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Note from Cyndi
 

This is book four in a six-book series, so I figured it was time to offer a quick review. Shadow Assassins are genetically enhanced super soldiers who were created at the height of the Ontarian Great Conflict. The war on Ontariese ends and the Shadow Assassins are forced to disband. Most of the men transition well into Ontarian society, but the hunters, powerful leaders who are used to making their own rules, find this new way of life intolerable. So they make an alliance with Sevrin Keire, a ruthless royal from the planet Rodymia.
Sevrin brings the hunters to Earth, promising them everything they had on Ontariese and more. However, they are merely pawns in her much larger plan. Sevrin is obsessed with the possibility of being able to manipulate magic and she believes Shadow Assassins are the key to her long-awaited success. Each Shadow Assassin triggers a metamorphosis in his female when he claims her as mate. Sevrin believes this change can also be used to transfer the Shadow Assassin’s paranormal abilities to the female. If she can identify then reproduce the trigger mechanism, it will bring her one step closer to her ultimate goal of controlling magic.
A team called the Mystic Militia is sent from Ontariese to apprehend the Shadow Assassins. They soon network with a human taskforce, but Sevrin and her hunters remain one step ahead of the Ontarians and their human allies.
As Fallen Star begins, five of the Shadow Assassins have been captured and returned to Ontariese. The Mystic Militia has learned of the Rodyte involvement and a notebook filled with information about potential mates for the hunters has been recovered. Unfortunately, there are over two hundred women listed in the notebook so the Mystic Militia can’t possibly protect them all.
The hunters are restless and frustrated by Sevrin’s broken promises. They came to Earth in search of freedom and to preserve the only life they’ve ever known. Tension mounts within the alliance and the Mystic Militia draws closer every day.
I can’t say more without revealing what happens in this book. I hope the mini-review helps and that you enjoy Odintar and Jillian’s story. Have fun!
 




Prologue
 

Sevrin Keire shifted her weight from one foot to the other and slid her hands down her thighs. Had she always been a voyeur or had the demands of her massive project created this hunger in her? The couple she observed sprawled on a rumpled bed in the shabby motel room adjacent to hers. Their wrestling match had finally ended and the man was enthusiastically claiming his prize. The woman was on her stomach, hips elevated by a stack of pillows. Her hands were bound by a velvet rope as the man thrust into her from behind. She looked dazed, flushed, utterly conquered, yet each of his strokes dragged a louder cry of pleasure from her throat.
Glancing at her companion, Sevrin felt a fresh wave of heat pass through her body. Nazerel watched the scene with stoic detachment. His tall muscular body remained tense and alert while his rugged features revealed nothing. As usual. She’d never encountered a more closely guarded person in her life.
“Did you install the observation window or was it here when you leased the complex?” His deep voice was as expressionless as his face. The “complex” was an aging motel in an unsavory part of downtown Las Vegas. But if things went as planned, she wouldn’t be trapped in this hovel for much longer. She had better, much more comfortable accommodations lined up. They just weren’t quite ready yet.
“We found the rooms just like this. You can see in from this side, but it looks like a large mirror from the other side.” He only nodded, so she shifted her gaze back to the entwined couple as a different sort of question echoed through her mind. What would it feel like to be pinned beneath Nazerel, a willing captive to his aggressive desires? Her pulse quickened every time she thought about being the focus of Nazerel’s need, his obsessive passion. He was the strongest, most powerful Shadow Assassin and she was project leader, not to mention a member of Rodymia’s royal family. A match between them had seemed obvious, at least to her. Yet he’d made it clear from the start that he had no intention of sharing her bed. Even after two months, and several lovers, the rejection still stung.
Shrugging aside the tangent, she returned her focus to the couple in the adjacent room. It had taken four days of continual seduction for the Shadow Assassin to subdue his potential mate. He’d wooed her with a dizzying combination of forceful control and tenderness until she’d finally succumb to his will. He’d used every trick in the book and some Sevrin had never imagined, but one thing had been clear from the beginning. He would not stop until he attained his goal. It had just been a matter of time.
Shadow Assassins were predators, bred for, and conditioned with, ruthless focus to accomplish any given task. And Sevrin was responsible for the Shadow Assassins. Not for their existence or their remarkable abilities, but for their presence here on Earth.
After their underground hideout had been found and their secret society dismantled, the Shadow Assassins had grown restless and discontent on their home world of Ontariese. They wanted to live by their own rules and hunt for their mates as they had for generations. Sevrin simply brought a select few to a place where that was still possible. All she asked in return was that they allowed her to study their unique ability to trigger metamorphosis in their potential mates.
It had been her original hope to identify the various components of the physiological process then replicate it in a lab. Unfortunately, her scientists hadn’t been able to duplicate the reaction, so she was stuck with live test subjects. At least for now. She’d had to contend with multiple setbacks, but she would never surrender her dream. One day she would possess paranormal abilities or she would die trying to attain them.
“When was she captured?” Nazerel looked at her, lust making his dark eyes shine. He wasn’t as unaffected by this as he appeared. She started to answer then he made a strangled sound and staggered back a step. “What the—” He shook his head, eyes tightly shut as he muttered something under his breath.
She looked around, unsure what had caused the odd reaction. They were alone in the motel room and the scene they were observing was nothing they hadn’t seen before, repeatedly. “Are you all right?”
Before Nazerel could answer, Lor dar Joon, leader of the Mystic Militia, and one of his men materialized right in front of them. Without warning, the unfamiliar Mystic launched an energy pulse directly into Nazerel’s face. He screamed, frantically blinking and shaking his head. Lor lunged for Nazerel, but Nazerel anticipated the attack and twisted out of reach. Then Nazerel shoved the first Mystic out of his way and grabbed her so fast and hard that she cried out.
Reality exploded in a burst of acceleration. Her breath escaped in a useless whoosh as they materialized in the desert. She didn’t even have time to inhale before Nazerel set them in motion again.
The second jump was longer, yet smoother, easier to tolerate. Images focused for an instant then stretched into distorted, shadowy shapes. It didn’t matter where he was taking her. Without his quick reflexes and exceptional range, she would be a prisoner of Lor dar Joon and his Mystic Militia right now.
That had been close, way too close.
Trembling with excitement and fear, Sevrin clung to Nazerel. His arms felt strong, his body long and lean pressed against hers. Many nights in the past two months she’d imagined what it would feel like to be embraced by him, touched and tasted by him. He would be a fierce lover, no tender seduction for Nazerel. No, he would stalk his mate with obsessive intensity and then claim her with consuming heat. And she wanted to be his prey so badly it was driving her insane!
They materialized in the darkened corner of her warehouse headquarters. He’d effortlessly teleported through the shields, a feat of which she hadn’t realized he was capable. How often had he let himself in and nosed around without her being aware of his presence? This breach should have set off alarms and brought guards running from all directions.
His face was red, especially around his eyes. “Are you all right?” Despite her annoyance, the question slipped out in a breathy whisper. Other than the mild discoloration, he seemed unharmed. “How did they find us?”
He released her so suddenly she stumbled back. “Angie was in my head,” he growled out the statement, clearly agitated by the realization. His features were naturally strong, but he looked deadly right now. “How did she acquire such skill in so short a time?”
“How did you flash past my safeguards?” she countered, all thoughts of sex evaporating beneath the heat of her temper. “Have you done this before?” Having a reluctant ally was one thing. She would not tolerate betrayal of any kind.
“She was in my head.” He stressed each word as if she hadn’t heard him the first time. “How did a human develop Mystic abilities in a few short days?”
“She’s only half human. You knew she had latent abilities; that’s why you wanted her so badly. Why are you surprised?” She crossed her arms over her chest and glared up at him. “Now answer my—”
“Latent abilities. Abilities that should have taken months, even years, to cultivate.” He began to pace, obviously having no intention of indulging her curiosity.
“We need to send backup for the others. There had to have been more than just the two we saw. Lor would never attack without his entire team. He’s not that reckless.”
“It’s too late,” Nazerel dismissed. “Anyone who didn’t flash out by now is beyond our reach.”
He was probably right, but she was annoyed by his callous attitude. “I’m going to send a car over just in case someone managed to hide and avoid—”
“Shadow Assassins don’t hide. We don’t retreat. We meet danger head-on.”
Rather than argue with him, she tried to step past him. He blocked her path.
“This is the second time the Mystics have almost instantaneously turned a helpless human into a threat.” He collared her throat with one long-fingered hand, exerting just enough pressure to restrain her without cutting off her air. “Tell me how they’re doing it.”
She grabbed his wrist with both hands and glared into his eyes. “I don’t know any more than you do.” It was unlikely he’d strangle her, but she had no doubt he would cause her pain. She couldn’t decide if the realization intimidated or excited her.
“We’re supposed to be partners, yet you’ve fed me nothing but lies and half-truths ever since I arrived on this planet.”
“When have I lied?” She kept her voice even as she stubbornly met his gaze.
“You’ve twisted the truth and kept vital information from me. That’s the same thing.” His fingers tensed then relaxed without releasing her. “You didn’t just locate these women once we’d agreed to work with you. I can’t figure out how, but you were responsible for their… The information you’ve complied on each woman goes back long before the Shadow Maze was liberated. Why have the Rodytes been watching these females?”
Everything really would be easier if Nazerel became a true ally. Trusting him with certain details was dangerous, but keeping him in the dark had only led to frustration for both of them. “Can we go downstairs and discus this like civilized people or should we—”
He slammed her back against the wall and leaned in close. “I haven’t decided if I’m going to let you live. Start talking.”
Never one to respond well to threats, she clenched her teeth and stared past him mutinously. His fingers tightened again and still she remained silent. Flickers of light danced before her eyes. Panic sent frantic impulses skittering through her body. Before she could act on them, his fingers gradually loosened and she sucked air back into her lungs. He couldn’t kill her and they both knew it. Like it or not he still needed her.
He grasped one of her wrists with his free hand and guided it between their bodies. “Is this what you want?” He pressed her fingers against the considerable bulge in the front of his jeans.
Her gaze snapped back to his and then narrowed. Her first instinct was to caress him, to encourage his unexpected strategy. She’d wanted him ever since she saw him and ached for him still. Even so, her pride wouldn’t let her give in. “You’ll be my whore if I tell you about the project? Is that what you’re offering me?” He snarled and scrambled back just as she knew he would. “I don’t barter with my body. I hadn’t realized you did.”
“I’m nobody’s whore.” He crossed his arms over his chest, feet planted far apart, the picture of indignant male. “Tell me about the project because I can’t protect my people if I don’t understand the situation. I’ve had enough of hints and innuendos. How long have Rodytes been on Earth and what are their plans for these women?”
He’d said Rodytes as if it were something toxic. She should be insulted; after all, her father once ruled the planet and her uncle ruled there still. Instead, she wrestled with the possibilities for another moment, then took a deep breath and told him how it all began.



Chapter One
 

The Bunker, Arizona
Two weeks later
Odintar Voss shifted in his chair, too restless to contain his movements. Another briefing. How could these people waste so much time talking? His jaw clenched as he fought to maintain his calm expression. He sat between Lor and Blayne on one side of a large conference table. Elias faced them and Morgan presided over the meeting from the head of the table.
“Am I boring you?” Morgan’s sharp question snapped his wandering mind back to the present. How a beautiful woman could sound so authoritative, Odintar hadn’t quite figured out. But Morgan had a way about her. She was obviously comfortable with the power she wielded, yet she still managed to appear distractingly feminine. With flame-red hair and intense blue eyes, she drew attention without even trying, but being memorable could be a disadvantage for a Black Ops agent.
“No disrespect, Director,” he muttered, “but we’ve been here over an hour and you’ve yet to say anything we didn’t already know.” The observation earned him a warning glare from Lor and a smirk from Blayne. His comrades had to be as impatient as he was. They were just better at playing the game.
“If you have important things to do, skip the next briefing and have one of the others fill you in on what we discussed.” Her brows arched as she turned back to the diagram displayed on the massive monitor inset in the far wall. Then she went on as if his attitude hadn’t disrupted her speech. “This is the section I’m proposing. It’s secluded enough from the rest of the compound to offer privacy and it’s not currently in use.”
Networking with the human taskforce had given the Mystic Militia access to information and resources they badly needed. On the other hand, quadrupling the number of people involved in their mission increased the risk of discovery and inevitably slowed everything down. Odintar was still debating whether or not cooperation was a fair exchange. And now Lor was considering moving their operation into the humans’ facility. Granted the Bunker offered amenities not available on their ship, but it left them at the mercy of the humans. And Odintar refused to be beholding to anyone.
“It will be nice to have private quarters again,” Lor told her. “My men have been tripping over each other ever since we left Ontariese.”
That much was certainly true. The cabins on the ship were tiny and most were shared, making the limited space even more confining. Still, how well did they know these humans? High Queen Charlotte had assured Lor that Morgan could be trusted and the human’s actions thus far had reinforced the claim. Even so, Odintar remained wary.
He looked at the floor plan Morgan was referencing. The Bunker was much larger than he’d realized, or had been allowed to see. A small above-ground storage unit created the illusion of insignificance, while three subterranean levels spread out below. How many people did Morgan command? A compound this size could accommodate hundreds. There was so much about the human operation they simply didn’t know.
“What will we do with the ship?” Blayne asked. “We can’t leave her unattended even if she’s shielded.”
“I’ve emptied the largest of our hangers. It will be a tight fit, but I’m sure you can manage. The choice is entirely up to you. If you’d rather leave things as they are, I understand.” She glanced at Odintar and a faint smile curved her lips. “Now Elias will explain the new developments.”
Odintar hadn’t been aware that there were new developments. He straightened and scooted closer to the table as his attention shifted to Morgan’s lieutenant. With a muscular build, short dark hair, and sharp assessing gaze, everything about Elias Bartram screamed military. They had only interacted a couple of times, but Odintar found Elias surprisingly competent for an ungifted human.
“The new safe house is operational,” Elias began. “It’s designed to be used as a remote headquarter and we believe the shield generator is finally producing a field dense enough to prevent even Shadow Assassins from sensing what goes on inside.”
“At the risk of sounding rude…” Odintar started.
“As if that’s ever bothered you before.” Blayne snickered, the humor in his silver eyes keeping the comment light.
“Where did humans get tech advanced enough to block Shadow Assassins. We have to reinforce our shields with Mystic energy or they can sense us.”
Elias glanced at Morgan. She nodded and the soldier grinned. “How much do you know about Operation Hydra?”
Shocked by the question, Odintar looked at Lor. The events surrounding Operation Hydra had the highest security rating. How had humans in this era learned of events that took place nearly two centuries into their future? His commander looked as confused as he was, so Odintar turned back to Elias. “How the hell do you know about Operation Hydra?”
He’d been looking at Elias when he spoke, but Morgan answered the question. “When High Queen Charlotte first established an alliance with Earth’s leaders, one of the terms was full disclosure. We needed to know how often Ontarians had been to Earth and what they were doing while they were here. Now tell us what you know. It will verify the information we were given.”
If the knowing gleam in her eyes was justified, she knew more about the subject than he did. Still, he saw no reason to object. “Dr. Hydran was the human responsible for imprisoning and experimenting on Ontarians. Several of High Queen Charlotte’s relatives were among his captives.”
Elias nodded. “He was also responsible for the technology integrated into Saebin’s body armor.”
The technology he was referring to was incorporated into more than Saebin’s body armor. Saebin, the Overlord’s life mate, had munitions and sensory implants so integrated into her body that they couldn’t be removed. “Those technologies are from Earth’s future. Doesn’t Earth have laws preventing their use?”
“Yes and no.” Elias chuckled. “The attitude of the current administration is to fight fire with fire. We’re allowed to utilize advanced technologies when we’re battling those with similar technologies. I think you would agree that any and all technologies are necessary when dealing with the Shadow Assassins.”
“What other toys does this safe house provide?” Lor’s expression remained tense and watchful. “Could Shadow Assassins be incarcerated there? It would be a definite advantage if we didn’t have to take each one back to Ontariese for interrogation.”
“As it happens, there are four detention cells in the basement of the safe house. We believe they prevent teleportation, but for obvious reasons, we’ve been unable to test them,” Morgan explained.
“You want one of us to test drive your detention cells?” Suspicion spiked through Odintar. Was this a clever ploy to…to what? Why was he so doubtful of these humans? They had done nothing to earn his mistrust. In fact, just the opposite was true. They had been helpful, honest and supportive every step of the way.
Obviously sensing his doubt, Morgan suggested, “Why don’t two of you go over there with Elias. One can protect the other while he’s helpless, at least we hope to make him helpless.”
“That’s not necessary,” Blayne said. “I’ll test the containment for you.”
“Wonderful. If it works, we’ll begin retrofitting the detention cells here. Shadow Assassins aren’t the only ones who have been a challenge to contain.” When no one had anything to add, she said, “Well then, I’ll leave you to it. Despite what Odintar obviously thinks, I don’t spend my days in meetings.” She pushed back her chair and stood. “Let me know what you decide about moving in. There are a few more arrangements I need to make if you take me up on the offer.”
Lor nodded and she left the conference room.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” Lor flared as soon as the door closed behind her. “I’ve never seen you be so disrespectful to anyone who didn’t deserve it.”
The qualification made Odintar smile. Respecting authority figures simply because they were in authority was definitely not his strong suit. “When something seems too good to be true, it usually is.”
“We’re not doing this out of the kindness of our hearts,” Elias stressed. “We have the most to lose by letting the Shadow Assassins roam free. They came here to hunt our women. Do you honestly think we’ll sit back and let others try to shut them down? They’ve invaded our space and endangered our females. It’s our responsibility to neutralize the threat.”
“You’re right.” Odintar didn’t often make mistakes, but he was willing to admit when he did. “We’re working toward the same goal. My mistrust is inappropriate.”
“Suspicion can keep you sharp. Just don’t let it take over.”
Odintar nodded in agreement with Lor’s point then added, “I’ll apologize to Morgan.”
“We’re still waiting for the translation of the notebook. Are you finished with it yet?” Elias asked after a brief pause.
The notebook, just the thought of it made Odintar cringe. Like some ruthless madam, Sevrin Keire had composed detailed dossiers on potential mates for the Shadow Assassins. Elias found a copy of the notorious collection during the raid on Team North’s house, one of four Shadow Assassin hideouts. “I’m finished with the translation, but it wasn’t as helpful as we’d hoped. The first thirty-six entries were detailed, the information easily understood. The other entries are still encoded. Without some sort of key, the entries are basically meaningless.”
“How many entries are there?” Blayne asked.
“Almost three hundred.”
That seemed to shock Elias. “There are three hundred Ontarian hybrid females on Earth? How is that possible?”
“We don’t know that they’re all half Ontarian,” Lor said. “It’s possible that other factors landed them in the notebook.”
Odintar hated to argue with his commander, but on this particular subject Odintar happened to be an expert. “It’s equally possible that there are even more. There were twelve renegades on the loose for roughly three years and each was intentionally trying to impregnate human females. One pregnancy per week per renegade brings the total to 576 hybrid children. And that estimate is probably too conservative.”
“Not if we factor in how many of the pregnancies would have been carried to term,” Bryce added. “Few of the females would have welcomed the news once they realized they were carrying a child. Besides, that estimate calculates pregnancies not female offspring.”
“Wait.” Curiosity flared in Elias’ gaze. “What are you talking about?” Apparently Odintar hadn’t been the only one hesitant to divulge secrets to their human counterparts. “What renegades? This was done deliberately?”
“Not by us,” Lor assured. “We’re not sure when or why the renegades went out on their own, but they broke every rule in the program by doing so.”
“What program? This is the first I’ve heard about any of this. Does Morgan know?”
Lor hesitated, likely debating how much to explain. “We’ve only just confirmed the connection, so I haven’t shared the details with Morgan.”
“I’ll fill her in. Tell me what you were talking about.”
It was an order and Odintar watched Lor closely, waiting for him to object. Master-level Mages didn’t respond well to orders.
Rather than refuse, Lor tensed, paused for a moment then complied. It was obvious Lor intended to build a solid alliance with these humans. It was likely Odintar would have no choice but to do the same.
“As a result of the Great Conflict,” Lor began, “the gender ratio on Ontariese is disproportionately male.”
“I’m aware, but I thought the ratio had improved in recent years. The Great Conflict ended over a hundred years ago.”
“We’ve made significant strides, but the problem lingers.”
Frustrated by Lor’s generalization, Odintar took over. If they were going to fill Elias in, then fill him in. This didn’t need to be a two-hour conversation. “Thirty years ago the Ontarian Joint Council reluctantly agreed to let carefully screened Ontarian men recruit human females as life mates. Each man had to establish a connection with the female before he revealed anything about his origins.”
“Were the females told once the ‘connection’ was made?” Elias narrowed his eyes, obviously uncomfortable with the implications.
“Of course they were told,” Lor stressed.
“Full disclosure was supposed to take place before the relationship became intimate, but many of the men found it easier to convince their female to leave their homeworld after they were lovers,” Odintar elaborated.
“The women were taken back to Ontariese?” Elias still looked annoyed.
Odintar nodded. “Risk of discovery was too great if the couple remained on Earth.”
“What happened to the women who refused to leave but had already been told about Ontariese?” Annoyance hardened to disapproval as Elias waited for the answer.
Lor remained silent, so Odintar continued. “The men were careful not to leave anything that could substantiate the story. Even if the women told others that they had been dating an alien, who would believe them?”
Elias looked at him, a bit of the anger easing from his expression. “And these twelve renegades came to Earth as part of this program?”
After another nod, Odintar explained, “They called themselves the Dirty Dozen. At first their supervisor thought they’d found females who didn’t want to leave Earth because they’d disabled their tracker chips and gone off the grid. It wasn’t until stories about their antics began to circulate that he asked for help retrieving them.”
“You said they were on their own for three years. How did they elude capture for so long?”
“The details aren’t important,” Odintar dismissed impatiently. He’d led the retrieval team and the entire mission had been a disaster. There was no reason to dredge up all that pain. “Numerous mistakes were made that allowed them to operate for much too long. It’s history and it can’t be undone. All that matters now is that we’re dealing with the fallout of their misbehavior.”
Elias accepted the statement with a stiff nod. “How do you know any of the females listed in the notebook are the result of the renegades?”
“A DNA test identified Tori and Angie’s father as one of the renegades,” Lor answered.
“They’re the only two we’ve been able to confirm,” Blayne added, “but it’s a logical assumption that the majority of these females have latent abilities.”
“What happened to the renegades?”
“They were rounded up and returned to Ontariese,” Odintar obliged even though he’d tried to end the topic.
“Their leader is believed to be dead,” Blayne countered. “But there is a small possibility he’s still out there.”
“Which brings us back to the present,” Lor concluded. “Jillian is scheduled to be discharged from the hospital tomorrow. We need to decide what to do with her.”
Jillian. Odintar sighed. He’d spent way too much time in the past two weeks thinking about the unfortunate human. He’d been sent to guard her after Angie’s vision identified Jillian as Nazerel’s next target. Not wanting to upset her or explain his presence in her room, Odintar had remained shielded from view during his twelve-day vigil. He’d watched her interact with visitors and medical personnel, putting on a brave façade for their benefit. Yet when she was alone, or thought she was alone, anguish and hopelessness pulsed from her in tangible waves. Her vulnerability incited his protectiveness. He wanted to comfort and heal her, help her rediscover her purpose in life.
“It’s pretty obvious Nazerel is waiting for her to recover before he makes his move,” Blayne pointed out. “Shouldn’t we leave well enough alone?”
“There’s another option,” Odintar struggled to keep his tone light, yet his pulse thudded through his veins. “I could heal her and equip her for the battle to come. She doesn’t need to remain helpless.” Three sets of eyes focused squarely on him. Elias looked doubtful, Blayne amused, and Lor thoughtful. Their reactions were so in character that it made Odintar smile. “We know she’s in Nazerel’s sights, which means ignorance isn’t an option. And if she knows about us, there’s no reason to subject her to any more human healing.” He let sarcasm emphasize the last word.
“Were you able to sense what her abilities are?” Lor asked, his brows still drawn together.
He shook his head. “She’s very guarded. I was afraid she’d feel a scan powerful enough to penetrate her mental shields.”
Lor rubbed his chin and stared past Odintar, obviously lost in thought. “If only you could restore her health without Nazerel realizing what you’d done.” His turquoise gaze returned to Odintar’s face as he added, “It would make one hell of a surprise if he came to collect a wounded kitten and found a lioness in her place.”
“You could use the safe house,” Elias suggested. “It would be a great trial run.”
Lor shook his head, but the gears were obviously still turning inside his mind. “It would still look suspicious if she just disappeared.”
“We could hire someone who could pass for Jillian,” Blayne offered. “A leggy blonde shouldn’t be too hard to find in a town full of showgirls.”
“What if Nazerel snatches the double?” Elias looked less enthusiastic about the concept than the others.
“It would only take me a day or two to heal Jillian and another few to unleash her abilities. She would still need training, but if we leave her at the mercy of human medicine it will be months before she’ll be able to walk again, much less defend herself.”
Blayne nodded then reinforced Odintar’s position. “The double will be safe as long as Nazerel thinks she’s still helpless. Shadow Assassins have to take on a worthy opponent or there is no satisfaction in the victory.”
“A double will only work from a distance,” Lor mused without dismissing the idea entirely. “If Nazerel or one of his men scans the double, they’d easily detect the difference.”
“Even if they discovered the switch, it would be unlikely they’d harm the double. An ungifted human isn’t a worthy opponent and any action they take at this point risks us finding them.”
Odintar had no idea why Blayne was helping him sell the idea, but he was grateful for the backup. Besides, the suggestions sounded less desperate coming from Blayne.
Lor went back to rubbing his chin as he mulled over the possibilities. “The Shadow Assassins have been laying low since our raid on the motel. It’s almost as if they’re hoping we’ll forget about them.”
“Or they’re waiting for reinforcements.” Elias shifted his gaze from one Mystic to the others, his hazel eyes narrowed and assessing. “Morgan is starting to wonder if they’re preparing to leave Las Vegas.”
“We need to draw them out,” Lor concluded. “A miraculously restored Jillian could be the perfect ploy.”
“Jillian will have to be told the truth if you intend to heal her, but what do we tell the double?” Elias asked. “She has to be aware that there’s significant danger, yet we can’t tell her the truth.”
The tension in Odintar’s chest increased as they moved closer to a viable plan. He wasn’t sure why Jillian had affected him so deeply, but he couldn’t shake the longing. He wanted to help her, no, he needed to help her, to see hope reignite within her eyes. “We tell the double that Jillian is being stalked by an obsessed fan. She’s at a serious disadvantage because of her injury, so we’re hiring a double to take her place. The double will only be pretending to be hurt, and she’ll be heavily guarded, so she’ll be in far less danger than Jillian.”
“Simple, clean and close enough to the truth to be believable.” Lor nodded. “I like it.”
“We can have Tori drive the double to Jillian’s apartment while Angie brings Jillian to you,” Blayne suggested. “Jillian will accept the truth more easily from someone she knows.”
“You’ll need to teleport in with Jillian,” Elias told Odintar. “Even with a decoy, we can’t risk leading the Shadow Assassins to the safe house.”
Odintar nodded, no longer able to conceal his smile. “Not a problem. I’ll work out the details with Angie. Expect us tomorrow afternoon.”
* * * * *
Jillian rested her hand on the hinged brace confining her right leg and stared out the car window. “Are you sure you know where you’re going? This is one screwy way to get to my apartment.” She didn’t want to sound ungrateful, but she was anxious to get home and drug herself into oblivion. She’d grown accustomed to the pain in the three weeks since her accident. The throbbing never went away completely, but most of the time she could simply ignore it. The pain meds gave her a few hours of peace from the gaping emptiness that had become her future.
“I have an errand to run first. Hope that’s okay. It shouldn’t take too long.”
The tension in Angie’s voice made Jillian turn her head. Angie stared straight ahead, both hands firmly gripping the steering wheel. “It’s fine. I appreciate the ride. It would have cost half a week’s salary to take a cab and who knows when I’ll see another paycheck.”
Angie glanced at her and smiled, but the smile didn’t reach her eyes. “Isn’t the show covering your expenses? It’s the least they can do, if you ask me. They’re damn lucky you don’t sue them.”
The thought had crossed her mind more than once, but everyone involved had followed safety procedures. It would have felt better if she had someone to blame, but the show hadn’t been negligent. A rope snapped and a section of scenery toppled. She’d just been standing in the wrong place at the wrong time.
“Worker’s Comp is coving the medical bills. I was told there will be some sort of stipend to compensate for lost wages, but it only runs the length of my existing contract and I was about to renew. So I have five weeks to find a new job and I won’t even be off crutches that soon.” Actually she had five weeks to find a new occupation and dancing was all she knew.
“This has to be so frustrating for you,” Angie’s voice turned soft and sad. “But I might be able to offer a glimmer of hope.”
Unable to stomach another pitying look, Jillian turned back to the window. They were traveling southeast on I-95, heading out of town. Where the hell was this errand taking them? She shifted position as the discomfort in her leg became more persistent.
“I’m going to tell you a story,” Angie began a few minutes later. “You’ll probably think I’m nuts until Odintar heals your leg, but everything I’m about to say is true.”
“Until who does what to my leg?” She turned back around. Was Angie trying to be funny? She was failing miserably.
“Blayne and Lor aren’t from another country. They’re from a planet called Ontariese.”
Jillian laughed as their images popped into her mind. One blond, one dark-haired, each compelling in his own way. She’d been surprised when Tori strolled into her hospital room with Lor, then a few days later Angie showed up with a new boyfriend as well. Jillian had thought it odd, yet wished them well. The sisters had survived years of tragedy and uncertainty. It was time for a little happiness. “They’re both attractive, I’ll admit, but they looked pretty human to me.”
“They’ve made adjustments to their appearances so they don’t draw too much attention. Aren’t you curious why they’re here?”
Another chuckle escaped as Jillian looked at Angie. “Because Earth girls are easy?” Jillian spent more time with Tori than Angie. Still, she knew Angie well enough to anticipate outlandish behavior. This seemed bizarre, even for Angie.
“They’re chasing a group of fugitives called Shadow Assassins.”
“Wow. That sounds ominous. Hope they catch them soon.”
“I know you don’t believe me, but you will. So pay attention.”
Semi-amused by Angie’s strange attempt to cheer her up, Jillian pivoted toward her and said, “Go on. I’m listening.”
“The leader of the Shadow Assassins is called Nazerel and he’s targeted you. It’s likely he would have captured you by now if it weren’t for your accident. Shadow Assassins are all about the hunt. No prize is worth having if they don’t have to work for it.”
Rather than laugh off the twisting tale, Jillian just nodded. Angie’s imagination was impressive.
“Still, Nazerel won’t be put off forever. He wants you and he will come for you as soon as you’re stronger.”
“So it’s in my best interest to take as long as I can to recover?”
Angie winced. That was obviously not the conclusion she’d wanted Jillian to draw. “That’s one possible strategy. Another is to be ready for the confrontation.”
A tingle slid down Jillian’s spine and her pulse gave an erratic leap. She saw no hint of amusement in Angie’s gaze. Had the men done something to her? She either honestly believed this nonsense or she deserved an Academy Award. “This isn’t funny. My leg is really starting to hurt. I want you to take me home.”
Angie pressed her lips together and remained silent for several minutes. Then she sighed and continued with renewed conviction. “You’re never going to believe everything that’s going on, so let’s focus on you. What have the doctors told you about your leg?”
“You know what they said,” Jillian snapped, no longer willing to indulge Angie’s irrationality. “They were able to save my leg so they consider themselves successful. However, I have at least three more surgeries to look forward to and months, perhaps years, of physical therapy. I’ll be lucky if I can walk without a cane and I will never dance again.”
“What if you could change that diagnosis? What would you be willing to risk?”
“It can’t be changed so what’s the point of this conversation?” Angie rubbed her eyes and pressed back against the headrest as she tried in vain to find a more comfortable position. “I don’t have the energy for the ‘what if’ game.”
“This isn’t a game. Odintar can heal you.” She waited until Jillian looked at her then added, “I know his power is real. He healed me.”
She sounded so sincere, so matter-of-fact. It was hard not to believe her. “What was wrong with you?” Her leg pulsed, echoing her agitated heartbeat.
“I was seriously injured during a fight with Nazerel. If it hadn’t been for Odintar, I would have died.”
Angie looked at Jillian so often it was making her nervous. And Angie’s earnest expression was burrowing through Jillian’s disbelief. “Watch the road. I’d rather not be in another accident.” Angie obediently switched her gaze back to the highway and Jillian sighed. Healers didn’t exist. Angie might think this was harmless fun, but this game was just plain mean.
“Your disbelief is understandable. I wouldn’t believe me either, but you need to know that Odintar is a trusted friend and coworker. He won’t hurt you and he will heal you. At least let him try. What do you have to lose?”
Hope flickered in the distance, mocking her. This was so unfair. “Where are we going? My apartment is way back there.”
“I’m taking you to Odintar. He’ll take you to a safe house equipped with shields that will prevent the Shadow Assassins from locating you.”
The Shadow Assassins again. Jillian shook her head. Why was Angie persisting with this wild tale?
“Grab my phone.” Angie motioned to the slim devise stuck in one of the cup holders. Jillian picked it up and Angie said, “There’s a video clip called Tori. Play it.”
Jillian found the video and activated the file. Tori’s image came to life with a friendly smile. “Hey, Jill. By now Angie has probably told you some wild story about psychic healers and outlaw aliens. Hate to complicate your life, hun, but it’s all true. I dragged Angie into this mess and unfortunately you’re a target too. I don’t want to say too much just in case baby sister loses her phone again, but you need to understand that she hasn’t lost her mind. You know me. I would never lie to you and I’m telling you to believe what Angie tells you. This could be a really good thing, but you have to trust us. Hope to see you soon.” The video ended and Jillian just stared at the phone, numb and uncertain.
“You okay?”
Jillian couldn’t think past the roaring in her ears. “Where’s Tori?”
“She left the hospital a few minutes before we did with your double. By now they should be in your apartment, convincing everyone that the double is you.”
She powered off the phone and returned it to the cup holder. Focusing on each mundane task kept her from feeling so overwhelmed. “You hired a double for me?” She shivered. This was starting to feel real. “Doesn’t that put her in danger?”
“Nazerel wants a mate worthy of him, not…”
“An invalid?” It might be a temporary label, but the description fit. She could barely dress herself and walking without assistance was a distant goal.
Angie nodded. “If you let Odintar heal you, you won’t be an invalid. You’ll be better than you’ve ever been before.”
Her head was throbbing almost as powerfully as her leg. She rubbed her temples as she tried to compose a rational response. “If Odintar can do what you say, won’t that encourage Nazerel to come get me?” Why was she encouraging this fantasy? Because Tori would never lie to you. They’d known each other for years and, unlike her free-spirited sister, Tori was practical, logical, honest. She would never be part of such a cruel prank.
“First things first, remember?” Angie said softly. “Let Odintar heal you and then we’ll all work together to make you less vulnerable.”
Before Jillian could react to that bit of nonsense, Angie pulled off the highway and into a rest stop. Jillian looked around. Were they still on I-95? This seemed too secluded. As the conversation had gotten more unbelievable, she’d stopped paying attention to their location. There were no other cars in the small parking lot and the nondescript building offered restrooms, tourist information and nothing else. She knew Angie wouldn’t hurt her, but what about Odintar. Was he even real or simply a figment of Angie’s overactive imagination?
As if to answer her question a tall, dark-haired man strode toward them from the far side of the building. Did he have a vehicle parked back there or had someone dropped him off? He hadn’t come out of the building. It was more like he’d been waiting behind or beside it. How odd.
His clothing was unremarkable, jeans and a solid black T-shirt. Like the other two men Angie claimed were aliens, this man’s features were sculpted to masculine perfection. With his strong jawline and high cheekbones he could make a fortune with his face.
“Are all the men on Atari good looking?” she muttered under her breath.
“Ontariese. Their planet is called Ontariese.”
Jillian didn’t look away from the approaching stranger. His hair was short on the sides and just long enough on top to reveal its tendency to curl. He inclined his head as he noticed her stare, but his steps didn’t falter. He stopped beside the car and reached for the door handle. Paralyzed by the absurdity of the situation, she just watched him open the door.
“Jillian, that’s Odintar. Odintar, Jillian.”
Framed by thick brown lashes, he had the darkest eyes Jillian had ever seen. Black, yet incredibly reflective, his gaze seemed to capture and caress her. “How did you get here?” It was an irrelevant question, but she couldn’t think of anything less absurd.
Odintar looked at Angie and displeasure creased his brow. “You didn’t tell her what to expect?”
“She doesn’t believe you can heal her. Telling her you can teleport would have been a waste of time.”
“T-teleport?” Jillian scoffed. “A psychic healer who can teleport. Seriously?”
Without warning, Odintar reached across her lap and unfastened her seat belt. The straps retracted with a noisy clatter as he slipped one arm beneath her knees and the other behind her back. “Grab my neck.”
“Why?” She tried to move away from him, but she had nowhere to go. And her useless leg made escape impossible. “Don’t touch me! What do you think you’re doing?”
He lifted her out of the car, carefully angling her body until her injured leg was free. Then he straightened and looked into her eyes. “Hold on. I don’t want to lose you in the vortex.”
Vortex? Determined not to sound like a parrot, she let the word echo through her mind. What if it wasn’t all nonsense? Was it possible he could fix her leg? Hope surged through her uncertainty, though the uncertainty remained. She trusted Tori and Tori trusted this man. Like Angie said, what did she have to lose? Reluctantly, she rested one arm across his shoulders and left the other in her lap.
He chuckled. “Are all Earth women this stubborn?”
His arms tightened and reality blurred. Jillian cried out and rolled toward him, wrapping both arms securely around his neck.
 

Odintar smiled as his passenger clung to him. He’d imagined Jillian in his arms ever since he saw her in the hospital, so helpless and miserable. She had classically beautiful features, delicate yet distinct. With pale blonde hair and bright blue eyes, she was captivating.
He materialized in the living room of the safe house and waited for her to notice that they were again on solid ground. Her face was pressed against the side of his neck and her body trembled.
“You’re safe, genarri. There’s nothing to fear.” Rather than pry her away from him, he moved to the sofa and sat down with her still cradled in his arms.
The safe house wasn’t large, two bedrooms, each with a private bathroom, the living room, and an eat-in kitchen were all on the main floor. The command center and detention cells were tucked away in the basement. He knew Elias was monitoring the situation from somewhere nearby, but he’d insisted on privacy for the next few days. At least the illusion of privacy.
Jillian relaxed enough to settle on his lap then slowly raised her head. “You’re really from another planet?” She whispered the question as her gaze locked with his. The color drained from her cheeks, making her eyes appear massive and luminous.
“I am, but you have nothing to fear from me. I’m here to help you.” Wiggling backward, she scooted off his lap and tried to swing her legs to the floor. He gently caught her uninjured calf and held her in place. “I didn’t grab your crutches. You can’t walk without them. Just relax.”
“Relax?” She laughed, looking anything but amused. “Where are we? How long have you been on Earth? Does my government know you’re here?”
“It’s better if you don’t know exactly; not quite two months; and certain government officials if not the government as a whole.”
Her arching brows drew together as she matched his answers to her questions. “Did you teleport all the way from Ontariese or do you have some sort of ship?”
“Is that really what you want to know?” He moved his arm to the back of the sofa, resisting the urge to touch her. She wasn’t ready for his touch and he wasn’t here to seduce her, a fact his body hadn’t quite registered. “Didn’t Angie tell you why I brought you here?”
“She said you could heal my leg.” Her lips pressed together then her voice tensed as she asked, “Can you?”
“I can and I will, but not until you’re ready to let me.”
She averted her gaze and fell silent. He didn’t need to scan her mind to understand the conflict raging in her gaze. Things like this didn’t happen on Earth. She was scrambling for an explanation that remained within the confines of her reality.
“I have to be dreaming,” she whispered. “This can’t be real.”
“This is real and it’s important.” He allowed an authoritative edge to sharpen his tone. Unless he took control of the situation she might slip into hysteria and he didn’t have the time to waste or the patience to deal with that. “You can’t return to your life until you’re strong enough to protect yourself. It’s as simple as that.”
Her gaze snapped back to his and she slowly licked her lips. “How do I know anything you tell me is true? For all I know, Angie and Tori could be brainwashed or under the influence of some psychotropic drug.”
He couldn’t help but smile. Her determination to cling to the familiar was understandable, but he couldn’t allow it to go on indefinitely. If she continued with these pointless denials, he would have to find a more direct path past her reservations. “That’s easier to believe than the possibility that I just want to help you?”
“What do you expect in return?”
Her bitterness surprised him. She’d seemed dejected and frustrated when he’d observed her in the hospital. The anger was new. “Why would I expect anything?”
“Everything comes with a price. I want to know yours up front.”
Annoyed by her presumption, he muttered, “I’m a man. Surely I could only want one thing from a beautiful woman.” Her suspicion wasn’t completely unfounded. He did find her incredibly desirable. Still, he would never extort sexual favors from someone who needed his help.
Her nostrils flared and her lips trembled. “Are we talking one night or—”
He caught her chin and gazed deep into her eyes. “I will heal you because I can. I expect nothing in return.”
“I don’t believe you.” Her voice was barely a whisper and she twisted out of his light grasp.
“You don’t believe I’ll heal you or you don’t believe my assistance comes without a price?”
“Both.” She looked at him then away as tears gathered behind her long lashes. “There’s always a price and it’s always devastating.”
Determined to shift her focus and lighten her mood, he guided her gaze back to his. “I’ve had many adjectives attached to my lovemaking, but devastating is not one of them.”
“Then you don’t want sex?”
Her attitude was a reflection of the men in her life, not his behavior, but her persistence was starting to chafe. “When, and if, you share my bed, it will have nothing to do with obligation. Do you want me to heal your leg or not? I offer my abilities freely. All you have to do is agree.”



