sneered.
“You are a creature of your own making. If you are not content, then change.”
They glared at each other for a long moment.
“Have all these years taught you nothing?” Gabriel asked.
Anger boiled up within Gideon, tasting foul in the back of his throat. He folded his arms across his chest and began to pace. “Oh, my time with mankind has taught me many things. I’ve learned to be ruthless and to deceive. I’ve learned to manipulate others to my own will. I’ve learned to lust and covet. I’ve learned—”
“Nothing you needed to know,” Gabriel interrupted impatiently. “Have you not seen the sacrifices they make for each other? Their tenderness and their loyalty, their courage and honor?”
“Honor?” Gideon scoffed. “Honor is as much a myth as love.”
“You have known love, Gideon. I love you unconditionally. You must learn how to give love, not how to be loved.”
Gideon looked away from the hope and the expectation in his brother’s eyes. He gazed out into the night, drawing strength from the darkness.
“Are you in love with her, Gabriel?” he asked in a quietly provoking tone. “Do you feel the full range of human emotions as I do, or did Michael spare you that torment?”
“We speak of Naomi now?” Gabriel asked.
“She is quite remarkable. The most intriguing combination of innocence and lush, feminine promise.”
Gabriel took a step forward, anger hardening his features and brightening his gaze. “Leave Naomi alone. She has nothing to do with any of this.”
Gideon grinned, amazed at how well he had guessed what his brother was feeling. “No wonder you masquerade as a monk. Your very nature makes the role effortless. Piety, selflessness and chastity are routine for an angel. You do not burn with lust, do you? You feel protective and responsible, but you feel nothing more for this girl.”
“I have cared for Naomi since she was a babe.” Gabriel sounded defensive. His bright eyes narrowed in his perfect face. “Her mother died in my arms, and I have taken responsibility for the child ever since.”
A deep chuckle rumbled in Gideon’s chest. “She is no longer a child, Brother Gabriel. And I will continue her education from here.”
“Why are you doing this?” Gabriel demanded, frustration clear in his melodious voice.
“Because I can,” Gideon snapped in return.
“I don’t understand.”
“Aye, you do. That is the reason you stink of fear. You understand exactly what I intend for your precious ‘daughter’.” Gideon started back toward the barracks.
“Will it ease your pain to hurt Naomi?”
“That’s what I intend to find out.” He tossed the words over his shoulder without turning around.
“She has done nothing to deserve this, Gideon. I will do everything in my power to protect her from you.”
“Good.” He paused at the corner of the building. Penetrating the shadows with the golden intensity of his glare, he knocked Gabriel back a step. “I welcome the conflict, brother. I have grown quite accustomed to war.”
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