Chapter Two
 

Faint blue rings ignited in the depths of Odintar’s gaze and Jillian gasped. The color receded as fast as it appeared, but she hadn’t imagined the unearthly gleam. He wasn’t human. He’d teleported with her in his arms and claimed that he could heal her. All she had to do was trust him enough to let him try. The problem was, she didn’t trust him. She didn’t even know him.
But she knew Tori and—if the video message could be believed—Tori trusted Odintar.
Jillian took a deep breath and then another, carefully keeping her eyes averted from his handsome face. When she looked at him, his gaze surrounded her, muddled her thinking. He exuded power and menace, yet the danger didn’t seem to be directed at her. He would make a fierce adversary and a welcome champion. She’d never had someone to defend her, to protect her from—he was a healer, not a knight in shining armor. She had to pull her head out of the clouds, even if the situation felt like something out of a fairy tale. Helpless maiden thinks her life is over, her dreams obliterated, then handsome prince rushes in and sets her world to rights. No wonder her head was spinning.
“If I let you do this…” She glanced at him then looked away. His gaze hadn’t lost its power. Despite his casual clothes and calm manner, he didn’t seem quite civilized. “How long will it take to fix the damage? Can you really restore my leg completely?” Will I be able to dance again? She couldn’t bring herself to ask the last question. It was too painful to even consider.
“I won’t make specific promises, but I can certainly produce a better result than your human doctors.”
The other elements of Angie’s “crazy story” returned with a vengeance. If Odintar was actually a healer, did that mean the rest was true? “Is someone really after me?” Fear penetrated her shock and brought the present into sharper focus.
“Let’s concentrate on your leg right now. Once your physical limitations are resolved, I’ll answer all of your questions.”
It was hard to argue with his logic. As it was right now, she couldn’t move off the couch without his help. She’d be a fool not to make herself less vulnerable. Empowered by a renewed purpose, she finally met his gaze. “What do you need me to do?”
“Any barrier between your skin and mine will disrupt the concentration of energy. We can use a blanket to cover your other leg if you’re self-conscious, but I need access to your injury.”
She chuckled. Didn’t he know how she made her living? She’d always refused to go topless, but she frequently danced in a thong. Her legs were her best asset. She was certainly not self-conscious about them. “You’ll need to help me. If we take off the brace, it’s really painful for me to move at all.”
He carefully lifted her feet off his lap and stood. Then he steadied her leg while she released the Velcro straps. His touch was surprisingly gentle for such a large man. But then he looked more like a football player than a healer. No, an Army Ranger. He definitely put off military vibes. He supported her leg with one hand and gingerly removed the brace with the other, faultlessly anticipating where she needed his help.
She sighed. It always felt wonderful to have the pressure gone. Until the slightest movement shot ribbons of pain up and down her leg. Leaning back against the arm of the sofa, she unzipped her jeans and tried to wiggle out of them. Discomfort spiked to her hip and she gasped.
His hands brushed hers aside and he grasped the sides of her jeans. “Lift your hips and let me do the rest.”
Awareness crackled around them as he bent over her. His scent, clean yet faintly spicy, teased her nose. Unable to resist the temptation, she inhaled deeply, imprinting the unique smell on her memory. The T-shirt hugged his broad shoulders then skimmed over his chest and abdomen, hinting at muscular definition she couldn’t actually see. His hips were lean, legs long. And those night-black eyes hypnotized her. She couldn’t remember ever having been this intrigued by a man she’d just met. It usually took her forever to develop a connection with anyone, male or female.
He slowly peeled her jeans down, supporting her injured leg as he drew the pant leg off. His fingertips brushed her inner thigh, her calf, and then her ankle. She tried not to squirm as heat rolled through her abdomen and settled between her thighs with unmistakable intent.
“You okay?” He straightened and set the jeans aside.
The red-and-white-striped thong she’d slipped on that morning left not only her legs bare, but her hips and a good deal of her abdomen. “I’m fine.” The words sounded thin and uncertain and heat burst across her cheekbones. Good God, was she actually blushing? If he was a healer, he had to be used to seeing naked body parts.
“Relax for a moment. I need to find a pair of scissors.” He turned and crossed the room, disappearing into the adjoining kitchen.
She pulled her shirt down, covering her belly and most of her hips. This was ridiculous. Teleporting must have addled her brain. He was a healer, not a potential date.
He returned with a pair of scissors and slowly removed the bandages covering her leg. There was a large incision on her thigh and a smaller one three inches below her knee. From upper thigh to ankle, her flesh was a mass of purple bruises. She needn’t have worried about him being aroused by her legs. Who would find this attractive?
“Have they put pins or plates in your leg, anything artificial?”
She shook her head. “So many of the blood vessels were damaged, they weren’t sure they were going to be able to save my leg. The focus of the first surgery was restoring blood flow while keeping me from bleeding to death. They wanted to make sure my leg was capable of healing before they bothered with any sort of reconstruction.”
“That will work to our advantage. Anything metallic would have hindered my abilities.” He knelt beside the sofa and rolled his shoulders. “Make sure you’re in a comfortable position, this will take some time.”
Relaxing back against the padded armrest, she watched him closely, waiting for him to begin. His chest expanded as he drew in a deep breath. He closed his eyes for a moment then opened them and focused on her leg. She didn’t ask the questions buzzing in her mind, didn’t want to distract him in any way.
Tension banded her chest and she fought to remain still. Was this really happening? Her mind refused to register the possibility that she could be made whole again, that the shattered pieces of her dreams could be reassembled.
He extended one hand and then the other, his palms hovering over her skin. A faint tingle rippled along her shin then spiraled through her thigh. She closed her eyes, trying to soothe her anxiety with pleasant thoughts and deep breaths, but his scent lingered in her nose, prolonging her restlessness. His fingers brushed her knee and she tensed.
“There will be sensations, but this shouldn’t hurt. If you feel pain, let me know immediately.”
She opened her eyes as she nodded, but he’d closed his eyes, so she said, “I will.”
He slipped one hand under the bend of her knee and carefully pressed the other over the smaller incision. Heat passed between his hands in rhythmic pulses. Her calf muscle tensed and released over and over, the intensity not quite painful.
By the time he moved on, she felt flushed and dizzy. Was this a side effect of the healing or was she hyperventilating? She tried to relax by counting her breaths. One in, out. Two in, out. Three…
It was no use. An alien was healing her leg. The realization echoed through her mind, compounding her agitation. Aliens were on Earth, hunting mates, endangering her friends. Even in her mind it sounded ridiculous, yet how could she disregard the facts. Odintar could teleport and she’d yet to assess the result, but it sure as hell felt like he was healing her.
He paused, his hand resting just above her knee. “You’re starting to resist me. Do we need to talk this out before I go on?”
“It’s just surreal. I can’t stop thinking about all the things someone like you must be capable of doing.” The nonspecific fear hovered in the back of her mind, intensifying her anxiety.
He moved his hand off her leg. “I will not harm you. Do you believe that much at least?”
“I do.” She sighed. “But I can’t help wondering why you’re willing to help, not just me but humans in general.”
“I understand your doubt and I will explain, but I need to finish stabilizing the fractures. Once the bones are solid again, I’ll stop and we can talk. All right?”
“All right.”
Moving closer to the sofa, he placed one hand on the outside of her leg and the other on her inner thigh. His long fingers splayed against her flesh and the warm pulsing resumed. She bent her uninjured knee and rotated her leg outward, giving him more room between her thighs. There was nothing sexual about his touch, but each time his hands shifted heat curled through her abdomen.
She stared at the ceiling and fought the urge to wiggle. His hands were warm and each anxious breath drew his scent deeper into her lungs. Maybe there was something in his scent that was making her antsy. There had to be a reason she was reacting this way.
He worked his way up from her knee and then back down. The sweeping motion spread tingling heat through her muscles and joints. As he’d promised, it didn’t hurt. Still, her body registered an intimacy she knew he didn’t intend. Was she just so starved for human contact that she…but he wasn’t human!
“It’s probably best if you don’t try to walk on it yet. The damage is extensive. Mobility should be better, though. See if you can bend your knee.”
Desperate for a distraction from her convoluted thoughts, she happily complied. She slowly bent her knee and then straitened her leg again. Her muscles protested and her joints burned, but the sensations were uncomfortable not excruciating. She repeated the motion, faster this time and the pain was even less intrusive. “Wow. It really is better.”
“Good.” He raked one hand through his hair and rolled his shoulders. “I need to eat something and rest for an hour or so, then we’ll get back to work. Are you hungry?”
“Actually, I am.” The realization surprised her. Her appetite had been basically nonexistent since the accident. “Could you hand me my jeans.” She was no longer worried about him doing something inappropriate. It was her body bent on misbehavior.
“I have a better idea.” Without explaining what he meant, he headed down the hallway toward the back of the house. He returned a few minutes later with a pair of pull-on shorts. “Tori gathered some of your things for you. They’re in the first bedroom.”
“How long have you guys been planning my disappearance?” She took the shorts from his outstretched hand and scooted to the edge of the sofa so she could dress.
“Not long. We knew something had to be done when we found out you were being discharged from the hospital.” She slipped the shorts on then stood so she could pull them up. Odintar was beside her in an instant, steadying her and making sure her weight remained centered on her uninjured leg. “Shall I carry you into the kitchen or bring the food out here?”
His gaze moved over her features with caressing intensity and the blue rings flickered within the pools of black. “Why do they do that?” she whispered.
“Why does who do what?”
The jumbled question made her smile. “Your eyes. At times I see rings of blue inside your eyes. Is something causing the flash of color or is it spontaneous?”
His features relaxed and the rings reformed, bright, solid circles separating his pupils from his equally dark irises. “I’m able to make subtle changes to my appearance. It helps me blend in with humans. Sometimes, when I’m particularly distracted, I lose control of the shift.”
Heat crept up her neck as she absorbed the inference. He found her as distracting as she found him. Tension arced between them, pulling them closer like a gravitational field. She swayed toward him, tilting her face up in the process. He leaned down and her lips parted, but he didn’t kiss her. Instead he swept her up in his arms and carried her into the kitchen.
Without her jeans she was inescapably aware of his arms, his hands, and the fluid strength with which he moved. He was staring straight ahead, so she took advantage of the opportunity and examined his features up close. Whiskers shadowed his jaw as if he hadn’t shaved for a day or two. Rather than make him look slovenly, the bristles accented the angle of his jaw and his prominent cheekbones. Were his eyes the only feature he altered or was his natural appearance even more alien? The question seemed rude, so she kept her speculation to herself.
He pulled out a chair with his foot and set her down. “Are you warm enough or should I find a blanket.”
“I’m fine,” she assured, warmed by his ongoing concern.
“All right.” He crossed to the refrigerator and pulled it open. “Unfortunately, I’m not much of a cook. How about a sandwich.”
“Beggars can’t be choosers. Whatever you’re having is fine with me.”
He gathered what he needed for their makeshift meal and brought the supplies to the table. “So how much did Angie tell you? I don’t want to be repetitive.”
He’d brought a bottle of beer and a can of cola. She picked up the cola and left him the beer. “You probably better start over. I didn’t take her seriously.” She opened packages and handed him utensils, not wanting to feel completely useless.
“Shadow Assassins were created during the Great Conflict on Ontariese.”
“Created? Don’t you mean their organization formed during the Great Conflict?”
“Yes and no. Their society formed because of the war, but the current generation of Shadow Assassins is equipped with nanotechnology that heightens their natural abilities.”
She had no doubt they could spend days discussing history, but she was far more interested in the current conflict. “What brought them to Earth?”
“Their hideout was discovered and their society disbanded. They were taken to the City of Tears, our largest military compound. Most of the soldiers transitioned well and welcomed the changes, but the hunters—”
“Hunters?” She shivered. “Do I even want to know what they hunt?”
“I suspect from your reaction that Angie told you.” He paused long enough to set a sandwich on a plate and hand it to her. “They hunt potential mates. On Ontariese the females were kidnapped and held against their wills until they produced offspring. If the child was male, the mother was released while the son remained with his father. Any memory she had of her captivity was scrubbed from her mind.”
These people could teleport and heal. Was it really surprising that they could manipulate memories? The disconcerting thought was rapidly eroding her appetite, so took a couple of bites before asking, “What if she had a girl?”
“The Shadow Assassin would try again.” He raised his sandwich to his mouth and took a bite.
“Their operation was shut down on Ontariese, so they came to Earth to start over?”
“Not exactly.” The subject had no effect on his appetite. He devoured one sandwich and started on the other before he explained, “Their objective now is different than it was on Ontariese. Their primary concern before was maintaining their population. Now they hope to find females worthy of joining their society so they can create traditional family units.”
“What can they offer human females that would make them do anything other than run screaming in the other direction? Or do they intend to hold them prisoner as they did before?”
“They’re frantically working on a procedure that will allow them to transfer their abilities to their mates. Would human females be tempted by the possibility of attaining paranormal abilities?”
She set down her half-eaten sandwich and reached for a napkin. As long as she thought about the concepts in the abstract, the subject was interesting. But she couldn’t quite suppress the fact that she was the target of one of the Shadow Assassins. These weren’t meaningless facts. Odintar was explaining what Nazerel had in mind for her. “You made them sound like mercenaries. Do these men have the scientific background to accomplish the transfer?”
“They don’t, but they’re being sponsored by someone who does. Her name is Sevrin Keire and she’s from a planet called Rodymia.”
“Oh we don’t just have Ontarians on Earth. We have Rodymians too?”
“They’re called Rodytes, but yes. There are two kinds of ‘aliens’ on Earth.” A smile turned up one corner of his mouth as he said, “My mother was from Bilarri, so I guess that make three kinds of aliens.”
“Ontariese, Rodymia and Bilarri? How many of the planets in your star system are inhabited?”
“Just those three in my star system, but we interact with many outside our star system.”
“Of course you do. You can will yourself from one side of the cosmos to the other in the blink of an eye. How foolish of me.” She set her napkin down on top of her plate, no longer interested in the sandwich. She must seem so simplistic, so useless to him.
“It’s a bit more complicated than that, but we do travel extensively.”
“How many Shadow Assassins are there and how many people have been sent to… Are you trying to apprehend them or kill them? I have no idea how this works on your world.”
“The Mystic Militia consists of six men. Three are Master-level Mages. The other three are highly trained soldiers.”
“You’re one of the mages?”
“I am. Lor is our leader and Blayne is also able to manipulate magic. I believe you’ve met them.”
She nodded. She’d been introduced to Lor by Tori and apparently Angie had hooked up with Blayne, but Jillian didn’t really know either man. “They’re involved with friends of mine. Are you sure it’s only the Shadow Assassins who came to Earth to find mates?”
He had the audacity to grin. “Finding mates is not our primary objective, but being on a planet where females are plentiful is a rare treat for us.”
His gaze took on that warm, caressing quality again and she picked up her cola, needing something to do with her hands. “What happened to the females on Ontariese?”
“A biological weapon annihilated millions during our last war.”
She cringed then shook her head. The outcome of most wars didn’t justify the sacrifice, in her estimation, but she kept the opinion to herself. “Were women intentionally targeted?”
“Yes. Our society has been matriarchal for several millennia. One side of the Great Conflict wanted to continue the sacred traditions while the other wanted to explore other power structures. The leader of the Reformation Sect launched the biological weapon, expecting it to kill off the majority of Traditionalist Sect females. Unfortunately, the inoculation that was supposed to protect Reformation Sect females didn’t work, so his need for power nearly obliterated our entire species.” He released a long, shuddering sigh before he added, “The ratio is better now, but there are still many more men than women.”
She had a million questions about the Great Conflict, but there was too much she needed to understand about the present situation for her to explore the past. “How many Shadow Assassins are here on Earth?”
“They started with twenty, but they’re down to fourteen or fifteen. There is one we’re not sure about. He ran from a fight, so it’s unlikely his companions allowed him to live.”
In an instant the warmth in his eyes was gone and she caught a glimpse of the ruthless soldier. She shivered, suddenly glad they were on the same side. “What happened to the other five?”
“We took them home for interrogation and punishment. Our system of justice is more streamlined than yours, but those accused of a crime still have their day in court.”
“I’m glad. It sounds like these guys deserve punishment, but assassination on the spot seems a little extreme.”
“It would also be foolish.” His smile was nearly as cold as his gaze. “Each hunter we catch has information about the others. Shooting them where they stand would prevent us from accessing that information. This retrieval mission has already dragged on longer than we’d hoped. We want this mess cleaned up as quickly as possible.”
“And that’s where I come in?” She scooted back in her chair and crossed her arms over her chest. “Have I finally uncovered the reason you agreed to heal me?”
He shook his head, clearly frustrated by her conclusion. “You are in a position to assist us, but your participation will be strictly voluntary. I will heal you either way.”
“All right, so it’s not strictly quid pro quo. Your motivation is still hoping that I’ll help you.”
“Helping us is in your best interest. Nazerel will come after you with or without our support. The real question is, do you want to take him on by yourself?” He pushed back from the table and stood. “I’m going to meditate before we begin again. Would you rather remain here or go back to the living room.”
Tension made his voice sound brittle and his fingers gripped the back of his chair much harder than necessary. “Here is fine.” She wasn’t sure how she kept pissing him off, but he was obviously angry. He’d taken two steps toward the hallway when she added, “Thank you.”
He muttered something she didn’t understand and kept right on walking.
* * * * *
“Must you be so damn mysterious?”
Sevrin smiled at the impatience in Nazerel’s tone. She still hoped to seduce him at some point, but annoying him was nearly as much fun. “I’m not being mysterious. I just don’t see the point in explaining my every action when everything will become clear as we go along.”
He snarled, a sound that never failed to curl her toes. The less civilized he acted, the more excited she became. She couldn’t explain the phenomenon, but it was consistent and powerful.
“If you’d simply explain where we’re going, I could flash us there. I despise these primitive vehicles.” He motioned toward the car surrounding them.
“Your motorcycle is a primitive vehicle. How is it any different than riding in this car?”
“I’m in control of the motorcycle. You are driving this car.”
“Ah,” she chuckled. “Then it’s your lack of control that frightens you and not the car.”
“I’m not frightened,” he snapped. “Merely impatient. If you’d let me teleport, we could have been there long before now.”
“And what happens if someone sees you as you materialize. Didn’t your fight with Blayne teach you anything?” The incident had been caught by a surveillance camera and ended up on the internet. If the Mystic Militia hadn’t managed to convince everyone that it had been a publicity stunt by a fledgling film crew, Nazerel might have found out how much fun it was to be a celebrity in America.
“I never repeat a mistake.” His jaw clenched as he stared out the windshield.
“How can you be certain if you insist on teleporting everywhere?”
“I am able to scan ahead. If there is anyone nearby, I manifest an invisibility shield as I materialize. No one will catch me unaware again.”
“What about the others? Can everyone maintain that level of control?”
He glared at her, his impatience obvious. “Those who can’t shield themselves as they arrive have been instructed not to teleport. I understand the need for discretion.”
“Good. I’m not sure when it happened, but the Mystic Militia has definitely networked with some sort of human taskforce. Either that or they’ve received reinforcements from home.”
She had his undivided attention now. He pivoted slightly in his seat, staring intently at her. “Wouldn’t your ship’s sensors have detected another team’s arrival?”
“Yes, which is why my money is on human intervention.”
Curiosity overtook his annoyance, smoothing his expression. “What makes you think they have help?”
“According to my informant back on Ontariese, there are currently six members assigned to the Mystic Militia and that includes Lor. Three are Mystics, the other three are soldiers. Yet reports of investigators are coming in from all over the city. It made me curious, so I mapped out the sightings last night and there were fourteen separate locations reported at about the same time. Teleportation could account for some of the overlap, but I think it’s more likely that they’ve teamed up with someone here on Earth.”
Nazerel accepted the information with a nod though he didn’t offer a comment.
She pulled into the parking lot at one end of a large public park and turned off the car. She always met Gerrod in a different public place. His participation was more or less coerced and he never let her forget it. Gerrod had been her father’s lackey, faithfully serving the crown for decades. But after her father’s death, Gerrod had insisted that his obligation to Rodymia was met. For the most part she left him alone to wallow in anonymity. Still, Gerrod had been on Earth longer than she’d been alive and his network of contacts was invaluable. It was the only reason he was still alive.
“Are we going to have a picnic?” Nazerel grumbled as he swung his door open.
Without responding to his sarcasm, she got out of the car and triggered the door locks with her remote. She headed toward the benches surrounding the playground without pausing to see if Nazerel followed. There was much he could learn if he listened closely. If he chose to sulk, then he’d miss out on the opportunity. She didn’t particularly care one way or the other.
Gerrod stood behind one of the benches, hands lightly clasping the back support rail. The late-afternoon breeze ruffled his longish blond hair, occasionally sweeping a lock across his piercing blue eyes. He ignored the irritant and focused entirely on her.
“You summoned. I’m here.” Resentment rang through each syllable. “Make it quick. I have things to do.”
She laughed. “Am I keeping you from your game shows or is it late enough for Judge Judy?” His gaze shifted to somewhere behind her and her smile turned calculating. She hadn’t heard Nazerel approach, but Gerrod’s shocked expression made it obvious he was looking at the Shadow Assassin. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
“He can’t be…” He came around the bench but didn’t approach the other man. “Who are you?”
“Nazerel of—Nazerel Southmor.”
Her smile broadened. It had taken months of prompting for Nazerel to drop his tribe affiliation in favor of a last name. This was the first time he’d done so without a reminder.
“Gerrod Reynolds.” The two shook hands, likely using the physical contact to disguise their light scans. “You look very much like someone I used to know.”
“He’s the spitting image of his father,” Sevrin told Gerrod with a secretive smile. “That’s why I asked him to tag along today. Thought you might enjoy meeting him.”
“This is the first son of South?”
Gerrod sounded suitably star struck, but Nazerel just looked annoyed.
“You were not part of the world below. How could you have known my father?” Nazerel stood statue still, hands clenched at his sides.
Severn laid her hand on his tense forearm and waited until he looked at her. “Unlike most of his men, your father wasn’t held captive within the Shadow Maze. South came and went as he pleased and interacted with whomever he chose. My father arranged for Gerrod to be trained by South in exchange for his participation in our program.”
“He is one of the Dirty Dozen?”
Gerrod chuckled. “Wow. It’s been a long time since I heard that name.”
“I thought you came up with it,” she countered.
“I did, but that seems like another lifetime or even someone else’s life.”
Nazerel snapped his head around and looked into her eyes. “Is it possible that this man is Jillian’s father?”
“There’s a one in twelve chance,” she explained. “I only have DNA samples of four of the men and about half of the daughters. I haven’t tried to match any of them with Gerrod because he keeps refusing to give me a sample. So far Jillian hasn’t been a positive match with anyone, so now her chances are more like one in eight.”
“If that’s why you summoned me here,” Gerrod warned, “you’re wasting your time. I don’t want to know how many times I succeeded. Those years are the biggest regret of my life.”
“You don’t need to know, but I do.” She sighed. “Give me a sample of your DNA or I’ll have no choice but to take it from you.”
Gerrod laughed, head tilting to an arrogant angle. “Go for it, princess. This should be amusing.”
Rather than attack him herself, she turned to Nazerel and said, “Break his nose.”
For once in his life, Nazerel didn’t argue or hesitate. He closed the distance between him and Gerrod with one long stride and punched him squarely in the face.
Gerrod’s shocked cry ended in a vile curse as he raised his hand to his gushing nose.
Sevrin was half a step behind Nazerel. She shoved Gerrod’s hand out of the way and pressed a cloth to his nose, soaking up some of the blood. Then she turned back to Nazerel and said, “Flash us out of here now!”
Nazerel swept her into his arms and teleported away from the park. She enjoyed the strength of his embrace for only a moment before they materialized in a vacant lot on the outskirts of Las Vegas. His smirk made her shove off his chest and step back despite how much she was enjoying the embrace.
“Are you sure no one saw us flash out of sight?” he challenged.
“We were the only ones in the park.” Her heart lurched in her chest as she realized she hadn’t even bothered to check.
“Are you sure.”
She tensed. Was he just jerking her around or had she overlooked a spectator? “You’re aware of everything that goes on around you. Was someone there?”
“No, but you didn’t assess the situation before you told me to go.”
“This was important.” She carefully folded the cloth, securing the blood sample on the inside of the wad. “If it’s safe to do so, take me back to my ship and arrange for someone to go pick up my car.”
“All of this would have been much simpler if you’d just told me where we were headed in the first place.”
“If I’d told you what I intended to do, Gerrod would have sensed it when you shook hands. I wasn’t being mysterious just to piss you off. Anything you knew, he would have found out.”
He accepted the point after a moment of contemplative silence. “I’ll forgive you if you tell me why my father would have agreed to help a Rodyte.”
She smiled. Working with Nazerel was definitely easier than struggling against him. “Let me get the DNA sequencer running and I’ll explain it all over dinner.”



Chapter Three
 

Jillian squirmed on the kitchen chair, wishing she had her cell phone so she could call Tori. Even Angie, with her unusual take on life in general, would be better than trying to sort through these chaotic thoughts and feelings alone. Jillian pulled out another chair and propped her leg on it, but her thigh started throbbing again. That she could move it at all was a miracle undeniably attributable to Odintar.
Her mind was still reeling from all the things Odintar had told her. It was hard to believe that half of what he’d said was true, yet everything she’d experienced since meeting him pointed toward fact not fiction. Aliens had come to Earth and she, along with two of her closest friends, were caught in the middle of their conflict.
She thought back to the first time she’d seen Lor. Tori had spotted him in a casino and their attraction had been immediate, but no one would deny he was physically striking. Then later in the hotel bar, he’d performed a “magic trick”, causing a flame to jump from candle to candle. Now she suspected the trick hadn’t been a trick at all but legitimate magic. Legitimate magic? The phrase made her shake her head. Until today she would have considered it an oxymoron.
Unable to sit idly by while Odintar meditated, she carefully stood and turned her chair around so she could use it like a makeshift walker. Her leg felt solid as she positioned it, yet as soon as she put weight on it, pain radiated from ankle to hip. Ignoring the discomfort, she hobbled to the window over the sink. All she could see was an average-sized backyard with a wooden privacy fence. She could be almost anywhere.
The back door was locked and she couldn’t figure out how to unlock it. There was no deadbolt to rotate or lever to shift. The door handle just refused to move. Even though she suspected she would find the same in the front room, she slowly made her way to the main entrance. It was also locked with no obvious way to release it. It didn’t really matter. Her mobility was still so limited, escape wasn’t really an option.
She parted the drapes obscuring the front window and looked out at a residential street like any other. The house wasn’t large or luxurious. The neighborhood, what little she could see of it, seemed well maintained, yet somewhat mature. Were they even in Nevada any longer? They could be on a different planet for all she knew. She had no idea the scope of Odintar’s abilities.
Her leg protested each movement, so she limped over to the couch and reclined, stretching out her legs across the seat cushions. It was pretty obvious the Ontarians hoped to use her as bait once her injury was mended. Was Odintar right? Would Nazerel come after her even if she refused to align with his enemies? Angie frequently followed her heart into danger, but Tori was logical. If Tori allowed herself to become involved in this cause, it had to be important. At the very least, Jillian needed to find out more about the Mystic Militia in general and Odintar in particular.
As if sensing her thoughts, Odintar strolled into the living room. She was struck again by the graceful strength that defined his every movement. He had the fluidity of a dancer, yet the overt purpose of a Navy Seal. The contrast was fascinating.
“Feel better?” she asked with a tentative smile.
“I’ve recovered enough to continue.”
He sounded so stiff and formal that she cringed. “Are you still angry with me?”
“I was frustrated not angry, but either way it wasn’t your fault. I keep forgetting Mystic abilities are basically nonexistent on Earth. With all that you’ve endured, you’re skepticism is understandable. I’ll try to be more patient.”
She propped herself up against the armrest, making room for him at the other end of the couch. “How many sessions will it take to heal my leg?”
“That depends on you.” He sat and pivoted slightly toward her. “If you relax and allow me to work unhindered, we’ll progress much faster than if we wrestle the entire time.”
Wrestling with Odintar held a certain appeal, but restoring her leg was her top priority. “I’m not intentionally fighting you. Everything about this feels strange and threatening.”
He placed his hand on her ankle, his touch light and casual. “I would never hurt you and I would attack anyone who attempted to harm you. There’s no reason for your fear.”
“Consciously I know you’re trying to help me, but something inside me resists the intrusion.”
For a long moment he just looked at her, his eyes narrowed, lips compressed. “I’d intended to assess your latent abilities after your leg had been restored. Maybe you’ll feel less vulnerable if they’re active.”
Here was another piece of the puzzle, another clue to his true motivation. She knew his agenda wasn’t self-serving, but neither was it as selfless as he pretended. “What makes you think I have latent abilities?”
“Nazerel wouldn’t have targeted you unless your potential was extraordinary.”
“I thought my connection to Tori and Angie was why he targeted me.” She lowered her gaze, breaking the mesmerizing pull of his dark eyes. He wasn’t coming on to her, so why did she long to crawl onto his lap and bury her face against his neck?
“Your friendship with the Logan sisters brought you to Nazerel’s attention, but your potential is what motivated him to act.”
Challenge calmed her enough to lift her gaze. Ever since the accident she’d felt devastated, her life so disrupted she barely recognized her own reality. If Odintar could heal her—and it was looking more and more like he could—she would be able to shape her future into whatever she wanted it to be. But first they had to deal with Nazerel. “What does he look like? Maybe I’ve seen him hanging around backstage or something?”
“Close your eyes.”
No sooner had her lids drifted shut than an image formed within her mind. Nazerel had short dark hair and piercing eyes. His features were rugged, very masculine. He looked hard, even brutal, with a body easily capable of enacting every ruthless impulse. She shivered, very glad she was no longer alone.
“He might have made subtle changes, but that’s his basic appearance.”
She opened her eyes, glad to be rid of that penetrating stare. “I’ve never seen him before. I would have remembered those eyes. Still, he hasn’t actually done anything yet. Why are you so sure he will?”
“When we raided one of their hideouts, we discovered a binder, a collection of dossiers with detailed information about human females. You’re one of the women featured in the notebook.”
Her recent surge of confidence shuddered as she absorbed the implications. For there to be detailed information about her in the notebook, she had to have been watched, followed, investigated. “Who collected the information? How long have I been under surveillance?”
“The notebook was likely compiled by the Rodytes. The hunters haven’t been here long enough to have done it themselves.”
“And what brought me to the attention of the Rodytes?”
“It’s quite likely your father was Ontarian.”
She just stared at him in disbelief. It made perfect sense that her connection to all this drama hadn’t been random. Still, there was only so much one shell-shocked brain could absorb. She was being hunted by an alien who wanted to make her his mate because her father had been an alien. Yeah, that happened every day.
She didn’t know enough about her father to confirm or disprove Odintar’s claim. Her mother seldom spoke of him and when she did it was to warn Jillian away from “men like that”.
Odintar sighed and carefully lifted her legs, sliding under them until her knees arched over his lap. “Let’s focus on your injury. We can sort through the rest when you’re feeling stronger.”
And I can run the hell away from you! The rebellious thought calmed her, allowed her to think beyond the newest revelation. “I’d rather you figured out if I have abilities first.”
“You definitely have abilities. I’m just not sure what they are.” He rested both hands on her uninjured leg, one above her knee, the other below.
Awareness expanded, sweeping through her body in slow, tingling waves. His touch wasn’t seductive, yet the restlessness returned with a vengeance. “How do you determine what my abilities are?”
“If I infuse them with energy, they will likely activate.” He shifted his left hand to her injured knee. “I hesitate to do so until your healing is complete. I don’t want to empty my tank before we reach our destination, yet the loss might be worth it if doing so allows me to heal you faster. Does that make sense?”
“I think so. You’re saying it’s a gamble either way.”
“Exactly.”
“Then let’s stick with my leg.”
He nodded then asked, “Can you put your left leg behind me?” He scooted slightly forward, making room for her to complete the maneuver. She drew her knee toward her chest and eased her leg between his broad back and the sofa’s cushions. Even though he was between her legs now, the position wasn’t really sexual. At least it shouldn’t have felt that way. So why had her pulse kicked into double time and her core clenched so hard she fought back a moan. “Try to relax.”
The suggestion was absurd. She pressed back into the armrest and closed her eyes. His hands swept from her upper thigh to ankle, rotating and repositioning in a pattern only he understood. Energy flowed between his palms, pulsing through her damaged flesh, creating heat and tension.
She emptied her mind and floated in the darkness, but the rhythmic surge of his healing waves electrified her senses. A particularly sharp throb made her gasp and the deep inhalation drew his spicy scent inward. The tantalizing smell filled her nose and lungs then spread through her entire body with every beat of her heart. Her back arched and her nipples drew tight, yet the swirling caress of his hands didn’t falter.
Stubbornly battling the urge to writhe, she released the tension in her back and ignored her tingling nipples. It wasn’t intentional. He wasn’t trying to turn her on.
Or was he?
She opened her eyes and assessed his expression. His eyes were closed, features tense with concentration. His fingertips occasionally skimmed over her inner thigh, but he touched nothing except her injured leg.
It was all her. Guilt managed to cool her ardor for a few minutes, but the surging heat couldn’t be contained for long. The fingers of one hand splayed across her outer thigh as he worked a particularly stubborn spot high on her inner thigh. He circled the spot with three fingertips, driving energy deep into the muscle.
“Stop,” she gasped, trembling on the verge of orgasm.
“What’s wrong?” His fingers remained against her thigh, but the energy pulses halted.
“I can’t…” She sat up, panting harshly. “I just need a break.”
He steadied her with one hand, but moved the other away from her inner thigh. “Was I hurting you?”
“No.” Too embarrassed to face the truth, she looked away from his expressive eyes.
His warm fingers cupped her chin and turned her face back around. “Did it feel a little too good?”
“Yes,” she admitted with a nervous laugh.
“It’s not unusual and it’s nothing to be ashamed of. I’m flooding your body with energy and your nervous system doesn’t know what to do with it. I’ve had patients break down in tears and others can’t stop laughing. Your body is just trying to vent the excess energy.”
She was his patient, not a potential lover. She couldn’t let herself forget. “I’ll be fine. I just need to catch my breath.”
“It’s better if you don’t fight it and I won’t take it personally. I’m aware that the reaction is beyond your control.” He punctuated the claim with a gentle smile that made her feel even more self-conscious. Having his patients come while he healed them might be commonplace for him, but orgasms were intensely personal for her.
She lay back and closed her eyes, determined to ignore the arousing sensations. From an early age, her mother had warned her that men were only after one thing.
They’ll say anything and do anything to get inside your pants, then they’ll forget you as soon as they’ve had you. Her mother’s embittered warning echoed through her memory. Women have needs too. They’re natural and you don’t need to be ashamed of them. But we’re perfectly capable of taking care of them without the complication of a selfish man.
Jillian’s first lover had been a high school crush. Every teenage boy thought of nothing but sex, so she hadn’t held it against him. Her second lover hadn’t come along until college. Physical attraction had been the primary draw, but he hadn’t been the sex-crazed monster her mother described.
After graduation, Jillian dedicated herself body and soul to her career, leaving little time or energy for romance. There had been one final affair, but that’s all it had been, a quick, hot flirtation. Sex had been the driving force behind each of Jillian’s relationships and each relationship had failed. She didn’t blame it all on the men. She had been an active participant. Still, it saddened her that she’d been unable to prove her mother wrong.
Odintar returned to the spot high on her inner thigh. The pulses seemed more concentrated this time. Was he trying to minimize the side effect for her?
Though she appreciated his effort, it didn’t help. Heat spread through her abdomen and her core contracted in rippling spasms, each slow clench pushing her closer to the inevitable end. She resisted, breathing deeply and relaxing muscles as quickly as she felt the urge to tighten them.
She held perfectly still, staring into the blackness created by her lowered lids. Then images formed within the darkness, sensual glimpses of what her body craved. She saw Odintar crawl onto the couch and kneel between her spread thighs. He arched over her and kissed her. His chest brushed her sensitive nipples while his mouth caressed hers.
Fighting back a helpless moan, she surrendered to the fantasy. Their clothes dissolved, first hers then his. His body felt warm and solid as it rocked against hers. Skin against skin, they pressed and slid. His kiss turned hungry, consuming, and his touch became more focused. He cupped her breast, his thumb teasing the nipple. She wanted his mouth there, sucking, nibbling, but she needed his kiss more.
In her mind, she wrapped her legs around his hips and felt his cock press against her aching mound. He was incredibly hard, more than ready to fill her. The emptiness intensified. She needed him inside her, moving over and into her. She needed him now!
She cried out softly and her eyes flew open as her orgasm suddenly crested. Her gaze locked with his and she trembled. His objective calm was gone, replaced by predatory fire. The blue rings in his eyes burned brightly and his features had sharpened.
He turned toward her, bracing his hand on the armrest beside her. His head descended slowly and she ducked beneath his arm, scrambling off the sofa and out of reach. She was halfway across the room when her panicked mind registered that she was walking.
Her steps faltered then she stopped and took stock of her body. “There’s hardly any pain,” she whispered without turning around. “You did it.”
“Sex makes a damn good distraction.”
The growl in his voice made her tense then slowly turn around. “You said you wouldn’t take it personally.” He was sitting now and the rings had disappeared. Still, his features looked more angular and hunger simmered in his gaze.
“It would have been easier to keep my promise if you hadn’t filled my mind with sexual images.”
She gasped. “I didn’t mean to.”
“I know.” A smile parted his lips and he shook his head. “I’m not blaming you. I’m trying to explain my less than professional reaction.” He raised his hand then motioned with his fingers. “Come back here, but take it slowly. Without the rush of adrenaline, things might feel different.”
She returned to the couch with measured steps, focusing on the flex of her muscles and the movement of her joints. “There’s no pain.” She looked down as wonder unfurled within her soul. “Even the bruises are fading.” She looked at him and smiled as tears blurred her vision. “This is amazing. You’re amazing.”
 

Her praise pleased Odintar more than it should have. Everything about her affected him more powerfully than it should have. When her resistance melted away, he knew how she was distracting herself. Still, he hadn’t allowed himself to be drawn into the sensuality crackling around them. He had a job to do and the sooner he did it the sooner they could move on to the next challenge. Then her mind inadvertently reached for his and shared the images rolling through her imagination. His body was still hard and achy thanks to those images.
It wasn’t just her beauty, though he found her appearance more than pleasing. He sensed an intriguing combination of strength and vulnerability in his little dancer that… He pulled back from the thought. She wasn’t his little anything. They barely knew each other.
“You should still take it easy for a while,” he told her. “I’m confident your recovery will be complete, but the regeneration is ongoing.” He’d used her distraction to explain why he’d been able to heal her so quickly. Unfortunately, the truth was more complicated. Ever since he was injected with nanites, his abilities had been amplified. He was able to do more and do it faster than before the controversial procedure. There was another possibility, of course. She could be a potential mate. He dismissed the notion before it took root in his mind. He didn’t want to think about the fallout from such a development. They were here to protect human females from aggressive predators not join the hunt.
“I understand.” She sat down beside him and squeezed his forearm. “Thank you. You have no idea what this means to me.”
The simple contact sent heat curling up his arm while restless need cascaded through his body. Discipline alone kept him from pressing her back into the sofa and exploring her entire body with his hands and his mouth. It had been far too long since he sought the comfort of a willing female and this particular female tempted him more than any he’d encountered before. He cleared his throat and focused on the subject at hand. “It means you have decisions to make. I hate to put more pressure on you, but we can’t stay here indefinitely.”
She shifted her hand to her lap with a sigh. “Are we still in Nevada?”
“We are, but I won’t be more specific. We can’t risk Nazerel finding this place.” He pivoted toward her and she did the same, only she also scooted back against the armrest, putting distance between them. Was she still grappling with the surreal situation or could she sense the hunger smoldering just below the surface? He didn’t react outwardly to her retreat, but determination surged, compounding his restlessness.
“Will you finally admit you want to use me as bait for Nazerel?” Her brows arched and challenge ignited inside her eyes.
“I never denied it. But you won’t be forced to do anything.” He wasn’t sure why she insisted on giving him an ulterior motive. Apparently events in her past had taught her to be wary. Instead of allowing her attitude to frustrate him, again, he presented her with choices. “If you want me to take you off world until this thing is over, I will. However, every female in the notebook remains in danger until all of the Shadow Assassins are apprehended.”
“I’ve already decided to help you, so you don’t need to sound so defensive.”
He started to object then realized his response would prove her point. Instead, he inclined his head and said, “Welcome to the team.”
Her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes, but some of the tension eased from her shoulders. “What’s our next move?”
“I hate to admit it, but I’m exhausted.” He raked his sweat-dampened hair with his fingers. “I think we should both get some sleep and we’ll start on your abilities in the morning.”
“Do you have a phone? I’d like to call Tori.”
“Cell signals can’t penetrate the shields and telepathic communication is risky.” The hope in her gaze made him cringe. She had to feel isolated and overwhelmed, yet she’d remained remarkably calm and cooperative. A candid conversation with her best friend really wasn’t too much to ask. “There’s another way, but it requires a mind-to-mind connection.”
“You say that like it’s painful or dangerous.” She drew her uninjured leg up toward her chest then wrapped her arms around her knee. Another subtle barrier between them.
“It shouldn’t be either, but you’ve fought against even the lightest mental touch. Your resistance could prove challenging.”
“I’m not trying to resist you.” There was an almost defiant cry in her voice. “Humans are programmed for fight or flight. Some part of me must still perceive you as a threat.”
“The connection will help with that, but first we have to form the link.”
He no longer needed a physical touch to initiate this sort of link. Still, it often soothed the person with whom he was connecting. Making each movement slow and obvious, he lifted her injured leg and draped it across his thighs as he scooted closer. She released her uninjured knee and angled her leg, making room between her thighs.
She watched him closely. Obviously aware of the intimate position, yet unsure if she should protest. “Now what?” Her tone became husky and soft.
Slowly pushing his fingers into her loose hair, he pressed his thumb against her temple. “Close your eyes and try not to fight me. I’ll go as slowly as I can.”
Her mental shields were amazingly strong, considering that they were instinctive. He spread his energy across the surface of her shields, absorbing the rhythm, trying to emulate the pattern. His energy melded with hers and for just a moment their patterns were in sync. Then her shields adjusted and her rhythm changed. Remarkable. The modulation might not have been conscious, but it was undeniably effective.
All right, if stealth wouldn’t defeat her defenses, he’d have to try distraction.
He eased his fingers from her hair and slid his hand downward. His thumb pushed across the crest of her cheek then traced her petal-soft lips. She made a nervous sound and her eyelashes fluttered, yet her lids remained lowered.
Warning her of his intention would compromise the distraction, so he wrapped his hand around the back of her neck and covered her mouth with his. She gasped as his tongue parted her lips and shivered when he ventured deeper. She tasted sweet and her breath made his lips tingle. He wanted to revel in the kiss, to enjoy the sensual slide of their lips and tongues, but her surprise wouldn’t last long. So he found a subtle weakness in her shields and drove into her mind.
She arched beneath him, smacking his chest with her fists and kicking out with her legs. His position between her thighs saved him from her feet, but he grasped her wrists and pinned them to the sofa’s armrest. I’m almost finished. Calm down.
He wasn’t really kissing her now, though he’d yet to separate their mouths. She remained tense and unresponsive as he firmly anchored the link. Fear and resentment shoved into his mind, blocking his access to any other emotion. He was inside her shields, but she remained guarded. Finally, he pushed up, his face hovering over hers.
“It’s done,” he assured her.
“Why did you kiss me?” She sounded indignant, but her cheeks were deeply flushed.
“Would you rather I slapped you?”
Her brows drew together. “Those were the only two options?”
“I needed to distract you.” He couldn’t stand the hypocrisy of his own words, so he admitted, “And I’ve wanted to do that ever since I first saw you in your hospital room two weeks ago.”
She pulled her hands free from his light grasp, but remained against the armrest, more or less pinned beneath him. “What were you doing in my hospital room?”
“Guarding you without terrifying you. There was no reason for you to know about us if Nazerel targeted someone else.”
“But he didn’t.”
It wasn’t a question. Still, he felt compelled to clarify. “All indications point to you still being his primary target.”
She stared up at him with impossibly blue eyes. “And how does this help me talk to Tori?”
A guilty smile crept across his lips. He’d nearly forgotten why he formed the link. Apparently, she wasn’t the only one who’d been distracted by the kiss. “Mystic energy emanates from and is most easily controlled in a place called the metaphysical plane. The connection I formed will allow me to take you there and we’ll see if Tori is available to join us.”
“You’re going to take me to another dimension?” Fear sparked across their link even though she maintained a calm expression.
He should probably warn her about the empathic nature of their connection. “It’s not a physical dimension, though it can be manipulated so it seems that way. For our purpose, a simple visualization should suffice.”
“And this is less dangerous than stepping outside and using a cell phone?”
He chuckled. “I can create extremely dense shields on the metaphysical plane. It also gives me direct access to Mystic energy which I desperately need right now.”
“I’m not sure what that means, but I’ll take your word for it. If Tori doesn’t respond, can we try Angie? I’d really like to chat with someone I knew before this all began.”
“Of course.” He started to warn her that he could sense her emotions, then decided to compress his end of the link instead. If her emotions spiked for some reason, he needed to know about it. Otherwise, she should be protected from casual curiosity, namely his. He sat up, so he wasn’t arched over her, but remained between her legs. “Give me your hands.” Again the suggestion was for her benefit rather than his need for physical contact. “Now close your eyes again.”
He activated their link, ensuring that her consciousness followed him. Then he launched them toward the metaphysical plane. Quickly scanning her mind, he found an image that seemed familiar and nonthreatening. The building was easily recognizable as a neighborhood coffee shop. Rather than return to her mind for details, he added the rich aroma and cozy ambiance shared by such establishments then drew her into the visualization.
She grasped his arm and swayed, clearly unaccustomed to the slightly unfocused sensations. “It feels way more real than I expected. It even smells right.”
He smiled. “It takes decades of practice to achieve this level of control, but basic access is a simple skill.”
“Decades.” She looked him over with bold assessment. “You must be older than you look.”
He laughed. “How old do I look?”
“Thirty, maybe thirty-five.”
Why would she care about his age if her interest were purely professional? His pulse leapt and the possessive hunger he’d been battling all afternoon pushed even closer to the surface. “I’m older than I look.” He didn’t offer any more information and thankfully she moved on.
“So how do we reach Tori?”
He motioned toward one of the round tables. “Have a seat and I’ll see if she’ll respond to a telepathic ping.”
The subtle signal had barely left his brain when Tori flashed into view. Lor appeared half a second behind her. Jillian stood and the women embraced. Odintar motioned Lor away from the table. “They need to catch up.”
Lor followed him to the other side of the coffee house. The move was a courtesy. Either Mystic could amplify their hearing at will and make out what the women were saying. Rather than sit, both men chose to stand with their backs to the wall so they could anticipate any danger.
“How is Jillian reacting to—well, to everything?” Lor wanted to know.
Odintar felt Lor’s energy reinforce his, doubling the strength of the shield surrounding them. He hadn’t needed to request the support. They’d worked together often enough to anticipate each other’s actions. Their relationship was comfortable, almost effortless. “I’ve managed to repair the worst of her injuries, though regeneration will continue for several days, perhaps weeks. I’ll assess her abilities, if she has any, in the morning.”
Lor shot him a speculative glance. “Isn’t that fast, even for you?”
“It is. I’m not sure if my nanites are becoming more effective each time they repeat something they’ve done before or…” He wasn’t ready to vocalize the other possibility.
“Or?” Lor prompted, but Odintar just shrugged.
“There might be another possibility, but it’s too soon to tell one way or the other.”
“These women were basically bred to be compatible with our species. We shouldn’t be surprised that we find them appealing.”
He didn’t agree with or pose an argument against the conclusion. He needed more information before he formed an opinion.
Lor’s expression turned thoughtful. “If the healing is basically complete, we can move her to the Bunker tonight. She might be more comfortable—”
“The original schedule makes more sense.” Odintar’s insistence inadvertently tipped his hand. Not that Lor needed help seeing through him. They knew each other too well. “We still have a lot to accomplish.”
“All right.” Lor flashed a knowing smile as amusement gleamed in his turquoise eyes. “I’ll give you a few more days alone with her, but you can’t keep her isolated forever.”
“That’s not my intention,” Odintar grumbled, yet forever had never sounded so tempting before.
 

Jillian reached across the table and squeezed Tori’s hand. “If this is all in our minds, how can it feel so real?”
“Odintar is controlling the visualization and he’s extremely skilled. Speaking of which,” she motioned toward Jillian’s unencumbered leg. “How are you feeling?”
“Apparently, my leg is the least of my worries.” She shook her head, struggling even to find a place to start. “The whole time I was lying in that hospital bed, all I could think about was how empty my life would be if I could never dance again. Suddenly I’m on my feet again, but my life is still a disaster. Are you sure we can trust these guys?”
“Absolutely.” The sincerity in Tori’s eyes left no room for doubt. “I was suspicious too, but everything they do supports their story. Lor threw himself in front of a pulse pistol for me. How do you argue with that sort of loyalty? Besides, my gift allows me to sense deception. They’re really here to protect us and stop the Shadow Assassins.”
“Your gift? Yesterday that would have made me laugh. Right now, I’m not even surprised.” She rubbed her forehead, elbows lightly resting on the tabletop. “How can this be happening? It’s all so…unbelievable.”
“Actually this isn’t the first time you’ve met an alien.” Tori’s smile was warm and patient. “The clues have been there for years. It was just more comfortable to ignore them.”
Intrigued by the semi-cryptic comment, Jillian said, “All right. I’ll bite. When was the first time I met an alien?”
“Angie ran into Aria Myer on a planet called Bilarri. Aria wasn’t murdered like so many people thought. She’s alive and well and happily married to a Bilarrian nobleman.”
Jillian felt her eyes round. “Angie has been to another planet?”
Tori laughed, obviously pleased by Jillian’s easy acceptance of her claim. “That’s not what was supposed to surprise you, but yes. So have I, if you’re wondering.”
“I was Aria’s understudy, so I spent more time with her than most. I wasn’t sure what she was, but I was pretty sure she wasn’t human. I’m glad she’s okay. She was, or is, a sweetheart.” Jillian couldn’t drag her mind away from Tori’s other revelation. “Where did you go when you left Earth? How did you get there?”
“Lor took me to Ontariese shortly after we met. The original leader of the Mystic Militia switched sides, so Lor needed to know what his supervisors wanted him to do about it.”
“What was it like? Are sci-fi movies even close to how it really is? How long were you there?” She suddenly wished Odintar had built a bar instead of a coffee shop.
“It was similar to Earth, yet totally different too. It’s hard to explain. They have two moons. One is dead, like ours. But the other is like a little planet. There are still trees and flowers, rivers, lakes and oceans, but they’re all uniquely Ontarian. I met Lor’s mentor and Odintar’s boss. They were both extremely impressive.”
“It’s hard to picture these guys with supervisors.” Authority generally came with power and Jillian wasn’t ready to picture a being more powerful than Odintar. Instead of tying herself in knots, she focused on mundane details. “And how did you get there?”
Tori paused and her gaze shifted to something in the distance. Jillian followed the direction of Tori’s stare and found Lor looking at Tori intently. Were they speaking telepathically? “Are you telling secrets?”
“Just asking permission to reveal some of their secrets,” Tori assured. Lor must have agreed because Tori said, “They can open a portal that allows them to move from one dimension to another. That’s how Lor took me to Ontariese. On the way back we came in a spaceship.”
“If they can create transportation portals, why do they need spaceships?”
“Not all Ontarians can Summon the Storm. That’s what they call it when they open an interdimensional portal. And trust me, the phenomenon is well named. When we returned, we had soldiers and all sorts of equipment with us, so the portal wasn’t an option.”
“Wow.” Jillian slumped back in her chair, feeling rather stunned. “Let me soak all that in for a minute.”
Tori looked around as she said, “Take all the time you need, but the smell of this place is driving me crazy.” Two tall mugs of steaming coffee materialized on the table. Tori chuckled then raised her mug toward the men. “Thank you.”
Jillian picked up the other mug and inhaled the steam. It not only smelled like coffee, it smelled like a cinnamon latte. She tensed. There was only one way Odintar could have known her drink of choice. He had to be reading her mind. Despite the disconcerting thought, she took a sip and sighed. The rich, spicy flavor rolled across her tongue and warmed her belly. Even so, knowing how he’d created the scene made her feel vulnerable.
With the mug pressed between her palms, she leaned slightly forward. “Odintar formed a mind link so he could bring me here. What will it allow him to do?”
Tori started to speak then hesitated. Indecision spread across her features as her expression turned grim. “I know you’re confused, but I’ve never been good at blowing smoke. I’m a realist and I think honest information will do more good than hollow reassurance. You’re safe with Odintar because he chooses not to harm you. He’s honorable and dedicated to the mission. The mission at the moment is keeping you safe and equipping you for the realities of your new life.”
“My new life.” She set down the mug and tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. “I guess I need to look at it like that. Don’t I? The life I knew before is over and I need to adapt.”
“It doesn’t need to seem so ominous. You have access to possibilities now that you never would have dreamed of before. This can be really exciting if you let yourself embrace the possibilities.”
“And if I don’t want to ‘embrace the possibilities’? What if I just want to dance?”
“Then you’ll dance.” Tori reached across the table and squeezed Jillian’s hand. “As soon as the danger is over, your life can be anything you want it to be.”
“Yeah, there’s just that tiny little obstacle.” She blew out a shaky breath then finished her latte, or the magical representation of the latte. The distinction made her smile. “So tell me about your powers. Are you like a super hero now?”
Tori snickered. “More like a human lie detector. I’m what’s called a sensitive. I can sense deception and Mystic abilities. I’m still learning to control it, so the impressions can be pretty confusing.”
“What do you sense about me? Odintar said I probably have latent abilities.” Tori closed her eyes and Jillian felt an itchy sort of tingle deep inside her mind.
“There’s definitely something there, but I’m not sure what it is. That’s odd. My impressions are usually more specific.”
“That’s basically what Odintar said.” Jillian tapped her thumb against the side of her empty mug. “How serious have things gotten with you and Lor?”
“I know I’ve only known him for a couple of months, but—”
“Six weeks,” Jillian corrected. “It hasn’t even been two months.”
“You said Odintar linked your minds when he brought you here. Has he allowed you to see beyond his shields?”
“No. He’s been focused on healing me. What does that have to do with you and Lor?”
“Mind-to-mind links allow Mystics to share thoughts, emotions, even memories. Humans can spend years, even decades, together and never know each other as well as I know Lor. I’ve seen into his mind, shared his feelings and experienced the forces that formed his personality. It’s an intimacy most humans will never know.”
“Odintar is just my doctor. There’s no reason for us to exchange those sorts of things.”
Tori chuckled, clearly not convinced. “You don’t find him attractive?”
“He’s easy on the eyes, but that doesn’t mean I want to have his babies.”
“If you manage to keep it professional, you’re a stronger woman than I am. Not only are these men physically attractive, they’re smart, protective, and they come from a planet where men greatly outnumber women. Being treated like you’re the most precious person in the entire universe is a little hard to resist. If Odintar decides to pursue you—”
“He won’t.” Her response was a bit too emphatic to be believable. “He knows my life is too chaotic right now for even a casual fling.”
“These men don’t do casual flings.”
“One night in his bed and I’ll believe in true love?” she scoffed. Tori’s attitude was so out of character, it was starting to irritate Jillian. Tori had always been the cautious, logical one, talking others out of rash decisions. “Maybe I’ll sleep with him just to prove you wrong.”
Tori shook her head, her expression suddenly serious. “Don’t even consider sleeping with him unless you’re ready for a serious entanglement. Like I said, Ontarians don’t think about sex the way humans do. They become possessive fast once intimacies are exchanged.”
Tantalizing images teased Jillian’s memory for just a moment before she forced them away. Odintar holding himself above her as his tongue explored her mouth. The kiss had been strategic, but she couldn’t seem to rid her mind of the sensations, the heat. “Enough about sex.” She waved away the topic, though the slow, simmering warmth lingered in her core. “Is Lor staying with you or are you staying on his spaceship?”
Tori chuckled. “Give Odintar a couple more days to bring you up to speed and then we’ll give you the grand tour.”
She pushed her fingers through her hair, brushing the wavy mass back from her face. “I can’t help noticing that each woman they’ve ‘rescued’ so far has ended up with one of the Mystics. Are you sure the Shadow Assassins are the only ones hunting for mates?”
“It’s a valid point, but there’s one significant difference. The Mystics might be taking advantage of an unusual opportunity, but their women are willing. The Shadow Assassins aren’t giving their victims a choice.”
They lapsed into silence as Jillian mulled over her options. Unless she’d had some sort of psychotic break from reality, this was really happening. The dangers she faced might be beyond her control, but her responses to them weren’t. She’d always been self-reliant and she didn’t intend to sacrifice her independence now. If Odintar could make her strong and capable of protecting herself, then she’d focus on the process with the resolve and discipline that had driven her dance career.
Still, trust was hard. Especially when she was feeling pressured to connect with a stranger. “How well do you know him?”
“Odintar?”
“Yeah. Have you ‘seen beyond his shields’?” Jillian softened her sarcastic tone with a smile.
“No, but he’s worked tirelessly and risked his life over and over.” She glanced at the men and smiled, then her gaze turned intense and compelling as she looked into Jillian’s eyes. “He saved Angie’s life when no one else could have. He’s one of the good guys, Jillian. I promise, you can trust him.”



Chapter Four
 

Odintar could go without sleep for days at a time as long as he replenished his energy in other ways. His visit to the metaphysical plane had allowed him to feed, but his thoughts were still scattered, his spirit unusually restless. After a quick shower and shave, he changed his clothes and attempted to meditate. Every time he cleared his mind images of Jillian crept in, titillating images of her long legs and supple curves, her expressive eyes and soft lips. He’d never struggled so hard to suppress his lust for a female.
Unlike his Ontarian companions, he’d never lacked for female companionship. But women had always been amusing diversions from the things that were important in his life. His job frequently required that he travel, which made long-term relationships hard. So what was it about Jillian that made him want to linger, to spend time with her in and out of the bedroom? Their time together had only been interactive for less than a day, but she’d dominated his thinking—and his fantasies—ever since he saw her. He didn’t understand the impulses she drew to the surface. Still, their connection was undeniable.
A ripple of emotion drew him toward her bedroom door several hours after dawn. Fear, defused and distant, had him reaching for the door handle. Then a conflicted jumble of excitement, wonder and hope pushed through the anxiety. He heard her stir so he renewed the constriction on his end of their link. Until she knew he could sense her emotions, it was rude to intrude on her privacy.
She’d been quiet and distracted after they returned from her conversation with Tori. Knowing Jillian needed to sort through her feelings and reconcile her new reality with the one she’d been forced to leave behind, he’d allowed her reticence. If her withdrawn mood continued, however, he’d have to find a way to draw her out.
Caffeine wasn’t a stimulant to Rodytes, but he’d learned to enjoy coffee’s taste. He went to the kitchen and made a pot of the fragrant brew as he waited for Jillian to appear. She took a shower and changed clothes before venturing out of her bedroom. She’d chosen jeans and a clingy T-shirt that showcased her trim torso and full, round breasts. The outfit wasn’t particularly daring, but it sure as hell wasn’t helping his concentration.
“Did you sleep well?” he asked as she joined him in the sun-drenched kitchen.
“I did, but I still feel sort of weak and shaky. Do I smell coffee?”
“You do.” He filled two mugs and handed her one before crossing to the table. “And as for the weakness, it’s to be expected. Your body is still healing.” They sat and he paused for several sips before he went on. “If you want to wait until you’re feeling stronger to explore your abilities, I’ll understand. We’ve expected you to deal with an awful lot all at one time.”
“Other than not overwhelming me, are there advantages to waiting?”
“It might help with the side effect of processing so much energy.” She’d seemed troubled by her sexual reaction, so he was purposefully vague.
She pushed back from the table and stood, the mug still in her hand. “Are there eggs or something? I don’t think a liquid breakfast is going to cut it for me this morning.” Before he could answer she crossed to the refrigerator and opened the door. Now that she had something to do, she became less self-conscious. “You blast me with energy and I get turned on. You said it wasn’t unusual.”
“Reacting to the excess energy is inevitable. Having your body channel the overflow into a sexual outlet is a bit more unique.” The distinction was counterproductive to her calm, but he wanted to be completely honest.
“So I’m an oversexed freak?” She began cracking eggs into a bowl, carefully keeping her face averted.
He moved to the counter and stood beside her, yet she remained focused on her breakfast preparations. “You’re not a freak.” He touched her shoulder and she paused but still wouldn’t look at him. “We’re attracted to each other and the energy amplified the attraction. That’s all there was to it.”
She finally glanced at him. “What if it happens again?”
“That’s up to you. I’ll remain completely professional.” He moved closer and felt the familiar sting of transformation in his eyes. “Or I can help you through it.”
“Tori warned me about this.” She put the eggs back in the carton and faced him. “If we end up in bed together, you’ll consider it a marriage proposal.”
He stubbornly fought back a smile, knowing it would rile her. “I think Tori’s forgetting a pivotal fact. I’m not Ontarian.”
Her brows scrunched together and she tilted her head a bit to the side. “Then what’s your connection to this mission?”
“Finish your breakfast and I’ll explain.” Few people knew his history. He wasn’t ashamed of his past. He just didn’t see the value in dwelling on events that couldn’t be changed. He needed Jillian to trust him and this seemed like a good way to start building that trust. “Most people know my father is Rodyte and most assume my mother was Ontarian.”
Jillian returned to her preparations as she asked, “Why do people presume she was Ontarian?”
“Because I’m a Master-level Mage. It’s highly unusual for the Conservatory to accept an outsider, much less one with no Ontarian blood.”
“What’s the Conservatory?” She glanced at him, eyes bright with curiosity.
“It’s the elite training facility for Mystics on Ontariese.”
“You said ‘the elite training facility’. Is there only one?”
He smiled. She didn’t miss much, but her attention to details could be counterproductive when they had so much to accomplish. “There are many training facilities, but only at the Conservatory can one become a Master-level Mage. Still, it’s not important to this story.”
“Sorry.” She returned his smile. “I’ll try and hold my questions until the end.” She motioned toward the eggs. “Do you want some?”
He shook his head. “I’ve already eaten.” It wasn’t an outright lie. He just didn’t want the means by which he’d replenished his energy to launch another tangent. “My mother was my father’s captive for three years before she escaped. She knew I’d be taken away from her as soon as I was weaned, so she started planning for our escape as soon as she realized she was pregnant.”
“He was a Shadow Assassin?”
“No. The Shadow Assassins were established by a Rodyte named Vade. He built upon traditions that have been observed by Rodyte warriors for centuries.”
“Is there a shortage of women on Rodymia?”
“Not at all. It has to do with magic. The war between Bilarri and Rodymia surrounds the ability to manipulate magic. Basically—and this is extremely simplified—Bilarrians can do magic and Rodytes can’t.”
“So Rodytes capture Bilarrian women hoping their offspring will be able to do magic?”
Again he was impressed by her perceptiveness. “Primarily. It’s also an act of rebellion. They consider the captive females prisoners of war. In fact, they’re called war brides.”
“Wow. That’s twisted, but I understand the concept.”
“My mother barely escaped, but she expended so much energy in doing so that she never recovered. She had friends on Ontariese and they raised me as their own. My name was changed and everyone was told that I was the orphan of an Ontarian slave and a Rodyte warrior.”
She turned off the burner and carried her plate of scrambled eggs to the table. He refilled their mugs then joined her.
“It’s easy to understand why you’d be interested in stopping the Shadow Assassins.” She paused for a forkful of eggs. “Were you assigned to the team or did you volunteer?”
“Lor asked if I was interested, so I guess I volunteered. We’ve worked together many times in the past and my connection to this mess is even more twisted than just my personal history.”
“Really?” She waited for him to elaborate and when he didn’t, she said, “You can’t just leave me hanging. How are you connected to the Shadow Assassins?”
“I’m not. I’m connected to the women in the notebook.”
She set down her fork and swallowed hard. “Please tell me we’re not related.”
He chuckled, thrilled by the dread in her eyes. “Not even remotely. I led the team that was sent to hunt down the renegades.”
“Renegades? What renegades?”
He thought back on everything he’d told her and realized they’d not discussed the Dirty Dozen. He sighed. Not only was the topic distasteful, it also highlighted the biggest failure of his career. “Ontarians have tried multiple strategies for improving the ratio of men to women on their planet. Many humans are genetically compatible with Ontarians. So about thirty years ago, they worked with the US Government to recruit unattached females who were willing to relocate to Ontariese.”
“Sort of like mail order brides?”
“I’m not familiar with that term.”
She shrugged. “What you described sounds similar. Anyway, go on.”
He paused, trying to encapsulate the information so they didn’t spend the next hour talking about the unpleasant subject. “We’re not sure why, but twelve of the participants in the program broke off and completely disregarded the rules. They targeted college campuses and seduced countless females. Rather than courting a potential life mate, they lured them into bed, did their best to impregnate them, and then moved on to their next conquest. They called themselves the Dirty Dozen.”
“There are so many disgusting elements to that story. I’m not sure what to say.”
“The Ontarians were equally disgusted. I led a team that was tasked with finding the Dirty Dozen and returning them to Ontariese to pay for their crimes. The mission didn’t go well. It took much longer than it should have to complete and one of my people was killed in an ambush I should have seen coming. Their leader, the most ruthless of the lot, might have escaped. We never found his body.”
“This was thirty years ago?”
“Just under.”
“You think these assholes are responsible for all the women in the notebook?” Her revulsion was understandable. The renegade’s behavior had been reprehensible.
“It’s likely.”
She stared into the distance, her gaze troubled. “Tori’s the right age. Even Angie barely fits into the criteria, but I’m only twenty-six. I couldn’t have been fathered by one of the renegades.”
“You could have if the leader is still alive.”
Pushing her plate away, she stood and crossed to the coffee pot. Odintar spotted her mug still on the table and brought it to her. “Thanks,” she muttered as she filled the mug. “This is the gift that keeps on giving.”
“No more surprises.” He took the coffee pot from her and returned it to the burner. “There are still countless details you need to understand eventually, but you know the important things now.”
She drank most of the coffee faster than he’d thought possible then set the mug in the sink. “Let’s get started. I want to know who I really am.”
“And I’m hoping to help you learn. But you have to understand that it won’t happen instantaneously. Even if I succeed in releasing your gift, or gifts, it could take you years to explore their full potential.”
“I get it.” She smoothed her hair back from her face and squared her shoulders. “This is only the beginning.”
“And how shall we handle it if my energy has the same effect on you that it did last night?”
She shrugged again and her lips twitched with the hint of a smile. “As long as we’re clear that it’s just for fun, I’m not opposed to letting you ‘help me through it’.”
As if of their own volition, his arms pulled her against his chest and his mouth angled over hers. She gasped, tensed, then melted into his embrace. It took a moment longer for her to respond, but her arms wrapped around his neck and her lips parted beneath the gentle probing of his tongue.
He pushed his fingers into the back of her hair and made a loose fist. She tasted faintly of coffee and her scent fueled his desire. He tilted his head, fitting his mouth more firmly to hers. This was what he’d wanted all morning, what he couldn’t stop wanting. His tongue moved with slow, thorough stokes, memorizing every hollow and surface of her mouth.
His other hand found the hem of her T-shirt and slipped beneath. Her skin was so soft and warm that he moaned. He wanted her naked and spread beneath him as he slowly tasted every inch of her amazing skin.
“I don’t want a relationship,” she whispered when his mouth freed hers and trailed along the underside of her jaw. “You have to accept that.”
“I know.” Which didn’t mean he agreed; it just meant he’d go slowly until he convinced her that she had nothing to fear. He nipped her chin then continued down the side of her neck.
She eased her hands between them and pushed against his chest. “I thought you were going to explore my mind, not my body.”
He loosened his hold without letting go. “Can’t I do both?”
 

Jillian trembled in his embrace, but it wasn’t fear that made her shake. If any other man had pounced on her the way Odintar had, she would have shoved him away. So why had Odintar’s aggression made her melt? The man knew how to kiss. There was no denying that. Still, the overt hunger in his gaze should have been enough to warn her away. And still she stood there staring into his blue-ringed eyes.
“We’re here for a reason and it’s not this.” Her body clenched as if in protest of her sensibility.
He closed his eyes and slowly released her. When he raised his lids again, the blue rings were gone. “I apologize.”
“Why?” She smiled, hoping to ease the tension arcing between them. “I enjoyed it. Didn’t you?” His eyes narrowed and he reached for her again, but she twisted sharply to the side. “Work before play, you naughty boy.” He chuckled and for an instant ruby-red rings appeared in the depths of his gaze. “What the…” She moved closer and touched his face just below his left eye. “Now the rings are red.”
He laughed and the rings burned brighter. “That doesn’t happen very often. Rodytes have blue rings in their eyes while Bilarrians have red. Mine are triggered by emotion. Primal emotions like anger and passion bring out the Rodyte blue. Lighter emotions like amusement and joy turn the rings red.”
The color scheme seemed backward to her, but she couldn’t argue with the facts. Each time she’d seen the blue rings he’d been aroused or annoyed. It was only his laughter that turned them red. “I’ll do my best to keep them red.” She took another step backward and motioned to the wide opening leading to the rest of the house. “Should we go back to the living room?”
“Wherever you’re most comfortable.”
She snickered. “I’d be most comfortable in my apartment.”
“For the time being, you’re stuck here with me.”
Rather than belabor the point, she walked into the living room and sat in the chair facing the sofa. She expected Odintar to move to the sofa, but he pulled the ottoman slightly back from her legs, then sat down. He held out his hands and she slowly took them, dreading the helplessness that surged through her whenever he touched her mind. Powers like his were supposed to be fiction, yet he moved through her mind as easily as she could cross a room. He didn’t need to tell her to close her eyes. With the first brush of his energy, she lowered her lids and braced for impact.
“Jillian.” When she didn’t open her eyes, he squeezed her hands. “Look at me.”
She opened one eye and then the other, feeling rather foolish.
“We don’t have to do this. Now or ever. I thought you wanted to learn your true potential.”
“I do.”
“Then why are you preparing for battle?”
With a sigh, she drew her hands out of his and scooted back in the chair. “I’ve always had a thing about personal space. Unless I’m onstage, I don’t like anyone getting too close to me. When you enter my mind, it feels like the worst sort of invasion.”
“Is there a reason you’re this distrustful? Were you traumatized in some way?”
Her gaze narrowed and she folded her hands in her lap. “Do you know about Angie’s attack?”
“Yes. Were you—”
“No. It’s not physical with me.” She sighed. It was hard to explain without sounding petty and she fought daily not to be defined by her mother’s attitudes. “I spent my childhood listening to my mother rail about how I couldn’t trust anyone. According to her, friends would always disappoint me and men would use me then throw me away. I didn’t want to believe her, tried not to let her attitude shape my personality, but too many of my own experiences reinforced her position.” She shrugged with an indifference she didn’t feel. “Even after years away from her influence, I find myself pushing people away.”
“What about Tori and Angie? Have they disappointed you?”
“No, but that doesn’t keep me from being cautious. It’s really hard for me to let anyone get close.”
“All right. How about if you get close to me?”
She stared at him, unsure what he expected. God, the man was gorgeous. He wasn’t classically handsome. His features were too bold, his manner too assertive. But he appealed in that rugged, outdoorsy way that always weakened her knees. She licked her lips and opened her hands against her thighs. “What do you want me to do?”
“Whatever you want to do.” His gaze narrowed for a moment and a tingly itch erupted in her mind. “Can you feel that?”
“Yes.” It was a little hard to miss.
“It’s the link I anchored last night. Close your eyes and follow it into my mind.”
Shocked by the offer, she closed her eyes. Was this what Tori meant when she’d asked if Jillian had seen beyond his shields? Tori made it sound incredibly intimate. This must be something else. Rather than ask for clarification, she focused on the sensation and found the link. It looked like a shimmery thread stretching out into the distance. This delicate fiber had allowed him to pull her onto the metaphysical plane? It must be a hell of a lot stronger than it looked. Instinctively, she reached out and touched the cord. The image inside her mind was incredibly clear. It was like watching herself on video. She gently plucked the link, like an instrument string, and vibrations reverberated through her entire body.
“That’s right,” Odintar encouraged. “Now follow the strand.”
“I don’t know how.” She didn’t know how to do any of this and yet she’d managed to find the link.
He gently took her wrist and guided her hand to his face. His skin was warm and smooth. He must have shaved while she was sleeping. The image inside her mind focused as well and the sensations intensified. She scooted forward, easing her knees in between his. Yet in her mind, she stood beside the thread, her face lit by the fiber’s silvery glow.
“Can you see where the link goes?” His tone was hushed and his fingers remained around her wrist.
“Yes.”
“Picture yourself walking along beside it. Come closer.”
She reached for the cord again, but her fingers sank into the strands this time. Energy rippled around and cascaded through her. She shivered, using the resulting restlessness to propel her forward, along the flickering thread.
She could sense him more clearly with each step, feel his strength and the astonishing scope of his power. Emotions pulsed from him and images flowed, detailed yet disordered. Like a high-speed montage, events inundated her mind. She saw a boy with curly dark hair and sad, watchful eyes; then a petulant youth sneaking down a shadowed corridor; followed by a young man locked in a passionate embrace with a blue-haired woman. Emotions accompanied each scene, yet they seemed random. These were not pivotal events in his life, just snapshots in time.
Too often he stood apart, an observer to the happenings around him. At first she couldn’t tell if the separation was by choice or if the others wanted no part of him. Then bursts of anger and determination wove through the loneliness. He might appear indifferent, but his heart ached to belong.
Compelled by the memories, Jillian pushed deeper into Odintar’s mind. She knew what it was like to be an outsider, to hunger for acceptance. The only time she felt truly at peace was when she was utterly lost in a dance.
Jillian saw the woman again. She was older now, her black hair only streaked with blue. Odintar stood beside a rumpled bed wearing only a pair of pants. Trying not to be distracted by the sculpted perfection of his body, Jillian assessed his expression. He clenched his jaw and his nostrils flared, but she saw only pain in his eyes. The woman hurriedly dressed as she shouted her frustration and disappointment at her soon-to-be-ex-lover. She stormed from the room and Odintar cursed then his image morphed into the sad-eyed little boy.
Compassion squeezed Jillian’s heart and she blindly reached out of Odintar.
He caught her wrist and guided her hand back to her lap. Don’t pity me, gennari. That lonely boy is long gone.
Gennari? Why did that sound familiar? Had he called her that… She’d heard his voice inside her head! Her eyes flew open and she gasped. “I knew it! You’re telepathic.”
As are you. His lips only moved to form a lazy smile.
“Really? Then why is your voice the only one I’ve ever heard?”
Your mind is heavily shielded. Push a thought across our link. The connection makes it easy. It’s a good way to practice.
Can you hear me now? She felt foolish echoing the familiar commercial, until he responded.
Loud and clear.
She stared at him in stunned wonder for a moment, unable to believe it was really happening. Being told that her father was likely an alien and actually finding a resulting anomaly were two very different things. Can I do this with anyone or just you?
His smile turned predatory and he scooted closer, placing his hands on the armrests of her chair. He still wasn’t touching her, but she was basically caged by his body. Depends what you mean by ‘this’. Before she could respond he chuckled and waved away her answer. “Work before play. I keep forgetting. If you’re finished looking around, draw me into your mind.”
Like a child with a new toy, she wanted to explore. Can I look around a little longer? Please.
He leaned in and brushed his lips over hers. It wasn’t really a kiss, just a tantalizing caress of skin against skin. I have nothing to hide. Take as long as you like.
She raised her other hand and framed his face, then reluctantly closed her eyes. Looking at him was a constant temptation. Still, she couldn’t afford to squander this opportunity.
Easing back into the churning energy stream, she took a moment to familiarize herself with the sensations. Her senses felt overstimulated, making each impulse slightly painful. This must be what it’s like when a baby learns to walk, exhilarating yet terrifying.
She drew his energy inward, mixing it with her own until she couldn’t distinguish between the two. Rather than searching out his memories, she opened herself to the information and the images began to flow naturally. His youth and teenage years had been shaped by routine and discipline. Apparently a magical “conservatory” wasn’t all that different from a school for the performing arts. Any talent, be it physical or metaphysical, was made better through hard work and endless practice. Jillian’s favorite instructor liked to say, “Practice does not make perfect; perfect practice makes perfect. Imperfect practice only reinforces bad habits.” Their talents might be vastly different, but their adolescent years had been remarkably similar.
You’re about to witness my first sexual experience, he warned. Are you sure that’s what you want to watch?
She pulled back as heat spread across her cheeks. “Thanks for the warning.” There was only one person she wanted to picture Odintar having sex with and he couldn’t remember something that hadn’t happened yet.
“What else do you want to know?” He shifted on the ottoman, clearly restless. “This will be faster if I guide you.”
Suspicion tingled down her spine and she lowered her hands to his shoulders. “Can you manipulate what I see?”
“I can if I send the images to you, but you’re inside my shields. What you see is what you get.”
She wasn’t sure what she wanted to know. And she was starting to feel guilty about the exchange. If she didn’t want him digging around in her mind, why should he allow her to rummage through his? “Show me your best friend.” That seemed like a neutral enough topic.
“I don’t have a best friend. I have several close friends who have moved in and out of my life for decades. Lor is one of them, but the others are just as important to me.”
“Are any of them female?” She glanced away from his intense stare, refusing to consider what prompted the question. Why should she care if one or more of the important people in his life were female?
He chuckled. “If you really want, I’ll show you every woman I’ve ever bedded. I’m not ashamed of my sexual needs.”
“Neither am I,” she insisted, but the claim sounded defensive and unconvincing. “I’m just not used to having a man I just met watch me c-come.” She stumbled over the last word, compounding her humiliation.
He traced a path from her temple to her chin, his fingertip barely touching her skin. “I think we should move on or I’ll forget we’re supposed to be working. You already know more about me than anyone else on Earth. The rest is endless missions and finding creative ways to combat boredom.”
She was ready to do as he asked, or nearly ready. One image lingered in the back of her mind, imprinted there because it had appeared so often in his memories. “Who was she? Is she still part of your life?”
He didn’t bother with denials or deflections. They both knew who she meant. “Her name was Cizarro and no, she’s not part of my life any longer.”
“Was she more than just your lover? The connection seemed…complex.”
His dark brows arched, accenting the challenge in his even darker eyes. “I’ll tell you about Cizarro, but you’ll have to tell me about the men in your past. I suspect there haven’t been that many.”
She wasn’t sure if she was flattered or insulted by his conclusion. Had her kisses been that awkward? No longer comfortable touching him, she drew her hands back into her lap. All he had to do was look at her with desire in his gaze and she blushed like a schoolgirl. Of course he thought she was a sexual novice. Which wasn’t too far from the truth.
“There have been three,” she admitted. “And it’s a deal.”
He acknowledged the bargain with a nod before he began his tale. “Cizarro was brought in from Bilarri for the last phase of my training. Head Master Tal knew my true history and wanted me to explore Bilarrian techniques as well as Ontarian.”
He’d slept with his teacher. She fought back a smile. He really was a naughty boy. “Was the attraction mutual or did she seduce you?”
His laugh was deep and dark, filled with sensual promise. “You clearly know little about Bilarrian males. I was the aggressor. She stubbornly resisted my advances for almost a year before I stopped listening to her excuses.”
Dread washed over her, cooling her smoldering desire. Surely he didn’t mean he’d forced her. There had been nothing in his memories that hinted at such cruelty. “On Earth that’s called date rape.” She watched his reaction closely, hoping for outrage and disgust. He didn’t disappoint.
He shoved back from her chair and stood. “I have never forced my attentions on a woman. And after all you have seen, I find the insinuation insulting.”
She was relieved by his outrage. It felt completely believable. “Then what did you mean by you stopped listening to her excuses?”
“They were just that, excuses. She wanted me every bit as badly as I wanted her. We were consenting adults and I was no longer willing to allow pointless rules to keep us apart.” His indignation gradually receded, but he remained on his feet. “We were together until I finished my training. We tried to be discreet, but most knew we were lovers. When she was ready to return to Bilarri, she expected me to go with her. I genuinely cared for her, but my life was on Ontariese. I suggested a compromise, but she wasn’t interested in a long-distance relationship.”
“But you can teleport from planet to planet. Why did she reject the compromise?”
“Because it was a compromise. She said I loved my job more than I loved her and she deserved better.” He slid the ottoman out of the way and knelt on the floor in front of her, hands resting lightly on her knees. “She was right. I enjoyed her company, and the sex was great, but she wasn’t my true mate.”
Just the pressure of his fingers against her legs had her squirming in the chair. What would it feel like to be naked and at his mercy? At his mercy? Why would she want to be at any man’s mercy? “You honestly believe there’s just one woman in the entire universe predestined to be your mate?”
“Of course not.” He slid his hands a bit higher on her legs, his gaze boring into hers. “There are any number of women who are physically and emotionally compatible with me. My body lets me know when I encounter a potential match so I can pay more attention to the possibilities.”
She licked her lips and relaxed her leg muscles, not wanting him to realize how deeply his simple touch was affecting her. “And how often do you encounter such women?”
“It has never happened—before.” His slight hesitation changed the meaning of the sentence. He slid his hands up her legs and grasped her hips as he eased between her knees. “Your turn,” he whispered. “Tell me about the three fools who let you get away.”
If she wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist, he could carry her into the bedroom. She already felt breathless and anxious and he hadn’t touched anything more intimate than her hips.
“Number one,” he prompted. “How old were you?”
“Sixteen. Typical first time. Awkward, utterly forgettable.”
He chuckled, apparently pleased by the confession. “Number two?”
“I met him during my sophomore year in college. We were much more serious. We even lived together for a while. But sort of like you, I knew he wasn’t the one and I was more interested in my career.”
“And number three?” He pulled her closer, spreading her legs in the process.
“Most entertaining mistake of my life.”
He tilted his head and slid his hands up to her waist. “Explain.”
She didn’t want to talk. She wanted to wrap her legs around his hips and rub against his chest. Her core ached and her nipples tingled, but she’d promised a full accounting. “I knew he was a womanizer, that he’d quickly lose interest if I gave in, but I’d never had a man pursue me like that before.”
“You like being pursued?” It was impossible to miss the underlying question. Would she like being pursued by him?
She swallowed hard, barely able to remember what they were talking about. “We—Tori, Angie and I—readily admit we’re drawn to bad boys. But the qualities that attract us are also the qualities that keep long-term relationships from working out.”
“Which qualities are you talking about?” His hands inched higher, his thumbs teasing her midriff through her T-shirt. “What makes a man a bad boy in your eyes?”
“Arrogance, not giving a damn about what anyone else thinks of him, and an affinity with danger.”
His lips curved without parting, his smile speculative. “Do you consider me a bad boy?”
God yes! He could be the poster model for bad boys, but her throat was so tight she could only nod.
“Were you right? Did Three lose interest after you’d shared his bed?”
Just when she was ready for him to cup her breast and end the teasing game of almost touches, he pulled his hands away. It was all she could do not to grab his wrist and press her breast into his palm. “He strung me along until he had his next conquest in sight. I’m not sure if he actually cheated on me or not, but he was definitely more interested in the other woman.”
“Who broke it off?”
“I did. That’s the only part of the relationship I don’t regret.” Unable to bear the smoldering heat of his eyes, she looked down. He was still too close, but she felt the absence of his touch even more powerfully than she’d felt the tantalizing caress. “He was everything my mother warned me about and more. In fact, they all were in one way or another.”
He curved his index finger beneath her chin and raised her face until she looked at him again. “All men aren’t like that. Even bad boys.”
“I know.” She sighed. Their trip down memory lane had only shined a glaring light on how empty her relationships had been. She’d always dreamed of a man who could prove her mother wrong, someone so utterly committed to her that he’d never leave her side. Or at least never want to.
His fingers brushed the side of her neck then lightly cupped her shoulder. “You all right? You seem really sad.”
“Where is all this leading? Why did you let me see into your mind?” He wanted her and she wanted him. That much was obvious to both. So why did he keep toying with her? Maybe if they had sex, she’d be able to concentrate on something other than Odintar.
“I need your trust and I don’t have time to earn it in a more conventional way.”
“So distract me again.” Had that breathy, needful tone actually come out of her?
He accepted the offer with actions rather than words. In a flash, he lifted her and reversed their positions. He sat in the chair and brought her down straddling his lap. His strong fingers wrapped around the back of her neck and pulled her face toward his. Her lips parted, encouraging the bold thrust of his tongue, but that only incited his aggression.
Catching both wrists, he drew her arms to the small of her back and secured them there with one of his long-fingered hands. His free hand returned to her neck, holding her still as his mouth plundered hers. She wasn’t resisting, but his hold remained firm, a warning she didn’t quite understand.
His energy barreled across their link and pushed through her shields. She shivered then moaned, shocked yet intrigued by the emotions flowing in the wake of his thrust. Desire blazed, easily recognizable, while fascination, resolve and anxiety twisted around each other and threaded through the blatant lust.
Before she could sort through the tangled mess and figure out what caused each reaction, she felt a sharp tear. She tried to turn away from the pain, but he held her securely. Energy gushed from the opening, rushing through her body and pouring back across their link. She felt as if she were drowning from the inside. Panic drove rational thoughts from her mind. She writhed within the surging current, tossed about like a boat on a raging sea.
Don’t fight it. It won’t harm you. He released her arms and pulled her snugly against his chest. Don’t be afraid. His mouth still moved over and against hers, but the distraction was insufficient now. Absorb as much of the energy as you can.
As if understanding his words, her body obeyed his directive. She felt the energy being soaked up by her muscles, organs and tissues. Every molecule inside her suddenly acted like a thirsty sponge.
Very good. He pushed his fingers into her hair as he separated their mouths and waited for her eyes to focus. “Can you feel what changed?”
“Yes.” It was a little hard to miss. Every cell in her body felt as if it were vibrating, ready to burst through her skin and fly away. Her muscles twitched, her skin tingled, and she couldn’t seem to catch her breath. “But I don’t understand it. What did you do?”
“I just created an opening and let your true self out. Can you channel some of the energy across our link or should I distract you again?”
Even though they’d both enjoyed the kiss, determining the nature of her abilities was more important. She gathered a particularly restless wave and used it to saturate their link. “Is that enough?”
He nodded. “I have a clear reading, but what I’m sensing is confusing.”
“Confusing how.” She shivered and her hair blew out around her as if she were standing in front of a fan. “Did I do that?”
“You did.”
“What does it mean?”
He started to speak then paused. “Remember the sensation and see if you can recreate it.”
She closed her eyes, tried to feel the burst of air upon her face and her hair rippling around her again. A cool current of air swirled around her and she gasped. Her hair danced in a breeze strong enough to ruffle his hair as well.
“I did it.” She gave him an excited hug, but he looked concerned not pleased. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing is wrong. We were just mistaken. Your father wasn’t Ontarian.” He smoothed her hair back from her face as he looked into her eyes. “What I’m sensing is elemental magic, which means your father was either from Rodymia or Bilarri.”



Chapter Five
 

The door chime announced a visitor and Roxie Latimer hurried to the front of her shop. She’d opened Unique Ink three years ago after her appearance on a popular television show had quadrupled her following overnight. Tattoo artists were a dime a dozen in Las Vegas, so she was grateful for the exposure. Her two best friends, and fellow tattoo artists, had gone to lunch together, leaving Roxie to hold down the fort.
“What can I…” Her visitor turned around and Roxie’s throat refused to function. Sevrin Keire was always polite and ridiculously generous, but there was something about her that terrified Roxie. Perhaps it was the fact that she only appeared when Roxie was alone. She cleared her throat and tried again. “It’s good to see you again, Ms. Keire. What can I do for you?”
Sevrin crossed the room, her stride rolling yet graceful. Her style of choice was always leather despite the desert heat. But never biker black or cowboy brown, Sevrin loved unusual colors. Today’s selection was powder blue with sapphire stitching and two-tone ankle boots. The skirt skimmed her hips and accented her narrow waist, while the bolero jacket framed a set of breasts any stripper would covet. How could she tolerate a leather jacket when it was at least eighty outside?
“Are my boys keeping you busy?” There was a salacious undertone to the question, but Sevrin’s sculpted features revealed nothing.
“Always. I’ve had to refer some of my regulars to the other artists to make time for your men, but I’ve stuck to our agreement.” Roxie had encountered Sevrin for the first time nine weeks before. The enigmatic woman strolled into the shop and offered Roxie a small fortune if she would make herself available exclusively to Sevrin’s “boys”. Instead, Roxie had agreed to make them top priority if she was allowed to work her other clients in as time permitted. Sevrin had decreased the amount of the retainer—which was still more than Roxie usually made in a quarter—and the deal was struck. Then came the parade of musclebound men. Sevrin either trained bodybuilders or she ran some sort of private army. Roxie’s money was on the latter. To be more specific, she was convinced Sevrin’s boys were foreign mercenaries and she’d been tempted more than once to notify Homeland Security.
“I’d like to renegotiate our deal.”
Dread dropped like a brick into the pit of Roxie’s stomach. Despite the strangeness of it all, her deal with Sevrin had been the best thing to happen to her since the TV competition. “Have I disappointed you in some way?” She cringed. That made her sound like a mealy-mouthed servant. “Your men have never waited on another client and they have each seemed pleased with my work.”
“You were a novelty. They were thrilled just to be alone with an attractive female, but the novelty has worn off.”
What the hell was she talking about? Why would full-grown, extremely well-developed, men find being alone with a woman novel? Rather than admit her confusion, she remained silent and waited for Sevrin to elaborate.
“I expected this obsession with tattoos to wear off as well, but some of them seem determined to cover their entire bodies in ink.”
They need the pain. Roxie kept the observation to herself as well. Most people experienced a rush of endorphins when they went under the needle. It could be oddly relaxing, exhilarating, even arousing. With Sevrin’s men it was like a drug. They felt it faster and more intensely than anyone Roxie had ever seen before. It was as if they were wired, or had been conditioned, to process pain as pleasure. And it happened with each and every one of them.
“If they’re interest is still strong, I’m not sure I understand the problem.” She chose her words carefully. She’d yet to see it happen, but she suspected that Sevrin could strike like a riled cobra, fast and deadly.
Sevrin stared at her silently for a tense moment. Roxie held her gaze, refusing to cower, yet trying to appear respectful. She needed this arrangement. Sevrin had provided a more lucrative revenue stream than Roxie ever dreamed and she intended to enjoy the windfall as long as possible. Commercial space anywhere on the Strip was far beyond her means, which limited her clientele to locals and the rare tourist who cared enough to seek her out.
“Who said there was a problem?” Sevrin smiled, but her brown eyes remained flat and lifeless.
This wasn’t the first time Roxie had wondered if Sevrin was wearing colored contacts. Even the most realistic ones muted a person’s ability to emote. But if she was wearing contacts, why choose such an ordinary shade of brown?
Shaking away the useless speculation, Roxie allowed herself to relax. “If there isn’t a problem, why does our agreement need to be changed?”
“There are other services I wish to arrange.”
Roxi glared, no longer caring if she lost her most important client. “I don’t turn tricks for anyone. Never have. Never will.”
Another cold, calculating smile parted Sevrin’s lips. “And I wasn’t asking you to spread your thighs. Relax. This is simple and it pays extremely well.”
She moved behind the counter, needing some sort of barrier between her and her unsettling guest. “I’m listening.”
“You’re like a bartender. People trust you, like you. Talk to you.”
“I’d love to take your money, but none of your men have said anything important to or in front of me.”
“How do you know?” She paused, allowing the question to resonate. “Do you speak our language?”
She wasn’t even sure what their language was. It had fascinated her ever since the first man switched to the guttural dialect. She’d listened to language samples on the internet, determined to identify theirs and failed. She’d never heard anything like it. “You know I don’t.”
“And so do they, which is why they speak freely in front of you.”
“I tried to learn Spanish a few years ago.” She shook her head, remembering the frustration and her utter lack of aptitude. “I suck at it.”
“My country has pioneered learning technology that isn’t as yet approved by your government.” She smoothed down her narrow skirt then moved closer to the counter. “That’s one of the reasons I’m here.”
If she were in negotiations with the US government, wouldn’t she be in Washington, DC? Suspicion urged Roxie back, but curiosity held her steady.
“I know what you’re thinking. National negotiations don’t take place in Las Vegas. But you’re wrong. Influential government officials agreed to meet me here because we don’t want the media finding out about the technology until we’re ready for an official announcement.”
That more or less made sense, but it also flooded Roxie’s mind with questions. “Where are you from? Every time I’ve asked, you or your men, you dodge the question.”
“Korzakistan. It’s a tiny country in Eastern Europe, doesn’t even appear on most maps. But it has always been politically neutral, which is why so many scientists sought asylum there.”
“Then you speak Russian?” Roxie was by no means a linguist, but their language hadn’t sounded like Russian to her.
“We do, but that’s not what they have been speaking in front of you. When my men become secretive, they revert to an ancient dialect known only to a select few. It amuses them to exclude others from their conversation.”
“And you have technology that can teach me this ancient dialect?”
Sevrin nodded and the overhead lights accented the subtle blue streaks in her dark hair. “You would be required to sign a nondisclosure agreement, of course. I can’t have something you say in passing compromise the negotiations.”
“If the technology works as well as you claim and I can miraculously understand them, what then?”
“You report back to me daily with a summation of everything you’ve heard. Obviously, if they realize you can understand them both our agreements will be terminated.”
“Obviously,” Roxie grumbled. “Is continuing our original agreement still an option if I turn you down?”
“Sorry. I need more from you.”
All or nothing. She wasn’t surprised, but she sure as hell didn’t like it. “How do I know this mysterious technology won’t scramble my brain? There could be a very good reason it’s not available in the US.”
“How do you think I learned English? The technology is perfectly safe.”
Roxi hated being backed into a corner, but her only option was to walk away. Her first instinct was to tell Sevrin to go to hell, but she had more than just herself to think about. Sevrin’s generosity had allowed her to update equipment, triple the marketing budget, and fund renovations that had only begun. Her friends were busier than ever, which allowed them to charge more for their time. All of that would disappear in an instant if she said no.
“I need to think about it.”
“I’d allow you time if I could. Nazerel is scheduled this evening and he’s my primary concern.”
Now that made perfect sense. Nazerel emanated belligerent authority and subtle menace. A clash between Nazerel and Sevrin would be inevitable. “He comes in all the time. I’ll just—”
“He’s recently been made aware of some delicate information. I need to know if I can trust him with what he’s learned.”
Information might be powerful, but it was also dangerous. Roxie had watched enough crime dramas to know what happened to the informant once she knew too much. “I’m really not comfortable with any of this.”
“Then I’ll take my business elsewhere.” Sevrin rested her fingertips on the countertop and slowly leaned in. “You already know more than I’d intended to tell you. You’re only safe because you’re useful.”
Roxi’s pulse thudded wildly and her ears began to ring. How had she gotten herself caught up in this mess? It didn’t matter. As the boss lady said, she was already in too deep. “All right,” she whispered. “I’ll do it.”
* * * * *
With obvious reluctance, Odintar lifted Jillian off his lap and set her on the ottoman. It was probably a wise precaution. If they remained within touching distance, they were sure to touch and likely a whole lot more. She’d never been this attracted to a man she’d just met and couldn’t explain the fascination now. All she knew was she couldn’t seem to get enough of Odintar.
“I need to let Lor know what’s going on.” He sounded hoarse yet breathless.
Her cheeks were hot and her lips tender, but she’d never felt more desirable. “Cell phones are still not an option?”
He nodded. “I’ll just be a minute.”
“Go on.” She waved him away. “I could use a minute to catch my breath anyway.”
He rested back in the chair and closed his eyes, then his features went lax. Before she had time to miss him, their mental connection buzzed to life. Had he intentionally activated their link so she could hear the conversation or was it a side effect of her newly released power? The specifics didn’t matter, as long as he knew she wasn’t intentionally spying on him.
She felt Odintar’s telepathic ping requesting Lor’s presence on the metaphysical plane. Rather than waste energy on visualizations, they increased the strength of their shields and communicated spirit to spirit. She found it all interesting yet daunting. Could she really learn how to do all these things?
How’s your patient this morning? My mate is concerned that we’re expecting too much from her after the trauma of her accident.
Mate? Lor had to mean Tori? Did Tori consider Lor her “mate”?
Odintar was amused by Lor’s ambiguity. Not knowing their enemy’s exact capabilities was making them all paranoid. Tell your mate not to worry. My patient is remarkably resilient.
Do you have something specific to report or are you just checking in?
Translation: cut to the chase, buddy. I’m a busy man.
Odintar didn’t seem insulted by Lor’s impatience. We’ve never been able to pin down the motivation of the Dirty Dozen.
Beyond flagrant disobedience and lust?
Rebellion might have launched their campaign, but what kept it going for so long?
Outsmarting the people sent to capture them.
She didn’t think Lor was being intentionally cruel, but even after all these years the failure still stung Odintar. Odintar didn’t like to lose and his showdown with the Dirty Dozen had been a disaster. I’m sure that was part of it, but I now have evidence of Rodyte involvement.
Rodytes, Lor sneered. Always the gods damn Rodytes. His tone was calmer as he asked, What evidence?
My patient is filled with elemental magic. There is no way her father was Ontarian.
How does that implicate Rodymia? Most elemental magic flows from Bilarri.
True, but Lord Drakkin discovered a segment of the Rodyte population that retained the ability to manipulate magic.
Who the hell was Lord Drakkin? Damn it. She still had so much to learn.
That’s right. He defused the conflict so quickly, I’d almost forgotten about it.
I have more reason to keep up with Bilarrian developments than you do.
Can’t argue with that. Lor’s amused chuckle rippled into Odintar’s mind then slid across their connection. It was all so strange. Still, the odds point to Bilarri not Rodymia.
We both know Rodymia had far more to gain by involving themselves with the Dirty Dozen than anyone on Bilarri. We know for a fact Rodymia is sponsoring the Shadow Assassins and we have strong indications that the two situations are linked.
Get me a sample of your patient’s DNA and I’ll prove or disprove your hypothesis.
Soon.
A burst of possessiveness propelled Jillian back into the present. There was no denying that Odintar thought of her as his, but the impulse felt protective rather than malicious. She’d have to rid him of the idea sooner or later. But first she had to decide what she wanted out of their relationship. Relationship? She fought back a laugh. When had they entered into a relationship? He was her doctor turned teacher and they had the hots for each other. No one would define that as a relationship.
He pinched off the connection and took a deep breath. She couldn’t sense him anymore.
“That was fast.” Jillian quickly formed a smile as he opened his eyes. Should she tell him she’d heard his exchange with Lor and that she’d been able to sense his emotions? He already had all sorts of advantages over her. She decided to hold on to this one for a while. Not that it was much of an advantage unless the link spontaneously activated again.
“Didn’t want to give you time to cause trouble.”
“Me?” She chuckled. “Never. Angie’s the one who runs headfirst into danger.”
“So we noticed. Blayne will have his hands full just protecting her from herself.”
Jillian stood and moved away, but her gaze lingered on him. “What now? Is Bilarrian magic controlled differently than Ontarian?”
“Ontarian magic requires discipline and focus. Bilarrian magic accesses the powers of nature. It’s raw, instinctual. It’s about releasing control and letting your elemental nature take over. Generally a Bilarrian is more attune to the element of his or her ancestral region. Your abilities appear to flow from Air, so your father’s people once lived somewhere in the San Adrin deserts.”
“Unless he was from the other planet. How does Rodyte magic work?” Needing something to do with her hands, she slipped them into her back pockets. His gaze started to descend and she realized the position thrust her breasts forward. She immediately crossed her arms instead.
“The vast majority of Rodytes can’t control magic,” he reminded as his gaze settled again on her face.
“That’s right. They’re at war because of it.” She raised her fingertips to her temples and rubbed in tight, slow circles, hoping to head off the pressure building there. The day had just begun. The last thing she needed was a migraine. “Then what made you think my father could be Rodymian or Rodyte or whatever the hell they’re called.”
“Rodyte, and if magic were the only factor, I’d say your father was Bilarrian. However, it’s far more likely that a Rodyte would be in league with reprobates like the Dirty Dozen than a Bilarrian.”
“Wow. That’s a sweeping generalization. You basically said all Bilarrians are good and all Rodytes are evil.”
“That’s not what I said.” He pushed to his feet and sidestepped the ottoman. “Rodytes, like Sevrin Keire, are trying to find a technological way of attaining magical abilities. Most Bilarrians don’t need such technology because they can already manipulate magic.”
“That aligns them with the Shadow Assassins not the Dirty Dozen.” She wasn’t intentionally provoking him, but she was annoyed by his narrow-minded views. “You’re not even sure those two are related.”
“I might not have empirical evidence proving the connection, but I am more than sure it’s there.”
“Okay, for the sake of argument, let’s say you’re right.”
“You’ll only allow me to be right for the sake of argument?” He laughed as something dark and dangerous shadowed his gaze. No blue rings yet, so she hadn’t totally pissed him off, but she was definitely headed in that direction.
“Isn’t it just as possible that this Sevrin person found out about the Dirty Dozen and decided to capitalize on a coincidental opportunity?”
“I don’t believe in coincidence.”
It was her turn to laugh and hers was as humorless as his had been. “And that makes it a fact?”
He stalked toward her. She held her ground. “I’m glad you’re feeling stronger, but I know the situation better than you do. I have extensive history and context for my opinions. I’m not the bigot you’re trying to paint me.”
She softened her tone without looking away from his penetrating stare. “I never said you were a bigot. I was just asking you to consider other options.”
“I’ve considered every option imaginable. For the past thirty years, options and possibilities have haunted my dreams and complicated my thinking.” He grabbed her upper arms and yanked her toward him. “Don’t you get it? I’m responsible for their suffering. If I’d been a better leader, if my team had performed to their potential, far fewer lives would have been shattered.”
“How can it be your fault? They came here as part of a program sponsored by both the Ontarian and US governments.”
“The program might have created the opportunity, but no one could have anticipated such dishonorable behavior.”
“I agree.” She moved even closer and raised her hands to his chest. “They were sexual predators. Unless the people running the program had warning signs they ignored, no one is to blame but the men themselves.”
“That would be true if I’d done my job. I was my first off-world mission as Team Leader and I failed utterly. I was so arrogant, so inflexible that I compromised the objective.” His forehead creased and regret ignited the blue rings in his eyes.
She slipped her arms around his neck and pressed against his body. “You keep saying that, but I don’t understand why you think it’s true.”
“Their behavior escalated once they realized they were being pursued. They dared us, provoked us at every turn. And each of their ‘lessons’ was taught at the expense of human females. It dragged on for three years.”
As if his gaze wasn’t tragic enough, emotions trickled across their link. Guilt, shame and sorrow heaved and twisted, blending into one indistinguishable pain. She knew he was blocking the emotions, so the intensity of each must have been one hundred times stronger than what she was feeling.
“I don’t know about the other women, but my mother’s life wasn’t ‘shattered’ by my birth. Yes, it made her bitter and shifted her priorities, but she loved me, still loves me. And for the most part her life has been happy.” Her words were as much a reminder to herself as a statement to him. Her mother was more than her mistrust of men and Jillian sometime forgot all the good. Her mother had built a satisfying, if a bit unconventional life for herself and she had provided well for her daughter. “If your mission had gone as planned, I might never have existed.”
The blue faded from his gaze and he released a weary sigh. “It’s hard to argue with that.”
“Then don’t.” She rolled to the balls of her feet and pressed a quick kiss on his lips. “Besides, I think you’re forgetting one uncomfortable fact. Even thirty years ago, women had options. If the pregnancies had been completely unwanted, many would have terminated.”
“I am well aware.” He shuddered and shook his head. “Each termination created another victim of my—”
“Don’t.” She pressed her fingers to his lips. “I’m not going to debate the morality of abortion with you. No more blame. The present is screwed up enough. We don’t need to borrow problems from the past.”
He nipped her finger then sighed. “You’re right. Each life is a celebration regardless of the circumstances of their birth. I won’t allow myself to forget again.”
“As an official representative of your past mistakes, thank you.” She lowered her arms and stepped back. Their desire for each other was a continual temptation, but they really did have things to do.
As if to echo her thought, he asked, “How does your leg feel this morning? Do I need to relax your muscles before we begin?”
“I’m a little tight, but I think I can stretch it out on my own. I’m still amazed. There’s no real pain.”
“Excellent.” He pushed the coffee table toward the wall, clearing more space in the center of the room. “How about your head? I saw you rubbing your temples.”
She waved away his concern. “A minor annoyance. If it gets worse, I’ll let you know.”
“All right. Then we’ll start with some simple concentration exercises and see how quickly you progress.” He motioned her toward him until they stood about three feet apart. It didn’t give them a lot of room to maneuver, but it was their only option. Unless they went outside and his insistence that she stay inside told her the entire property wasn’t shielded. “You’re a dancer, so I presume you understand the concept of muscle memory.”
“Of course. Repetition allowed me to perform common motions without having to think about them.”
“This works along the same lines, but the exercises are mental.”
“Other than blowing my hair dry, what use is being able to manipulate Air?”
“There are many ways to approach most tasks. If I wanted that remote in my hand.” He pointed to the television remote perched on the lampstand across the room. “I would dematerialize the object and reform it in my hand. Someone who was telekinetic would simply command it to move. You can lift it on a current of Air and sail it across the room into your hand. Each accomplishes the same thing, but each requires a different skill set.”
Curious, yet skeptical, she stared at the remote, waiting for it to move.
“Think about the gust of wind you created earlier. Remember how it felt and push the sensation toward the remote.”
He made it sound so simple, so possible. But she had created a gust of wind. Could she do this too? She kept her eyes open yet focused inward, searching for the sensation, the outward rush. It built gradually, rising from deep inside her. At first she thought she was only remembering what had happened before, but then her skin tingled and the hair around her face rippled. The tension continued to build, so she pictured a straw stretching between her and the lampstand. When the sensation became uncomfortable, she pushed the energy through the imaginary straw and the remote slid off the far side of the table.
“Very good.” He clasped his hands behind his back. “Now put it back.”
She shot him a sidelong look, but he was watching the remote, apparently waiting for her to comply. “Just like that?”
“Just like that.”
Before she had time to think about all the reasons the task was impossible, she pictured a miniature tornado, swirling around the remote, lifting and spinning it from the floor to the lampstand. The remote rotated clumsily several times then flew into the air, completely missing the desired landing pad.
“Again.” He remained calm and assured. “Slow it down so you can control the trajectory.”
His confidence made it easier for her to believe that she could actually do it. Her second effort was smoother, but she still missed her target. The third try, however, returned the remote to its original location. “I can’t believe I just did that.” Relief pushed a soft laugh from her throat.
He finally looked at her and smiled. “You’re a natural. Air is the hardest element to control, but it offers the widest range of abilities. At some point I should have a guild master assess your potential, so we can focus on the areas for which you have the strongest aptitude.”
“What sort of guild master?” Would they have to go to Bilarri for the screening? Unlike Tori, she wasn’t sure she wanted to go hustling across the cosmos. There were plenty of things to terrify her right here on Earth.
“Bilarri is separated into four regions. Each region honors one of the four elements. You need to be assessed by one of the masters from Guild Air.”
“What guild was Cizarro from?” Not that she wanted Odintar’s old lover to assess her!
His lazy smiled warned her that he knew jealousy played a part in her curiosity. “I didn’t know which region my mother’s people came from, so Tal asked for a mentor who moved in multiple elements. Cizarro was strongest in Fire, but she’d also trained with members of Guilds Air and Water. My natural element turned out to be Water, but her parting gift was a Bilarrian sigil.”
“I don’t know what that is.”
“It’s an image or symbol empowered with the giver’s abilities. Mine is in the shape of a dragon.”
“Really?” She felt her eyes round and smoothed her expression. “Do you have it with you? I love dragons.”
He chuckled. “It’s a little hard to leave behind.” He raised his T-shirt, bunching the material around his neck as he turned around. Even the spectacular expanse of his naked back couldn’t distract from the intricate dragon emblazoned on his skin. The wings spread from shoulder to shoulder and the long, muscular body undulated down along his spine. Primarily black and gray, the image was unlike any tattoo Jillian had seen before. It was three dimensional, raised and etched as if it had been carved—or burned—into his flesh.
“How did she… Is it a brand?”
He righted his shirt as he faced her again. “In a way. Cizarro possesses the same artistic flare as the best tattoo artists. Only she works with fire rather than needles and ink.”
“She burned that into your back.” She shuddered and shook her head. “How did you deal with the pain?”
“It was a rite of passage, a ceremony in honor of my achievements. Like birth, pain was a natural part of the celebration.”
If she dwelled on the process, she’d probably throw up, so she switched to the other element of the gift. “You said it was empowered. What does it allow you to do?”
“I can catch things on fire or absorb the heat of something that’s already on fire. But it only works once, then she has to recharge it.”
“Have you ever used it?”
“Twice. It’s unpredictable, so I have to be really careful. Luckily my Water affinity allows me to minimize the damage if things get out of control.”
“It’s beautiful, but I still can’t imagine allowing someone to burn my back for hours and hours.”
He ran his index finger down the side of her face and smiled. “It’s not a tattoo, sweetheart. It only took a few minutes and then we both got good and drunk.”
It was too easy to imagine where that led, so she asked, “What should we do now?”
“More of the same, I’m afraid. You can feel the Air within you, which is an important first step, but you must learn to channel the power without stifling it.”
For the next three days they worked continually, stopping only long enough to eat and sleep. At least Jillian presumed Odintar slept. He was always awake when she emerged from her bedroom in the morning and awake when she tumbled into bed exhausted each night. She suspected part of the reason he worked her so hard was to keep them from acting on their attraction. But each time they touched, each lingering look, kept the heat simmering.
Day one focused on moving objects. She repeated the simple exercise with progressively heavier items until the action became effortless. Then she experimented with using Air to increase her strength and speed. More than once she ended up sprawled on the floor as her feet failed to keep up with the Air-infused pace. Still, by the end of the second day, she felt comfortable with her invisible assistant.
After lunch on the third day, Odintar taught her how to create resistance. Each time he advanced, she blew him back with a powerful gust of Air. She even managed to create a spinning current that prevented him from moving at all.
“Can you really not move or are you indulging me?” She let the miniature tornado dissipate as she waited for his answer.
His lips curved into a guilty smile. “A human wouldn’t be able to force their way through the barrier.”
She tensed. His tone had stopped just short of condescension. Even so, she refused to be coddled. “You’re not human and neither are the Shadow Assassins. What am I doing wrong?”
“You’re not doing anything wrong. You’ve made remarkable progress in so short a time.”
“But,” she prompted. Superficial praise was always followed by a but.
“Pausing to picture what you’re trying to accomplish is slowing you down. Air needs to flow freely. You’re still trying to control it. The harder you try to wrestle it into submission, the less effective you’ll become. Air must be guided along a helpful path, not forced to do our will. Do you understand the distinction?”
“I understand what you’re saying.” She sighed. She’d thought she was doing so well, yet he seemed disappointed. “I’m not sure my mind works that way.”
“That’s part of the problem. This can’t come from your mind. It has to be instinctive. You have to feel it.”
Her emotions generally ran so close to the surface that she struggled to remain focused. She’d spent years controlling her emotional impulses and only “emoting” enough to sell a routine. “But how can I concentrate on the outcome if I allow myself to become emotional?”
“Concentration isn’t your problem. In this case, your laser focus is holding you back. You need to relax and let it flow naturally.”
Another sigh escaped as she rubbed her eyelids with her fingertips. “That seems backward from how I’ve always done things.”
“Are you questioning my judgment?” His voice snapped with autocratic intensity.
Her eyes opened and she lowered her hand. All emotion vanished from his face and his posture tensed. What had him so wound up? “I’m not questioning anything. I’m expressing an opinion.”
“You don’t know enough about this to have an opinion.” He sneered and raised his chin. “Humans are so frustrating.”
Her jaw dropped and indignation shoved through her shock. “Are you serious? I’ve worked my ass of for the past three days—”
“Three days.” He scoffed then took a menacing step toward her. “I’ve spent more years in training than you’ve been alive. You aren’t qualified to question anything I say. Now get back to work!”
“Screw you!” She punctuated the curse with a blast of Air strong enough to slam him against the wall.
“Yes!” He laughed. “Do it again.”
Before her temper cooled, she harnessed the power and shot it at him like a fire hose. He spread his arms for balance and fought through the blast, so she poured more energy into the stream and gradually immobilized him.
Odintar finally teleported to her side, a pleased smile softening his expression. “Do you understand now? Elemental magic feels very similar to emotion. All the logic in the word won’t help you use it.”
“Are we really accomplishing anything? All you had to do was flash out of the way. Won’t Nazerel be able to do the same thing?”
He pushed his hand through his hair and his gaze turned smoky. They weren’t touching, but they stood close, easily within reach of each other. “The best move isn’t always offensive. If you can immobilize him, even for a moment, it will give you time to flash to safety.”
“Are you saying I can teleport?”
“Those empowered by Air can move effortlessly through space. The most powerful can even manipulate time. Once your training is complete, you’ll easily outdistance me.”
“And how long will that take? Have you really spent more years in training than I’ve been alive?”
“I was at the Conservatory for twenty-five years and spent another three decades learning from the guild masters on Bilarri. You can’t expect this to happen overnight.”
“I’m not.” She grinned. “It’s been three whole days.”
He chuckled “And you’re doing incredibly well.”
“For a human?” She sounded playful, but even knowing why he’d turned into a world-class dick, didn’t keep his comments from stinging. “If you spent almost sixty years in training, you have to be pushing one hundred. How long do Bilarrians live?”
“I’m one hundred forty-eight, if you must know. And it depends on the Bilarrian. Certain abilities can drastically increase a Bilarrian’s lifespan.”
“How long will I live?”
“That’s a great question for the guild master.”
She sighed and stepped back. “Does that mean you’re taking me to Bilarri? I’m not sure I’m ready for interdimensional travel.”
“I had to pull a few strings and call in a long overdue favor, but a representative of Guild Air is meeting us at the Bunker tomorrow afternoon.”



Chapter Six
 

Roxie sprayed glass cleaner on top of the display case and wiped it down with a paper towel.
“I think you got it clean the first time you did that.” Tess snatched the spray bottle from Roxie’s hand and scowled. “What’s wrong with you today?”
Before Roxie could summon a believable excuse, Jett joined Tess on the other side of the counter. Two against one? That wasn’t fare.
“Today?” he scoffed. “She’s been stumbling around on autopilot for more like three days.” He fixed his dramatically lined gaze on Roxie and asked, “Hasn’t there been enough beefcake in your diet lately?” His brows arched while playful mockery shimmered in his dark eyes. “You always get mopey when Nazerel misses an appointment.”
Jett had the source of her distraction right, but his conclusion was so far wrong it was almost laughable. Nazerel’s failure to appear for his past two appointments was responsible for her concern. A secret crush, however, had nothing to do with her anxiety. Unfortunately, she couldn’t correct Jett’s misconception. Part of her deal with Sevrin was absolute discretion. “Nazerel has an amazing body. We’re all in agreement on that.” The other two supported the claim with enthusiastic nods. “He’s also an arrogant jerk. There’s only so long you can enjoy running your hands over a sculpted torso. Eventually, it’s nice to engage in conversation.”
“I don’t need to talk.” Tess closed her eyes in apparent rapture. “Just let me get my hands on him!”
Jett laughed and even Roxie smiled. “Sorry. No substitutions. Their benefactor is sort of twitchy.”
“Benefactor,” Tess muttered. “Why do full-grown, obviously capable, men need a benefactor? Have you decided what they are? Stunt men? Professional athletes? Fitness models?”
“Mercenaries?” All amusement suddenly vanished from Jett’s expression. He crossed his arms over his chest, prominently displaying the colorful tattoos covering his forearms. “I know Sevrin is paying you a fortune to indulge her crew, but those men are dangerous. You should never be alone with any of them.”
It was always nice to have a defender, even though any of Sevrin’s boys could snap Jett like a twig. Besides, his concern was misplaced. “The only one that really scares me is Sevrin.”
“The phantom benefactor.” Tess wiggled her eyebrows in mock drama. “Maybe she’s on the run from a foreign government or—”
“It’s nothing like that. She’s in private negotiations with our government for some newfangled technology. Don’t ask me to be more specific. You know I can’t.”
Jett didn’t look convinced. His overly long bangs angled across his face, shadowing one of his eyes. “The men in her entourage don’t look like techies to me.”
“I don’t care what they look like,” Roxie insisted, “as long as their boss keeps paying the bills.”
The main door opened, postponing the rest of their conversation. One of Jett’s regulars walked in and Jett turned to greet his customer. Jett was the sort of man most people expected to find in a tattoo shop. His asymmetrical hair had been dyed black to match his moniker and he had eleven piercings, only half of which were fit for public display. He was friendly, ridiculously talented, yet temperamental. Typical artist.
Tess, on the other hand, concealed her talent behind conservative clothing and a nonthreatening smile. She appealed to casual shoppers, to coeds and housewives who wanted hearts and teddy bears tattooed on their ankles. Roxie valued them both and they worked well together because their clienteles were so different.
And Roxie fell right in the middle of her two employee/friends. With dark brown hair and ice-blue eyes, she wasn’t as intimidating as Jett, nor as mainstream as Tess. She didn’t wear enough makeup to be considered Goth, yet her formfitting clothes and colorful tattoos drew scornful looks from soccer moms.
“Jett’s right, you know.” Tess waited until the customer was out of earshot before she spoke again. “They might be fun to look at, but there’s something about those men that has me reaching for the pepper spray.”
“What do you want me to do?” She moved closer to the display case and lowered her voice. Each artist had their own station in the back, but they were only separated by pull-around curtains. “They haven’t done anything wrong and we’ve all benefited from their business. Should I tell them to go somewhere else because you and Jett don’t trust them?”
“Just be careful and don’t schedule sessions with them unless someone else is going to be here too.”
“Yes, Mother.” Sevrin was the only one who liked to drop by unannounced, so the promise should be easy to keep.
“Do you know where they’re from? I’ve never heard an accent like theirs and their language is even stranger.”
“Sevrin told me the name of the country, but it didn’t mean anything to me. I think it’s one of the countries that formed after the breakup of the Soviet Union.”
“That makes sense. I can picture them working for the KGB.”
Roxie laughed and shook her head. “Their grandfathers might have worked for the KGB. All of these guys are way too young to have had anything to do with the Cold War.”
The front door opened again and Nazerel walked in followed by a man Roxie had never seen before. Usually the sight of Nazerel filled Roxie with a combination of trepidation and appreciation. The artist in her appreciated the savage beauty of his physical form while the woman in her retreated from the obvious brutality of his nature. Today, however, all she could think about was the disorientation and pain she’d endured in order to spy on a meeting that had never taken place.
Sevrin had made it sound like the mysterious infuser would painlessly implant their language in Roxie’s mind and she would magically understand every word they spoke in her presence. Instead she’d been taken to an upscale hotel room where she’d been subjected to hours of mind-twisting…she couldn’t even define the sensations the infuser had triggered. Not so much physical pain as mental trauma, the infuser stretched and twisted her thinking in ways that felt unnatural and dangerous. When it was finally over, Roxie had been able to understand the other language, but her thoughts had been jumbled and sluggish for days.
“Good afternoon,” Nazerel greeted in accented English.
Roxie manufactured a smile. “I don’t have you on my schedule. Did I miss something?”
He looked meaningfully at Tess and she offered him a nervous smile. “Mico has a four-hour appointment this afternoon. He’s otherwise occupied, so Flynn will take his place.”
Sevrin’s boys never asked; they informed. Roxie acknowledged the statement with a stiff nod then motioned toward the back of the shop.
Nazerel skirted the display case and headed for Roxie’s station with Flynn half a step behind. Roxie took a deep breath and cleared her mind of everything but what was going on in that moment. She had a new customer. That meant a consultation, putting him at ease and helping him express what he wanted. This was something she’d done hundreds of times before.
She moved into the back of the shop and hooked her foot around the bottom rail of her wheeled stool. Drawing the stool closer to the dentist-style chair on which Flynn lounged, she sat. “So, what would you like and where would you like it?”
Flynn glanced at Nazerel and muttered in their native language, “I’d like her naked and wet as she straddles my lap so I can bury my cock deep inside her.”
“She’s off-limits and you know it.” Absolute finality snapped through Nazerel’s tone.
Flynn shrugged. “Doesn’t mean I can’t imagine her right here, bouncing up and down.” He positioned his hands above his lap, fingers curved as if he grasped her hips.
Roxi tensed and heat spread across her face, yet she tried hard to conceal her anger. She’d suspected they frequently made rude comments about her. Now she knew for sure. “If you’re going to tell secrets, I’ll come back.”
“Sit on my face and you can come right now.” Flynn continued his offensive behavior.
“Flynn speaks no English.” Nazerel’s dark gaze gleamed and one corner of his mouth lifted into a secretive smile. “He was explaining what he wanted from you.”
His second statement was certainly true, but she seriously doubted the first. “Will you please translate so we can get started. I have another appointment after this.”
“Cancel it.” Nazerel crossed behind Flynn and stalked toward her. “Serving us is your top priority.”
Her independent heart rebelled against his words, but technically he was right. She had basically indentured herself to Sevrin for the foreseeable future.
“She should offer me her mouth while you pound her from behind.” Laughter made Flynn’s chest rumble. “Or better yet, I’ll shove it down her throat while you pound into her behind.”
Roxie fisted her hands, squeezing until her nails bit into her palms. If Flynn didn’t shut the hell up, there was no way she’d maintain her cool. She stood so fast her stool flew into the privacy curtain. “I forgot my water bottle.”
Nazerel caught her upper arm as she tried to brush past him. “Why are you angry?” His gaze drilled into hers. His long fingers easily prevented her retreat, yet the force stopped just short of pain.
“I’m not a fool.” She met his stare with calm annoyance. “I don’t need to understand his words to read his expression. He’s being crude and I don’t like it.”
After acknowledging her complaint with a single nod, he looked at Flynn and switched to their language. “Enough. It’s not wise to upset a woman then give her a sharp object to use on you.”
Flynn chuckled, but his demeanor changed, becoming more respectful. “Tell her I’m sorry, even though I’m not. If she were willing, I would—”
“She’s not, so your desires are irrelevant.” Nazerel turned back to her and switched back to English. “Flynn apologizes for his rudeness. He finds your beauty distracting, but that is no excuse for his behavior.”
She eased her arm out of Nazerel’s grasp and retrieved her stool from the curtain. Then she grabbed her sketch pad off a nearby counter and returned to her seat. “What sort of tattoo would Flynn like?”
The specificity in the question made Nazerel smile. “He would like a sleeve similar to the one you did for Micorian.”
“Micorian?” What an odd name.
“Sorry. Mico. We have been encouraged to shorten our names so they sound more American. I find myself resisting the concept.”
“Is that why you’re Nazerel rather than Naz?”
“Exactly.” His smile was almost playful. On the rare occasions when he wasn’t scowling, he actually had a certain charm.
“Speaking of Mico, he skipped his last appointment as well. Do you know when he’ll return so I can finish his sleeve?”
“Recent developments are keeping my men busier than usual.”
“Your men?” She allowed a touch of challenge to shape her words. “I thought you guys work for Sevrin.”
“The others work for me. I work for Sevrin. And you were hired for your talent not your curiosity.”
The leer returned to Flynn’s gaze. “Maybe if we indulge her curiosity, Sevrin will let us take her with us.”
Nazerel shot him a warning glare. “You aren’t supposed to understand English.”
“She has no idea what I’m saying.”
Take her with them? Where were they going? And how long before they left? She wasn’t even sure if this was good news or bad.
Despite the questions spinning through her head, she opened her sketch pad and drew the outline of an arm, then continued as if they hadn’t spoken. “Mico’s sleeve is pretty abstract. Random images surrounded by a tribal influenced background. Is that what Flynn has in mind?”
“Actually there was one particular image he wants to build upon,” Nazerel told her.
“Which one?”
“Near Mico’s shoulder there was a section that looked as if his arm was mechanized.”
She nodded. Peel-backs were a favorite of hers. “Is there anything else he’d like included?”
“No. He wants his entire arm to appear mechanized.”
That was completely different than what she’d done for Mico, but she wasn’t about to argue. “What you’ve described looks best in black and gray. Make sure he isn’t expecting color.”
Nazerel muttered something she didn’t catch and Flynn chuckled. Then Nazerel looked at her and said, “Black and gray is fine with Flynn.”
“It’ll take me awhile to complete the sketch. Do you want to come back or wait around?”
“We’ll wait,” Nazerel decided without asking Flynn.
Wonderful. She sketched faster and better when she wasn’t being watched, but this wasn’t really about Flynn’s tattoo. This was an opportunity to gather information and Sevrin expected her to take full advantage of it. “At least have a seat,” she motioned toward the chair against the wall. “You’re making me nervous looming over me like that.”
He strolled around the client chair, his gaze lingering on her. She waited until he sat in the chair she’d indicated before she started drawing. The sketch pad was rigid enough to allow her to work on her lap. Still, she would have been much more comfortable at her desk. She tilted her head, causing her hair to swish forward. It wasn’t exactly privacy, but it was better than nothing.
“So where did Sevrin take you the other day?” Flynn asked a few minutes later. It hadn’t taken him long to forget she was there. Of course, they would only speak freely as long as they thought she couldn’t understand them, so she kept her pencil moving and her head down.
“She had a meeting with a former colleague and she wasn’t sure what to expect.”
“She has guards to protect her. Why take you?” Suspicion or maybe envy sharpened Flynn’s tone. That was interesting. Were the soldier bees fighting over their queen?
“Who knows why that bitch does anything?” Nazerel crossed his legs at the ankle, taking up most of the limited floor space. He was built like a linebacker and had the predatory stare of a career criminal. He never failed to unnerve her. “She said let’s go, so I went.”
“What did she want from her ‘former colleague’?”
Tension rippled through the room and Roxie risked a glance at Nazerel. He was glaring at Flynn. “Why all the questions? Did she tell you to test me?”
Flynn laughed. “This planet is making everyone paranoid. I’m just making conversation.”
This planet? A shiver dropped down her spine. Not this country or this place. This planet. Maybe it was just a glitch in her language transfusion. Words could have multiple meanings. She bowed her head again, hiding behind her hair.
“Every time I think I’ve untangled Sevrin’s motivation, I discover a new lie.” Nazerel sounded frustrated now. “She’d have us believe she’s the selfless champion of our brotherhood. In reality we’re simply a vehicle on which she’s moving her ambitions forward. We’re useful to her. If that changes, she won’t hesitate to kill us all.”
Roxie lifted her pencil. Her hand was trembling so badly she couldn’t even pretend to draw. Nazerel’s words sounded more than familiar. She’d come to exactly the same conclusion about herself. She was safe as long as she remained useful, which meant she had no choice but to betray Nazerel. Unless… Could they help each other evade the danger? Was she safer with Sevrin or her boys?
“If we became more proactive,” Flynn emphasized the word, making it sound threatening. “How long do you think it would take her uncle to realize she was gone?”
Her uncle? Damn it. Why hadn’t he used a name? Even with a language barrier to protect them, these men were frustratingly careful.
“Her uncle is the least of our concerns. Without her contacts, we’re at the mercy of humans. We’ve learned a lot since our arrival, but I still like my chances better with Sevrin. We just need to figure out a way to control her.”
Unable to conceal her emotions any longer, Roxie pushed to her feet. “I’ll be right back.”
“Where are you going?” Nazerel stood as well.
She blew out a calming breath then looked into his eyes. “I need a potty break. Too much coffee this morning.”
His eyes narrowed to glistening slits. “Very well.”
Had he just granted her permission to pee? Seriously? Rather than play into his surliness, she smiled. “Thank you, kind sir. I’ll return momentarily.”
He returned to his chair and she made a beeline for the bathroom. She flipped on the light and locked herself inside the tiny room. This “planet” was making them paranoid and Nazerel didn’t want to be “at the mercy of humans”. The implication was obvious, so why wouldn’t her mind accept what had been revealed? They couldn’t be aliens. This was an elaborate hoax set up for their amusement.
But the language infuser had been real. In the span of a few hours, she had learned a foreign language. No, in the span of a few hours, she had learned an alien language.
Her ears began to ring and the frantic beating of her heart made it hard to breathe. She moved to the sink and splashed water on her face, not caring if it ruined her makeup. What should she do now? What could she do? It wouldn’t take Sevrin long to learn about this visit. The woman seemed to know everything that took place moments after it happened. She’d appear at Roxie’s front door and demand a full accounting.
So what did she really know? Nazerel didn’t trust Sevrin, didn’t feel safe around her. Sevrin obviously knew that much already or she wouldn’t have recruited Roxie to spy on him. He hadn’t revealed any secret plans, at least he hadn’t yet. Complete denial was pointless, but could she twist the truth just enough to protect Nazerel from Sevrin’s wrath? Roxie shook her head. It was hard to imagine Nazerel needing protection from anyone.
Someone knocked on the door, so Roxie turned off the water.
“You all right in there?” Tess called.
Relieved to hear a familiar voice, Roxie smoothed her hair back from her face and sighed. “I’m fine. Almost done.” She reached over and flushed the toilet, still feeling shaky and unsure.
The worst part was she couldn’t confide in anyone without endangering them. She’d never felt so isolated or vulnerable.
One step at a time. That was the only strategy that made sense. She’d get through this session with Nazerel and Flynn, then deal with Sevrin. Roxie wasn’t sure what she’d say. She’d keep it vague yet truthful and hope that Sevrin would be pleased enough to give Roxie more time.
* * * * *
“That was excellent.” Odintar watched Jillian closely, unsure how to interpret the ripples of emotion surging across their psychic link. Her stance was solid, her expression calm, yet spikes of random emotions kept stabbing into his mind. “I think we’ve accomplished enough for one day. Why don’t you take a bath?”
She bent her head and playfully sniffed her armpit. “Am I that ripe?”
“Not at all. I only thought it would help you relax before you go to bed.”
Desire swelled then receded as quickly as it had formed. She was still fighting her emotions. She would never experience the full strength of her power until she learned to let go. Still, he’d pushed her hard today, expecting more than he would have from an ordinary apprentice. But then there was nothing ordinary about Jillian. She was the most fascinating combination of strength and vulnerability. Her potential seemed nearly limitless, yet she had serious obstacles to overcome if she hoped to tap that potential.
“A bath sounds nice.” Her gaze lingered for another moment before she turned and headed off down the hall.
It was for the best. Spending the night in her bed was more than tempting. He’d fought his need to touch her all day. She must trust her emotions, learn to use them as fuel for her abilities. Lust was a powerful emotion. If he aroused her, he could teach her how to… It was an excuse. His desire for her had nothing to do with training and he wasn’t willing to blur the lines.
After indulging in a frustrated sigh, he went to the kitchen and opened the pantry door. The back wall of the small walk-in pantry slid to the right, revealing another door. He triggered the door with a facial scan, then descended the simple wooden stairs.
The basement was stark and utilitarian, windowless walls and exposed support beams. He glanced at the detention cells. Without the containment field active, they looked like concrete cubicles. In the back corner of the basement nestled the control hub. Not only could Elias, or whichever of his men was on duty, observe every room in the safe house, they could contact the Bunker and access the program’s expansive database. A row of bulletproof windows kept the room from feeling claustrophobic.
Elias noticed his approach and waved him in. The door hummed then popped and Odintar pulled it open. “Why aren’t you climbing the walls? You’ve been down here for hours.”
“I’ve had plenty to keep me busy.” He gestured toward the multi-screen display that spread the length of his workstation. Three of the six screens featured interior views of the safe house, while the other three displayed search engine results and various forms of data. Elias turned his chair around without standing up. “In fact, if you hadn’t come down here, I was about to go get you.”
Odintar had spent more time with Morgan than Elias. But Morgan trusted her lieutenant implicitly, so Odintar was willing to give him a chance. “What’s up?”
“We have a lead that we need explored and Jillian is uniquely qualified to do the exploring.”
Odintar crossed his arms over his chest, immediately leery. Jillian had barely begun to test her limits and utilize her gifts. She was weeks, perhaps months away from a field test. “Explain.”
“We have substantiated reports that various Shadow Assassins are visiting a tattoo shop called Unique Ink. We’d hoped to follow one of them back to their team house, but they always walk a few blocks from the shop and then teleport to God knows where.”
“And how can Jillian help?”
“The owner,” he glanced at one of the screens, “Roxie Latimer, is trying to hire a receptionist, someone to greet customers and answer the phone. We wouldn’t have to invent a backstory for Jillian. She’s lived here for years and has verifiable references.”
Odintar nodded with reluctant understanding. “And she has a reason for seeking another line of work.”
“All she’d have to do is limp or maybe go back into the brace for a bit.”
“What about her double?”
Elias shrugged. “This is the perfect opportunity for her to retire. There’s a coffee shop three doors down from Unique Ink. The double could drive Jillian’s car to the tattoo shop then decide she needs a cup of coffee. We’ll have Jillian waiting in the coffee shop and the double can sneak out through the back. We’ll drive the double home and the real Jillian can return to her old life, more or less.”
The plan should work as long as no one was watching too closely. And as long as the tattoo shop was under surveillance, Jillian should be relatively safe. “They’ll have to wear identical clothing and…the details aren’t important until we know if she’s willing.”
Elias spun back around and typed a command into the wide console. Images scrolled across the six monitors, more interior shots replacing the data. Jillian’s bedroom appeared directly in front of Elias and Odintar tensed. He’d known they were under surveillance, but seeing the actual image made him much more uncomfortable than the knowledge that they were being watched.
Jillian sat on the side of her bed, back to the camera. She was dressed in a bathrobe and she was working the tangles out of her damp hair. She must have opted for a shower rather than the bath he’d suggested. The first sob was so soft, Odintar wasn’t sure what he’d heard. The second shook her shoulders. She set the comb aside and covered her face with her hands.
“Turn it off,” he commanded as he headed for the door. “And leave it off!”
Elias’ only response was a knowing chuckle.
* * * * *
Emotions pelted Jillian like sensory hail. Burning anger urged her to pummel the walls while loss leeched the strength from her body and made it hard to breathe. She wasn’t even sure why she was so upset. The feelings had overcome her without warning as she stepped out of the shower. She crossed her arms over her stomach and rocked back and forth, tears flowing freely down her cheeks.
Odintar knocked on the door, but she ignored him. She’d had enough of his detachment and pointless rationalizations. Life as she’d known it was over, whether she liked it or not. The things she’d thought were important, the things she’d worked so hard to achieve, seemed meaningless now, as if they belonged to someone else.
He knocked again, calling her name, and loneliness consumed her anger, leaving only aching isolation. She covered her mouth with one hand and clutched her waist with the other. How could emotions be so painful?
“Answer me or I’m coming in.”
She lowered her hand and tried to shout at him to leave her alone, but she was sobbing too hard to speak.
He flashed into view and rushed to her, kneeling on the floor in front of her. Placing his hands on her knees, he spoke in a calm, clear voice. “You’ve strangled your emotions for days while your power keeps making them stronger. You must let them out.”
As if she had a choice. An especially violent sob tore through her chest and she covered her face with her hand. Staring into his compassionate face was only making it worse. “Go.” She sobbed. “Away!”
“Hit me.” He lightly grasped her wrist and pulled her hand away from her face.
She glared at him, unamused by the ridiculous suggestion.
“Your abilities are amplifying your emotions. It’s going to take more than tears to defuse this storm.” He stood, pulling her to her feet right along with him. “Now hit me.”
Suddenly thrilled to oblige, she balled up her fist and swung. Her knuckles connected with his jaw and she cried out, shocked by the pain shooting up her arm. “That hurt!” The realization made her furious, so she swung with her other hand. He absorbed the force with a barely audible grunt that snapped what remained of her control. She swung and kicked at him wildly, lost in a haze of fury and sorrow.
For a while he just let her hit him, apparently hoping she’d wear herself out. Then he began deflecting her blows and blocking her kicks, controlling her movements as her tantrum continued.
Finally, when it was obvious that violence alone wouldn’t drain her overload, he urged her back against the wall. He pinned her hands above her head and sealed his mouth over hers. She arched and twisted, tugging against his hold, but he easily restrained her as his lips explored. He was exasperatingly patient as his mouth slid and pressed, his tongue gently teasing.
She’d wanted to kiss him for days, imagined them sharing all sorts of intimacies, but not because she’d momentarily lost her mind. She didn’t need his pity and she refused to be indulged. Her fists clenched and her chest burned. His tenderness only made the ache worse. She wanted him wild and out of control, consumed with passion. Did he feel nothing but obligation when he touched her?
Jerking her face to the side, she panted harshly as his mouth brushed the underside of her jaw. “Stop it.” She tugged against his hands. “That’s enough. I’m better now.”
He laughed, his warm breath fanning her skin. “Why do you think I waited so long to kiss you again?” He shifted her wrists into one hand and collared her throat with the other. “There’s no way in hell I’m stopping now.” Their gazes locked, hers wide and uncertain, his glowing with passionate promise. He tensed and frustration hardened his expression. “Unless this really isn’t what you want.”
“It is.” The admission sent carnal hunger twisting through her abdomen. “But why’d you change your mind?”
“I didn’t. I’ve known this would happen since we first met. I was just waiting until you were ready.” Before she could argue further, his mouth covered hers again. This time all hesitation was gone. He tilted her head to a better angle and deepened the kiss.
Parting for him, she greeted his tongue with the warmth of hers. She inhaled his breath, intoxicated by his spicy-fresh scent. She’d dreamed of this, imagined it over and over as they trained. They weren’t harming anyone with this indulgence and she refused to feel regret.
He tore his shirt off over his head, separating their mouths for just a moment. The kiss was even more intense when their lips found each other again. She wanted to touch him, needed to feel the bunch and flex of his muscles beneath her eager fingers, but he refused to release her hands. She pulled against his hold, making a disapproving sound in her throat as his tongue moved in her mouth.
If you touch me right now, gennari, this will be over before it’s begun.
There was that word again. It was obviously an endearment, but she’d have to ask him if it had an exact translation. Later. Much, much later.
If you lose control, we’ll just start over. She kept tugging and he finally let go. Rather than going straight for his jeans, she stoked her way along his neck, across his shoulders and down his arms. Every inch of his body was honed to perfection, yet his skin was incredibly soft. She squeezed his rock-hard biceps and shivered, immediately imagining another body part that was equally hard.
With frantic urgency, he disentangled her belt and tore open the front of her robe. Then he bent to her breasts and closed his lips around one nipple as he worked the other with his fingertips. She arched, savoring the firm suction of his mouth, feeling it all the way to her clit. They’d barely begun and already her body was thrumming, threatening to combust.
His mouth switched to the other side as his hands explored her straining body. She wanted his touch everywhere all at the same time and she couldn’t stop touching him. It was as if they fed off each other, as if they’d been starving for years. He grasped her hips and rocked against her, showing her just how right her imagination had been. He was long and hard, more than ready to fill her emptiness.
He lifted his head and looked at her, his breathing as ragged as hers. “Gods, I need inside you.”
She was too keyed up for subtleties. With nearly violent motions, she unfastened his jeans and freed his erection, stroking the shaft boldly from base to tip. “Now. Put it in me now!”
Firmly grasping her waist, he slid her up the wall. She braced herself against his shoulders and wrapped her legs around his hips. His tip found her slick entrance and then he paused and looked into her eyes. He didn’t say anything, but sapphire rings warned of his consuming passion, his need to possess.
She groaned, trembling as anticipation coiled through her, amplifying the emptiness. Her body was a reflection of her life. Her old world had been hollowed out, ruthlessly emptied by forces beyond her control. Now she was ready for new experiences, new challenges and new companions. Slowly, oh so slowly, he lowered her onto his cock, filling her inch by incredible inch. She stared into his eyes as he pushed deeper and deeper into her body. This was just sex, a much needed release of pent-up emotions. So why did it feel so different, so important?
A knowing smile curved his lips as his pelvis pressed against hers. He didn’t move, didn’t thrust wildly as she’d expected. Instead he widened his stance and eased his hand between their bodies. He pressed against her belly, accenting the fullness inside her. She wasn’t sure what he was doing until his thumb found her clit. She gasped then shivered as he caressed the sensitive nub.
“Squeeze me.” He whispered the command against her parted lips.
She tightened her inner muscles and he echoed her groan. His thumb circled her clit, sending mini-tremors vibrating through her core. It all felt wonderful, yet she wanted more, needed the strong slide of him in and out and against her. “Please,” she cried. “I need you to move.”
“Then let go. I’m not moving until you come.”
With a frustrated hiss, she pressed her head against the wall and closed her eyes.
“No. Look at me. Offer me your pleasure.”
She’d never responded well to sexual commands, but her body didn’t seem to care. Her core tensed, rippling with the start of an unexpected orgasm. She opened her eyes and his finger joined his thumb, applying pressure with a careful pinch.
The pleasure burst deep inside her, flowing along her inner muscles in a series of rhythmic clenches. She rode the wave gladly, instinctively reaching for his mind.
That’s right. She felt his excitement responding to hers. Share it with me, love. Let go.
Before the last spasm eased, he pulled his hips back and drove his shaft deep into her. She gasped and clutched his shoulders, riding the pleasure to an even high peak. He caught the back of one knee and spread her legs so he could move fast and hard between her thighs.
She felt off balance and out of control, so she wrapped her arms around his neck, clinging to him helplessly. Their faces were side by side now as he drove into her again and again. He took her with hard, deep thrusts, filling her completely with each stroke.
Her body responded to his skill and the demand with which he moved, but her mind resisted the penetrating intimacy of their link. She wasn’t afraid of him, knew he would never harm her, but she wasn’t ready to share herself so completely with someone else.
His hands shifted to her ass and he thrust his entire length into her pulsing core. For just a moment his energy blazed into her mind, consuming and possessive, yet…beautiful. Then he withdrew from her mind and pulled out of her body, spilling his seed against her belly.
She gasped and bit back a disappointed cry. “You didn’t have to do that,” she whispered. “I’m protected.” Against pregnancy sure, but what about STDs? Safe sex practices had been the furthest thing from her mind as she ripped open his jeans and begged for him to put it inside her.
Shame chased a shiver down her spine. Was this how it happened with her mother? One moment of booze-induced weakness and her life changed forever?
“The concerns of humans don’t apply to us. We both have Bilarrian blood. Each time we join, our link will expand, even if I don’t come inside you. If I do, the expansion will happen that much faster.” He wrapped his arms around her as he pulled her away from the wall. “Judging from your reaction just now, I didn’t think you’d welcome a deeper bond.”
Clinging to him more to hide her face than out of any fear that he’d drop her, she tried to figure out why his statement stung. She had retreated from their connection and he didn’t sound angry, just disappointed. Still, the observation made her feel like a coward. She’d freely offered her body, yet blocked his access to her emotions. It was a strange dynamic, nearly backward from what she’d experienced in the past. And the past dynamic had been incredibly hurtful. He was the one who should be upset.
He set her down on the bed and hurried to the bathroom. She was looking around for a box of tissues when he returned with a wet cloth. Rather than hand it to her, he wiped his seed off her skin with obvious disappointment. With each gentle swipe of the cloth, her heart broke a little more.
“I’m sorry.” The word slipped past her lips before she could stop them. A few minutes ago they’d both been breathless with pleasure. How had the mood turned so dark so quickly?
He tossed the washcloth in the general direction of the bathroom and crawled onto the bed. Without looking at her, he lay on his back and folded his hands behind his head. “You have no reason to apologize. If anything, the fault is mine. My lack of control made you feel guilty and that was not my intention.”
The formality with which he spoke revealed more than his words. His Mystic mask was firmly in place, but he was obviously pissed. Well, maybe not pissed but upset.
Wishing he’d pulled down the covers before making himself comfortable, she lay on her side and propped her head against her hand. “Pretending you don’t feel anything is just as dishonest as pretending you do. I don’t want that sort of relationship for us.”
He pulled her toward him until she rested half on and half off his chest. Their faces were only inches apart. “Is this a relationship or were you just caught up in the moment?”
Unless she wanted to push him away, she better find the courage to be brutally honest. “I know this was more than just sex. Even as emotion-drunk as I was, I felt the difference.”
“That’s too bad,” he whispered, his lips brushing over hers.
Her brow creased and she searched his gaze for an explanation. “Why is that too bad?”
A slow, sexy smile parted his lips and desire ignited within his eyes. “I was hoping you’d require a more elaborate demonstration.” He suddenly rolled, sweeping her beneath him as he went.
She laughed then sighed as he parted her thighs with his knees and settled between her legs. “I welcome your most elaborate demonstration if you answer a question first.”
“All right.” He bent and nipped her earlobe, obviously not willing to indulge her for long.
“You keep calling me gen-nau-ry or something like that. What does it mean?”
“Gennari is the old Bilarrian word for sweetheart.” Secrets swam in the depths of his dark eyes. A hint of red flashed for an instant and then was gone.
“Does it have an alternate meaning?”
“It might.” He chuckled then claimed her mouth and drove all speculation from her mind.



Chapter Seven
 

The following morning Odintar woke up slowly. He felt contented and lazy for the first time in months, perhaps years. Jillian cuddled against his side, her head resting on his shoulder. Their second bout of lovemaking had been nearly as frantic as their first. He wanted to slow down, to savor every touch and tingle, but their need seemed to explode as soon as skin met skin.
Determined to awaken her tenderly, he stroked his hand down her bare back as he rolled to his side. She wiggled against him, her leg insinuating itself in between his. Desire hardened his cock and sizzled through his blood. She was so soft and warm, inviting his touch with breathless sighs and sensual arches. How could any mortal man resist?
He’d known touching her would be amazing, but he hadn’t expected the soul-deep ache to join with her completely. Although he probably should have. He’d called her gennari the first time he held her in his arms. What he’d told her last night was true. Over the centuries gennari had become a generic endearment, like sweetheart or dear, but it also had a deeper meaning, one most had forgotten.
When a Bilarrian male encountered his soul’s mate he declared his intention to claim her by calling her gennari in front of her family. Then he pursued her, seduced her, did everything in his power to convince her to accept him as mate.
Is that what he wanted from Jillian?
He smiled into her soft hair. Could there really be a doubt when every molecule of his being ached for her?
Brushing her hair back from her face, he kissed his way to her mouth. Her lips parted with the first touch of his. She whispered his name and passion spiraled through his body, igniting his senses and stimulating his energy.
No! He would not be swept away by his desire. She didn’t trust his words, so he would show her how important she was to him and how wonderful the rest of their lives could be.
His mouth moved over and against hers, his tongue gently tracing the space between. She allowed the teasing dance for a few moments then touched her tongue to his. He sucked, drawing her tongue into his mouth. She gasped and her fingernails dug into his back.
He rolled, wanting her beneath him, needing to feel her arch and wiggle for more of him. Her legs parted automatically and she tangled her fingers in the back of his hair as he like to do with her. His tongue slid against hers and curled around hers, finally slipping between her lips.
Their link vibrated as emotions pulsed from their minds. He sent a scorching wave of carnal hunger across the connection and felt her shudder in response. Her body accepted the exchange without question or reserve, but her mind soon registered the source of the sudden heat and blocked his access to her emotions.
Refusing to be deterred by her instinctual reaction, he concentrated on physical sensations. She needed time to learn to trust him. If he rushed her, he would likely destroy the progress they’d made so far.
He made love to her mouth, sharing his breath and filing her with his tongue. She rubbed against him, her nipples distinct peaks abrading his chest. Her hands were just as greedy as his, moving over his back and squeezing his ass.
He shifted his weight to his knees and reluctantly released her mouth. Their gazes locked and he smiled. “Good morning, gennari,” he whispered then kissed his way down her throat.
Her breasts were perfect, wonderfully round with dark pink nipples. He cupped the fullness of one while he explored the other with his mouth. Her skin was silky against his lips, her nipple already puckered. He closed his teeth on the very tip and heard her gasp. “Too hard?”
She shook her head, her fingers combing through his hair. “Don’t stop.”
“Never.” He sucked firmly on one nipple and then the other, loving the way she twisted, increasing the pressure.
The scent of her arousal reached his nose, stirring the dark, primitive side of his nature. He released her nipple, leaving it wet and tightly peaked. Scooting down, he paused to enjoy the sight of her spread before him, arms raised, legs open, skin deeply flushed. She watched him through passion-muddled eyes, surrendered and waiting.
He caught the backs of her knees and pushed her legs wider. She gasped then caught her lower lip between her teeth. She obviously knew what he meant to do and had no objection. Bending slowly, he inhaled deeply then traced her slit with his tongue. She was already slick and soft, ready for their joining.
Needing to be inside her too badly to deny himself completely, he pushed his middle finger into her core. Hot, wet flesh tightened around him, dragging a moan from his throat. He watched her face as he slid his finger in and out, teasing himself as much as her.
“Please.” She squeezed him tightly. “I need more than a finger.”
He chuckled and eased a second finger in beside the first.
“No.” She caught his wrist, trapping his fingers deep inside her. “I need you, all of you, inside here.” She squeezed him again then released his wrist.
He should make her wait, lick her until she was screaming, but his desire was just as demanding as hers. Withdrawing his fingers, he bent for another taste, then thrust his aching cock into her body. She cried out, clutching him so tightly he felt himself start to come. Discipline alone allowed him to pull back from the brink.
This was not what he’d imagined when he kissed her awake. He rocked between her thighs, shuttling in and out of her snug passage. He threw his head back, reveling in the heat and motion. His skin felt electric and his blood seemed to race through his veins.
She cried out and trembled beneath him and sparks of her pleasure skittered across their connection. His hoarse cry echoed hers, but he miraculously held back his release. He would not allow this to end so quickly. He was stronger than that.
Pulling out was painful, but he wasn’t without her for long. He flipped her over and drew up her hips. Easily finding her entrance, he thrust back in and they groaned in unison. He pulled back his hips and slid in slowly, determined to prolong their enjoyment. Her energy surrounded his shaft, caressing him just as tangibly as her body. He shuddered, knowing he wouldn’t last long if he continued to move.
Instead he drew her up, pressing her back against his chest. She turned her head sharply, offering her mouth. The position thrust her breasts forward and he took full advantage of both offerings. He caressed her breasts with one hand as his tongue moved in and out of her mouth.
Soon caresses weren’t enough. He wanted to feel her come around his cock, know she needed him as desperately as he needed her. With their mouths still clinging, he held her close with one arm as his other hand moved between her thighs. He caressed her folds, accenting how tightly she stretched to accommodate his thickness.
She grew restless beneath his touch, but he didn’t release her. His middle finger found her clit and her entire body tensed. Come for me, gennari. He pushed the directive into her mind with a hint of his consuming need.
Her breasts quivered against his forearm and her core tightened on his shaft. His finger circled and stroked her clit until pleasure radiated across their link. He didn’t analyze the development, just accepted her momentary surrender. With his finger still covering her clit, he bent her forward, supporting her until she pressed her hands against the bed. Then he pulled back and drove deep, pairing each thrust with a pass of his finger.
She tossed back her hair and arched, taking him deeper into her body. Her energy swirled again, stealing his breath for a moment. He wasn’t sure if she was doing it intentionally and he really didn’t care. Nothing had ever felt more amazing than her essence caressing his cock.
Finally lost in the storm, he moved both hands to her hips and increased his speed. She went down to her elbows, creating a better angle for his forceful strokes. Hard and deep, he claimed her body, all the while aware that something was missing.
Her body couldn’t have been more perfect or the pleasure more intense. Still, he would always hunger for more than these physical sensations.
Looking down, he watched his wet cock moving in and out of her willing body. Lust surged, burning away regret. Energy gathered at the base of his spine, making his balls constrict in preparation for an explosive release. The pleasure was so overwhelming he nearly forgot that she wasn’t ready for his seed.
His fingers dug into her hips and he gritted his teeth as he forced himself to pull out. He squeezed his painfully engorged shaft then frantically stroked until his seed jetted onto her back.
She collapsed onto the bed with a frustrated hiss. “I hate it when you do that.”
Her voice was muffled by the covers, but he understood every word. “I’m protecting you.”
“I know.” She looked back at him, her gaze sad. “And I appreciate it.”
Unable to conceal his disappointment, he crawled off the bed and went to the bathroom for a washcloth. He couldn’t force this. She would open up when she was ready and not before.
Her arms wrapped around him and she pressed against his back. “Are you mad at me?”
He turned around and drew her tightly against him. “I’m not angry.” He wiped up the mess he’d left on her skin then tossed the washcloth into the sink. “This is hard for you. I understand that and I’m trying to be patient.”
She ran her hands up his chest and locked them behind his neck. “You’re the most amazing man I’ve ever met and I’m so glad you’re in my life. My reluctance has nothing to do with you.”
He bent and kissed her as his fingers combed through her hair. “I’ll wait as long as you need and we’ll move forward as slowly as you like. Just don’t push me away.”
“It’s a deal.” She pushed up to the balls of her feet and kissed him with tender affection. “Now tell me what gennari really means.”
He chuckled as she nibbled at his earlobe. “It’s a declaration of intent.”
She pulled back, her expression quizzical. “You’re intent to do what?”
He laughed then lightly slapped her luscious behind. “I would think that was obvious.” She obviously needed to hear it and he needed to say it. “I feel a connection with you that I’ve never felt with anyone else. I want you as my mate.”
Much to his relief she didn’t tense nor did she pull away. “You’re much too tempting when you’re naked. This isn’t fair.” She pushed him toward the shower. “And we both smell like sex!”
* * * * *
Jillian raised the coffee mug toward her face and inhaled. The coffee shop might be new to her, but the rich aroma was soothingly familiar. “If we’re finished with the double, does that mean I can go home?”
“That’s not my call,” Elias told her. “You’ll have to ask your handler.” His smirk told her he knew just how well Odintar had “handled” her lately. It didn’t bother her. She’d handled Odintar just as thoroughly by the time they’d fallen into an exhausted sleep. And this morning had been even better, an overwhelming combination of intensity and tenderness.
I feel a connection with you that I’ve never felt with anyone else. I want you as my mate. As proposals went it was rather oddly worded. Still, the possibility of spending the rest of her life with Odintar was much more tempting than she expected it would be.
Distracted by the development, she’d lingered in the shower after they’d finished washing each other. She hadn’t come to a definitive conclusion, but she hadn’t talked herself out of it either.
When she finally emerged from her bedroom, she found Elias and Odintar at the kitchen table deep in conversation. Odintar made the introductions, explaining that Elias was part of the human taskforce that was assisting the Mystic Militia. Elias seemed annoyed by the description, but he hadn’t argued the point. Instead he told her about a tattoo shop the Shadow Assassins had been patronizing on a regular basis. They needed her to apply for the receptionist position and gather as much intel as she could.
“Say I get the job. What happens if Nazerel strolls through the door?”
“You treat him like any other customer,” Odintar said. “The only way you would know he’s after you is if you’d had contact with us.”
“And the whole point of the double was to keep him from realizing where you’ve been,” Elias reminded.
“We’re not sending you in alone,” Odintar assured. “We’ll be with you every step of the way.”
So here she sat, waiting for her double to arrive. As soon as Elias’ men spotted Jillian’s car, Jillian would go into the bathroom. Her double would go into the bathroom as well and wait until Jillian was long gone before she snuck out through the back.
It was a simple plan, but there were still so many things that could go wrong. First and foremost, the shop’s owner might not want to hire an ex-showgirl with a bum leg. Even if the bum leg was being greatly exaggerated. She’d refused to wear the god-awful brace, but agreed to affect a limp, so they’d instructed her double to do likewise.
“The car just turned the corner.” Elias motioned toward the bathroom. “You’re on.”
Swallowing past the lump in her throat, Jillian pushed to her feet and hobbled over to the bathroom. A strange sort of dread spread through her. If it hadn’t been for Odintar, this might well have been her life for the next few years. Surgeries and physical therapy, frustration and pain. She whispered a prayer, thanking whatever god had sent him into her life for their generosity.
She stood awkwardly in the bathroom and waited for her double to arrive. If the other woman hadn’t been dressed in an outfit identical to Jillian’s, she might not have realized who she was supposed to be. They were both tall and athletic, but her “double” was at least twenty years older than she was and much more…weathered. She couldn’t think of a less insulting adjective.
“Hi,” she greeted with an awkward wave.
“Hi, yourself.” She fished through her shoulder bag and found a cigarette. “Oh God how I missed these.” She lit the cigarette and inhaled deeply, a blissful expression spreading across her face. “Loved your apartment. It’s way nicer than mine. But the confinement was getting to me. Glad it’s over. Keys are behind the visor. Cheers.” She walked into one of the stalls and closed the door, dismissing Jillian.
Jillian smiled at the odd exchange and rushed from the bathroom before the cloud of cigarette smoke found her clothes.
Elias was nowhere in sight when she returned to the small seating area. Odintar was here somewhere as well, but he’d warned her that the level of shielding needed to hide from the Shadow Assassins would make him undetectable to her as well.
Feeling a little abandoned, she headed for the door. This plan still seemed overly risky to her. Nazerel might not be the only Shadow Assassin who had looked through the notebook. What if one of the others chose her as their prospective mate? The thought was even more upsetting after the amazing night she’d just spent in Odintar’s arms.
She couldn’t think like that or the Shadow Assassins might sense her fear. They didn’t realize she knew about them. That was her main advantage. As long as they didn’t suspect she knew their secrets, and as long as they thought she was still physically impaired, she should be relatively safe. It was imperative that she seem intrigued and a little intimidated by them, but nothing more.


Her real goal was to see if she could get the employees gossiping about their unusual clientele. They might know more than they realized they knew. But first she had to earn their trust.
No. First you have to get the job. She accepted the reminder and smoothed down her hair before she opened the front door. The shop was in a newly renovated strip mall in one of the older parts of town. Not fancy by any means, but she’d seen far worse.
The door chimed as she pulled it open. The interior was light and open, arranged to maximize limited space.
“Have a seat. I’ll be right out,” someone called from the behind the curtain obscuring the back of the shop.
She moved to the couch situated perpendicular to the long case displaying jewelry and various forms of body art. Did they do piercings and implants or just tattoos? As tattoos became more mainstream, the popularity of body modification had begun to rise.
There were three photo albums on the coffee table directly in front of the couch. Each cover featured a name in bold, block letters. Tess, Roxie and Jett. The owner’s name was Roxie, so Jillian picked up Roxie’s book. From the first page on it was obvious that Roxie was a genuine talent. Her designs were original and distinct, bold, yet elegant.
“What do you think? And don’t tell me they’re nice.” An attractive woman in her late twenties or early thirties skirted the display case and approached Jillian.
Jillian smiled. Apparently her interview had just begun. She didn’t know for sure that this was Roxie, but she suspected she was. With dark brown hair and pale blue eyes, her face was as stunning as her artwork. “You like to over complicate your designs, like you’re never sure when it’s finished.”
The young woman smiled, apparently pleased by the observation. “Go on.”
“You’ve spent a lot of time playing—or watching others play—video games. I see the influence of several well-known gaming studios.”
“Guilty. But what made you think I watched rather than played?”
So this was Roxie. “I can’t picture you setting down your sketch pad long enough to get good at a video game.”
“You’re very perceptive.” She crossed to the coffee table and held out her hand. “Roxie Latimer and please tell me you’re Jillian Taylor.”
Jillian set the photo album back on the coffee table and stood before she shook Roxie’s hand. “I am. It’s nice to meet you. I don’t want to misrepresent myself. I’m an art fan, but I’m not an artist. Do you only need a receptionist or were you hoping to recruit a fledgling artist?”
“The stations are full. We need a receptionist.” She motioned toward the couch as she rounded the table and sat as well.
Jillian pivoted toward her, carefully positioning her formerly wounded leg.
Roxie noticed the motion, but didn’t mention it. At least not directly. “So tell me about your work history. Are you currently employed?”
“I was a dancer until a recent accident forced me to reassess my career plans.” She didn’t need to fake the pang of sadness in her voice.
“Oh my God! I knew you looked familiar. You’re the Jillian Taylor. I saw Star-Crossed three times. Jett said you’d landed a headline gig. What are you doing here?”
“I’d performed sixteen shows when the accident happened.” She motioned toward her leg. “It’s damaged beyond repair. Dancing is no longer an option.”
Roxie reached over and squeezed her arm. “I am so sorry. You were brilliant in Star-Crossed.”
“Thanks.” Her throat felt tight and tears stung her eyes. Stubbornness alone held them back.
“I’m sorry. I’m being really insensitive. The job is yours if you want it. The pay sucks, but you can have all the free ink you want.”
“I’m not sure you want to make that offer. I’m still a virgin.”
“I’d be happy to help with that,” the smoky male voice drew her gaze to the opening leading to the back of the shop. A lanky young man stood there, his asymmetrical hair and heavily lined eyes broadcasting his profession. Not to mention the tattoos that covered both arms and one side of his neck.
“Jett, this is—”
“Jillian Taylor requires no introduction. Not in this town.”
It was torture. Every word they uttered shined a glaring light on the life she was leaving behind. She’d been a star. Well, more like an aspiring star, but she’d just started to build momentum when it all came crashing down. Now she was a fallen star trying to redefine herself in a reality she didn’t quite understand.
“And I’m pretty sure she was referring to her lily-white skin not her sex life,” Roxie pointed out playfully.
“I’d love to take my needles to her almost as much as—”
“Only you would call it a needle,” a female pushed past him and smiled at Jillian. “At least he’s honest. Most men exaggerate, or worse, compensate.”
“That’s Tess,” Roxie told her.
Tess looked more like a librarian than a tattoo artist, but Jillian returned her smile. “Nice to meet you, Tess.”
“Likewise. And I specialize in tattoo virgins, so ignore him. Jett would be drooling all over you the entire time anyway.”
“What, you don’t think she’s gorgeous? You don’t have to like girls to appreciate a bod-face like hers.”
The slip had been so obvious all three females laughed.
“Yes, she’s gorgeous, face and body,” Tess volleyed, “but so is Roxie.”
“I’ve worn out all my fantasies about Roxie. I was about to start fantasizing about you.”
“Naughty nanny or hot for teacher?” Tess waved away both ideas. “You’re so predictable.”
“They never stop,” Roxie warned. “It’s better to just ignore them.”
The door chimed and everyone looked at the newcomer. Even dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, the man looked intimidating. With sharp features and a dramatically sculpted physique, he was either a Shadow Assassin or a world-class body builder.
“Flynn,” Roxie greeted as she stood and walked out from behind the coffee table. “I don’t think you’re on my schedule. Are you taking someone else’s slot again?”
“Nazerel said you make time.” His accent was so heavy his words were hard to understand.
“Go on back. I’ll be just a minute longer.”
He nodded and headed for the doorway leading to the work area.
Roxie turned back to Jillian with an apologetic smile. “I don’t know why they’re suddenly in such a hurry. You’d think they were leaving town or something.” She sighed and smoothed down her black leather pants. “Anyway, when can you start? We can work out a schedule that makes sense to both of us when I don’t have one of my boys breathing down my neck.”
“How about Friday afternoon. That will give me a day and a half to tie up loose ends.”
“Perfect. Come in around two.”
“I’ll be here.”
She waited until Roxie disappeared through the doorway before she turned to Tess and asked, “Did she actually refer to that mass of muscle as a boy?”
Tess laughed. “Their boss refers to them as her boys and Rox has picked up the habit.”
“Their boss?” Jillian shook her head. “Do I even want to know?”
“Oh we all want to know,” Jett interjected. “But Roxie is keeping this mystery all to herself.”
“Not to mention a bunch more like Flynn. No one else is allowed to work on ‘the boys’. It’s ridiculous.” Tess crossed her arms over her chest and glared at the doorway through which they’d passed.
“Well, I better get going.” Jillian stood, reminding herself to favor her leg. “My numbers are on my application. If anything changes, call. If not, I’ll see you Friday.”
The sun stabbed into Jillian’s eyes as she stepped out onto the sidewalk. She quickly found her sunglasses and put them on, then looked for her car. She’d been so distracted when she walked into Unique Ink, she’d forgotten to see where her double had parked.
Carefully maintaining her role until she was seated behind the wheel, she flipped down the visor and the keys to her car, mailbox and apartment dropped into her lap. “I’m a person again,” she muttered under her breath as she slipped the car key into the ignition.
“No you’ll need a cell phone for that.”
She gasped. Odintar’s voice had been audible, but he was still not visible.
“Where are you?”
“Backseat. There’s too many curious eyes right here for me to lower my shields.”
“Got it.” She started the engine and drove away from the strip mall. She found a secluded parking lot, checked to make sure there were no surveillance cameras, then pulled to the back corner of the lot.
“That went incredibly well.” Odintar finally lowered his shields. “Seemed like a fun place to work.”
“Until the Shadow Assassin walk in.”
“You’ve already been more successful than you realize. Think about what Roxie said. All of her clients are rushing to finish their tattoos. Like they’re leaving town or something.”
“Does that mean something specific to you?”
“We’ve known for some time that they intend to relocate to different cities. Team East was the first to leave. Teams West and South have basically combined and we think they’ll be the next to go. Flynn was on Team West.”
“All that means is we’re running out of time to find them. We already knew that.”
“An operation like theirs takes serious planning to relocate. There are signs, if you know what to watch. This is encouraging.”
She didn’t feel encouraged. She felt exposed and…used. This wasn’t even her fight. Why did she have to be the one on the front line?
With a frustrated sigh, she contained her pessimistic thoughts. It was her fight, whether she wanted to be part of it or not. If they didn’t protect Roxie, it was more than likely she’d disappear. And she’d die never knowing what she’d stumbled into. Now that would be tragic.
“Care to share your thoughts. Your mind is locked up tight.”
She met his gaze in the rearview mirror then shook her head. “They’re not worth sharing. I’m just being morose.”
He shifted into the front seat. He never really disappeared completely. His body just sort of flowed from one seat to the other. “I can handle morose. Did all the adulation make you homesick for your old life?”
Adulation? Had it really seemed like worship to him? Probably. Jett had been especially gushy. “I know I can’t go back and Tori would argue that I’ve gained more than I’ve lost. But I miss it.”
“That’s understandable. Your life was utterly focused for a very long time. Now your focus has expanded. That’s all. It doesn’t mean dance can’t be part of your life. You just have more options now.”
She chuckled and playfully shoved his arm. “Way to sell it, Mr. Mystic. Did they teach you that crap at the Conservatory?”
“No. The Conservatory was all about self-denial and serving the greater good. Might be why I headed to Bilarri as soon as I finished my training.”
“Did Bilarri feel like home?”
He glanced out the window and took a moment before he answered, “I’ve yet to find a place where I feel completely at home. That’s probably why I’ve traveled extensively. I’m still searching.”
“I’m sorry. That must be hard.”
His lips quirked and he shot her a sidelong stare. “Not nearly as hard as it could be.”
It took her a moment to realize he wasn’t talking about home anymore. Men! They never changed. “You might not know where your home is yet, but I know where to find mine. Can I please go there now?”
“Soon. We have one more stop to make, then I promise I’ll take you home.”
“I’ll sleep in my own bed tonight? Honestly?”
“You have my word. You will sleep in your own bed tonight.”
* * * * *
Nazerel looked at the progress Roxie had made on Flynn’s tattoo and then glared at Flynn. “It’s amazing, as always, but you were supposed to be home all afternoon. Just like the rest of us.”
“I want this thing finished before we leave.” Flynn lifted his chin and glared right back at Nazerel. “Unless we take Roxie with us.”
Flynn was the only member of Team West Nazerel trusted. They’d known each other before they came to Earth, even before they were forced to leave the Shadow Maze. Flynn’s half-brother was a sweeper who’d been assigned to Team South, despite the loud protestations of his father. Flynn thought he should have been chosen as alpha hunter rather than Zacharous and most of the hunters here agreed with him. Nazerel wanted someone strong at his back, yet needed someone uncertain enough to follow his lead without question. Flynn fit the bill perfectly.
“If Roxie were in the notebook, someone could claim her and Sevrin couldn’t argue with our choice. But Roxie isn’t. I already checked.” The stubborn look on Flynn’s face made Nazerel smile. He wasn’t the first to suggest they take Roxie with them. She’d developed a loyal following. There was something about being hurt by a beautiful woman that they all found addictive. The art she created was just a bonus.
“So we do it anyway. Like you’re always saying, it’s easier to beg forgiveness than ask permission.”
“Not with Sevrin. She’d slit Roxie’s throat and make us watch her bleed out. And I mean that literally.”
Flynn huffed out a sigh then shrugged. “Well, I’m here now. What still needs to be done?”
Nazerel looked around the spacious house. Boxes were stacked in every corner and still much remained unpacked. It amazed Nazerel how much they’d managed to accumulate in two short months. “Find a box and put your shit in it. It’s not complicated, just time-consuming. The trucks arrive Friday morning. Anything not boxed up and ready to go will be left behind.”
“So I just need to find a box big enough for Roxie,” Flynn laughed as he headed for the front stairs.
“Give it up!” Nazerel returned to his own packing as Flynn disappeared down a hallway. The house was currently home to nine men when it was designed to accommodate five. Hopefully the new house would be more manageable. If not, he was going to harass Sevrin until she hired a housekeeper.
As if summoned by his thoughts, Sevrin let herself in and crossed the foyer, heels clicking rhythmically against the stone tiles. “Are you having fun yet?” Her voice echoed off the vaulted ceilings until she stepped down into the living room.
He allowed himself to acknowledge her physical beauty. She looked particularly attractive in a snug skirt of buttery leather. The matching vest was doubtlessly meant to be worn over a shirt, but she let it showcase her round breasts and sleek arms. Regardless of her appeal, he was too smart to mix business with pleasure. Besides, Sevrin’s loyalty shifted without warning. There was no way he’d make himself vulnerable to her whims.
Ignoring her facetious question, he asked, “What can I do for you?
She smiled, yet her unringed eyes remained cold and calculating. She was pureblood Rodyte. There had to be some sort of film covering her eyes. “Are you finally ready to take my order?”
“Depends on the order. You respect my boundaries and I’ll respect yours.”
“Is Flynn around?” Challenge warmed her gaze while her smile turned brittle.
If she’d set her sights on Flynn, Nazerel would be thrilled. Flynn was vain enough to think he’d caught her attention all by himself, yet resentful enough to tell Nazerel everything that happened behind closed doors. Still, the timing couldn’t be worse for her to break in a new plaything. He needed every set of hands if they were going to be ready by Friday morning.
“We’re all really busy. Can this wait?”
She scowled at him and moved two steps closer. “Would I be here if it weren’t important?” Even in sky-high heels, her head only reached his chin. Did she really think she could intimidate him?
Without shifting his gaze from her angry face, he called out, “Flynn! Get your ass down here!”
Flynn rushed into view a few seconds later, followed by two other members of Team West. “What’s the prob—” He spotted Sevrin and immediately schooled his expression. “Mistress.”
Sevrin waited until he reached the main floor before she spoke to him, but her tone was clipped and cold. “Did you visit Unique Ink this afternoon without an appointment?”
After glaring at Nazerel, he returned his gaze to Sevrin. “Roxie assured me that I wasn’t bumping anyone else. If she’d had a customer, I would have left.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
“Yes, mistress. It was selfish and disobedient. I apologize.”
Much to Nazerel’s surprise she rolled her eyes. “You’re not in trouble, silly boy. Stop groveling.” Flynn snapped to attention and clasped his hands behind his back. The pose stretched his T-shirt across his chest and showcased his biceps. Sevrin took full advantage of the display. “Was anyone else there when you arrived?” She circled him slowly as she waited for his answer, her gaze moving up and down his body.
If any of them looked at her like that, she’d have them beaten or worse. She was such a hypocritical bitch.
“There was a customer on the couch looking through the design books. But both Jett and Tess were available to help her.”
“Male or female?” She completed her orbit and studied his face.
“Female. Blonde. Sorry. I didn’t pay much attention to her.”
“Damn.” She waved Flynn away. “Go back to whatever you were doing.”
After a momentary pause, Flynn obeyed.
“Is there a problem?” Nazerel asked as Sevrin turned to leave.
“I’m not sure yet. Roxie decided she needs a receptionist and it’s the perfect opportunity for one of our enemies to insert a spy.”
One of their enemies? Was she referring to the human taskforce or were there even more threats than she’d revealed? He started to ask her, but changed his mind. She enjoyed making him beg for information. She enjoyed making him beg, period. Well, he was sick of begging. In fact, he was sick of Sevrin’s games.
“Does it even matter? We’ll be out of here in a few days.”
“Depends how talkative your people became while Roxie worked on them.”
Nazerel tensed. As usual, she was diverting anything resembling accountability away from herself. She had handpicked Roxie, insisted they use only her. “‘My people’ were instructed to speak Rodyte as much as possible. Even if they ran their mouths in front of Roxie, she wouldn’t have understood what they said. The receptionist is irrelevant.”
Sevrin narrowed her eyes and stared past him for a moment, obviously lost in thought. “You’re probably right, but you know I hate loose ends. No more visits. As of right now, Unique Ink is off limits.”
“I’ll make sure everyone knows.”
“Besides, it looks like you still have plenty to do around here.” Without another word Sevrin departed.
Roxie’s image formed in Nazerel’s mind, her silky dark hair and kind eyes. She was an irresistible combination of sweet and feisty. Little wonder every hunter who spent time in her chair wanted to take her home with him. Similar thoughts had flitted through his mind as she bent over him. Only grander aspirations had kept him from acting on the impulse.
For the moment, Sevrin was fixated on the receptionist. But it wouldn’t take long for her to realize the real problem was Roxie. The receptionist could only learn what Roxie knew. Roxie was the loose end. And Sevrin didn’t tolerate loose ends.
He had to warn Roxie. The realization fisted his gut and wouldn’t let go. He had a stash of money he’d squired away because of Sevrin’s miserly habits. If he gave her the money, would she run? Could he convince her that the danger was real? And could he convince all of the hunters not to help Sevrin find her? Unlikely. He fisted his hands and blew out a frustrated breath. She needed a protector, someone who knew how to hide and owed no allegiance to Sevrin.
The Mystic Militia was an obvious choice, but Nazerel suspected that Roxie had a value he’d not yet discovered. Las Vegas was filled with tattoo artists, yet something specific had drawn Sevrin to Unique Ink. He didn’t believe in coincidences, which meant there was something special about Roxie. He wanted to keep Roxie safe, but he’d rather not turn a possible advantage over to the enemy.
Other than the Mystic Militia, there was only one person on Earth who met the qualifications. Gerrod Reynolds. At least he came closer than anyone else.
Despite Sevrin’s promise to explain the connection between his father and Gerrod Reynolds, all she’d offered were vague half-truths and outright lies. It had taken him four days and several bribes, but he now possessed a current address for the mysterious Ontarian.
A calculative smile spread across his lips. As Flynn pointed out, Nazerel generally found it easier to beg forgiveness than ask permission, so he’d snatch the girl and take her to Gerrod. It would be harder for Gerrod to refuse Roxie protection once he’d seen her tear-streaked face.
Knowing he’d need an alibi, once Roxie’s disappearance was realized, he moved into the foyer and called up to the second level. “Flynn, toss me down a roll of tape. I’m going to get started in the basement.” He’d already cleared out most of the basement, but Flynn didn’t know that.
A roll of tape came flying in an indiscriminate arc. Nazerel snatched it out of the air before it shattered the mirror toward which it was headed. “Thanks. Asshole.” He whispered the last under his breath as he stashed the tape in a half-full box. This would only buy him an hour at most, so he had to get moving.
He looked out the front window to make sure Sevrin was really gone. It wouldn’t have been the first time she sat in her car and watched what went on inside the house after they thought she’d left. She was sneaky to the marrow of her bones.
Satisfied that the queen bee had flown back to her hive, he closed the blinds and stepped away from the window. Roxie was in for a shock, because he didn’t have time for explanations. He flashed to her shop without lowering his shields then waited until she was alone. As soon as Tess walked into the storeroom, Nazerel clasped his hand over Roxie’s mouth as he wrapped his other arm around her waist and flashed them toward the suburbs.
She fought wildly, her efforts surprisingly strong. He had more control when he wasn’t struggling with a passenger, so he sent a pulse into her mind and commanded her to sleep. His compulsions weren’t always effective, but she went limp in his arms. Thank the gods.
Gerrod lived in a modest two-story, surrounded by a sea of similar houses. Nazerel scanned ahead and found a dark corner of the backyard in which to materialize. Roxie was still unresponsive, so he lifted her into his arms and approached the back door slowly. Many humans were fond of weapons and he wasn’t in a position to defend himself at the moment.
He kicked the screen door several times then stepped back so Gerrod could see the helpless female in his arms. “I mean you no harm, but this woman needs your assistance.”
The porch light flashed on then off and Gerrod slowly opened the main door while leaving the screen door closed. “What the hell do you want?” Then more gravely, he asked, “How did you find me?”
“This isn’t about me. It’s about her.” He raised Roxie slightly, drawing Gerrod’s attention to her pale face.
“What did Sevrin do to her? I’m no doctor.”
“She’s not harmed, just frightened. May I please bring her inside?”
He looked around, obviously concerned that it was some sort of trap. Then he sighed and unlocked the door, pushing it open so Nazerel could enter.
Nazerel found the living room and placed Roxie on the sofa. She made a distressed sound, but didn’t awaken. That was probably best for now.
“Do you even know who that is?” Gerrod snapped from across the room. “Sevrin will kill us both if she thinks we’ve harmed her.”
That froze Nazerel in his tracks. What the hell was he talking about? “I brought her here because I was afraid Sevrin would kill her. Were my fears unjustified? Who is she?”
“What a cluster.” Gerrod crossed the room and looked at Roxie more closely. “Did she faint or did you flip her switch?”
“I used a compulsion. She should wake up shortly.”
“You better hope she does.” Gerrod sounded almost amused and Nazerel definitely didn’t understand the joke.
“Who is she?” He tried again, allowing his impatience to show.
“Why did you think Sevrin meant to kill her?” Gerrod evaded.
“Roxie’s a tattoo artist and she’s been working on my men. Sevrin is afraid she’s overheard things she shouldn’t and Sevrin always ties up loose ends.”
Gerrod chuckled and turned around. “Want a beer.”
After one concerned glance at Roxie’s still form, Nazerel followed Gerrod into the kitchen. “Sevrin has obviously been screwing with me, which I’m sure doesn’t surprise you. Who the hell is the girl?”
“That, my foolish friend, is the ace up my sleeve. If Sevrin tries to screw with me again, the Mystic Militia will learn all of Roxie’s secrets.”
“Meaning you have no intention of telling me anything.”
Gerrod pulled two beers out of the refrigerator and handed one to Nazerel. “I will tell you that Sevrin needs Roxie much more than she needs you. Take Roxie back before she wakes up and pray to every god you know that she thinks she imagined the entire thing.”
Nazerel twisted off the top and took a long swig of beer. It did nothing to calm the anger seething inside him. Sevrin obviously thought he was a fool, managed to make him look like a fool at every turn. “How do you know my father?”
“What Sevrin told you was basically true. I worked for Pern Keire and so did your father. Pern arranged for South to train me and—”
“You founded the Dirty Dozen,” Nazerel cut in, already confused. “Aren’t you Ontarian? My father trained Rodytes.”
“Your father trained hybrids of many varieties using Rodyte techniques.”
“You’re an Ontarian hybrid?”
Gerrod’s brows arched as he took a swig. “Something like that.”
“Why are you still on Earth?”
Gerrod laughed. “Hasn’t anyone told you what happened to the others? I wasn’t going to let some prissy Mystic rearrange my mind. I was ready to die fighting, and when the team chasing me thought that’s what I’d done. I stepped back and let them believe it.”
“Which stranded you on Earth, living as a human.”
Unaffected by the distain in Nazerel’s tone, Gerrod shrugged. “At least I’m living.” He set down the bottle and motioned toward the other room. “Go put her back before she wakes up. Sevrin is not going to kill her.”



Chapter Eight
 

“This looks like the ultra-secret army base they create for movies. I just didn’t realize places like this actually exist.” Jillian walked beside Odintar, feeling like a rescue puppy exploring a real house for the first time. “Why do they call it the Bunker?”
“This is the only level that’s above ground. The rest of the complex is subterranean.”
“Of course it is.” She laughed. “Aren’t all the best Top Secret installations buried underground.”
She’d driven to a rest stop just off the highway that allowed overnight parking. Odintar still insisted she’d sleep in her own bed tonight, but he was making allowances for the unexpected. Probably wise, being that the unexpected seemed to be his stock and trade.
“Morgan Hoyt, that’s Elias’ boss, runs this place and she’s been gracious enough to sublet a portion of the complex to the Mystic Militia. We were going stir-crazy on our ship.”
“Wait, did you say ‘she’s been gracious enough’? Morgan is female?”
“I’ve never seen her naked, but I have no reason to doubt her claim.”
She slapped his arm. “I bet you’ve pictured her naked, you pervert.”
He was obviously unmoved by her annoyance. “I suspect every man on this base has pictured Morgan naked, or at least the ones partial to curvy females.”
If he was trying to make her jealous, he was succeeding.
They turned right at the end of a long corridor and found Elias waiting for them. Well, two could play at this game. Elias was certainly fantasy worthy. “Hi there, handsome.” She looped her arm through his and flashed a flirtatious smile.
Elias looked at Odintar and raised both brows. “What did you do to piss her off?”
“Told her about Morgan.”
“I see.” He patted Jillian’s hand. “Morgan is a bona-fide workaholic. She keeps herself much too busy for any sort of social life. There’s not a man around who can turn her head. And believe me many have tried. You have nothing to fear from Morgan.”
“So the only reason I don’t need to worry is because Morgan’s not interested in men?”
Odintar laughed while Elias looked confused. “That’s not what I said at all. Morgan is interested in men. She’s just more interested in the work we do here.”
She took pity on him and smiled. “We’re just having fun while we can. I’m not looking forward to this meeting.”
Elias reached over and activated the elevator before he spoke again. “I just met King Indric, but from what I’ve been told—”
“King Indric?” Odintar and Jillian chorused. Then they each clarified the reason for their outburst.
“I requested a representative from Guild Air,” Odintar said. “Not the region’s king. Is Lor responsible for this?”
“I’m going to be assessed by a king?” Panic sped Jillian’s pulse and urged her to run in the opposite direction. “Why would a king, any king, bother with me?”
“King Indric wouldn’t be here without a good reason. I just don’t know what it is.” The elevator door slid open and Elias motioned them inside.
“Am I allowed to refuse?” She hated feeling like a coward, but she couldn’t seem to slow her breathing or calm her racing heart.
“No one is going to hurt you, gennari.” Odintar took her by the shoulders and turned her to face him. “We are sworn to your protection.”
“He’s right.” Elias moved into her peripheral vision. “None of us will let King Indric harm you. Even if that were his intention, which I’m certain it’s not.”
“What if he wants to take me to Bilarri for training or whatever? Earth is my home. I don’t want to leave here.”
Elias held the door with his outstretched arm. “You won’t be forced to do anything.”
She scoffed. “You’re going to say no to a king?”
Her doubt didn’t change his determined expression. “Not just me. You’re part of our team and we protect our own. If King Indric steps out of line, we’ll all be there to pull him back. Now get on the damn elevator. Your doubt is insulting.”
Odintar chuckled, clearly agreeing with Elias’ strategy.
The slap had been verbal not physical, but the result was the same. Her panic eased and she was able to process his words. Okay fine, so she was about to go before alien royalty. Why should that rattle her after everything else she’d been through?
She moved to the back corner of the elevator and scrubbed her hand over her face. She had to stop thinking with human perspectives. The rules had obviously changed. She wasn’t a showgirl anymore. Hadn’t Tori said Lor was the head of some Great House? Aria had married a Bilarrian nobleman. And now Jillian was about to go before a king.
Rather than bombard her companions with questions, she took a deep breath and tried to calm down. Focus on one thing at a time. “How should I greet him? Do I bow or curtsy or something?”
“Royal protocol is only observed at formal events and official court functions,” Elias told her. “A simple handshake will do.”
“And rumor has it King Indric is a terrible flirt, so don’t take it personally,” Odintar added.
“I won’t if you won’t,” she countered, unable to even imagine what a Bilarrian king looked like.
Elias led them to a large open area. It looked sort of like a gymnasium crossed with a martial arts dojo. Familiar, and some not so familiar, workout equipment was situated at one end, while the other was surrounded by mirrors. Large padded mats carpeted the floor.
She hadn’t been sure what to expect, but this was definitely not it. Three men stood in the middle of the padded area. All three turned as she entered the room. She recognized Lor, but the other two were unfamiliar. One stayed slightly back and only glanced at her, while the remaining man met her gaze directly. From his square stance to the confidant tilt of his head, everything about him projected authority. His gold-streaked black hair had been pulled back and bound into a wrist-thick mass. His black-and-gold coloring was echoed in his rich garments. The outfit looked part business suit and part uniform. As she approached, she realized the rings separating his pupils from his irises were gold rather than red or blue. She’d never seen anything so beautiful.
Despite Elias’ advice, she dipped into an automatic curtsy. “Your Majesty.”
Indric caught both her hands and raised her knuckles to his lips for a light kiss. Then his gaze locked with hers and the golden rings shimmered. “May I enter?”
She felt the brush of his energy against her mind and tried not to panic. This was common for these people. They exchanged images, thoughts and energy as easily as humans sent text messages. Unsure of her voice, she nodded and quickly closed her eyes.
With a deep chuckle, he released her hands and stepped back. “You can open your eyes now. I’ve seen all I need to see.”
But she hadn’t felt anything yet.
Realization unfurled and Jillian shivered. He’d only asked permission out of courtesy. He could have scanned her mind without her knowing it; scanned it and probably a whole lot more.
“What did you see?” Her voice sounded calmer than she felt. Hopefully her expression was equally convincing. She might be quaking on the inside, but she didn’t want this powerful stranger to think she was a spineless fool.
“It’s a rather long story. Shall we find a more comfortable setting?” Without waiting for her preference, he waved his hand and the scene around them morphed.
Jillian gasped and wobbled before her mind accepted the new input. She stood beside an ornate loveseat in a stylish salon. Complete with massive marble fireplace and oversized oil paintings, the room created an old-world ambiance. Odintar stood at her side, but Indric hadn’t allowed the others to…transport with them? “Did we teleport or is this some sort of mind trick?”
Amusement softened Indric’s gaze as he explained, “We’re on the metaphysical plane and I’ve paused our time stream. As soon as I release the visualization, we’ll return to reality and everything will continue on as if we never left.”
“Nifty trick.” She was pretty sure even Odintar couldn’t pause a time stream. This was another indication of Indric’s power.
“Have a seat.” He looked at Odintar and added, “Both of you.”
“Is Lor not allowed to know what you discovered?” Odintar sat and held out his hand, encouraging Jillian to join him on the loveseat. She sat and he stretched his arm along the back, barely touching her shoulders.
“It’s up to Jillian whom she informs.” Indric sat facing them and the padded armchair suddenly seemed like a throne.
“And yet I am here.”
Indric’s smile made him look younger and less intimidating. “I just looked into her mind. Mates should have no secrets from each other.”
Odintar cringed and Jillian felt obliged to point out, “We’re lovers, not mates.”
“If you say so.”
Rather than argue about something that was really none of Indric’s business, Jillian asked, “What have you learned?”
“You are not merely a child of my region; you are a direct decedent of my bloodline.”
She kept herself from laughing, but just barely. Her mind was so saturated with unexpected developments she couldn’t even find the strength to feel surprised. Less than a week ago she’d been lying in a hospital bed, barely able to walk, and now she was moving things with her mind and an alien king had just claimed her as kin.
Was this where he insisted that Bilarrian royalty, no matter how distant, belonged on Bilarri? If that was where this conversation was headed, he was in for disappointment.
“How is that possible?” Odintar asked. “She isn’t a foundling. She was raised by her human mother.” His arm shifted from the loveseat to her shoulders.
“My sister was a war bride.” Indric paused. “You’re Ontarian. Do you know what that term means?”
Tension rolled up Odintar’s side and hardened his expression. “Most believe I’m half Ontarian. In truth, my mother was a war bride. She hid me with friends on Ontariese when she was lucky enough to escape her captor.”
Indric shifted his gaze back to Jillian. “And do you understand the complexities of this subject?”
She nodded. “Rodyte warriors captured Bilarrian females, claiming they were spoils of war. That’s where the Shadow Assassins got the idea to capture their mates.”
“Shadow Assassins were simply replenishing their ranks,” Indric pointed out. “With war brides, the intent was more convoluted. Rodytes were trying to restore magic powers to their offspring, but it also became a battle of wits. They prided themselves in besting our security measures. The harder we tried to protect our women, the bolder the Rodytes became.”
“Can I ask a rude question?”
“I doubt I’ll find it rude, but please continue.”
Each time Indric spoke Jillian felt warmth melt the tension from her muscles. Was he doing it intentionally or was it a side effect of the metaphysical plane? “Rodytes can’t manipulate magic, correct?”
“Most can’t, though they have technologies that replicate many of our abilities.”
That was new information. When Odintar explained the conflict, she’d pictured Rodyte hostilities growing out of a sense of inferiority or at least having been treated as inferiors. As with most conflicts, it was obviously more complicated than she’d first thought. “If your sister had abilities similar to yours, how was a Rodyte able to imprison her?”
“They developed a collar that suppresses our access to elemental energy. Without such energy, we are powerless. We have since engineered a device that disables the collar, but it was still in use when Lierra was captured.”
She shuddered. It was so easy to imagine the terror and hopelessness Lierra must have endured. “Is it still going on?”
“We’re enjoying a prolonged lull in hostilities. I’m not sure the war will ever be over. Resentment on both sides runs too deep.”
“I’m sorry about what your sister suffered, but she couldn’t be my mother. My mother has photographs of me in her arms shortly after I was born.”
“You misunderstand.” Indric crossed his legs and offered her a patient smile. “You’re too young to have been battle born.”
“Battle born?”
“The offspring of war brides are referred to as battle born. My sister was returned to us forty-three years ago. As is the custom, she was released from captivity without her battle-born son.”
Another shiver raced down Jillian’s spine as the subject became more personal. “You think your nephew is my father?”
He chuckled and shook his head. “There’s no speculation involved. The rhythm of your energy is so similar to mine, you can only be a blood relation.”
“What made you suspect a connection?” Odintar asked.
Damn good question. What made the King of Bilarri drop everything and flash to another planet?
“It took many years, but I was able to confirm the identity of my nephew. I have attempted to make contact with him, but he considers himself Rodyte and wants nothing to do with his Bilarrian heritage.”
“Who is he?”
Jillian appreciated Odintar’s directness. Her thoughts were too chaotic for such clarity.
“Gerrod Reynolds. He organized the despicable group of rebels known as the Dirty Dozen. When Drakkin told me about the notebook, I knew it was only a matter of time before one or more of Gerrod’s offspring was located.”
“It’s possible I have half-brothers and sisters?” Her heart did a little flip. She’d always longed for siblings, had always envied the closeness Tori and Angie enjoyed. Despite the numerous conflicts the sisters had endured, they each knew the other would be there to support them if the need arose.
“It’s not just possible, it’s likely. The goal of the Dirty Dozen was to create as many offspring as they could.”
“Wait a minute.” She paused, hoping to organize her thoughts. “Weren’t the Dirty Dozen from Ontariese? I thought the Ontarian government sanctioned the program, even brought them to Earth.”
“The facts are sketchy at best,” Odintar admitted. “Nine of the twelve were taken back to Ontariese. Two were killed during the manhunt and their leader was presumed dead. The nine we had in custody were interrogated at length, but their stories varied greatly.”
“Why didn’t someone just read their minds and learn the truth.”
The knowing smile Odintar and Indric exchanged made her feel naive. So many of their explanations began with “it’s not that simple”.
“Truth is greatly influenced by perspective,” Odintar began. “If a person is told an untruth, but they have no reason to doubt it. The falsehood becomes true to them.”
When she didn’t respond to Odintar’s comment, Indric elaborated. “From what I’ve been able to piece together, Gerrod was working for Pern Keire, the ruler of Rodymia at the time. Gerrod recruited the others then dispatched them to different locations so they had minimal contact with each other. It’s likely the others didn’t realize they were being manipulated by a Rodyte.”
And this delightful Rodyte spy was her father.
“What did the Rodyte gain by…never mind. I don’t think I want to know.” She folded her hands in her lap and interlaced her fingers. “What do you expect from me?”
“I expect nothing,” Indric insisted. “Lierra passed beyond years ago, but you have a variety of other relations who will be anxious to meet you.”
“I’m not ready to leave Earth. Is that a problem?” A touch of rebellion sharpened the question.
Indric chuckled, unaffected by her attitude. “I’m not going to throw you over my shoulder and zap you to Bilarri. That’s not why I came. All of Lierra’s wealth and property were held in trust for her son. When I located Gerrod, he stubbornly relinquished all rights to his inheritance. There were no specific provisions for grandchildren in Lierra’s will, but Bilarrian law requires a ten-year waiting period in which offspring can register a claim. Gerrod renounced his inheritance six years ago, so you have four years to decide what you want out of the rest of your life.”
“What happens if I don’t register a claim?”
“I’m the clan patriarch, so everything reverts back to me.” Again the tingling lethargy accompanied each word.
“All you had to do was stay quiet and Lierra’s wealth would have been yours?”
He scooted to the edge of his chair and rested his forearms on his knees. “This isn’t about money. It’s about family. You are a member of my family. None of us will force our way into your life, but I hope, at some point, you’ll be curious enough to explore the possibilities.”
Standing suddenly, she walked around behind the loveseat. She wasn’t afraid of Indric. She just felt the need for a little more separation. “If you’re drugging me intentionally, stop it! I’m not hysterical.”
“I apologize.” The words came out of his mouth, but there was no remorse in his expression.
“Then you were doing it intentionally?”
“Some find my voice soothing. I won’t do it again.”
Those mysterious eyes hinted at a lot more than the ability to soothe. He could pause time, for God’s sake. Was it really surprising that he could control emotions with his voice?
“May I ask a question, sire?” Odintar had remained silently supportive through the entire exchange.
“Of course.”
“Do you know his current location?”
“Gerrod’s?” The king seemed genuinely surprised by the question.
“Yes. He’s a fugitive who has escaped justice for a very long time.”
Indric’s tense nod made Jillian think he wouldn’t answer. “I’ll give Lor his last known address, but I seriously doubt he’s still there. He obviously knows how to evade capture. Even my network of spies had a hard time locating him.”
“And yet you allowed him to disappear.” Odintar pushed to his feet, momentarily blocking her view of Indric. “Why didn’t you notify the authorities when you found him the first time?”
She took a step to the side so she could gauge Indric’s reaction.
His chin came up a notch and the rings in his eyes gleamed. He was clearly not used to having his actions questioned. “His behavior is amoral and utterly objectionable, but he has not broken any laws. As long as the females were willing, which it’s my understanding that they were, I have no reason to pursue the matter further.”
“Would your attitude be the same if he weren’t your nephew?”
Stop it. She rushed around the loveseat and grasped his upper arm, half afraid Odintar would charge Indric.
“This is an Ontarian conflict.” Indric stood as well, though he appeared calm. “I have neither assisted nor hindered any attempts to capture him. If High Queen Charlotte is dissatisfied with my approach, she is free to contact me.”
His arm flexed beneath her hand then gradually relaxed. He took a deep breath and then inclined his head. “I apologize for my attitude. I have expended too much time and energy trying to bring Gerrod Reynolds to justice. The ongoing effort sometimes overshadows my reasoning.”
“I’ll give Lor all the information I have on Gerrod, but don’t expect much. The last time I had contact with him was six years ago.”
“I appreciate the compromise.”
Indric acknowledged the statement with another regal nod, then turned back to Jillian. “I’ll stress this again. Nothing will be forced upon you. But you have opportunities open to you now that weren’t there before. First and foremost, you would be much safer on Bilarri. I encourage you to seriously consider coming home.”
“Home.” She laughed. “I’ve been trying to go home ever since this adventure began.” Odintar looked at her, obviously catching the sarcasm in her tone. She glanced at him then continued her standoff with the king. “I’m not leaving Earth until the Shadow Assassins are apprehended. I won’t make myself safe by making someone else a target.”
Though Indric didn’t seem pleased, he didn’t argue. “Security within the Bunker is acceptable, but Lor mentioned some sort of undercover operation. Tell me more about that.”
Odintar slipped his arm around her waist as he explained, “We’ve identified a tattoo shop frequented by the Shadow Assassins. Jillian was just hired as their receptionist. She’ll be accompanied by a human surveillance team as well as me or one of the other Mystics.”
Indric narrowed his gaze, clearly unsatisfied with the description. “I’ll dispatch a security team to augment the Mystic Militia. Three empowered players is not nearly enough.”
“Two weeks ago I would have argued with you, but we’re no longer limited by the confines of our ship. I suspect Lor will welcome reinforcements. However, the final say is his.”
“Jillian will have a security contingent,” Indric asserted. “Whether or not Lor chooses to incorporate them into current missions is up to him.”
“And if I don’t want bodyguards?” She knew the answer. She just couldn’t believe her freedom had been compromised by a father she’d never met.
“I’m trying to be patient. I know this is overwhelming for you. But it’s my responsibility to keep you safe.” The friendly openness she’d sensed evaporated. She was no longer speaking with a member of her family. This was King Indric. “Don’t fight me on this. I will not relent.”
She stared back at him, neither accepting nor objecting to his decision.
He turned to Odintar and added, “I’ll arrange for a mentor from Guild Air. Your intimate relationship disqualifies you to train her properly.”
Much to her surprise, Odintar nodded. Just like that he handed her over to someone else?
“Don’t I get a say in any of this?” She looked from Indric to Odintar and back. “I happen to like training with Odintar. I trust him and I—”
“He’s right,” Odintar insisted. “You’ll progress faster with someone who’s able to remain objective. I lost that ability the first time I kissed you.”
She was about to voice her annoyance when Indric changed the subject. “Is your mother still alive?”
“Why?” The question was so unexpected, she finally felt surprised.
His easy smile returned. “She suffered at the hands of one of my progeny. I would like the opportunity to make amends.”
Jillian crossed her arms over her chest, not sure what to make of the offer. “What did you have in mind?”
He shrugged. “I can take her to Bilarri where she will live in the lap of luxury or I can arrange for her to receive an inheritance from a previously unknown relation. I can provide for her needs without her ever knowing the source of her good fortune. It’s up to you.”
“Let me think about it. I’m not sure which makes more sense for her.”
“All right.” He clasped his hands behind his back and squared his shoulders. “I’ve taken up enough of your time. Prepare yourself for the rush. I’m going to release the visualization.”
The salon blurred for a fraction of a second and then they were back in the training hall.
“I suppose my office is more comfortable,” Elias was saying. “Will that be satisfactory, sire?”
Lor flashed a knowing smile. Even with the time strand paused, he must have sensed their absence. “I don’t think that’s necessary any longer.”
“I had an investigator locate Gerrod Reynolds six years ago. I don’t know if any of the information will be useful now, but I’ll send over a report.” Before Lor could respond to the offer, Indric turned to Elias. “I appreciate your hospitality.” Then to Odintar he said, “It will take me a day or two to make the arrangements. I’m trusting you to protect her until then.”
Odintar bowed and, without further ado, Indric flashed out of sight.
“All right,” Elias grumbled. “What the hell just happened?”
Lor laughed and patted him on the back. “I think we’re looking at the newest member of Indric’s family.” He moved toward Jillian as he asked, “Am I right?”
She sighed. “So he tells me.”
“Then why aren’t you excited?” Lor glanced at Odintar as he waited for her answer. “You just found out you’re royalty.”
“I just found out I’m an obscure member of a royal family on a planet I’d never heard of until a few days ago. Meanwhile, I’m being hunted by another group of aliens who want to use females like human incubators.”
“Well, when you put it like that…” Elias maintained a straight face as the other three laughed.
Lor carefully placed his hand on her upper arm. “We know this has been hard on you and Odintar told me that what you’d really like is to go home for a night or two.”
Jillian tensed. Was this where he refused because it was too dangerous? Sleeping in her own bed, surrounded by her own things was such a simple request, or it would have been without the Shadow Assassins.
“Blayne and I spent the last three hours warding your apartment,” Lor explained. “The shields won’t last forever, but you should be safe for a night or two.”
She wasn’t sure what “warding” entailed. “Did you create an actual barrier or just some sort of shield?”
“It’s an extremely sensitive alarm. You’ll be warned if anyone approaches, even if they try to teleport in. It will give Odintar time to flash you to safety.”
Which meant Odintar was coming with her. Her stomach tightened while her pulse leapt. Why did she still feel so conflicted? Their romance was exciting, exhilarating, but one night of peace and quiet had its own appeal. Whether Odintar meant to or not, he’d influenced each decision she’d made since he barreled into her life. Still, they were trying to accommodate her needs and she didn’t want to seem ungrateful.
“Thank you,” she said to the three at large.
“Tori’s in the lounge,” Lor told her. “Why don’t you go visit with her while Odintar briefs us on the last few days.”
Despite the polite wording, Jillian knew an order when she heard one. She’d been dismissed, pushed aside so the adults could talk without upsetting the child. “I’d be happy to, if I knew where the lounge was.”
“Take a left, then a right, then another left. Then it’s the second door on your right.” Elias used an angled hand gesture to illustrate each turn.
“Left, right, left. Got it.” Suddenly anxious to be away from the bossy men, she spun on the ball of her foot and hurried down the hallway.
Warmth and encouragement seeped into her mind, making her link with Odintar tingle. At any other time she would have welcomed the affection. Right now, it felt too much like what Indric had done. She found her end of the link and squeezed it shut, blocking Odintar’s access to her mind.
She darted around a corner and collided with someone. Stumbling back as the other person reached out and steadied her. “Sorry.”
“No problem.” The hand grasping her upper arm released. “You must be Jillian.”
Jillian looked up and fought for a reply. Tall and curvaceous, the red-haired woman emanated authority while still maintaining her femininity. Not an easy balance to achieve. “Are you Morgan?”
The woman smiled and went from pretty to stunning. “I am. Can I help you find something?”
“I was headed to the lounge. At least I hope I was.”
“You’re almost there. Turn left at the next corner and you’ll find the lounge a little ways down on your right.”
Beauty was generally an advantage, but a woman in Morgan’s position would be seriously hampered by physical appeal. Jillian didn’t envy Morgan her challenges. “Thanks.”
“Will you be staying here now or were they able to work out the logistics of your apartment?”
“I’m going home for a day or two. We’ll see what happens after that.” She tried to sound as assertive as possible. Too many forces already had influence on her decisions.
Morgan’s sky-blue eyes narrowed as if she’d object, then she nodded. “Very good. It was nice to meet you.”
“Likewise.” Jillian lingered in the hallway as Morgan continued on her way. There was a fine line between protective custody and captivity. Jillian would not allow these people to make her a prisoner in her own life. She wouldn’t put herself in unnecessary danger, but neither would she cower in the corner like a frightened child.
She found the lounge and was relieved to see that Tori was the only other person in the medium-sized room. Tori sat at a square table working on a sleek laptop. She glanced up from the screen and smiled. “Hey there, stranger.”
Jillian slipped into the chair across from her. “Hey yourself.” The back wall was lined with vending machines and couches had been arranged to one side, leaving room for the tables on the other. “Did Lor put you to work or are you researching a new design project?”
Tori closed the laptop and looked at Jillian. “I think my set design days are part of my past. As soon as this crisis is neutralized, Lor and I will probably go back to Ontariese.”
This didn’t surprise Jillian. Lor was some sort of hotshot on his planet, so Tori’s life would have to conform to his. Still, it bothered her that Tori was willing to abandon her entire life without a backward glance. “What about Angie?”
“Angie will likely come too. Blayne wants—”
“What about what Angie wants? Or what you want? Why are you rearranging your lives to fit the needs of these men?” Tori opened her mouth, obviously ready to defend her choices, so Jillian rushed on. “Angie has always been part Gypsy, but you have a life here, an occupation and—”
“And what? An occupation was all I had before I met Lor.”
“Thanks a lot. We’ve been friends for years. That means nothing to you?”
Tori paused, her expression tense yet compassionate. “You’ve never questioned my decisions, even when you didn’t agree with them. What is this really about?”
“He promised there wouldn’t be any more surprises and then—Bam! I get sucker punched.”
“Who made the promise and who threw the sucker punch?”
Jillian tried not to sound melodramatic, but the past week had been surreal. “After rearranging reality as I had known it, Odintar promised he was finished screwing with me.”
Tori laughed. “I wasn’t aware that he’d started screwing with you.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I do, but I’d like you to answer the question. Has there been literal screwing?”
Jillian rubbed her eyes. She was so not in the mood for Tori’s sense of humor. “Yes, we’re lovers. Now can we return to the important subject?”
“Do you mean the part where you’re Bilarrian royalty?” Tori grinned at her.
“Lor warned you?”
She nodded, clearly unwilling to let Jillian’s grumpiness rub off on her. “I’ve heard that King Indric is even better looking than Lord Drakkin. Is it true?”
“Why would you care and who the hell is Lord Drakkin?”
“Aria’s mate. Remember, she’s on Bilarri. Drakkin once ruled the mountain region of Hautell. I think one of his sons is king there now.”
“There’s more than one king on Bilarri? Or is Indric Drakkin’s son?”
“No relation, but Lor said they’ve been best friends for centuries. Bilarri has four regions and each region has its own monarch. Indric rules the deserts of San Adrin.”
That’s right. Odintar had mentioned the four regions. The people from each region were empowered by a different element. It made sense that they’d have separate rulers. Jillian tucked away the facts, not sure when, or if, she’d need to know more about her homeworld. No, Earth was and would always be her homeworld. Bilarri was simply the planet that had produced her paternal grandmother.
“Is there any chance I can make a phone call? I really need to talk to my Mom.”
“Does she do internet calls? I could text her phone and tell her to go online. Internet access is scrambled or encrypted or whatever. I had to register my facial scan before they issued me a logon.”
“You can try. She has a smart phone, but she’s bad about letting the battery run down.” She told Tori the number.
Tori opened her laptop and sent the text. “And you never answered the question. Is Indric hot? I’m asking strictly as an artist, you understand.”
“Sure you are.” Jillian chuckled. Just because Tori was married didn’t mean she’d gone blind. Artists were notoriously visual and Tori was no exception. Besides, without her work as a set designer, she would need a new artistic outlet. “King Indric was arguably the best-looking man I’ve ever seen.” Indric had been more classically handsome than Odintar, yet it was the subtle savagery in Odintar that fascinated her.
“Form his image in your mind so I can see him. I’m starting a sketch book of the different…species sounds so strange, but I guess that’s what we’re encountering, different humanoid species.”
Jillian thought about Indric, letting his image form with as much detail as she could. She felt the brush of Tori’s presence then her friend sucked in a breath.
“Okay, wow. I thought Drakkin was a challenge. I’m not sure I can do justice to Indric.”
“Lor doesn’t mind you drawing all these other men?”
Tori shrugged. “I’ve drawn just as many women. Have you seen Morgan? OMG That woman is disgusting.”
Before Jillian could respond a musical pinging drew Tori’s attention to her computer screen. “We’re in luck. Your mom is logging on. Do you want video?”
“No. I don’t want to explain why I’m not at home.”
Tori established the connection then slid the laptop toward Jillian. “I’ll be back in a few.”
Jillian wasn’t sure the gesture was necessary. Tori knew everything she knew and more.
“Hello? Are you there? Jillian?”
The anxiety in her mother’s tone drew Jillian closer to the screen. “I’m here, Mom. Are you okay?”
“That’s my question? Where the hell have you been for the past week? Why haven’t you returned my calls?”
Damn it. She should have rehearsed an excuse for her thoughtlessness. In truth she’d been so busy and so overwhelmed by all the changes that the complication hadn’t crossed her mind. “I dropped my phone and can’t afford to replace it right now. I’m sorry if I worried you.”
“Worried? I was worried the first two days, then I was frantic. Yesterday I got mad. Today,” she sighed loud enough for the microphone to pick up the whoosh of air. “I’m thrilled to hear your voice, but I’m still angry.”
“I’m really sorry. I don’t know what else I can say.”
“I was going to come see you, but the hospital said you’d been discharged. How are you feeling?”
She hated lies. Honesty might hurt more in the short term, but it seldom sneaked around to bite one in the butt. That was deception’s favorite game. Besides, she didn’t see an alternative. At least not right now. “I’m doing as well as can be expected. Getting around sucks, but I was able to sleep through the night for the first time since this happened.”
“Are you at your apartment or are you staying with someone?”
“I’m at home, but Tori and Angie are helping out.” That wasn’t too far from the truth. “They’ve been wonderful.”
“True friends are hard to find. You need to hang on to those two.”
“I intend to.” Tension built as the conversation lagged. “Mom, I understand why you don’t like to talk about him, but I need to know more about my father.” Or at least her perception of who he had been.
“He was a mistake, a youthful indiscretion. That’s all you need to know.”
“Unfortunately, it’s not.” Now it was time for some creative embellishment. If her mother honestly had no idea her father had been anything other than a collage Romeo, she’d make sure her mother never found out about…reality? Could she really keep the truth from someone she loved? “Some of the blood tests they ran while I was injured revealed something odd in my blood. I was able to give them your medical history, but they really need his too.”
A long pause followed. Jillian could picture her mother’s tormented expression, had seen it often enough while she was growing up to remember every detail. Questions about her father always drew that reaction from her mother.
“Do you at least know his name?” Jillian persisted.
“His first name was Jerry, but I know that’s not what you’re asking.” Another long silence followed and Jillian wished she’d done this in person. It would have been worth the four-hour drive. “How ‘odd’ was what they found in your blood? You’re not being harmed by it, are you?”
She knew. Those few questions made it obvious. Her mother either knew or suspected. “The anomaly isn’t harming me. They’ve just never seen anything like it before.”
“Oh, baby, you have to be careful. Or better yet, drop it completely. Get a new phone number not just a new phone. Move to another apartment. No, another city. If the wrong people get ahold of your blood, they could…”
Soft sobbing came over the speakers and Jillian wrapped her arms around herself. The past was fracturing, bleeding, spilling over into the present. Would they be liberated by the truth or consumed by the destruction. “It’ll be all right, Mom. People are protecting me. I’m safe and so are you.”
“You can’t trust anyone. Jillian, you have to listen to me.” Her voice was suddenly stronger, filled with purpose. “This is so much bigger than you ever imagined.”
The last thing she wanted was to cause her mother more pain. Her mother had already endured a lifetime of isolation and fear. Much of it had been self-imposed, but that didn’t matter now. “I’ll come get you. Pack a bag and be ready in an hour. Don’t tell anyone you’re leaving.”
“In an hour?” A thin laugh followed the question. “You can make it from Vegas to LA in an hour?”
“Just be ready.”
“All right. I’ll be ready.”
Jillian ended the call and powered down the computer. She pushed back from the table and Tori walked back into the room. “Sorry. I overheard most of that. What are you planning to do with her?”
“King Indric offered her a home on Bilarri and I intend to take him up on the offer.”
Tori nodded as Jillian handed her the laptop. “You should go with her. Lor’s convinced the Shadow Assassins are on the move. The receptionist gig is probably a waste of time.”
“I’m not leaving until I have one last conversation with Roxie. She might not realize what she knows, but she could have seen all sorts of things that could be helpful. I’m not going to squander the opportunity.”
“Fair enough. Let’s round up our men so you can go get your mother.” Tori tucked the laptop under her arm and headed for the door.



Chapter Nine
 

Sevrin paused outside the holding cell and adjusted her midnight-blue bustier. She’d taken off the matching jacket, leaving her in a short, tight skirt and high-heeled ankle boots. The outfit was one of her favorites because it perfectly showcased her figure, and she needed every advantage for this negotiation. Satisfied that she looked her best, she triggered the door and stepped inside the small room.
Flynn charged the energy barrier separating them. His hands touched the shimmering field and he shook with what had to be agonizing pain. His dark gaze remained locked with hers and his murderous expression didn’t change, but he didn’t make a sound. Stubborn fool.
“Cut it out. You’ll only damage yourself.”
He slowly lowered his arms, yet remained half a step from the barrier. “I should have listened to Nazerel. You’re a deceitful bitch!”
“But I don’t have to be. I don’t even like being bitchy. You drove me to it.” She dragged one of the two chairs in the observation area closer to the barrier then sat. With her legs crossed, her skirt crawled well up on her thighs. The fact wasn’t lost on her prisoner. “You can either be my reluctant messenger or my willing partner. I’d much rather work with you than force you to do my bidding, but I am able to accomplish either goal.”
He tugged on the metal collar circling his neck. “Take this off me now.”
“After I’ve gone to all this trouble?” She snickered. “You really must think I’m a fool.”
“I told you what I think you are. This is a waste of time.”
She lifted one bare shoulder in a careless shrug that drew his attention to the swell of her breasts. “The precautions are necessary. You and your brothers have significant advantages. The collar simply ensures your obedience while you’re here.”
“Where the hell is here? I can’t believe I let you drug me.” He turned his back on her and tried to rip open the collar for what had to be the hundredth time.
“This is my new headquarters. None of you will ever know its actual location. It has been under construction for the past two years and houses state-of-the-art technology. You would not be better served if you were taken to the Rodyte capital.” She paused, allowing her words to sink in. “For obvious reasons, I must be careful. You and your brothers have disregarded many of my fundamental rules and you’ve ignored my warnings. That’s about to change.”
“Fuck.” He turned back around. “You.”
“We’ll get to that in a moment.” She stood and slid the chair out of her way. “You need to pay attention. You will be required to explain my expectations to the others. Now that we have the staff and the technology required for success, there will be no more self-directed hunts. I will sanction one hunter at a time. Anyone who disregards this rule will be shot on sight. There will be no second chances. Do you understand?”
“I understand that you’re insane. How do you intend to stop us from hunting? Are you going to kill us all?”
“If need be,” she replied without pause. “You seem to have forgotten that there are thousands of Shadow Assassins back on Ontariese. Everyone is expendable.”
“We’re the strongest. The best.” He planted his fists on his hips and dared her to argue with his belligerent expression. “Are you ready to settle for second best?”
“I’m ready for success. If that requires a massive purge in personnel, I’m prepared for the sacrifice. Are you?”
He just glared at her.
She held up her index finger. “No unsanctioned hunts.” Adding her middle finger to the gesture, she went on. “The sanctioned hunter will bring his mate to the old warehouse. He will be collared. He and his mate will be drugged then they will be transported to this location. I am the only female allowed in the team houses.”
“The others will never agree.”
She shrugged. “They have no choice.”
“They’ll run.”
She smiled, anticipation making her giddy. She’d tried to play nicely with these men and they’d taken advantage of her generosity. Well, they were about to find out why people whispered her father’s name with fear and reverence. And everyone that knew her said she was just like her father.
“Your nanites were manufactured on Rodymia. I now have the means to track them. And unlike an Ontarian tracking chip, your nanites cannot be removed.”
He stared at her silently, nostrils flaring, eyes narrowed and hostile. “This is intolerable.”
Again she shrugged. “Only if you make it so. The rules are flexible. You’ve lost my trust. Regain it and I’ll grant you more freedom.”
“How do we regain your trust?”
“By following the rules.”
His hands folded into tight fists. “We had it better on Ontariese.”
“Oh now that’s just nonsense. You will each be granted the opportunity to hunt and I will enable you to transfer your abilities to your mate. Can Overlord Lyrik say the same?”
“None of your attempts have been successful. Why should we believe you now?”
“I have staff and equipment now that I didn’t have before. Dr. Porffer, bless her soul, tried as hard as she could, but even she admitted that she was in over her head. Her teacher’s teacher and his hand-selected team are now at my disposal. The next time we attempt a transfer, it will succeed.”
The fury in his gaze gradually became something more calculative. He licked his lips and gazed into the distance. “What do I have to do to be the one you choose?”
Now that was more like it. “This is rule number three. Each hunter must pay for his sanction with sexual tribute. I’ve decided it’s too great an honor for any hunter to know that he fathered my child. I will enjoy the talents of each hunter before he begins searching for his mate.”
“If you’re hoping to absorb our abilities; it doesn’t work that way.”
“Let me worry about how it works. All any of you need to worry about is pleasing me.”
He tore his shirt off over his head, chest heaving. “I’d like to pay for my sanction. Please.”
He added the last word with such rancor it made Sevrin smile. This was going to be even more fun than she’d imagined. “Tribute must be offered willingly.”
“Oh I’m more than willing. I’ve been imagining this since I first saw you.”
She chuckled. No doubt he’d been imagining all sorts of cruel things, but this was about her pleasure and his surrender. These men were impossibly arrogant and in desperate need of a lesson in humility. “Take off your pants. Let me see what you’re offering.”
It took a moment for him to unclench his hands enough to use them. He ripped open the front of his jeans and shoved them down his thighs. He wore nothing underneath. All the while he glared at her, rebellion evident in every movement. He had a fabulous body, but then they all did. The current generation of Shadow Assassins had been genetically engineered for height and muscle mass then sculpted to perfection by exercise and discipline. Flynn also had a pleasant face. Symmetrical features and light brown hair.
She took her time, enjoying every aspect of his masculine form. Strength and tension were evident in every limb, every bulge and ripple. Except his cock. Though well shaped and full of potential, the shaft wasn’t even hard.
“You don’t look very willing to me.” She motioned toward his crotch.
“Let me touch you, mistress. I promise you won’t be disappointed.”
“No. I’d be dead. It’s obvious you’re still angry.” She moved to the control panel on the wall and activated a compartment at the head of his bunk. The compartment slid open and restraints spilled onto the thin mattress. “Lie on your back and cuff your wrists.”
“I can’t perform in such a demeaning manor,” he snapped. “Shadow Assassins are always in control.”
“Not anymore.” She kept her tone light and tried to look bored. “Restrain yourself or I’ll find another messenger. It really makes no difference to me.”
He stomped to the bunk and spread out on his back. Each movement radiated resentment, which made his surrender even sweeter. He closed his eyes and blew out a harsh breath. “You have my word I will not harm you. Please leave my hands free.”
Did he really think she was that stupid? “Not a chance. Stop stalling.”
With obvious reluctance, he raised his arms over his head and fastened the alloy cuffs. Then he turned his head and glared at her. “Let’s get this over with.” Anger intensified the green of his eyes. They were really quite beautiful.
She deactivated the energy barrier and moved two steps closer. “It doesn’t work like that.” Angling her body so he could see her cleavage and her ass, she bent from the waist and unlaced her ankle boots. “I haven’t had a man since Zacharous was captured. I intend to savor every moment of this.”
After kicking off her boots, she reached beneath her skirt and removed her panties. She looked at him, pleased to find his eyes had followed each move. A zipper secured the front of the bustier, the laces on the back largely ornamental. She lowered the zipper several inches, allowing most of her breasts to spring free. The semi-ridged cups skimmed over her nipples, revealing a hint of areola with each breath.
She looked at his cock and smiled. That was better. “If you hurt me, I’ll slit your throat.”
He said nothing, just waited for her next move.
Tired of the perpetual ache between her thighs, she was tempted to just climb on and ride him fast and hard. But it had been weeks since a man last touched her. She really wanted to play. Besides, the longer she made him wait, the wilder he’d be when she finally took him.
She moved closer to the bunk, pulling up her skirt as she went.
His eyes drooped, nearly closing, and he inhaled deeply. “Are you as wet as you smell?”
“Why don’t you find out?” She straddled his hand and closed her eyes, trembling with anticipation. He shoved his fingers into her wet passage without warning or preparation. Was that two or three? Gods she felt full. Her inner muscles rippled with near orgasm and she groaned. “Watch it. That almost hurt.”
He rotated his hand and found her clit with his thumb. “Is this what you want? Or this?” He shuttled his fingers in and out.
She caught his wrist and pushed his fingers deep. “Now gently touch my clit and make me come.”
His touch obeyed, but his words were another story. “You might think you want it gentle, but we both know you don’t. You want me on top of you, pounding into you, while you fight against the cuffs.” He spread his fingers, stretching her as his thumb carefully circled her clit. “Or better yet, let me hold you down so you feel my fingers biting into your flesh as my cock thrusts deep again and again.”
An orgasm burst with shocking intensity, dragging a startled cry from her throat. Her inner walls caressed his fingers while his thumb prolonged the spasms with undeniable skill.
“Straddle my face so I can lick you.”
She’d been just about to do just that, but his command made her change her mind. She unzipped the bustier and tossed it aside then climbed on top of him. Rubbing her breasts against his chest and her mound against his shaft, she ignored his frustrated thrashing and concentrated on pleasing herself.
Unfortunately, he was right. She enjoyed sex much more when she was being taken, overpowered and overwhelmed by a masterful lover. His body slid against hers, arching with obvious frustration. It was fun to deny him, but she was also denying herself what she really needed.
“Your scent is making me crazy.” He panted. “I want you to ride my tongue.”
“This isn’t about what you want.” She bunched the skirt up around her waist so she could straddle his hips. Then she reached between them and found his cock. “It’s about what I want.” She used his cock like a toy, rubbing it up and down her crease and around her clit, anywhere but into her core.
“Put me in. Gods! Put me in.” He forced the plea out between clenched teeth.
Again she’d been about to do so. Why wouldn’t he shut his damn mouth and enjoy the ride? “Each time you make demands, you postpone the pleasure.” She slid back onto his thighs and waited until he looked into her eyes. “You do not have permission to come.”
His exasperated growl made her grin, then she bent and sucked him into her mouth. He felt enormous as he slid between her lips, incredibly hard, yet also soft. She caressed his base with her hand as she worked his tip with her lips and tongue. Each of his shudders and groans made her bolder, more determined to hear him beg.
“I can’t… Stop or I’ll…” She pulled back just in time to watch his seed burst from his tip and splattered across his flat belly.
“Now look what a mess you’ve made.” Careful to avoid the splatters, she crawled upward and positioned herself directly above his mouth. “You didn’t have permission to do that, so this is your punishment. You will lick me until I’ve had enough, regardless of how long it takes or how many times I come. You’ll keep right on licking.”
“Yes, mistress,” he muttered as she lowered her sex toward his mouth.
* * * * *
Jillian had never seen her mother at a loss for words. Estelle Taylor was known for her strong opinions and her willingness to defend them, yet she’d barely spoken since Lor teleported her to the Bunker.
The men had made themselves scarce after facilitating the transportation. Jillian, Tori and Estelle sat around a small table in someone’s office. The office likely belonged to Elias. Jillian just didn’t know for sure.
“Do you want something to drink?” Tori asked.
Why did people always try to feed someone who was upset? It seemed like a good way to make them throw up. “What made you suspect he was an alien? And why didn’t you ever mention it to me?”
“Would you have believed me?” A bit of the color crept back into Estelle’s cheeks. “I trusted three people with what I’d seen and all three of them treated me like I’d gone crazy.”
“What did you see?”
Estelle looked at her and sighed. “Do you really want to hear all the gory details of your mother’s fall from grace?”
Jillian hesitated. No one wanted to think about their parent having sex, but she might have seen something crucial and not know its true importance. “Be as vague as you can, but tell me what you saw.”
“The party was in a frat house and it was really crowded. My best friend, Pam, and I went into one of the bedrooms. We’d just met Jerry and Bill, so we didn’t expect things to go as far as they went.”
Jillian’s chest tightened and she had to ask, “They didn’t force you, did they?”
“No. It wasn’t like that.”
“You were with Jerry and Pam was with Bill?” Tori asked.
Estelle nodded. “Pam had been with a man before, but I’d just turned eighteen. I wasn’t used to sexually aggressive men. The boys I’d dated were perfect gentlemen.”
“Which is why you were still a virgin,” Tori said with a gentle smile.
“Innocence wasn’t something to be ashamed of back then,” Estelle pointed out. “Anyway, I wanted to leave, but I didn’t feel right walking out on Pam. It was obvious she was willing, but things can turn ugly fast.”
“Go on,” Tori prompted, but Jillian wasn’t sure she wanted to hear more. Her mom wasn’t doing a very good job of remaining vague.
“Pam and Bill were on the bed and me and Jerry were on a small couch. Jerry noticed I was more interested in what was happening to Pam than what we were doing, so he held me in front of him and told me to watch. He said I’d stop resisting if I saw there was no reason to be afraid.”
There had to be a point to all this. Her mother wasn’t one to enjoy airing her dirty laundry.
“As Bill grew more amorous, his eyes began to spin.” Estelle paused looking at the other two as if to see if they believed what she was saying. “The first time I saw it, I thought I’d had too much to drink. But he looked right at me more than once and it was… It wasn’t natural.”
“He was Ontarian,” Tori told her. “Most of the people on Ontariese have eyes that gently rotate.”
“I was terrified, but Jerry wouldn’t let go of me until Bill finished with Pam. I asked her if she saw what happened with his eyes and she said what I’d thought.”
“That you were drunk?” It must have been so isolating to have no one believe her.
Her mother just nodded.
“If you didn’t have sex with Jerry that night,” Tori prompted, “when did it happen?”
“I don’t think anyone had ever refused him before. He showed up in all sorts of unexpected places, determined to seduce me. The more I resisted him, the more attentive he became. His overt seduction became a tender courtship until I finally gave in.” She licked her lips and stared down at her folded hands, obviously upset by what came next. “I thought I’d reformed a playboy. He told me he loved me and I believed him. But I looked into his eyes while he, you know, and I saw rings of blue glowing like…not like anything I’d ever seen before or since. I even asked him what happened and he pretended not to know what I meant. He said he’d pick me up the following morning, but I never saw him again.”
Which was why she’d always been so over-cautious of men, so convinced they only wanted sex from any woman. Jillian had always understood the cause of her mother’s bitterness. Knowing the details just made it even sadder.
“Did Pam become pregnant too?”
Good thing Tori was here to keep the conversation on track. Jillian wanted to pull her mother into her arms and have a mutual cry.
“No. We were roommates until I left collage. She wouldn’t have been able to hide it from me.”
“Jerry’s real name is Gerrod Reynolds and he’s from a planet called Rodymia. Odintar, Jillian’s lover, is from the same planet. His eyes have the blue rings you described.”
“Well, sometimes the rings are red,” Jillian corrected.
“Really?” Tori turned from Estelle and looked at Jillian.
“Emotions determine which color appears.”
“I did not know that.” Tori sounded almost amused.
“I knew I wasn’t crazy. I just didn’t know how right I was.”
Unable to bear the uncertainty in her mother’s tone, Jillian knelt beside her and gave her a firm hug.
A light tapping drew her attention to the doorway. Elias stood there, a hesitant smile on his handsome face. “The Bilarrian envoy is here. Is she ready to go?”
“Go?” Estelle echoed. “Where are we going?”
Now came the tricky part, the painful part. “Do you remember Aria? She played Juliette in Star-Crossed.”
“You were her understudy.”
Jillian’s throat was so tight she could only nod.
“What about her?”
“The envoy is here to take you to Bilarri,” Tori took up the explanation, obviously sensing Jillian’s distress. “Aria will be there when you arrive and she’ll explain everything that has happened and why it’s no longer safe for you to be on Earth.”
“I’m going to another planet?” For just a moment excitement shimmered in her clear blue eyes. Then she looked at her daughter and the light faded to dread. “You’re not coming with me?”
“I can’t. Not yet.”
“This is just a temporary separation,” Tori stressed. “You will be together again very soon.”
“I don’t understand. If it’s safe enough for Jillian to be here, then I’m willing to risk—”
“I’ll be safer if I’m not worried about you.” Jillian found her voice again as she pushed to her feet. “Aria will answer all your questions and I’ll join you as soon as I can. You have some really interesting surprises waiting for you on Bilarri. I want you to revel in each one.”
Estelle stood as well. “What sort of surprises?”
Curiosity worked every time. No one enjoyed a good surprise as much as her mother. “It wouldn’t be a surprise if I told you, now would it?”
Tori rounded the table and took Estelle by the hand. “It will be easier for both of you if you say your goodbyes now.”
Jillian gave her mom another lingering hug then kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll see you soon.”
“Not soon enough.” Estelle returned the kiss then composed her expression as she turned to Tori and said, “Lead the way.”
* * * * *
“You have a special request, Roxie,” Jett called from the front of the store. “Can you talk or do you need her to come back?”
Roxie heard an angry voice respond to the suggestion though she couldn’t make out the exact words. Lenna, one of Roxie’s regulars had been squirming and cringing for the past few minutes. She could probably use a break. “Do you mind if I go see what this is about?”
“Please.” Lenna laughed. “I think I’ve had about all I can take anyway.”
“Another two-hour session should finish this up. When would you like to come back?”
“I’ll have to call you. My schedule is crazy right now.” She motioned Roxie toward the front of the store. “Go see about the ‘special request’.”
“Thanks, Lenna. I’ll have Jett bandage you up.”
“Cool.”
Roxie pulled off her latex gloves and tossed them in the trash as she left her station. She pushed the privacy curtain aside and froze. Sevrin stood on the other side of the display case, looking anything but amused. Roxie hurried forward. “Can you bandage Lenna for me? I’ve got this.”
“You sure?” Jett was obviously reluctant to leave her.
“Hurry along, little boy. This conversation isn’t for the likes of you.”
Jett started to object, likely in very profane terms, so Roxie squeezed his arm and said, “Go.”
“Touch her and I call the cops.”
The warning made Sevrin laugh. “She’d still be dead long before they got here if that’s the best you can do.”
“She’s not going to hurt me.” God please let that be true. “Now stop antagonizing her.”
Jett snarled, but obeyed.
“Oh, he’s an adorable little pet. Not very well trained, but adorable.”
Determined to prove that she wasn’t as frightened as she was, Roxie moved around the display case and faced her tormentor. “What do you want?”
“You know damn well what I want. What have you learned?”
Roxie motioned toward the couch, but Sevrin ignored her. “Nazerel doesn’t trust you. Didn’t sound like he likes you very much either.”
Sevrin rolled her eyes. “Damn you’re observant. I never could have figured that out by myself.”
Emboldened by her sarcasm, Roxie took a deep breath and looked into her eyes. “Flynn said this planet was making everyone paranoid and Nazerel complained that he was at the mercy of humans, not Americans or foreigners, humans. Don’t suppose you want to explain that to me.”
Sevrin tilted her head to a mocking angle, a favorite of hers. “Sounds like you have a theory already. Why don’t you explain it to me?”
“I think you’re from much farther away than Eastern Europe.” Roxie searched Sevrin’s gaze, hoping to spot the contact lenses she knew the other woman was wearing.
“You’re a silly little girl.” She averted her gaze as she asked, “What else did they say?”
“A bunch of crude nonsense about what they’d like to do to me and you. Honestly, it was about as helpful as stashing a tape recorder in a locker room. Fart jokes and bedroom bragging is all you’ll ever hear.”
Sevrin’s gaze snapped back to Roxie and a cold, calculative smile parted her lips. “You’re one lucky little human. Their locker room humor helped you dodge a bullet.”
Sevrin walked out and Roxie stumbled to the couch, barely making it before her legs collapsed. “Thank God. Oh thank you God.”
“Do you think she’s gone for good?” Jett stepped out from behind the privacy curtain. His face was so pale Roxie didn’t have to ask if he’d heard the entire conversation.
“Several of the men told me they were moving. I don’t think we’ll see her again.”
“But you do think they’re… What exactly do you think?” He sat down beside her, looking as shell-shocked as she felt.
“It doesn’t matter anymore. They’re gone and I’m still alive.” She reached over and hugged him. He returned the hug so hard it hurt.
“Is everything okay?” Lenna asked from the doorway leading to the back.
A pang of guilt cleared away the rest of Roxie’s fear. She’d completely forgotten about her loyal customer. “Everything’s fine. In fact…” She stood. “Everything is wonderful!”



Chapter Ten
 

Jillian hugged the ratty accent pillow to her chest as if it were a priceless treasure. She didn’t care if it was threadbare and out of style. It was hers! She was surrounded by her things, her smells, her memories. Home. She was finally home, even if it was only for a night or two.
“So do you feel different now that you know you’re royalty?” Odintar softened the question with a lazy smile, but it brought tears to Jillian’s eyes.
“I’ve never felt less like royalty in my entire life.”
He took the pillow from her and tossed it to the sofa where she’d found it. “Come here.” He pulled her into his arms and pressed her against his chest. “I’d say no more surprises, but that didn’t work out so well last time.”
She smiled against his throat, comforted by his warmth and nearness. “I sent my mother to a planet I’ve never seen and entrusted her to a man I’d only met once. I’m a horrible person.”
“You acted swiftly and decisively to ensure her safety and comfort.” He eased her away until she looked at him. “You are a loving daughter. Any parent would be proud to call you theirs.”
He’d meant the words as encouragement, no doubt, but she couldn’t help thinking about him. At least she’d had a mother’s love as she was growing up. Odintar had never really known either of his parents.
“I know what you’re thinking,” he cautioned.
She quickly checked their link and found her side still compressed. So how had he known?
He chuckled. “Your eyes tell me everything I need to know, sweetheart. You were feeling sorry for me and now you’re wondering how I figured it out.”
“Is everyone that transparent to you or is it just me?” She wiggled out of his embrace and headed for the kitchen.
“Life has taught me to be observant, but I am unusually aware of your moods.” He followed her into the kitchen and watched as she rummaged through the drawers. “What are you looking for?”
“A corkscrew. I really need a glass of wine. I don’t even care if it’s red or white.” He joined the search and quickly produced the elusive utensil. “Thank you.” She took it from his hand and opened the cupboard that served as her wine cellar. “Here we go.” Always willing to compromise, she selected a light, refreshing rosé. She snatched two glasses off the bottom shelf. Odintar closed the cupboard door as she set the glasses on the counter.
“Allow me.”
Handing him the bottle, she was curious to see if he’d use the corkscrew or pop it open with his mind. She was almost disappointed when he deftly used the corkscrew. “You’ve done this before.”
“A time or two.” She handed him the glasses and he poured a generous amount into each. “You should probably make a sandwich or something. You hardly ate anything at dinner.”
“I’m not usually this hard to feed. Trauma has always played havoc with my stomach. I promise I’ll have a big breakfast.” She paused to savor the wine then took his hand and led him into the adjacent living room. They sat on the sofa and he pulled her feet into his lap, spinning her sideways in the process. “What are you doing?”
“Helping you relax.” He took a drink of wine then set the glass aside and slipped off her shoes.
He was going to rub her feet, without having to be asked first? She didn’t think it was humanly possible for…but then Odintar wasn’t human. And neither was she. How long would it take her to absorb those basic facts? She wasn’t resisting the truth anymore. Denial was utterly pointless. Still, her mind kept slipping back into her old way of thinking. Of course, she’d spent twenty-six years as a human and only a week as a Bilarrian/Rodyte/human hybrid. She just needed time.
After tugging off her socks, he caught one foot between his hands and warmed her skin. “It was warm all day. How can your feet be this cold?”
He sounded amused not repulsed so she chuckled. “You should feel them in the winter.”
“I intend to.”
She looked at his face, but he was looking at her feet. “There was something about my mother’s story that doesn’t make sense.”
He looked at her, but kept on rubbing. “What’d she say?”
“There was an Ontarian using the name Bill with Gerrod the first night she met him. Her roommate hooked up with him.”
“Why did that surprise you?”
“It would have been twenty-seven years ago. Weren’t the Dirty Dozen in custody by then?”
He paused and speculation clouded his gaze. “If Pern Keir was calling the shots…” Staring into the distance, he couldn’t seem to organize his thoughts. “We presumed it ended when we rounded up the Dirty Dozen. Maybe they just became more careful, more secretive.”
“I can’t help feeling like we’ve just scratched the surface of this mess.”
His gaze moved back to hers, but the shadows remained. “We originally thought the Shadow Assassins contacted the Rodytes. Now it seems more likely that it was the other way around. I think the Shadow Assassins have been pulled into a much larger Rodyte scheme.”
“But what are the Rodytes really after?” She didn’t feel qualified to draw conclusions. So much of this was new to her. “They created a hybrid gene pool. So what can be done with that?”
“I think they’re after what they’ve always been after.”
“Magic?”
He nodded. “Pern passed his obsession with magic on to his daughter and she’s pursued it with a vengeance.”
She sighed and let the unanswered questions slip to the back of her mind. “I guess we always want what we can’t have.” The observation sent a pang of longing through her soul. They’d had sex three times since her emotional overload, twice that night and again the following morning. Each time had been physically satisfying, yet emotionally hollow. He refused to spill his seed where it belonged and she refused to open her mind. Maybe they better talk about this before they went any further. Unsure how to politely introduce the topic, she just dove in. “I don’t want you to, you know, pull out at the end.”
His hands paused mid-squeeze and he looked into her eyes. “I told you what will happen if I don’t.”
“I’m willing to risk it.”
“There’s no risk involved. If I come inside you, our link will expand. Are you ready to accept me into your mind?”
This was bassackwards from how her love life usually worked. Always before, she had been the one wanting more of an emotional connection. “I’m ready for more.” He smiled and leaned toward her. She laughed and pressed her fingers to his lips, “But not until you finish my foot rub. That feels so good.” He returned to his task as she relaxed against the arm of the sofa. “So what did you guys talk about while I was chatting with Tori? Did you learn anything new?”
“I did most of the talking, but Elias said they’ve figured out that the power spikes they’ve been tracking are caused by teleportation. Unfortunately, they can’t tell if the person is arriving or departing, so it’s not as useful as they’d hoped.”
“That’s too bad. We can use any advantage at this point.” He switched to her other foot. “I ran into Morgan in the hallway. She really is gorgeous. She’s never been married?”
“I don’t know. She’s unattached now and seems to prefer it that way. Shall I ask if she’ll be our third?”
She slapped his leg. “Pervert.”
He just chuckled and kept on rubbing. “I have a present for you. Would you like it now or shall we wait until tomorrow?”
“Seriously? You can’t tell me about a present and then expect me to wait for it.”
He lowered her feet to the floor then stood and offered his hands. “Anticipation can be exhilarating, but that’s a lesson for another night.”
“Glad to hear it.” She let him pull her to her feet then looped her arms around his neck and whispered, “I think part of the problem is I’m still struggling to believe anyone as amazing as you can be real.”
He smiled. “I’m real and I’m glad you think I’m amazing.” He brushed his lips over hers, but it was more of a promise than a kiss. “Come on.” He headed straight for her bedroom.
“Don’t I get my present before we—hold on.” She dug in her heels and halted their progress. “Why do you suddenly know your way around my apartment?” There were three identical doors off the main hallway. How had he known which one led to her bedroom?
“I stopped by earlier and dropped off your surprise. Now do you want it or not?”
“Oh I want all sorts of things.”
He laughed and pushed open her bedroom door.
She stumbled to a stop just inside the doorway. Spread across her bed was the most beautiful ball gown she’d ever seen. Strapless, with a billowy skirt, the dress was constructed of an extraordinary fabric that looked silver from one angle and smoky gray from another. The bottom half of the skirt had been lavishly embellished with embroidery and beads that shimmered like tiny raindrops.
“It’s stunning. Where did you get this?”
Another warm chuckle made her look at him. “I had it delivered.”
“From?”
He succumbed to a guilty smile. “I told Aria what I wanted and she did the rest.”
Pressing her hand over her pounding heart, Jillian stared at her gift in wide-eyed wonder. “This came from Bilarri?” She was almost afraid to touch it.
“Try it on. We had to guess on your measurements. Let’s see how we did.”
“I can’t wear this. It looks like something off the red carpet in Hollywood, or…”
“It’s fit for royalty?” He grinned. “That’s the point. You need to accept who you are and the sort of life you’ll have once this crisis is over.”
The sort of life she’d have? Was he giving her a soft place to fall as he pulled away?
In an instant he was there in front of her, his hands framing her face. “You are my mate. All you have to do is accept the fact and I will never leave your side.”
Her lips trembled as she rapidly blinked back tears. “I want to believe that, but—”
“Then believe it. If you doubt it, look into my mind, my heart. I want you there, need you there. You’re the one holding back.”
“I want to try on the dress.” She waited for disappointment to shadow his gaze and then added, “After you make love to me.”
For a fraction of a second, she thought he’d agree then he solemnly shook his head. “Put it on. You can’t accept the reality of my love until you accept your new reality.”
She knew he loved her. His devotion was there in every touch, every smile. Still, she’d never heard him say it before. He watched her expectantly, obviously waiting for her to obey his directive. “If it means that much to you.”
“It does.”
“Then leave the room. I want to enjoy the big reveal.”
“Fine,” he muttered. “Call if you need help with the zipper.”
She waited until he left then quickly undressed. Her bra would have to go, but the skirt was full, so she could keep her panties. After pausing to admire the fabric, she picked up the dress and stepped into the middle of the billowing skirt. She smoothed the stiff bodice into place and smiled as she discovered the discreet side zipper. The dress fit as if it had been made for her, probably because it had.
Standing well back from the dresser, she could see the entire effect. The bodice was simple, unadorned, designed to showcase the woman who wore it, while the skirt was lavish yet elegant. Was this really a glimpse at the rest of her life? Without wasting time on the question, she smoothed her hair back from her face and left the bedroom.
Odintar turned as the door opened and a slow smile spread across his lips. “It’s a beautiful dress and you look wonderful in it.”
She smiled, ridiculously pleased by his praise. She’d danced before hundreds of people and all of their applause hadn’t warmed her as well as Odintar’s smile.
“Come here.” He held out his hand.
The skirt dragged a bit as she crossed to him. Apparently the gown had been meant to be worn with heels. He pulled her into his arms, not the passionate bear hug she’d been expecting, but the proper stance for a ballroom dance. The room around her skewed, blurring with the now familiar rush of sensation. A moment of darkness and then she found herself in a massive candlelit ballroom.
Her feet were suddenly adorned in snug, high-heeled sandals and his appearance had morphed as well. He wore a more elaborate version of Indric’s uniform. The black and gold suited him perfectly. He had never looked more appealing.
The soft strains of a lilting waltz drifted in on a warm breeze. The candlelight flickered and Odintar began to dance her around the room. He was always light on his feet, but she hadn’t expected his obvious skill.
“Why did you learn how to dance?”
He grinned. “I frequently work undercover. It requires a wide range of skills.”
“Is this room real or entirely of your own making?” With dramatically vaulted ceilings and a highly polished parquet floor, it was hard to believe he’d imagined every detail. Four massive chandeliers bathed the entire room in warm, golden light that perfectly matched the cream-and-gilt walls.
“This is Indric’s palace, or actually one of them. Hautell is the largest region on Bilarri, but San Adrin is the richest.”
She stepped back out of his arms. Why was he doing this? “This will never be my home. I’m an American. I live in Las Vegas.”
He sighed and held out his hand. “I don’t want to argue. That’s not why I showed you this.”
“Why did you show me this?” She crossed her arms, rubbing her suddenly chilly skin.
“You’re a professional dancer, a minor celebrity. I know that part of you craves the excitement, the notoriety.”
She didn’t deny it. Creating art with movements was its own reward, but she was honest enough to admit she enjoyed the attention.
“On Bilarri you will have that and more.” He closed the space between them and resumed the proper hold. The music swelled as he guided her through several gliding steps. She enjoyed the swaying motion of their bodies and the romantic absurdity of it all. He spun her around then bent close and whispered, “I doubt you’ll miss the stage once you learn to fly.”
She looked down and gasped. They were three feet off the floor, swirling through the air as if they belonged there. “But you’re doing this. It’s not real.”
“You’re empowered by Air.” They slowly floated down as he took her face between his hands. “Reality will become whatever you choose to make it.”
“Twenty years from now,” she grumbled.
He smiled. “Sorry, I can’t help with that. It will take time and hard work, but Indric sensed immense potential in you.”
“I don’t want to think about Indric or Bilarri. Tonight was supposed to be a reprieve from all of that.”
“You’re right.” He lifted her hands to his lips and kissed her fingers.
The ballroom blurred and she swayed toward him, not prepared for the sudden rush. “I didn’t want you to shut it down.” Her living room felt tiny and shabby after the grandeur of the ballroom.
He chuckled. “Do you want to go back?”
“No.” She’d enjoyed seeing him all dressed up, but what she really wanted was to see him naked. “I want to go into the bedroom and let go of my past and everything else that’s holding me back. Help me embrace the future.”
“I thought you’d never ask.”
Taking him by the hand, she led him back into the bedroom. “I want it all tonight. I want to join as we were meant to join.” He swept her into his arms and kissed her passionately. By the time he released her mouth she was breathless and dizzy. “I need to touch you.”
She tugged his T-shirt off over his head and reached for his jeans, but her hands were trembling too badly to function properly.
He kissed the tip of her nose then unzipped his pants, leaving them to sag around his lean hips as he dealt with the rest of his clothing. He kicked off his shoes, peeled back his socks, then quickly shed his jeans. After a quick pause, he held his arms out to the side. “Touch me, gennari.” There was a hint of challenge in his tone. “If that’s what you need. Take as long as you like.”
Her skirt swished as she stepped closer and placed one hand on his chest, the other on his hip. She slid her hands up to his shoulder and then down, exploring the shape and texture of his impressive arms. So strong, so dependable, these arms would protect and support her as they faced each new challenge.
“I take that back.” Already his voice sounded hoarse and harsh. “Take off the dress and I’ll let you touch me.”
She should argue that he couldn’t “let” her do anything, but the chauvinistic phrase was doing unexpected things to her insides. He came from a culture where men didn’t worry about seeming overbearing or crass. He was like a medieval knight or a highlander from the historical romances she devoured like candy. Getting naked was a small price to pay for an all-access pass.
“I’ll indulge you,” she said with a playful smile. “But you have to keep your promise. You’re mine to do with as I will until I’m ready to release you.”
He laughed. “I think you embellished on my promise, but I threw in a condition, so I guess fair is fair.”
“I need to hear you say it.” She reached beneath her arm and grasped the zipper, but didn’t lower it. “Promise you’ll let me play until I’m ready to stop.”
“I promise I will not restrain your movements until you say I can.”
That wasn’t exactly what she’d asked for, but close enough. She slowly lowered the zipper and felt the front of the dress sag. His gaze followed the descent until her nipples were exposed, then he lost interest in the garment. He licked his lips, obviously anxious to do more than look.
Power sizzled around her and spiraled through her. She knew men found her attractive, but the huger in Odintar’s eyes went far beyond male appreciation. He made her feel as if she had been specifically crafted for his enjoyment and still exceeded his expectations.
She undulated her hips as the gown sank lower and lower.
“You’re trying to kill me, aren’t you?” His hands clenched and released then clenched again.
Emboldened by his obvious discomfort, she stepped out of the dress then slowly bent over so she could pick it up. As usual, she was wearing a thong so he could see her bare behind. After carefully draping the gown over a nearby chair, she hooked her thumbs through the sides of her panties. “Are you sure you want these off? Seems like a cruel temptation.”
“Like the rest of you isn’t?”
His question filled her with warmth and hurried her toward the next phase of their game. “It’s your call. On or off?”
“Off.”
She watched his eyes as she pulled the panties down then kicked them aside. Blue rings burned through the black and she heard him inhale deeply. Was he scenting her? The possibility sent an elemental thrill through her entire body. It was so animalistic, so primal. So very Odintar.
“Touch me now, or I’ll lose control. I don’t want to break my promise.”
He’d been hard when he took off his pants, but his shaft was so rigid now it curved out away from his body. She ran her hands up his sides, trying to ignore the column of flesh arching toward her. It was impossible. Her core ached and her hand gravitated there of its own volition.
Curving her fingers around his shaft, she let his needful groan wash over her. He wanted this as badly as she did. The realization only fueled her desire, making it difficult to savor the freedom he’d granted her.
With one hand absently stroking his shaft, she continued her exploration. His chest was a work of art, strength and discipline evident in every curve. Forcing herself to relinquish her prize, she opened her fingers and slipped around behind him. Maybe if she couldn’t see his cock straining toward her, she’d be able to enjoy the rest of him.
His back tapered dramatically from broad shoulders to narrow hips. She traced the angle with her hands and then her lips. His skin was warm and faintly salty and she found herself inhaling his scent, needing to imprint his unique smell on her brain. Just like he’d done with her.
The dragon burned into his flesh was even more impressive up close. Detailed and intricate, it seemed almost alive. She traced the angle of one wing and then kissed a path down the middle of the creature’s back. Odintar grew restless beneath her touch, so she shifted to his spine and repeated the teasing process.
Unable to resist temptation any longer, she moved back in front of him and knelt.
“Don’t.” The one word was part warning, part plea.
She pressed her teeth into her lower lip, tempted to take pity on him. Then feminine power surged, eroding the possibility. She wanted to feel him tremble, to watch him fight for control and know she had been the one to drive him to the brink—and beyond.
His cock jerked against her palm as she wrapped him in her fingers. “You promised to let me play.” She let her wicked chuckle say the rest. There would be no pity for him tonight.
Leaning in with slow and obvious intention, she circled his tip with her tongue. His hands shot into her hair and formed loose fists, but he didn’t stop her, didn’t hinder her in any way. Thrilled by his continued cooperation, she closed her lips around him and let his taste spread through her mouth. Earthy, yet somehow fresh, his skin tasted of power and magic.
“I’ll show you the same mercy you’re showing me.” His voice was barely a whisper, but she heard the warning loud and clear.
She moved her mouth up and down his length, savoring the slick slide and contrasting textures. Soon he rocked into each rotation, pushing deeper than she’d allowed him to go.
Heat and incandescent urgency streamed into her mind. His body told her how much he enjoyed this, but actually feeling his desire pushed the intensity even higher. She opened for him, showing him how much she enjoyed pleasing him and how exciting she found his passion.
He cried out suddenly and tried to pull out of her mouth.
None of that. She grasped his hips and held on tight. You’re mine tonight.
Pushing to the back of her mouth, he shuddered and shuddered as release tore through him. His seed slid down her throat as his pleasure saturated her mind. She swirled her tongue and sucked greedily until he released her hair and stumbled back, dragging his cock from between her lips in the process.
“Are you. Finished. Playing with me?” he asked in between pants.
“For now.”
 

Odintar’s orgasm did little to ease the need raging through his body and mind. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d trusted a female enough to let her command his release. But Jillian wasn’t just a woman. She was his mate, the other half of his soul. He’d always thought the concept of soul mates was romantic nonsense, until he experienced it for himself. She was his match, his equal, his opposite. And he treasured every contrast and contradiction. Apart they were incomplete. Together they were unstoppable.
He scooped her up in his arms and placed her on the bed. Catching the back of her knees he pulled her toward him so suddenly it toppled her backward. She gasped then grinned as he parted her thighs. She resisted for half a second, then spread her legs wide and scooted even closer to the edge of the mattress.
Her skin was already flushed, her nipples tightly beaded. She’d honestly enjoyed giving him pleasure. He wasn’t sure why it surprised him. He loved watching her come apart as he filled her with his fingers or caressed her with his mouth. He’d only gone down on her once before and she had been so anxious for his cock that he’d let her rush him. Well, there would be no rushing tonight. He intended to explore every inch of her trembling body and bring her to climax again and again before he surrendered to the final joining.
He brushed her folds with his fingertips, thrilled to feel how wet she was already. Gently parting her with his thumbs, he dragged his tongue tip from her core to her clit. She arched into the caress, tensing as he flicked the sensitive nub. Gods, she was responsive. And her taste was addictive.
Repeating the leisurely circle, he caressed her from core to clit and back over and over. She pushed up with her heels, trying to guide his tongue back to her clit.
“Please.” Rather than give her what he knew she wanted, he slowly pushed his middle finger into her core. She whimpered. “That’s just mean.”
“Is it?” He carefully worked her with his finger while his mouth settled over her clit. He licked and sucked on the tender bud until her inner muscles rippled around his finger.
Her pleasure poured into his mind, unhindered and unashamed. He added another finger and went right on licking. Her second orgasm took longer to build, but he didn’t mind. Her softness captivated him. Each of her gasps and wiggles sang his praises and communicated her thanks.
Possessiveness twisted through him as desire erupted again. He draped her legs over his shoulders and moved both hands to her hips. He pushed his tongue into her core, savoring her taste. She twisted and arched. Her body was open and, more importantly, her mind was open, utterly yielded to him.
Humbled by her trust, he tried to slow down, to be less aggressive. There was no hope for gentleness while her scent filled his nose and her taste filled his mouth. He dragged his mouth away from her sex and kissed his way up her body.
Her legs slid off his shoulders, catching on the bend of his elbows. He hovered over her perfect breasts, adoring the nipples with his lips and tongue. Everything about her pleased and excited him. He wanted to spend the rest of his life learning what made her gasp and giggle. What made her sigh.
Reluctantly releasing her nipple, he cupped both her breasts with his hands as he kissed his way up her neck. His taste still lingered in her mouth when he pushed his tongue between her parted lips. The combination of his taste and hers was nearly his undoing. He deepened the kiss, sliding his tongue over hers, mixing their tastes so completely he could no longer identify the separate components.
She drew her legs up along his sides, opening herself for his penetration. Rather than resorting to words, she pushed her hunger into his mind, intensifying his need in an instant. He angled his hips and found her entrance without moving his hands from her breasts.
You are mine as I am yours. The words tore from his soul as he drove into her clenching passage. Her snug walls caressed him like a rhythmic fist, yet her wetness allowed him to sink even deeper.
I am yours as you are mine. He wasn’t sure how she’d known the ancient reply, but the thought thrilled him to the marrow of his bones.
Their link swelled, expanding as emotions flowed freely from one being into the other. Unable to pace himself in the face of the emotional deluge, he drew his hips back then slammed his full length back in. She came around him, her inner muscles squeezing so tight he moaned. So damn good!
He drew breath from her lips and shared his energy without reservation. Their bodies rocked against each other, over and into one another, perfectly synchronized. It felt as if they’d been born for this moment, this joining.
She wrapped her arms around his neck and returned his kiss with equal fervor, utterly lost in the sharing. Release raced up the back of his legs and drew up his balls. He stubbornly fought it back, not yet ready for it to end.
It won’t end, my love. We have forever. If that’s what we want.
Her thought shocked and thrilled him. Was she ready for forever? Just the possibility pushed him over the edge. He clasped her to him, shaking as he came deep inside her. Their link expanded again. The emotions carried across the connection focused with crystal-clear sharpness.
She wanted the same things he wanted, a permanent relationship, the ultimate intimacy of a soul-bonded mate. Her hesitation didn’t come from indecision; it came from the fear that no one could love her the way she loved him. And she did love him, completely and without reservation.
He framed her face with his hands, still buried deep inside her body. “Search my mind, gennari. My devotion is true. I love you more with every beat of my heart. I will always love you.”
Tears filled her eyes but happiness rippled across their link. “I can feel it now.”
“If you ever doubt it again, do the same. My heart and my mind will remain open to you. Always.”
“It still feels strange to have you there, but I’m not afraid.”
“To have me here?” He contracted his abdomen and made his cock buck inside her. “Or here?” He pushed a wave of sweet contentment into her mind.
She smiled up at him as she whispered, “I’m rather fond of both.”
“Glad to hear it, because I’m not going anywhere for a long, long time.” He pulled back his hips and showed her what he meant.
* * * * *
Loose ends. Sevrin worked hard not to create them, but once formed they had to be addressed. This particular loose end had been evading retribution for longer than she could remember. With the new lab fully functional, she could no longer tolerate the possibility of exposure. She was too close to her goals to watch it fall apart now. Which meant Gerrod Reynolds must die.
“Get dressed.” She tossed Flynn his jeans, startling him awake as the garment smacked against his bare shoulder.
It had taken all night and part of the morning for her to break Flynn, but he’d been infinitely cooperative during their last encounter. She hadn’t removed his collar, so there was a slim possibility he was toying with her. It was more likely, however, that he’d seen the advantages to playing the game by her rules and reluctantly swallowed his pride.
“Are you sure?” A cocky smile lifted one corner of his mouth. “I thought you wanted me naked and accessible whenever we’re alone.”
“We’re not going to be alone for long, so get dressed.”
After he’d surrendered the first time, she’d taken him out of restraints. When he physically dominated her without harming her the second time, she’d moved him to a standard employee apartment. Their third time had been wild and aggressive on both sides. They’d both been so sated when they finally finished, that they’d fallen into an exhausted sleep.
She’d awakened before him a short time ago and slipped from his room. After a quick shower and a large cup of coffee, she’d dressed and begun to plan the day. Rather than her usual chic leather outfit, she wore jeans and a black T-shirt. Once she made up her mind about something, she never hesitated.
“Where are we going?” Flynn asked after using the utility room.
“To clean up one of my father’s messes.”
Flynn paused with a clean shirt in hand, obviously confused by her statement. “You better not mean Roxie. You’ll have a mutiny on your hands.”
Sevrin threw her hands in the air and shook her head. “What is it about Roxie that turned trained killers into mother hens? I think I could strip her naked and lock her in a room with ten of you and no one would lay a finger on her.”
“I wouldn’t go that far.” Flynn pulled on his shirt and tucked it into his jeans before zipping them up. “More like nine would end up dead and lucky number ten would claim her.”
“Well, lucky for me this particular mess is middle-aged and male.”
He sat on the edge of his bed and pulled on is boots. “Capture or kill?”
“Kill. Fast and clean, but there are complications.”
His scoff sounded almost strangled as if he’d tried to suppress the sound. “Aren’t there always.”
“His range is extremely limited, but he can teleport.”
“So give him one of these.” Flynn tugged on his collar with obvious distaste.
“I was going to give him yours unless you’ve grown attached to it.”
He stilled, gaze boring into hers. “A few orgasms and we’re friends again? Am I supposed to believe that?”
She sauntered toward the bed, knowing the snug denim accented the sway of her hips. “I need a partner not a pet. Which would you rather be?”
“Partners have to trust each other. Pets only have to obey.”
And he had obeyed every command she’d given him as if he were born to the role. “So let’s start with obedience and work our way around to trust.”
He parted his legs and pulled her between them. “I’m listening.”
She ran her hands up his chest and along the collar. “I need your word that you won’t desert me if I take this off.”
His brows drew together and his eye narrowed to glistening slits. “I thought you’d want my promise not to hurt you.”
“You don’t need access to your powers to hurt me. You’re much stronger than I am. If you’d wanted to hurt me, you would have last night.”
He clasped his hand around her throat and squeezed just hard enough for her to feel the pressure of his long fingers. “I’m so glad you realize that fact.”
“I need an assassin. Are you available and are you willing?”
His fingers released, trailing down over her chest as he lowered his arm. “How do you intend to pay me?”
Excitement tingled through her, but she didn’t let it distract from the task at hand. “What’s your price?”
“Your submission for one night.”
She paused as if she were considering it, but already her insides were melting, softening, anticipating the things he would do to her. “After you’ve successfully ended Gerrod Reynolds’ life, I will submit my body to you for one night.”
He stood, forcing her to step back. “What are the logistics? Where is he?”
“He lives alone in a small suburban house. I’ll drive you to the neighborhood and you can flash inside. It shouldn’t take long. Slap him in the collar so he can’t get away, then do what it is you do.”
“Can I operate the collar? I thought it was DNA sensitive.”
“Anyone can push it closed. It takes a DNA scan to open it.” As if to prove her point, she reached up and scanned open the collar, disentangling the flexible band from around his neck.
She watched him for a moment, half afraid he’d leave.
“It will work much better if you go with me. You collar him while I do my thing.”
“If I have to participate, you only get two hours.”
“At the end of two hours, we’ll renegotiate.” When she didn’t object, he asked, “Not that it matters, but why have you waited so long to take out the trash?”
“He served my father faithfully, so Father assured him that he’d be safe on Earth. It took me a long time to justify why I’d go back on my father’s word, but there is no help for it. Gerrod knows too much. He needs to die.”
“Then take me to his house. I’m anxious to enjoy my payment.”



Chapter Eleven
 

“Are you sure you want to go through with this? Lor is convinced the Shadow Assassins are on their way out of Las Vegas.”
Talking with a disembodied voice shouldn’t have seemed odd. People talked on speaker phones all the time. Even so, it still felt strange to hold a conversation with someone Jillian couldn’t see. She glanced in the rearview mirror, but the backseat appeared empty.
“If they’re really on the move, then this opportunity is more important than before.” She pulled her car into a parking space near the front door of Unique Ink and turned off the engine. “What do we have to lose? My new tutor doesn’t arrive until tomorrow. I’ve got time to kill.”
She opened the door and stretched, giving Odintar a moment to float out of the car. He could push his energy through the door if he needed to, but this was less exhausting.
With her purse slung over her shoulder and her sunglasses holding back the front of her hair, she walked into the shop.
“Hey there, beautiful,” Jett greeted. “I thought you weren’t coming in until tomorrow.”
“I’m not official until tomorrow, but I was in the area. Figured I’d stop by and see how things were going.”
Roxie snatched the privacy curtain open and rounded the display case, welcome shining in her pale blue eyes. “I thought I recognized that voice.”
Before Jillian could do more than return her smile, Nazerel stepped into the opening. “Well, isn’t this awkward?”
Her mouth dried up as her heart thundered in her chest. What was he doing here?
You shouldn’t know who he is. Odintar cautioned, his signal reed thin and heavily shielded.
“Excuse me?” She recovered enough to reestablish her role. “Do I know you?”
“Oh I think you do.” He brushed past Roxie and stalked toward Jillian, menace emanating off him in waves.
In a flash Odintar, Lor and Blayne surrounded Nazerel and the two humans crumpled to the floor. Jillian summoned Air, creating a swirling vortex around Nazerel. His eyes widened as he struggled against the confinement. Then he looked at her and smiled. “Very good.” His dark gaze shifted to Lor and his smile evaporated. “Someday you’ll have to tell me how you turn latent females into Mystics overnight.”
Lor’s arms were extended and fire swirled around his fingers. He ignored Nazerel’s jibe and motioned Blayne forward. “Grab him. Let’s go.”
Nazerel drove Blayne back with a wave of his hand, but his gaze remained on Lor. “I am not looking for a fight. I came to warn Roxie.”
Odintar crept forward. Nazerel pushed him back as well, though it took considerably more effort. “This is neither the time nor the place for a battle.” Nazerel forced the words out between clenched teeth as Blayne and Odintar combined their energy. “She must be warned!”
Jillian poured energy into the vortex, but the struggling men barely noticed. Forget the invisible tug-of-war; they needed to get Nazerel out of here before Jett or Roxie woke up.
“Warn her about what?” Lor asked without relaxing his stance, then to his men he added, Let him speak.
Maintaining his hold on Nazerel, Odintar neither forced his way forward nor allowed himself to be driven back.
Nazerel panted, sweat now beading his brow. “Gerrod wouldn’t tell me why, but Roxi is important to Sevrin. That bitch has a use for Roxi and I don’t think it’s good. She needs to disappear and disappear now!” As if following his own advice, he flashed out of sight, Lor and Blayne half an instant behind him.
“Damn that man is strong.” Odintar rested his hands on his knees, panting harshly.
“What the hell just happened?” Jillian rushed over to where Roxie lay. She didn’t seem to be harmed, just unconscious. “Can you wake them up?”
Odintar stumbled to the couch and collapsed. “It’s better if the compulsion wears off naturally. They’re still going to feel like shit. There wasn’t time to be gentle.”
So Odintar had been responsible for their sudden collapse. She’d known it was one of the Mystics. She just hadn’t known which one. She checked Jett as well, straightening one of his legs so he lay more comfortably. “How long will it take to wear off?”
“Not long.” Gradually his breathing returned to normal, but his face remained flushed, his hairline damp. “He resisted us, but why didn’t he attack? He could have done some serious damage. Why’d he just stand there?”
“Trouble in paradise?” She crossed to the couch and sat beside him. “If Sevrin’s hold over the men is slipping, it could be a very good thing for us.”
He looked at her and smiled. “I like the way you said us.”
She nudged his shoulder. “I might not have your mad skills, but I’m a member of the team.”
“I consider you one. I’d just never heard you place yourself among us.”
The door flew open and Elias rushed in, followed by two of his men. “There are definite advantages to the way you guys get around.” He waited until his team confirmed that the scene was secure before leaving his position by the door. “Do they need a medical team?” He nodded toward the two lying on the floor.
“They’ll be fine,” Odintar assured. “But we better figure out what to tell them. They’re going to be more than curious.”
“Gas leak?” Elias offered with a sardonic smile. Then his gaze returned to Roxie and lingered. “Damn,” he muttered under his breath as he went and knelt by her side. He pressed his fingers to the pulse point at the side of her throat then slid his knuckles along her jaw.
Jillian couldn’t help but smile. Checking her pulse was probably procedure, but that caress had been interested male.
“Is this Roxie?” He glanced over his shoulder then carefully lifted her in his arms.
“Yeah.” Odintar rubbed his temples, eyes tightly closed.
He was obviously distracted by his massive loss of energy. Still, Jillian was fascinated by this softer side of Elias.
Elias crossed to the large easy chair and arranged Roxie as comfortably as he could. “Her pictures don’t do her justice and that’s saying a lot.”
Jett stirred, groaning loudly before his eyes flew open. “What the…” He sat up then pressed his hands to each side of his head. “Why do I feel like I just came off a three-day binge?”
Not trusting the men to invent a story that would satisfy the curious artist, Jillian hurried across the room and helped Jett to his feet. “Nazerel was right. I not only know him, he’s the real reason I applied for the job.”
“They’re criminals. I knew it.” Jett’s usual enthusiasm was muted by his pain, but he hung on her every word. “What sort of technology are they into?”
She wasn’t sure what he meant, but it set up her story perfectly. “Can’t you guess? You just experienced the effects of one of their toys.”
“They’re arms dealers?”
“They’re many things. Inventing new weapons is just one of their businesses.”
Apparently Elias didn’t want her tall tale to grow any taller. He moved up beside her and stuck out his hand. “Special Agent Elias Bertram.” Jett shook his hand. “We’re sorry about all this, but the less you know the safer you’ll be. Suffice it to say that Nazerel and his companions are extremely dangerous. We believe they’re headed out of Las Vegas, but we want you to lock up the shop and head out the back if you ever see them again.” He handed Jett a very official-looking business card. “And then contact me immediately.”
Jett nodded and put the business card in his wallet.
Jillian tapped Elias on the shoulder and pointed to Roxie, who was just beginning to stir.
Elias moved to the chair and waited until she opened her eyes. “Hello. How are you feeling?”
“Like someone kicked me in the head.” She pushed her hair back from her face, her light blue eyes finally focusing on Elias. “Who are you?”
“Special Agent Elias Bertram.” He held out his hand, but she ignored it in favor of rubbing her temples.
“Holy mother of God, my head hurts.”
Odintar stood and moved behind her. “If you’ll allow me to touch you, I can ease the pressure.”
He could barely stand. Did he have enough energy to heal her?
I can do this in my sleep, gennari. But your concern is sweet.
Roxi sat quietly as Odintar pressed his fingertips against her temples. Elias, on the other hand, looked ready to dive over the chair and tackle Odintar to the ground.
“Wow.” Roxie blinked several times and then opened her eyes. “What did you just do? The pain is just—gone.”
“Pressure points,” Odintar told her. “Western doctors scoff at the concept, but they really do work.”
Roxie didn’t argue, but she wasn’t totally convinced. She stood, swaying a bit as she walked over to Jett. “Go cancel the rest of the appointments for today. I don’t think either of us is fit to work.”
“You got it.”
He disappeared into the back and she turned on Odintar, gaze flashing. “What the hell are you?”
“What am I?” He laughed, genuinely caught off guard by her hostility. “I’m a human. What are you?”
“Humans can’t materialize out of thin air or heal with a touch. And it wasn’t just you. I saw the others. Don’t bother denying it. I know what I saw.”
“The weapon Nazerel used on you can cause hallucinations,” Odintar told her.
“All right. Let’s talk about whatever kicked in my head. Why didn’t it work on you?” When he had no ready reply, she shifted her gaze to Elias. “I’ve had it with this bullshit. Who are you people and what are you doing on my planet!”
Lor flashed into view behind her, wrapped both arms around her, and flashed out before she could do more than gasp.
Jillian looked at Odintar. “Did you tell him to do that?”
“She has to be debriefed and likely kept in protective custody until we figure out what the hell Nazerel was talking about.”
Elias nodded, obviously in complete agreement. “Tell Jett she left with me.” He motioned his men from the room, leaving Jillian and Odintar alone in the reception area.
“That was not cool. She was terrified and now—”
“It couldn’t be helped.” Odintar placed his hands on her shoulders and kissed the tip of her nose. “I don’t think Jett saw anything, but Roxie obviously did. The situation had to be contained before she made things worse.”
Jett returned a few minutes later, his concerned gaze sweeping the room. “Where’d everyone go? Where’s Roxie?”
“Her headache got worse,” Jillian told him. “They have a medication that reverses the effects. She’ll be released as soon as she’s feeling better.”
“Where’d they take her? I want to make sure she’s okay.”
“We’ll have her call you as soon as she’s able,” Odintar told him.
“No way, man. I want to go there.”
“I understand, but it’s a private facility. No visitors allowed.”
“This is bullshit!” He stomped right up to Odintar and glared into his eyes. “You’re going to take me there or I’m calling the media.”
“Roxi will call you in two hours or less. There is no reason for your hostility.”
The pissing contest was getting them nowhere. She touched Jett’s arm and waited until her looked at her. “Jett, you know me. I’m not a stranger. I have a history with this town. Roxi is going to be fine.”
Gradually a bit of the fight melted from his posture. “Do you know where they took her?”
“I know you’re worried about her, but I won’t let anyone harm her.” She looked right into his eyes, meaning every word. “I’ll make sure she calls you and you can hear it from Roxie herself.”
“It has to be a video call. Voices are too easy to fake.”
She looked at Odintar and he nodded. “A video call in two hours or less. It’s a deal.”
“I really will call the media.” He crossed his arms over his chest and glared at Odintar.
“There will not be a need.”
She took Odintar by the hand and hurried him from the shop before the situation could escalate. “And what are we going to do when Roxie tells us to go screw ourselves?”
He finally smiled. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”
Jillian triggered the locks on her car then slipped in behind the wheel. Odintar joined her, in the front this time. “Do you know how to drive?”
“I do, but I don’t mind. I gave myself a headache too.”
After carefully backing out of the parking space, she headed off down the street. She couldn’t forget the image of Roxie’s terrified face as Lor appeared out of nowhere and grabbed her. At least when Odintar first teleported with Jillian, she’d had some sort of warning.
She was just about to turn onto Tropicana Blvd when something or someone pulled at her mind. “Did you feel that?”
“Only because our link is wide open. He’s trying to reach you.”
The driver behind her laid on his horn, so she pulled into a small parking lot on the right instead of entering the busy flow of traffic. “He? How could you tell that was a man?”
“Much can be learned from energy patterns. I’ve been deciphering them for years.”
She searched inward, trying to understand what she’d felt. “It’s gone. Whatever it was is—” Fear and pain stabbed into her brain and she saw the lighted canopy of Fremont Street. “He’s downtown. What should we do? Can you tell who he is or what he wants? All I sense is desperation.”
“Lor and Blayne will meet us there. We’re to approach with extreme caution.”
Yeah, no shit. No one needed to tell her to be careful. The real question was should she approach at all. Was this one of the Shadow Assassins? “Are all of our people accounted for? Who else could send that signal?”
“His energy feels similar to my mother’s.” Odintar looked at her meaningfully. “I think he’s battle born.”
To her knowledge there was only one battle born hybrid left on Earth—her father. “Why would he reach out to me?”
“It feels like he has no choice.”
Even with the recent restoration efforts, downtown Las Vegas was a pretty scary place. “All right.” She turned off the car, put the keys in her pocket and stuffed her purse under her seat. Then she held out her hand and braced for the sickening rush of acceleration. “Let’s go.”
The quick jump across town felt like nothing now that she knew what to expect. They materialized in an alley and she quickly unbent her knees.
“His signal is weak, but it’s still there,” Odintar told her. “Can you feel it?”
She closed her eyes and let her emotions surge, a lifetime of resentment combined with the fundamental desire to assist those in need. Air swirled up through her, bringing the sensation closer to the surface. “He’s over there.”
Checking the street for cross traffic, she hurried toward the area from which she sensed the signal. A three-story parking garage formed one side of the alley while the back side of narrow businesses lined the other. Late-afternoon shadows had given way to twilight, so she hurried. If they lost the light completely, they might never find him.
“Trust your abilities,” Odintar urged. “Focus only on the signal. Tune everything else out.”
Easier said than done. The pavement was slimy and the scent of rotting garbage and bodily fluids hung heavy in the air. She had to do this or her father could die. Did she care? The one and only contribution to her life had been seducing her mother. Why should she care if his life ended? Shame gave her a stubborn shake. Every life was precious. She had to help him if she could.
She paused, tuning out the rank smells and the distant pulse of muffled music. Air swirled around her, driving away the stench. She inhaled deeply and let the energy wash over her. Asshole or not, she needed to find her father.
“There!” She locked on to the signal and didn’t let go.
Gerrod crouched in a corner created by a stairwell inside the parking garage. His legs were drawn up to his chest and one of his feet was bare. The front of his shirt and one side of his pants were soaked in blood, but the cause of the bleeding wasn’t obvious.
“You came.” He forced a weak smile. “I wasn’t sure you would.” His head dropped back against the brick wall and the signal blinked out.
With a worried cry, she fell to her knees, amazed by the fear and sorrow surging within her. “Is he dead?”
Odintar quickly scanned him then shook his head. “Unconscious. He’s extremely weak.”
Suddenly Blayne and Lor stood behind them. Their big bodies blocked most of the light in the narrow alley. “Can we move him? We’re too exposed here?”
Odintar examined him more closely, searching for the cause of the blood. An alloy band encircled his neck. Odintar gingerly pushed the band upward and blood gushed from a long nearly surgical incision concealed beneath the band. “Shit! Someone slit his throat.”
Someone handed him a wad of cloth. Jillian glanced back and found Lor had taken off his shirt.
Using the shirt as a pressure bandage, Odintar attempted to stop the bleeding. “This is pointless. Let’s get him out of here.”
Blayne pushed past her and scooped up her father as if he were a child. Odintar kept the shirt pressed tightly against his throat, but blood was already seeping through.
Odintar motioned toward her with his chin. “Will you—
“Go,” Lor urged. “I’ve got her.”
She rushed to Lor’s side and he wrapped his arm around her waist, teleporting with staggering speed. She had time for one startled gasp and then they arrived inside the Bunker.
Blayne had carried her father into the clinic. Uniformed medics rushed around the bed, fighting the Mystics for much-needed space.
Suddenly Odintar ripped off his T-shirt and spread his arms. Fire ignited deep inside his dragon sigil, making the entire mark glow vivid red. Tension rippled up his back then rolled across his shoulders. Then he shouted, “Get back!”
The medics scrambled out of the way as a thin stream of Fire arced from Odintar’s fingertip and cauterized the wound in Gerrod’s throat. The stench of burning flesh filled the air, but the wound stopped bleeding. Unfortunately the pillow beside his neck burst into flames. Someone ran for a fire extinguisher. Odintar switched gears with practiced fluidity, showering the pillow with Water before the flames could really get going.
“That’s one way to do it,” one of the medics muttered with a dry laugh.
“It worked. His blood pressure has stabilized,” another pointed out as she waved her hand in front of her face in an effort to dissipate the smell.
“I think we can take it from here,” the first medic asserted. He was probably a doctor not just a medic. He seemed personally affronted by Odintar’s actions and the intrusion into his domain.
“He needs blood and I’m your best bet for a match. He’s a Rodyte/Bilarrian hybrid.”
The female medic mouthed the words “A what?” But the doctor didn’t seem surprised by the revelation.
“Kim type his blood. Let’s hope we get lucky.”
Kim, the female medic, gathered the supplies and drew a small sample of Odintar’s blood. Jillian hurried to his side as Kim went into the adjoining lab. “How’s your back? Does it hurt to activate the sigil?”
He chuckled. “Burns almost as badly as when she put it there.”
“Well, thank you. I can’t help feeling that this is important. The Shadow Assassins leave town and he ends up nearly dead. That can’t be a coincidence.”
“I don’t believe in coincidences. Someone tried to kill him. We need to know who and why.”
“And how he got away,” she added with a helpless shudder.
Kim returned with some sort of vacuum-sealed kit clutched in her hand. “Doctor Reyes said you’ll have to do.” She smiled at Odintar. “That’s a direct quote.”
“No doubt it is.”
“Could you move your chair over here by the bed. Some of these tubes aren’t very long.” She pulled a wheeled silver tray to the foot of the bed and opened the packages without removing what was inside. “According to Doctor Reyes, your blood isn’t a perfect match, but your blood type is tolerated well by people with the other types.”
“Like a human with O negative blood?” Jillian crept closer to the bed without getting in Kim’s way.
“Exactly.” She looked at Jillian and then Gerrod. “You should probably wait in the lounge. This will take at least an hour.”
“You’re transferring blood from my husband to my father. I’m not going anywhere.”
Her claim made Odintar smile and Jillian realized it was the first time she’d referred to him as anything other than lover.
“If Blayne or Lor can give him energy, that will help as much as the blood,” Odintar said. “I could use some too. It’s been one hell of a day.”
“I’ll go find one or the other, or both.”
Kim tried to conceal her curiosity and failed.
“First time you’ve worked with Mystics?” Jillian asked, suddenly feeling quite superior.
Kim nodded. “The orientation doesn’t even begin to explain what just happened.”
Jillian leaned over and gave Odintar a kiss. “I’ll be right back.”
“You know where to find me.”
She was nearly out the door when she heard Kim ask, “Is the image on your back some sort of tattoo?”
Again Jillian smiled. She had learned so much in just a week and her education had just begun. Soon she’d have a Bilarrian mentor and access to something called the Wisdom of the Ages. It sounded like a truly interactive version of the internet.
Blayne and several soldiers were clustered in the corridor outside Elias’ office.
Blayne saw her approaching and broke away from the others. “Lor is catching everyone up. Were they able to save him?”
“The bleeding has stopped and Odintar is about to give him more. He asked if someone could feed him energy.”
“Odintar needs energy or Gerrod needs energy?”
“Actually both.”
“Not a problem. I can at least get things started.”
She turned around and headed back toward the clinic, Blayne at her side.
“Wait.” She skid to a stop. “Roxie needs to call Jett. If he doesn’t hear from her in under two hours he’s going to notify the media.”
Blayne chuckled. “And tell them what? He doesn’t know anything and can prove even less. They’ll think he’s a nutcase.”
She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. “I promised him I’d make this happen. Where’s Roxie? I’ll tell her myself.”
“I never argue with that look. Give me a minute. I’ll have Elias arrange the call.”
“It’s supposed to be a video call.”
He shook his head with a muffled laugh. “Anything else?” he tossed the question over his shoulder as he headed off down the hall.
“That will be all—for now.”
He waved without turning around.
She wasn’t even sure what time it was. Hopefully they were still within the two-hour window.
Blayne returned a few minutes later, but all playfulness had evaporated from his demeanor. “Elias was not amused by your assignment. Apparently, Roxie has been giving him hell ever since she arrived.”
“Go Roxie,” she whispered under her breath, earning a startled look from Blayne.
Kim was back in the lab when they reached the clinic. Odintar sat beside the bed, his head resting back against the wall. A blood-filled tube ran from the bend of his elbow into a small device. The device hummed and a small divided screen displayed several sets of numbers that meant nothing to Jillian. Another tube ran from the opposite side of the device and into Gerrod’s arm.
“What’s the gizmo do?” She moved to Odintar’s side and stroked his hair back from his brow. He was still shirtless, a state of affairs the female medics were enjoying no doubt.
“Not a clue,” he muttered sleepily.
“Has Gerrod stirred at all?” Blayne asked as he moved to the far side of the bed where it was less crowded.
Odintar shook his head. “I’ve sensed several spikes of awareness, but he hasn’t made a sound.”
Without another word, Blayne pressed his hand against Gerrod’s forearm and sent him wave after wave of energy. It didn’t take long for Gerrod’s color to improve and his breathing seemed less labored. Blayne looked up and smiled at her. “Next.”
She stepped away from Odintar long enough for Blayne to feed him. “If he needs more, I can come back later. They both seem pretty peaceful.”
She looked at Odintar and found his eyes closed, his body relaxed. “Thank you.”
“Anytime.” Blayne winked at her then left the clinic.
She moved to the far side of the bed so she could see Gerrod and Odintar. Her father and her mate. She wasn’t sure which was more surprising. She studied Gerrod’s face, searching for something of herself in his features. This was her father. The man who had captured her mother’s heart then stomped it into the dirt. Did knowing he had an in-depth ulterior motive make it better or worse?
Gerrod moaned and his eyelids fluttered.
Odintar jerked awake, coming up out of the chair before he remembered where he was and sat back down. “Where’s Kim? I’m feeling pretty woozy?”
“I’ll go get her.” There was a large window in the door leading to the lab and Kim saw her approaching.
“Is everything all right?”
“Odintar is feeling weak. Can you make sure he’s not giving too much?”
Kim moved to the bed and checked the readout on the device. “If blood volumes in Rodyte/Bilarrian hybrids is similar to humans, we better call this good.” She powered down the device then quickly gathered what she’d need to disconnect Odintar.
“Shoe.” Gerrod said without opening his eyes. His voice was rough and raspy. Had the blade damaged his vocal cords? Or had the damage been done by the fire Odintar used to cauterize the wound? It didn’t matter. He was alive.
After clearing his throat, Gerrod tried again. “Where is my shoe?”
He’d nearly bled to death in an ally and he was worried about losing his shoes? Both of his feet were bare now, so she looked at Kim.
“It’s in a bag in the closet.”
Jillian retrieved the bag and pulled out the shoe. “Safe and sound.” She held it up so he could see it.
He made a hand motion, but it made no sense to her. She quickly filled a glass with water and took it to him. He shook his head and motioned toward the shoe that she’d left on the counter near the sink. Curious now, she brought the shoe to him and held it steady as he pulled a foam lining out of the bottom.
“For you.” He handed the linerless shoe back to her.
“Is there something in there?” Odintar asked, obviously having watched the entire exchange.
She angled the shoe toward the light, so she could see inside. A small trench had been dug out of the bottom of the shoe and a thumb drive was nestled in the opening. She dug the thumb drive out of its hiding place and looked at Gerrod.
“What’s on it?” she asked.
All he said was, “Insurance.”



Chapter Twelve
 

“How do we know this isn’t a setup?” Morgan asked from the head of the conference table.
Odintar understood her suspicion. The thought had crossed his mind more than once during the past two days. Gerrod’s thumb drive was filled with dates, times, and specific locations, but all of the events had already happened. Gerrod had compiled a detailed log of Sevrin Keire’s activities since her arrival on Earth. The log frequently mentioned interaction with “muscle-bound mercs”, but it was obvious Gerrod didn’t understand the importance of those meetings. The log would help them convict her of numerous crimes, but it couldn’t help them catch her.
“You weren’t there.” Jillian leaned forward so she could see around him. “Whoever slit his throat meant business.”
“She’s right.” Elias sat at Morgan’s left and their opinions usually aligned. However, Elias wasn’t a mindless yes man. He was always respectful while he formed his own conclusions. “Even Doctor Reyes agrees; it’s a miracle Gerrod survived.”
Morgan shook her head, still unconvinced. “It was Odintar’s fast thinking and a well-known Bilarrian ability that saved Gerrod’s life. I’m not saying he was in on it. It’s more likely Sevrin used him as a sort of parting shot. Even if he had died, it’s probable that we would have found the drive. I can almost guarantee there’s a nasty surprise waiting for us at one of those locations.”
“So we ignore the info and wait for them to strike in another city?” Frustration tightened Lor’s voice, yet his face revealed no emotion. It was a game they all played. Contain. Compartmentalize. Remain composed, while inside everyone was punching through walls and screaming obscenities.
“Of course not. I want a munitions expert to clear each location before anyone else goes in.”
“Understood,” Elias replied.
“So what’s this about a code?” Morgan tapped her thumb against the table top, illustrating her agitation.
“There’s a section on the drive that’s encoded and the code looks very much like what’s used in the last two-thirds of the notebook,” Odintar told her. “It’s possible Gerrod can decode the rest of the notebook for us.”
She scoffed. “If we can trust his results.”
Lor shrugged. “The information is useless as it is. In my opinion, it’s worth a try.”
After nodding in response to Lor’s conclusion, Morgan looked at Jillian and asked, “Is Gerrod strong enough for questioning. The information on that drive isn’t nearly as valuable as his memories and observations.”
“He was sedated yesterday so they could remove the collar. He should be more lucid today.”
“Speaking of his collar…” Morgan looked at Lor. “Were you able to determine if it’s functional? Have the Rodytes reengineered the suppression collar?”
“Yes and yes. There is no good news today.”
The revelation was upsetting enough to bring Blayne out of silent observation mode. “That bitch can suppress our abilities and there’s not a damn thing we can do about it?”
Finally looking as frustrated as he sounded, Lor nodded. “I tried all three of the neutralizers. None of them disrupted the collar’s effect. If she gets one of those things around our necks, we’re powerless.”
“Then how did Gerrod send his telepathic SOS?” Morgan wanted to know.
“They’re family. Nothing is powerful enough to silence that connection.”
Odintar glanced at Jillian to see if Lor’s words upset her.
I’m fine. She reinforced the claim with a gentle smile.
He nodded then returned his attention to the subject at hand. “It doesn’t make sense.” He crossed his arms over his chest and shook his head. “Why wait so long to use such an advantage?”
“There was a massive energy pulse four days ago,” Morgan told them. “We weren’t sure what it was, but subsequent developments have led me to believe it was the arrival of some sort of ship.”
Lor’s hands slapped the tabletop as he came up out of his chair. “And you’re telling us now? Does alliance mean the same thing to humans as it does to Ontarians?”
“We weren’t sure what it was, didn’t know if it was important enough to mention.”
“Bullshit.” Odintar managed to remain seated, but he was every bit as incensed as his commander.
Morgan’s brows arched as challenge filled her gaze. “When were you going to tell me about the twelve Bilarrian soldiers in my holding cell?”
Lor rubbed his forehead and sighed. “They weren’t scheduled to arrive until tomorrow.”
“They flashed in unannounced, setting off alarms all over the base. You’re damn lucky they’re alive. My guards are authorized to shoot intruders. Some sort of Mystic is with them. Claims to be Jillian’s tutor.” Morgan looked around the table, her eyes slightly narrowed. “Someone want to explain why Jillian needs a Bilarrian tutor?”
“That one’s on me,” Elias admitted. “I was on my way to brief you when they arrived with Gerrod.”
Morgan eased back in her chair. “It appears communication can improve all the way around.” Lor had returned to his seat and she looked at him as she said, “I’m not intentionally keeping things from you. We’ve all been unusually busy the past few days.”
“I apologize for my outburst.”
“Don’t let it happen again.” Authority snapped through her tone and then she smiled. “So what’s with the Bilarrians?” They quickly told her about Jillian’s ancestry and how it had been discovered. “King Indric was here?” She glared at Elias, but Odintar didn’t know her well enough to determine if her ire was real. “You are in so much trouble.”
“I figured as much,” Elias grumbled.
When neither of them said anything else, Lor brought the conversation back around to the present. “We’ve prioritized the list of possible cities. Hopefully, Gerrod can help us narrow the list even further.”
“I think I can do even better than that.” Morgan folded her hands on the tabletop, appearing more relaxed than before. “The energy spikes didn’t lead us to the team houses as we’d hoped. It’s likely the houses are shielded, so the spikes don’t register when they flash into or out of those locations. However, the phenomenon could prove useful now. There have been no spikes at all in Las Vegas the past few days.”
“So as soon as the spikes resume, we’ll know which city or cities they’ve targeted.” Lor nodded, obviously pleased by the possibility.
“That’s the hope anyway.” She offered him one last smile. “Is there anything else I need to know?”
“Not at present.” Lor returned her smile. “I’ll go talk to the Bilarrians.”
“I’ll come with you, unless you object.”
“Not at all.” They walked out of the conference room together.
Odintar shook his head as he pushed back his chair and turned to Jillian. “It’s always entertaining to watch two alphas attempting to play nicely with each other.”
“I think they’re doing a wonderful job, considering all of the challenges.” She stood and stretched. “I’m going to go check on Gerrod.”
“Want some company?”
“Always, but I’m sure you have better things to do than shadow me.”
“Actually, I’m in desperate need of a good workout and Blayne has agreed to let me kick his ass.”
“I’ve agreed to let him try,” Blayne countered from the other side of the table.
“Go on.” She rocked to the balls of her feet and kissed Odintar on the cheek. “I’ll catch up with you in the gym.”
“Don’t I get a kiss?” Blayne pursed his lips and closed his eyes.
“Go find your mate.” She waved away his silliness and kept on walking.
 

Jillian released a sigh as she hurried toward the clinic. She appreciated Odintar’s concern, but she wanted a few minutes alone with Gerrod. She couldn’t bring herself to call him Dad, even in her mind. He was a sperm donor, nothing more.
No, there was more to it than that. She just hadn’t shared her discovery with anyone else.
Gerrod was alone in his curtained-off section of the clinic. He was also sitting up in bed and wide awake. “You look better.” It wasn’t much of a greeting, but it was the best she could do. Her emotions were so conflicted; she couldn’t begin to untangle them.
“Thank you.” His voice still sounded raspy.
“You need to thank Odintar. Without his help, I wouldn’t have found you and you would have bled to death.”
He nodded, but didn’t speak.
“I’ve seen you before, more than once. In fact, you showed up in so many places I was afraid I had a stalker. But you never approached me, never tried to make contact.”
“I couldn’t stay away.”
Indignation warmed her cheeks and pulled her hands into fists. “We both know that’s ridiculous. It only took a murder attempt to make you break your silence.”
“Hate me if you must, but there is so much I need to tell you.”
She tensed, tempted to turn around, walk away and never look back. “I doubt anything you have to say would interest me.”
“Indric came to see you, so you know I’m battle born. What he doesn’t know—what Lierra never told him—was the identity of her captor.” He pressed his hand over his scorched throat. Each time he swallowed appeared excruciating. Good. He deserved pain and a whole lot more.
“The details are irrelevant.” Even in her ears the claim didn’t sound convincing.
“They won’t be if Sevrin figures it out.”
Her hands clenched even tighter. This had been a mistake. The last thing she needed was another surprise. Despite her determination not to give a damn, curiosity won out in the end. “Figures out what?”
“That I’m her half-brother. Lierra’s captor was Pern Keire, Crown Stirate of Rodymia.”
If Lierra had confessed the identity of her captor, it would have exploded hostilities between Bilarri and Rodymia. No wonder she’d kept silent. Jillian would have done the same. Unless… There was another possibility. Had Lierra developed feelings for her captor? Had she loved Pern enough to protect him even as he tore her son from her arms?
“It’s an interesting bit of trivia, but I’m not sure why Sevrin would care. Lierra and Pern are both dead. The Rodyte throne has passed on to another.”
“Which is exactly why Sevrin will care. Once she completes her mission on Earth, she intends to return to Rodymia and claim her rightful place on the throne. Don’t underestimate her ambition or her ruthlessness.”
“What do Sevrin’s grand ambitions have to do with me?”
“Are you really that naive? Everyone with Pern’s blood flowing through their veins is a potential rival. Why do you think she tried to kill me?”
“Sevrin did this to you?” Then the inconsistency in his story slammed home. “Wait a minute. You said she didn’t know. You said this would become a problem if she figured out who you are.”
“Who we are.” He paused as if to ensure that she absorbed the implication. “You are just as much a danger to Sevrin as am I.”
“Could there be another reason she tried to kill you? For that matter, why are you so sure it was Sevrin?”
“I’m not sure if she pieced it together or if she just thought I knew too many of her secrets. All I know for certain is one of her pet mercenaries wielded the blade while Sevrin locked the collar around my throat.”
“How did you get away?”
“It all happened in an instant. I had already started to teleport when they attacked. The collar cut short my jump and I ended up in that alley.”
“Then she likely knows you’re still alive.”
He nodded his eyelids starting to droop. “It’s more than likely.” Fatigue and pain meds finished closing his eyes.
“Wait.” She moved closer to the bed and he forced his eyes open. “Nazerel went to warn Roxie. He said you told him that she was in danger, that Sevrin had some horrible use for her. What was he talking about? What does Sevrin want with Roxie?”
He laughed, the sound distorted by his injuries. “Not a chance. Roxie’s my ticket out of here.”
“What do you mean? What do you know?”
“When I’m safe on some obscure planet where Sevrin can never find me, then and only then will I explain.” His eyes began to droop again.
She reached out and grasped his hand, giving it a light squeeze. His lashes fluttered, but his eyes remained open. “Many of the entries on your thumb drive are coded. You will decode them before we agree to any further provisions.”
“Fine.” He coughed, turning his head sharply to one side.
“And we have a notebook full of information on human females. Many of those pages are secured by the same or a similar code. Can you decode those as well?”
“I’ll need to see them to know for sure, but it’s probable.”
“Then the value of the information you provide us will determine how far we’re willing to go on your behalf.”
“Agreed. But nothing about Roxie until after I’m relocated.” He closed his eyes again and slipped into sleep with a peaceful sigh.
“Shit.” Jillian fought back the urge to stomp her foot like a child. As far as she knew, Roxie was still here, somewhere, so she was relatively safe. Even so, the question had nagged away in the back of her mind ever since she ran in to Nazerel. Why was a coldblooded killer risking capture to warn a human that she was in danger? It didn’t make sense.
The disquieting question set Jillian in motion. She needed to talk to Odintar. Finding out she had royal blood had been much more fun with Indric. Having any connection to Sevrin Keire held no appeal at all.
She found Elias working out with a punching bag, but Odintar was nowhere in sight. Elias spotted her and paused. “He’s in the locker room.”
“Is he alone?”
“Doubtful. I’ll go get him.”
“In a minute. Is Roxie still here?”
Elias laughed. “Why do you think I’m pummeling this bag?”
“She’s still being stubborn?”
“Roxie Latimer might well be the most stubborn female on planet Earth and Morgan won’t ‘trust’ her wellbeing to anyone but me.”
“Lucky you.” She chuckled. “Can I see her?”
“I’ll have to ask Morgan. So far she hasn’t been allowed visitors.”
“Why? Roxie’s a victim, not a criminal.”
He shrugged. “She’s refused to cooperate with our investigation. That’s called obstruction of justice, so technically she is a criminal.”
“Oh my God, no wonder she shut down. Tell Morgan I need to see her ASAP.”
A slow, humorless smile bowed his lips. He obviously didn’t appreciate being ordered around. “Before or after I go get Odintar?”
“After.” She refused to soften her expression. Roxie had been terrified the last time Jillian saw her and it sounded like their treatment of her had only compounded that fear. There was no way she was going to stand by and let these idiots abuse her friend. Even if Roxie no longer considered her a friend.
When Odintar emerged from the locker room, he had Blayne with him. They both looked freshly showered and invigorated. “Where’s Elias?”
“Said he needed to talk to Morgan,” Blayne told her. “Something about you being all fired up.”
Fired up didn’t begin to describe it, but her fight was with Morgan and Elias, so she tried to relax her frown. “Who won?” She motioned toward the mats.
“Depends who you ask,” Odintar replied.
Too wound up for small talk, she dove right to the heart of the matter. “I just had a fascinating conversation with Gerrod. It was much more interesting than anything on that thumb drive.”
“Do tell, my lovely.” Blayne wiggled his eyebrows with playful drama.
“She’s not your anything.” Odintar’s reminder lacked any real hostility.
Ignoring their never-ending banter, she tried to be succinct. “According to our unwelcome guest, Pern Keire had a fondness for war brides.”
“Lots of Rodytes took war brides. It would have been more of a shock if he hadn’t.” Blayne clearly didn’t understand the inference, but Odintar did.
“Gerrod claims Pern Keire captured Lierra?” He’d drawn the correct conclusion, but he didn’t sound completely convinced.
Blayne scoffed. “Not a chance. Being battle born isn’t shameful on Rodymia. If Pern Keire had a son with one of Bilarri’s royal daughters, the entire galaxy would have known about it.”
“Unless there was a reason they kept it quiet.” Odintar rubbed his chin as he gazed into the distance. “The only thing Rodytes like better than brutality is deception. Gerrod could have been part of some grand scheme Pern didn’t quite pull off.”
“Anything’s possible,” Blayne agreed. “But this is all speculation.”
“It won’t be for long.” Odintar countered. “Ontarian security has a sample of Pern’s DNA. It will be simple enough to prove whether or not he fathered Gerrod. Let’s start there.”
“How did Ontarian security get a sample of Pern’s DNA?” Blayne wanted to know.
“Overlord Lyrik was there when Pern died. Of course he wasn’t overlord at the time.” Odintar looked at her and smiled. “I’ll request the test and we’ll take it from there.”
Blayne nodded. “I better go update Lor. Even unsubstantiated, this is pretty important.”
Odintar waited until they were alone again to ask, “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. Earth-shattering surprises are my specialty.”
He smiled and pulled her into a loose embrace. “If you’d like to see your mom, I can take you to Bilarri tonight.”
“It’s not fair to bring my mother into this.”
He chuckled. “I’ve always been a dirty fighter.”
“I’m aware.”
He sighed, his gaze filled with compassion and concern. “I think we both know what the test is going to show. If you’re a direct descendant of Pern Keire, everyone from Lor, to Morgan, to Indric will insist that you leave Earth.”
Her chin came up. “Then Roxie’s coming with me.”
“What is your fixation with Roxie?”
“Did you know she’s still here, locked in a room somewhere?” She put her hands on her hips. “They’re treating her like a prisoner and she’s done nothing wrong.”
“It’s my understanding that she’s in protective custody because of Nazerel’s cryptic warning. Did Gerrod happen to explain what that’s all about?”
“No. He said Roxie is his ticket out of here. That he has no intention of explaining until he’s safe on some obscure planet.”
“Not a bad strategy.”
“So I told him he had to decode the rest of the thumb drive and all of the notebook pages before we’d even consider relocating him.”
A pleased smile warmed his expression. “I think you’ve discovered your true vocation. That was one hell of a negotiation.”
“We’ll see if any of it means anything.” She sighed, blowing a stray strand of hair off her forehead. “I feel like we’ve come so far and yet we haven’t really gotten anywhere.”
“That’s not true.” His arm tightened around her waist drawing their lower bodies into intimate alignment. “You’ve provided us with possibilities. That’s a lot more than we had a few days ago.”
“I won’t let Roxie become a bargaining chip,” Jillian stressed. “She has nothing to do with any of this.”
“Actually we don’t know that for sure. Sevrin’s interest in her couldn’t have been coincidental.”
“Because you don’t believe in coincidences?”
“Yes.” He cupped her chin and turned her face up toward his. “I know you feel responsible for Roxie, but they are protecting her.”
“By locking her in a cage?” She shoved against his chest and tried to twist free of his embrace.
His arms tightened instead, drawing her closer. “She’s going to be moved to the safe house as soon as she calms down.”
“Then I’ll go help her calm down.”
He leaned down and kissed her, using his amazing mouth to melt the indignation from her body. “That’s cheating.”
He smiled against her lips. “Dirty fighter, remember.”
“As soon as I’ve seen her, the rest of the night is yours. I promise.”
He chuckled. “Stubborn to the end.”
“I won’t be able to relax until I know she’s okay.”
“I get it, and you win. We’ll go check on Roxie.” He shifted his arm to her shoulders and they headed off across the gym.
Contentment spread through her in languid waves. She wasn’t sure where the emotion originated, but it sure felt good.
“After we’ve seen Roxie, do you want one final night at home?”
She thought about it for a second then looked into his eyes. “It doesn’t matter where we sleep, my love. I’m already home.”
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Prologue
 

Ontariese
Cycle 1 of the Great Conflict
 

E’Lanna dar Aune sank to her knees, a low groan torn from her throat. Her lover’s hands moved to steady her, but E’Lanna allowed nothing to distract her from her purpose. They had so little time. If they were detected, all was lost.
She fixed her gaze on the babies lying side by side in front of her. Identical in every way, their luminous eyes stared back with trust and adoration. Tears blinded her.
How would she live without them?
Stretching out her hands, she scanned the babies meticulously, making sure she had left nothing unbound. There must be no sign of their power, no hint to draw attention to them.
“It is time, Your Majesty,” her lover, also a Mystic, said, and gently squeezed her shoulder.
She nodded and tried to stand but her entire body trembled. Oh no! Her power could not fail her now. She had yet to Summon the Storm. The binding ritual had drained her far more than she realized.
“Steady,” the Mystic said, helping her to her feet.
Two couples stepped forward, their costumes appropriate to the separate destinations awaiting them. E’Lanna caught her bottom lip between her teeth, holding back the protests raging within her. This was the only way.
The Mystic gently picked up her babies and handed them to their guardians.
E’Lanna wrapped her arms around herself and choked back a sob. She couldn’t let this destroy her. The safety of her daughters must come first.
Quickly turning to the grassy clearing, she summoned the metaphysical plane. Thunder shook the ground and lightning branched out across the violet sky. She opened a transport conduit and poured energy into the vortex. The grass danced with sizzling vibrations and her robe whipped around her body. Bracing her legs farther apart, she Summoned the Storm.
In a sudden, violent burst, six bolts of lightning struck the ground simultaneously, creating a visible circle of energy surrounding her. Reaching out through the vastness of space and time, she searched, guiding the conduit until she found the location she desired.
The Mystic stepped up beside her. His hand was gentle at the small of her back. “I will hold the vortex,” he offered.
He was allowing her time to say goodbye.
One of the guardians passed the first child to her and E’Lanna drank in the sight of her delicate features, memorized the softness of her skin and her scent. She pressed her lips to the baby’s temple and implanted her image, ensuring her daughter would remember her face.
“We will cherish her, Your Majesty, and protect her with our lives,” the guardian assured as E’Lanna returned the baby.
The tightness in her throat made it impossible to speak so she nodded and motioned toward the vortex. The couple stepped through as E’Lanna shook with anguish and loss.
The Mystic wrapped his arms around her, pressing himself against her back, supporting her, offering his energy.
E’Lanna ignored the tears streaming down her face. Her task was not yet complete. She must protect the other twin. Gathering her power into a more manageable stream, she merged with the Mystic, allowing him to augment her rapidly depleting strength.
Focusing again on the transport conduit, she accessed the power of the storm, channeling the energy into the vortex and guiding it in a new direction, to a separate destination.
“Quickly,” she urged, motioning the couple forward. E’Lanna kissed the other baby, gently caressing her face. With her lips pressed to her daughter’s temple, she implanted the memory. Her heart gave a sickening lurch as she raised her head and passed the child to one of the remaining guardians. “Go now. I am losing control.”
They didn’t hesitate. Lightning punctuated their departure and the conduit closed behind them.
E’Lanna collapsed into her lover’s arms, releasing the shuddering sobs she could no longer contain. He held her tightly, rocking gently and whispering against her hair.
Crushing the fabric of his robe in her fists, E’Lanna looked up at him, her expression fierce. “You must promise me, no matter what happens, you will protect them.”
“With my life,” he said emphatically.
“You must trust no one. No one. Do you understand? I am torn asunder by my responsibilities, but you can offer your allegiance to them alone.”
“I offer it freely.”
Burying her face against the warmth of his throat, she clutched him tightly and abandoned herself to grief. She must be strong. So many depended on her.
She would be strong again tomorrow—but for now, she would mourn all this conflict had cost her.



Chapter One
 

Ontariese
Cycle 89 of the Great Conflict
 

“I’m not looking forward to this,” Tal muttered as he joined his brother in the vestibule of the Traditionalist Sect Council’s headquarters.
Trey chuckled. He sprawled in a chair, one brawny leg hooked over its arm, swinging negligently. He always appeared carefree and comfortable, but Tal knew better. Shrewd intelligence lurked beneath his reckless façade and his intense amber gaze missed nothing.
“If it were up to you, little brother, you’d never leave the Conservatory,” Trey chided. “The TSC wants a quick report and then you can zap yourself back to your safe little fortress and practice your spells.”
Ignoring the semi-playful jibe, Tal folded his arms across his chest and tightened his hair until it lay in a neat, black coil down the center of his back. “We have nothing to report, so why are they wasting our time?”
“Vee still can’t figure out where Joon went?”
“We know when the portal opened and an approximate destination but…” Tal’s words trailed off as an argument broke out on the other side of the closed chamber door. “The TSC sounds as productive as ever.”
“You’d better change your clothes. If you stroll into the esteemed council chambers in the simple robes of a Mystic, Prefect Aune will not be pleased.”
There were so many things that displeased their father. Tal had long since abandoned his efforts to remember them all. But he didn’t argue. He visualized a formal Ontarian uniform and felt the shift ripple across the surface of his body. Glancing down, he inspected the result. Crisp, pleated trousers and a formfitting jacket. A row of bright gold buttons and a wide belt, the only decorations distracting from the austere black fabric.
Trey stood and smacked him in the middle of the back. “You look damn good in black.” He laughed. “Good thing you don’t wear it more often.”
A similar black uniform offset Trey’s vivid coloring. He had tucked his multicolored hair behind his ears, but refused to bind the bright red, gold and orange strands at the nape of his neck as was proper. Mischief danced in Trey’s amber gaze, and Tal smiled despite the tension wrapped around him like a rope. It was hard to remain somber around Trey.
The chamber doors flew open, demanding the attention of both men. Tal could see into the room. He hated the pomp and formality in which the TSC reveled, so as his brother said, he generally stayed away.
A massive U-shaped table dominated the room. Any person wishing to make a presentation to the TSC was forced to stand in the middle, surrounded by the council’s haughty stares and aloof expressions.
The man standing there now did not appear cowed by their arrogance. Vee. Tal smiled. His mentor and closest friend, Vee refused to bow to the dictates of any man, society or government. His flowing dove-gray robes intentionally flouted convention and proclaimed his standing as a Master-level Mage, a designation Tal had only recently achieved.
Without turning from his face-off with the TSC, Vee motioned them forward. Tal glanced at Trey, who was grinning from ear to ear. No one stood near the doors so Vee must have thrown them open with the power of his mind.
“I was not ready for their reports, Vee,” Roe Aune thundered, rising out of his chair, his palms flat on the table.
“You shall address me with proper respect if you expect the same from me, Roe Aune,” Vee said in a cold, clipped tone.
Tal watched his father struggle for composure. Only those who knew him well understood the effort needed to restrain his temper. His nostrils flared, his eyes narrowed, his lips compressed until they were invisible, but he managed to regain control and sit.
“Point taken, Master Vee. I was not yet ready for Commander Aune and Master Aune to join our assembly,” the prefect muttered.
“I have already explained all there is to know. We have exhausted our discourse,” Vee dismissed impatiently. “With each moment you spend berating our efforts, Dez dar Joon slips farther away.”
“How can it be that with all of the technology of our military and the combined power of the Mystics we cannot find one man?”
“Enough!” Vee’s voice rattled the intricately etched windows set at regular intervals within the sculpted walls of the chamber. It was not the volume but the intensity of his tone that vibrated the entire room. “I have explained our plan. If you have no further questions, we shall proceed.”
“Has the Symposium provided you with nothing useful?” Prefect Aune asked.
“The Symposium is still searching the Wisdom of the Ages for anything that might shed light on Joon’s motivation. I expect another transmission as soon as I return to the Conservatory.”
“Then go. Do whatever you must to capture Dez dar Joon. We have enjoyed a lull, an intermission in the hostilities, for nearly ten cycles. The House of Joon cannot be allowed to escalate this war again.”
Vee’s only response was a stiff nod. He turned abruptly, his robes flaring out behind him, and strode from the council chambers. Tal and Trey fell in behind and the massive doors slammed shut the moment they cleared the threshold.
“If that man were my sire, I would have strangled him in his sleep. How have you endured the exasperation?” Vee’s angry stride kept him half a step ahead of the other two men.
“I came to the Conservatory when I was a child,” Tal reminded him.
“Boarding school,” Trey put in, and they all laughed.
Vee opened a transport conduit and took them to the wide, covered gallery surrounding the Conservatory. Trey stumbled as they exited the vortex but the two Mystics didn’t miss a beat.
“You mentioned a plan,” Tal said.
Heaving a long, ragged breath, Vee explained, “We shall Summon the Storm and follow Dez dar Joon in Trey’s ship.”
Tal skittered to a halt and stared at Vee. “Has a ship ever been transported through the vortex before?”
“None of which I am aware,” Vee admitted.
Trey laughed. “This is precious. Why don’t you two just zap through the vortex and bring him back?”
“Since Dez dar Joon has begun emulating my energy pattern, I am no longer able to detect him,” Vee confessed. “Traditional scanners might be more effective, especially given this planet’s primitive state.”
“Fine by me, but can you two do it?” Trey asked.
“I shall guide the ship from within while Tal stabilizes the vortex from without.”
“That sounds easy enough.”
Tal glared at his brother. This was no time for Trey’s sarcasm.
“We’ll want a small ship, minimal crew. Something undetectable to their technology.” Trey grinned again. “When do we leave?”
“Make whatever preparations you find necessary. We shall join you as soon as I have heard from the Symposium.”
Trey nodded and Vee sent him back through the vortex.
“He hates that, you know,” Tal said.
“Transporting?”
“Not so much utilizing the vortex as being tossed through space like a leaf on the wind.”
Some of the tension eased from Vee’s expression. “I shall offer my apologies when next we meet.”
“Has the Symposium made any progress?” Tal changed the subject.
“I was in the midst of a link when your father summoned me like a disobedient child.”
Tal managed not to laugh at the obvious affront in Vee’s tone, but a smile tugged the corners of his mouth. It was not often that anything could rile Vee. Prefect Aune had certainly done so today.
They went to one of the meditation chambers. When the Symposium sent him massive amounts of information in a short period of time, it was necessary for Vee to cast himself into a nearly catatonic trance.
Tal stood by silently as Vee arranged himself comfortably upon the padded floor. “I should not be long.”
With a shake of his head, Vee emerged a few moments later. “We were unable to pinpoint his destination, but we have successfully narrowed the search area to a manageable field.”
Never one to mince words, Vee continued without giving Tal the opportunity to question his decisions.
“I will infuse you with the needed languages and background information before we begin. The Symposium has given me the image of a woman. We believe she is involved, but we are not sure how. The other Mystics will supplement the Storm. This has never been attempted before.”
“I’m aware of that,” Tal said. He felt his senses stir with an uncomfortable combination of excitement and foreboding. He didn’t fear Dez dar Joon, but each time they chased after him, Tal couldn’t help but feel Joon was in control.
Vee glanced at him, apparently sensing the surge of emotions within him. Tal looked away. Vee knew all of the reasons Tal pursued Dez dar Joon. Perhaps this time it would finally end.
“As soon as Trey is ready,” Vee concluded, “the adventure will begin.”
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